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Chapter One: The Traveling People 
 
   Daniel Benhannon opened his eyes just when the sun came above the horizon and the morning dew was glistening off dangling leaves and tall blades of green grass. He was in the wilderness of Ducaun between the city of Bon, fifty spans to the east, and Ducanton, the capital, which was one hundred-ten spans due west. He went over and patted Sprinter on the flank while the stallion nibbled on the grass. His saddle was on the ground along with the six-stringed guitarn, which reminded him of his father who made the instrument and his mother who taught him how to play it. 
 
   He grabbed the saddle, secured it and the guitarn to Sprinter’s back, and then mounted in one smooth motion. He was deep in the woods, and tempted to find a clearing, build a cabin, and live there, well away from civilization. Orin Netless once said that disaster followed Daniel like stink on a skunk and he was right. Trouble did follow him which is why he was tempted to stay away from people. He came from a long line of mountaineers and was perfectly capable of living in the wild, even if this land was mostly flat with only a few hills here and there. Even here trouble seemed to follow him. Just in the past few days he encountered and killed twenty yetis, most lone rogues, but one time there had been four hunting together, which was strange, seeing as they usually preferred mountain ranges and hardly ever wandered into the flat lands. The huge white creatures seemed to be running wild since the death of Balen Tamm. Daniel knew the Serpent Guild had some way of controlling the shaggy beasts and whatever Melodies had been used by the now dead Maestro must have gone inactive. That means the guild members must be trying to round up yetis and reestablish control. He chuckled at the thought of the chaos his enemies must be experiencing. 
 
   His brief time in Aakadon had expanded his education and the Da Capo was one of the most useful additions. Even now he had a very weak shield formed beneath his buckskins close to his skin, leaving only enough room for air to flow around his body. Only his inner ears, nostrils, and mouth when open, were exposed. He was proud of this composition. The shield spells used in Aakadon, and by observation, used by the Serpent Guild, were completely defensive. The caster could not attack while the shield was in place and the potential could not be varied in anyway; struck by a higher potential, the shields failed. The shield spells he composed provided protection while allowing him to go on the offensive and the potentials were variable. The amount of life force energy he was currently using was strong enough to protect him and Sprinter from burns, bites, scratches, blades, and arrows. If an Aakacarn hit him directly with a spell, the shield would immediately absorb the potential and strengthen, keeping him safe, or at least giving him time to react to the threat. He was by no means entirely safe. A powerful spell could kill him indirectly. The shield could absorb the potential of a high powered fireball, he contemplated, but the fire might still be hot enough to sear his lungs or he could smother in its smoke, either way he would be dead, not to mention getting his ear drums burned out. He dared not be complacent about his safety.
 
   The Da Capos on whatever Melodies Balen Tamm tied to his life force clearly ended when he died, perhaps he should have tied them to the residual life force energy in his instrument. Tied to a crescendo, the Da Capos would have stayed in place long after his death, like the one on the flute of Della Lain keeping Tarin Conn imprisoned beneath Mount Kelgotha, Daniel pondered, having plenty of time for thinking. 
 
   He continued west out of the grassy clearing and deeper into the forest. The trees were mostly oaks and chestnuts with white-ash and assorted maples sprinkled in here and there. The sky above the treetops, as seen between a canopy of swaying branches, was a vivid blue with only a few white clouds drifting lazily to the south. He summoned potential for the spell, Find All, energy flowed into him, warm and tingling, making him feel all powerful, and he sent his scan out slowly to a five span radius. It was unlikely another spell caster would be anywhere near but it never hurt to be careful. No yetis, Condemneds, or Aakacarns, were in the area, but he did sense a bear three and a half spans to the south, woodpeckers, thrushes, all sorts of birds, insects, deer, foxes, various critters, and a wolf pack five spans to the north that was headed out of his self-imposed scanning range. He could have scanned much farther but that would cause ripple affects and potentially draw unwanted attention. 
 
   Any Aakacarn in sight would usually be able to see he was summoning potential, and that glow would be visible until he completed the Melody or added a Da Capo and tied it off. His shield was so low in potential it was invisible before he tied it off to his life force. It was a Symphonic, meaning it had more notes in the composition than just a single melody line. The more notes he added in harmony with the melody, the less potential was needed to produce the desired effect, which is what made him believe he could compose a teleportation spell of his own that required no more than a single bolt of potential. Fortunately his time in Aakadon had introduced him to a wide range of musical instruments and he could hear them in his mind and imagine adding those sounds to his compositions. 
 
   He was alert, his mountaineer skills at hunting and trapping were honed to a fine edge and he did not neglect them just because he could cast a spell and sense every living thing around him. His eyes, ears, and nose were just as important. He rode with one hand on the reins and a bow and quiver of arrows strapped across his back. His buckskins were more than just clean, they were immaculate, kept so by his frequent use of the spell he titled; Laundering. It actually did more than just clean his clothes, like the one the Aakacarns used, his also repaired any damage as if the tear, burn, or whatever, had never occurred. His boots were rawhide but equally immaculate. On his right hip was a hunting knife sheathed to his belt. The weapon was much more than a knife; it was a type one level four crescendo possessing six bolts of amplification, giving it thirty-six times the power of a One-bolt Accomplished. Daniel had that much unaided, with this crescendo he commanded twelve bolts of potential, enough to cause a mountain to tremble and be sensed by every living thing in the known world. 
 
   He was tempted to stay in the woods and forgo visiting the Queen, even though he had told Tim Dukane, his long time friend, he would go to the palace and offer his services as an Accomplished to her, but was now having second and even third thoughts. He would never be able to go back to the simple life he once enjoyed after revealing his abilities to the Queen and so was hesitant to follow through with the notion. The invitation to come at his earliest convenience had to have been sent while he was still attending classes in Aakadon, before he defeated Balen Tamm, and certainly before he had been Silenced by the Grand Maestro. Daniel had been praised by Maestros, Aakacarns, and non-Aakacarns alike for his accomplishments. All the fuss over him was enough to make him want to stay in the woods, but his departure from Aakadon has likely been reported to the Queen through the Accomplished assigned to the royal court, and Daniel knew in his heart she was expecting him to honor her summons, which is what it was, and present himself. 
 
   He could track from one end of the continent to the other without getting lost, thanks to those geography lessons in Aakadon. Before casting his first spell and the aftermath that followed, he had never been any farther from Mount Tannakonna than the river named after it. He was truly grateful for those boring lessons, or so they seemed at the time. 
 
   He rode on circumspectly watching birds flit from branch to branch and then suddenly, at a signal known only to them, take off in mass, and fly away in formation to wherever the notion took them. Squirrels scampered up trees and other forest critters went about their daily search for food. While traveling, he was also creating a highly detailed holographic map through the spell called, Mapping, tied with a Da Capo connected to his life force, a minimal potential Melody he could perform in his head whenever he wanted to make a map. To each map he would assign a name and then be able to project at will for others to see or just close his eyes and visualize the images in his head. The depictions would definitely be good enough to use for teleportation.
 
   The air was fresh and the breeze carried a rich floral scent mixed with that of water. A quarter of a span farther brought him to a small lake. He drank from one of his two canteens, the other was empty, and then dismounted and refilled both of them. Sprinter drank freely. The quiet moment brought thoughts of Sherree Jenna to the forefront of his mind. The newly raised Accomplished was now a member of the Aloe Guild and was dedicating herself to the healing arts. Even as a Talented she had demonstrated her compassion and desire to heal sickness and injuries, on humans and on every wounded creature that crossed her path. Her rejuvenation spell made it possible for him to endure the curse link he once had to the Dark Maestro.
 
   The beautiful Lobenian with hair of yellow gold and eyes the color of emeralds had captured his heart. Daniel did not think it was possible to fall in love with someone so soon after his relationship with Val fell apart, but he sure believed it now. A relationship with Sherree was doomed from the start and even if she had similar feelings for him, which he more than suspected she did, he knew nothing would ever come of them. Aakacarns do not marry. It was a tradition passed on for over three thousand years. He knew she was dedicated to the Aloe Guild, and would no doubt be insulted if he were ever to suggest such a union with him. His experience with Val Terrance was more convincing than any lecture given by Terroll Barnes, who tutored him, or Jason Renn, the Lead Instructor of Talenteds in Aakadon, that marriage was not an option. 
 
   He remounted Sprinter and continued west. Marks of time went by and he thought about everything, beginning with what to say when he finally met the Queen to Sherree’s farewell hug back in Aakadon. He never expected a hug from her, a reserved Lobenian and more, a dignified Accomplished. The hug, the Tannakonna way of saying farewell and successful hunting, had been given to him by most every female in and around Bashierwood. Sherree could not have missed seeing the custom and must have deemed it appropriate at his departure from the Aakacarn city. He smiled at the memory. She did feel good in his arms and at the time he truly wanted to kiss her, but knew to do so would have embarrassed her in the presences of her fellow Aakacarns and she would certainly have taken a dim view of his actions. Kissing her would have been a disaster, better to part as friends. 
 
   The sun was low in the sky, night was coming soon, and it looked like a pleasant evening ahead. He decided to look for a place to stop for the night and a short time later dismounted near the base of a Red Maple. The tree stood more than sixty cubits high and was full of samaras, some of the winged seeds fluttered down around him while he was still deciding what to do. He thought about removing Sprinter’s saddle but decided to scan a five span radius first. The spell, Find All, played in his mind, Snakes abounded but none close, and he sensed nothing that could threaten him or the ashen stallion. He lowered his scan radius to fifty strides and tied the minimal potential off with a Da Capo to his life force. He would have plenty of time to react if anything dangerous got close. All that done, he removed the saddle and gave the stallion a rub down, replaced the horse’s shield, took some time to shave, then replaced his own shield, and relaxed with his back against the tree. 
 
   Later in the night amid the hooting of owls, croaking frogs and a chorus of other nocturnal sounds, was the full throated bellow of a yeti. The roar of the nine and the half cubits tall creatures can be heard from as much as eight spans away, depending on the acoustical quality of the landscape and the stillness of the night. Daniel estimated this one to be about six spans to the west. Multiple replies answered the first and seemed to be heading away from his location, but that was little comfort. He was not concerned about himself or Sprinter, they were safely shielded, it was the danger these creatures posed to others. A yeti will eat practically anything, animal or vegetable, but they, due to the influence of the Serpent Guild, have acquired a taste for human flesh and will choose a child over a goat even if the goat is closer and tied up. 
 
   Sprinter’s ears twitched and his muscles tensed but the stallion did not panic. He and Daniel faced thousands of yetis in the past and the horse was ready to stand or charge, whichever his rider decided. The options were few. Daniel could stay where he was and do nothing or go rid the world of some man-eating beasts. If he did nothing the yetis would likely attack any people in the area, the shaggy creatures rarely bellowed unless they were fighting for dominance or to signal they have cornered prey, and that prey could be human. Without further consideration, Daniel saddled up, heeled Sprinter in the flanks, not that the horse could actually feel the pressure just knew his rider well, and headed into the night. He rode low in the saddle to avoid any low hanging branches but dips in the ground and the need to avoid the trees did slow progress a bit. He expanded, Find All, focusing out to the west about ten spans, and winced. Thirty of the beasts were six spans ahead, far more than he had seen in one place since the duel at Mount Gosian. He deeply hoped this was not a sign of things to come; Yetis forming larger communities and attacking on their own initiative was a thing of nightmares. The white terrors were surrounding a large group of people who seemed to be gathered in a circular mass. He counted one hundred sixteen humans, more than half female, but could determine little else without physically touching them. He knew enough.
 
   As the distance shortened, a westerly trail emerged and the ground was more even, allowing the stallion to speed up. The bellows and roars grew louder and human screams and shouts were added to the mix. He had just enough arrows to kill the yetis and preferred to use them to eliminate the threat rather than resort to spell casting. He would cast, Die Now, the death spell he recomposed since leaving Aakadon, rather than let people be killed, and his secret be condemned if it comes to that, but Yetis dropping dead with no wounds or apparent cause of death would definitely rouse suspicions. He would stick to the bow for now and do what needed to be done as the situation unfolded.
 
   The wind was blowing to the south and carrying the smoke with it. Red-orange flames encircled a large group of wagons in a clearing about eighteen strides off the trail. People were throwing all sorts of things into the fiery wall, keeping it alive. A yeti leaped the flames, trying to get at the shouting humans, and became a living torch. A tiny man, compared to the shaggy beast, ran with sword in hand to meet the threat. The man ducked under a swinging flaming paw, slashed the yeti across the abdomen, and jumped back as entrails spilled out onto the ground and the creature fell dead.
 
   Daniel reined Sprinter to a halt and closed his eyes in order to better concentrate on what he was sensing through the spell; the exact location of each yeti. Two of the flesh eaters lay motionless within the wall of fire, eight were on the far west side of the circle, six bellowing from the north, an equal number to the south, and seven had their backs to him on the east.
 
   Men and a few women stood atop the wagons raining arrows into the outer darkness, visibility had to be low from their perspectives, having to sight through smoke, and even though many of the shots missed the mark, they did manage to wound a few yetis. Daniel once pinned a rat to a tree at a hundred strides. It had been a clear day with no wind and the conditions then were perfect, nothing like what he faced now, even so he was no slouch with a bow. He moved to about twenty strides from the seven roaring beasts whose backs were to him, drew fletching to ear, and let fly. Yeti number one fell to the ground with an arrow in its throat. In quick fluid motions Daniel pulled, aimed, and let fly until all seven yetis were dead. He needed to get the attention of the rest.
 
   “Sprinter, let’s show them we are here,” he told the stallion and then pulled back sharply on the reins.
 
   Sprinter rose up on his back legs, neighing a challenge, and then dropped into a charge toward the firewall. Daniel reined the stallion in at fifteen strides from the flames and closed his eyes, concentrating on the current location of the remaining yetis. Half of the creatures were now filtering through the trees along either side of the trail while the others continued to torment the defenders by darting at the flames, as if daring them to loose an arrow, and then jumping aside as the shafts shot back in response. Yetis were not mindless beasts, except when under the control of an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, like in the Battle of Bashierwood. When the Accomplisheds controlling the beasts died they continued to follow the last order given, which was to attack.
 
   Daniel sensed four yetis approaching even before he opened his eyes and had his first arrow aimed and ready. He let fly as the beasts roared and charged at him. He sent shaft after shaft at the hairy monsters, all died, and number four actually managed to get within six strides of him before dying with an arrow sticking out of its right eye.
 
   A group of yetis started around the flames from the north while two came from the south, one of which died with an arrow in its back, thanks to one of the archers on top of the wagons, and Daniel became aware of more yetis moving through the trees to his left while another five did the same from the right. They were going to encircle him and then charge at once. With those in the front and nine creeping into position this promised to get interesting. He drew and shot his arrows methodically, killing the closest yetis, leaving the nine, and then urged Sprinter a little closer to the fire, ensuring none of the shaggy beasts could get at him from behind. The move was more to protect his secret than anything else. 
 
   The remaining yetis bellowed at once, all subtlety gone, and charged at him. Two of the white horrors died with arrows sticking from their necks, sides, arms, and legs. They apparently forgot about the archers on the wagons, who did not forget about them. The remaining seven were still focused on Daniel, who chose the nearest target and let fly. Number seven died with an arrow in its chest from twenty strides away. Number six died at eighteen strides away, followed shortly by number five. Yeti number four had an arrow in its right shoulder from one of the archers atop the wagons and took Daniel’s longer shaft in the jugular while its head was turned toward the other archer. It fell and did not get up. Yeti number three tripped over number four but was soon dead with one of Daniel’s arrows in its left eye socket. Number two died at ten strides away and the last beast died with an arrow between the eyes after coming to within seven strides of Sprinter.
 
   Daniel closed his eyes, scanning for additional yetis, and found none moving and no additional beasts even after extending his radius out to ten spans. If there had been any Aakacarns in the vicinity they would see a spell was being cast, but he truly did not expect any spell casters to be near, and he knew the non-Aakacarns within the firewall could not see the blue glow emanating from him. He sensed nothing dangerous and relaxed. This fight was over and he was ready to move on, but water splashed onto the flames nearest him and the fire began to die down in that spot, so he hesitated.
 
   “Can you make it?” a deep voice called to him. 
 
   Daniel watched as a bucket of water and another of dirt hit the fire, reducing the flames to the point he was confident Sprinter could make the jump. With the personal shields in place there was no chance either of them would actually be injured, not unless he was stupid enough stay within the fire and choke to death on the smoke. “Yes,” he called and then heeled the stallion in the flanks. The brave horse sprang forward and leaped the fire while a stout man stood watching the outer darkness and four younger men, each about Daniel’s age, ran to add kindling to the area that had been banked down.
 
   The stout man’s silver hair and wide mustache were clearly revealed in the firelight, as were his bright green voluminous pants. His eyebrows were thick and nearly touching. His shirt was bright green with orange and yellow diagonal stripes. A scar marred his right cheek and soot covered his forehead. He beckoned for Daniel to come near while several other men gathered, apparently to get a look at the stranger in their midst.
 
   Daniel wondered how the travelers managed to create the firewall before the Yetis arrived. The man-eaters should have been all over the camp before the first flames hit the kindling. Looking about he noticed thirty-three wagons, like small cabins on wheels, some painted in bright red, others yellow or blue or green, and some in two and three toned combinations of the four colors. People were hopping from the wagons, some scrambling up from underneath, and many were coughing and peering around wide-eyed at the camp and the surrounding fire. Folks were waving their arms in wild gestures as they conversed with one another. Most of the archers remained in position, keeping watch for any yetis that might be still out in the darkness, even though all was quiet and no signs of movement came from beyond the firewall. Daniel knew no yetis were in the area, alive anyway, but chose to stay quiet on the subject, and besides, it did not hurt for the travelers to be on alert.
 
   The women wore blouses with skirts varying in length from all the way down to the ankles to just above the knees. These were also in vivid colors and Daniel knew he was now among the Teki, a race of traveling entertainers. They claimed no land and crossed inter-kingdom borders as if they did not exist. He had only seen a troop twice, once when he was four and the second time ten years later. Samuel Cresh, a friend, came to mind. The young man was now an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild but was born a Teki. The thick dark hair and long bushy eyebrows were a common trait among his people and the members of this troop were no exception, even the women had eyebrows that were almost a solid line over their brows, but were less bushy than those of the men. These people being Teki also explained all the waving of the arms when they spoke, their race was known for it. Back home on Mount Tannakonna, whenever a person waves their arms too much while talking, people often say to the man or woman, “You wave your arms like a drunken Teki.” Samuel never exaggerated his gestures while speaking, not any more than a normal person. Daniel paused in his thinking. It seemed he was going to need a broader definition of what should be considered normal, especially since most folks would place him in the abnormal category, and he would not blame them if they did.
 
   He stood head and shoulders taller than the tallest man in this troop, who happened to be standing near him and holding a bloody sword, the same fellow who had gutted the yeti. He himself was above average height among his own countrymen on Tannakonna, but not extraordinarily so. 
 
   “You have skill with the bow,” said the silver-haired man. “I’m gladdened you made it into the relative safety of our troop.” 
 
   “Baaa!” the sword wielding entertainer grumped. His shirt barely contained his bulging muscles and his shoulders were as broad as Daniel’s. “Look at him, young and sure of himself, and blighted lucky to be alive.”
 
   “Go easy on him Stephanus,” said the silver-haired man with a slight movement of his right hand, perhaps emphasizing his words. “He settled things down quite a bit. I don’t hear a single yeti.”
 
   Stephanus wiped the blood from his sword and sheathed it while giving Daniel a flat stare that showed he did not trust strangers. His mustache was thick, though not as much as that of the older man.
 
   Daniel knew this must be the troop’s strong man and if his no longer enhanced memory served correctly the troop should also have musicians, acrobats, jugglers, archers, animal handlers with cats and dogs trained to do tricks, and merry makers with painted smiles and long false noses. He knew somewhere in the troop there would be a Seer who foretells the future for a price. Seers among the Teki were reputed to be highly accurate but he had no intention of giving up a coin to learn his future, and no desire to hear it even for free. He already knew he was destined to live a long and lonely life. That is, if something does not succeed in killing him.
 
   The silver-haired man extended his right hand. “My name is Enrick Krellig, Chief of the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni Teki. Whom do I have the honor of addressing?”
 
   “Dan,” Daniel replied while shaking the chief’s hand. If the older man thought it strange that the family name had been left out of the introduction he gave no sign of it.
 
   So far none of these people seemed to recognize the vanquisher of Balen Tamm and hero of the Battle of Bashierwood, which suited Daniel fine. The only people in the twelve kingdoms of Atlantan who disliked spell casters more than Ducaunans were the Teki. Most everyone who knew who he was would also know he had been Silenced, but would that make any difference to the Teki? Daniel was not sure and did not want any trouble. No, they could not do him any harm, his shield was still in place. He just hoped to continue on his journey without causing a fuss. 
 
   “You haven’t many arrows left in that quiver,” Stephanus informed him as if the fact was not obvious. The man could not be more than ten years older than Daniel and yet he seemed to be as prickly as Orin Netless, one of the oldest men on Mount Tannakonna. One would think the man had caught a truant sneaking out of the learning circle. “What would you have done if I or Silvia or David hadn’t killed some of those yetis?”
 
   The two individuals named stepped forward to meet the man who faced the yetis from outside the firewall. One, at first glance, seemed to be a girl with short bow in hand and a quiver bristling with arrows.  She was wearing bright green trousers and a tight yellow shirt with orange stripes that emphasized her ample chest, showing she was a woman, not a girl. She had a broad leather belt around her waist with a hand-sized crossbow hanging from a clip on her left hip, and a row of miniature bolts that went all the way around the belt at about two finger widths apart. Each bolt was about a hand span in length and no bigger around than her pinky finger. Daniel heard that the Zunean and Pentrosan infantry had crossbows but those were much larger and a bit cumbersome. This hand-held crossbow looked sleek, manageable, and probably did not have much range, but might be deadly at intermediate and close range if she can reload the thing fast enough. Clearly she preferred the regular short bow for killing yetis in the night.
 
   Her black hair framed her face and fell over her shoulders in waves down to her lower back. Her eyebrows were thick but not nearly like those of the men and her lashes were long. A sudden smile formed dimples in her cheeks, making her altogether adorable, not that Daniel was interested in having a relationship with her. It is just that ignoring her would be like ignoring a bright flower in a patch of ferns.
 
   “Why would he worry about fighting the beasts?  He’s nearly as big as a yeti and much better looking,” She said while answering Stephanus, glancing at David, and then looking Daniel in the eye.
 
   Considering the tough leathery face of a yeti, Daniel could hardly take her comparison as a compliment but the tone in which she had said it while batting her eyelashes at him indicated she meant it to be one. He gripped the knife in its sheath. “I would have killed them anyway.” 
 
   “Ducaunan mountaineers are reputed to be masters of the bow and knife but I think even you might find yourself overmatched,” David stated while moving closer to Silvia as if staking a claim. His pants were bright blue and his shirt yellow with red horizontal stripes. He had a knife on each hip and rested a hand on the hilt of the one on the left. He also had a slim throwing knife strapped to each black shiny boot and perhaps more secreted within his clothing. His eyes were dark brown, nearly as dark as Daniel’s, and his hair was longer than most men wore, slightly below his shoulders, but not as long as the Teki women wore theirs.
 
   Silvia smiled at the young archer and Daniel realized her flirt was just to see how the other man would react. Stephanus shook his head and began walking the perimeter while grumbling about rash young men jumping thoughtlessly into danger. Enrick studied Daniel with a knowing eye. 
 
   “You are a long way from Tannakonna,” the chief commented.
 
   “At least Tannakonna mountaineers dye their buckskins rather than leaving them bland and tanned, even if the red of your shirt and blue of your pants is dull rather than bright,” Silvia added, and kept staring at him as if this was the first time she had ever seen a stranger in the camp.
 
   Considering the color choices of the Teki, Daniel could see where she would think so. This troop was obviously well traveled, enough to recognize the clothing styles of different regions throughout the realm, perhaps the whole continent. “I decided it was time to take a look at life beyond the slopes of Tannakonna.” 
 
   David laughed and clapped Daniel on the back, hard, “No one better than a Teki understands that sentiment,” he said and his eyes widened, hitting the invisible shield beneath the buckskins must have felt like slapping a stone. “I think you’re tough enough to face the dangers of the flatlands, and besides, the world is way too big and interesting to spend all your time on one mountain.”
 
   A young dark-haired girl in a bright orange dress ran up to the Teki chief, whispered something in his ear, and then sprinted bare foot to the wagons, slipping past the outer group and disappearing somewhere in the middle of the cluster.
 
   Enrick stared out at the firewall for about a ten count and then shouted orders. “The danger is past, put out the fire, wagons are to be placed back in camp pattern, and set the regular guard,” he commanded while gesturing with his hands and watched as scores of men and women ran to carry out his orders, and then focused on his unexpected guest.
 
   Daniel knew the danger from the yetis was over but how did the Teki chief know? And there was still the question of what a Teki troop was doing so far from any possible audience and how they knew to make the firewall.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon, our Seer, Ruth, has a revelation for you,” Enrick said while motioning with his right hand in the direction the girl had run.
 
   How did this man know his full name? The girl must have told the chief, perhaps she came across a drawing in some remote town or village. Enrick appeared solemn, not angry, which was a sign the troop might not get hostile. Daniel wanted to decline hearing the revelation and yet did not want to offend these people.
 
   Enrick seemed to perceive his hesitation and so added, “At the word of our Seer, I directed this troop to leave Lobenia, where we were earning no small amount of coins, to travel through the Ducaunan wilderness, avoiding all cities, towns, and villages, all on her say so. We camped in this spot for three days, waiting for something that, “must be,” her words, and then began making the firewall hours before we knew yetis were in the area. Her gift of Sight is strong and only a fool ignores her words. I do not think you a fool.”
 
   All eyes were on Daniel. He could mount Sprinter and ride away. There was nothing any of them could do to make him stay, but to leave at this point would be impolite in the extreme. “Can someone direct me to her?” 
 
   As he was speaking, wagons were being repositioned, and one wagon painted dark blue with yellow stars and the different fazes of the moon depicted on the side, remained unmoved yet in the center of a slowly forming spiral pattern.
 
   “I will guide him,” Silvia volunteered.
 
   “We will both escort him,” David said while stepping between Daniel and the Teki woman, who smiled at the archer but did not argue with him.
 
   “You have your guides, not that you need them now,” Enrick said while smiling patiently at the couple. “Ruth’s wagon is there in the center. That blue one with the stars on it.” 
 
   An escort clearly was not needed but Daniel followed the pair. They led him to the back steps of the wagon while the rest of the Teki, those not involved in setting up the camp, watched him wait for his audience with their Seer. The door opened and the girl in the orange dress beckoned for him to enter, which he did, after ducking his head because the opening was half a hand lower in height than he was tall. His escorts took up positions on either side of the steps, as if a guard was needed.
 
   Inside the wagon the colors were soft rather than glaringly bright. The walls were pale green and yellow curtains covered the side and back windows. At the back of the wagon was a cushioned bunk strewn with fluffy white pillows trimmed in lace. In the center of the space was a white table with a chair facing the door on one side and a three legged stool on the other. Oil lamps hung from the roof provided the light. The occupant of the chair was a gray-haired woman, wrinkled and wizened, with a floral-patterned violet scarf on her head and a dress that seemed to take in every possible shade between red, purple, and violet.
 
   “Come sit, Daniel Benhannon, I have seen much that you need to know,” the old woman said while waving casually at the stool.
 
   Daniel sat down. His knees were higher than his bottom, not the most comfortable position, yet even so he was eye level to the Seer. He folded both hands over his left knee, finding that more comfortable, and then asked, “What do I need to know?” 
 
   The girl closed the door and then went and stood behind the seer. The old woman stared at Daniel as if reading something in his eyes. She finally gave a satisfied nod of the head. “You get right to the point, I like that. I am Ruth, Seer for the Reshashinni Teki and my revelation begins with this; you must be in the north or someone close to your heart will die. This I see and so it will be.”
 
   Daniel did not want to scoff but the revelation was vague, without specifics, and practically useless. “Who will die, when, and exactly where up north?” he asked while trying to keep a respectful tone.
 
   “I cannot say for the view is unclear at this time. There is much more so listen to my words. I know who you are and I know what you are,” Ruth told him.
 
   Could she know about his being an Aakasear? He kept his mouth shut.
 
   “At the dawning of the sun, when this night is done, will be the twentieth year since the birth of the Creator’s Chosen Vessel, every Seer alive at the time saw this, and those of us among the Teki have been discussing this for years. Our Seers have been looking forward to the coming of the champion for five centuries, all wondering when, both longing and dreading the day, each wondering which of us would be first to proclaim him.” 
 
   This had to be a coincidence. Daniel had put the date out of his mind. What did he care if tomorrow marks the twentieth anniversary of his birth? He had no one to celebrate it with so the day held little meaning. When he still kept quiet she added, “It was your birth that I saw and not only me, every Seer, even those not among the Teki.”
 
   The girl gasped, clearly taken aback, quickly covered her mouth, and then flushed red when Ruth glanced at her. “The Sight in you is small, do not worry, it will grow. At least now you know what it is you are seeing.”
 
   Daniel decided to respond before the situation got out of hand. “I heard from an old Accomplished that the Chosen Vessel is the Creator’s champion, born to oppose the champion of evil, in this age, Tarin Conn. No thanks, that can’t be me. I’ve tangled with him enough already and would rather not do it again. Besides, the Chosen Vessel should come out of Aakadon, one of the Maestros or the Grand Maestro, certainly not me. Anyone who fights Tarin Conn needs to be able to summon potential,” there he said it, does she see what he really is, does she realize he is an Aakasear?
 
   Ruth chuckled. “If you have lost the ability to cast Melodies, then you will soon find a way to regain it, if you have not already. The Chosen Vessel draws what he or she needs. Whatever is necessary for him to match his rival gets caught up in his or her swirl of events. The Vessel is a walking vortex and the rest of us must get out of the way, go along for the ride, or be smashed in your path. It is the same for both champions. Tarin Conn, even from the bowels of Kelgotha has a powerful effect on the world, drawing what he needs, and many people have been destroyed opposing him.” 
 
   She was making Daniel nervous. He took a deep breath and proceeded in a casual voice. “So you have seen the proclamations about Daniel Benhannon, hero of the Battle of Bashierwood, bane of the Serpent Guild, and vanquisher of Balen Tamm; if that is so, then you know I am no longer that person. I have been to Aakadon and Silenced by the Grand Maestro, not a very good start for one who is supposed to be the Creator’s champion, and Efferin would have imprisoned me at the possibility that I might be the Chosen Vessel.”
 
   “The Sight in me is stronger than in most others but every person who possesses even the slightest ability can see that you are the Chosen Vessel, even those few who are not of the Teki. There is a glow about you, no not that of your potential, this is different, a white aura apparent only to the eyes of a Seer, like Sasha here, and Tarin Conn has one as well, although his is dark,” Ruth explained. “The Grand Maestro is like the rest of us; he can stand aside, join you, or be smashed. The Teki will aid you as we can, but not everyone in the world will welcome you. Some will be irritated that they have been caught up in the swirl of events surrounding you, others will oppose you because they are serving the other champion, while still others will refuse to believe you are who we Seers say you are and will therefore seek a champion more suited to their expectations. There will be good people who will oppose you believing they are doing the right thing while others will fight you for riches, power, or influence. Many of the nobility will want to manipulate you and failing that, will seek to destroy you, some out of pride and some out of jealousy. As to your recent accomplishments, we have neither seen nor heard of them, although we all felt the world tremble and I knew it was you, the Chosen Vessel, confronting the evil that was Balen Tamm. I told Enrick months ago that we were fated to leave Lobenia, travel the back trails of Ducaun, and avoid all human contact. I did this because I wanted to announce who you are before my people learn you are a Melody Wielder. Even now I am trying to come to grips with having to sit just a few paces from one. But I will manage, can even sympathize, knowing it must be even harder for you a Ducaunan to grow up fearing and despising Melody Wielders, and then learn that you are one. If I did not know any better I would suspect the Creator has a taste for irony. Ducaun, the most devastated of the twelve kingdoms during the Great War, the one kingdom wanting the least to do with Melody wielding of any sort, becomes the birthplace of His champion.”
 
   The notion was ridiculous and Daniel did not want to hear any more talk of his being the Chosen Vessel. “I want to live in peace.”
 
   Ruth actually laughed. “What you want matters little. You are the Chosen Vessel. The sooner you accept this truth the better off we will be.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?” Daniel asked. This was all crazy talk, why was he even listening?
 
   “Oh, you will always have a choice. The Chosen Vessel, in addition to ultimately facing evil’s champion, often faces grievous wrongs being perpetrated against the innocent and unsuspecting, rescuing them from danger. You will have the same choice any of us have in those circumstances; walk away, stand and watch, or take action. The only difference is that you will have to make one of those three choices far more frequently than the rest of us. I hope you have a strong stomach because if you choose to hide away or do nothing a lot of innocent people will die. In the mean time, your adversary will grow stronger, break free, and take over the world. I cannot see which of you will win the ultimate contest but I know if you wait too long, you will be all alone when the time comes and will probably die,” Ruth told him in no uncertain words. She was not laughing or even smiling now.
 
   Well, he asked her if he had a choice, and so could not blame her if he did not like the answer. Besides, she was right, maybe not about him being the Chosen Vessel, but about the choices. Anytime anyone confronts a horrible wrong being done to another person or just coming across someone who his hurt or in trouble, the choices are to walk away, stand and watch, or lend a hand, even if the help is to go find someone more capable of rendering aid. 
 
   “You need not take my word alone on the matter. The events surrounding you declare you to be the Chosen Vessel, that is, to anyone with the time and wit to figure it out. In our journey from Lobenia to this place in Ducaun we encountered not one yeti. How many have you encountered?” Ruth patiently replied.
 
   “Not counting tonight, twenty in the past five days,” Daniel replied and realized he was perspiring under her gaze even though the shield spell kept the temperature surrounding him at a comfortable level; this was so whether he was sitting on hot coals or on a block of ice. No question about it, she was making him nervous.
 
   “The beasts were caught up in your swirling of events. I knew to camp here, I knew a large group of yetis would come, I knew the Chosen Vessel was close, but I did not know what choice you would make. You chose rightly and we are alive because of it. I believe, though I hesitate to put words in His mouth, the Creator made you His champion because it is in your nature to help. Think about yourself. At an age when most Aakacarns possess only one lighting bolt, you were given six, this I saw, and your potential grows even as we speak. You are stronger now than when you left Tannakonna and I know not how many more bolts you will gain, but I do know however much it is will only be enough to make it possible for you to defeat Tarin Conn. This does not mean you will possess as many lightning bolts as he, only that you will have enough potential combined with your other talents and resources to match him. I suggest you perform the Melody of Ranking periodically for your own knowledge if nothing else. It is obvious to me you prefer not to display your rank as is the custom of the Aakacarns,” Ruth explained and then glanced at the girl. “Sasha, fetch us some plum juice,” she said and watched as the girl rushed to do her bidding.
 
   A short time passed and Daniel was sipping on a mug of plum juice and considering the revelation Ruth was giving him. If she was right and the Creator did choose him, caused him to be born an Aakasear, and gave him the extra lighting bolts, then he had the responsibility to make full use of those talents in the way they were meant to be. It was a big if, but he could hardly deny that he possessed those talents and he had often wondered why such had been given to him. “Okay,” he told himself inwardly. Too many things have happened recently for him to start denying the facts. It is one thing for him to accept that he is the Chosen Vessel, it is another thing entirely for other people to believe it, and he had no intention of telling them. He imagined walking into a town or village and announcing to everyone that they were in the presence of the Creator’s champion. They would laugh him to scorn, at best.
 
   “Do you ponder the fate of the world, Daniel Benhannon?” Ruth spoke up after setting down her mug of juice. 
 
   “I ponder the responsibility of accepting what you said about me, about my being the Chosen Vessel. I am not a leader. I have no home and no notion of how to begin fulfilling the task I have apparently been destined to accomplish.” 
 
   Ruth rubbed her chin as if contemplating how to help or what advice to give. “What you need will be drawn to you. If anyone insists on following you, let them. Do not turn them away, which is what your first inclination is likely to be. Continue on your journey. I have seen that you are reluctant to meet your Queen, get passed that for you must go to her. She will be dead within a year if you choose otherwise. This I have seen and so it will be.”
 
   This revelation just gets better and better, Daniel thought ruefully. Someone he loves will die sometime in the north if he is not there to save him or her, the Creator has chosen him to be His champion, and Queen Cleona will die within a year if he does not honor her invitation. He hoped this was the end of what he needed to hear, his plate was now full enough to satisfy the hardiest of appetites and the possible chores involved seemed endless. “How much do I owe you for this revelation?” he asked politely.
 
   “I see more for you and ask only one thing in return for all. First, you will meet my daughter’s son, Samuel, and meeting him will be a sign that you are in the right place to save your loved one in the north. You must tell him that I have declared you to be the Chosen. Do not let humility keep you from revealing this, he must know. Secondly, tell him to remember the last words I spoke to him concerning his fate. He will know what I mean even though you do not and probably he will tell you, which is up to him. Lastly, and this is not part of the revelation, this is the price. Tell Samuel that I love him and he is very much alive in my heart,” Ruth said and her brown eyes watered up. She pulled a cloth from a hidden pocket in her dress and wiped away the tears.
 
   Daniel, through an act of pure will, did not tear up. He understood about unhappy partings and thought of Samuel and knew this message had to be delivered. “Samuel is my friend. I will be glad to relay your words. In fact, I’ll go right back to Aakadon and tell him.” he told her and stood up, ready to pay this price before he got any father away from the Aakacarn city.
 
   Ruth’s eyelids fluttered wildly and she leaned forward clearly anxious and then fixed him with a fierce gaze. “You must not. The time is not right. Go meet the Queen, do what you must, and in the fullness of time you will cross paths with my daughter’s son. This I have seen and so it will be.”
 
   “I accept your words,” he answered in the customary way.
 
   “As well you should,” she replied while beckoning for Sasha to open the door. “Follow your instincts, listen to your heart, and do not get yourself killed,” she added as he started down the steps.
 
   Sasha darted around him the moment his boots touched the ground and took off toward Enrick, who was about thirty strides away talking to Stephanus and several other men. She waited patiently for the others to take note of her and pause in their conversation, and then spoke to the chief.
 
   “By the frown on your face, I’m guessing the revelation was not pleasant,” David remarked and moved to stand on Daniel’s right.
 
   Silvia took up the position to Daniel’s left, facing the archer. “Not going to find the girl of your dreams?” she quipped.
 
   Daniel smiled at the notion. “No mention of dreams. I have to rearrange some priorities and arrange my chores accordingly.”
 
   David laughed, although it seemed more a release of tension than humor. “Spoken like a true mountaineer,” he said and lost the smile after seeing no one else laughing.
 
   A trumpet blasted three times and everyone in the camp stopped what they were doing and began to move toward the center of the great spiral, which also happened to be where Daniel was standing. The door closed behind him and he turned to see Ruth at the top coming down the steps. Silvia moved aside when it became obvious the Seer wanted to stand near Daniel.
 
   It did not take long for every man, woman, and child of the troop to make it to the center of the spiral and stand staring expectantly, clearly an announcement was about to be made. Daniel had a bad feeling in his gut, this could not be good. Enrick was in the forefront along with several other gray-haired men and Stephanus.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon is the Chosen Vessel, so I have seen and so it is,” Silvia proclaimed in a voice louder than Daniel thought possible from such a tiny woman. Her right arm moved across her abdomen and back, and then emphasized her last word with a loud slap on her hip, as if for punctuation.
 
   People began to speak at once and Enrick stepped forward and turned to face the crowd, raising his hands, signaling for silence. Stephanus produced a trumpet from behind his back and blew a long solid note. When he stopped, all was silent. Some of the people were looking at their chief but most of them were staring at Daniel. The young faces seemed to be filled with wonder while men and women with touches of gray in their hair wore solemn expressions. No one seemed shocked. Ruth had said the Seers of the Teki have been talking about the Chosen Vessel for the last twenty years; evidently they shared some of those conversations with the members of their troops.
 
   “No wonder he fears no yeti,” Stephanus said and then actually smiled.
 
   “We must bring him to the Great Carnival,” Enrick stated and most everyone shouted approval of the notion.
 
   The Great Carnival always took place in Ducaun, due to it being the center most of the eleven kingdoms on the continent. Hundreds of Teki troops gathered every seven years and people from all over the world came to the vicinity of Ducanton to see them perform. The tradition also drew vendors of all sorts from every realm, selling foods, arts, crafts, and the like, and plenty of coins were made while the various troops entertained the crowds. The carnival lasted seven days, but Daniel had only heard about the gathering and only knew about it second, third, and fourth hand from people who had experienced it. Since he no longer had total recall, he had actually forgotten that the last Great Carnival was held seven years ago and the current one should start fifteen days hence.
 
   “The honor is ours, as you say,” Ruth told the chief. “The Reshashinni are the first of the Teki to encounter and proclaim the Chosen Vessel, but he must go into Ducanton where his destiny leads. We will have our honor among the Teki at the Great Carnival. Know that all with the gift of Sight are seeing what I am seeing, the Creator’s champion standing in the center spiral, surrounded by a troop of Teki, even as the viewings for the last five hundred years have foretold.”
 
   Everyone was staring at Daniel. He glanced down at Ruth. “I hope they’re not expecting a speech.”
 
   Ruth looked up at him. “No, Daniel Benhannon, speeches we leave for the chiefs,” she said and Enrick frowned at her and cleared his throat.
 
   The chief did in deed make a speech, telling his troop what an honor it is that not only were they blessed above the other tribes, but above the six troops of the Reshashinni. They, being the smallest of the six would be counted greatest among them. He went on to say many more things about honor, blessing, and serving in the Vessel’s swirl. Daniel wanted to drink some water, mount Sprinter, and ride away. The chief ended his speech with, “You shall always have friends among the Teki,” that last was directed at Daniel and everyone stared at him as if expecting a response.
 
   “I am pleased to have you in my swirl,” he said, they cheered, and with a wave of Enrick’s hand began to disperse. Evidently that was all they needed to hear from the Chosen Vessel.
 
   “You are welcome to stay as long as you like,” Enrick told him.
 
   Stephanus was standing close by the chief. With David, Silvia, Sasha, and Ruth, they had Daniel surrounded. “I appreciate the offer but dawn is only a mark away and I have been told to go see the Queen,” he replied while glancing at the Seer.
 
   “I would never council you to ignore a revelation,” Enrick replied. “Send word to me and whatever you require of us will be done.” 
 
   “A Reshashinni has proclaimed him. It is not right that he should travel without one of us,” Silvia said with a determined look on her face. “I will accompany him,” she announced, eyes hard as if daring anyone to disagree.
 
   Enrick glanced at Ruth, who nodded affirmation, so the chief said, “Granted.”
 
   David’s eyes widened and his face turned bright red. He looked between the two elders as if he could not believe they would approve of such a thing. “She can’t,” he said, which was clearly the wrong thing to say.
 
   Silvia planted both fists on her hips and turned to him. “I am bonded to no one! You have no say over what I do, David Gerabolli,” she replied, eyes blazing.
 
   David took a deep breath and held it in as if forcibly restraining himself from saying whatever was on the tip of his tongue. He exhaled slowly and said in a calm voice. “I will also accompany him.”
 
   “You can’t,” Silvia told him.
 
   He smiled at her. “I am bonded to no one. You have no say over what I do, Silvia Cresh.”
 
   She opened her mouth and then shut it quickly, and turned to Daniel, who was wondering if this young lady could be Samuel’s sister. Funny, he thought, neither of them had consulted him on the matter of escorts. He opened his mouth to disabuse them of the notion that he needed or wanted either of them to accompany him. Ruth’s words came back to him, “If anyone insists on following you, let them.” He glanced at the Seer and reconsidered. 
 
   “I am capable of reaching Ducanton on my own. There will be no comforts on this journey, I camp outside, have no shelter of any sort, stay away from inns, and eat off the land. You both would be better off traveling with your troop,” he told them, not rejecting the pair, just trying to let them know what traveling with him would be like and also to determine how insistent they were about joining him.
 
   “One of our tribe should be with you, where is our honor if you reject us,” Silvia replied. She glanced at Ruth as if for support but the Seer’s face was neutral as if to tell her, “You are an adult, speak for yourself.”
 
   “I am an expert with the bow, a juggler, and have traveled extensively. True, for most of my life I have enjoyed the shelter of wagons but I spent the last few years making my way alone, often in the wilderness, until catching up with this Troop of Reshashinni.” David said. He kept glancing at Silvia while speaking as if some of those words were meant for her as well as Daniel.
 
   “I have never slept anywhere but in a wagon but that does not mean I cannot. I have proved myself with the bow, I am an acrobat, and made this crossbow,” Silvia said while touching the hand held device. Daniel, the son of a carpenter, could see it was very well made. “I also have the gift of Sight,” she added in a hushed voice.
 
   That was a revelation. It also explained why she had been staring at him at every opportunity since they met. She was seeing the glow Ruth had told him of. He made his decision. “I’m leaving at dawn. If either of you are set on coming get your horses and be ready.” 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Two: What Is This? 
 
   Two days more and they would be at the outskirts of Ducanton and Daniel began to wonder if he made a mistake allowing the two Teki to accompany him. They sniped at each other incessantly. Silvia sat atop her mare, Whisper, whose thick coat was chestnut mixed with white. David rode on the other side of Daniel on a gray mare he named Twisted. The blue sky was partly cloudy and it looked to be a pleasant morning, if not for the bickering. Daniel had gotten used to being alone. He spoke very little, having learned that a comment from him only seemed to increase the flood of words coming from the other two and draw him into a conversation he truly wanted no part of. Other than that, they were not bad at enduring the hardships of camping in the wild, neither one having voiced a single complaint. Their sniping and complaining was about each other.
 
   The entire Teki troop had thrown him a party to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of his birth. They insisted on feasting in his honor and would not think about letting him leave without proper gifts. He was wearing them now, a full length coat the color of the sky that broadened out at the waist enough to allow him to run at full stride if necessary. The blue coincidently matched the color of his life force energy, although with Ruth and who knew how many other Seers in the Forager troop, it was possible the color was on purpose. The coat was of wool and well made, fitting him perfectly. After all, he was going to the royal palace to meet the Queen, it made him feel a little better wearing something fit for the court. Funny, his buckskins had always been good enough for him; it seems his stay in Aakadon where he was obliged to wear the white silks of a Talented had affected his sense of the appropriate. His shirt and pants were buckskins but the coat when closed hid everything down to his boots, which were new and shiny black like those David was wearing. The coat was open now and partly draped over Sprinter’s back, giving Daniel freedom of movement. The rawhide boots were in his saddlebags along with his straw hat, which was made of flat blond strands of grass weaved out to a broad rim. The black banded wide-brimmed one he had on now was dark brown with gold scrollwork around it. This hat was far dressier than any he had worn in the past, fit for any formal occasion. He would be wearing his old hat now if the Teki had not insisted he put on the new one. Laundering, was easy to cast and kept all of his clothes clean and in good repair so he wore the coat, hat, and boots into the woods where his other apparel would have been more suitable. He readjusted the quiver on his back and was grateful the young ones of the troop had gone out, retrieved, and cleaned all of his arrows.
 
   He had stayed away from the main road that followed the Hirus River into Ducanton, preferring to be to the north of it and avoid human contact, concerned that he would be recognized by any people he met along the way. Three days ago they passed where the city of Coldrone sat on the south side of the Mighty Hirus, which originated in northwestern Ducaun at the Taltin Sea. Since most of the traffic would be following the main road on that side of the river, he took pity on his companions, and made his way out of the deep woods to the road on the north bank. There was a time not long ago when he would have stuck to his word and stayed in the woods just as he described before starting out, now he was considering his companions’ needs and putting them above his natural inclination. It surprised him that he was coming to trust his escorts, since everyone born on the mountains can tell you, flatlanders cannot be trusted. His recent travels and experiences were opening his mind, causing him to question old notions about people, and who can and cannot be trusted.
 
   The roads this close to the capital were paved with a mixture of lime, clay, gravel, and water solidified to the point it was hard as stone. Daniel would not have known that except the substance had made him curious and the curiosity inspired him enough to compose the low level spell he titled; “What Is This?” to determine what the road was made of. All he had to do was summon the potential and touch the object in question, then the longer he concentrated the deeper the sensing went. He had gone so deep that he saw what looked to him like little worlds with moons spinning around them. Some of the worlds had only one moon and others had many. He could not go deeper, so he slowly pulled back on his perception and the worlds began to combine in such a way that his mind began to form pictures to interpret what he was seeing, that’s when he figured out what the hard flat surface was made of. He was so intrigued by the result of casting, What Is This? that he went around touching all kinds of objects and discovered that everything, including Sprinter, was made up of these little worlds, except in the stallion he saw little helix-shaped strands. Within the helix strands his mind inserted tiny three dimensional pictures of how the horse ought to look at this exact point in his life. He thought of them as a kind of recipe unique to Sprinter. Daniel tried this out on various plants and found they too had the strands, which led him to conclude that all living things had the recipe strands within them. It was an interesting discovery but he doubted anyone would believe him if he shared this knowledge. They would want to know how he knew and then, if no spell allowing such a deep sensing of an object existed in Aakadon, they would suspect he either learned it from Tarin Conn, or was capable of composing his own Melodious spells, both suspicions would be bad for him.
 
   So strange was his behavior, Silvia and David actually stopped their bickering and gesturing at each other long enough to ask if there was something wrong. After all, what they saw was the Chosen Vessel on his hands and knees, eyes closed, touching the road for half a mark, and then running around touching random objects in the same way. Daniel had not mentioned anything to them about his career as an Accomplished but his choice to travel the road brought them in contact with a goodly number of people who did, some of those reports were wildly exaggerated while others did not come close to describing the real events of his recent past. No small number of passersby had hand-sized portraits of him, some so accurate they could have only been created by an Accomplished, and others had artists’ fanciful depictions of him in battle against giant yetis, as if the real ones were not big enough, and his confrontation with Balen Tamm, whom they depicted as a hideously twisted fiend aiming a serpent-shaped baton at Daniel. His being Silenced was brought up as well, which was probably the only reason his fellow Ducaunan’s dared approach him. Even still, they spoke respectfully, did not come too close, and offered him condolences at his loss.
 
   The road was wide enough for eight wagons to ride side by side and not touch each other. People traveling east rode on the left side while folks riding to the west stayed to the right. Across the river people stopped and stared, some pointing and shouting his name as Daniel and his companions continued on. He waved to those who waved and was glad there was a broad swift river with all sorts of boats sailing on it between him and them. The people only wanted to greet him, so he tried to be polite, but if he stopped to speak with everyone who came along, the Queen would be dead ten years before he reached Ducanton. It was fortunate the encounters on the north side of the river were far and few between.
 
   “It seems you have overcome the Silencing,” Silvia stated while eyeing an ox drawn wagon heading east. The farmer had a load of corn in the back and seemed to pay little attention to the travelers about to pass him by.
 
   “Are you speaking as a Seer?” Daniel replied.
 
   David chuckled. “Even I have grown to suspect you have overcome the Silencing.”
 
   Silvia glanced past Daniel to the Teki riding on his other side. “I’m surprised you noticed.” She told him and then said, “I speak from observation, not from Sight. It rained on us two days ago and your clothes dried immediately afterward while ours took marks to dry out. Even now, ours are wrinkled and stained while yours are perfectly clean and wrinkle free. We have been attacked by almost every kind of bug native to Ducaun yet none has bothered you or even Sprinter, who, I should add, was not even wet after that rain. The return of your abilities may even explain why you were taking time to stop and study the concrete road.”
 
   So that is what the rock hard substance is called, Daniel was glad to know. He stayed quiet for a few moments while trying to decide how much to say in response. He waited for the farmer to pass by and then reached out, touched the floral-patterned green coat, cast Laundering, and moments later her garments were unstained and wrinkle free.
 
   David’s smiled vanished while his eyes widened. “But everyone believes you are impotent, completely unable to summon potential, why are you keeping this a secret?”
 
   “I would very much appreciate it if neither of you speaks of this to anyone. If you truly want to help the Chosen Vessel, keep this information between us. I want everyone to believe I cannot summon potential,” Daniel replied.
 
   “No one will learn this from me,” Silvia replied. “I cannot speak for the Gerabolli traveling with us.”
 
   David’s eyebrows drew downward and he peered past Daniel to the young Seer. “The Gerabolli tribe keeps their word, unlike some members of the Reshashinni,” he told her and then said, “I will keep your secret, Chosen Vessel.”
 
   “Call me, Daniel,” he replied.
 
   “Are you implying the Reshashinni do not keep their word?” Silvia said with a dangerous look in her eye.
 
   “At the last Great Carnival, we met and liked each other, our parents made arrangements, and my father paid Lobenian gold to seal the deal,” David stated, shedding some light on the real reason for all their bickering. He adjusted his red coat, which contained only he knew how many throwing blades.
 
   “We were twelve, David; Twelve. I guess I was supposed to be honored that your father coughed up a gold coin as bride price for a Cresh, a mere cadet branch of the Reshashinni. I’m supposed to be thrilled that a full blooded Gerabolli noticed me,” Silvia answered back and there was anger in her words and hurt.
 
   David snapped his mouth shut before uttering whatever he was about to say. He eyed some people on the other side of the river who were waving and shouting greetings, and then replied, “We liked each other, got along well, I thought, and our parents approved. Does my physical appearance repulse you?”
 
   “No, you’re presentable enough, have a few rough edges, but I wouldn’t call you repulsive. The problem is, No One Asked Me!” Silvia replied, having started off in a soft voice and then emphasized each word of the last sentence in a volume so loud it caused several birds to take flight from the nearest tree.
 
   It somehow never occurred to the would-be husband to ask if she wanted to be with him, even Daniel knew that was a bad move. Considering his own failures in courting matters, he decided not to comment. The day was drawing to a close and a clearing was coming up about ninety strides ahead on the right. “I think we should stop for the night,” he told them as the silence grew between the two. “That looks like a good spot,” he added while pointing his finger.
 
   Both of his companions looked in the direction he indicated and nodded their approval. In a short time, saddles were removed, horses were rubbed down, and they had a decent fire going. Silvia lit the fire using flint to spark the flame, although she kept looking at Daniel as if hoping he would offer to light it the other way. His secret would not last long if he took up wielding potential so casually. She did not question him about it and actually seemed more interested in David, who had grown quiet.
 
   “I’m hungry. Give me half a mark and I’ll catch us some dinner,” Silvia announced while springing to her feet. She ran north into the woods without waiting for a reply.
 
   Daniel had been about to make the same suggestion, except with him being the one to go fetch the food. They had plenty of bread and beef jerky, more than enough to feed ten people for the duration of the journey to Ducanton. She either wanted fresh meat or to be elsewhere for awhile. Daniel knew he would have gone for the last reason. He sat down, crossing his legs, leaned against his saddle, and then grabbed his guitarn and began playing, Riding The Wind, one of his favorite melodies, even though it summoned no potential. The horses were eating the grass over to his right and David was squatting near the fire, staring in the direction the Teki woman had gone, and probably trying to decide whether or not to follow her. If so, he decided otherwise because he remained in that position.
 
   A quarter of a mark later Daniel noticed two men, unshaven, on foot, coming from the east. Their clothes were stained, torn, and ragged, as if they had been on the road for a long time. The one on the right, limping along, was a tall man, taller than Daniel, and broad in the shoulders. His uniform looked familiar. The patches of rank had been torn off. His coat and trousers were lime green, and his boots scuffed. His dark hair and eyes matched Daniel’s own, but the man had a wide beak of a nose. His hat was straw and looked to be poorly made. A knife sheathed in his sword belt seemed to be the only protection because the sword was missing and his companion was unarmed.
 
   The other man, shambling along beside him, was a hand shorter, lean, and had thick dark hair on the sides and back of his head and was bald on top. His scalp was red from the sun and was peeling along with the skin of his nose. His coat and trousers were brown wool and seemed to be tailor-made but were every bit as ragged as that of his friend. His shirt was white silk with a touch of lace at the cuffs. The heel of his left shoe was flapping with every step he took. It was clear he and his friend were in a bad way.
 
   Daniel knew he had seen at least one of these men before but could not immediately place him, a consequence of no longer having total recall. David noticed them and stood up. The two men shambled and limped to the spot in the road closest to the camp and came to a stop.
 
   “May we share the fire?” the bald man inquired in a dignified voice.
 
   David looked to Daniel, who nodded his approval, and set the guitarn aside. These men clearly needed rest and Daniel knew he had plenty of water and more than enough food to spare.
 
   “Come join us,” the Teki called to them.
 
   The men came forward. The shambling one came smiling with eyes wide, clearly pleased by the response. The limping one came with one hand on the hilt of his knife, neither smiling nor frowning, and a no nonsense expression that showed him to be a cautious man.
 
   Daniel placed a low level shield on David who glanced at him wide-eyed at suddenly noticing the temperature difference. The outside elements no longer affected him. He nodded his head, removed his hand from the inside of his coat where it had likely been resting on the hilt of a throwing blade, and then turned back to the approaching men with a broad false smile only a Teki performer could pull off convincingly.
 
   “Gentlemen, come sit by our fire. We have bread and water to spare and might even have some fresh meat in about a quarter of a mark,” David invited in a powerful voice, one that would carry into the forest and be heard by Silvia if she was not too far away.
 
   “We thank you for the generosity. I am Jared Benfyllon, former account keeper to Lord Payden Sharmine of Keffer Greens. And my friend here is Marcus Bower, former chief of the Men-at-arms of the Keffer Greens estate,” the bald man made the introductions, and then sat down.
 
   Marcus winced as he lowered himself to the ground. “My thanks as well,” he said while Daniel handed him a canteen. The man took a drink and closed his eyes, clearly enjoying the liquid coolness running down his throat. 
 
   Daniel focused on Jared, who was drinking from a cup given to him by David. The memory came back. The man in green was with the arrogant lord who had been denied entrance into Aakadon. Daniel remembered seeing twenty men-at-arms with the lord but had not noticed the man in brown. There had been many people gathered at the gate and Daniel had been rather busy at the moment and exhausted after defeating Balen Tamm, smashing the headquarters of the Serpent Guild, and capturing Serin Gell.
 
   “You seem to have fallen on hard times,” Daniel said while leaning forward.
 
   Marcus did not speak, being involved with chewing on the bread David gave to him. Jared stopped chewing, swallowed, and looked Daniel in the eye. “Oh, you have no idea. Lord Sharmine dismissed us and we were left to fend for ourselves. No horses, no food, no water, and no coins. We just kept going west and here we are. Thieves attacked us but Marcus drove them off. A Condemned jumped us two nights ago, Marcus killed it, and that is when his leg was injured. Tell me, do you know if the scratch of a Condemned can cause a healthy person to be Condemned as well?”
 
   David looked to Daniel as if to say, “This is your area of expertise,” which it was in a sense.
 
   “Who might you be?” Marcus inquired after swallowing his bread and washing it down with a swig from the canteen. “A Teki and a mountaineer in a fine coat is a rare combination of traveling companions.”
 
   “I am David Gerabolli, juggler for the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni Teki and you are in the presence of Daniel Benhannon, Chosen Vessel of the Creator. Know that it is by his sufferance that you sit with us,” the Teki proclaimed.
 
   Daniel wished the Teki as a people were not so fond of making proclamations and David in particular. It made the situation awkward. Both of the travelers were now staring at him, but they did not seem surprised. The pictures; these men had to have seen them and heard all of the tales. It was likely Jared’s earlier wide-eyed expression came because he recognized who he was about to share a fire with. Marcus was the type to be cautious no matter whom he approached on the open road.
 
   “We recognized you from the start,” Marcus admitted. “Not as the Chosen Vessel, although I’m not surprised to hear that label tacked onto your name as well. I know you are the hero of the Battle of Bashierwood, conqueror of Balen Tamm, and a powerful Accomplished.”
 
   “Our former professions call for a certain amount of discretion. We did not know if you wanted your identity known so Marcus gave you the opportunity to give whatever name you chose. We would have accepted it, respecting your anonymity,” Jared explained.
 
   “No, a person cannot turn into a Condemned by being bitten or scratched by one, but there is danger of infection,” Daniel replied.
 
   Marcus actually smiled, a little, just a crack. “I admit to being more than a trifle worried about that,” he said and then stared into the fire the way a man sometimes does when he broaches a delicate subject and does not want to look anyone in the eye. “It is said that you have been Silenced by the Grand Maestro,” he mentioned while rubbing his leg.
 
   Jared frowned at the former chief as if not believing the man dared bring up the fact. 
 
   “That report is true,” Daniel replied. “Even so, maybe you should let me take a look at your wound. We mountaineers have enough knowledge of plants and poultices that I could do you some good.”
 
   Marcus nodded and stripped to his shorts. The gash started just above the knee where the trousers had been torn and continued half way down his lower leg. The cut was not deep but it was puffy and full of infection. If not treated soon, Marcus would lose the leg, if not treated at all, he would die. Daniel turned and searched his saddle bags, looking for something that would pass as an ointment, but found nothing. Since discovering his ability to summon potential and being taught to focus it, he no longer carried things associated with healing or the tending of wounds.
 
   “I have some aloasious ointment,” David volunteered. 
 
   Of course, Daniel smiled at the juggler. The Teki people had many ointments for healing. “Please, get it quickly,” he told him.
 
   David went to his saddlebag, removed a small jar and several strips of white cloth, and brought them to Daniel. The Teki winked; likely he realized what Daniel had in mind.
 
   “Healing is far from my field of expertise, but I think that substance is for minor scratches and burns,” Jared commented, and he was correct but that did not matter.
 
   “Aloasious is also good for infections and it helps to ease the pain,” David told him with such conviction Daniel would have believed him had he not known better.
 
   Daniel rubbed the ointment along the wounded area with one hand while placing the white cloth with the other. He was also casting the spell, Make Well, and focusing the potential through the hand applying ointment into the wound. The infection was eliminated, the healing was immediate, and he had the strip of cloth in place quickly enough to keep the others from seeing the results. He wrapped the area in a cloth, binding the strip to the leg and Marcus let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “The Teki is right, the pain is gone,” said the former chief. “You both have my sincere gratitude,” he added and then put his trousers back on.
 
   David took the jar of ointment and gestured with it toward Jared. “I can rub some onto your head. That burn looks painful,” he offered.
 
   “It would be most appreciated,” Jared replied and leaned toward the Teki.
 
   David applied the aloasious in a gentle circular motion. There was no instant healing with that but the natural properties of the ointment were adequate for the account keeper’s needs. He leaned back with a sigh of relief, thanking the Teki and Daniel even though he had nothing to do with it. David deserved whatever gratitude was earned.
 
   Jared sat with both legs stretched out in front of him and the heel of his left shoe hanging down, exposing his sock, which had holes in the dark fabric. The man could not be left in such a state, Daniel wanted to do something to help, but decided it was not necessary for him to summon potential to fix this problem. He went to his saddle bag and brought two items he never thought he would ever consider parting with, and gave them to the former account keeper. Ruth’s word came back to him, “Walk away, stand and watch, or take action,” well he chose action, but only because it was the right thing to do. 
 
   “Why thank you,” Jared said and then paused as if unsure of how to proceed. “M-lord. This is very kind of you,” he finished while trying on the rawhide boots.
 
   “Think nothing of it,” Daniel replied. “It was the neighborly thing to do. For the record, I’m not a lord so feel free to use my first name.”
 
   The former account keeper nodded acknowledgement and gingerly lowered the straw hat onto his sunburned head. The wide-brimmed hat fit him well enough, better than the boots, Daniel’s feet were bigger; the man would need to stuff something soft in front of his toes to wear them properly.
 
   Silvia returned just as Jared was walking back and forth, trying out his new footwear. She had three rabbits, one in each hand and the last hanging from her belt. This was more meat than three people needed. She must have heard David. She confirmed this by saying, “I would have been back sooner but it suddenly occurred to me that we might need two more rabbits.”
 
   Jared and Marcus stared hungrily, licking their lips at the approach of what promised to be good eating. Daniel knew how to field dress a kill since early childhood but allowed Silvia and David to prepare the meal, which took little time with two of them doing the skinning and gutting. Before long, all three rabbits were turning on spits over the fire, and everyone was gathered in a circle.
 
   “You heard me?” David spoke in a soft voice.
 
   Silvia cracked a smile. “No one ever said the Gerabolli have weak lungs. You might make master-of-the-ring some day.”
 
   David looked at her sideways, as if examining each word for an insult, finding none he smiled and said, “Perhaps, but there is another designation I would rather have.”
 
   “What might that be?” she inquired.
 
   “Your husband,” he replied evenly.
 
   Silvia pursed her lips thoughtfully, not long ago she was giving him thunder about presuming she wanted him. “Perhaps?” was all she said, without even gesturing with her arms, and with a far better response than her suitor expected.
 
   Daniel admitted to himself he was a little surprised by the change in attitude. It was clear to him the Teki woman was not completely against marrying this particular young man, she was keeping an open mind on the prospect, yet not quite ready to accept him. Jared had some convincing to do but at least he now knew he had a chance with her. The juggler nodded his head and went on to speak of the Great Carnival.
 
   Daniel, Silvia, and David shared a rabbit, Jared and Marcus each had one. The former chief of the men-at-arms must have spent his career guarding the estate and having his meals prepared for him. The same was probably true for the former account keeper. With no food, no money, and no skill at living off the land, they likely ate very little since leaving the employ of their former lord.
 
   “Our troop visited Keffer Greens three years ago,” Silvia began to say. “Even with the rank and insignias gone, I recognize the uniform of their men-at-arms. How came you to be so far from home and in such dire circumstances?”
 
   Daniel remembered that Keffer Greens was in the far northwest corner of the kingdom. It was a major port city on the inland Taltin Sea, which shared borders with Ducaun and its neighbor to the west, Battencay, the northwestern kingdom of Fon Kay, and the northern kingdom of Pentrosa. The ovoid shaped sea was about nine hundred spans wide and slightly over three hundred spans from its southern most point in Battencay and its northern most point in Fon Kay. The vast majority of the sea coast belonged to those two kingdoms with Ducaun and Pentrosa controlling the eastern side to about a hundred spans out.
 
   Jared hesitated, but Marcus seeing this, spoke up. “I’ll tell you. Lord Sharmine dismissed us because we witnessed his humiliation at the gates of Aakadon. The moment we entered the city of Zane, he hired new men-at-arms and left behind the twenty of us who had accompanied him, twenty-one men, if you include his account keeper.”
 
   Daniel knew Zane was a small city situated along the Hirus, about twenty spans west of Aakadon. The unique feature of the city was that it was on both sides of the river with a bridge that arched high up over the water, similar to the one spanning the Gosian River that leads into Zoltair. These men were more than three hundred spans from home.
 
   “My family has been serving the Sharmines for three generations. Most of them are still employed by the current lord so I don’t want to jeopardize their positions by making a fuss. I am not without certain skills and am sure some noble will need my services,” Jared said after finishing the last scrap of meat on his wooden plate, which he borrowed from Daniel.
 
   “A Teki troop might be willing to hire on an account keeper,” David said, clearly trying to be helpful, even though Daniel knew it was unlikely any Teki would trust an outsider near their accounts.
 
   “That is a hard set of circumstances,” Silvia told them. “Where are you headed, home to your families?”
 
   “I have taken no wife, my brothers, sisters, most all of my family will be better off if I stay away for a little while. At least until Lord Sharmine forgets I witnessed his failure to enter Aakadon,” Jared answered.
 
   Marcus chuckled, but it was tinged with bitterness. “That means never. Lord Sharmine may have his faults, but a bad memory is not one of them, especially if his pride is involved. He could not take out his anger on the Aakacarn at the gate so he took it out on us. I suspect if word gets back that we are speaking of this matter, our families will be dismissed. The others of our company dispersed and will probably tell what happened to them, but their families are not employed by Lord Sharmine so they have nothing to still their tongues. If rumors spread about, most everyone will accept the word of a lord over that of a commoner, so his reputation will not suffer no matter what they say. I’m not sure why I am even telling you this, perhaps it is the act of kindness you have extended to us. I would be much obliged if you do not spread the particulars of our circumstances around.”
 
   He had been answering Silvia’s question but his eyes were locked onto Daniel’s while he was speaking. The Teki woman assured him she would not repeat what he said and, remarkably, vouched for David as well. This left everyone looking to Daniel for a response.
 
   He remembered the incident that took place at the gates of Aakadon and had to agree, from what he had seen of the man; Lord Sharmine was a prideful person who would try to erase any incident that impinged on his ego. Daniel had seen enough giant egos in Aakadon to convince him how petty some men can be. “I’ll not speak of the matter,” he assured the two travelers.
 
   Marcus had finished his meal and was sipping water from a cup he produced from somewhere on his person. “I have no sword but am good with the knife and have been trained in unarmed combat. I say this only to suggest that we travel together,”
 
   Silvia and David again looked to Daniel, he would have to get used to people deferring to him, folks had done so during the Battle of Bashierwood, but that was only for the duration of the conflict. “We are bound for Ducanton,” he told the chief.
 
   “To meet the Queen,” Silvia volunteered; at least she did not proclaim anything about the Chosen Vessel.
 
   Jared perked up at the news. “I could be most helpful to you, having no small experience in how to comport oneself among the nobility.”
 
   Daniel’s first instinct was, as Ruth had said, to turn them down. He had no need of extra protection, would more likely be protecting all four of them than the other way around, and had no need of an account keeper. Even so the Seer had counseled him to accept anyone who insists on accompanying him. “David has told you who I am, and I’m telling you, trouble follows me like bees to a flower, and you would likely be safer traveling as far from me as you can get,” he said and then nodded toward Silvia. “She can tell you better than I.”
 
   All eyes went to the Teki woman, she did not seem to mind, all of them were born performers, and she was no exception. “You are caught up in the swirl of events that surround the Chosen Vessel,” she proclaimed, so far so good. “You can join him, be smashed by him, or get out of his way. To journey with us will be perilous. I council you to go a different way, it will be much safer for you.”
 
   Daniel wished he had not encouraged her input. He did not smash people who failed to get out of his way, at least not many, only those who were involved with the Serpent Guild. She made him sound like a natural disaster. He stood up and walked around a bit to stretch his legs. The shield on David was no longer necessary so he removed it. The Teki blinked and glanced at him, clearly noticing the cool night air.
 
   “I am a professional, handling dangerous situations is what I am trained to do. If trouble follows your path as you suggest, you will need my services or those of one much like me, you being Silenced and all,” Marcus said, while watching Daniel pace back and forth.
 
   That would be true if Daniel could no longer summon potential. He stopped and looked at the account keeper. “Trouble began following me from the time I cast my first spell, continued even after I was Silenced by the Grand Maestro, and has not stopped to this day. I have encountered no less than fifty yetis since leaving Aakadon and have no idea what else I will encounter between here and Ducanton. Think hard, both of you, before you decide to travel with me,” he told them and sat down.
 
   Jared took in a deep breath and replied firmly, “I am an educated man, a student of history, and know the opportunity to serve the Chosen Vessel only comes once in a millennia. It would be my honor to provide my services. If the written accounts of Della Lain are anything to go by, you are just beginning to gather whatever support group is necessary to accomplish the task given you. I’m not much to look at in my current state, but please do not let my appearance prejudice you, I can be of help if you let me.”
 
   “We should reach Jeeter before sunset tomorrow, travel with us there if you like, and then decide if you still want to accompany me to Ducanton,” Daniel replied, leaving the decision up to them.
 
   “Jeeter is a prosperous town, you can acquire a silk shirt and some wool pants to go with that fancy coat before we head on into Ducanton,” Jared suggested, making no mentioned of staying behind. If his actions matched his words, that would make him insistent enough, and therefore acceptable as a companion.
 
   “If you will have me, I’ll go with you to Ducanton and beyond. Serving you is a good use of my skills, I will finally be doing something of importance, and it might even be exciting,” Marcus said and smiled as if the prospect of doing something important and exciting pleased him greatly.
 
   Daniel eyed the two men and wondered if their wanting to be with him was out of desperation or were they part of something bigger, like Ruth had said, “The Chosen Vessel draws what he needs.” He could not imagine how either of these fellows fit into his future needs. For now he would follow the elder’s advice and accept these men, and if the going gets too tough for them or they prove untrustworthy, which seemed unlikely, he could let them leave if it is too tough and send them away if they cannot be trusted.
 
   “Both of you have offered your services and neither of you have mentioned anything about wages,” Daniel pointed out. He still had a bag with at least a hundred gold coins in it.
 
   “I was earning ten silvers a month as chief of the men-at-arms. Unless you have an estate that needs guarding or someone to lead your armed escort, I don’t expect much. Frankly, at this point, I would be happy to have a decent meal at least once a day,” Marcus replied.
 
   Jared pursed his lips thoughtfully. He seemed a bit uncomfortable talking about wages and was eyeing what was visible of Daniel’s buckskins. “I earned fifteen silvers a month as account keeper, a fair wage for one of my calling. I will work for whatever you can afford, if that is a decent meal once a day, boots on my feet, and a hat I my head, then so be it.”
 
   Daniel reached into the bag tied to his belt and tossed each of them a gold coin. “You are both now paid up for the month,” he told them and watched as the mouths of the two Teki dropped open.
 
   He was not worried about earning more gold, while he would refrain from counterfeiting Ducaunan coins, it was not beyond him to summon potential and transform a stone into gold. He once turned an oak tree into hundreds of arrows. All he had to do was summon the potential for, Change It; a spell that allowed him to form any object into a duplicate of whatever he held in his hand. At the time he had turned the dead oak tree into wood dust, and then took one of Tim’s arrows in hand as the object to be duplicated. There had been a lot of dust so Daniel had pictured in his mind not one duplicate, but five hundred, and actually refined them so they were better than the original. This of course was not the same spell he had used back then, that one had been lost when Efferin Silenced him. This was a new composition meant to replace the other and he only learned during his solitary travels that the object being transformed into the duplicate does not need to be of the same substance as the original. Wood dust into arrows is like to like, turning a handful of pebbles, each weighing about an ounce, from the bottom of a stream into their equivalent in gold coins is something else entirely. He then formed the duplicate coins into a belt buckle, which he was now wearing. Having left his bow and quiver of arrows in Bashierwood, he used the spell to create the ones he was currently using.
 
   The discovery of the planets with their little moons inspired him to compose a Melody while his companions had been talking among themselves along the way, before they met Jared and Marcus, one that could take the little worlds from one object and add them to another. He added a six note harmony and titled the work; Hunger. Change It, could only transform whatever little worlds and moons existed within the object to match that of another. Hunger would give him the ability to draw more of them from another source, like a tree, plant, water, or even rocks. If he wanted to turn a small stone into a boulder, he could draw what was necessary from any nearby object, and create an exact replica many times the size of the original. With these new spells in his repertoire he had no financial concerns, not when he could create any quantity of gold out of dirt.
 
   “Close your mouth or you’ll swallow a bug,” Daniel said and tossed each of the Teki a coin as well, they were his official escorts, and it only seemed fair they should get something more than the dubious honor of his company.
 
   At dawn they started out with David and Silvia walking for half a mark while Jared and Marcus rode, and then they would switch. Daniel dismounted to allow Silvia to ride Sprinter. “Here it is my turn to walk,” he told her, while the account keeper rode Whisper.
 
   “Do I look frail to you?” the female Teki replied, refusing to mount the Stallion.
 
   “No, you appear to be perfectly fit,” Daniel answered quickly, and then turned to David.
 
   “If I wanted to ride I would not be walking,” the juggler told him before being asked.
 
   Daniel swung back into the saddle until both Teki were riding again and then dismounted and offered Sprinter to Marcus, who refused and then to Jared who also refused, none of them would even hear about him taking to foot. The pace was half what Daniel had expected and there was no chance they would make it to Jeeter before dark.
 
   The forest had given way to farms with crops of corn and wheat in the fields and ranches with horses, cows, and bulls ranging the tall grass on both sides of the river. Most of the farmers lived in A-frame houses with barns in the back, but some of the larger properties had two and three storied homes with huge stables. Coming up on the right was a spread with forty head of horses in the field and likely more back behind the stables. Daniel made a decision; he needed to buy two horses, and he was absolutely terrible at bargaining. He stopped at the wooden gate of a fence that stretched all around the property out to the road.
 
   “How much should a couple of good horses cost?” he asked without addressing the question to any particular companion.
 
   Silvia answered, “Twenty silvers should buy a decent pair of mounts,” at the same time David spoke up saying, “Thirty silvers will get a pair of mounts with some staying power.” 
 
   “With six Ducaunan gold pieces you can purchase a pair of purebred Battencayan horses, of which I see half a score in this field,” Jared replied, with Marcus nodding agreement with him.
 
   They were a good breed, no doubt about it, likely worth the money, and Daniel certainly had enough coins to buy them. He had to admit to being inexperienced when it came to handling coins, having earned coppers working for Henry Polkat at the inn, and only rarely had a silver coin. Now he had a bag full of gold coins and none of lesser value. Well, he had just hired an account keeper, maybe Jared should be allowed to hold the bag and take care of those things he is used to doing; it was also a way to see how trustworthy and honest the man actually was.
 
   “Here, hold this,” Daniel told the account keeper while tossing the bag to him.
 
   Jared snatched the bag out of the air, took a look inside, and then closed it quickly. “A goodly sum to be entrusted to someone you just met on the road.”
 
   “A trustworthy man is more valuable to me than gold. If I can trust you with this, I know I can trust you with more important matters,” Daniel told him while glancing at Marcus.
 
   “So this is a test?” Jared said, paused and then added, “If so, I am glad for the opportunity to demonstrate my integrity. I will begin by telling you we should exchange some of these coins for those of lesser value when we reach Jeeter. Second, if this is all the coins you have, I caution you not to spend them too rapidly. Finally, while I am a skilled negotiator, I suggest Silvia do the bargaining for the horses. I seriously doubt the rancher will get the better of a Teki in the art of deal making.”
 
   “Why her instead of me?” David inquired. He did not seem upset, just curious.
 
   “Because with the exception of Daniel who is immaculate, she has the cleanest apparel of those in our party and will make the best impression,” Jared explained, and he made a good point.
 
   “Acquire however many coins of lesser value you see fit. And you, as account keeper, need to know these are all the coins in my possession but I have access to more gold if the need arises,” Daniel replied and turned to the crossbow-wielding-acrobat. “Are you willing to haggle for the horses?”
 
   Silvia’s lips formed into a predatory smile and her eyes seemed to dance with delight. “Oh yes, I will get you the absolute best deal,” she replied and turned to Jared. “Give me six coins.”
 
   The account keeper for the Daniel Benhannon estate, which included everything that can fit onto one horse, doled out six gold pieces to the Teki, and they all watched as she rode through the gate and up to the ranch house. Three quarters of a mark later she came back leading two Battencayan stallions, one jet-black and the other beige with a dark brown mane and tail. Both were saddled, ready to be ridden, looked healthy and well muscled, and good representatives of their breed. Daniel figured it would fall to him to decide which man would ride on which horse, but Marcus went for the jet-black at the same moment Jared began rubbing the beige on the nose, the choice was clearly made. They were still Daniel’s horses but these men were the ones who will be using them for as long as they are in his employ. He almost laughed at the notion of him employing anyone, and wondered what he would do with the animals if the others chose to part ways.
 
   “The black is Nightwind and the beige is Sandstorm,” Silvia informed them and then handed a gold coin and two silvers back to the account keeper, whose eyes widened momentarily before he placed them in the bag, she was an excellent bargainer.
 
   Daniel needed more bags to hold the lesser coins, but that would be taken care of when they reached Jeeter. With the additional horses and Silvia’s quick negotiation skills, the possibility of reaching the town before dark was suddenly back within reach. He congratulated her, as did David and Jared; Marcus was too busy speaking softly to Nightwind.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Three: A Change in Mentors 
 
   Looking through the glass of the observation room, Sherree Jenna watched the five highly skilled Accomplisheds perform a delicate operation. The patient, a corpulent nobleman from the kingdom of Fon Kay, suffered chest pains while awaiting an audience with the Grand Maestro. Lance Constentine, a Three-bolt Accomplished born in the kingdom of Cenkataar, determined the man’s heart was enlarged, had a blockage, was scarred from past coronary events, and needed open heart healing. Fransheska Kabler, a Two-bolt Accomplished, assisted the more experienced Three-bolt by controlling the patient’s entire circulatory system. The ebony-skinned Ecoppian stood a full head taller than the Cenkataaran. Three One-bolt Accomplisheds stood on opposite sides of the patient, each responsible for maintaining a specific bodily function. Everyone in the room was glowing with potential. The entire area was bathed in violet, purple, green, blue, and yellow light as the surgical team labored over the nobleman.
 
   Carl Bartesen used the spell, Breathe Deep, to control respiration. The Accomplished was slim with sand colored hair and blue eyes. A thick mustache covered his upper lip and yet in no way diminished the beak-like slant to his nose. His crimson on black silk shirt was a match for his pants and hooded cloak. The hood was swept back, leaving his head uncovered. His garments were a match for Sherree’s own, and every other Accomplished in Aakadon. His silver medallion with a golden five-pronged plant representing the Aloe Guild was slightly smaller than the one Sherree was wearing. The medallion she chose upon entering the guild was large, mostly because she worked so hard to attain it, and wanted everyone out side of her affiliation to know how proud she was to be a member of the Aloe Guild.
 
   Sarah Talisman was utilizing the spell, Easing the Pain, to control the patient’s nervous system and numb his pain receptors. The spell also kept the patient immobilized. The hood of her cloak was up and covered most of her prematurely gray hair. The color had to be by choice because any Accomplished, especially one of the Aloe Guild, could have whatever hair color they wanted. Like Sherree, she was born in Lobenia, although in the rural area around Mount Shantear.
 
   William Sloakum, a stocky fellow with thick bushy hair, kept one hand on the patient’s forehead while casting, Diagnosis, a spell that allowed him to monitor the patient’s body as a whole and determine if a life threatening imbalance has developed. The Demfilian-born Accomplished stood five and a half cubits tall and his arms were bigger around than Sarah’s waist.  The powerful arms were a common trait among his countrymen, who mostly labored in the mining profession.
 
   Sherree observed Lance’s precise handling of the slim surgical blade while listening to Barbara Cofer, a stout woman with long black hair; describe the procedure step by step in her thick Pentrosan accent. “He will now cut into the arteries and then draw out the fat using the spell, Storing The Lard,” she explained, although it was not necessary.
 
   Sherree had read of the procedure the night before and knew what to expect, but listened politely to her mentor. The lead Accomplished had repaired all damage to the patient’s heart and was working on the blockages.
 
   The Pentrosan Accomplished equaled her in potential but had four years experience in the guild, giving her seniority. Sherree was an Intern while Barbara held the title of Full Practitioner. The last five days were spent cramming Sherree’s head with new Melodies. She had mastered ten, considered herself familiar with another twenty, and aware of another fifty. This, along with the twenty spells from each guild she mastered to become an Accomplished, gave her a respectable repertoire for a new affiliate.
 
   “Notice how he trickles potential into the spell,” Barbara was saying. “This is to keep the arteries from collapsing. See how he cuts and cleans out one artery at a time and uses the spell, Mending The Channel, to heal any damage done to the arterial walls,” she added while pressing her nose so close to the glass that it began to fog up. She must have seen the procedure many times yet still seemed captivated by it. “Did you catch how quickly Fransheska redirected the blood flow into the newly healed area?”
 
   “Yes,” Sherree replied while nodding her head for emphasis.
 
   She was impressed by the teamwork, how each person knew what to do, and when. She was a little disappointed when Lance finished up using; Stitch The Rip, to close. She had spent a great deal of time searching the Aloe Guild Melody library for one spell that could do both heal and close at once. The diligence gained her knowledge of many types of healing spells, although not the one she sought. “I was hoping he would use one spell to heal and close,” she voiced her disappointment out loud.
 
   Barbara turned; left eyebrow arched up. “I allow you to watch a procedure a full six months ahead of time and all you can say is; I was hoping to see it done with one spell?”
 
   The statement sounded awfully ignorant after hearing it from her mentor. Sherree knew there were specific spells for each type of healing like; Cooling The Heat, for first degree burns, Chilling The Singe, for second degree burns, Freezing The Flame, for third, and the list went on and on. “I have seen it done before,” she responded defensively.
 
   Barbara slanted her head to the right and skepticism flashed in her eyes. “When would you have had the opportunity to see a heart operation?”
 
   Each affiliation guards its guild specific Melodies with zeal and would under no circumstances, except perhaps the direst, allow a non-member to even glimpse any part of their library, let alone witness a demonstration of that power. Sherree bit her lip, face flushing with heat, realizing it was not a heart operation she witnessed, but a major healing of a different sort, performed by a certain Ducaunan mountaineer. She resented how easily thoughts of Daniel could cause this reaction in her and hoped Barbara would take the blush as embarrassment over the remark.
 
   Charlene and Joanna, who were still among the Talenteds, had made fun of her about the Potential she, Jerremy, and Samuel had discovered in Bashierwood. Through the years Sherree had managed to deflect the advances of more than a few male Talenteds who had not adjusted to the celibacy rules. She taught them the error of their ways and was so good a teacher in that regard, not even Samuel, whom she thought of as a brother, dared attempt to take advantage of her when they shared a room on the journey to Mount Tannakonna.
 
   Joanna and Charlene both had formed attachments to various males over the years, although never let those Talenteds know. Sherree always suspected Charlene was fond of Jerremy DeSuan, but doubted her friend ever told the Serinian, who was another person Sherree thought of like a brother. Perhaps it was their shared experience at the Battle of Bashierwood. She had told both girls over the years to forget about boys and concentrate on their studies. They would laugh at her and say, “One of these days a Talented will arrive, make your palms sweat, and cause your heart to go aflutter.” Well, she thought, the event her friends spoke of happened. Daniel made her palms sweat and her heart go aflutter. She found herself flirting to catch his interest, caught it, even though she knew better, kept on doing it, only to watch him leave Aakadon at a gallop. Nothing could come of the flirting or the feelings she stirred in him or in herself, and those emotions still tugged at her heart. Her friends had noticed the flirting and teased her about it, sometimes in front of him, although he either did not notice or chose not to.
 
   Burying herself in the library, studying journals, learning new Melodies, and striving to perfect her craft were some of the ways she avoided thinking of Daniel. Even so, thoughts of him crept back in from time to time and she would remember how good he felt in her arms when they hugged or his amazing ability to heal the most severe of injuries in mere minutes. The day he departed the city she almost kissed him, what a disaster that would have been. The mountaineer had gone from Potential, to Talented, to Accomplished so fast he never learned to fully accept the rules pertaining to celibacy. She knew he understood intellectually, but doubted he did emotionally.
 
   She sighed, trying to think of something else, and suddenly realized Barbara was staring at her. “No, I have not seen this procedure before,” she told her and swallowed. “The operation I observed was completely different and it seemed the spell caster did it all with one spell.”
 
   She did not want to say his name. Daniel healed General Tallen of Ducaun after the senior officer was injured in the Battle of Bashierwood. At the time she had watched in awe as Daniel healed the man’s spinal cord, vertebra, veins, muscles, and skin all with one spell.
 
   Barbara leaned back against the glass while her lips formed into a smile. “The Ducaunan?” she asked and then nodded her head, answering her own question. Daniel did have a broad reputation; that was for sure. His brief career as an Accomplished was still on everyone’s lips. “That young man did some remarkable things. Maestro Terroll Barnes taught him well,” she said and then rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Daniel Benhannon was strong and swift in the craft; perhaps he cast the Melodies so quickly it only seemed he was using just one.”
 
   Sherree nodded as if in agreement. “Perhaps,” she said but did not believe it. “Thank you again for allowing me to observe the heart operation,” she added, both to express her sincere thanks and to get off the subject of Daniel. “This must be the best healing team in the guild.”
 
   Barbara stepped forward while adjusting her black and crimson silk cloak. “You are most welcome and yes, I believe they are the best. We can all benefit from watching them,” she added while gesturing toward the operating room. “I’m glad you had the opportunity to observe this operation and the kind of teamwork involved. Especially since it may be a good while before you see the like again.”
 
   Sherree began to worry. Did her flippant remark offend the Practitioner? As a mentor Barbara should expect the occasional ignorant statements of an Intern. Sherree wondered what it would take to get back into the Pentrosan’s good graces. Perhaps more diligence in study and an effort not to make flippant remarks, she thought.
 
   “You are being assigned to another mentor and will be turned over to him in a matter of days,” Barbara told her in an even, controlled tone, as if making an effort to hide her true feelings.
 
   It was unheard of for a mentor to be changed. Usually, a mentor stays with the Intern until he or she reaches the level of Practitioner. Being dumped by her mentor after just five days was going to severely hurt her reputation; it could take decades to get over this. What did she do that was so wrong? Her career in the Aloe Guild, in spell casting in general, meant everything to her. All of her determination through the years to get to this point was so dogged not even her feelings for a certain Ducaunan could pull her from the course she had set. “If I have offended, please allow me to make amends,” she requested.
 
   Barbara blinked and her expression softened. “No, you misunderstand. The Grand Maestro has ordered this,” she explained and her brown eyes were suddenly full of speculation. “Your new mentor is to be Senior Practitioner Fenton Chen, a Two-bolt Accomplished with thirty-five years experience, one of the most respected members of the guild.”
 
     Sherree closed her mouth after realizing her jaw had dropped open. It was rare for Efferin Tames to involve himself in guild affairs, especially in matters involving who is to train whom. Maestro Janna Barroon must have been furious over his meddling in her guild. Sherree worked at not letting her resentment toward the Grand Maestro show on her face or in her actions, not because of the change in mentor; that was actually helpful to her career. She hid her feelings out of respect for the office he held, but she would never forgive him for Silencing Daniel. Thoughts of the Ducaunan made her smile. He actually handled the ordeal better than she did and even thanked Efferin for Silencing him. She used the memory to soften her attitude toward the Grand Maestro and gave the formal nod of acknowledgment to her fellow Accomplished. “I am sorry you will not be mentoring me through my internship,” she said, and meant it. The woman had been a veritable fount of knowledge.
 
   Barbara smiled warmly. “I think you would have been a challenge, one I surely would have enjoyed. You are eager to learn and question everything, that would have kept me on my toes for the next year,” she replied and gave the respectful nod in return. 
 
   Sherree wondered about Fenton Chen. Why would it take days to meet him? “Where is my new mentor?” she asked.
 
   “He is the Accomplished of Ducanton, assigned to the court of Cleona, Queen of Ducaun,” Barbara replied with a certain amount of excitement in her voice. “I’ve never heard of a new affiliate serving internship in a royal palace, but I suspect you are up to the task, seeing as you practically grew up in the Lobenian palace.”
 
   Sherree could not believe her good fortune. The Grand Maestro seemed to be taking a special interest in her career and being out in the world, healing the sick, and the injured, would be fulfilling one of her deepest desires. As the moments passed and realization began to set in, it dawned on her why Efferin Tames would get involved. Sending her to the royal court had to be a sop for having Silenced the most gifted Potential ever discovered in Ducaun, the only Aakacarn to be found among Cleona’s people in decades. Why not send one of the three Talenteds who had discovered him and who was also instrumental in defeating a legion of yetis and Condemneds led by members of the Serpent Guild? Politics; that was the answer, but it was beneficial for all concerned, so she grudgingly had to respect the Grand Maestro for coming up with the idea.
 
   “I should get packing if I’m to be in Ducanton in a matter of days,” she said, knowing the trip would have to be by river. It would not be easy for a ship to go west against the Mighty Hirus, even with a strong team of rowers.
 
   “A good idea, seeing as you are scheduled to be at the docks in just three marks time. Come, let me help you pack,” Barbara replied and then started for the door.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Four: A Royal Knight of the Realm 
 
   The shiny brass covered gates of Ducanton came into view just as the sun was slowly sinking beneath the horizon. Great towers and tall spires had been visible for quite awhile before Daniel spotted the entrance amid the thirty cubit high marble walls surrounding the massive capital. The gold banded dome of the royal palace could be seen on the highest of the seven hills within the city, which sprawled over the land out beyond his visual range. Every building was either made of granite, marble, concrete, or combinations thereof. The buildings made of stone were natural in color while the ones made of concrete were painted in soft greens, blues, beiges, pinks, yellows, and other assorted colors. The city was larger than Aakadon, although the tallest towers were no where near as large as those in the Aakacarn city, nor were any of the structures close to being as spectacular. Even so, this city was a marvel, mostly built by ordinary human sweat and blood, and beautiful in its own way.
 
   “I have been to the capital several times on behalf of Lord Sharmine,” Jared said while eyeing the growing crowd of humanity flowing around and ahead of them.
 
   Daniel had hoped to arrive unnoticed, meet the Queen, save her from whatever was threatening her life, and be on his way, and do so with as little attention as he could manage. He laughed, remembering what Ruth had told him about his wants; that they mattered little. It all started after leaving the ranch where they bought Nightwind and Sandstorm. People in wagons, riding horses, and many of them on foot, began following him. They would give greetings and just fall in behind. By the time they reached Jeeter, at least sixty people entered with them, none interfered, nor did they ask to be a part of his company, they seemed content just to be close to him. Jared pointed out a respectable inn for the night. By the next morning, Jared and Marcus had bathed, shaved, and were wearing new clothes. The account keeper had a white silk shirt for Daniel and a pair of dark blue wool pants, to replace the buckskins, which were not fit for a royal audience, according to Jared, who had on a new brown suit, similar to the original, except this was not custom fit, even so he looked good. Marcus acquired a sword and a light blue wool uniform with a broad dark blue stripe on each shoulder and down each pant leg. Both men had new belts, hats, and boots.
 
   By the time the five of them finished breakfast and mounted up, people were gathered around the inn, apparently to get a glimpse of the man who everyone was talking about. Daniel remembered greeting them in a friendly manner and then resuming the journey to the capital. More and more people joined the entourage as time went on and now as he approached the gates they numbered in the hundreds, his unofficial escort. Silvia and David believed it was only fitting that the Chosen Vessel would be so honored. Daniel tried to behave as if the crowd was not there for him, just a large group of people who happened to be going the same way.
 
   “Good, then you should know a decent inn to stay at,” Daniel replied to Jared’s comment, although he was fully capable of choosing a decent inn, having worked in one for several years.
 
   “Of course, I know just the place, the Excursion. It is not far from the palace,” the account keeper replied, while adjusting the brim of his brown felt hat.
 
   “The guards up ahead have noticed you,” Marcus pointed out. His hat was the same shade of blue as the stripes on his pants and shoulders.
 
   The guards would have to be half dead not to notice five people on horseback escorted by a sea of humanity, but Daniel chose not to comment.
 
   “By the laugh, I’d say your mood has much improved since this morning,” David remarked. The laugh had been about Daniel’s wants mattering little, but the archer did not know that.
 
   “Look, see, there are Teki lining up on both sides of the street. I see Reshashinni, though not of the Forager Troop, and Gerabolli, Triffenelli, Gynnan, Jermandi, Perenne, and Solenmange, all the major tribes,” Silvia said, eyes shining with excitement. “And they know a Reshashinni is with the Chosen Vessel.”
 
   There had to be thousands of people in this crowd and Daniel sincerely hoped they did not realize who he was even if they recognized fellow Teki traveling with him. The relative calm was shattered when every Teki suddenly raised their hands and shouted. “Hail the Chosen Vessel!”
 
   Sitting atop Sprinter, there was no hiding, although Daniel wished he could. What was the proper response? He did not know, but Silvia and David saluted back and so Daniel did the same. The crowds in front parted and the path to the gate was unobstructed. He set Sprinter into a trot and only stopped when two guards crossed their halberds in his path.
 
   “What inn are you staying at?” the tallest of the two guards inquired without asking for a name, it was clear they already knew. His helmet and uniform were the color of field grass in spring. Dark green stripes ran down his pant legs, and he had a silver patch bearing the royal hawk in flight on the upper left side of his chest, exactly like that of the fellow next to him. Several more guards appeared, and finally one emerged from the guardhouse, a lean man with one front tooth missing, whose uniform was the same except he had a pair of parallel silver stripes on each arm.
 
   “The Excursion,” Daniel replied.
 
   The Sergeant-of-the-guard turned to the pair holding the halberds. “Let Daniel Benhannon and his traveling companions in,” he said, and then eyed the crowd as if unsure just how many of them actually were to be granted entrance.
 
   The city was not closed to strangers like Aakadon, but allowing thousands in at one time was another matter entirely. Daniel was not surprised the guards recognized who he was, not here at the capital from which the Queen had been publishing his portrait and accomplishments. He was feeling a little out of his element, surrounded by throngs of people. He had a taste of it in Aakadon, but the Aakacarns were conformists in the extreme, and big on discipline, while this city was barely controlled chaos. The Sergeant stared at him, as if waiting to hear something more, so Daniel added, “These are my Teki escorts, Silvia Cresh and David Gerabolli of the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni, along with Marcus Bower, my Captain-of-the-guard.” Daniel held back the smile that struggled to form. Captain of one, it struck him funny, although Marcus puffed up proudly. “And this is Jared Benfyllon my account keeper. Is there anything else you want to know?”
 
   “I want to know how it felt to face Balen Tamm,” the gaunt-faced guard on the right mumbled.
 
   “I wonder how he’ll fair now that he’s impotent,” mumbled a lanky guard farther in behind the post.
 
   “I saw him kill more than twenty yetis with that longbow you see on his back,” Silvia declared. In another minute she might start telling them to get out of his way or be smashed.
 
   “Guardsmen will be silent!” the Sergeant bellowed, and then refocused on Daniel. “There are many things I would like to ask you over a pint of brew, but nothing official, you may carry on.”
 
   “My thanks,” Daniel replied, tipping his hat, and then guided Sprinter into the city along with his companions.
 
   The side streets were cobblestone and broad with plenty of room for wagons, horses, and pedestrians. Merchants were shouting for people to come examine their wares and to the left and right were food carts with proprietors offering free samples. The din of the city was loud and people were moving back and forth, some in fancy carriages, going about the routines of the day. The clothing styles varied greatly, for both men and women. People from all over the world were in this city, perhaps more than usual since the Great Carnival was about to begin. He could see men in fancy suits walking by men in buckskins and livery. Men wearing uniforms, men-at-arms, for one noble or another, mingled with men wearing plain cloth, linen, or wool. Cotton garments were also popular. Most of the women wore dresses and, like the men, their styles varied greatly. Blouses of silk seemed to be the latest fashion, seeing as the vast majority of the female population was wearing it. Skirts were made of every conceivable fabric and came in all colors, as did the blouses. Some of the dresses were a solid blue, green, yellow, or red with wide belts of a different color or hue to add contrast. Teki were in the city and their clothing was the most flamboyant while the Lobenian visitors stood out for their understated pastels.
 
   Marcus seemed to be watching everywhere at once, ever cautious, and alert. Jared took the lead, seeing as he was the only one who knew exactly where they were going. Silvia and David rode, one on either side of Daniel. They were getting along better, had not argued or said a harsh word to each other since before Jared and Marcus joined the group. The Gerabolli did not bring up the subject of marriage or obligations, although he did add compliments in his conversations with her, which she seemed to appreciate. Perhaps he was beginning to see her as a person and not a possession bought and paid for. Time would tell.
 
   The main thoroughfares were broad and divided down the middle by trees. Each side was wider than the regular streets had been. Jared led them to the right on Palace Way, the largest of the thoroughfares, and also the one leading to the Excursion. They rode up and down several hills. The buildings along this route were multi-storied structures, all of marble or granite, and had statues of men on horses or fountains with water flowing from sculptures, some of fish and some of women, with water gushing out of their mouths or the top of their heads or some other spot. This is where the wealthy did their buying and trading. All of the men in this area, those not men-at-arms or servants, wore well-made suits of wool and their coats and jackets were similar to the one the Teki had given to Daniel. Purple and violet were the most popular colors on display, although varying shades of blue, green, and brown were not uncommon. Black was also popular among the men. The hats were felt like Daniel’s and came in all colors. He did not see a single woman, except Silvia, who was not wearing a full-length dress and some fancy hat with the plumage of one exotic bird or another. The brokers, bankers, and insurers made up most of the businesses in this area and also high end lodgings, fancier by far than any inn Daniel had ever seen, let alone slept in.
 
   “The Excursion is up ahead on the right,” Jared informed them. “Beyond that establishment you will find the homes of the wealthy merchants and nobles. Only the extremely well-to-do can afford a house on this thoroughfare, it leads straight to the palace.”
 
   They arrived at the Excursion. The inn stood seven stories high and took up the entire city block. Jared did the signing in, choosing a large room on the seventh floor that had four rooms within it, a greeting room and three bedrooms, a concept new to Daniel. The horses were taken away by a group of boys, who led them behind to the stables.
 
   “I booked us into the Dignitary Suite,” Jared explained. “All of the nobles and people of importance do so. They simply cannot do without having at least a few of their staff near at hand. You, of course, are to sleep in the largest room, while Marcus, David, and I, will share one room and Silvia can sleep in the other. Her room is the smallest but she has it to her self.”
 
   “You did well,” Silvia said from her room. She was sprawled across the bed and spreading her arms and legs open and closed, clearly luxuriating in a bed that was fit for a high born lady. “Thank you, Daniel, for changing your mind about lodgings.”
 
   Daniel nodded acknowledgement, glanced in the other room and wondered how three men were going to share one bed comfortably. In his room was a huge brass bed with purple curtains around it. To the left was a writing table with paper and a gold pen and ink pot. He actually could read and write, but had few occasions to do so before going to Aakadon, where he did a lot of extensive reading, including music off a page. To the right was a dining table with a bottle of wine, compliments of the establishment, and a glass covered plate containing bread rolls and a dish of butter. Sitting in the chair would give him a view of the palace through the multi-paned glass window.
 
   “I took the liberty of ordering two mattresses brought up, they should be here momentarily, and also sent for our meals. Your presence seems to cause a bit of stir, so I thought, perhaps, that you would prefer dining alone,” Jared told him.
 
   The man was a jewel, thinking ahead, anticipating what was needed, and taking care of all the little details Daniel surely would have overlooked until the situation was upon him. “Good thinking, I approve, but I don’t mind us dining together.”
 
   Jared smiled, and it was a patient smile, the kind you give someone who has misunderstood something that should have been obvious. “I meant dining with the patrons downstairs.”
 
   “Right then,” Daniel said, and sat down in the chair.
 
   “What about baths?” Silvia inquired while joining the rest, who were standing around staring at one another.
 
   “They are down the hall to the left, I reserved five. The attendants will be expecting us in a quarter of a mark. The baths are highly sought after so I’m afraid we must go at the appointed times or miss our turns.”
 
   The tub was waiting when Daniel finally took his turn, after insisting the others go first. He ordered the attendant out of the room and then summoned the potential for, Laundering. His clothes were suddenly spotless and fresh smelling. He could have cast a spell to clean his body as well but preferred to soak in the tub for the three tenths of a mark he had left. He toweled off and got dressed before the attendant knocked on the door to inform him, “Begging the master’s pardon,” that his time was up. Daniel tipped him a silver coin and the man smiled like a farmer seeing rain after a long drought.
 
   “Thank you kindly,” the man said as Daniel headed back to his suite.
 
   Dinner was there when he arrived and consisted of roasted beef, gravy, potatoes, and corn. They ate the bread rolls and had an excellent peach cobbler for desert. Daniel had barely set his fork down when a knock on the door caused a stir. Marcus jumped to his feet and moved to stand on one side of the door, hand on the hilt of his sword, while Jared took hold of the knob.
 
   “Who may I say is paying a call?” the account keeper spoke in a loud voice.
 
   “Jason, the doorman, your employer’s presence is required downstairs,” the voice shouted through the door.
 
   Jared opened the door and looked the chubby man in the eyes. “And who has the authority to summon my employer’s presence at will?”
 
   “Sir Carlo Bencofer, Royal Knight of the Realm,” the doorman replied. “Normally I would stay downstairs and send a boy, but the Knight instructed me to deliver the summons and I dared not defy a Knight of the Realm.”
 
   Daniel did not blame the man for coming in person. A Royal Knight of the Realm was no ordinary knight. This man’s authority came directly from the Queen. He had the judicial authority of a magistrate and was the inter-kingdom equivalent of a royal emissary, while possessing equal rank to a commanding general in the both the army, and cavalry. Royal Knights of the Realm were the Queen’s hand, carrying her law on their shoulders and could arrest even a high lord if the situation warranted.
 
   “I will come immediately,” Daniel spoke up, while stepping past Marcus and Jared. He glanced back at them. “Coming?”
 
   They sprang into action and filed in behind him, as did Silvia and David. Tough as Marcus is, it was doubtful even he would take on a Knight of the Realm if it came to drawing swords, but the man came along for moral backup, or curiosity, but he came.
 
   When Daniel reached the ground floor common room a large crowd had gathered, likely to see what all the fuss was about. Sir Carlo was standing there, green and gold helmet in hand, along with twelve Royal Guardsmen, whose uniforms were similar to those of the guards at the gate, except with gold where the others had dark green. These had swords rather than halberds but none had hand to hilt so they were not coming as if after a criminal. The Knight’s emerald green wool jacket was open, revealing the finest light weight silver chain mail over a light green silk shirt. The royal hawk in flight was embroidered on his jacket where when closed it would be over his heart. His cuffs were gold strands sewn into the fabric as were what looked like thin solid bars on his shoulders. He had oval patches on his left and right upper arms, beige, depicting in embroidery, a horseman charging into battle on a grassy plain; his family crest. His pants were gold on green and his boots a shiny black. This was his dress uniform, not the one he would wear out in the field or riding into battle. His sword belt was black studded around with a double row of diamonds.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon, I have been sent to escort you to the Queen, who requires your presence immediately,” Sir Carlo spoke in a strong voice that carried across the room.
 
   This is what Daniel came for. Any hope of going unnoticed was over, if it had not been long gone already. He nodded his head formally to the Knight. “I will be honored to go with you,” he replied and then allowed them to escort him.
 
   Outside it was dark but the street lamps lit up a magnificent black-lacquered coach with gold trim and the royal hawk in flight emblem on the door. The driver was wearing palace livery, which consisted of coat, hat, pants, shirt, and boots, all in shades of green, his boots and hat being the darkest. The Sergeant-of-the-guard, a slender man about Daniel’s age, gestured for Silvia, David, Marcus, and Jared to enter a fancy green carriage that was behind the coach, which they did. The guardsmen took to their horses, six in the lead and six taking up the rear. Both conveyances were pulled by large white horses. Inside the coach was a pair of couches. Sir Carlo sat on one and motioned for Daniel to take the other. The Knight looked to be in his late thirties or early forties. His hair and eyes were dark; his skin pale, like nearly all Ducaunans, and his mustache was neatly trimmed. In fact everything about him was neat.
 
   “I am glad to finally meet you, having heard so much talk of your exploits,” Sir Carlo said in a rich baritone.
 
   Daniel gave him a nod of the head in response but then decided the man deserved a better reply. “I’ve heard about your reputation along the Pentrosan border, impressive that.”
 
   “It seems they always try to test our kingdom’s resolve to hold the boundaries. Every few years it is necessary to remind them just how resolved we are,” the Knight replied.
 
   “I never imagined a Knight of the Realm would be sent to fetch me,” Daniel told him.
 
   Sir Carlo smiled. “I volunteered for the honor. Eight of the twenty Knights of the Realm are in the capital as we speak, eager to meet the man who has rid our realm of Balen Tamm, and smashed his headquarters so hard his associates have scattered like roaches.”
 
   “Glad to have been of help,” Daniel replied and could not resist smiling back. The man had an easy manner about him.
 
   The coach traveled up the thoroughfare, which was so well lit it seemed to be kept in perpetual twilight. The procession continued on, passed the gate between the granite walls, and up into the palace grounds, which were also well lit. The trees were just beginning to wear their autumn colors. Beds of flowers in multi-stepped terraces surrounded the hill leading up to the huge pearl colored royal residence, one of the few buildings in Ducaun built by the Stone Guild. Tall hedges lined the way along the inner road leading to the massive double-door entrance. There was gold leaf on those doors and four royal guardsmen with halberds guarding it.
 
   Daniel had never seen so much wealth displayed outside of Aakadon, where precious metals and gems were as common as bricks. Sir Carlo led him out of the coach, into the palace, and down a side corridor. Daniel had no idea where his friends had been directed to go but knew they were nowhere in sight. The Knight set a brisk pace but there was no trouble keeping up with him. A thick green rug ran the length of the hall. The walls were white marble and every ten paces was an alcove on either side with a vase or statue within. Between the alcoves were portraits of past monarchs going back to Queen Veronica. They came to a maple wood door and the Knight led him into a room that had seven palace servants, three of which were woman younger than Daniel. All but one stood with various articles of clothing in hand.
 
   “If you would just remove your clothes,” a young, comfortably plump, woman in green livery said, the empty handed one.
 
   Daniel felt his cheeks grow hot. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” he asked, surprised. Jared had assured him his current clothing was fit for any royal court.
 
   Sir Carlo smiled, folded his hands, and leaned back on the door. “You are not dressed appropriately for what is to come,” he said cryptically.
 
   Daniel looked more closely at the garments they wanted him to wear. The silk shirt and cotton undershirt, being held by one of the young women, the one with a slender nose, were green but had a family crest; a falcon in flight carrying a golden lighting bolt in its talons against a sky of blue. The same crest was on the upper arm patches of the emerald green coat with gold cuffs being held by the skinny young man next to her. One light brown-eyed woman was holding a pair of black boots stylized with the royal hawk in flight in the leather, and the remaining men to the left and right were holding silver chain mail and the emerald gold on green pants. Each dark-haired man tried to maintain solemn expressions, but their lips kept twitching as if in a struggle not to smile. Then it dawned on him what they intended.
 
   “Close your mouth,” Sir Carlo told him. “You are going to be knighted and it is my honor to get you ready to approach Her Majesty.”
 
    Daniel was shaking his head. This could not be happening; surely they were not going to make him a Royal Knight of the Realm. He was strongly tempted to refuse, just walk away, no one could stop him, a fully functional Six-bolt Accomplished, but he remembered what the Teki Seer had advised and so hesitated to follow his first impulse. “Why?”
 
   “It is not official yet, as it has not been published, but I have seen the legal documents. You are being knighted for uncommon valor in service to the realm. The crest was personally designed and registered by the Queen, which is practically unheard of. She is well pleased with you,” Sir Carlo replied while stepping away from the door and pointing to a smaller door in the back of the room. “If you prefer, you may change in there.”
 
   Daniel went into the other room, which had a single oil lamp on a table, a three legged stool for him to sit on, and several hooks attached to the walls. He removed his outer clothes and opened the door just enough to pass them through to the attendants, who gave him the cotton shirt and pants. He put them on and waited. After a few moments passed he realized they expected him to step back into the outer room. He did so and allowed then to help him finish getting dressed. The only thing he lacked was the sword and belt.
 
   Time flew by swiftly from that point on. He was escorted into the main hall where General Tallen stood waiting. He was a middle-aged man possessing few wrinkles, a round face, and who seemed more muscle than fat. “Pleased I am to see you again and be here on such a grand occasion,” he gave greetings and joined the procession. The general wore a pair of gold stars on the collar of his light green silk shirt, beneath which was the finest quality chain mail, and four golden hawks on the shoulders of his jacket, which was gold trimmed, and a slightly darker shade of green. The royal hawk in flight was engraved in gold on his green lacquered helmet.
 
   Sir Michel Kagan, a man of medium build with a broad flat nose and Sir Tomas Zollaf, a rugged man with a touch of gray in his hair, both Royal Knights of the Realm, completed the escort into the throne room, where they all came to a stop. A herald announced their presence and Daniel was told to approach the throne, Sir Carlo was the only one who proceeded with him. Cleona of house Ducalin, Queen of Ducaun, sat in fine regal apparel of violet and red. Her hair was peppered with gray even though she was only thirty years of age, her face was gaunt, and she was bone thin. She might have been pretty once but her obvious poor health robbed her of whatever physical comeliness she might have had, but her eyes were alert and reflected a keen intelligence.
 
   The room was filled with noble observers, cabinet ministers, lords and ladies, seven Royal Knights of the Realm, not counting Sir Carlo, and royal guardsmen at the doors and four around the throne. Beside Her Majesty were her advisers, four silver-haired men and two women, one of which was decades younger than the other five counselors present. Her hair was black and she bent over and whispered something in the Queen’s ear, who nodded acknowledgement.
 
   “We are pleased to have you with us,” Queen Cleona told him in a surprisingly strong voice.
 
   “I am honored to be here,” Daniel replied, and then bowed from the waist.
 
   The Queen snapped her fingers and Sir William Bonner, a middle-aged man who seemed to have more vitality than men half his age, stepped forward and handed her a sword while a gray-haired attendant handed a belt to Sir Carlo. 
 
   Cleona arose from the throne and walked down the seven steps to stand right in front of Daniel. She had to look up at him and after a moment he got down on his knees because it did not seem right to be looking down on someone of her importance. She smiled and tapped both of his shoulders with the flat of the blade and said, “For actions of uncommon valor, I dub you, Sir Daniel Benhannon, Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun. Take your sword and greet your fellow Knights who are here to welcome you into their brotherhood,” she said in a powerful voice made stronger by the acoustics of the room, and then handed the sword to Daniel; offering him the hilt.
 
   Daniel took the sword. His reflection in the wide blade was clear as a mirror and the weapon, cross guard and all, made of high quality tempered Zunean steel, was the finest in the world. The handle was gold with a black grip that would keep it from slipping in the heat of battle. Everyone in the room applauded as he stood up and turned to face Sir Carlo. The Knight put the black diamond studded belt on him and Daniel sheathed the sword in the scabbard, again to much applause.
 
   The Queen made a speech, telling of Daniel’s deeds, making them sound more heroic than they actually were, and encouraging everyone to come and meet the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun. Which, unfortunately they did. Daniel had little time to himself from that point on. All of the Knights introduced themselves and welcomed him as did many of the lords and ladies of the court. Silvia, David, Jared, and Marcus managed to get through the crowd, and Daniel was glad they had been allowed in to see the ceremony, but there turned out to be little time for chat.
 
   A thin-faced girl came forward, begging his pardon for the interruption, and told him, “Her Majesty would have a word with you in her private chamber.”
 
   She then led Daniel away from his friends and into a room with comfortable chairs and an elegantly carved table, along with several paintings on the back and side wall. One was a picture of the palace and the other a portrait of the Queen’s mother. Cleona was sitting at the table. She waved the servant away and then gestured to Daniel, “Come, have a seat and we will talk,” she said in the manner of one who is accustomed to being obeyed. He had to readjust the sword on his hip in order to comply.
 
   She stared at him for the longest time without saying a word, studying him, assessing him, and finally nodded her head after coming to some conclusion. “You believe I have given honor where it is not deserved.”
 
   “Almost every little boy plays at being a Royal Knight of the Realm, bringing justice to the oppressed, and having adventures. I stopped pretending before age ten. Life in the mountains, particularly in winter, can be hard and the realities of survival tend to strip away boyhood fantasies early on. I never expected to be knighted.”
 
   “Did you not do the things I described at court?” the Queen asked.
 
   “I did,” Daniel admitted. He wanted to go ahead and tell her about his abilities and about his concern for her life, especially after seeing her face to face and realizing how sick she actually was.
 
   “I have been told you have acquired another title since leaving Aakadon,” Her Majesty said and paused to give him time to speak if he so chose, when he did not she continued. “Your being the Chosen Vessel does not surprise me, it would explain your strength and success at striking blows against the Serpent Guild that has so infected my kingdom. To think, their headquarters was right under my nose and I never suspected. I suppose we are going to have to convince the Grand Maestro that you are the one to lead us in the fight against Tarin Conn. We must also convince him to remove the Silencing.”
 
   “Is that why you made me a Knight of the Realm, because you believe I‘m the Chosen Vessel?”
 
   Cleona shook her head. “No, I knighted you for the reason stated in the ceremony. Preparations for your knighthood have been under way ever since word of your Silencing reached the palace. Your new title I only learned this day. Be that as it is, I require men of strong character to act in my name and be the extension of my power wherever it is needed throughout the realm. This is not an empty honor, this title comes with heavy responsibilities and I do not bestow it lightly.”
 
   Daniel gave a quick nod of the head. “I did not mean to suggest otherwise. I sincerely hope there is some kind of training program because I do not feel qualified to judge concerning matters of the law. I don’t even know what half the laws are.”
 
   “Law books will be sent to your estate, study them, civil, criminal, and military. There are differences and matters of jurisprudence you will have to become familiar with, but I am confident you can fulfill all of your duties,” the Queen replied and smiled as if waiting for him to ask a question, and looking forward to giving the answer.
 
   The most obvious flaw with her plan that Daniel could see was; he had no estate. “I’ll have to get back to you on where to send those books,” Daniel told her. “You see, I have not had time to buy land and build any dwelling on it.”
 
   Cleona clapped her hands loudly and two men came in, one a young male servant carrying a map, and the other a gray-haired man dressed in a brown wool suit and a white silk shirt with gold cufflinks. The servant spread the map across the table and placed a paper weight on each end to keep it from rolling shut, and then exited the room. It was a map of Ducaun showing all of the jurisdictions in the realm and all the lands owned by the various lords. Each district was shaded in a specific color. Purple represented the lands personally owned by the Queen. There was a district about thirty-five spans southwest of Ducanton that was shaded in light blue and Benhannon Estate was printed in neat letters within the blue area.
 
   “Yes, I am giving you that land. It was given to me by my mother when I was sixteen years of age. It has been in the Ducalin family for generations. Close your mouth, I will not hear of you refusing this gift. Do not think I give it lightly. As a Royal Knight of the Realm you are now of the nobility, but landless and therefore have no voice on the Council of Lords. I am not talking about a ranch or farm, but an area large enough to be considered a jurisdiction. When you take possession of the land I am granting you, you will become a Lord of the Land as well as a Royal Knight of the Realm, thus giving you a say on the council. As a Knight of the Realm, you are obligated to support me and as a Lord of the Land, I can use your voice in council, both to sway it my way when necessary and to actually hear what you have to say.”
 
   Daniel took in the details of the Benhannon Estate as depicted on the map while the Queen told him all of the reasons, political and otherwise for why she was giving him the land. The estate was enormous, a rectangle twenty-five spans from east to west and sixteen and a half spans north to south. It was huge to him but actually the smallest of all the lord holdings. Most of Ducaun, many of the smaller towns and villages, were outside of those districts and not controlled by lordships, those areas were self governing and often it was up to the Royal Knights of the Realm to bring the Queen’s justice to those places.
 
   If he was reading the map correctly, there was a community of farmers scattered within his holding. In the southern part of his estate was a manor house not far from a lake. He wondered what it looked like in reality. He smiled, thinking it was a good thing he hired an account manager.
 
   The Queen smiled as well “Jefferom Dubojerno here is the Royal Treasurer. He will be releasing to you one thousand gold coins, one thousand silver coins, and one thousand copper coins. This amount is given to each Royal Knight of the Realm upon receiving his commission.”
 
   “My thanks for all you have given, my Queen,” Daniel replied. “Master Jefferom, please get in touch with my account keeper. His name is Jared Benfyllon and he is out enjoying the festivities.”
 
   “I will do so right away, Sir Daniel,” the Royal Treasurer replied, and with a nod from the Queen, went off to take care of business.
 
   The Queen looked askance at her newly dubbed knight. “You have an account keeper already; good. The servants and staff running the estate have been serving the royal family for generations and I cannot dismiss their loyalty. I am bringing them here, so you will need to hire your own people to manage the estate for you, particularly since there will be times when your duty will cause you to be away for extended periods of time.”
 
   He was going to find out just how good Jared and Marcus were at their professions, because he was going to be relying heavily on them in the near future. All of this was fine but it was not addressing his real concern, the life of the Queen. She was springing surprises on him, now it was time to turn and turn about. “I have a concern I would like to share with you,” he began, not sure of the proper way to express matters to royalty.
 
   “You need not be. Your name is so well known at this point I suspect you will have plenty of applicants to fill the needs of your estate,” Cleona responded.
 
   He was not communicating his concern very well. He would have to do a little better. “A Teki seer told me that if I did not come to you here, you will be dead within a year.” There, he said it.
 
   Cleona’s eyes widened. She likely was not used to being addressed so bluntly. “You speak your mind, that is good,” she replied evenly. She did not seem overly concerned, which was strange seeing as she was just told of her impending death. “General Tallen has spoken to me of your skill at healing the most grievous of injuries. I suppose if we can persuade Efferin to lift the Silencing on you, perhaps you can do what no one in the Aloe Guild has been able to do.”
 
   Should he tell her? Should he offer his services as an Accomplished? She is going to want to know how he overcame the Silencing, which could lead to revealing what he truly is. Choices: leave, stand and watch, or help. He looked into her bloodshot brown eyes and made up his mind. “Efferin Tames does not know what I am about to reveal to you,” he began to explain.
 
   The Queen sat back in her chair as if preparing to hear unpleasant news. “There are many things I would never reveal to that man. You are now one of my Royal Knights of the Realm and what concerns you concerns me and those concerns are none of the Grand Maestros business.”
 
   “I am not an Aakacarn. I am an Aakasear,” Daniel confessed.
 
   Cleona stared at him blank-faced. “I must admit my ignorance when it comes to matters of the Aakacarns. I do not know the distinction.”
 
   “It means I can compose my own Melodious spells, Aakacarns cannot, they can only cast spells written by an Aakasear,” Daniel explained.
 
   Cleona’s eyes blinked and she leaned forward. “But that sounds marvelous, why do you make it sound like a bad thing, and why keep it from Efferin Tames?”
 
   Daniel smiled. He was talking to a politician; she would understand this part anyway. “Because he and I are equal in potential, we both have six lighting bolts on our shoulders.”
 
   A grin formed on her face as she heard just how powerful her Knight was, and then her eyebrows drew down and she became angry. “He did not Silence you because he thought you were a danger to the world, he did so because he thought you were a danger to his career.”
 
   “He did exactly what I wanted him to do. He used the baton of Tarin Conn to free me from the link I once had to the Dark Maestro, then Silenced me with it, and now both of them think I am no threat and are leaving me alone; so far anyway,” Daniel told her and then sat back and watched as the Queen’s expression changed again.
 
   Her lips curved into a knowing smile and then she shook her head as if not quite seeing the benefit. “I understand that you wanted your link to the Dark Maestro removed, who would not, and wanted Efferin to think you safely out of his way, but the price was high,”
 
   “The price was not so high, slightly inconvenient, yet not a problem for an Aakasear with enough time on his hands,” Daniel told her.
 
   “Are you saying the Silencing is lifted?” she asked and her eyes were filled with hope, speculation and excitement.
 
   “No, my original repertoire of spells is gone. If Efferin finds out that I can compose my own Melodies and summon potential, he will see me as an enemy and attempt to destroy or imprison me,”
 
   “I see the political ramifications but why would he act so irrationally?” Queen Cleona said while rubbing her narrow chin.
 
   “Tarin Conn is the only other living Aakasear in the world and I don’t believe we can convince Efferin that I am the Chosen Vessel. He will only see me as younger version of the Dark Maestro,” Daniel explained.
 
   Cleona sat in thought for a good tenth of a mark and then let out a sigh. “I believe you are correct. That man will come after you one way or another so I think it best we keep your other talents on a need to know basis.”
 
   “May I assess your health?” Daniel asked.
 
   The Queen nodded eagerly. 
 
   “I will have to touch you,” he told her.
 
   She laughed. “I have been through the procedure before with Accomplished Chen.”
 
   Daniel summoned the potential for, How Do You Feel? and placed his hand on her forehead. He closed his eyes and allowed his life force energy to flow into Cleona. All of her organs were fatigued, over worked, and struggling to keep functioning. Deeper in he began to see the problem, lethal growths. They were intertwined with her intestines and more lethal growths were actually within the sausage like organ. More lethal growths were on her womb and another strain of lethal growths was within that organ as well. This was a foe of a different sort. He cut off the potential and sat back in his chair.
 
   “I can see by the horror in your face that you understand the problem. The Teki Seer, the one who told you I would be dead within a year, concurs with Fenton Chen’s assessment of how much time I have remaining,” Cleona said, sadly, yet in the manner of one who has come to accept the inevitable.
 
   Daniel shook his head, no. There had to be a solution. “He must be using the rejuvenation spell on you, otherwise there is no way you could be so energetic.”
 
   Cleona nodded her head. “I take it you are familiar with the spell.”
 
   “Sherree Jenna, one of the three Talenteds who escorted me to Aakadon, used the spell to keep me functional. Any time I fell asleep, the Dark Maestro haunted my dreams so I stayed a wake most of the time. It was her spell that made me able to keep my wits about me long enough to accomplish what I had to do,” Daniel explained.
 
   “I remember her. She also helped in the defense of Bashierwood and is now an Accomplished of the Aloe Guild,” the Queen told him.
 
   “That’s her,” Daniel said quickly, not wanting to be distracted by thoughts of the beautiful Lobenian, and choosing to push on with the matter at hand. “Every healing I have performed has been by touch. I must have physical contact with the injured area. To destroy every growth would require me to practically butcher you to get to them, disintegrate the corruptions, and then heal the surrounding area. The problem is, fast as I am, you would be dead before I could get even part of the way through the healing process.”
 
   Cleona nodded her head as if it was not the first time she had heard the assessment. “Your skills truly do rival those of an Aloe Guild Practitioner. Fenton Chen told me much the same thing; that I would need to go to Aakadon and a team of Accomplisheds would have to cut me open. He assured me there was no surgical team that could work fast enough to keep me from dying on the table. If I had come to him years ago, perhaps they could have helped me. But I just could not bring myself to allow an Aakacarn to touch me so it was years before I permitted Fenton to assess my health, by then the damage was done and my death inevitable.”
 
   Daniel shook his head, not in denial of the problem, but in determination not to give up on saving the Queen. “I will find a way to heal you. There are details I will have to figure out first, but I will find a way. You made me a Royal Knight of the Realm and it is my duty to defend my Queen from any foe assaulting her.”
 
   Queen Cleona of house Ducalin started laughing, hard, and slapped the table when she was finished. Wiping her eyes and said, “Your enthusiasm is contagious, even though the battlefield is within my body, I do believe you might succeed.”
 
   “I will give it my best try,” Daniel replied, and meant it.
 
   Tarin Conn had told Daniel composing a new Melody was not always easy. Some inspirations would come practically whole into his head while others took a long time to get just right, to know in his heart the notes were arranged in such a way as to accomplish the intended task. It was hard to imagine a spell that could perform all the functions necessary to heal the Queen. Somehow he would have to control her bodily functions simultaneously with the healing, something he had never before thought of let alone attempted.
 
   He did have one spell that could be of help “If you will permit me, I can give you a little strength to carry on.”
 
   She leaned forward, almost eagerly. “Permission granted,” She replied and closed her eyes.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential for, Vitality, and touched her forehead. The topaz hue of his life force energy flowed into the Queen and her eyes popped open. He ceased the potential and sat back, assessing the effects. Her skin had a healthy flush rather than being sickly pale, her eyes were clear with no sign of red or weariness, and even her hair was darker.
 
   “I feel wonderful, that was amazing, far better than any spell Fenton ever used,” the Queen told him while looking at her hands flushed with health.
 
   “It was something I composed during my alone time in the forest. It might be better if you behave like you have no idea why your health has improved,” Daniel replied, and then added, “I did not cure you. The lethal growths are still there, I’ve only given a boost of energy to your system, which is causing you to feel better, but it is only temporary.”
 
   He had done the same for Sprinter on many occasions, but decided she did not need to know he never tried it out on a human. She might not appreciate being a test subject. He had given her as much as he would the stallion, so she likely did have the vitality of a horse.
 
   “I know the affects of the spell are not permanent so I will not over tax myself,” the Queen replied, and then stood up. “This meeting has been fruitful for both of us, may all of our future meetings be so. Go, enjoy the festivities, and take ten days to visit your estate, for soon you will be immersed in fulfilling the duties of a Royal Knight of the Realm.”
 
   Daniel bowed to her and went out to speak with his account keeper and the man who would be hiring guards to be the Captain of.  The pair of Teki were eager to visit the estate but just as eager to visit the troops arriving for the Great Carnival, he had no idea if they would continue with him or not, wandering Teki being wandering Teki, but he had property to explore and tenant farmers to meet, so he pressed on with anyone who wanted to come along for the ride.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Five: Life and Purpose 
 
   Serin Gell sat on a marble bench that at least had a thin cushion and was long enough for him to stretch out and sleep on. He stared at the iron door of the holding cell, which had a ceiling seven cubits from the floor and was ten paces wide and ten deep. To his right, against the wall, a sink and privy were provided, although he could not use the spell that would allow him to draw water up through the pipes, he had to notify his cell keeper to do that, how humiliating. A Three-bolt Accomplished unable to do what any first level Talented could, and without much thought. To his left, protruding exactly one pace from the wall was a granite shelf, meant to serve as a table.
 
   His black silk cloak and matching pants and shirt had been stripped from him and replaced by a white silk robe. The apparel he once proudly wore was that of the Serpent Guild, not even the ignorant upstart who had captured him had deprived him of those. He hated Daniel Benhannon with a passion he could barely form into words, for defeating Maestro Balen Tamm, and splintering the guild. Most of all he hated the young spell caster for capturing and bringing him to Aakadon. The shield on his potential, placed on him by Benhannon, was what kept him captive beneath the Eagle Guild. Even if he could project his three lightning bolts of potential through the shield, the Melody to teleport was beyond his capability, requiring six bolts of life force energy to summon, but he had several spells in his repertoire that would enable him to tunnel out. If he still had his baton, the type one level three crescendo would be just enough to set him free of imprisonment, but would also leave him dangerously dehydrated, a risk every spell caster takes when summoning high amounts of potential.
 
   He sat holding the energy, a small amount, not enough to cause him to be beaten, just enough to remind him the power was still there, and yet frustrating him with thoughts of what he could do if set free. He had no idea how strong the shield was, having been unconscious at the time. Daniel commanded twelve bolts of potential, although it was doubtful the young man would use so much life force energy to shield off a Three-bolt Accomplished.
 
   Serin tried not to see the blue glow that flared brighter every time he summoned potential. The illumination served to remind him of his double failure, in being captured and then failing to escape. Part of the blame could be laid at the feet of Balen Tamm for failing to give enough information about the young Ducaunan Aakacarn. Serin had captured the boy as instructed. Well, he had to admit, not exactly as instructed. It would have been better had he not lost at the Battle of Bashierwood. Still, he did eventually bring Daniel Benhannon to the headquarters of the Serpent Guild. Serin refused to take full responsibility for what had happened next, Balen Tamm dead, the headquarters in ruins, and him being floated off to Aakadon. The Maestro should have told him his opponent was a full Accomplished and possessed six bolts of potential, and then extra precautions could have been taken.
 
   His captors were not gentle, although mild by Serpent Guild standards. Even so, they had been successful in getting answers out of him. The interrogation spell they used could not be circumvented and made lying impossible. Fortunately, they needed to know the right questions to get the correct responses, and he had volunteered nothing, having responded to their exact words. He managed to keep quite a lot from them, but the sessions came daily, and he could never be sure when they would start asking the right questions. Time was on their side, especially with the more experienced Jeremiah Lassiter doing the interrogating.
 
   The unadorned walls of his cell had a bluish tint, again reminding him of the shield, if any reminder had been necessary. The room had no windows and the only illumination came from him. To a commoner the room would be dark as pitch but Serin cared little how non-Aakacarns saw things. He swung his legs up, stretched out on the padded bench, and reveled in the thoughts of what he would do to the plump Cenkataaran boy who fancied himself a full Accomplished, just because he possessed one bolt of potential. The contemptible fool had the audacity to mock and glare at him. He was also the one who had administered the beatings every time his charge summoned too much potential. The pug-nose little dog needed to learn respect. Serin chuckled at the thought of using his surgical blades to slowly peal away the man’s epidermis. He could almost hear the satisfying pleas for mercy and death. Oh how the fellow would suffer. Each finger would be removed; one knuckle at a time, then his toes, and then the dismemberment would not stop until the fool was a dying bloody torso. Serin knew spells that would slow down the blood flow, prolong life, all while his patient remained conscious. He did still enjoy using some of the spells he had learned during his early years as a member of the Aloe Guild.
 
   Bitterness swelled in him at how Vance Cummin had refused to utilize any guild resources to extricate him from the clutches of Benhannon and his foolish traveling companion Tim Dukane. Cummin was the only surviving member of the guild who rivaled Serin Gell in potential. The man was reorganizing the association to his liking and deliberately leaving Serin out of the process. The other Three-bolt Accomplished wanted to be appointed the new Maestro of the Serpent Guild. Even now, the man was probably acquiring Serin’s network of guild associates, a web of alliances that had taken him decades of work to develop. His communication amulets had been taken from him by Tim Dukane and were probably destroyed by Benhannon. Serin could not initiate communication with any of his associates, but that did not prevent them from contacting him, which they had not. More than enough of them existed to form an extraction team if at least one would speak to him through the amulets he had provided. His hope of escape was diminishing day by day.
 
   He closed his eyes, partly so as not to see the blue glow and mostly so he could better visualize his fantasy. Time elapsed and he fell asleep. Pleasant dreams of torture filled his mind. In one he captured Daniel Benhannon, cut and stabbed him to the point of death, and then healed him, only to repeat the same procedure over and over again. In other dreams he would make the Ducaunan watch as Serin tortured and killed his parents, friends, and the three other Aakacarns who had been involved in the defeat at Bashierwood. Serin dreamed of defeating Talmon Reese, the Maestro of the Eagle Guild in a duel, recovering the baton of Tarin Conn, and then leaving Aakadon to find the lost flute of Della Lain. He could then destroy the ancient crescendo and free Tarin Conn from entombment beneath Mount Kelgotha.
 
   The last dream faded like vapor and Serin found himself in the audience chamber at Serpent Central, only grander than the physical one Balen Tamm ruled from. The chamber was immense and had a mirrored ceiling and a diamond chandelier. Each crystal glowed with a power of its own and bathed the room in rainbow light. A crimson carpet stretched up the center of the white marble floor, climbed thirteen steps and came to a stop at the feet of a crystal throne. In the seat of power was a large man with wavy hair the color of raven’s wings. His eyes were black as coal, his chin well suited for the high cheekbones and aristocratic nose. He wore a blouse of purple silk, tucked into violet pants, encompassed about with a broad black belt encrusted with diamonds. His black boots shined like polished glass.
 
   Serin quickly prostrated himself before the ancient and powerful Tarin Conn. “Great Master, how may I serve?”
 
      It had been so long since the Lord of Dreams visited him, Serin had feared the worse; that he had fallen out of favor with the Supreme Maestro. He well knew this audience did not guarantee good standing, that he could be about to face the full wrath of his master.
 
   “Rise, Serin Gell, and hear,” the baritone voice of Tarin Conn filled the chamber.
 
   Serin sprang to his feet and met a stare that would terrify a yeti and make a stone seem soft. Sweat flowed over his brow yet he dared not move, not even to wipe his face. “I await your command, Great Master.”
 
   Tarin Conn leaned forward, resting his chin on his right fist, with out blinking or giving any sign of how this meeting was going to end, good or bad. “The Serpent Guild needs a new Maestro. Balen’s arrogance caused him to be short sighted and has cost him his life. His repertoire, knowledge, and experience were vastly greater than Daniel’s and he could have subdued the novice Accomplished a thousand different ways. Instead, he chooses the most risky of all challenges, a point blank battle of endurance. Part of his failure lay in his leaving important matters in the hands of lesser talents. Had he shielded Daniel with my baton the moment the spell caster entered the audience chamber, the young man would be safely under his control, my guild would not be without a Maestro, and its members would not be breaking into small factions.”
 
   There was acid in the master’s voice while speaking the last sentence but Serin did not detect that the anger was directed at him, which might be a good sign. That the Supreme Maestro was planning to choose a new Maestro came as no surprise, and as for the rest, he was more than right to place the blame on Balen Tamm. Serin almost felt like smiling, and would if he could be sure how this visitation was going to end.
 
   “You are to escape,” Tarin Conn commanded him as if doing so would take no extraordinary effort.
 
   Serin opened his mouth to explain about the shield, cell keeper, and why the command could not be obeyed, at least not any time soon. He wanted with all his heart to follow this order, especially when it was in line with his own welfare.
 
   Tarin Conn did not give time for a reply. “Vance Cummin has been ordered to send an extraction team. It will be led by a member who is familiar with the holding cells, having searched them once long ago with a now dead member of my guild.”
 
   This was the answer to his dreams. “Thank you, Great Master,” he said with barely contained excitement. “Once free I will hunt down Daniel Benhannon and make him pay for the damage he has done to your glorious guild.”
 
   “No!” Tarin Conn shouted, with brow furrowed and eyes burning in anger. “Stay away from Daniel Benhannon. I have use for him in the future. Even so, he is paying the price for disregarding my warnings and has been Silenced by the Grand Maestro.”
 
   Serin Gell smiled at the thought of his enemy being Silenced. Daniel Benhannon may as well have no lightning bolts at all. Oh this was special and Serin truly wished he could have seen the look on the Ducaunan’s face when Efferin Tames betrayed him. The moment of joy passed and Serin realized there had to be a greater purpose, a stronger reason for the Supreme Maestro to order an extraction from Aakadon, the most secure city in the world, and one filled with tens of thousands of enemy Accomplisheds. “Great Master, what would you have me do?”
 
   Tarin Conn’s lips slanted up into a half smile. “I am about to decide which member of the guild is to be the next Maestro, Vance Cummin or you,”
 
   Serin’s jaw seemed to have come unhinged. He closed his mouth and prostrated himself on the floor. “Great Master, I am yours to command and serve in whatever capacity you choose,” he replied breathlessly.
 
   To be the next Maestro, the thought was intoxicating and made his head spin. Vance was competent and could be trouble but Serin knew who would win this contest.
 
   “Once you are freed,” Tarin Conn continued as if uninterrupted. “Begin reorganizing your powerbase within the guild. Yetis, sasquatches, and Condemneds are running loose. Balen never tied the Da Capos of the spell to a crescendo, so they are out of control. The only ones still under control are those he ordered to obey particular Accomplisheds. You already know the spell to control the yetis, the same works on the sasquatches. I will teach you the spell, Condemnation, so you can bring any existing Condemneds under your control and create new ones as well. Vance Cummin is doing an excellent job of pulling the guild back together and well ahead in expanding his powerbase, even absorbing some of yours. Remember, whichever one of you garners the most members, and builds the strongest organization, will be the next maestro and the loser will be ordered to submit. Do not seek to Condemn or kill Vance Cummin in this contest. He has been given the same orders concerning you so neither of you should test my resolve on this matter. The guild needs both of its Three-bolt Accomplisheds.”
 
   “Your will be done, Great Master,” Serin replied at once.
 
   This was far better than Serin dared hope for. Just when all seemed lost and he would be spending what was left of his life in a cell beneath the Eagle Guild, the Supreme Maestro breathes new life and purpose into him.
 
   “Listen and I will teach you the spell, Condemnation. Ten heart beats of concentration freezes the subject in place and gives you complete control over the subject’s will, twenty heart beats causes every hair to fall from the subject’s body, thirty beats and beyond allows you to rearrange the subject’s body into any form you please, while keeping him or her alive through the entire process. The transformation is excruciating and I believe you will enjoy the casting as much as Balen ever did. Vance seldom goes beyond forty heart beats of concentration, not out of pity, for he has none, he just seems to prefer the most efficient approach,” Tarin Conn instructed.
 
   A trumpet appeared in the hands of the Supreme Maestro and he played the Melody, implanting the spell directly into Serin’s subconscious, and firmly into his repertoire. This was an entirely new technique in teaching and Serin was impressed and extremely pleased that the great master would so honor him. He would fill the world with Condemneds; only individuals who proved loyal to him would be spared. He chuckled at the thought of Condemning the Cenkataaran guarding his cell.
 
   Tarin Conn vanished as quickly as he had come. Serin woke, stretched, and sat up expectantly. The urgency with which the Supreme Maestro had spoken caused him to believe the extraction would be eminent.
 
    The snap-bang of displaced air startled Serin even though he had been expecting it. The sound came from several cells away. Screams filled the night, at least Serin thought it was night, regardless, day or night; his rescuers were right outside the door, which was now glowing silver-blue. He moved to the left corner and ducked under the protruding shelf just as the door burst apart, iron shards flying everywhere. In walked a One-bolt Accomplished of Ducaunan birth, brown hair cut short, dark eyes, and pale in the face. The man was six and three quarters cubits in height, one of the tallest men Serin had ever seen, and powerfully built. He had one golden lightning bolt on his black silk cloak and a diamond tipped silver baton in his hand.
 
   “I’m Jordan Simms. Vance Cummin has sent me to extract you,” he shouted while fire balls and flashes of potential flew back and forth in the corridor behind him.
 
   Seven more One-bolt Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild entered the cell and encircled Serin. Jordan lifted his baton and the silvery-blue glow of his potential increased. Each member of the team began to focus their life force energy at the team leader, performing in concert with him. Just before they reached the climax of the spell, all condemnation broke loose, members of the Eagle Guild, led by Jeremiah Lassiter, stormed into the cell, casting spells, and launching their deadly, Beak Strikes, beams of light, shaped like an eagle’s beak, lacerating anyone unfortunate enough to be struck. None of the beams reached Serin, but four members of the extraction team died right in front of him before the blackness of in between here and there caused him to lose all sensory perception.
 
   They arrived in a forest glade, which was all Serin could discern about his location. He was the only one standing, every member of the now reduced extraction team was on the ground, two of which were severely dehydrated from the demands of the teleportation spell, and two were dried out husks. Once completed, the teleportation Melody draws the necessary potential to carry out the spell, and with four persons ripped from the casting, the energy came from the remaining participants of the concert. Four One-bolts using class-one level-one batons have the equivalent of eight bolts of potential, more  than enough to complete the spell, but it drained the life forces out of half of them in the process. Serin had not been part of the concert and therefore felt no ill affects, not so Jordan and the plump female Aakacarn on the ground near him.
 
   The female reached into the folds of her cloak, withdrew a water flask, and drank thirstily, gulping down the contents, and then shutting her eyes wearily. She was a comely girl with light brown hair and green eyes, like an illegitimate cross between a Ducuanan and a Battencayan.
 
   Jordan emptied two water flasks down his gullet before getting to his feet. “We are in Ducaun, just outside the village of Graywood, about twenty-five spans North-northeast of Aakadon,” he stated, as if that was enough explanation.
 
   “I know you have been to Serpent North, why did you not take us there? For that matter, there are many places far better than a remote village in the middle of a pine forest, especially one so close to the home of our enemies,” Serin replied.
 
   “The Maestro is dead, Vance Cummin is in command at Serpent North, everyone in the guild is swarming to him, they follow his orders and so do I,” Jordan said without a trace of chagrin.
 
   Serin was about to administer chastisement when several things occurred to him; his potential was still shielded, dropping him here out of the way was all Vance’s doing, and he needed this man’s help. “Well done, you have completed your assignment. Are there any other orders you have concerning me?”
 
   Jordan glanced at the female Aakacarn. “Olivia, I told you we were nearly as strong as any Two-bolt, and this proves it.”
 
   “And so it does,” she replied while getting to her feet and wiping her hands.
 
   “Congratulations on the growth of your potentials,” Serin told them, bringing their attention back to where it belonged; on him.
 
   “My orders were to extract you from the Eagle Guild, bring you to Graywood, and nothing more. We don’t have enough potential to cast, Teleportation, so wherever we go from here, we go on foot,” Jordan finally got around to answering.
 
   Serin knew exactly where to go, what to do, and how to go about building his organization while reestablishing his old ties. “We must go to Lamont, my nest is there and so are my crescendos, one of which may allow me to break this shield on my potential.”
 
   “I bow to your experience,” Jordan said and actually bent from the waist, matching the deed to his words.
 
   Olivia bowed her head, slightly. “I look to your guidance,” she said, not in full commitment, but it would do.
 
   Serin bent over the mummified remains of the nearest Accomplished, took the slender golden baton from his stiffened fingers, and then summoned potential for, Ball Of Flame, and focused on the two bodies. Nothing happened. The shield was still in place. He had not truly believed a level one crescendo would bolster his potential enough to break free, but it was worth the try. He removed the black cloak from the body on the left, guessing that it would fit him best, and then slipped the silk on over the white robe.
 
    “To Lamont,” he told the newest members of his team.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Six: The Benhannon Estate 
 
   Daniel stood on the north bank of Lake Benhannon. It was an imperfect oval half a span wide, east to west, three quarters of a span north to south, and fed by a fresh water spring deep beneath its surface. He was standing in ankle length blades of green grass and watching mallards with glossy green heads and mergansers with their slim bodies and reddish bills, fish, turtles, and assorted bugs engaged in the cycle of life. The lake never had a name, according to the farmers who worked the land to the east, north, and west. Silvia proclaimed it. “Lake Benhannon,” and repeated it at each of the fourteen farms they had visited, and the name stuck. The residents seemed pleased to meet him. They were humble and pragmatic people and took the transition from farming the lands of the Queen to that of a Royal Knight of the Realm fairly well, especially after he told them he was lowering the share owed to his estate from two tenths of their produce to one.
 
   His four storied manor house with a lookout tower rising thirty cubits from the roof was two spans behind him. The width and depth of the central part of the house was greater than that of the Polkat Inn back in Bashierwood, with one story wings twenty strides wide, stretching out north, east, and west another thirty strides. The manicured grounds covered a square span area and were surrounded by a granite wall ten cubits high and two thick. Fruit trees, squared off hedges, and beds of flowers decorated the lawn. The stables were on the west side of the estate and could probably hold nearly a thousand horses, but were now home to only three with two occasional visitors. The royal guardsmen were gone, taking along with them the household staff and grooms.
 
   Silvia and David were off among the Reshashinni, who finally arrived, and probably enjoying the Great Carnival. They assured him they would be back in time to escort him to Ducanton. Jared was at the manor, in his west wing office, preparing lists of things to be done, and whatever was involved in acquiring a new staff to take care of the huge house and grounds. Daniel would do the work himself if he was not engaged in learning the duties and responsibilities of being a Royal Knight of the Realm. The law books arrived yesterday and he only had four more days to read through them before his presence was required back at the capital. He was wearing beige wool pants, a brown belt with the gold buckle he made, and a light green cotton under shirt with his new family crest embroidered on the upper left side of his chest. The falcon in flight with a golden lightning bolt clutched in its talons, in a sky of blue, was impressive. So far as he knew, the Benhannon family never had a crest, but they did now and he was more than satisfied with what the Queen had designed for him. He was sure his parents and relatives would be pleased.
 
   Marcus, dressed in his blue uniform, which now had an arm patch of the Benhannon crest, was facing him, wooden sword in hand, “Shall we have another go?”
 
   They had been practicing for over a mark. Daniel mastered the bow and knife years ago, but had never so much as touched a sword. He did not usually have an ego problem, not that he was aware of, but it was a little embarrassing to be the only Royal Knight of the Realm who did not know how to use his sword. His Captain-of-the-guard was showing him basic thrusts and parries. Marcus was not a master-of-the-blade but he was competent and doing his best to bring Daniel to that level.
 
   “Your reflexes are good, you have speed, endurance, and with these standard moves you should be able to credibly face most men in battle, not that you could not defend yourself the other way” Marcus told him.
 
   “What do you mean?” Daniel asked, even though he had a fairly good idea what was meant.
 
   Marcus pointed at his bandaged leg. “That wound wasn’t healed by any Teki ointment, not that I realized it at first. I bathed back in Jeeter, removed the old bandage, intending to replace it with a new, but discovered the injury was gone. I figured you wanted the matter kept between us so I put on the new dressing and kept quiet.”
 
   “I appreciate your discretion. Keep in mind, if this information becomes common knowledge, this estate will be difficult to defend against the kind of people who are likely to assault it,” Daniel let him know.
 
   “I well understand the need for secrecy,” Marcus said while raising his practice blade. “Now, let’s see if I can get you good enough with a sword, you will not need to do something you would rather not.”
 
   The Captain had broken through Daniel’s defenses often in the beginning, four days ago. Those marks of training paid off and Daniel had managed to strike through his teacher’s defenses twice in the last session. Wielding a sword is much different than a knife fight but Daniel knew the moves and was improving with each training bout. He brought the wooden sword back to the ready position and nodded his head.
 
   Marcus came in swinging from the right, stopped as Daniel was about to parry, and then turned, changing direction just before their blades were about to touch, and with a twist of his wrist, came up under Daniel’s parry. The move had been successful in the last session but Daniel was ready for it this time. He reversed his swing and brought the blade down in time to intercept the strike, sweeping Marcus’s blade back out, and then thrusting his own blade into the Captain’s ribs.
 
   “Excellent,” Marcus told him. “You never make the same mistake twice.”
 
   Daniel stepped back. “I try not to.”
 
   He was glad the more experienced man did not hold back on him, made him work for the victory, and not just let him win. He was also pleased to see just how competent his Captain-of-the-guard really was.
 
   “All you need now is more experience. I strongly suggest that you continue practicing even when you are in the capital,” Marcus said while reaching for Daniel’s wooden sword. “I can come along if you want.”
 
   Daniel shook his head. “No, you had it right days ago when you told me about the need to recruit guards for the estate. While I appreciate your taking the time to train me, at the same time, I am keeping you from interviewing the applicants.”
 
   Marcus came very close to smiling. “My time is well spent if this training keeps you safe, but yes this is slowing down the winnowing process. Eighty men have applied, some having years of experience and others with little to none. I want competent men so I must see if their skills match their talk. The Queen had it right when she told you filling the vacancies would not be a problem. I believe the deeds attached to your name have attracted many applicants and it probably will not take long for the estate to be fully staffed with fifty guardsmen, grooms, and a full complement of domestic servants.”
 
   Daniel clapped the Captain on the back. “The Queen is wise and I’m not surprised things are working out as she believed they would. Anyway, thanks for the sessions. I have chores at the manor that need doing so I hope you will excuse me.”
 
   “Chores, I have a few of my own. Those men I spoke of are waiting in the west wing and I need to take them to the guardhouse,” Marcus stated and walked with him most of the two spans to the manor.
 
   He broke off in the direction of a large one story granite building near the stables.  The roof was flat and had a railing from which the guards could look out over the estate, although the tower gave the best view. Knowing him, the Captain was preparing a rigorous test before bringing them to the guardhouse. Daniel entered the manor, ascended to the fourth floor master bedroom, and prepared to get creative, the kind of creativity that required privacy. He summoned the potential for, Find All, energy for the spell flooded into him, making him feel stronger, and he focused on the entire building, above ground, and deep down into the bedrock, sensing Jared in the west wing and Marcus leading eighty men across the lawn. None of the non-Aakacarns could see the blue glow of potential.
 
   He was aware of every room, every dimension, how thick each wall was, and every spider, creeping bug, and even birds that landed and took off from the roof. Farther below the foundation was the source of the spring, a river flowing deep beneath the estate. He then added a Da Capo to that spell and summoned the potential for, Fashioning, placing both palms flat against the granite wall. The room above and the ones directly beneath the master bedroom were empty, but they would not be for long. He focused his awareness into the bedrock, envisioning three chambers; one he formed into a replica of the master bedroom, the second a large storeroom, and the third into a two chambered vault. The area he displaced did not turn to dust or disappear; it actually increased the density of the surrounding stone, making it stronger. He formed some of the stone in the master bedroom into a smaller room and created a privy with a water cabinet, sink, and bath tub, then formed small shafts that led down into the underground river and extended pipes with valves to regulate the flow of water. Other shafts he created to bring air flow into the hidden chambers and some shafts were drain fields to carry away waste so as not to pollute the river. In the room on the first floor, he formed a sink so the manor would have an indoor water supply, and then extended a pipe and valve down into the water. At the back left wall of his fourth floor room, he rearranged the stone into a ten by ten pace shaft and ran it all the way down to his hidden chambers in the bedrock, and then formed a circular stairway from there up into his room on the fourth floor. The only access was in the master bedroom and the lower chamber.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes and formed a door that would appear to be a wall in front of the stairs. He went down into his subterranean chamber, summoning a ball of light, and examined his work. The rooms were exactly how he had envisioned them. Satisfied, he went into the two-chambered vault. In the outer vault he summoned, Fashioning, forming shelves, projecting them several paces out of the walls and raised a stone table in the middle of the floor. In the inner vault, he separated a hundred pounds of rock from the wall, so evenly no one could tell it had been removed. He took hold of his belt buckle and summoned the potential for, Change It, then focused on the hundred pounds of rock. The rock became a giant gold belt buckle and he separated it into smaller and smaller sizes, reforming them into statuettes like the swans and other birds whittled over the years by his father. He added two tiny falcons, horses and even some knives, forks, and spoons, and then placed all except the falcons on the shelves in the outer vault. These he would give to Marcus to put on his uniform. The other golden objects were so Jared could acquire whatever was needed to run the estate. The gold, silver, and copper coins given by the Queen would not last forever and Daniel had no qualms over using his natural born talent to make gold or silver when it was required.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seven: The Serpents Strike 
 
   Serena Lowell led her team of twenty Talenteds, sixteen men and four women, every one a Ducaunan, all on horseback, and three hundred sasquatches along the slow moving Tollus River, which started at the Taltin Sea but was nothing like the Mighty Hirus. In a number of places along the way the river had become a series of meanders, oxbows, and horseshoe-shaped bends that often turned into small lakes, but she managed to stay on course. Water lilies and vegetation sheltered frogs, salamanders, and a host of other small creatures. The river was home to fish, turtles, snakes, herons, and ducks as well as storks. The land was wet, wild, and teaming with life, and she hated it. Trees lined both sides of the broad waterway, making her peer through black cypress, tupelos, and willows to keep track of the waterline. The ground was saturated, it was the middle of the day, she was hot, and more than slightly bothered. Humidity had her red-blond hair plastered to her head, and this was autumn, the beginning of the dry season, making her wonder what summer would be like.
 
   Her team was large enough for them to teleport, even though not one of the members possessed a single lightning bolt of potential, which is the way she wanted it. No one who equaled or surpassed her rank had been allowed on her team, she could not take the chance one of them would kill her and complete the mission while her body became food for the creatures of this wretched land. The Talenteds riding behind her posed no threat, for her repertoire was nearly equal to that of Serin Gell, one of the most experienced Accomplisheds in the guild. The honor of retrieving the trumpet of Tarin Conn had been given to her by Vance Cummin, who was the acting leader of the Serpent Guild after Daniel Benhannon defeated Balen. The Supreme Maestro had not yet named the Three-bolt Accomplished to the office of Maestro, but the appointment seemed inevitable, and Serena was determined to prove to him she could handle the responsibility.
 
   She never led a team before, having spent most of her career at Serpent Central, which was now in ruins. The plan had been to select her team, teleport to the Ducalin estate, obtain the trumpet in a lightning raid, and bring the crescendo to Vance. She knew the Melody; that had not been the problem, it was the other detail. Neither she nor any member of the Serpent Guild had ever been anywhere near the target site, that meant teleporting to the closest possible alternative and then traveling like the backward Accomplisheds of Aakadon were forced to do, over land. The Tollus River flows through or at least near the Ducalin estate and so she and her team teleported to Rivertown, the only township founded along the river, one hundred eighty-three spans north of their destination. She could not use a riverboat because it was a little hard, if not impossible, and risky, to cram three hundred sasquatches on board. That; and every member of the guild had been ordered to keep a low profile. It had been a tough slog with five thousand paces to a span, but they were only five spans from their target.
 
   The beasts were huge, most over nine cubits in height, with shaggy brown fur, and dark leathery faces. The spell, Obey Me, was tied to her life force, and kept the smelly creatures under her control, no one else on her team knew the Melody so they could not help, and she had no intention of teaching them. She had to actually touch each  creature while holding the potential in order to bring it into subjection, that had taken time, but they made a good raiding force and would obey her commands without hesitation, something her team of Talenteds did not always do. She had been forced to make an example of Geb SuTamkin, the illegitimate son of Lord Tamkin. The tall Ducaunan, who some might consider to be handsome, including him, tried to take over the mission half way to their destination, so she tenderly touched him on the cheek and focused, Obey Me, into his head. The spell does not work on humans but it did drop him to the ground like a sack of dried beans. She compelled one of the sasquatches to carry him because it took the better part of a day for the fool to stop drooling and regain his senses. He no longer questioned her authority.
 
   “With you as our leader, there should be no problem getting through the pathetic defenses set in place by the commoners,” Jak Taltin said from right behind her.
 
   Taltin, the most flattering member of the team, constantly praised her decisions, and tried to be useful. He was ambitious and Serena understood that motivation well, but she knew better than to trust him, she fully trusted no one. He had a pointed nose, thin lips, and his dark eyes were too far apart, but he had his uses, although now was not the time to put them to work. “Duzolta, go scout the manor house and grounds, cast, Terrain, and return here,” she ordered.
 
   “As you command,” Ferren Duzolta replied, and galloped off.
 
   She liked his enthusiasm. The young man was short by the standards of his countrymen, and wiry, but still towered over her, as did they all. He was an orphan who had grown up on the streets of Zoltair and was very good at sneaking into the homes of the wealthy. He also had quick hands, a light touch, and could pick a pocket in the blink of an eye. Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild snatched him away when his Potential was discovered at the age of ten and now he knew even better ways of infiltrating strongholds.
 
   “The ferret is good, I’ll give him that,” Ursula Duggan commented, while pulling back the hood of her black silk cloak.
 
   She was dark of eye and hair, pale skinned, muscular, and dressed in unrelieved black, as were all of the Talenteds. Serena had the black silks with silver braiding and a single golden lightning bolt indicating her rank in potential. Her peach complexion and blue eyes were a stark contrast to those of her pasty-faced team. Ursula’s mouth seemed to be shaped in a perpetual pout, she never smiled, but she had a cruel sense of humor. She was the one who first referred to Duzolta as, Ferret, and the name stuck.
 
   “Bencaldrin, you know what to do,” Serena said to the team member who was often referred to as the Butcher. He was tall, wide at the shoulders, and narrow at the hips.
 
   The man lived up to his reputation, being the son of a butcher in the city of Caldrone, and skilled at carving up any hunk of meat in seconds, including human, using hair thin blades of solidified air. “I and my team of eleven, along with half of the sasquatches, are to assault the walls half a mark after nightfall,” he dutifully repeated the instructions she had been drilling into his head over the last eighty spans.
 
   “Correct, I’ll lead the infiltration team and launch a ball of light after we have the trumpet and are out of the compound to let you know when to withdraw. We will meet here and then teleport back to Serpent North. Does everybody understand this or must I go over it again?” Serena said, knowing she was treating them like ignorant children rather than third and fourth level Talenteds.
 
   They all had to possess some skills in order to survive the tests required to rise from one level to the next, failure often meant death. She had graduated in one year, a record unmatched by any before her and not likely to be beaten any time soon, not even in Aakadon. Although, it was said that Daniel Benhannon did it all within a month. Impossible, he must have been tutored in secret over many years.
 
   “We understand,” Brandon DuCret was the first to reply.
 
   He was not the brightest member of the team, but never questioned an order, and proved useful out in the wilderness. He was also the only one among them who actually enjoyed the journey. The young man was lean, yet in a healthy way, and full of vitality. Everyone else quickly followed his lead and assured her they knew what to do, which was good. She hated having to repeat herself.
 
   “Gerroor,” Serena called to the tallest male sasquatch, a creature nearly eleven cubits tall. “When Brais Bencaldrin here,” she said while pointing to the Butcher, “tells you to do so, take half your pack and attack the humans behind the walls. You will not stop until he or I instruct you to do so, and then you all will come back to this place”
 
   The towering sasquatch grunted in reply and then let out a fierce bellow. One hundred forty-nine of the beasts parted from the rest, moving in mass toward the alpha male. Serena cast a spell, amplifying her voice. “You will follow Gerroor to kill and eat,” she told them, and then received grunts of acknowledgement.
 
   The rest of the sasquatches grew restless, probably wondering when they would be allowed to kill and eat. “Gurrumble, you will take the rest of the pack and protect the hunting grounds. Kill and eat any thing that flees, and then return to this place when Gerroor does,” Serena commanded the second largest male, with her voice still amplified so the others would also hear and obey.
 
   Gurrumble bellowed several times and started off into the trees to the left along with seventy-four of his fellow sasquatches while the rest turned right and waded across the river. They would spread out around the estate and try to catch just about anything that moves, human, or whatever.
 
   Serena hated being within a swamp, even if only the fringe, the bugs were just awful. The Swamps of Append are two hundred forty-one spans wide and one hundred thirteen spans north to south, taking up parts of Southern Ducaun and Northwestern Taracopa, but the inconvenience was worth the potential payoff. She had to show Vance she could do what needed to be done, and beyond that, was delighted at the prospect of being the first member of the Serpent Guild to hold the trumpet of Tarin Conn in nearly a thousand years.
 
   It took a mark and a half for the Ferret to return. “Project an image of the estate on the ground,” Serena instructed him, which he did. A wall twenty cubits high and five cubits thick encircled the property, inside was a huge ten-storied manor house with a barracks and stables on one side and a large storage barn on the other. Beyond the wall, all the way around, was sedge grass that stretched over hundreds of strides right up the tree line, unbroken except where the river cut through the western side of the estate.
 
   “As you see, there are three gates every third of the way along the perimeter, and four guards at each gate,” Ferret was saying. “I got a closer look at the barracks and estimate it can accommodate up to a thousand men, but I do not believe it is full to capacity. I counted eighty-eight men on patrol and twelve at the gates bringing the number to a hundred. The river bends and goes behind the compound to the west.”
 
   “Good job,” Serena told him while studying the details of the three dimensional image.
 
   “What defensive measures have they in place?” Carolyn Straifer wanted to know.
 
   Her dark hair was straggly and she possessed an over large nose, not an attractive woman, but statuesque and taller than most of the men.
 
   “Half of the men on the wall carried halberds, the rest were bowmen, and a few men with broadswords,” Ferret replied. “I was not there long enough to spot anything more.”
 
   “A few bowmen and a handful of commoners with glorified spearheaded battle axes are nothing to us,” Lorrin Temmon gave his assessment.
 
   His only distinction among his fellows was having a left leg slightly shorter than the right, which made him hobble, but did not seem to slow him down. He was a level four Talented, which meant he had better survival skills then half the team. He also seemed pleased to be involved on the mission, never complained, or challenged Serena’s authority.
 
   “We could sweep over their defenses like a tidal wave. Why not strike and be done with it?” Brais added to the conversation and made Serena wonder if she had picked the wrong one to lead the assault.
 
   “Besides the hundred men I observed, there were at least several hundred horses in the stable, and scores of men coming and going from the barracks. I’m betting this estate has quite a bit more defenders than meets the eye,” Ferret told him, correctly.
 
   “Even so,” Brais began.
 
   “Duzolta is correct,” Serena interrupted. “My source indicates we are dealing with a garrison of royal guardsmen, which means anywhere from four hundred to a thousand men.” Her source was Vance, who learned it from his contact in Ducanton.
 
   “As you say,” Brais subsided. “It is best to proceed as planned.”
 
   “Of course it is,” Jak spoke up. “Our leader has thought this entire operation all the way through.”
 
   Ursula rolled her eyes upward, not that she necessarily disagreed with Taltin’s statement; it was just the constant flattery the man kept spewing was a little too obvious. Serena did not need her ego stroked by a mere Talented, what she needed was to get the operation underway. “Bencaldrin, get to your position. Duzolta, you do the tunneling,” she commanded and the Butcher and his team started off toward the estate along with the sasquatches under his command.
 
   Serena continued on just under five spans, a bit close to the estate, but well back in the trees. It was the only dry piece of ground she had come upon since dividing her team. At sunset, Ferret dismounted, sapphire baton in hand, and began to glow red-orange, his potential formed a disk of light beneath his feet, came up, engulfing him as if he was under a dome, and he began to sink into the ground. Serena was perfectly capable of casting the necessary spell, but chose to let Duzolta do so. She wanted to be free to cast defensive or offensive spells, whichever was needed. Geb SuTamkin was the only other member of the infiltration team who knew the Melody but she wanted him to take up the rear while she followed Ferret. He went down a good ten paces and then headed in the direction of the estate, creating the tunnel as he moved. Serena dropped down in and was followed by Taltin, Duggan, Temmon, DuCret, Straifer, and Luscious Ronan who had a neatly trimmed black beard and ears that were just a bit too small. Geb dropped in at the last; it was his job to shield the team should an attack come from the rear. They had to leave the horses behind, but they were well trained and would not move from the spot where their reins had been dropped.
 
   The spell, Tunnel, was a marvel to behold. As Ferret walked, the ground opened up, allowing him to pass as if strolling through air. The dirt and rock did not disintegrate, rather it was used to create and harden the walls and floor, keeping the tunnel from leaking or collapsing. The passage was perfectly smooth and light was provided by Duzolta’s red-orange potential.
 
    
 
   ----------------------------
 
    
 
   Clean-shaven, Sergeant-of-the-guard, Frederick Zaccum, with just a trace of gray in his hair, had been a member of the Royal Guardsmen for over twenty years. The Ducaunan military had three branches, army, cavalry, and the Royal Guardsmen, who were the elite. He took pride in his service to Duke Cantor Ducalin, even though most of his peers would rather be guarding the Queen. He had no idea why the royal family kept six hundred guardsmen on the fringe of a swamp, guarding an estate seldom visited by anyone outside of the royal family. The only faces that changed here were those of the guards when one man or another transfers elsewhere or retires. Still, he was proud of the green and the gold, his uniform, and the broadsword on his back. Of all the men stationed at the Ducalin estate, he had served here the longest and was intimately familiar with the sights and sounds of the swamp. The crickets to the northwest had gone silent, along with the frogs, and he could not remember when such a thing happened before. Oh, isolated modulations of their nightly chorus occurred when someone or something dangerous to them came near, but nothing out there was big enough to cause all of them to stop at once.
 
   From his position on the wall, fifteen cubits of solid stone and five cubits wide, he could see through his opticals hundreds of strides out beyond the thigh high sedge grass as if the tree line was right in front of him, even so it was difficult to distinguish anything out there, moonlight being the only source of illumination. The wall had four paces of walk space and an additional five cubits in height at the front for him to stand behind while looking out. “Birdmen,” he called down to the lead guard at the north gate. He was from the Geble region of Ducaun where animal names were popular.
 
   “I’m awake, Serge,” he called back. The man had been caught nodding off several times in the past and now felt the need to assure everyone he was still awake.
 
   “I know or I would have spit on your head to get your attention. Now listen, something is happening to the northwest,” Frederick replied.
 
   The roar of a sasquatch rang out from the swamp and was followed shortly by two more that were only slightly less in volume. “Close the gates!” Frederick shouted and then picked up the clapper to bang the gong, of which there were three, one on the wall above each gate. His strike triggered a similar response from guardsmen manning the other two.
 
   The gates were made of heavy gage Zunean steel and all of them, outer and inner, slammed down. By the time Frederick had counted to ninety, hundreds of men with halberds in hand joined the forty-eight already on the walls, more were in the torch-lit courtyard and several hundred bowmen were taking their positions as well, giving full coverage from all directions. Over a hundred men entered the manor to protect the royal family.
 
   Jonah Ducalin, dressed in a light green wool suit, joined him on the wall, sword in hand. “I heard the roars,” he said. “That means at least two sasquatches, maybe three.”
 
   The duke’s youngest son was tall, thin, and one of the fastest runners Frederick had ever seen. His dark hair was cut close to his scalp and his eyes were sharp as an eagle’s.
 
   “Truly, my lord, but the reaction of the swamp,” Frederick began to explain to the young man.
 
   Jonah raised his hand, calling for silence, after listening for a few moments, he added, “The crickets and frogs are still silent. If there were only a few beasts, the insects and amphibians would have started up again after the sasquatches passed, that means the danger is still near them and over a large area.”
 
   He and Frederick had been testing each others ability to read the swamp for many years, to recognize what different sounds, smells, and a hundred other little things meant. “Must be a whole lot of danger for crickets and frogs to be quiet so long,” Frederick agreed.
 
   “Should we go into full defensive status or do you think what we have now is adequate?” Jonah asked him.
 
   Even though Jason Remmick was the Captain-of-the-guard, he was new and had only eight years in the service. Jonah was in diapers when Frederick was assigned to the estate, so everyone, including the Captain, sought the opinion of the Sergeant-of-the-guard. “It could be no more than a handful, but as you know, strange things have been happening, Aakacarns have been launching spells at one another in the north, and the Serpent Guild has been sending thousands of yetis against mountain villages. I think it wise to go on full alert. If nothing else, doing so would be a good exercise for the men. They have been getting complacent of late,” Frederick told him.
 
   Jonah nodded his head in agreement. He raised his fist and Remmick, who was organizing the men in the yard, raised his fist in acknowledgment, then turned, issued orders, and one hundred twenty men broke off to get the pitch, balls, and launchers. The balls are about the size of a grapefruit, saturated with pitch, and launched by a spring loaded tube. Fires are lit in front of the tubes and the balls ignite as they pass through. The launcher is fairly accurate and can throw a ball well over a hundred strides. The estate had thirty-five launchers that can be positioned anywhere along the wall.
 
   Large shadowy figures, sasquatches, charged out of the swamp and through the sedge grass toward the gate. They were coming from the eastern side of the river in droves, at least a hundred strong. This was the stuff of nightmares and the urge to run and hide was no doubt creeping up the spines of at least a few men on the wall, but nobody ran; they were far too well trained.
 
   “Get those launchers over here,” Frederick ordered the pitch crews.
 
   Soon enough the four-man crews had thirty tubes erected on tripods and aimed at the coming horde.
 
   “Bowmen, at the ready,” he called out.
 
   Each man took aim and drew fletching to ear.
 
   “Launch volley,” the Sergeant shouted when the first wave of sasquatches came within eighty yards. Sixty arrows arched up and then rained down on the brown hairy beasts. A few died, some were injured, but the vast majority came on with more coming up behind them.
 
   Men with halberds lined the walls, ready to stab or chop anything that tried to get a grip or managed to climb over. When all of the attackers were in the field, Frederick counted a total of one hundred fifty, the number was unprecedented, but not beyond what could be stopped. It might not even be necessary to use the launchers.
 
   Twelve cloaked figures on horseback emerged from the swamp behind the sasquatches and Frederick felt a chill go up his spine. “Aakacarns, this could get real nasty,” he told the Duke’s son.
 
   A whirling sound, as if something was slicing through the air, whooshed past Frederick’s ear, and the head of guardsman DuEmmet flew from his shoulders, blood spraying everywhere from the collapsing torso, the man’s head hit the walkway, and then rolled off onto the ground below. Guardsman Hannet’s left arm was sheared away a moment later and bowman Angean lost his right hand before he could release the arrow he was about to loose, causing him to drop the bow. Men were ducking for cover behind the wall and sasquatches were leaping up, grasping the stone and vaulting onto the walkway. Men with halberds sliced and stabbed at the beasts until all were lying dead and bloody at their feet, all the while trying to keep their own appendages from being sliced off from whatever it was that made the whirling sound. Aid Providers took care of the wounded.
 
   “Launchers get ready to fire,” Frederick ordered. “Bowmen, loose at will!”
 
   The loadmen each placed a ball in the breach and snapped it shut, fire handlers held their torches in front of the launchers, sightmen took aim and the triggermen stood ready.
 
   “Fire!” Frederick shouted as four more guardsmen were sliced down.
 
   “It’s the Serpent Guild, this is more than nasty, I must consult my father,” Jonah stated and then leaped from the wall, and hit the ground running. He was no coward fleeing danger, this was his duty.
 
   Thirty balls of pitch blasted from the launchers, burst into flames, and hurtled into the twelve Aakacarns who, fortunately and foolishly, were fairly close together. Five of the figures, horses and all, were engulfed in flames, another cloaked figure took a flaming ball in the chest, was flung from his or her saddle, and then trampled to death by another rider whose horse had panicked. The remaining six Aakacarns were uninjured, no doubt possessing invisible shields.
 
   Three of the Aakacarns began throwing balls of fire at the walls, one bowman’s head went up in flames; the poor man had taken a direct hit. A ball of fire hit one of the launcher supply wagons and the whole thing exploded into flames, killing the entire crew. A sasquatch grasped the wall in front of Frederick. He swung his broadsword down, slicing off the thick hand, sending the smelly creature back to the ground from which it sprang.
 
   Alarm gongs went off inside the manor. How? None of the attackers had managed to do more than die on the walls, not one had gotten into the compound. Frederick had no time to ponder. How, no longer mattered, action was required. One frantic quarter of a mark later, a loud bang came from deep within the manor.
 
   “Keep firing,” he told the remaining crews. “I need more bowmen here!”
 
   Then he was engulfed in a hazel light, every nerve in his body cried out in pain. Throbbing in agony, he fell from the walkway and drifted into unconsciousness. His eyes opened, someone was talking to him. He was on the ground looking up at Captain Remmick on the wall directing the defenses. The tall young officer was doing an excellent job and Jonah Ducalin was kneeling on the ground and saying something.
 
   “Sergeant, Sergeant, do you understand me?” Duke Cantor’s son implored. He repeated whatever it was he had been saying.
 
   Frederick shook his head to clear away the confusion. The pain was gone, but that had been a stunning blow, and it took him a few moments to fully come to his senses. He sat up. “I am now, you were telling me?”
 
   Jonah’s brows were furrowed by the intensity of emotion coursing though him. He took a deep breath “My father has ordered me to pick an escort and make for Ducanton. Jebben and Kryten are doing the same thing, and we are to go in different directions, to be sure the message gets through. Aakacarns have tunneled under the manor and are making their way to the treasure chamber. What is in there cannot fall into the hands of the Serpent Guild. Are you able to head my escort?”
 
   “I would be honored,” Frederick replied. “What about your brothers?”
 
   “Jebben and Kryten have already taken to horse with their escorts, so hurry, we must be going,” Jonah replied.
 
   Frederick wanted to go in and defend Duke Cantor, yet knew Jonah had a better chance of survival with him along. “I’ll get the horses.”
 
   “No, horses will draw unwanted attention,” Jonah spoke up before Frederick could take a single step in the direction of the stables. “We are going out through the back, south along the river, and out into the swamp, I know this land far better than these invaders, and mounts will only slow us down.”
 
   “As you say,” Frederick replied, “I’ll select ten guardsmen to come with us.”
 
   Jonah was shaking his head. “No, I want only you. The two of us have a better chance of success on our own, seeing as we both know how to survive out there,” he insisted.
 
   Frederick gave the matter some thought, not that he could overrule the young lord, but Jonah was persuadable if the right way is pointed out to him. Trouble was, what the young man suggested had merit. The Duke would not approve of an escort of one, and neither would the Captain, which is probably why Jonah waited for his old friend to recover from whatever spell had hit him. “We have a long way to go, let’s get to it,” he told the youngest son of the Queen’s brother.
 
   With swords sheathed and quarter staffs in hand, Jonah led the way into a narrow passage adjacent to the south gate. Steel bars blocked the exit. Frederick followed close behind the Duke’s son and watched as the young man tapped a precise rhythm on a pipe that ran up to the gatehouse. The bars slid up and both of them ran out into the sedge grass, dropped to their knees, and then crawled on their bellies several hundred strides, straight to where the river angled back to the south after bypassing the estate on the west side. Looking back, the battle drowned out the sound of the bars crashing closed. Flaming balls of pitch lit up the night, silhouetting the manor house. Men screamed, sasquatches roared and bellowed, and Aakacarn spells blasted at the walls. The Royal Guardsmen stood valiantly against invisible blades of death, fireballs, stunning flashes of light, and every nasty Melody the members of the Serpent Guild could wield.
 
   Another boom, loud enough to be heard clearly over the din of battle, sounded from within the manor house. “Keep going,” Frederick encouraged his charge.
 
   They reached the tree line, got to their feet, and followed the river’s edge south. “We should continue this way for another five spans, head east for ten spans, and then northeast to the capital road,” Frederick suggested.
 
   “My thought as well,” Jonah replied in a hushed voice.
 
   They were ankle deep in water and stepping carefully, using the quarter staffs to feel the bottom, trying to avoid walking on something deadly. What good if they get past the sasquatches only to be eaten by a gator? Two spans into their trek a splash in the river to the right caused Jonah to take a wild swing in the direction of the sound. A dark figure was springing up within several strides of him. It rose higher and higher and smelled like a pair of skunks at their most ornery. Frederick dropped the quarter staff and drew his broad sword. Jonah struck the sasquatch on the side of the head, a blow having no more effect on it than the tap of an infant. The creature roared and lunged at the young man, who dodged to the left, exposing the beast to Frederick, who stepped to the right while slashing the beast in the side just above the left hip. A bass rumble emanated from deep within the hairy brute and it swiped a clawed hand at the one who caused the hurt. Frederick ducked and swung again, taking off the thick-fingered appendage at the wrist. Warm blood spurted into his face, yet he wasted no time wiping it away, and swung his blade around in an arc, slicing through the thick neck, thus separating the sasquatch’s head from its shoulders.
 
   Frederick could not find his quarter staff in the surrounding darkness, and there was no time to stop and look, they needed to be far away before any of the beast’s pack came in answer to its call. “Keep moving!” he shouted, and they disappeared into the swamp.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Serena Lowell ducked as an arrow bounced away; the response had been purely reflexive since the shield protecting her was focused to the front. She knew all sorts of Melodies for different shaped shields, some dome-like that nothing short of a higher potential could penetrate, and some shields that only covered her from the front, back, side, or from above.
 
   They tunneled into the subbasement of the manor, made their way into the corridor, and Ferret was now behind her. They managed to surprise and kill a few guards but one escaped and brought back reinforcements. Royal Guardsmen, two rows of five, one standing and one kneeling, were shooting ten arrows at a time from their position.
 
   Now was the time to use Jak. “Taltin, when I say, attack, you let loose your specialty at those men,” Serena commanded.
 
   She summoned the potential for a cone shield, to protect her from what was about to happen. Hopefully, the rest of her team was doing the same thing. She loosed the Da Capo from the forward shield, cutting off the potential, ducked down, shouted, “Attack!” and then focused the new shield over her body. Teal blue light shot over her head and fanned out just as it reached the double row of guardsmen. The men dropped their weapons and grabbed their heads. With mouths opened in silent screams, blood seeping from their ears, their heads blew apart within their helmets.
 
   The spell was titled, Sonic Boom, and it produced a sound so low in harmonics and so loud that it could shatter a stone, if focused tightly enough, while not harming the one doing the casting. If not for the shield, Serena’s head would also be missing. She glanced behind her and was pleased everyone still had theirs. The sound probably was heard all over the estate. “Forward, everyone,” She called, pumped her fist twice in the air, signaling her team, and stepped over the bodies, then dropped her shield. “Duzolta, scan for an area containing a large amount of gold; that will be the treasure room, and the place we are most likely to find the trumpet.”
 
   Ferret glowed red-orange, closed his eyes for about a thirty count, and then smiled. “This manor is full of gold scattered all over the place, but eighty paces to the right and ten cubits up, there is a heavy concentration of gold. I’m betting it is the treasure room,” he announced, and then replaced his shield.
 
   That was why she picked him to do the scanning. He knew all the different mineral spells and could find the metals faster than any other member of her team, excepting herself of course. She reformed her shield and they headed down the corridor, came to an intersection, and went to the right. At the end of the hall was a staircase. The door at the top slammed open, twenty Royal Guardsmen double-timed down to the subbasement, and set up defensive positions. Six bowmen at the top of the stairs began loosing arrows while their comrades stood beneath them, ready with halberds in hand to meet the threat. All of them were wearing padded helmets.
 
   Every member of her team once again had their cone-shaped shields, not that the commoners could see the glowing potential. Correction, every member was shielded except Taltin, who had cast, Sonic Boom. He was hiding behind Ferret when the arrows struck, but was unhurt. The corridor was not high enough for the bowmen to achieve an angle that could rain the shafts upon him. Her Aakacarns could not hear anything from within the shields; nothing could penetrate the energy force, not even air; except a higher potential.
 
   The six bowmen positioned themselves every third step while twelve more joined them from above. With three on each third step, they began loosing arrows in rapid secession, but only half at a time, causing the shafts to hammer at Serena’s team almost continually, clever that. They were giving her little time to switch from defense to offense, while keeping Taltin from attacking. He was too busy hiding behind Ferret, but at least had sense enough to keep an eye on his team leader. It was getting hard to breathe, the shields would have to come down soon or they would all suffocate. She raised her hand, made a fist, and brought it down in one swift motion. That was the signal.
 
   Teal light shot from Taltin’s emerald tipped golden baton, struck the ceiling and echoed throughout the corridor. The guardsmen’s heads did not explode because of the indirect focus, but it did stun them long enough for Serena to change from a cone shield to a forward one. “Onward!” she shouted while summoning potential, torrents of energy filling her for one of her favorite Melodies. She dropped the shield and focused the potential for the other spell through her emerald tipped diamond baton. A golden lightning bolt arched out, striking one halberd wielding guardsmen, and then another and another, each one being flung back into his fellows with fatal burns in the center of his chest. She laughed and kept firing.
 
   DuCret launched blade after blade of solidified air at the men on the stairs, heads and various body parts went flying, and blood was spraying everywhere. Duggan began to laugh as she shot off miniature fire balls, about the size of marbles, at any guardsmen she could draw a bead on, burning little holes through their bodies. Ronan fired a chartreuse beam through his silver baton, striking a bowman, causing the man to drop his weapon, scream in total agony, and keeping him in that state until the man’s heart burst. Agony was a useful spell. A brief strike stunned the recipient while a sustained focus caused convulsions and death.
 
   In moments all of the defenders were dead and the way up to the next level was clear. Serena started up the stairs, stepping around some of the bodies and kicking a head, a hand, what ever appendage was in her way. She cancelled, Lighting Tap, and resumed her forward shield. A boom, followed immediately by intense heat, sounded from behind. She glanced back to see guardsmen in the corridor behind her team firing fruit-sized balls of pitch from five tubes mounted on tripods. Lorrin Temmon was enveloped in flames, screaming and thrashing his limbs right up to the moment he dropped dead. It seems his survival instincts were not better than the rest, for the members toward the back of the group, unlike him, all had their shields to the rear, trusting the team members in the front to guard them in that direction. Lorrin was not so trusting.
 
   Duzolta aimed his baton, focusing a red-orange beam at one launcher after another, freezing each one to the point they became brittle, fell over, and shattered. He then focused on the men. In rapid bursts, he struck each member of the firing crew, who were attempting a retreat. Ferret’s beam had the exact same effect on them as it did their weapons; they fell to the ground and shattered on impact.
 
   “Keep moving,” Serena ordered and made her way to the top of the stairs.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Brais Bencaldrin cursed and flung blade after blade of solidified air at the guardsmen on the wall. Ana Tigress was twenty strides behind and to the right of his position on the field. She was one of the five who got caught between offense and defense early on. Flaming balls of pitch enveloped her and her mount, but the scrappy girl recruited from the Mount Geble region was far from dead, unlike her horse, which was now nothing but cooked meat. She was hiding in the grass, casting Agony at anyone she could focus on. Franklin, Deblin, Jedrome, and Shela Jurast were not so fortunate; they burned along with their mounts. This was not going the way Brais had imagined. Those balls of pitch were a force to be reckoned with, and the arrows raining down were nearly impossible to see in the night. The commoner Captain alternated his attacks, making it difficult to anticipate when it was safe to switch from shield to offense.
 
   Carlson, still on horseback, was attacking the commoners with, Rapid Fire, little spheres of flame that shot into his focal point in half-second bursts, and seared holes through any flesh that happened to be in the way. Benton, on the ground, horse dead, was throwing the standard fire balls and occasionally enveloping the head of any guard that came into sight above the sheltering wall. Bursell and Grendor were following Brais’ example and launching blades of solidified air. Sorrel lay dead with arrows in his throat, shoulders, and right leg.
 
   “Maybe you should pull back the sasquatches, they’re dying at a high rate, we will run out of them if you keep using the beasts as fodder,” Warren Tatum shouted from the back of his black Taracopian war horse, which was practically invisible in the night. “The commoners still have over twenty launchers we need to take them out.”
 
   Brais did not need advice from a third level Talented, although the assessment was accurate enough. Half the sasquatches were dead, too many of his Aakacarns were dead, and Serena still has not signaled completion of her mission. If he let up on the assault the guards would be able to focus all of their resources on her team and the entire reason for coming to this Tarin Conn forsaken swamp would be a failure. “I agree,” he told his second in command. “You and Carlson, shields on, levitate above the enemy trajectories and rain all condemnation upon their heads.”
 
   “As you command,” Tatum replied, and then placed an amulet against his forehead, communicating the command.
 
   Moments later he and Carlson floated off their horses and up out of sight. Brais could see each one glowing with potential but the commoners would be blind to them, until death came upon them from above. Fire balls fell from the sky, striking into the compound on various positions along the wall, causing secondary explosions to flare up. Men scrambled to extinguish the flames even as the two Aakacarns above them continued their assault. Sasquatches were leaping and gaining the walls. Brais could taste victory. The commoners were going to fall.
 
   Eighteen balls of flame shot up into the air, nine sailing instantly into each of the Aakacarns raining fire from above. Two flaming bodies fell from the sky. Brais cursed, swore, and then grew angry. He summoned a shield above his head, tied that off with a Da Capo, and then cast, Sonic Boom, sending a saffron beam of light focused through his golden baton to the wall directly in front of him. Power surged in him. The potential for this spell was visible to the commoners. Let them see it and cower in fear. The fools launched balls of flaming pitch at him, but his shield deflected them back up and over beyond the tree line. He sustained the beam and his focal point on the wall began to crumble. It would take awhile to break through five cubits of stone, but there was no doubt in his mind he could do it. The sonic boom was cracking the stones, on the verge of bringing that section down; and he concentrated fully on that goal.
 
   A sharp pain in his right side interrupted his concentration. Looking down he saw fletching sticking out of his waist. Men were in the grass, impossible, but there they were. He summoned the potential for, Blades Of Air, but an arrow took him in the throat before he could focus on the puny commoners who had dared come out to face him. Brais Bencaldrin, the Butcher, toppled from his horse and died.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Serena continued down the hall with her team right behind her. Corridors intersecting to the rear and coming up ahead were perfect places for ambush. Duzolta and Duggan were in second and third position with Straifer and Ronan fourth and fifth, while Taltin, DuCret, and SuTamkin shielded the rear.
 
   With shields both forward and back they jogged toward the iron door at the end of the hall. “That’s where we need to be,” Ferret confirmed.
 
   “Stay alert,” Serena cautioned everyone.
 
   The walls and ceilings had squares with circles in the middle of each one. This area had no fixtures for torches so anyone visiting the treasure room would have to bring their own light source, which was not surprising. The people entering this area would have torch bearers and anyone else had no business being here. Serena’s own golden potential along with the hues of her team was more than sufficient to see by, not to read a book or scroll, but enough for their purposes.
 
   She heard a loud click and needle sharp steel rods, about finger width thick, sprang right and left from the walls in the section of corridor she just passed. Cries of agony drew her gaze all the way to the rear. The rods were projecting from the circle within each square on both sides of the hall at about three cubits above the floor. Ferret and Duggan were close to her and unharmed. Carolyn Straifer was not so fortunate; skewered with both arms pinned to her torso, rods having pierced her at just above the elbows and into her chest. With eyes widened in apparent disbelief, she opened her mouth as if to express some final words, blood gushed out, and whatever she wanted to say would forever remain a mystery. She went limp, but did not fall, being suspended by the rods.
 
   Ronan had turned his shield to block the rod on the right and took the one from the left directly into his spine where it projected out from about where his navel should be. Paralyzed, with his intestines ruptured, he did not take long to die. Taltin, DuCret, and SuTamkin were far enough back not to have been affected.
 
   Serena put a Da Capo on her forward shield and aimed her baton at the rod nearest her and summoned the potential for, Freeze, and froze each rod, making them brittle. The ones holding her comrades shattered, dropping them to the floor. DuCret focused, Club Of Air, and broke apart the remaining rods.
 
   “Dome shields going forward,” Serena commanded as the others made their way past the bodies and joined her.
 
   It was clear Duke Cantor knew exactly what he was protecting. The defenses of this compound and the corridor leading to the treasure room were far more extensive than any Serena had ever seen, especially from commoners. Aakacarns can prepare nasty surprises for trespassers, which was expected, but these powerless-nothings were showing themselves to be not so impotent.
 
   She led her team past several intersections, no attacks came, but that did not mean none would be coming. Steel rods suddenly sprouted from the walls, striking her shield, and coming to a stop. She and all of her team would have been killed if not for the dome shields. They had one more intersection to cross, if anymore resistance was coming, it would have to be from there.
 
   Eighty men, half from the right and the rest from the left, running with halberds in hand, came from the final intersection. They crowded the hall in rows of five. Serena hand signaled Ferret and Duggan to shield her right and left, in the event anymore rods sprang from the walls, dropped her shield, and then focused, Sonic Boom, through her baton. A golden beam of light shot forth into the Royal Guardsmen, the first rank fell while holding their heads, until they exploded within their helmets. Serena maintained the potential with a beam wide enough to take in the entire corridor and watched as men dropped their weapons, grabbed their heads, and died. She did not stop even after they were dead, focusing on the door at the end of the hall. The sound waves were causing the entire building to shake. Cracks appeared in the door and after she tightened her focus, the iron barrier broke apart.
 
   She released the potential and then cast, Lift, and moved the eighty bodies, making a clear path to line her way. Inside, the treasure room was filled with jewels, gold, silver, all sorts of valuables, but she cared little about those. Tables, upon which were stacks of gold and silver coins, with a chair at each, occupied the center of the floor. Shelves with bulging sacks stood in rows, and on three walls were twenty small vaults within the vault, and every one of them had a key lock. “Duzolta, scan for the trumpet,” she ordered.
 
   Ferret glowed with potential while Taltin and SuTamkin shielded the entrance, and Duggan began helping herself to the jewelry, a diamond broach, a necklace, and a few rings. DuCret stood in the middle of the floor trying to see every which way at once, possibly afraid of more traps, which was wise on his part.
 
   Ferret was shaking his head even before opening his eyes. “There is just too much gold in here. I cannot distinguish the difference,” he admitted, perhaps nearly as disappointed in his failure as Serena.
 
   “It will take time to break open every vault,” Ursula Duggan pointed out.
 
   “Reinforcements will be arriving soon,” DuCret needlessly added his opinion. “There could be traps in here.”
 
   It never stood to reason Duke Cantor would leave the trumpet of Tarin Conn lying around in the open, nor would the man allow such a valuable item to be easily assessable. Serena gave the matter some thought. The crescendo had been taken from the Supreme Maestro by Della Lain. How the instrument ended up in the care of the Ducaunan royal family might never come to light. She had to admit, if Della Lain made the call, it was a good one. No member of the Serpent Guild even considered this kingdom as the hiding place, and certainly not in this wretched swamp. The discovery was made by the informer in the royal court, who had to be someone with direct and confidential access to the Queen. Serena tried to think of what she would do if she wanted something hidden and left the care of it in the hands of non-Aakacarns.
 
   “Serena, what do we do?” Ferret asked, while he too palmed some of the jewels. 
 
   “We think like Della Lain,” she replied and received blank stares in return.
 
   An idea popped into her head and she rubbed her hands, summoned the potential, and scanned for gold in each of the small vaults. It did not take long, she only needed to concentrate for a moment on each one, and discovered; of the sixty vaults, twenty-three were not filled with gold. Then she scanned for silver among those twenty-three. Nine had no silver. She scanned for diamonds, three had no diamonds.
 
   She summoned the potential for, Freeze, but focused tightly on the first of the three suspicious miniature vaults. The golden light shot from her baton, striking the lock, and shattering it. She ceased the spell and opened the little door. Emeralds; the container was filled with the gems. She took a handful and likewise she destroyed the lock on the second vault.
 
   Serena stared into the open container at a cedar casket inlaid with gold, It was a cubit and half long, one cubit wide, and one cubit deep. On the lid, in gold script, were the stylized initials,D.L.,Della Lain, it had to be. The latch was simple, a gold-hinged device with a walnut-sized ruby, clearly an amulet, embedded in it. She started to reach into the vault, but stopped, and cast, Cushion Of Air, levitating the casket. A steel blade dropped from just beyond the opening and would have taken her hand. She cast, Freeze, at the offending blockage and then shattered it with her fist. The casket floated into her hands.
 
   “How did you know?” Ferret asked.
 
   “That’s why she is in charge and we’re not,” Taltin told him.
 
   “If I were forced to entrust one of the worlds most powerful crescendos to a bunch of commoners, I would choose those who pass for royalty among them, they having the greatest resources, and then I would place it in a container, and shield it so no one, not even the commoners could open it. The shield would also prevent anyone from sensing the contents. It stood to reason, either these three vaults were empty of anything truly valuable, or the contents were shielded,” Serena replied.
 
   “Empty of anything not a precious metal or diamonds,” Duggan clarified for DuCret, who was pointing at the emeralds in the other vault. He was not the sharpest blade in the cutlery block, but he was loyal to Serena, and well for him.
 
   “SuTamkin, focus a shield on the opening, Duzolta, tunnel through the floor to the subbasement, and the rest of you get in line, we are leaving this compound now,” Serena ordered.
 
   Guardsmen were showing up at the door but could do nothing but pound on the invisible barrier with their broadswords and halberds. A silver-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard stood in the midst of the soldiers. Duke Cantor held a short bow with an arrow at the ready. Some of the men were holding what looked like empty glass jars. They no doubt had some trick in mind and believed the only way out was through them. Serena laughed when Ferret glowed red-orange and sank into the floor. She levitated down to the subbasement and was followed by Duggan, DuCret, and Taltin.
 
   SuTamkin dropped into the subbasement and ran to catch up, Serena noticed while glancing back. She heard glass shattering behind, up ahead, and echoing from the intersecting halls, then ran ahead of Ferret, who was no longer tunneling, and headed for the original tunnel from which they entered. She noticed a stairwell down at the end of an intersecting hall on her right with shards of glass on the steps, but dismissed it as being of no concern. The casket containing the trumpet of Tarin Conn was tucked under her right arm and the tunnel entrance was only seventy strides beyond the bodies of the ten guardsmen killed earlier by Taltin.
 
   She coughed and nearly gagged while breathing in what smelled very much like the odors that bubbled up in the swamp. She remembered them well, those gasses, and her mind flashed back to Duke Cantor and the men behind him holding what looked like empty glass jars. “Dome shields!” she shouted.
 
   Flames whooshed along the corridor with a roar as the swamp gasses ignited. For several minutes all she could see was orange-white tongues licking at her shield, and then the fire vanished, having consumed all of the gas. The flickering light was provided by Brandon DuCret, who did not raise his shield fast enough and was now roasting on the floor. It was the first time he failed to immediately obey an order.
 
   Serena signaled her team to keep moving, ran beyond the ten dead guardsmen, and toward the tunnel entrance with the remainder of the infiltration team right behind her. She would need to lower her shield soon, if only to breath, yet pressed on until reaching her goal. She stopped and signaled everyone to go on in, that done, she entered and then cast a spell to seal the entrance.
 
   Ferret, Duggan, Taltin, and SuTamkin ceased the potential for their shields. Serena hoped the assault team led by Brais was doing better. She was thrilled at having obtained the trumpet, but now just a little concerned about how many of her original twenty Talenteds were still alive, not that she cared for them individually, not all of them, it was the numbers.
 
   “That was close,” Ferret said after catching his breath. “I didn’t realize what it was we smelled. Good thing you did.”
 
   “I didn’t stop to wonder why, I just followed orders,” Duggan added. “Too bad DuCret did not do the same.”
 
   “We are not out yet,” SuTamkin stated the obvious.
 
   “Enough chatter. Let’s get back to the horses,” Serena ordered and matched action to words.
 
   Several hundred strides more brought them to the above ground opening. Serena levitated up and out of the hole and waited for each team member to do the same. Ferret began a close scrutiny of the area. Serena raised her baton, shot a ball of light into the air, and realized something was wrong. They were only ten strides or so from the tree line, the horses were missing, the area was scorched, no doubt caused by those balls of pitch, and no sounds of battle assaulted her ears. She made her way to the tree line, but did not go out into the open. Fires were everywhere, in the grassy field, on the walls, and on the roof of the manor. Shadow figures were attempting to quench the flames, but she found no sign of her Talenteds or the one hundred and fifty sasquatches left under the command of Brais the Butcher, unless those burning lumps in the field were all that was left of the smelly beasts.
 
   “You should have given me command of the assault team,” SuTamkin stated from directly behind her.
 
   Perhaps, Serena thought. There was no question about it, this was bad. Where could they be? Surely they all were not dead. And, where were the horses? 
 
   The grasses in front of her parted and Ana Tigress crawled out. Her face and hands had second and third degree burns, what was left of her silks were covered in mud, and her hair was singed. She continued on her hands and knees until gaining the shelter of the trees and then stood up.
 
   “Tigress, report,” Serena demanded.
 
   “You left a fool in charge of the assault force,” she began and was about to be disciplined for the disrespectful tone, but was spared by SuTamkin.
 
   “I could have told you that,” he said and gestured to the others. “Any one of us can see that. Tell us what we don’t know. Tell us what happened.”
 
   Serena was considering using Obey Me on him again, but decided against it. She might need the fool and their seemed to be no sasquatches around to carry him.
 
   “Brais ordered the sasquatches to attack, so they did even after he died, compelled to assault the walls until every last one of them were dead,” Tigress continued her report, while glaring at SuTamkin for interrupting her. “We learned early on this estate has extraordinary defenses. We were hit by fruit-sized balls of burning pitch hurled by a score or more of launchers, the existence of which I learned after having been engulfed in flames by one of them. I managed to raise my dome shield but not before getting burned.”
 
   She summoned potential, was enveloped in a hazel glow, and the third degree burns vanished, and then cast another spell, causing the second degree burns to vanish. “That’s better. We damaged the walls, killed a good many guardsmen, and all was going well until Tatum and Carlson died while raining fire balls upon the commoners from above. Brais cast, Sonic Boom, at the walls, making himself a target, balls of flaming pitch struck his shield, bounced off and landed near your tunnel entrance. Meanwhile, royal bowmen crawled out into the grass and positioned themselves all around us, although none of us realized this at the time. When Brais cast his spell, they let loose their arrows and the fool died with one in his throat. Burton, Bursell, and Grendor killed the assassins in the grass but then died when a rain of arrows came from the bowmen on walls. I decided to stop fighting and wait for you, otherwise there would be no one left to report.”
 
   Serena closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and wanted to scream, except the action would make her look childish in front of what was left of her team. This was a disaster. She hugged the casket to her breast, realized not all was lost, and drew encouragement from what success she did attain; the trumpet was in her grasp. “What about the horses?”
 
   “Burton and Bursell’s mounts were taken by the commoners, all the rest are dead. I didn’t see what happened to yours,” Tigress replied.
 
   Ferret came up and joined the conversation. “I found what remains of a horse, chunks of it anyway, ten strides to the north.”
 
   “What do you mean; chunks of it?” Duggan asked.
 
    “It was chewed up, eaten, probably by sasquatches. I’ve seen them feed and what is in those bushes looks to have been gnawed on by a bunch of the hairy beasts,” Ferret replied while looking Serena in the eyes.
 
   “You ordered them to protect the hunting ground, kill and eat anything that tries to flee. The scorching of the area where we left our horses indicates balls of pitch landed near them, startled, they fled, or so it seems to me,” SuTamkin shared his unasked for opinion.
 
   Serena wanted to slap the illegitimate son-of-a-dog. She suspected he was correct but that did not change how she felt. “Gurrumble!” she shouted.
 
   The huge male was probably nearby even though he had been ordered to return to the assembly point. Thinking about it more, Serena remembered her specific order was to return when Gerroor does. If the alpha male was dead, then Gurrumble would stay in the area indefinitely. She closed her eyes, ignoring the accusing stares her team members were leveling at her.
 
   Some tupelos parted and out stepped Gurrumble. In his right hand was a horse’s thigh, mostly gnawed to the bone, evidence of what happened to the team’s equine transportation. “Summon your pack,” Serena commanded after letting a sigh escape, this was her fault.
 
   The huge male let out a roar and after a quarter of a mark, one hundred and forty-three sasquatches arrived, some few of which were clutching meat in their paws. One was holding a half eaten human leg, that part worked out according to her plan, and she still had a respectable number of the beasts at her command.
 
   “There are not enough of us to safely summon the potential for teleportation, how are we going to get out of this swamp?” Taltin asked, and there was no trace of flattery in his tone, a first for him.
 
   Serena patted the casket. In her possession was a type two, level four, crescendo with six bolts of amplification, giving her command of seven bolts of potential, which was more than enough to complete the spell safely. It would leave her dehydrated but not terribly so and less so if she performed the Melody in concert with the remaining Talenteds. All she had to do was open the casket.
 
   She placed the container on the ground without bothering to respond to the questioned posed to her or the other comments that had been made, she would deal with those in due time, especially those that sounded less than respectful. Summoning the life force energy for, Freeze, she focused on the latch. Two bolts of potential lanced from her baton and into the amulet. Frost formed in the air around the casket but the shield held. “Everyone, summon the potential for, Freeze. I am conducting,” she commanded.
 
   All of the Talenteds suddenly glowed with potential and focused the energy at her. She combined the multi-colored beams and aimed them at the latch. More frost formed but the shield held. She ceased the potential. After cursing Della Lain, the swamp, Brais, and the world in general, she answered Taltin’s question. “We walk.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eight: Simon and the Forester 
 
   Simon Trenca sat on the bow of the, Otter, a riverboat with two masts and four huge white sails. The hood of his black silk cloak had blown back and the wind was playing havoc with his sandy locks, but he did not mind, just kept brushing them out of his eyes. Twenty shirtless oarsmen sat idle at their stations. Normally they would be rowing against the current of the Gosian River, but the passengers of this boat were not typical and very much in a hurry. Members of the Eagle Guild dominated in number, forty in all, but members of the Stone Guild were a close second with thirty-five. The reason the rowers had nothing to do was the four members of the Zephyr Guild, whose wind spells filled the sails and sped the vessel up river against the current. Their destination was the former headquarters of the Serpent Guild, within Mount Gosian, which was currently being explored by over a thousand members of the Eagle Guild, and hundreds more of the Stone Guild.
 
   Simon watched the bow slicing through the water and smiled. This was one of his dreams, to be out, away from Aakadon, doing things that mattered, and this mission fulfilled that desire. Only two members of the Willow Guild were on the boat, him and his mentor, Barnabas Galloway. He hardly believed it when the Senior Forester chose him. The Demfilian born, Three-bolt Accomplished, recently celebrated the two hundred-nineteenth anniversary of his birth, and was one of the most respected members of the guild. He was stocky, clean-shaven with short white hair, and pale blue eyes. The old man did not look a day over sixty.
 
   “What are you thinking, Sprout?” the Senior Forester inquired while seated on a cushion beside him.
 
   “I was wondering why you chose to mentor me. Hundreds of newly graduated Accomplisheds affiliate with the Willow Guild each year, why me?” Simon replied.
 
   “What causes a plant to grow?” Barnabas asked in return, as he often did, it was his instructional style.
 
   “Sunlight, nutrients in the soil, and water, although some plants like the Strap-leaved air plant collect water in cups formed by the leaves and draw nutrients from the water rather than soil,” Simon answered immediately.
 
   “That is one of the reasons I chose you,” the Forester replied as if his response fully explained his reasoning.
 
   “Anyone could have told you that,” Simon did not see the point.
 
   Barnabas negated the notion with a wave of his right hand. “Ninety-nine percent of the graduates would have recited a list of Melodies that would cause various plants to grow. They do not look beyond the surface, not fully realizing that most of those spells are only speeding up the very process you just described. I picked you because you look deeper into matters and have a drive to make a difference in this world. Most of your peers are looking to advance their careers, you, I believe, have an actual passion to explore and learn the why and how of things.”
 
   Simon could not deny that assessment of him, but his passion to explore and learn the why and how of things was not limited to matters pertaining to the Willow Guild. “I am honored that you chose me,” he said and received a single nod of acknowledgement.
 
   “When the boat docks at the birth place of the Gosian, we will only be half way to our destination,” Barnabas told him as if the information was new. The Willow Guild had the most accurate three dimensional maps of any of the seven guilds of Aakadon, having cataloged every plant and tree on the continent, and even on the western island kingdom of Serinia.
 
   Simon nodded his head affirmatively, having all of the maps committed to memory. He knew exactly where Dowman’s End was. “Do you have a theory as to why the Ecoppian blight is expanding?”
 
   The Senior Forester stared at him for such a long time that Simon wondered if the man heard him, even though he had spoken clearly and distinctly. “I do, and what I am about to disclose to you must not be repeated. The information has been restricted since the days of Grand Maestro Benjamin Pincer; he was Grand Maestro before Trevor Keen. I was in my early twenties when the restriction was made and few people under two hundred years of age even know what I am about to reveal. Since you are a part of this mission I believe you should be fully informed.”
 
   Simon was getting excited; uncovering secrets was another one of his passions. “I will keep whatever you choose to say between us,” he assured him.
 
   Barnabas smiled at the eagerness he must have seen in his Sprout’s eyes, but he spoke in hushed tones so his voice would not carry. “Tarin Conn, before he became known as the Dark Maestro, was a distinguished member of the Willow Guild. He composed ten of our High Power Melodies, and was highly favored by Della Lain. He also composed spells for the Sun, Stone, and Eagle Guilds, and is an Aakasear, not an Aakacarn.”
 
   This truly was a revelation and Simon did not know what to make of it. Clearly an Aakasear, Melody Creator, was one who could compose spells. It stood to reason the spells used by the Aakacarns, Melody Wielders, good and bad, had to have been composed by someone and there was much speculation among the Talenteds about the origins, but all the Instructors would say was, “The information is restricted to the Maestros,” and that would be the end of the conversation. Any further questions on the topic would result in a lesson on humility.
 
   He had thought Tarin Conn was always evil, born bad to the bone, and all of the history he had been taught encouraged that belief. “How?”
 
   “I don’t know how an Aakasear composes Melodies, what turned him against Aakadon, or why he became so unruly, perhaps those few born with that ability also have a streak of independence in them. We in Aakadon teach conformity, particularly when it comes to spell casting. Aakasears would naturally be the opposite; chafing against the restrictions on modifications, playing with the notes, breaking the rules that keep us Aakacarns safe, but do not apply to them, otherwise how could they create something new? I don’t know much more on the subject because only the Maestros and a few select scholars have access to the information,”
 
   “Interesting as this is, what does it have to do with your theory on the Ecoppian blight?” Simon wanted to know.
 
   “Patience Sprout, I’m getting to it,” Barnabas replied with a fatherly smile. He shifted his position on the cushion and continued. “Tarin Conn is an expert on vegetation, light, minerals, and has an in-depth knowledge of the entire ecological system.”
 
   “You mean; how everything is interdependent upon another. Plants need nutrients, sunlight, and water, but there is more to it. Plants need insects to pollinate, the wind to carry their seeds, and decomposition of other plants and animals, or their fecal matter, to enrich the soil. There are creatures that feed on the plants and insects, which in turn have predators that feed on them, right on up the food chain. Even the composition of dirt and rock have their place in the system,” Simon told him to show he grasped the over all concept, if only the surface. His research went deeper into the how and why than just learning what Melodies caused a certain type of plant to grow and the use of seedlings in spell casting.
 
   “Yes. And your ability to recognize the larger scope of the world is another reason I chose you. Many Accomplisheds study only in their area of expertise but the truly great ones go beyond to see the ecological balance in the world. Tarin Conn, terrible as he has become, is just such an Accomplished. I believe he has composed a spell or layers of spells that sustain his body, much the way a plant does. Think of the mountain as a giant plant drawing sunlight to oxygenate his blood the way plants take in light and the breath of people and animals to make the air we breathe. He draws moisture from the sky and nutrients from the soil, which takes those things away from the ecosystem surrounding Mount Kelgotha, turning the land around it into a desert. As the surrounding vegetation dies and the nutrients drain from the soil, his spell or spells expand farther and farther,” the Senior Forester explained.
 
   The theory was solid and explained how the Dark Maestro survived without eating, drinking, or breathing. “No wonder the twenty basic spells of the Willow Guild are no longer enough. Bella Sander needs us to cast stronger, guild specific, spells just to grow food,” Simon realized.
 
   “Precisely, you have deduced the problem. Bella can grow the plants but the blight is withering them before they can bear fruit,” Barnabas said and stood up to stretch his legs.
 
   Simon joined his mentor in a stroll around the boat. What the Senior Forester suggested had disturbing implications. “If your theory is correct, all we will be doing by using more powerful Melodies is feed Tarin Conn, making him stronger.”
 
   Barnabas nodded his head affirmatively. “I submitted my theory to Maestro Svennar and he agrees with me. And before you ask, we are on our way to Dowman’s End because Maestro Talmon Reese requested the assistance of the Willow Guild in the matter. Sometime in the near future there will be a meeting of the Maestros and the theory will be put to them and they will decide how to proceed. Until then, we get the opportunity to help Accomplished Sander maintain his post.”
 
   Simon felt up to the task. He was about to comment when several Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild raced by him on their way to join a large huddle of affiliates.
 
   “I wonder what has them stirred up,” Barnabas mussed out loud.
 
   Simon focused on Harold Streamer, a yellow-haired Three-bolt Accomplished, who was the flock leader, and watched his lips move. “Someone has escaped the custody of the Eagle Guild, right from the cell,” he began to translate the senior Aakacarn’s words to his mentor. Goosebumps crawled up his arms when he realized who had escaped. He swallowed hard and turned to the Forester. “Serin Gell is free. A team of Accomplisheds appeared and teleported him away. Half of them were killed, but the rest of the Serpent Guild members succeeded in their mission. Three affiliates of the Eagle Guild died.”
 
   “Serin Gell and his team could be anywhere in the world,” Barnabas commented while shaking his head. “Just because the Serpent Guild suffered a mighty blow from the challenge at Mount Gosian and has gone into hiding, does not mean they are no longer a threat. To think, Aakadon is open and naked to attack. We never considered the possibility.”
 
   “The whole city was still celebrating the victory when we left,” Simon remarked, remembering Talenteds and Accomplisheds throwing parties. What had happened to Daniel had dampened his desire to join the festivities. It was the Ducaunan who had captured the renegade Accomplished and the thought gave Simon pause.
 
   “Yes, and rightly so, but that does not excuse laxness on the part of the Eagle Guild. I would not bring that up to those we share the boat with, they already know and reminding them now would be churlish,” Barnabas told him, as if Simon did not know any better.
 
   He cared less about the feelings of the Accomplisheds on the riverboat than what could happen to anyone Serin Gell might choose to take vengeance on. It had been announced the day before Simon and his mentor started their journey that Daniel had been made a Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun, was in Ducanton, and awarded an estate. Simon was not worried so much about his friend, but about those who had been closest to him. The Aakacarns had a chance of surviving Serin Gell’s vengeance, should it be visited upon them, but the commoners associated with the former mountaineer were another matter entirely.
 
   “Sprout, you look as if the weight of the world has descended upon your shoulders. The Eagle Guild has the resources to hunt down the escapee. I have no doubt every member of that noble guild, all over the world, is being notified of the situation, and we have our own assignment. The responsibility to recapture Serin Gell will not fall to you,” the Senior Forester assured him.
 
   “I’m sure they can do the job eventually,” Simon replied. “Tim Dukane, a mountaineer from Tannakonna, told me about the contest at Mount Gosian. He was there and so were Miriam and Ronn Benhannon.”
 
   Barnabas gestured to the left and they resumed their stroll. “I have heard of the commoner’s contribution in the events at Mount Gosian. I am not familiar with the other two people you have named but assume they are related to Accomplished Benhannon.”
 
   That was how many of the residents of Aakadon referred to Daniel, even after he had been Silenced, it was their way of honoring his accomplishments. “They are his parents,” Simon informed the Senior Forester, and then paused thinking about the deaths of his own mother and father in Battencay. He was three when they died. “I’m afraid Serin Gell will go after them and Tim.”
 
   Barnabas nodded his head. “A real possibility, I’ll not tell you otherwise, but our duty takes us to Dowman’s End,” he reminded, as if it was necessary.
 
   Simon knew his duty yet also knew his concern for Daniel’s friend and relatives would gnaw at him. He was a Sprout, a new affiliate of the Willow Guild, and would not be allowed to go his own way until his mentor named him, Sapling. “Yes, I know, but that does not stop me from being concerned.”
 
   “No, I expect it does not, just do not lose sight of the current mission,” Barnabas replied.
 
   The matter was settled as far as the Senior Forester was concerned and Simon assured the Accomplished he would not be distracted from the task at hand. He watched as the affiliates of the Eagle Guild broke off into individual conversations, but did not bother to read their lips, he knew enough. The mid-day meal was soon to be served, although he had lost his appetite. He sat staring at the east bank, watching a lizard swallow a bug; they were on the branch of a White Ash extending a small part of the way out over the river.
 
   Two days passed and they were approaching the town of Bolton situated on the east side of the Gosian. Simon was in his favorite spot near the bow and could hear his mentor approach from behind.
 
   “I received a message,” Barnabas said while coming up and leaning against the rail.
 
   A Sprout did not rate a communication amulet from the Message Coordinator, but had to be content with whatever his mentor chose to share with him. Fortunately, the Senior Forester was more forthcoming than what Simon had heard was typical of mentors. Several of his fellow Sprouts had complained to him about not being told anything relevant. “Does it affect our assignment?” Simon asked him, figuring that would be the case or the Accomplished would not have made a special trip to the bow.
 
   “I would say so. The Maestros had their meeting. They decided my theory had merit and are working on the problem, which is much bigger than one Accomplished unable to grow plants, and in the mean time, have recalled Bella Sander, and ordered the troops at Dowman’s End to withdraw to the Ecoppian capital,” Barnabas told him and paused, perhaps waiting to hear a response.
 
   “And us, what are we to do?” Simon replied, wondering if they would be assigned to the team exploring the former headquarters of the Serpent Guild.
 
   “You and I are to disembark at Bolton and wait for a south bound boat to take us back to Aakadon,” the Senior Forester replied.
 
   Simon had not brought up his concern for Tim Dukane and the Benhannon’s after the first discussion, but the issue was still simmering in his mind. “Might we go home by way of Tannakonna?”
 
   Barnabas fixed him with a knowing stare, his blue eyes assessing, as if they could divine the motivation of the question. The elder Accomplished took his time in answering, not that long; it just felt like it to Simon. “To what purpose?” he finally responded.
 
   “To warn people about Serin Gell, so they will be on alert,” Simon replied quickly.
 
   “I have been ordered back to Aakadon. A side trip for me is out of the question,” Barnabas replied, and there was something in his tone that hinted that a closer attention to his words was being called for.
 
   It took Simon a few moments, but he understood. “Can I make a side trip to Tannakonna?”
 
   Barnabas smiled. “A Sprout cannot be left on its own.”
 
   “A Sapling can,” Simon replied.
 
   “True, but it is up to the mentor to decide when a Sprout is ready to be a Sapling.”
 
   Simon turned to face his mentor. “I have a larger repertoire than the average Sprout, and several other resources beyond my peers,” he replied, knowing how arrogant he sounded, yet stating the simple truth.
 
   The Senior Forester glanced at the gold-capped ebony baton Simon had tucked into his belt. It was just visible within his black silk cloak. “Tell me of your resources and in particular that crescendo.”
 
   Simon hesitated. The baton was a gift from Daniel and extremely powerful and disclosing the fact was a good way to have it taken from him. “It is a good crescendo,” he responded.
 
   “Oh, I suppose it is. I believe it is better than good. You see, I observe your studies and exercises, as any competent mentor would, and have noticed the types of Melodies you have been adding to your repertoire, some of which would mummify you if used. Normally, Sprouts are kept away from spells that are too powerful for them to utilize safely, but I did not stop you,” Barnabas lost his smile, not angry, just serious. “This is because I have tested your ability to cast spells, both with and without a crescendo. When you summon potential through an instrument, the drain on your life force energy is about the same as that of your peers, as is the case when you perform Melodies unaided by amplification. When you use that baton, the spells that would normally leave you or your peers exhausted, have little affect on you physiologically. I am going to ask you a specific question, if I approve of your response, I will raise you to Sapling. Stop popping up and down. I have more to say before asking the question. I have read about the recent events that took place in Tames Hall. It is well known that of the forty-two young men who shared the ninth floor dorm with Daniel Benhannon, three of them were closer to him than the rest, and you are one of the three. He successfully challenged the Maestro of the Serpent Guild so it stands to reason he would have a crescendo adequate to do the job. Accomplished Benhannon has been Silenced and therefore has no need of a potential amplifier. I know you see where I am going with this, so here is the question; what level is that crescendo?”
 
   Simon took a deep breath. He was caught in a difficult spot; keep Daniel’s secret, or go help the Ducaunan’s friend and family. Would Barnabas take the baton? The Senior Forester had not missed a thing, having accurately theorized the situation from casual observation. The fact is he trusted this old man. “It is a level four crescendo with six bolts of amplification,” he replied, and then watched his mentor’s eyes for a reaction.
 
   Those blue orbs widened momentarily, perhaps at hearing the amount of amplification, and knowing how strong the maker had to be. After a thousand year pause, it was only a few seconds, Simon admitted to himself, Barnabas nodded his head. “Your reply confirms more than one of my theories concerning that baton and your Ducaunan friend. No, I’ll not discuss this with anyone else; this is between you and me. You have added a goodly number of aggressive Melodies to your repertoire, which leads me to believe you are preparing for more than a drought. As I indicated earlier, those Melodies would mummify you if cast unaided. While I am pleased to have my theories verified, I am more content to raise you to Sapling knowing you have a crescendo adequate to perform the spells in your repertoire. You are now a Sapling and I am assigning you the tasks of; going to Mount Tannakonna, solving any problems requiring the aid of an Accomplished, and then reporting back to me in Aakadon.”
 
   Simon hugged the old man until he realized what he was doing and then stepped back. “Sorry, I mean, Thank you.”
 
   Barnabas smoothed the wrinkles out of his cloak and tried to scowl but was unable to maintain it, then reached into his cloak, and pulled out an amulet set with a ruby. “If this assignment does not teach you proper decorum, I will work on that when next we meet in Aakadon. Mean while, use this to contact me as you have need,” he said and handed over the communication device. 
 
   Simon accepted the amulet, placing it in the inner pocket of his cloak, right next to the ones he had exchanged with Jerremy and Samuel, and watched as his mentor went back to the cabin they shared. The town of Bolton was just coming into view on the east bank of the river and Simon was anxious to get there, knowing it would take him more than a day to reach the village of Bashierwood, three quarters of the way up Mount Tannakonna.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   A large building came into sight, five floors high and about a hundred strides wide. The inn occupied the center of the village and was by far the largest building in Bashierwood. Simon rode Spud, a mare he purchased in Bolton, up the dirt road, past Chad Grening’s Stable, according to the sign above the huge double doors, dismounted at the single hitching post in front of the inn, and went inside. The dining room had ten tables with eight chairs at each; all but one table was filled to capacity, more than half with Ducaunan cavalrymen. His black and crimson silk shirt, pants, and cloak were a stark contrast to the green uniforms and simple buckskins and wool worn by the current patrons of the Polkat. An old-timer sat at the only table with seven seats to spare, table eight. His tan buckskins were stained, damp, and a pungent odor wafting in the air from his direction indicated he was not a man who bathed frequently, which could explain why he was sitting alone. He scratched the gray whiskers under his chin and raised a tin cup.
 
   “Mr. Accomplished, come sit with me,” he invited.
 
   Simon made his way over to table eight and received approving nods of the head and other forms of respectful greetings from the patrons. Up until recent events, this village was just like the rest of Ducaun, resentful and suspicious of all Aakacarns. Having one of their own rise up and smash the Serpent Guild changed a lot of attitudes in this kingdom. The fact that three Aakacarns from Aakadon were instrumental in the battle that took place in this very community also helped to change attitudes for the better.
 
   “The name’s Darby Jack and you are sure welcome to our little village,” the old-timer said as Simon took a seat. “It ain’t so little any more with the garrison of cavalry over to the east side. There’s a thousand of them and just a few hundred of us on the whole mountain, but we don’t mind what with all the goings on with the Serpent Guild and the world shaking like Henry’s wood floor at Spring Dance,” he added and then cocked his head sideways. “Have ye come to see the battle sites?”
 
   “I’m pleased to meet you, Darby. I am Simon Trenca, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Willow Guild,” he replied and shook hands. 
 
   “Good to know, though I can’t rightly say I know one guild from another except the Serpent and I don’t really want to have anything more to do with them. Those three Aakacarns that helped save the village awhile back never mention guilds,” Darby replied.
 
   “That’s because they were not yet affiliated with one,” Simon replied. “But to answer your question, no I’m not here to see the battle sites. I am here to bring some news to Miriam and Ronn Benhannon. Do you know them?”
 
   Darby sipped from his tin cup, set it on the table, and smacked his lips. “That’s good stuff. Course I know Ronn and Miriam, everybody here knows them, even before their son got so famous. Captain Jakes says Daniel got knighted by the Queen. News is slow getting up the mountain or it was until the garrison arrived, now we get word of what’s happening in flat lands fairly quick, is what we heard true?”
 
   “It is. He has a large estate with a big house, from what I heard, and now they call him, Sir Daniel Benhannon, Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun.”
 
   Darby Jack laughed and smacked the table with the flat of his hand. “I knew that boy would grow to be something.”
 
   “Where can I find his parents?”
 
   Darby finished off whatever liquor was in his cup and belched. “I’ll take ye,” he volunteered and stood up while grabbing hold of a longbow Simon had failed to notice. The man also had a large knife sheathed to his belt.
 
   “That would be helpful,” Simon replied, stood up and followed the old-timer out the door. 
 
   Simon mounted Spud, and then dismounted; deciding to walk the horse when it became obvious Darby was going to lead him on foot. The old-timer led the way up a trail going north. Four hounds, two males and two females, surrounded them the moment they left the village green and stepped beyond the tree line. 
 
   “Don’t worry about them, they won’t bother ye. Lessa and Charn are sweet, but Stankweed and Matty are down right vicious when they see a fox,” Darby informed him.
 
   Simon was not worried, he knew plenty of spells that would discourage the dogs from ever bothering him again, none that would actually do them any harm, just scare them a bit. The animals clearly loved Darby, jumping on him as if finding a long lost relative. “Fortunately, I’m not a fox,” Simon replied, earning a chuckle from the old-timer. 
 
   They walked on until a cottage with blue trim on the windows and doorframes came into sight. There was a chicken coop about a stone’s throw from the back door of the modest dwelling and to the right of it was a barn, which seemed to be occupied by a horse. Twenty chickens were poking at the ground farther to the right. A garden with pole beans, tomatoes, and lettuce, grew seven strides off to the left. Simon cast a spell to make them all ripen. 
 
   “This is the place,” Darby informed him, giving no evidence he had noticed the improvement in the garden.
 
   Simon walked up onto the porch, knocked, and had to look up when Miriam Benhannon, wearing a light green dress, opened the door. She was taller than him. Her long tresses of auburn hair flowed over her shoulders and stopped half way down her back. The color reminded him of the border region of Battencay where the people were of mixed blood, part Battencayan and part Ducaunan. Her left eyebrow arched up as if she was intrigued by being visited by an Accomplished.  Dark brown eyes focused on Darby. “What have you brought me today?”
 
   Darby stepped forward. “I brought ye a messenger from Daniel,” the old-timer replied, inaccurately. “Simon Trenca, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Willow Guild.”
 
   Miriam’s eyes widened and her face lit up in a smile. “Do come in,” she replied, paused, sniffed the air, no doubt catching the scent wafting from Darby, and then added, “Both of you.”
 
   They entered the humble abode. Six hand-carved chairs surrounded a large table in the center of the room. Wooden figurines of swans and other birds decorated the windowsills. The whittlings were life-like and meticulously painted. The cottage had three rooms, judging by the two closed doors. The main one served as a dining room, kitchen, and company-greeting-room.
 
   “Ronn,” Miriam called. “We have guests.”
 
   A door opened to the right and Daniel’s father exited the room. Ronn Benhannon ran the thick fingers of his right hand through his dark hair, eyed Darby, and then focused on his other guest. He frowned at first but softened his expression, a clear attempt to be a gracious host. At six and a half cubits high and with shoulders the width of an axe handle, he made the entire room seem smaller. His buckskins, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, were well worn and his rawhide boots were stained, though not dirty. Simon could see the resemblance between father and son. They were of the same height, but this man’s muscles were massive where Daniel’s were well defined but tight rather than bulky. “Good to see you,” the mountaineer said, while nodding at both of his visitors.
 
   “This is Simon Trenca, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Willow Guild, and he is here with news from Daniel,” Miriam told her husband.
 
   Ronn Benhannon’s eyebrows raised and his lips formed a smile. “The last direct message we received came through Tim.”
 
   “He had been summoned to appear before the Queen,” Miriam stated proudly.
 
   “Captain Jakes told us our son has been knighted, but we have heard nothing more,” Ronn added to his wife’s statement.
 
   “I am familiar with the archer who stood beside Daniel during his duel with Balen Tamm. Tim is a good man. I can add some news about your son, he has been awarded an estate about thirty-five spans southwest of Ducanton, and is busy learning the responsibilities related to being a Royal Knight of the Realm.” Simon told them, wanting to give them the good news before informing them of the bad. “I would be honored if you and perhaps Tim will allow me to escort you to Daniel’s estate.”
 
   The couple eyed each other, it was clear they wanted to visit their son, and yet seemed reluctant to leave the mountain. “It would be good to see him,” Miriam said.
 
   “True, but I have a set of chairs to make for Val and Todd’s new home, and it will be weeks before the vegetables ripen,” Ronn replied.
 
   “The vegetables are ready to be picked. I hope you don’t mind, I took the liberty of ripening them on my way in. Making plants grow is a specialty of the Willow Guild,”
Simon told them. He was hoping to persuade them to go where it is safer without worrying them. “If the chairs are to be made of wood, I can form them to your specifications,” he offered.
 
   Ronn paused, as if tempted, but then shook his head. “I appreciate the offer but it would be your work, not mine, and a Benhannon never fobs his chores off on someone else.”
 
   “I am not being deceived into doing your work nor will what I make be of less quality than your customer expects. If you make one chair, I can form the wood of the others into exact duplicates, they will still be of your design,” Simon assured him.
 
   “I would like to see Daniel,” Miriam said and folded her arms across her chest.
 
   Ronn stared at his wife for a ten count and then turned a suspicious eye on his Aakacarn guest. “You travel all the way from Aakadon, propose to escort us almost four hundred spans farther, all just so we can visit our son. I know Daniel gave a mighty blow to the Serpent Guild, I was there, and while things have been quiet ever since, surely an Accomplished has better things to do.”
 
   A sigh escaped before Simon could stifle it. “Serin Gell has escaped from the Eagle Guild and could be on his way here. Daniel befriended me when I was a Talented, which is why I came and am willing to see you safely to his estate where I believe you and Tim, if he wants to come, will be more secure.”
 
   “I told Daniel we would not be chased away from our home every time one of these dangers comes to call, we would be leaving all the time,” Ronn replied and he pursed his lips stubbornly, as if this was the end of the discussion.
 
   Miriam studied her husband for the longest time, not really but it seemed so, and then turned to her Aakacarn guest. “Serin Gell and the danger he poses aside,” she began as if brushing away a gnat. “I want to see Daniel and his new home.”
 
   “But the chores,” Ronn began to say.
 
   “Can be done with the assistance of Accomplished Trenca,” she finished for him.
 
   Ronn opened his mouth as if to give another reason why leaving was unacceptable, but Miriam did not give him a chance to get out whatever it was. “You can stay and finish the chores. I am going,” she told him in no uncertain terms, and then turned to Simon. “Tim and Gina are away. Daniel gave them some coins and they are off celebrating their wedding. It might be days before they get back.”
 
   Ronn stared at his wife and finally sighed after realizing she meant exactly what she said. He turned to his other guest. “Darby, will you look after the place while we are away?”
 
   The old-timer smiled while nodding his head. “Sure enough, no problem, I’ll watch over yer place,” he assured them.
 
   Ronn went back into the room he had been in and then came back with a fist full of silver coins, giving them to the old huntsman. “These should be enough to pay any expenses and give you something for all your trouble,”
 
   Darby took the coins and stuffed them into his pocket, while Miriam smiled behind her husband’s back. “I’m going with Darby into Bashierwood to buy two horses, either from Chad or Donald, which ever one gives me the best deal. Chessy is too old for this trip,” she said and then departed with the old-timer, being careful to stay up wind of him.
 
   Simon followed the mountaineer to the barn where a carpenter’s work bench was set up in the back. Ronn went to work, putting together the pieces he had meticulously cut and shaped, and completed the first chair. Simon touched the chair and the pile of wood next to it, and then summoned the potential for Shaping and a second chair came together exactly like the one Ronn had made. Simon continued the process until all ten chairs were made.
 
   The mountain carpenter inspected the work and finally gave a grudging nod of approval. Simon knew all of the chairs were identical to the smallest detail. It did not take long for Miriam to get back with a pair of stallions, Raindancer and Flashpoint, both from Donald Laird’s breeding facility. They gathered the vegetables, packed up, and began the journey to Ducanton.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Nine: Mentors of Great Repute 
 
   “The Ducaunan capital should be coming into sight in a few more marks,” Sherree Jenna needlessly told Jerremy DeSuan, a newly raised one bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild, and her fellow veteran of the Battle of Bashierwood. He had been in the same geography class she once attended so did not need the information. She was nervous, being on her way to meet Fenton Chen, but also concerned about a certain Ducaunan who had been made a Royal Knight of the Realm.
 
   Jerremy smiled at the statement and pointed his nose slightly upward, pretending he did not hear. He was like that with her. If Samuel Cresh had told him the same thing, he more than likely would have had a scathing retort, those two had been sniping at each other for years, and only after the final grades were posted before graduation to Accomplisheds did they speak kindly to one another. 
 
   His mentor, Master Artisan Franklin Togan, was in the cabin they shared on the riverboat. Forty oarsmen rowed against the current of the Mighty Hirus. It had taken six days to reach this point, mostly because no members of the Zephyr Guild were aboard to speed the voyage along. Several boats fortunate enough to have those Accomplisheds passed them by even as she and Jerremy stood staring off the starboard rail.
 
   “Naturally they would call upon the Stone Guild to help investigate the rediscovered city of Tomlin,” the tall Serinian continued the conversation they had been having before she interrupted him, doing so as if she had not spoken. It was a one sided conversation to be sure, but she enjoyed his company none the less. Tall, dark and handsome is how Charlene described him and she was not wrong, although Sherree thought of him as a brother who at times can be annoying but worth putting up with. “It was sunken beneath Lake Tomlin for nearly nine hundred years. You know, it was only discovered when the water level dropped and a spire appeared in the middle of the lake,” he added while waving his arms animatedly, that sort of thing truly excited him.
 
   “This project will be a great addition to your accomplishments,” Sherree told him.
 
   “There is that,” he admitted. “It is Master Togan they actually need, but an Apprentice cannot be separated from his mentor until being raised to Journeyman, so I have the privilege of accompanying him.”
 
   “It seems we three veterans of Bashierwood have been placed with mentors of great repute,” Sherree said as a gust of wind blew back the hood of her black and crimson silk cloak. Normally she would have automatically pulled it up but the gesture was futile where she stood, besides the wind in her hair felt good. “At least I am getting off soon. You have more than a hundred spans to go.” 
 
   “True on both counts, I heard Samuel is being mentored by Jeremiah Lassiter, a Senior Soarer, and you a Senior Practitioner, someone is helping our careers along. It is unusual for seniors of any guild to be saddled with Fledglings, Interns, and Apprentices. And yes, I have a way to go yet before getting off this boat, and then have another twenty or so spans over land before reaching the lake, but what we, Master Togan and I, will be doing is well worth the effort,” Jerremy replied.
 
   “Our career helper is the Grand Maestro,” Sherree said, managing to sound respectful, it was not easy, but she was developing a grudging respect for the man so it was not as hard as it used to be.
 
   Jerremy smiled and nodded his head. A son of a Serinian lord would have already figured out the politics of the situation. “I don’t need the daughter of a hotel magnate and the cousin of a queen to tell me that,” he replied, bringing up her father’s heritage as well as her mother’s. 
 
   “The fact may have escaped your notice while your nose was in the air,” she teased.
 
   A chuckled slipped out of him before he was able to assume his normally haughty expression. “Perhaps, but my peripheral vision is excellent so few things of importance escape my notice.”
 
   “Did you know Charlene had a crush on you?”
 
   He blinked for several moments, his left eyebrow arched up speculatively, and then he resumed his haughty expression. “I specified things of importance. Her feelings have no more relevance for me than do Daniel Benhannon’s for you.”
 
   That is what she got for bantering with the Serinian; he struck the mark dead on. “Of course not, I only cared for him as one in need of healing,” she lied.
 
   Jerremy laughed. “One of the good things about traveling with you by boat is that you cannot stop and heal every sick or injured creature we come across. I will grant you did a good job of keeping the mountaineer functional with that spell you should not have known until after affiliating with the Aloe Guild.”
 
   Sherree had never explained how she learned that spell to anyone, those who were there when her Potential was discovered did not need to be told, and the information was no one else’s business. “Is this your way of asking about the acquiring of my repertoire?”
 
   Once an Aakacarn affiliates with a guild it is considered rude for a member of a different association to inquire about the specifics of another Accomplished’s repertoire. Jerremy raised his arms in a warding off gesture. “I would not dream of it, but was merely stating a fact,” he quickly assured her.
 
   She smiled, letting him know she was not offended. “I thought not. Why don’t we go to the galley and have our mid-day meal?” 
 
   “Why don’t we,” he replied and gestured with a broad swing of his right arm toward the hatchway.
 
   As they were eating, Sherree handed him an amulet with an amber stone set in gold. “I want to hear of your accomplishments first hand.” 
 
   Jerremy accepted the communication device and gave her one in return. “Keep in touch,” he told her and then deliberately assumed his haughty expression as if the moment never happened. 
 
   She marveled over how often he pretended to not care about other people, but she knew he did care; else he never would have entertained those children back in Bashierwood, nor exhausted himself healing a village full of injured commoners after the battle. She would have liked giving an amulet to Samuel, desiring to stay in touch with him as well, but the newly raised Accomplished of the Eagle Guild was not available at the time, and she had a boat to catch.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Jerremy should be well up the river, Sherree pondered as she stood in the vestibule of the seven storied mansion designed and built by the Stone Guild. This was the residence of the Accomplished of Ducanton, who was approaching her even as she took in the surroundings of the place that would be her residence for the foreseeable future.
 
   Fenton Chen was a lean man with light brown skin and black silky hair cut short. His brown eyes were ovoid in shape and his mustache neatly trimmed, sloped around his chin and along his jaw line. His dark complexion marked him from the coastal region of Zune; people from the interior, including the royal family, had skin that was a dark pink in color. He was about a hand shorter then her. “Come with me,” he said in a low monotone.
 
   Sherree followed her new mentor down a maroon carpeted hallway to the first door on the left. The room was pale green with a couch and two chairs facing each other with a table between them. He sat in the chair on the right and motioned for her take a seat in the other. “I am honored to be mentored by you,” she said in an attempt to break the ice. The man’s face seemed to be carved in stone, showing no sign of expression, and his tone of voice, what little she heard of it, was neutral. 
 
   “It was not my decision. I was told to mentor you and I shall, that is all there is to it. You see, discipline is everything, and those who fail to comprehend this are prone to sloppy work. My feelings toward the order given to me are irrelevant. I shall teach you to the best of my ability,” he replied in his monotone.
 
   This man was nothing like her previous mentor, but that was not important. Sherree well understood the importance of discipline. “I will study hard,” she assured him.
 
   He gave a quick nod of the head in acknowledgement. ‘I expect so. Your records indicate one who can put aside frivolous things and focus on your task, which is why you excelled above your peers all the way through levels one through four. Your casting ability is not in doubt, your repertoire will continue to grow at a respectable pace, but it is in other aspects I intend to sharpen your skills.”
 
   “I am looking forward to your instructions,” Sherree replied.
 
   Fenton stared at her for quite awhile, still showing no emotion, just studying her. “Did your previous mentor discuss with you matters of intimacy?”
 
   Sherree had no idea where the Senior Practitioner was going with this line of questioning. Obviously, healers dealt with people’s intimate physical problems, and would naturally see them in situations that could be embarrassing under different circumstances. “I know our profession forces us to deal with people on an intimate basis, I have no problem healing someone, male or female, of the most personal of afflictions.”
 
   “I am not asking if you have difficulty seeing people in the nude or healing them of various sexual dysfunctions,” he replied, and then folded his hands in his lap. “It seems you have not been fully informed. Some mentors wait a year or more before discussing this topic, but I see no reason for keeping necessary information from you.”
 
   “I am prepared to receive your instruction,” Sherree replied, wondering what Barbara Cofer had kept from her.
 
   “Talenteds are taught that Accomplisheds do not marry, and that is true. We do not marry nor reproduce. Any attempts by Talenteds to indulge in sexual activity are stamped down hard. It is part of the discipline. There are two schools of thought; I am of the old school. It is a point of personal pride that I do not behave as the commoners do, that through self-discipline I do not engage in sexual intercourse. There are a good number of Accomplisheds who subscribe to the same tenants as I. However, there are some who are sexually active and sometimes accept gratuities in the form of intercourse rather than coins. Do not look so shocked. I have read how you disciplined a number of male Talenteds who attempted to seduce you. Celibacy is required of all Talenteds, but is only suggested for Accomplisheds. The only rules are: Be discrete and do not reproduce. You are young, from puberty to adulthood is not many years, do you really think those boys you humbled will remain celibate for two or three hundred years?”
 
   “I never thought about it,” Sherree replied, she was shocked, and apparently doing a poor job of hiding it. The hypocrites! She brought her emotions back under control and tried to match her tone with that of her new mentor. “I believed Accomplisheds held themselves to a higher standard.”
 
   Fenton nodded his head. “Then we are of the same mind. Those who indulge in such behavior lack self-discipline,” he said while producing a paper from the inner pocket of his cloak and handing it to her. “The Melody is titled, Childless, and it prevents reproduction. It works for both male and female Accomplisheds. If for any reason you slip from the firmness of your ideal, cast this Melody upon yourself.”
 
   Sherree glanced at the paper and quickly put it in the inner pocket of her cloak. “I’ll not have need of this spell,” she said and then waited for her mentor to speak.
 
   The Senior Practitioner leaned forward in his chair. “It is no longer my concern. I have given you the necessary information and it is yours to do with as you will. According to your records, you have great compassion, on people as well as animals, and many of your Instructors have written that you are destined to be a great healer.” 
 
   She felt the heat in her face, having not expected such praise, even if it was delivered in a flat tone and dead pan expression. “I don’t like to see people or creatures in pain.”
 
   “What about yetis? They are creatures, you have not only seen them in pain, you caused it,” Fenton replied.
 
   Sherree remembered the Battle of Bashierwood and directing, Wall Of Wind, at hordes of yetis, knocking them down so archers could slaughter them with arrows. “I don’t have compassion on the cause of pain.”
 
   Fenton’s lips quirked up slightly. He almost smiled. “That is the answer I wanted to hear. This means I merely have to redirect your passion. Compassion will only carry you so far. If you feel too strongly for patients, over many years and many cases, especially those where the person cannot be saved, you will eventually become an emotional wreck.”
 
   “I understand about the need for clinical detachment,” Sherree was quick to assure her mentor. This man was famous for his ability to emotionally detach from the suffering of his patients.
 
   “You are my intern and what you learn from me is a reflection on me, therefore I will teach you how to divorce your emotions from the patient,” he stated and then sat back in his chair. “You had no problem with the suffering of yetis because you viewed them as the cause of the affliction. That is the secret. Do not focus on the suffering of the patient, focus on the affliction. Pain is a part of life, so forget about how your patient feels, he or she hurts, and that is that. Illness, disease, and injuries are my enemies and the patient’s bodies are the arena in which I face my foes, nothing more. I must conquer each ailment. Most of the time I win, but sometimes I lose, usually because the patient has waited too long to receive my healing or was not brought to me in time.”
 
    Sherree was not sure she could ever learn to treat each patient as merely a battle arena, but she would certainly listen to the Senior Practitioner, and try to improve on her emotional detachment.
 
   “Self-discipline and focusing on the ailment, these are the keys to being a success, and must be developed in you. Time and experience will strengthen your focus. Discipline we will work on every day,” he added.
 
   Sherree knew the time spent with Fenton Chen would not be fun, but it would be educational. “Where do we begin?”
 
   Fenton stood up. “We have patients to attend. You will treat the minor ailments while I heal the more challenging ones. After I see how you work, your cases will become more difficult, and I will guide you through the ones that are actually life threatening.”
 
   Sherree arose and followed her mentor out of the room, down the hall, through several more doors, to where twenty nobles were waiting. There were a few Ducaunans in the room, but most of the patients seemed to be from other kingdoms. Clearly the locals still did not fully trust Aakacarns. Fenton quickly sorted the cases that would be hers and then the healings began.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Samuel Cresh stood in the middle of a pine forest staring at the mummified remains of two Accomplisheds, one of which had been stripped of his cloak. It was possible that these Aakacarns had nothing to do with Serin Gell’s escape, but not probable. What he could not figure out was, if they were going to teleport anywhere, why here? A clearing less then twenty-five spans from Aakadon seemed to be a poor choice. Whatever the reason, Samuel wanted to be on the move, but Jeremiah Lassiter, the Senior Soarer, and his mentor, had other plans. He kept pacing the area, bending down, examining twigs, leaves, and who knew how many other insignificant things. Still, the Two-bolt Accomplished knew his business and Samuel kept his mouth shut and tried to appear patient.
 
   “Sam, stop fidgeting and come over here,” Lassiter told him. The man was of mixed parentage, his mother Ecoppian and his father Taracopian, not that it mattered among the Aakacarns, but the combination gave him his father’s face and his mother’s skin tone and height. The Senior Soarer was clean shaven and a full head taller than his Fledgling.
 
   Samuel walked over to his mentor and looked where he had been squatting. “What do you see?” the man asked.
 
   “Pine needles disturbed, probably by Serin Gell and two other persons,” Samuel replied. He had visited the cell once occupied by the Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, collected samples, and had the report of how many Aakacarns were involved straight from the Senior Soarer who had been there. 
 
   “Your theory sounds plausible, but I want verification of the facts, not assumptions. Hunches and guesswork have their place in our profession but they can lead us wrong, so it is best to verify what we can when we can,” Lassiter told him.
 
   Samuel pulled a vial containing a single hair from the inner pocket of his cloak, cast, Locate: Serin Gell, and focused the potential on the ground, rather than in a radius. He closed his eyes and sensed a hair beneath the disturbed pine needles. He placed a Da Capo in the Melody, opened his eyes, and kept blinking to keep focused on the target item while brushing aside the gray-green needles to get to the hair, and then levitated it up for his mentor to see. “Verification, this hair matches the one I retrieved from Serin Gell’s pillow. He was definitely here,” he announced triumphantly. 
 
   Lassiter chuckled at him. “How long ago were they here? What way did they go?”
 
   Samuel eyed the area. The pine needles indicated the trio moved off to the north and that made him think of what places would be of interest to Serin Gell in that direction. Tinewood was a large town fifty-two spans to the northeast. Clover was forty-seven spans to the northwest. Fifty-two spans north of that town was the city of Bane located near the southern base of Mount Tannakonna and then realization struck him like a lightning bolt.
 
   “What conclusion has widened your eyes?” his mentor inquired.
 
   “I don’t know how long ago they left this place but I know where they are going,” he told him with certainty.
 
   “Perhaps we should all be mentored by you, such a gifted Fledgling who can determine exactly where his prey is after a glimpse of the scene, but before we take flight to wherever you believe we should go, let us review the facts,” Lassiter said and there was amusement in his tone of voice. “We found these bodies because I decided to go north from Aakadon and cast, Locate: Serin Gell, with a Da Capo, focused five spans half a radius to the north as we progressed, and thus I sensed the hair you uncovered long before we arrived. Once here, I cast, Time Of Death, to determine that these two Aakacarns have been deceased for fifteen and a quarter marks, which means we are not far behind our prey. Eight Aakacarns entered the cell and encircled Serin Gell. I killed three of them and Accomplished Julian killed the fourth. Five Accomplisheds vanished before my eyes, they appeared here, we know this because ours are the only tracks leading into this clearing, and two died due to the potential demands of the Melody. It does not appear anyone was here to meet them and they headed north on foot. Are you following me so far?”
 
   “Yes,” Samuel replied. He never questioned the Senior Soarer as to why they were headed north in the first place. Clearly, their direction was more than a lucky guess, this man expected to find evidence of their prey. Even so, Samuel was sure he was right about where the escapee was headed. “I probably should have inquired why we came this way and admit it never occurred to me to establish the time of death for the corpses, nor did I consider whether there were people here to meet them. I saw the disturbed pine needles and assumed they walked out, it never occurred to me they might have teleported elsewhere.”
 
   “Those are the things I was determining,” Lassiter said and gestured toward the horses. “Mount up and we can talk on the way.”
 
   Samuel swung into the saddle and patted Salsa, his black Battencayan bred mare, while Lassiter mounted, Bio, his Taracopian palomino. On our way to where? Samuel wondered. He was about to suggest Bashierwood but the Senior Soarer spoke up before he could get the words out.
 
   “We are going to Lamont,” Lassiter announced.
 
   Lamont, why a city more than a hundred spans away? Well, Samuel considered, at least the trail north would bring them to within fifteen spans of Tannakonna’s eastern slope as they passed. “Why not Bashierwood?” he inquired, while guiding Salsa between a pair of pines. It was too much to hope his prey would stick to the trails, oh no. Serin Gell and his accomplices had to travel through the forest.
 
   Lassiter glanced at him. “Tell me why you are so sure our prey has flown to Bashierwood and I will tell you why we are going to Lamont.”
 
   Fair enough. Samuel was sure of his hunch and had no problem sharing it with his mentor. “Daniel Benhannon is from Bashierwood. Serin Gell must hate the mountaineer and is the vengeful type, so Tannakonna is the logical place for him to begin. Daniel’s family and friends live there and are vulnerable,” he told him, and then quickly added, “We can check it out on our way to Lamont.”
 
   Lassiter eyed the treetops while the wind whispered through the pine needles above. After no small amount of time pondering who knew what, he smiled and nodded his head. “Not bad thinking. Serin Gell is vengeful, but it is not the strongest motivation in him. The greatest driving force in the renegade is ambition. I was his primary interrogator and learned some things that can help us figure out where he is likely to go and what he will probably do. Yes, he will eventually get around to revenge, but not before he accomplishes a few things first. Point number one: his potential is still shielded off.”
 
   “How can you know that?” Samuel wanted to know. He had observed the same area as the Senior Soarer and found nothing to indicate one way or the other.
 
   “A Soarer is more than a hunter or tracker. We are investigators. Our eyes are trained to see things ordinary people tend to overlook. One of Serin Gell’s first priorities is to break the shield on his potential. If he could summon the necessary potential, he would have teleported away from the clearing rather than walk. Practically everyone knows Sir Daniel Benhannon is in Ducanton, killing him would break the shield, which is why some of our guild members are circling that capital even as we speak. But we know Gell did not go that way, unless he changes his route, although I do not believe he will. So, point two, Serin is headed for Lamont because it came out in my questioning that his Nest is there. A Nest is what members of the Serpent Guild call their personal base of operations.”
 
   “You mean the way Randall Kamis is Aakadon’s Accomplished of Zoltair?” Samuel said to show he understood.
 
   “Precisely, Serin Gell is the Serpent Guild’s Accomplished of Lamont, although in secret,” Lassiter replied. “Upon arrival, he will most likely utilize a crescendo to break the shield, after that it will become difficult to catch him. Point three: He is in the middle of a power grab. I learned during the interrogation that the Serpent Guild had one Five-bolt Accomplished, who is now dead, two Three-bolts, thousands of Two-bolts, and tens of thousands of One-bolts.”
 
   “Those numbers on the last two groups aren’t very specific?” Samuel commented, not as a criticism, just an observation.
 
   “Frustrating isn’t it. It seems the Serpent Guild has trained its members to give multiple true answers to the same question, making it difficult to pin down the truth. My point is Serin Gell and one other Accomplished are the most powerful in the guild. I asked the name of the third and received, Soaring Eagle, as a reply.”
 
   “Perhaps he or she is from the Geble region,” Samuel suggested.
 
   “Unless the guild has multiple names for the same person, but yes, the person could be from that region of Ducaun. Back to our subject and my final point, Serin Gell will need his communication array or however many amulets he has left in order to get back in contact with his allies.  He will need these things if his ambition is to be the next Maestro of the Serpent Guild, which I believe it is, and he can best accomplish every point I made in Lamont,” Lassiter explained.
 
   Samuel still felt his was the better hunch, but bowed to his mentor’s experience, not that he could do otherwise. They would go to Lamont, if the Senior Soarer was wrong, Bashierwood was only thirty or so spans to the southwest of there.
 
   “Had Daniel Benhannon been trained by our Maestro rather than the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, he would have thought to bring Serin Gell’s amulets back with him. We could have used those communication devices to uncover much of the renegade’s allies. I cannot fault the man. He was born a mountaineer, hunting and tracking prey is in his blood, but those qualities alone do not make him an investigator,” Lassiter said in a casual way, the way a person would comment about the weather.
 
   Samuel was hesitant to speak of his Ducaunan friend, but he was the one who had brought him up along with the reason for going to Bashierwood. “Daniel would have made an excellent Soarer.”
 
   Lassiter nodded his head. “With proper training he probably would have excelled. Tell me, back during the incident at Tames Hall; did you know your friend was an Accomplished? If you had told me, I would have brought a flock of twenty to subdue him.”
 
   The incident was fresh in Samuel’s mind. The mountaineer had been too long without sleep and it appeared he was losing control of himself. “I learned he was trained by Maestro Barnes when Instructor Renn mentioned the fact in front of me. I found out his status as an Accomplished the same time as everyone else, when the formal announcement was made,” he replied, and then chuckled. “He never let us see him without a shirt. I thought it had something to do with mountain customs or personal modesty. It didn’t occur to me he was hiding lightning bolts. I still don’t know how many he has.”
 
   “Obviously enough to battle a Five-bolt Maestro and win,” Lassiter pointed out. “I regret we were not permitted to interview the young Accomplished before he left Aakadon. I know the Grand Maestro Silenced him for the good of all, but what a loss of knowledge. We could have learned so much more about our enemies, their Melodies, what Daniel saw and heard while in the headquarters of the Serpent Guild. He is not a trained observer, but prompted with the right questions, he may have been able to tell us things he saw even if he did not recognize the significance. Here I go chatting about what could have been rather than what is; not much point in that.”
 
   Samuel had to agree, mostly because he did not want to discuss anything related to Daniel. It was his report of the Ducaunan’s killing of an oak tree while having a nightmare that caused the Grand Maestro to Silence his friend, at least that is how Samuel felt, even though the mountaineer had assured him he was pleased by the outcome. “How did you find me so quickly the last time I ran away from Aakadon?” he asked, as much for the answer as to change the subject. 
 
   “An excellent question, the answer to which will help your career if you chose to follow the example,” Lassiter replied. “Most Talenteds run home, or near enough, and all any Soarer has to do is go there and scan the area until he or she shows up. You were more of a challenge being a Teki. Your troop was constantly on the move and your people are of the same mind as the Ducaunan’s where Aakacarns are concerned. I had to locate the Forager Troop and knew you would be doing the same thing.”
 
   Samuel listened intently. He did not need to be told how his people treated the Aakacarns, especially those born among their own wagons, but he was curious about how the Accomplished found him.
 
   “But, by the time I located the Foragers, you sought me out and came back willingly,” the Senior Soarer was saying. “It was how I found your former troop that will help you the most. I call them Eagle Eyes. They are a network of commoners all over the world who report what they see to me. Some of them are nobles, but most are farmers, bakers, blacksmiths, innkeepers, serving maids, grooms, all sorts of ordinary folk. Most Soarers have a few informers in the major cities, but I have them in towns and villages all over the continent. After a few inquiries, word came back giving me the exact location of the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni Teki. Skilled as we are, we cannot be everywhere at once, but with my Eagle Eyes I can know what is going on in many places.”
 
   Samuel swatted a fly on his arm before it could bite him. Eagle Eyes, the idea was intriguing but also caused him to wonder. If the Senior Soarer’s network of informers was so good, why were they not telling him the exact location of Serin Gell? “Is there a reason they cannot locate our prey?”
 
   “The citizens of Ducaun, until recently, dislike and are suspicious of all Aakacarns, few of them, even now, are willing to be Eagle Eyes, therefore my vision is dim in the area we are currently hunting our prey.”
 
   Samuel nodded his head, completely understanding the difficulty of persuading a stubborn Ducaunan to do something he is not normally inclined to do. They rode on for five days. Lassiter knew trails that sped up their journey, leading them straight as an arrow flies, well almost, rather than meandering through established trails. The journey had no comforts. This part of the forest was untouched by human habitation and had plenty of deer, foxes, squirrels, birds, and bugs, but the Senior Soarer pressed on at a pace Samuel heartily approved of. 
 
   Twilight was upon them and Lamont was only three spans over the next hill and Samuel was glad of it, being anxious to apprehend the fugitive. With their prey still shielded, all he and Lassiter would have to do is overcome the pair of One-bolts traveling with the renegade. 
 
   “I will deal with the two Accomplisheds working with Serin Gell while you cast, Lock Joints, at him,” the Senior Soarer instructed. 
 
   Samuel wanted to use, Beak Strike, or Talon Strike, and help subdue the unshielded Aakacarns. Even so, he would do as ordered. “It will be as you…,” he began to say when harmonic ripples flowed through him. Someone is casting a High Power spell!
 
   “Everything has just changed,” Lassiter said while racing Bio up the hill and peering down at the town. 
 
   Samuel reined Salsa in beside him. “Serin Gell has broken the shield.”
 
   “Yes, either he’ll teleport away or…,” Lassiter began to say.
 
   “Or I will be subduing a Three-bolt Accomplished while you take on the two One-bolts,” Samuel interrupted.
 
   “Fledgling, this is not a time for levity. The two of us in concert would have difficulty subduing him now,” Lassiter scolded.
 
   Samuel knew the situation was no joke, fully understanding the danger. Humor was his way of dealing with the tension seizing his innards. “I know,” he told the Senior Soarer. “I know.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Ten: Broken Wing 
 
   Serin Gell, back in his dignified silks, fingered the piccolo, playing each note to perfection, focusing through the level three crescendo, feeling the power of his life force energy expanding, thrilling him, filling the room with his burnt-amber glow, and breaking the shield placed on him by the Ducaunan Accomplished. Yes! He wanted to shout and jump in the air but had to maintain a certain level of decorum, seeing as he was not alone.
 
   Jordan and Olivia stood before him with eyes wide in obvious awe of his great power as the harmonic waves passed through them. He released the potential and at least one of them found their tongue. “You have broken free,” Simms stated needlessly. His female ally remained speechless, yet clearly impressed. Neither seemed to be particularly bright but they were useful. 
 
   The Nest, located within two hills among many north of Lamont, was connected by a subterranean hall, and each domain had five levels. Illumination came from balls of light in each chamber tied by Da Capos to Serin’s life force. East Hill, the one they were in, contained most of the amulets and crescendos he had collected over the years. It was also where he entertained himself with a little torture to pass the time. West Hill was for sleeping and could accommodate hundreds of associates. 
 
   Serin went over to his desk. This room was his lair, where he made his plans, and ran his network. He placed the silver piccolo in the drawer on the right, and then opened the drawer beneath it containing specialized amulets. One small amulet had an opal set in gold with a wristband made of the same precious metal. It was a gift from Balen Tamm, given many years ago, and until recently had little use. He grabbed the device and put it on his left wrist. 
 
   “What do we do now?” Olivia SuCalla asked in a soft voice.
 
   Serin glanced up at the Accomplished. “I will put on my communication array and begin letting my associates know I am free and that we have work to do.”
 
   “What about us?” Jordan inquired. “How are we going to get back to Serpent North?”
 
   “I will take you there in do time,” Serin began to explain, although left out just how long a duration that would be. His powerbase had to be well established before he next met with his rival. “The guild is still splintered and yetis, sasquatches, and Condemneds are running wild. I believe we can best serve the Supreme Maestro by helping with these problems. We can help you know. It is much better to solve problems than to lay them at Vance’s feet. He has enough to worry about, don’t you think?”
 
   Jordan scratched the side of his head, clearly giving the question some thought, and unsure of the best course. Olivia eyed Serin suspiciously and then nodded her head as if coming up with a satisfactory answer. She turned to Jordan and placed her hand on his. “Working with Serin Gell is better than going back to Serpent North and waiting for an assignment, one that probably won’t be as important.”
 
   Jordan licked his lips, clearly trying to decide. He finally settled his gaze on Serin. “I think Vance Cummin has enough worries, we will help you bring him solutions.”
 
   “Wise choice,” Serin replied, and then opened the bottom left drawer containing his communication array. 
 
   “Why is that stone glowing?” Jordan asked, while pointing at Serin’s wrist.
 
   “Because someone is focusing potential at us,” Serin replied and began to speculate just who it might be.
 
   “I don’t see any glow around us,” Olivia stated.
 
   Serin smiled. “This amulet senses even the smallest amount of potential being directed at it,” he explained while remembering the Battle of Bashierwood and wishing he had worn the thing back then. “Until recently, few Accomplisheds, only the most skilled or extremely powerful, could concentrate potential so miniscule or fine that it is practically invisible to even the eyes of an Aakacarn, therefore I rarely used the amulet, but Daniel Benhannon can or at least did have the ability until being Silenced, and others may follow his example, so I have decided to begin wearing it again.”
 
   The glow vanished. Serin cast, Find: Potentials, a spell composed by the Supreme Maestro. He kept the potential low so as not to alert whoever had been focusing in his direction, demonstrating that he was one of the few capable of focusing so fine. He closed his eyes and concentrated. Three spans south of the town were a man-shaped orange potential and a larger man-shaped golden potential. Serin opened his eyes and smiled. He recognized the second one, having had it focused on him while being interrogated, and was not surprised the man had the ability to focus potential so skillfully. “We have company. It seems the distinguished Jeremiah Lassiter has come to pay us a call.”
 
   “The Senior Soarer,” Jordan blurted, his eyes bulging at hearing the name and possibly the fear of confronting the Accomplished again. “Is he alone?”
 
   “There is one other Aakacarn accompanying him,” Serin informed the man. They had only been in the nest less then three marks. He had to give the Soarer some credit for finding his prey so quickly. There was a time when Serin would have enjoyed torturing the man to death, but Tarin Conn gave him new avenues to explore, and it would be a terrible waste to kill the man when there was a powerbase to build. 
 
   “They probably tracked me using a hair or something like that. I don’t believe they have a Melody that does the same thing as, Find: Potentials, meaning they cannot know where you are, so you two head out, and subdue the other Accomplished while I deal with Lassiter,” Serin instructed.
 
   “Right away,” Jordan and Olivia replied in harmony.
 
   “Try not to kill him, he will be much more useful as a Condemned,” Serin told them as they headed out of his lair.
 
   Serin Gell exited his Nest and walked over the next hill as the sun sank below the horizon. Bushes and trees obscured the area, even so, he watched as Olivia hid herself in the midst of a large clump of bushes while Jordan stood behind a pine about a hundred paces to his left. The wrist amulet glowed, meaning Lassiter now knew Serin had moved and would be coming for him.
 
   The Senior Soarer approached on foot while his associate remained mounted, following at about four horse lengths to the rear. “Lassiter, gladdened I am to see you,” Serin amplified his voice.
 
   “Surrender now and this will not have to get bloody,” the Accomplished responded. 
 
   “It is definitely going to get bloody,” Serin replied and summoned the potential for a quarterstaff of solidified air, but waited until Lassiter launched a Talon Strike before creating the staff and knocking aside the first strike.
 
   Lassiter fought with both hands and two glowing burnished-gold eagle talons swiped at Serin, but were batted aside with a twitch of a finger and a twist of the wrist as the burnt-amber staff, floated in front of him, responding to his every gesture. The Senior Soarer was experienced enough to know the only way to defeat someone with greater potential is to stay on the offensive, never giving the opponent the opportunity to strike back. He probably expected Serin to form a dome shield. In that case the Talon Strike would have enabled him to catch his prey and force him to remain shielded or be crushed. Serin placed a Da Capo on the staff and swung it in a blur, keeping the talons from snagging him.
 
   Peripherally, he could see Jordan battling the mounted Accomplished, who struck out with a spell that caused Simms to suddenly stiffen and fall down. Ah, Lock Joints, a good choice. As Serin fought off Lassiter, a magenta fire suddenly blazed to life beneath the horse, causing the equine to rise up on its hind legs. Solidified blades of air struck, slicing and re-slicing bloody chunks as the creature collapsed along with its rider, and then tumbled down the hill, and out of sight. Olivia did a fine job of transitioning from Spark The Flame to Blades Of Air.
 
   She came out from hiding and looked to where the Accomplished and his steed had fallen. A ball of fire shot down the hill and struck whatever she was aiming at. She shrugged her shoulders and turned to face Serin. “My apologies Team Leader, the only thing recognizable under all that flesh is an arm protruding from the pile. I incinerated the hand and there was no reaction. I know you wanted him alive. Killing him was an accident. I was aiming at the horse,” her amplified voice sounded over the distance.  
 
   Jordan was getting to his feet, showing the spell holding him was gone, and Simms joined his ally at the top of the hill.
 
   Lassiter shouted something inarticulate and lashed out in a fury. One Talon Strike lacerated the ground, leaving a deep gouge. Serin did not need a crescendo for his next move. He summoned the potential while manipulating the staff, twin beams of burnt-amber light shot from his eyes and struck the Senior Soarer, who stiffened and fell. The Talons vanished. Serin never lost focus, keeping the beams on his victim all the way to the ground. Ten heart beats and Lassiter began to scream, twenty heart beats, and every hair began falling from his body. 
 
   The Soarer’s silks were obscuring Serin’s view so he placed a Da Capo on, Condemnation, and cast, Unwrap, to strip off all but the cloak, and then went to work on designing a new Lassiter. This was Serin’s first condemnation and he wanted it to be special. There was no need for the ears, so they were discarded, actually ripped away. The screams were delightful. His victim writhed on the ground. Serin began reshaping the skull, bringing the jaws forward, molding the nose, adjusting the eyes, forming the head of an eagle. He then began reshaping the feet, forming them into talons, and was quite pleased with the result. “Stand,” he commanded, and the Condemned obeyed, awkwardly at first, but the talons worked much the way an eagles did. 
 
   Serin tore away the two lightning bolts from Lassiter’s shoulders and caused skin about the neck and shoulders to grow into and mesh with the silk cloak, making it a permanent part of his new creation. “Run to me,” he commanded, and Lassiter came running, the black and crimson cloak billowing out behind him like wings. That and his ebony skin made him look more like a giant bloody raven rather than an eagle, but the image was good enough. Serin finished the job by leaving Lassiter neither male nor female.
 
   Jordan and Olivia were staring at him as if seeing him for the first time. “That’s right. The Supreme Maestro has expanded my education. You are both in the presence of the next Maestro of the Serpent Guild,” he told them.
 
   Olivia dropped to the ground and then looked up at him. “I am yours to command, how may I serve?”
 
   Jordan followed her example. “So that is why the great Tarin Conn wanted you freed. I too am yours to command.”
 
   Serin relished the moment and knew there would be many more just like it to come, when he would snatch members away from Vance Cummin. “Rise, we have work to do,” he said and glanced at Lassiter, who had finally stopped screaming and was now simply waiting for orders. “Back to East Hill, all of you,” he added and picked up Lassiter’s instrument, baton, and amulets, then led his team into his lair.
 
   “Jordan, this clarinet is for you,” he said and handed over the case.
 
   Simms accepted the instrument as his face contorted in astonishment. “But this crescendo is not of my making.”
 
   “Olivia, this baton is for you,” Serin announced and gave her the level two crescendo.
 
   Her eyes stared at it as if seeing that which is forbidden, yet very much desirable. “Why?”
 
   “The custom of each Accomplished only using a crescendo of his or her own making is not one that needs to be continued. None of us are ever to be looked down upon for using amplifiers greater than our ability to make. We all lust after the crescendos of the Supreme Maestro and are not ashamed because with them we gain so much more power, yet all the lesser ones collected over the centuries by our Maestros after capturing multi-bolted Accomplisheds are stored away, never to be used. Well, under my leadership, those who serve me will be given the use of superior crescendos. With what I have given you, three bolts of potential are now at your command, more than doubling the power you had. Give me tens of thousands of One-bolt Accomplisheds with crescendos level two and above and I will give you the world.”
 
   “So let it be!” his two followers shouted.
 
   It did not take long to contact his associates, even though the amulets here only represented a third of his network. His Nest in the southern Foothills of Pentrosa, five spans north of the border with Ducaun, is where he needed to go, the rest of his amulets were stored there.
 
   “Jordan, Olivia, Raven,” his new name for Lassiter, “come, we are finished here.”
 
   They gathered in a circle. “Raven, concentrate on the notes I am about to play and send the potential into me,” Serin instructed. There was no point in allowing two bolts of potential to remain dormant. He played his piccolo, Jordan used the clarinet, and Olivia took up the level-two baton, and Serin conducted the spell, Teleportation. Three heart beats later they were in Pentrosa.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Daniel Benhannon felt a sudden release of pressure in his head and knew the shield on Serin Gell’s potential was gone. Either the Pentrosan was dead or he somehow managed to garner enough potential to break the shield. He made a mental note to make some inquires to find out which scenario occurred.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Samuel opened his eyes. Sunlight filtered in through the wooden slats of the door. He was in a bed, his chest hurt every time he drew a breath, and his right hand ached something fierce. He raised his arm, found a bandage where his hand used to be, and realized it was a phantom pain and the encounter actually happened, not just a bad dream. His chest was bandaged as well and other than that, he was naked under the linen sheet. Where was he? Where were his silks? Who helped him and where is Lassiter? The questions kept coming, filling his mind.
 
   “I see you are awake,” said a deep male voice over to the left.
 
   Samuel turned his head. “Where am I?” he asked a heavy-set man who was completely bald.
 
   “Lad, you are in the back room of my butcher shop. I am Grover Lathem. And I found you out near the haunted hills,” the man replied. His pants and shirt were gray and he wore a red apron, which was not unusual for a man of his stated profession.
 
   Samuel felt as weak as a day old hatchling. “How long have I been here?”
 
   “I brought you here three days ago. We felt those invisible waves, the same kind that was shaking the land when Daniel Benhannon from Tannakonna way was tangling with them Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild, except the ones we felt the night I found you were not so intense. I felt the waves, there were flashes of light, and agonizing screams coming from those cursed hills north of the town. The waves came one more time and then every thing got real quiet, so I went out to see what happened. Well, I went as far into the haunted hills as I dared, and then saw a pile of fresh horse meat. As I said, I am a butcher and it seemed a shame to let all that prime meat go bad, so I fetched my wagon with the thought of shoveling it in so I can clean and sell what’s edible. I found you under the pile.”
 
   Samuel hated hearing Salsa being referred to as a pile of meat, but he was an Accomplished and had a duty to perform, he would mourn her later. “Did you find anyone else, a man with Taracopian features and Ecoppian height and coloring?”
 
   Grover shook his head. “No, can’t say that I did. You were the only soul out there. Sorry about your hand. When I found you, all that was sticking out of the meat pile was an arm with a hand blackened to the bone. You lost a lot of blood but the fire that burnt your hand cauterized the area just above your wrist; else you would have bled out.”
 
   No wonder he was feeling so weak. “You sound like a man used to dealing with such wounds,” Samuel commented while pondering what might have happened to his mentor.
 
   Grover smiled and thumped his chest. “I spent twenty years as an Aid Provider for the Royal Cavalry, earned my pension, and opened this shop. I’ve seen plenty of wounds like yours. I had to take the hand, infection and rot would have set in and killed you otherwise.”
 
   “I understand,” Samuel assured him. He wanted to scream about the unfairness of having lost his hand but he was too worried about Lassiter. 
 
   “You were covered in blood and horse innards and your clothes are a mess. I had to clean you up just to figure out what all was wrong. You have four cracked ribs, probably from the fall and the weight landing on you,” Grover explained. “Other than that, the loss of blood, and the hand, you had nothing else wrong. My guess is you’ll be good and strong in a day or two, especially if I can get some meat into you.”
 
   Samuel cleared his throat, it was dry and he was thirsty, but realized he was being rude. “I apologize for not introducing myself. I am Samuel Cresh, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Eagle Guild,”
 
   “Please to meet you and don’t worry about appearing rude. I don’t expect people who are ailing to be at their best,” Grover replied.
 
   “Can I have some water?” 
 
   Grover brought a full pitcher and a tall empty glass over from the table on the right side of the room. Samuel ignored the glass and drank from the pitcher, gulping down all of the precious liquid, enjoying the cool sensation running down his throat. He smacked his lips and held up the pitcher. “More?”
 
   Grover’s eyes widened. “Where are you putting all that?” he asked while getting more water, bless his heart.
 
   Samuel sat up in bed, grunting and holding his aching chest. “Aakacarns metabolize water many times faster than non-Aakacarns.” 
 
   In the end he drank four pitchers of water and then summoned potential, life force energy flowed into him and he focused on where his hand used to be. He could feel the skin growing over the stump, all warm and tingly, which was the best he could do. He drank another half pitcher of water and then summoned potential, this time focusing the tingling warmth on his ribs. The bones knitted back together and the ache went away. He started to remove the bandages from his wrist.
 
   “Wait, you’ll start bleeding again if you do that,” Grover warned him.
 
   Samuel shook his head. “Don’t worry, the flesh is healed,” he assured him and then removed the bandages. Smooth skin had formed over the stump, looking as if it had been there for years.
 
   “Well, ain’t that something to see,” Grover said while scratching his head and eyeing the single golden lightning bolt on Samuel’s right shoulder.
 
   Samuel let the sheet drop to his waist and unwound the large bandage. His chest was perfectly fine and had not a single bruise.
 
   “You got some healing skills yourself,” Grover told him. “Had I known you could do that, I would have left your hand so you could heal it.”
 
   Samuel shook his head. “You did the right thing. Re-growing skin, veins, and muscle to the degree necessary to save the hand is well beyond my ability. I did some healing in Bashierwood, but nothing like this.”
 
   Grover smiled at him. “Was you one of the three Aakacarns from Aakadon that fought in the battle and helped with the healing?”
 
   Samuel did not want to brag, but his part in the battle was no longer a secret, so he did not mind admitting to being involved. “Yes, I was there.”
 
   “Well, I am proud to meet you and glad that I was around to pull you from the pile,” Grover said, his face was all smiles.
 
   “Glad I am as well,” Samuel replied. “Would you bring me my silks?”
 
   Grover’s smile vanished. “I didn’t bother to clean them. I can give you some of my middles son’s clothes, they ought to fit.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I can clean them,” Samuel replied.
 
   Grover left the room and came back half a mark later with a smelly bundle. Samuel took it and cast, Laundering, and touched his cloak, pants, shirt, undergarments, belt, and boots. All of the blood and other bodily substances vanished, leaving his apparel perfectly clean. There was a burn up his right sleeve and a rip in the cloak where a solidified blade of air sliced through where his left hip would have been had he not been toppling off Salsa. He summoned potential, mended the burn and rip, put on his silks, and then sat back down on the bed, feeling a little light headed, no doubt due to the loss of blood. “Did you happen to find anything else on or near me?”
 
   Grover opened a wicker chest, inside were all the accoutrements of an Accomplished. “I found these,” he said and stepped back to allow Samuel to rise and go over to the chest.
 
   They were all covered in blood and gore. He cast, Laundering, and cleansed his blue trumpet case, six amulets, the golden baton, and the Eagle Guild medallion. Four of the amulets were rubies set in gold, all made by him, one diamond set in silver given by Simon Trenca, but the sixth was jade set in silver, and was given to him by Jeremiah Lassiter. Samuel hesitated, almost afraid of what he would discover after holding the communication device to his forehead, but took a deep breath and did what he had to do. His mentor was not dead or he would be receiving nothing at all. What came through the amulet was a sense of horror, confusion, and deepest sorrow, nothing coherent or that could be formed into words. He placed the amulet in his pocket.
 
   Samuel had a feeling he knew what those sensations meant, but feelings were not enough, he had to verify what he could when he could, as his mentor insisted upon. He cast, Locate: Lassiter, and focused his scan four spans half a radius to the north. The Senior Soarer was there, two and three quarters of a span due north. Samuel released the potential for that Melody and then cast, Locate: Serin Gell, scanning the same area as before, then expanded it a full five span radius. There was no sign of the renegade.
 
   “I still think you ought to eat, perhaps some broth,” Grover told him, totally unaware of the spell casting. 
 
   “That would be wonderful,” Samuel replied. He wanted to go immediately but physical necessity dictated otherwise.
 
   The butcher went away and brought back a large bowl of soup filled with meat and vegetables. Samuel wasted little time consuming every last mouthful and drop. He finished off the half pitcher of water and began to wonder where the rest of Grover’s family was. This was Ducaun and the concept of working with Aakacarns was new to the kingdom. “Does anyone else know I am here?”
 
   “Not even my family,” Grover admitted. “My wife passed the year before last, two daughters and two sons are married and on their own. My middle son and youngest daughter live with me and help run the shop. I don’t mean to be offensive or nothing like that, but most folks around here ain’t too comfortable around Aakacarns, and I’m not so much either.”
 
   “Well, you are a good man and I appreciate everything you have done for me,” Samuel told him. 
 
   Grover waved off the notion. “I was just being neighborly.”
 
   “I don’t have any coins at the moment, but I owe you for this,” Samuel said, wishing he had coins to throw around the way Jerremy DeSuan did. As long as he was wishing, why not wish for Sherree Jenna to have been here to save his hand with her Aloe Guild specific Melodies?
 
   “You helped at Bashierwood, consider this payment for that and we will call it even,” Grover replied.
 
   “I need to investigate what you call the haunted hills, my associate is there and I must go to him,” Samuel informed his host.
 
   Grover looked at the black and crimson silks and frowned. “I’m not sure that is a good idea just now,” he replied. “Perhaps you should rest up during the day and go out after it gets dark.”
 
   Samuel needed to reach Lassiter, but it dawned on him that his host did not want the neighbors seeing an Aakacarn coming out of his butcher shop. “It is important that I go to my associate. He could be as bad off as I or worse. Perhaps I could borrow some clothes from your middle son while I am here.”
 
   Grover half smiled, clearly realizing Samuel was offering away to go out while keeping his true calling between them. “I’ll fetch them for you.” 
 
   The butcher brought back a gray shirt with dark gray pants and Samuel put them on. He slipped out the back of the shop and headed into the rolling hills with Grover keeping pace behind him. Samuel cast, Locate: Lassiter, and pinpointed his mentor’s exact location and then went there unerringly. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Grover told him in a voice filled with compassion.
 
   Samuel blinked and could not keep the tears from leaking out of his eyes. In the grass in front of him were blood, hair, and flesh. He recognized the ears and other fleshly parts. “Confirmation, Jeremiah Lassiter has been Condemned,” he stated for the record, almost as if his mentor was standing beside him demanding the verification.
 
   The Senior Soarer had been more than a mentor, he was the first Aakacarn to show compassion to a lost, confused, and broken–hearted Talented, had taken him under his wing. He was more like an uncle than a mentor. Samuel wiped his eyes and stepped back. “Grover, please back up a bit,” he said, and then summoned the necessary potential and cremated the remains.
 
   There was no sign of Bio, so Samuel cast, Locate: Bio, and found the palomino five hills away. He whistled the way Lassiter always did when he wanted the horse to come to him. It did not take long for the Taracopian bred stallion to arrive. He was unharmed and came to Samuel without hesitation.
 
   “Good horse,” Grover commented.
 
   “You can’t eat him,” Samuel quipped.
 
   The butcher chuckled. “Well lad, at least you still got a sense of humor.”
 
   Samuel nodded his head. The quip was his way of dealing with the tension seizing his innards. “This place, what you call the haunted hills, is actually a Serpent nest, an operating base for Tarin Conn’s guild. Serin Gell is one of his most powerful Accomplisheds and often works not more than a few hundred paces from where we stand.”
 
   Grover’s eyes widened. “I thought Daniel Benhannon defeated them,” he said in a whisper.
 
   “He hurt them, no doubt about it, but the Serpent Guild is far from defeated,” Samuel told him just as softly. “I believe the second set of invisible waves you felt was Serin Gell teleporting elsewhere.”
 
   “Where do you suppose he went?” the butcher asked while eyeing the area cautiously, and a good thing too. Some of the renegade’s associates could still be in the area.
 
   “I cannot say for sure, but my best guess is Tannakonna where he can harm Daniel’s family and friends, including Tim Dukane, You see, Serin Gell led the Serpent forces in the Battle of Bashierwood and later was captured by Daniel after dueling Balen Tamm. The renegade escaped. I and my associate came here to apprehend him,” Samuel told the retired Aid Provider.
 
   “Tim Dukane, the mountaineer who hunted the Serpents with Daniel,” Grover replied, showing he was familiar with the details of the duel at Mount Gosian.
 
   Samuel nodded his head. “Yes, the very man. What better way to exact vengeance than to strike at those Daniel loves while he is in Ducanton serving your Queen?”
 
   Grover’s brow wrinkled and his eyes hardened, determination setting into his features. “You have to do something, get reinforcements, or, I don’t know, something.”
 
   The man was too polite to say Samuel was in over his head, that he was fortunate to have survived the previous encounter, and not likely to fair any better at the next, alone at least. “I plan on going to Bashierwood and giving the people there warning, but I need your help,” he said and reached into his cloak and pulled out one of the amulets of his making and handed it to the butcher.
 
   “What is this for?” Grover eyed the gift suspiciously. 
 
   “These hills are haunted by members of the Serpent Guild. I need you to let me know anytime something Aakacarn in nature happens. I know this is asking a lot and I understand the position helping me this way places you in,” Samuel replied, and for a few moments it seemed the man was going to throw the amulet back at him.
 
   “What can I do against the Serpents? All I can do is get killed or Condemned messing around in these hills, and then what have you gained? Just me worse than hurt and you without the information you seek,” he replied. At least he still had the amulet in his hand.
 
   “I don’t want you anywhere near these hills or confronting the Serpent Guild. All I want is for you to go about the routine of your life and if you happen to notice anything out of the ordinary, use that amulet, somewhere in secret, place the ruby against your forehead and let me know,” Samuel assured him. “That’s all, nothing more.”
 
   Grover scratched his head, took a good long while to ponder the request, and then finally nodded. “I’ll do it,” he agreed and then placed the amulet in his pants pocket.
 
   “Thank you,” Samuel told him, and then shook hands with the first of what he hoped would be a broad network of Eagle Eyes. “You are not only helping me, you’re helping Daniel and the rest of Ducaun.”
 
   They traveled back to the butcher shop where Samuel waited until night to change into his silks, mount Bio, and head out for Bashierwood. Grover’s middle son and daughter always had something that needed doing that kept them away, so he never met them, which clearly was how they wanted it. Whatever the reason, they avoided him and he respected their feelings, yet hoped more folks would become accepting of Aakacarns.
 
   An owl hooted and the nocturnal sounds of the forest filled the night. Samuel summoned a faint ball of light, brightening the trail just enough to reveal any hazards, and continued all the way through, reaching the northwestern base of Mount Tannakonna just as the sun began to rise up over the horizon. 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eleven: An Official Representative Of the Queen 
 
   The royal reception hall was filled with hundreds of guest, lords, ladies, cabinet ministers, and dignitaries from all over the world. Daniel, dressed in his fancy knightly garb, preferred to be elsewhere, but duty demanded that he spend some time getting acquainted with all of the nobles. Silvia was beside him and dressed in a lavender gown fit for a ball. David was back among the Teki at the Great Carnival, where word of the Chosen Vessel had spread far and wide throughout the troops, and meetings were being held to discuss how to serve in his swirl, no one was asking him.
 
   “That dark-haired woman next to the Queen is a Seer,” Silvia informed him with her hand resting on his arm while he escorted her around the room.
 
   Daniel glanced at the person indicated. “She is Lady Kurts, one of the Queen’s counselors.”
 
   “I don’t think your Queen wants the fact known,” Silvia added in a hushed tone.
 
   “I agree with you on that. Her counselor being a Seer could explain how Cleona knew with certainty about my being chosen. I can see where having a Seer near at hand can be helpful.”
 
   “Why thank you, Chosen Vessel,” Silvia teased with a dimpled smile and she curtsied. 
 
   Daniel winced. He still was not comfortable with that designation, even though the fact was on almost every tongue in the city, or so he learned from Jared and the hordes of people who came out to the estate looking for employment, some of which had been among those who had followed him from Jeeter to Ducanton. “It is bad enough I have to hear that title shouted by every group of Teki we pass in the street, they have citizens and people from other places taking up the greeting, I don’t need to hear it here.”
 
   She actually smirked at him, one of the most powerful Accomplished on the planet, and she smirks. A chuckle escaped before Daniel could stifle it.
 
   “How are you going to gather people if they don’t know who you are?” she asked sweetly.
 
   “They seem to find me no matter what I say or do,” Daniel replied, resignedly.
 
   Sir Carlo separated from a group of nobles and came over. “I hear being a Knight of the Realm and a Lord of the Land is not enough, you are the Chosen Vessel as well.” He was smiling when he said it, so it was meant to be funny.
 
   “You can have the title, it fits you better,” Daniel replied.
 
   Sir Carlo raised his hands in a warding off gesture. “Oh no, I don’t think it would suit me well at all.”
 
   “Such a grand title to be bandied about so causally,” said a man of average height and build with greasy black hair and a thin mustache. His coat was black with silver scrollwork on the sleeves and his silk shirt was violet. A golden belt buckle held up his black silk pants. The handle on the sword in his silver scabbard was gold with rubies set in the cross guard. The thing would be slipping in his hand the moment he broke a sweat in battle. 
 
   “Sir Daniel, I have the privilege of introducing to you, Prince Xavier Suchen of Pentrosa,” Sir Carlo said. “Prince Xavier, I give you, Sir Daniel Benhannon, the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun and his escort, Silvia Cresh of the Reshashinni Teki.”
 
   Xavier’s dark beady eyes passed over Silvia as if she was not there and fixed on Daniel. “I am pleased to finally meet the person whose name is on practically everyone’s lips. Tell me, does having a meaningless title bestowed on you make up for your impotence?”
 
   The man was obnoxious and Daniel smiled, he had been underestimated by people far more powerful than this puffed up jackal. “Does being born a prince make up for yours?” he answered. Silvia chuckled and Sir Carlo smiled just a crack.
 
   Xavier’s face flushed red and he turned to Sir Carlo. “I can see why you are his watcher. The young man is still not out of training.”
 
   “Diplomacy is not yet his strongest quality so it is probably best for all concerned if we stay in recognized boundaries,” Sir Carlo replied evenly.
 
   The Pentrosan prince chuckled. “Boundaries, I think it is you Ducaunans who have a problem with boundaries. I seem to remember a map where everything north of Mount Geble and all of the area around the Taltin Sea belonged to Pentrosa,”
 
   Daniel laughed. “Only in your fanciful dreams, Ducaun has always held its borders, and will continue to do so.”
 
   Xavier smirked. “You can take the mountaineer off the mountain but you still have a person only half educated,” he said and touched the sword at his hip. “Perhaps I will have leisure to give a lesson or two.”
 
   The thought of going a few rounds in the practice arena with this flatlander had a certain appeal and Daniel looked forward to thumping him a few times with a wooden sword. “Swatting you in the rump is not going to change the facts, but if you want ..,”
 
   “But Sir Daniel has urgent business and has no more time to mingle tonight,” Sir Carlo finished for him, and then actually pulled him away so fast Silvia had to hike up her dress and jog to keep up. The prince just stood there laughing.
 
   Sir Carlo escorted them out into the plaza where people were dancing and an orchestra played Felsum’s Fifth Overture, which caused Daniel to remember the concert he, Tim, Sherree, Samuel, and Jerremy performed for the cavalry escorting him to Aakadon.
 
   “That was almost a no-win situation for you and Ducaun,” the Knight said after coming to a stop in a vacant corner. 
 
   “I was just going to offer to go a few practice rounds with him,” Daniel replied, and was a little annoyed at being rushed away like a child. 
 
   “I know; which is why I pulled you out of there. He was goading you into challenging him to a duel,” Sir Carlo explained.
 
   Daniel laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That little man couldn’t hurt me if his life depended on it.”
 
   “I agree, and that is part of the problem. When you are in that uniform, you officially represent the Queen of Ducaun. An official representative of Ducaun issuing a challenge to an official representative of Pentrosa, if you fight him, and hurt him even just a little, it would have severe consequences that could set back years of negotiations that have kept our two kingdoms from going to war,” Sir Carlo told him.
 
   “Why would he want to provoke a war?” Daniel wanted to know. The prince, unpleasant as he was, knew the stakes better than him.
 
   “He doesn’t want war. He wants to have a grievance to bring up at the Board of Inter-kingdom Relations. He never mentioned the type of lesson he would teach and would claim touching the hilt of his sword was inadvertent. You would be seen as the aggressor,” Sir Carlo explained.
 
   “Oh,” Daniel replied, feeling way out of his depths. 
 
   “You will learn these things in time. And just so you know, Prince Xavier was correct. The Suteck Empire did hold the boundaries he described, ending about two thousand years ago, after lasting nearly five centuries. Paul Tarsheese, a Grand Maestro put an end to it and had the old boundaries restored. We have held ours ever since, but some folks on the Pentrosan side still harbor fantasies of taking the land back and re-establishing the empire,” Sir Carlo educated him.
 
   “So thumping him on the rear with a practice sword wouldn’t have made me right,” Daniel said. He raised his hand when it looked like the older Knight was going to belabor the previous point. “I understand, and will not let him goad me any further.”
 
   Sir Carlo glanced back toward the reception hall. “I have to meet with some people, so enjoy yourself and try not to get into any duels.” He said it with a smile, but his tone of voice indicated he was serious.
 
   “I think the prince could use a good thumping,” Silvia remarked, after the Knight walked away. “He didn’t even acknowledge me.”
 
   “Being acknowledged by a hound would be more meaningful,” Daniel replied.
 
   Silvia smiled. “I can’t argue with that.”
 
   “I think my knightly duty has been satisfied for the evening. Let’s go by the Excursion so I can change into my blue suit, and then we can grab Jared and eat with your troop,” Daniel suggested.
 
   “Well, if you’re changing clothes, then I am too. My regular clothes are better suited for riding out to the wagons, unless the carriage you rented takes us there,” Silvia was quick to reply.
 
   Daniel wanted to be out of his knightly garb and into clothes that did not make him stand out in the crowd. The coat and hat the Teki had given him along with the shirt and pants Jared purchased would do nicely. “I want to ride Sprinter. He’s been stabled for two days.” 
 
   “Jared might be a little disappointed. I think he likes riding in carriages.” 
 
   “I think you’re right, but he loves Sandstorm, so I don’t think he will mind,” Daniel replied, and escorted her out of the palace to where the coachmen stood ready to assist those who were arriving and departing. 
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Vance Cummin sat in his cherry wood-paneled office. The surface of his desk was covered with reports and hundreds of amulets were in the drawers. To his right, on a side table, was a golden crown on the front of which was a sapphire-eyed cobra poised to strike. Inside the circle of the crown were communication-infused gemstones, three rubies, two emeralds, two diamonds, and five sapphires, one of which was flat with a round diamond set in it. Double gemmed amulets were rare, but not unheard of.
 
   “Are you hearing me?” the voice of Prince Xavier sounded in his head. The man always began these reports with the same question. 
 
   “Yes, Highness, what news have you from the court of Ducuan?”
 
   “I met Sir Daniel earlier.”
 
   “What was your impression?” Vance sent back. He had to remind himself to be patient with commoners because they simply did not understand the workings of a communication amulet.
 
   “Without his Aakacarn powers, he is nothing more than a backwoods mountaineer. It is obvious his Queen took pity on him, giving him a noble title and a uniform, but he is still only a half educated commoner, yet the peasants refer to him as the Chosen Vessel,” the Pentrosan sent.
 
   Vance already knew Daniel Benhannon was safely out of the way. Tarin Conn had appeared in a dream and warned him to avoid confrontations with the young man. The Supreme Maestro no longer seemed to have any desire to recruit the Ducaunan, but indicated there were ways the young man could be of future use to the guild. Tarin Conn had plans within plans and would disclose them at his pleasure. Meanwhile Vance had plans of his own.
 
   “Your information is valuable,” Vance always told the prince even if the information was trivial. “I think you should start your journey home soon.”
 
   “Does this mean my father has rejected your proposal?” Xavier sent back.
 
   “He and your two brothers do not see, nor can they perceive the benefit of cooperation with me and my associates. They are satisfied with the status quo. You, on the other hand, have the vision to see how Pentrosa can gain greater glory,” Vance sent in response.
 
   “The Suteck Empire rising from antiquity to once again be the mightiest of the nations,” Xavier sent with undertones of euphoria and exaltation. This was the man’s dream and he would agree to almost anything to make it a reality, which is what Vance was counting on.
 
   “Don’t you mean, the Suchen Empire?”
 
   Waves of excited emotions flowed through the link. “That does have a better sound to it,” the prince agreed.
 
   “Then, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. By the time you arrive home, King Jarred Suchen will have fallen from his balcony and broken his neck. Prince Romin will have died in a hunting accident. It seems one of his friends will loose an arrow and the wind will take it slightly off course and strike your eldest brother and heir to the throne in the neck, killing him fairly quickly. Prince Xaan will have plunged to his death off Jerdin Falls after his horse panics and they both go over the edge, leaving you heir to the throne.”
 
   “That is sad news. One wonders what the Serpent Guild gets out of this,” the Prince sent, and suspicion flowed through the link along with the words.
 
   “We get a strong ally, one who will be on the right side when the Chosen Vessel rises from Kelgotha. His coming is eminent and those who are faithful will be in his favor, while those who resist will face his wrath. The Supreme Maestro’s victory was never in doubt but it is assured after he maneuvered Efferin Tames into Silencing the other Chosen Vessel,” Vance replied, his last sentence being an out right lie. Tarin Conn had not planned what occurred, but he did warn the foolish young Accomplished what would happen if he placed his trust in the Grand Maestro of Aakadon.
 
   “You mean that woodsman is the Chosen Vessel?”
 
   “His bite was poisonous enough to kill Balen Tamm, but now he has been defanged, and is unable to defend himself against even the weakest Aakacarn. The first time he ever touched a sword was probably when his Queen handed him one, which means he is not even a threat to a common soldier. Even so, my associates and I will continue to keep track of his doings,” Vance sent.
 
   “I have a sudden desire to head back to my homeland,” Xavier sent, along with a sense of merriment.
 
   “I will see you at your coronation,” Vance replied.
 
   The contact ended and Rex Badger entered the office. The slender Ducaunan was recruited from the Mount Geble region thirty years ago at the age of five. His irises were black and impossible to distinguish from his pupils. His brown suit, white shirt, and gold cufflinks caused everyone to believe he was an account keeper.  “I understand you have an assignment for me,” he said in a soft tenor.
 
   “Yes, some people need to die,” Vance told him while rising from his chair and donning his black and crimson cloak. 
 
   If he had been at Serpent North, he would have been wearing the gold on black silks only a Three-both Accomplished of the Serpent Guild was permitted to put on. Here, in the residence of the Accomplished of Holcum, the capital of Pentrosa, the raiment of an Accomplished of Aakadon must be worn.
 
   The Two-bolt Accomplished smiled, clearly he enjoyed his profession. “Is Prince Xavier among them?”
 
   “Come, walk with me and I will give you the details,” Vance told him and led the way out of his office.
 
   The building constructed by the Stone Guild had twenty stories, each ten cubits high, and a giant golden eagle on the roof staring down as if ready to swoop onto unwary prey. He went down the red carpeted hall and into a room where a One-bolt Accomplished, a stout swarthy fellow, native of Aczencopa with light brown eyes, held ten people captive, each suspended above the floor and wrapped in bonds of solidified air. 
 
   “Xavier will be replaced if he attempts to reveal my allegiance to Tarin Conn, otherwise leave him be. I made a mutually beneficial deal with him and as long as he keeps his part, he is to remain healthy,” Vance replied and then focused on the tenth person suspended in the air; a One-bolt Accomplished of the Sun Guild. Her flame red hair framed a freckled face and her green eyes were blazing in fury. “Sandra, it is unfortunate you uncovered certain truths about where my true loyalties lay.”
 
   She spat, but the spittle fell well short of her target. “How could you a Senior Soarer, serve the Dark Maestro?”
 
    “I am a practical man. My goals coincide with those of the Supreme Maestro and I am proud of my mental link to him. He is the Chosen Vessel and the most powerful Accomplished in the history of the world. Do you know I will virtually live forever by casting his Ageless Melody? The one used in Aakadon must be cast annually, grants the caster to live a mere two or three centuries while Tarin Conn’s need only be cast once every century, and the caster can live perpetually. And that is only one of the benefits of serving him. The other is power. You are looking at the next Maestro of the Serpent Guild,” Vance said, having no qualms about sharing his reasons with her.
 
   “You are corrupted,” she replied, as if she actually expected her retort to affect him.
 
   “On the contrary, it is the fools in Aakadon who have corrupted the heritage of all Aakacarns. Jupiter, Apollo, Ra, Isis, and our other ancient ancestors never had a problem ruling the commoners, but under the rules of Aakadon, we must guide and protect the ignorant weaklings. The Supreme Maestro is only looking to restore our race to the glory it once held.”
 
   “Our purpose was to watch and care for the weaker races, not rule over them, and especially not be worshipped by them, which is why our ancestors were banished from the earth and given this second chance on a new world to be what we were created to be. The very ancestors you speak of were the ones who established Aakadon and the seven guilds,” she argued, with the same religious dogma perpetuated in the Aakacarn city. There was no point belaboring the issue and he had no time for debating over whose point of view was correct.
 
   Vance summoned the potential for, Sleep, and focused on the One-bolt Accomplished. She slipped into unconsciousness. He then summoned the potential for Condemnation and focused. Twin beams of red-gold light shot from his eyes and struck her. After ten heart beats her will was his, after twenty heart beats her fiery hair fell to the floor, and thirty heart beats allowed him to make a few adjustments to her face, so no one would recognize her, and then he stopped. Causing her to sleep throughout the Condemnation had nothing to do with compassion, it was the noise; He simply could not abide shouting and screaming. She woke up and stared blankly at him.
 
   “Why didn’t you strip off her silks and rearrange her entire body?” Rex inquired, seeming a little disappointed.
 
   “She is mine to command for the rest of her life, which is all I really need. It is obvious she would never ally with us, so now she will serve in this capacity. Anything beyond this level of condemnation is a waste of my time. I have nine more in this room and over a thousand waiting for me back at Serpent North who will require my attention. I prefer willing partners with whom I can make accommodations, but our army must grow for the war that will shortly begin, and I will prepare for it one way or the other,” Vance took the time to explain, mostly because he was considering elevating the assassin to second in command. The Two-bolt had sharp instincts and knew his goals would be best accomplished by serving the man who would be the next Maestro of the guild.
 
   “A practical way to look at it and I can see how it would put you way ahead of Serin Gell,” Rex stated, showing he too had been visited by the Supreme Maestro and knew the pair of Three-bolts were vying for the same position.
 
   Vance began the same process of condemnation on the remaining nine captives while discussing the assassinations. “King Jarred is to take a fatal fall from his balcony. Prince Romin is to die with an arrow in his throat, and Prince Xaan and his horse must plunge to their deaths off Jerdin Falls; all must appear to be tragic accidents, you must not be seen, and the Serpent Guild’s involvement must not be suspected. Start with Romin. Prince Xaan will eventually go to the falls, it is his place for solitude, and then he must die. The King will go out on the south balcony, as is his morning custom, and that is when he is to drop to his death. All of these accidents need to occur before Prince Xavier crosses from Ducaun into Pentrosa.”
 
   “It will be as you say,” Rex assured him. “What about events in the south, has Jordan and his team succeeded?”
 
   “Simms has not reported the progress of his assignment. But I know exactly what has happened, being a Senior Soarer, the Eagle Guild Communication Coordinator keeps me informed. Serin Gell has escaped and more than half of Jordan’s team perished in the undertaking. They went to Gell’s nest in Lamont, were tracked there by Jeremiah Lassiter and a Fledging. Gell Condemned the Senior Soarer, and left the Fledging for dead. Samuel Cresh survived with only the loss of his right hand. He traveled to Tannakonna where Bella Sander is now stationed and gave a full report. I do not believe Gell knows the Fledgling survived or even who he was,” Vance replied.
 
   “It was my understanding that all guild activities were to be covert. Serin Gell is making a lot of noise and calling attention to himself and us,” Rex correctly pointed out.
 
   “In Gell’s case there was no way to be discreet when freeing him from the Eagle Guild, but he is getting sloppy leaving witnesses behind. I was only able to recruit a fraction of his network into mine and their loyalty is yet to be firmly established. Most of his associates are in hiding, perhaps fearing my wrath for not reporting to Serpent North when I gave the order. Serin will activate his team and then after I am appointed Maestro, will bring the entire network into submission to me. My goals are set and the plans to bring them to fruition are in motion. I have been brewing civil unrest in Taracopa for over a year and have made inroads to the royal families of Fon Kay, Zune, and Demfilia. When the time is right, I will pull all of the strings and everything I have worked for will come together, and the world will be at war,” Vance explained in greater detail than in the past. “You will have a prominent place in the unfolding of those events.”
 
   Rex smiled and gave a slight bow of the head. “I look forward to my future roll, but first I have some accidents to arrange,” he replied and then went off to perform his tasks.
 
   Vance continued to condemn the captives. Phil Nettle, the One-bolt Accomplished suspending the captives, released each one at the completion of the spell. When the process was over nine bald commoners, all men, and one bald woman stood waiting to receive any order Vance Cummin chose to give. “You will obey Accomplished Nettle until I say otherwise,” he commanded. It simply was not practical or wise to have thousands of Condemneds only obeying his voice. His was supreme, of course, but assigning ten Condemneds to each Accomplished seemed to be much more efficient, and that was the key to ultimate victory, efficiency.
 
    
 
   --------------------------- 
 
    
 
    Daniel was in the Whetstone, a huge indoor facility where the royal guardsmen honed, trained, and practiced their martial skills. Sections were set aside for archery, sword training, empty handed fighting, and halberd wielding. The arrows were real and some of the men were practicing with actual blades and halberds, but most were using wooden blades and poles with padded heads, all with the same weight and balance the weapons would have. He promised Marcus he would keep up with the sword training and this was the place to be.
 
   He was already a master-of-the-bow, so was not interested in working in that section. Empty handed fighting looked interesting, but practicing with the sword was his focus, so he walked over to that section and grabbed a wooden blade from the many slots in the wall in which they were sheathed. These were modeled after broadswords and so the weight was greater than what he was used to. At least a hundred men were using the facility and twenty-two in the section with him, but they would glance at him and then pretend he was not among them. Perhaps it was unusual for a Knight of the Realm to visit the Whetstone. He began practicing what Marcus had taught him, thrusts and parries, but the exercise was merely that, exercise, and was not very fulfilling or remotely challenging.
 
   “Begging your pardon, Sir Daniel,” a tenor voice came from behind.
 
    Daniel turned and found himself facing a mountain of a man, mostly muscle, with dark curly hair and who stood a good hand taller than he. “What can I do for you Sergeant?” he replied after noticing the double stripes on the man’s sleeves.
 
   “I was just wondering why a person of eminence such as yourself would choose to practice your skills among us commoners?” the Sergeant replied. He was holding one of the polls with the padded heads. 
 
   “Simple reasons,” Daniel told him while resting the point of his practice sword on the floor. “It wasn’t very long ago that I was a commoner, so I haven’t learned how to keep my nose in the air yet. And I need the practice.”
 
   The Sergeant smiled. “Good enough reasons. How about you and I go a few rounds with the practice halberd?”
 
   Daniel was not particularly interested in that weapon but was so desiring of a challenge that he accepted the invitation. “I never held that weapon but let’s have at it for awhile.”
 
   “I’m Sergeant Keenan. If you will, come this way,” he replied and led him to the halberd section where two men within a broad circle went at each other, swinging the padded poles, ducking, jumping, thrusting, and parrying, until one clouted the other on the head.
 
   Ten identical circles were in this area and Keenan went over to a stand which held twenty poles with padded heads, pulled one up and hurled it at Daniel, who snatched it out of the air with his left hand, having never touched a halberd did not mean his reflexes were so poor he could not catch one. The Sergeant’s eyes widened, clearly he did not expect such a good catch. Daniel dropped the wooden sword and swung the pole, getting a feel for the balance of the thing.
 
   They entered the first circle on the right and Keenan came at Daniel swinging the pole as if it weighed hardly anything at all. Daniel brought the end of his pole up just in time to keep from being clouted in the head. He did not have his personal shield up, had not since arriving in Ducanton. Any hit he took here would earn bruises. Keenan kept coming at him, jabbing and swinging the pole in a blur and it was all Daniel could do to keep from being hit, actually going on the offensive did not even occur to him. Keenan’s pole suddenly slipped down, bringing the Sergeant’s hand in contact with the base of the padded head while the other end swung down and around, sweeping Daniel’s feet out from under him, and in a blur the padded head came back, slamming into his chest.
 
   “You are now dead on the field,” Keenan told him.
 
   “You show’em Serge,” a tall corporal in the circle nearest them called out.
 
   Daniel stood back up. “Shall we have another go?”
 
   Keenan smiled. “My pleasure,” he stated and then brought his pole around in an arc.
 
   Daniel parried and came back swinging. Like the first match, it took all he had to keep from getting hit. Not long into the bout, the Sergeant’s pole slipped the way it had in the first round. Daniel leapt above the swing meant to sweep him off his feet and brought the padded end down on the top of Keenan’s head. The Sergeant dropped to the floor, but the padding on Keenan’s pole struck Daniel’s right calf as it fell, although it caused him no harm. He offered his hand to his opponent, who allowed himself to be pulled back on his feet.
 
   “You’re a fast learner, I’ll grant you that, but if this had been an actual fight with real halberds, I would be dead and you would be sorely wounded and ready to be killed by the next person you faced. Always know where your opponent’s blade is, or else the victory could be your last. Even so it was a worthy bout, there’s good metal in you,” Keenan said.
 
   “Thank you for the words, but mostly for not going easy on me,” Daniel replied.
 
   Keenan gave a chuckle. “Your opponent in battle will not go easy on you and don’t ever forget it.”
 
   “I will keep it in mind,” Daniel replied.
 
   “A halberd is not the weapon of a Royal Knight of the Realm,” said a pointed nosed, wiry dark-haired man in the green uniform of the cavalry, with the gold pin striping on the pants and coat. On each shoulder pad he had a silver bar. But what really stood out was the lightning bolt on his sword hilt and scabbard, marking him a Master-of-the-blade.
 
   Keenan frowned at the interruption or maybe he did not much care for the newcomer. “Sir Daniel this is Lieutenant Cale Tomei,” he stated stiffly.
 
   “Pleased to meet you Lieutenant Tomei,” Daniel replied and offered his hand at the same time the cavalryman saluted. There was an awkward moment when Daniel tried to return the salute while the Lieutenant brought his hand down to be shaken.
 
   “I’m pleased to finally meet you,” Tomei replied as their hands clasped.
 
   “I came here to sharpen my sword work,” Daniel told him. “The bow and the knife are what I am most familiar with, the sword not so much.”
 
   Tomei glanced toward the sword section. “Step over there, we can have a practice bout, and see how much sharpening needs to be done.”
 
   Daniel was pleased to have someone to spar with, although held no delusions of actually prevailing. “Very well,” he replied, tossed the padded pole to Keenan, picked up the practice sword, and went to the area indicated.
 
   This section had ten circles as well and all but three were in use. Every man stopped when Cale Tomei stepped into the circle with Daniel. It is not often one gets the opportunity to watch a Master-of-the-blade in action. It was time to find out if the days practicing with Marcus were enough to allow Daniel to stand toe to toe against a master. Daniel smiled at the thought and wondered how short this match was going to be, he doubted it would be very long.
 
   Daniel stood in the ready position with his blade forward and pointed slightly up. Tomei stood seemingly at ease with his practice sword pointed down. One moment he was standing still, the next he moved as if his legs were spring loaded. The blade was a blur and Daniel was struck three times in the chest area before he could move his blade, any one of the three hits would have been mortal if steal had been used. As it was, Daniel knew he was going to have bruises.
 
   All of the guardsmen applauded Tomei, who took a bow, and then ignored them, turning to his opponent. “Let me guess, you have been taught by a competent ex-soldier.”
 
   Daniel nodded his head. “Yes, by my Captain-of-the-Guard.”
 
   Tomei stared at him for awhile. “I was watching your bout with the Sergeant. You have quick reflexes, and apparently plenty of stamina,” the stamina came from the extra life force energy all Aakacarns possess to one degree or another but the blade master could not know that, “those qualities give me something to work with. I will teach you the forms if you want to learn.”
 
   Be taught by a master, the idea certainly appealed. “When can we start?” Daniel replied after deliberating for several heart beats.
 
   “We can begin today. I have a little time before I go on duty. Put away that stick, we will not spar again for awhile, at least until you know enough of the forms to make it not so one sided. There is nothing to be gained for either of us until then. You would learn nothing beyond the impossibility of beating me. I’m ranked as one of the top ten blades in the world, certainly the greatest in Ducaun,” Tomei said, and there was no mistaking the arrogance in his voice, except what he stated was true.
 
   The Lieutenant stood in the circle with him and then began to move gracefully, like a dancer, moving the blade as if it was an extension of his arm. He stopped and said, “That was called, Pruning the Hedges. Stand beside me, in the same position, and match me move for move.”
 
   Daniel did so and spent the next several marks working on just that one movement, over and over again until Tomei was finally satisfied it was being done correctly and consistently. The tempo of the dance, which is what the form most felt like, was increased each time they performed it, and even then it was not as fast as the Lieutenant could do in actual combat.
 
   Days went by and Daniel was slowly improving, having been taught, Raking the Leaves, Parting Kiss, and Crack of the Whip. Those were just the beginning, the lessons were hard work, and he enjoyed them immensely.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twelve: Do Whatever Is Necessary 
 
   The late afternoon lessons provided by Cale made the days go by faster and Daniel was steadily improving on his skills. He knew all of the sword forms, performing them slowly, but would get faster, given enough time and practice, or so the Lieutenant assured him. Most of his mornings were taken up in meet-and-greets with various nobles and Prime Minister Xan DuTobin along with various other ministers, the Chamberlain, and meetings with his fellow Knights of the Realm in their chapter house on the north side of the palace grounds, which gave them the opportunity to speak of how they carried out their duties, which was their way of informally educating him.
 
   Jared was waiting in the Excursion when Daniel arrived, in a room two doors down from the one they rented when first arriving in Ducanton, before the knighthood had been bestowed. The furnishings were identical. The account keeper stood up. The brown suit he wore was tailored perfectly. The white silk shirt and gold cufflinks finished the outfit of his profession. It had taken Daniel only a few days to realize all the brown-suits were account keepers, treasurers, money handlers, and the like. Life in the flat lands took some adjusting on his part but he was doing his best to figure things out. There was a time when he would not have tried, thinking flatlanders were strange and leaving it at that.
 
   “I purchased the items you required,” Jared said while handing Daniel a blue silk drawstring pouch. 
 
   “Thank you,” Daniel replied and poured the contents into his hand.
 
   “Three flawless stones, diamond, sapphire, and topaz,” the account keeper needlessly informed.
 
   Each gem was about the size of a robin’s egg and of excellent quality. Daniel removed the common stones he collected in the shallows of Lake Benhannon from his inner pocket and placed them on the table along with the gems. He touched his golden belt buckle and focused potential at the first and largest stone, changing it into gold, and then shaped it into a flattened oval. 
 
   “I didn’t know you could do that,” Jared told him with eyes bulging.
 
   “I told you I had access to more gold if the need arises. Well, I have need, but this ability of mine is to stay between us, both to keep my spell casting a secret and to keep greedy people from hounding me.”
 
   “You can count on my discretion,” Jared assured him. “Perhaps I can purchase the horses Marcus put in a request for after all.”
 
   “I didn’t know he wanted more,” Daniel replied while picking up the sapphire in his right hand and holding a common stone in his left.
 
   “It was a last minute request before we left and I promised to bring the matter to your attention at some point, well this is that point, especially since I know you can easily afford it,” Jared went on to say.
 
   “Go ahead and buy however many horses of whatever breed Marcus needs,” Daniel told him and then summoned and focused potential on the objects in his right and left hands. The common stone turned into a sapphire. He placed the original sapphire back in the pouch and picked up the topaz, then repeated the procedure, producing a duplicate topaz, and then did the same with the diamond. A few moments passed before he realized Jared had stopped talking. The account keeper’s mouth was wide open. “Did you think the Melody only works on gold?”
 
   “Account management is my domain, spell casting is yours, but from now on, nothing you do will surprise me,” he replied, regaining his composure.
 
   Daniel nodded, acknowledging the statement, and then focused on the three duplicate gems. He formed the sapphire into a falcon in flight, the diamond into a lightning bolt, placed the bolt into the talons of the falcon, sank them both into the topaz, and then bonded the gems to the golden oval, creating a tri-gem amulet. He cast, Give Me A Holler, the Melody he composed to replace the one lost in the Silencing, focused the potential into his creation, added a Da Capo, and tied it off to his life force. Ten common stones remained. This part he had never tried before and was not certain if it would work the way he hoped. “Jared, you may want to step into the other room. This part is more along the lines of an experiment.” 
 
   The account keeper wasted no time high tailing it into the bedroom, slamming the door in his haste. Daniel tried not to smile but the urge was greater than his resolve. After a few moments, he cast, Change It, and focused on the ten common stones. Each one became exact duplicates of the tri-gem amulet, but did, Give Me A Holler, infuse them or did he just create a pile of custom jewelry? There was only one way to find out. He placed the original, which he knew would work, in the pouch with the gems, and then called Jared. “You can come out now.”
 
   The account keeper opened the door just a crack, peeked out, one eye visible, and then came into the room. “I appreciate being warned of any Aakacarn experimentation.”
 
   “Understood,” Daniel replied and then held up one of the amulets. “This is for communication. Simply place the smoothed gem against your forehead and speak to me. I will hear you no matter where or how far away I am.”
 
   Jared took the amulet and went into the other room. “Can you hear me?” his voice sounded in Daniel’s head.
 
   It worked! Daniel was thrilled. “Yes, I hear you. Come back and we will go have dinner.”
 
   The account keeper reentered the room with a spring in his step. “That is a handy device,” he commented, to which Daniel could only agree.
 
   They went down to the dining area, which was crowded with people, and ordered their food, beef, potatoes, and green beans. Daniel’s fork was half way to his mouth when a voice sounded in his head.
 
   “Daniel, this is Tim. I haven’t used the amulet before because I didn’t want to bother you with every day matters, but there are some things you need to know,” his friend sent.
 
   Daniel laid his fork on his plate and held up his hand for silence when it looked as though Jared was going to inquire if there was anything wrong. “Tim, it’s good to hear from you. And, speak to me anytime, not just when you think I need to know something. Remember, I can’t initiate the conversation.”
 
   The sense of laughter came through and then the words, “Gina and I have been spending some of the gold you gave us, we are newlyweds you know.” He clearly had better things to do, and communicating with his friend was not on the top of the list.
 
   Daniel tried to convey his happy feelings for them through the link. “I remember.”
 
   A sense of caution came next, followed by, “Serin Gell has escaped. Samuel is here and staying at the Polkat. He believes the Pentrosan will come seeking revenge. Also, there is an Accomplished who claims to have met you, Bella Sander, who has been stationed here, and there is a full garrison of Royal Cavalry a thousand strong on the east side of the village.”
 
   Bashierwood was growing into a town, which was not surprising given all the attention it had received of late. The Accomplished of Dowman’s End being stationed on Tannakonna was a surprise, and Daniel was glad to finally know which fate happened to Serin Gell, even though he was hoping the Eagle Guild had seen fit to execute the man for his crimes. “Bella Sander gave me lodging for a night and is a good man. As for Serin Gell; I knew the shield was gone. Thanks for letting me know the Pentrosan is out and about.”
 
   “It is the least I can do. Word is you are a Knight of the Realm and have a fancy estate.” Tim sent back but there was a sense of nervousness along with the words.
 
   “The Queen insisted and it was either accept or run away, so here I am. Now, tell me what else is bothering you. Is Serin Gell about to assault the town? Are my parents alright? Is Samuel okay?”
 
   “There is no sign of Serin Gell or any other Serpent Guild activity in the area. Your parents are well, but Samuel lost his right hand over in Lamont after tangling with some associates of the Pentrosan. Our Teki friend is otherwise unhurt,” Tim sent, still giving off a sense of anxiety, as if there was something more to be said.
 
   “What else?” Daniel sent back.
 
   “There is a new eatery opening on the east side of Bashierwood.”
 
   “That’s nice to know, but why are you troubled about it?” Daniel wanted to know.
 
   “I didn’t want to be the one to tell you this; Todd Polkat asked Val into his cabin and she accepted about ten days ago. He didn’t actually build her a cabin, they are living at the inn until the eatery is completed, which it mostly is. They will be living on the second floor and serving food on the first when all is ready. With the cavalry nearby, they expect to earn a good living,” Tim sent back.
 
   Daniel took a few moments to digest the news. He had no idea Todd, decent fellow as he is, would be Val’s choice. The innkeeper’s son had certain notions about feminine behavior and Daniel had trouble picturing Val in a dress rather than her pink buckskins. Whatever adjustments they each had to make, he was happy for her. Just because he had no hope of a normal life did not mean she should not have one. A small place in his heart would always be there for her, they had been friends long before any romantic notions came along. “I hope the eatery is a success and they have a happy life together,” he sent to his friend.
 
   “I’ll let you know if Serin Gell shows up,” Tim sent back, making no comment on whatever mixed emotions had been transferred from Daniel along with the words.
 
   “Please keep me informed and feel free to give me a holler whenever you get the urge.” Daniel sent.
 
   “Will do,” Tim replied and the connection ended.
 
   “It was news from home. My family is fine, but the renegade, Serin Gell, has escaped the Eagle Guild and his current whereabouts is unknown,” he told Jared.
 
   The account keeper pointed at Daniel’s plate. “You better eat that before it gets cold. Is there any danger of him coming here?”
 
   “All we can do is, be on the alert.” Daniel replied and then picked up his fork and started eating.
 
   David and Silvia, both dressed in bright colors only a Teki would choose, joined them later in the common room. From there they took a carriage to the palace for another one of those receptions Daniel was getting tired of. Diplomacy was still not his strong point. He said what he meant and meant what he said, but the lords and ladies kept trying to read deeper meanings into his words.
 
   “I’ve been told Fenton Chen has an assistant from Aakadon,” David said while they were exiting the carriage and walking into the reception hall.
 
   “Queen Cleona hasn’t called him to the palace in nearly a month,” Jared added to the conversation. “According to my business contacts, this is unusual because, up until then, he had been called upon every other day.”
 
   It was not a mystery. The Queen trusted her Knight over the Accomplished. Daniel had strengthened the Queen twice during the time mentioned, which kept her not only functional, but looking healthier, even though she was still dying, and he was trying to compose a Melody to save her. He simply could not come up with a single Melody to do everything required, so decided to focus on one aspect of what needed to be done at a time, and compose a spell for each. When all were ready, he would add Da Capos and layer the Melodies accordingly. That is, once he manages to compose them.
 
   “I don’t know anything about that,” David said. “I just know the new Accomplished has been at the residence for awhile, healing people of their afflictions, and has been invited to this reception.”
 
   As they entered the hall filled with important guests from throughout the kingdom and emissaries from all over the world, Daniel’s eyes locked onto one particular person wearing the black and red silks of an Accomplished, and stopped so abruptly Jared ran into him. She was absolutely beautiful, like a dream come true.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Silvia asked, and then glanced in the direction he was staring. “Striking, isn’t she? I think her name is, Sherree Jenna.”
 
   “I know her name,” Daniel said in a soft voice. He could not take his eyes off of her, being shocked, thrilled, and having several other emotions flooding into him, especially on the heels of Val’s marrying Todd. “If you will excuse me, I’ll go welcome her,” he said, without waiting for a response.
 
   Sherree’s eyes locked onto his and from that point on no one else in the room existed, or might as well not have for all he cared. “Welcome to Ducaun, Accomplished,” he told her.
 
   The Lobenian smiled, her eyes widened, and her pupils seemed to dilate as if to grant her a better scrutiny of him. “Sir Daniel, you’re the first representative of the Queen to welcome me, and pleased I am to be here,” she replied formally.
 
   He was smiling but could not force himself to stop, not that he wanted to. “Sherree, it’s good to see you. Especially since I never imagined you would be assigned to Ducaun.”
 
   “Interning under a Senior Practitioner is a great opportunity and it has the side benefit of allowing me to see you again, if with an entourage,” she told him while her eyes focused behind him.
 
   Daniel glanced back and remembered his manners. “Please allow me to introduce, Silvia Cresh and David Gerabolli of the Reshashinni Teki, and my account keeper Jared Benfyllon. Everyone, I present, Sherree Jenna, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Aloe Guild.”
 
   Each person greeted her, but Silvia kept glancing back in forth between Sherree and him as if having difficulty making up her mind about something. David gave a slight nod of the head, but that was as far as it went, only Jared gave her a bow and said, “I am honored to meet you.”
 
   Awkwardness around an Aakacarn was something Daniel understood well, seeing as he would have reacted similarly not more than four months ago, and yet he was becoming a little annoyed by the attitude. 
 
   “Are you related to Samuel Cresh?” Sherree asked.
 
   Silvia looked away, not meeting anyone’s eyes, and said, “I had a cousin by that name but he died years ago.”
 
   Daniel never asked the question of her even though he had wondered what her relationship to Samuel was, but she clearly had been misinformed. “Samuel was injured in a tangle with associates of Serin Gell, but he is very much alive.”
 
   Sherree and Silvia were both staring at him as if seeing him for the first time. “My cousin is dead. I know not of the man you speak,” the Teki told him while Sherree asked, “How bad is he hurt and how come you know and I don’t?”
 
   He suspected there was more to Silvia’s statement but decided to follow up on it at another time, so focused his attention on Sherree. “Do you remember the amulet I showed you in Aakadon?” She nodded her head. “I gave it to Tim. He gave me the information. Samuel lost his right hand but is otherwise safe in Bashierwood. I don’t know why you weren’t informed.”
 
   “I’m sorry for his loss but am glad he is alright,” Sherree replied and then smiled. “Giving Tim your amulet was excellent thinking. You can be here fulfilling the duties of a Knight of the Realm and also know what is happening back on Tannakonna.”
 
   “It was the next best thing to Teleporting, which as you know, I cannot do any more. Efferin made it impossible for me to make another amulet in time for Tim to take it to my parents,” Daniel replied.
 
   Sherree pursed her lips and then sighed. “My curiosity got the best of me. I didn’t think, I mean, I should have realized, please know it was not my intention to bring up what the Grand Maestro did to you.”
 
   “Don’t be concerned. I made my peace with what happened long ago,” Daniel was quick to assure her.
 
   “You are a remarkable man,” Sherree told him and her pupils dilated again.
 
   “Quite a few remarks have been made about me lately, so I suppose you’re right in that sense,” he replied. “You are a fascinating woman.”
 
   Silvia and David glanced at each other, at the Accomplished, back at Daniel, and then their eyes widened at the same time as if realizing something, and they went off to mingle with the other guests. No doubt they would share whatever it was at some point in the future. Jared followed the couple, leaving Daniel and Sherree alone. “Have you seen the gardens?” he asked her.
 
   “No, Sir Daniel, but I would like to,” she replied.
 
   They went from the reception hall out into the gardens. Evening had fallen but torches suspended from overhanging poles provided light. Stars littered the sky and the moon was full. They went deeper, following the paths, and Sherree spoke to him of her career in the Aloe Guild. He could see the excitement radiating from her as she described seeing a heart operation, how each Accomplished would use a spell to control the various systems in the body. They were all alone and he stared at her face, her emerald green eyes, her mouth, and the distance between her lips and his grew shorter until he was kissing her. He pulled back. What was he thinking? Her eyes widened and her countenance reddened. Seemingly, a hundred emotions flew across her face. Just when he was sure she was about to launch a spell at him, she reached up, grabbed his head, and pulled his mouth down to hers. The kiss was warm and lingering. Until now, this had only happened in his dreams. After a long while, they stopped, both flushed in the face, and catching a breath.
 
   “Even though we cannot marry, it doesn’t mean we can’t be affectionate friends,” she whispered.
 
   Daniel was not sure what she meant by affectionate friends, but was willing to go along with just about any phrasing of words that led to more kissing. “Works for me,” he whispered, and kissed her again.
 
   Days went by and his new routine was firmly established. He started the morning in meetings with ministers, functionaries, lords, ladies, and then met with his fellow Knights of the Realm. Later in the afternoon came lessons with Cale, and then quality time with Sherree in secluded spots, before she went back to the guild house and he went back to his room at the Excursion to sleep. Since she was rarely invited to the palace, he often met her under the tents at the Great Carnival, which was lasting longer this time than any in the past, and there they would enjoy the food, dancing, and private times with just each other for company, which involved much hugging and kissing. He never ventured from the tents to the wagons, mostly because she being an Aakacarn caused uneasiness among the Teki, and he could hardly go near them without being hailed as the Chosen Vessel, neither situation was conducive to having a good time.
 
   It was late in the day and Silvia, wearing bright green trousers and a tight yellow shirt with orange stripes, was walking beside him as they entered the carnival grounds. “Why do you stare at Sherree as if she was a pony up a tree?” he asked her, while a slender woman in the tent they just passed called for folks to come enjoy her meat pies.
 
   Silvia looked at him sideways and smiled. “Why do you look at her as if she is a woman rather than an Aakacarn?”
 
   Daniel did not feel like bandying words so answered straight out. “I see her as a beautiful woman. Now, tell me if you are looking at her as a Seer or Teki who doesn’t much like Aakacarns.”
 
   She stopped smiling. “The truthful answer is both. I am a Seer and a Teki. You know we are uncomfortable around Aakacarns.”
 
   “You and David seem to have no problem being around me.” 
 
   “You are the Chosen Vessel, that makes the difference, you could not be who you are and face the Dark Maestro otherwise,” she told him. “As for me, the Seer, I am having visions and trying to understand what they mean. I’ve held off sharing them because I wanted to give you a clear revelation, hoping in time that what I am seeing will be more definitive. Do you want the revelation now or after I understand more?”
 
   Daniel stared at the ground as they walked between the tents. “Tell me what you see.”
 
   “There are two possible futures ahead for you and the Accomplished, which one will come to pass depend on decisions you make, and on decisions she will make. On one path you never see each other again and on the other, you will be spending a great deal of time together. I just can’t yet discern what the choices will be,” Silvia revealed to him, apologetically. 
 
   “Thanks for the revelation,” he replied, wondering what choices would bring about the second out come, in which he and Sherree would be spending a great deal of time together.
 
   Two men in black and red silks were walking past a crowd of people. They were hard to miss with so many folks stepping aside, avoiding them, and making a clear path. The Accomplisheds were members of the Eagle Guild. They glanced Daniel’s way, even gave a respectful nod as if greeting an equal, and then continued on without saying a word.
 
   David, wearing bright blue pants and a yellow shirt with red horizontal stripes, joined Daniel and Silvia moments later. “Our people have counted eighteen Aakacarns, in and around Ducanton, all Eagle Guild. That is not counting the two members of the Aloe Guild assigned here. Word is they’re looking for someone who escaped their custody, perhaps that fellow you mentioned, Serin Gell,” he informed them.
 
   “Likely you’re right about that,” Daniel replied. “The sooner they catch him, the quicker they can repair their reputations.”
 
   When Sherree came into view from several tents away, David and Silvia went off on their own. People parted for the female Accomplished much the way they had for the members of the Eagle Guild. Daniel caught up to the beautiful Lobenian. “Greetings Accomplished,” he told her formally. They were surrounded by people. He did not dare speak to her as a sweetheart in front of them.
 
   Sherree eyed him up and down. He was still in his uniform. “Greetings Sir Daniel, what a happy coincidence meeting you here.”
 
   “I’d be honored if you would join me for a meal,” he told her with a nod of the head.
 
   Sherree glanced at the surroundings and smiled just a little. “I have nothing better to do so, yes, I believe I will.”
 
   They enjoyed a light meal consisting of meat pies and fried thin sliced potatoes, and then searched out a secluded spot. He held her in his arms and pressed his lips against hers. After awhile they watched the sunset. Music drifted in from a tent several hundred paces away where people were dancing and laughing. “Care to dance?” 
 
   It was a slow dance and they swayed to the music in their private spot and all he could think of was how pleasant it was to hold her in his arms. They kissed and then she laid her head on his shoulder. It was difficult to keep in mind the stupid rules made up thousands of years ago by the Aakacarns, rules against marrying and having a family, traditions based on obscure reasoning that made no sense then or now. And there was Silvia’s revelation about choices.
 
   Daniel kissed her again and then dropped to his knees while holding her hands. “Will you share my cabin?” His estate could hardly be considered a cabin, but he was raised on Mount Tannakonna and this was the traditional way to propose.
 
   Sherree stared at him for quite awhile, then blinked and her bright green eyes turned cold. “Get up. How dare you ask me that? You have no regard for anyone else’s customs and none for my status as an Accomplished,” she scolded, and was becoming more furious by the moment.
 
   Daniel stood tall and opened his mouth to apologize.
 
   “No, I’ll speak and you will listen,” she told him. “In Lobenia, the woman proposes to the man, who either accepts or refuses. It is ill-mannered and a little crude for the man to propose. All that aside, you know I am a member of the Aloe Guild, how hard I worked to be where I am, and you have absolutely no regard for what I want or have achieved.”
 
   “But..,”
 
   “I should have known you are incapable of being just an affectionate friend. Perhaps if you had enough years getting used to the fact that Aakacarns do not marry, we may have been able continue sharing affection, but I see it is not possible. From now on we will be on a professional level only, address each other by rank and all casual contact will cease immediately,” She informed him in no uncertain terms.
 
   Daniel gazed down into her eyes and found no warmth there. He had gone too far and ruined the relationship. “It will be as you say,” he told her, then turned and walked away.
 
   He walked all the way out of the carnival grounds and waited among the carriages until David and Silvia finally joined him. She sat beside him facing David, who was staring at her with deep affection. She pulled a gold coin from a silk pouch and handed it to the juggler.
 
   “What is this for?” David asked.
 
   “The Gerabolli family made an agreement with mine. I am paying back my bride price so you need not feel cheated,” she told him and pursed her lips as if waiting, perhaps hoping for a certain response.
 
   David stared at the coin in his hand for a good long while. He blinked and then focused entirely on his intended. “I don’t care about the gold. I never cared about the gold. I only care about being with you. Will you marry me? Say no, and I will leave you be. Say yes, and you will make me the happiest man in the world.”
 
   “Why me?” she asked, and her eyes were watering up.
 
   “Because I love you,” he replied.
 
   “Then yes, I will marry you,” she said and David leaned forward and kissed her.
 
   Daniel shifted to the other seat and David instantly took his spot next to Silvia. The couple seemed to forget anyone else in the world existed, much less shared a carriage with them. “Congratulations,” he told them and was not surprised and even managed to smile when they pretty much ignored him.
 
   He leaned back and stared up at the sky for the rest of the trip to the Excursion. The happy couple went off to celebrate and he went up to his room feeling emotionally worn out. He and Sherree certainly made decisions just as Silvia predicted and it looked like they would part ways. Even though the thought saddened him, he would abide by what Sherree told him, forget about having an affectionate relationship with anyone, even though folks around him were developing their own, and focus on his duties as a Knight of the Realm. Besides, he had music to compose, not simple Melodies but Symphonics, to transport himself and others from place to place, and to heal the queen. 
 
   In the room he found a note from Jared stating the account keeper was off arranging the purchase of fifty horses, evidently Marcus wanted mounts for each guardsman. Daniel stripped off his sword belt, coat, chain mail, and silk shirt, leaving on only his green cotton shirt and wool pants. He then pushed the chairs and small table to the side, clearing a broad area in the center, and drew his sword. His mind was still whirling from the events of the evening and he wanted to clear his thoughts, so got lost in the forms taught to him by Cale. Pruning The Hedges transitioned into, Raking The Leaves, into Parting Kiss, which led to, Crack Of The Whip. He went on and on in the dance of swords, increasing the tempo until his blade was a blur few eyes could follow. The sword became an extension of his body and his mind was clear of all distraction. Triplets In The Carriage, flowed into, Spider In The Web, and then he started all over again, only faster.
 
   A series of rapid knocks brought him to an abrupt halt. When he opened the door a slim young man in his teens, wearing green palace livery, handed him an envelope. “Thank you, Barney,” Daniel told him. He knew all of the royal couriers and this one was only four years younger than him. 
 
   “My pleasure, Sir Daniel,” he replied and took off running down the hall with a sack full of missives to be delivered.
 
   Daniel opened the envelope. The Queen was calling an emergency meeting and his attendance was required immediately. He cast, Refresh, cleansing his body, and then, Laundering, to clean his clothes. It did not take him long to put on the rest of his knightly garb. He went down to the common room, found Jason the doorman and then asked, “Would you kindly have Sprinter saddled and brought around?” 
 
   “Of course, Sir Daniel,” he replied and turned to Toby, a wiry boy twelve years of age. “Have the grooms prepare Sprinter immediately,” he ordered, and the dark-haired lad ran to obey.
 
   Daniel stepped out the front door and did not have to wait long before Sprinter was led to him by, Ben, one of the grooms, who was small for his age. Daniel handed him a silver coin and then mounted in one swift motion. The street lights burned bright and many of the stone buildings were also well lit, keeping the darkness from every corner. People filled the walkways while carriages, wagons, and coaches went this way and that along the thoroughfare. It was well into the night but city life continued unabated, which was also something he was getting used to. 
 
   Once into the palace grounds he turned Sprinter over to the royal grooms and made his way to the large conference room. Sir William Bonner and Sir Laurence Dugan, both equaling Daniel in height, with touches of gray in the hair, caught up with him just as he arrived at the huge double doors. They greeted each other and waited for the attendant, Benedict, a thin old-timer with stooped shoulders, to open the door on the right and call out, “Sir William, Sir Laurence, and Sir Daniel.” 
 
   They entered in order of introduction. The huge mahogany conference table had the capacity to seat fifty-one people along with the Queen at the head. Not many of the seats were taken. There was a chair in the twentieth position to the Queen’s right between Sir Carlo and Sir Tomas reserved for Daniel. He went over and sat down while Laurence and William took their assigned seats over to the left. General Tallen sat directly across from Daniel. General Malcus, a lean, clean-shaven, gray-haired man, who commanded the Northwestern Legion, was in the third chair from the head of the table on the right, next to Lady Kurtz.
 
   Cleona entered with three people following her. Daniel steeled himself for whatever would come next because the third person was Sherree Jenna. The first person, going by the uniform, was a Royal Sergeant-of-the-guard, but not for the palace. Daniel knew every Royal Guardsmen from the Captain on down, so this man had to come from one of the other royal residences. The other man, dressed in a light green wool suit, was no older than Daniel and something about the set of his brow, nose, and chin, gave the clue that he was a member of the royal family. Both men were filthy, looking as if they had recently crawled out of a swamp. They each stood in front of an empty chair and all who were seated stood up until Cleona took her seat, and then everyone sat down except Sherree.
 
   Queen Cleona turned to the Lobenian, who avoided looking at Daniel, and asked, “Accomplished, would you be kind enough to refresh my nephew and his escort?”
 
   “Certainly,” Sherree replied and then was surrounded by an amber glow only Daniel could see. She touched the young man and then the older one, both of whom immediately perked up, eyes wide in surprise.
 
   “We appreciate your coming on such short notice,” Cleona told her. “I look forward to seeing more of you in the future.”
 
   “I and Accomplished Chen will be available when that time comes,” Sherree replied, and then left the conference room.
 
   Cleona faced the assembled dignitaries. “My nephew, Jonah Ducalin, has brought news of a serious problem occurring at Duke Cantor’s estate. At the same time, General Malcus brings me word of trouble along our border with Pentrosa,” she began, setting the two topics of discussion. “Jonah, I turn the briefing over to you.”
 
   The young man stood up. “My father’s estate is under attack by members of the Serpent Guild. Twelve were in the field leading one hundred and fifty sasquatches. While we were defending against the full assault, a team of Accomplisheds tunneled under the manor house and battle commenced in the lower levels. I and my two brothers were commanded to bring word of these events to the Queen with each of us going a different way to ensure the message got out,” Jonah spoke in a matter-of-fact way but his eyes reflected deep concern. “Sergeant Zaccum and I encountered three sasquatches before we emerged from the Swamps of Append. We have reason to believe many more of the creatures are in place to keep word from escaping the region.”
 
   “How many Aakacarns tunneled in? What happened to the three sasquatches?” Sir Tomas inquired.
 
   “Could be as many Aakacarns inside as out, I was ordered to deliver this message, so I cannot be certain. As for the sasquatches, two were dispatched by Sergeant Zaccum and I killed one,” Jonah replied, and then focused on the Queen. “I don’t know how long my father and the Royal Guardsmen can stand against the assault. The Accomplisheds were headed straight for the treasure room,” he added in a guarded tone, giving more significance to his words. Gold can be replaced. He certainly had not come all this way just to prevent the loss of some coins and jewels.
 
   Cleona motioned for her nephew to sit down and then took up the address. “What is about to be revealed in this room is sealed to the crown and is not to be spoken of to anyone not currently in this meeting. Nearly a thousand years ago, Della Lain entrusted to House Ducalin the safe keeping of the trumpet of Tarin Conn.” Gasps of in drawn breath came from everyone except her newest Knight. “For most of the intervening time the trumpet has been kept in the treasure room of the Ducalin estate in southern Ducaun, within the Swamps of Append. My brother, Duke Cantor, is even now battling to keep the instrument from falling into the hands of the Serpent Guild. Therefore immediate help must be sent,” she declared, and then fixed her gaze on the one man who stood a chance against the Aakacarn offenders. “Sir Daniel, the Captain-of-the-guard will choose fifty Royal Guardsmen, and you will lead them and whoever else you see fit to bring, to the Ducalin estate and do whatever is necessary to secure the trumpet.”
 
   All eyes were on Daniel, but only Jonah reacted negatively. His eyes widened in disbelief and he stared at the Queen as if she must have lost her mind. The young man apparently did not know Cleona was sending her greatest military asset. “I will prepare to leave immediately,” Daniel replied formally.
 
   Cleona nodded her head as if the matter was now solved. “We will meet privately before you leave to discuss the details more fully,” she said and then addressed the room at large. “Now to the other matter, General Malcus, brief us on the problem on our northern border.”
 
   The general stood up. “Pentrosan soldiers dressed as civilians are crossing the border and raiding farms and villages. The Pentrosan court is dealing with the loss of two princes, both of which were involved in tragic accidents. King Jarred denies any knowledge of what is happening along his southern border and is more concerned about his sons. Meanwhile, Prince Xavier, who is now heir to the throne, is still in Ducaun on his way home. The Pentrosan Cavalry is massing on their southern border to ensure the heir’s safe conduct to Holcum,” he explained and then sat down.
 
   “As you can all see, this is a serious matter which could lead to war if anything were to go wrong. We cannot allow the raids to continue, which means military intervention at a time when tension between both kingdoms is high. This will only increase the strain, due to the recent deaths in the Pentrosan royal family, and their heir to the throne being vulnerable. General Malcus, you will use all the resources of your legion to ensure the safe arrival of Prince Xavier to the Pentrosan border, where his continued protection will be turned over to your counterpart, General Kall. Sir Carlo, Sir Tomas, and Sir William, you will accompany him.” Cleona stated.
 
   “It will be as you command,” the General replied.
 
   “As you command,” all three Knights responded.
 
   “General Tallen, you will take your legion and put a stop to the raids. Sir Laurence, you will accompany him,” the Queen commanded. Half of Tallen’s legion was still in northeastern Ducaun, but he would have to make do.
 
   “It will be as you command,” Tallen replied.
 
    “As you command,” echoed Sir Laurence.
 
   “General Tallen, General Malcus, we shall meet again before you start out,” Cleona said, and then looked at the Accomplished she had the foresight to make a Knight of the Realm. “Sir Daniel, remain here for our meeting. The rest of you may begin preparations for the assigned tasks. Jonah, you and Sergeant Zaccum should go eat and refresh yourselves. The spell cast upon you by Accomplished Jenna is not a replacement for sustenance and rest.”
 
   Everyone except Daniel and the Queen left the room, although Jonah glanced at her and frowned, clearly not approving of how she allocated the resources. When the door was closed, she focused entirely on her Knight. “The defenses my brother has set in place are formidable but I seriously doubt he can hold out very long against so great an aggressor.”
 
   “A score or more of Accomplisheds with no Aakacarns to counter them makes me agree with your assessment. I can’t image the Duke and his men holding out for the number of days it took for word to reach us here and then that much longer for reinforcements to get back in time to defeat the foe. I think either the Serpent Guild will be in charge of the estate when I get there, or they will have taken the trumpet and I will have to chase them down,” Daniel replied.
 
   “If my brother has fallen and the estate is in the hands of the Serpent Guild, I can think of no better person capable of wresting it from their grip. The same is true if the guild has absconded with the trumpet,” Cleona agreed. “The third problem, which I did not bring up in front of the others, is there has to be a spy in the palace. Until now, no one outside of the royal family knew the whereabouts of the trumpet of Tarin Conn. I cannot image how the Serpent Guild found out the location, but that is my problem. Yours is retrieving the trumpet.”
 
   Daniel was having difficulty getting concerned over the loss of a crescendo, even one as old as that. “The trumpet can provide six bolts of amplification to the caster. Until recently, the only person in the world who could make one so powerful was Efferin Tames,” he began to explain, and then pointed at his knife. “This weapon sheathed in my belt is just as powerful and I can make more in a relatively short amount of time. Duke Cantor and the lives of the people living on his estate are irreplaceable, the trumpet is not.”
 
   The Queen stared at him and then nodded her head. She was looking a little peakish and would need refreshing soon, especially if he was going to be gone for an extended period of time. “I see your point and appreciate the quality in you that sees the lives of individuals as more precious than the object prized by so many. That being said, a commitment was made between House Ducalin and House Lain, and that cannot be broken. If the Ducaunan royal family is seen to be unable to honor its commitments, other nations will question our ability to fulfill our commitments to them. The political fallout could be catastrophic.”
 
   “I understand,” Daniel replied, now that the possible repercussions were explained to him. “May I refresh you?”
 
   Cleona managed a weak smile. “It would be appreciated, especially after what has transpired.”
 
   Daniel summoned the potential and touched her forehead, sending life force energy into her. The Queen’s pallor improved and she smiled effortlessly. “Save my brother, secure the trumpet, and take care of my nephew. He thinks I should have sent a legion. Perhaps word can be sent to General Conner over in Bolover and he can send aid. His base is over three hundred spans from here as the hawk flies, but only a hundred spans from the estate. If my brother sent one of his sons west, then he should be arriving at the base about now. I cannot make my decisions based on an, if, so you go, and if help arrives, so much the better. I could send a courier to the General but it would take more than twice the time for him to reach Bolover as for you to arrive at Cantor’s estate. As for Jonah, I have not told him about your being fully functional in matters of the Aakacarn. I will leave how much to tell him up to you.”
 
   “I will do all you require of me to the best of my ability. If it comes down to saving lives being weighed against my secret, I’ll save lives and then my actions will speak louder than words,” Daniel told her and handed her one of his amulets.
 
   “This is beautiful,” Cleona said while examining the tri-gem amulet.
 
   “It is a communication device. Place the gem side against your forehead and you will be able to speak to me anywhere I am, no matter how far away. Only you will be able to hear my reply and only you can initiate the conversation, I cannot. The gem must be in contact with your head,” he explained.
 
   “This is excellent,” she said. “I will not be waiting weeks to learn what has transpired at the estate. I shall contact you six days after you leave, that should give you enough time to lead your force south and assess what needs to be done.”
 
   “We will leave in the morning,” Daniel told her, and then added, “Unless you want me to start out tonight.”
 
   “No, tomorrow morning is soon enough. Ask the Generals to come in on your way out,” she replied.
 
   Daniel stood and bowed, then exited the room. “She is ready for you,” he announced to the senior officers.
 
   Jared was waiting in their room when Daniel arrived. “I have purchased fifty Battencayan horses in your name for the estate. They will be delivered within seven days,” the account keeper announced with a satisfied smile. “I hope your affairs here will be completed soon and we can be home in time for you to inspect them.”
 
   Daniel sat down in the nearest chair and stayed quite so long the account keeper lost his smile and his left eyebrow arched up curiously. Daniel raised his hand to forestall any questions. “I’m sorry, Jared. I just have a lot on my mind. You and Marcus will be running the estate for a while.”
 
   “What has happened? You seemed troubled. Did your meeting with the Accomplished go wrong?” 
 
   How did he know about that? Daniel thought he and Sherree were being discreet. “Yes, among other things, but my personal troubles aren’t important. Queen Cleona has given me an assignment that will keep me away for however long it takes to resolve the matter.”
 
   “I understand perfectly,” Jared assured him. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning I will be setting out to fulfill my task. You are needed back at the estate. Marcus is great at keeping things running but you are the one who will be making the management decisions while he takes care of security. Tell him of Serin Gell and the need to prepare for an assault,” Daniel said and then handed an amulet to the account keeper. “Give this to Marcus. This way both of you can contact me when necessary.”
 
   “Of course, Sir Daniel,” Jared replied and placed the amulet in his pocket.
 
   “In the master bedroom, at the back left wall, there is a hidden door to a stairwell. It leads down into my real bedroom. Once there, turn to the left and you will see a door leading to my private vault. Inside you will see shelves filled with objects of gold. Transfer some of that gold to the vault in your chambers and use them to fund the estate. You can get Marcus to help you, but no one else is to know about the lower chambers,” Daniel instructed him.
 
   Jared shook his head wonderingly. “It is amazing the things you can do, but I’m actually not surprised after seeing you create gold and jewels at will. Be assured your instructions will be carried out as you command. Marcus may see fit to increase the number of guards after hearing about the renegade Aakacarn.”
 
   “Accommodate him as much as possible. There is a lot of gold in the lower vault but I can only replace it when I get back to the estate, so use your discretion. This is why you will be managing the estate instead of Marcus, he is liable to spend everything on defense and forget about all the little details that go into keeping the place running,” Daniel replied.
 
   “I thank you for the confidence and assure you your home will not fall into disrepair,” Jared responded, and he did seem pleased to be entrusted with so much.
 
   The door opened and in walked David and Silvia. Daniel was surprised to see them. Yes, they were his official Teki escorts, but their recent engagement caused him to wonder if they would remain so. “I thought you would be out celebrating.” 
 
   Silvia was in a white dress with blue trim at the collar and around the skirt. David was in a blue suit with white trim and they both seemed happier than a pair of rabbits in a carrot patch.
 
   “Are you addressing me or my wife?” David asked, emphasizing the last word.
 
   “Congratulations,” Jared spoke up.
 
   “I guess Teki do not believe in long engagements,” Daniel said, and truly was happy for them, even if a little surprised by the swiftness in which they entered matrimony.
 
   David laughed. “For her it was only a mark or so, for me it has been seven years and well worth the wait.”
 
   Silvia glanced at him, smiled, and then turned to Jared. “I hope you don’t mind the change in accommodations. My husband,” she placed a lot of significance in those two words, “will be moving from the spare room he shares with you to that one,” she said while pointing to the room that had been designated for her private use.
 
   Jared nodded. “I have no problem relinquishing my roommate to you.”
 
   Daniel was not sure how much to tell of his mission but trusted these three individuals more than most, and Marcus of course. He made up his mind. “There is Serpent Guild activity in southern Ducaun and the Queen has tasked me with looking into the matter. I will be leaving in the morning. I..,”
 
   “When should we be ready?” Silvia interrupted.
 
   “I’ll start sharpening my knives,” David added.
 
   “So you want to come along,” Daniel figured the newlyweds had better things to do.
 
   They both looked at him as if he had just stated snow is cold. “You are talking to Teki,” Jared reminded him, as if he needed reminding there was a reason they were called the traveling people.
 
   “Be ready a mark before dawn. We will go to the palace and leave from there with fifty Royal Guardsmen at sunrise,” he told them. “If there is nothing more, I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Bed sounds great to me,” David replied.
 
   Silvia grabbed his arm and started for the spare room. “I want to see if what they say about the hands of a juggler are true,” the acrobat told him in a voice she probably thought was soft enough not to be over heard.
 
   The account keeper cleared his throat. “Serin Gell on the loose and Serpent Guild activity in the south, events certainly are swirling. Fortification of the estate may take more funds than I have with us here, especially after purchasing the horses. If you would make a hand full of diamonds, I can sell them and begin making arrangements for our needs before I depart the city,” Jared said, and his suggestion had merit.
 
   Daniel agreed and went out into the garden to find pebbles. The rear grounds were so well kept he found none. To his right was a stream with moss covered stones, seeing them brought on an inspiration, and he began composing a Melody. He rearranged the notes and rhythm until satisfied the spell would accomplish his desire, added a four part harmony, and titled the composition; Shatter Sphere. He summoned the potential and focused, causing a topaz blue sphere to form around the stone, and shattering it into tiny pebbles. He ceased holding the potential or else the spell would eventually reduce the thing to powder. Oddly, the Symphonic did not harm the moss. Well, he was not trying to break down the moss so his composition did not harm vegetative matter. He levitated the pebbles out of the stream, cast Laundering, to clean them off, and then used, Change It, to turn them into diamonds, each one about a third the size of a robin’s egg. This should be enough for Jared and even provide a bag of coins for whatever expenses came up on the mission. He went to bed, thinking about the events of the day and wondering what tomorrow would bring. Whether or not Serin Gell was involved in the grab for the trumpet, the mission would go forward and it was only prudent for Jared and Marcus to prepare the estate for an assault.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Sherree exited the conference room. She had been caught off guard when arriving at the guild house after her confrontation with Daniel and being told by Accomplished Chen that her presence was requested at the palace. By the time she reached the royal residence, the Queen and two scruffy looking men were waiting for her and then they all entered a conference room together. Her emotions were still raw at the time and it took all of her self-control not to look at the mountaineer who had so thoroughly entangle himself in her feelings. She performed the task requested and then left.
 
   Exiting the palace, she went straight back to the seven-storied guild house, emblazoned on the top floor of which was a green five-pronged plant traced in diamonds representing the Aloe Guild. She drew strength from seeing the emblem of her affiliation.
 
   Fenton Chen was sitting in his favorite chair when she arrived in his private greeting room. “I take it Cleona requested rejuvenation,” he stated. How did he know?
 
   The Queen had referred to it as refreshing, but the meaning was the same. “Yes,” Sherree replied and then sat down in the chair next to her mentor.
 
   “She still has trouble overcoming her Ducaunan prejudices where matters of the Aakacarn are concerned,” he stated, and then leaned forward. “How did she appear to you? Was there anyone else attending her?”
 
   Sherree thought about what she had briefly seen and then gave a full report. “The Queen seemed to be exhausted. Two men were with her when I arrived. One was a Sergeant-of-the-guard, and the other was the youngest son of Duke Cantor Ducalin. Both men were filthy and had several days of growth on their faces. We entered a conference room. Given the lateness of the hour, I believe the Ducaunans were assembled for an emergency meeting. Two generals and five Royal Knights of the Realm, along with Lady Kurts were in attendance. I performed the requested task and immediately returned here.”
 
   It was difficult to determine if Fenton was in any way moved by what he had been told, his facial features remained fixed like that of a statue. She envied the Senior Practitioner’s self-discipline and hoped she could learn to be like him. Maybe it would help keep a certain mountaineer from affecting her emotions.
 
   “I approve of your observational skills. Having royal blood and growing up in a palace have given you some advantages, a royal education, and knowledge of all the royal families among them. I begin to see why the Grand Maestro wanted you here. Do you have any notions of what the meeting was about?” Fenton inquired in his monotone. 
 
   Sherree shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose it has something to do with Duke Cantor. I can’t imagine what the problem is, but it clearly is a military matter, considering the attendees.”
 
   Fenton’s lips arched up momentarily, which for him was an expression of intense pleasure, and he stood up. “You have done well this day, both in serving the guild in a professional manner, and choosing discipline over dallying with Daniel Benhannon,” he said and then went into his sleeping chamber.
 
   Sherree ran her fingers through her hair and took a deep breath. She and Daniel had tried to be discreet. Evidently, they had done a poor job of it. All of that was behind her. Fenton was correct; she had chosen discipline over her feelings. The fact that she had been tempted to accept Daniel’s proposal made her nearly as mad at herself as she was at him for daring to ask.
 
   She went to her room and prepared for bed, pulling the white satin sheets up over her shoulders. She closed her eyes and tried to put the events of the day out of her mind. “Sherree, I apologize for the lateness of the mark, but I need your help,” Jerremy’s voice sounded within her head.
 
   “What’s the problem?” she sent in return while trying to keep any sign of annoyance from passing through the connection. He would not have contacted her if the matter was not urgent.
 
   “Everyone working on the Tomlin Project is sick. We need someone from the Aloe Guild to come and figure out what is causing the illnesses. You and Fenton Chen are the closest to our location. The situation has gotten so bad, all work on the exploration of the under water city has come to a halt,” Jerremy replied, and his distress was conveyed along with the words.
 
   “What are the symptoms?” she sent back.
 
   “I am experiencing a headache, fever, and cannot stop perspiring. Those who have been exposed longer have the same symptoms and are dizzy and vomiting. My head is starting to spin and my stomach is beginning to feel queasy, so I guess I have puking to look forward to as well.”
 
   Sherree thought about the symptoms and the illnesses that could cause them. She had studied hard and learned quite a bit, but so many possibilities existed that she decided consulting with the more experience Senior Practitioner was called for. “Jerremy, give me some time to speak with my mentor and I will get back to you.”
 
   “Thanks, I really appreciate it,” he replied and the connection ended.
 
   Sherree got up, dressed, went to the door of Fenton’s chamber, and knocked. After a brief period of staring at the golden knob on the white door, it opened and the Accomplished stood before her wearing his black and crimson silks without the cloak. “Do you require something?”
 
   “I received a communication from Jerremy DeSuan, an Accomplished assigned to the Tomlin project. All members of the team have fallen ill and the search of the sunken city has come to a halt. They request that we come and render assistance.”
 
   Chen’s deadpan expression did not change but he nodded his head. “What are the symptoms?”
 
   Sherree listed Jerremy’s complaints and offered her opinion of what could be the cause. “Do you know the Melodies required in alleviating those symptoms?” the Senior Practitioner asked when she was through.
 
   “I do,” she replied.
 
   “Then you must go. I need to be here in the event Cleona requires my services,” he replied decisively. “You can cast, Diagnosis, to determine the source of the illness,” he added and then went back into his chambers and came out with a binder full of written Melodies. He handed her not only the music, but also a sapphire with a flat round diamond set in its center. It is the first time she had seen an amulet made with a jewel set in a jewel. “This contains all the sicknesses I can think of off the top of my head that would cause the symptoms you described. Contact me once you have determined the cause and then we will decide on the treatment.”
 
   Sherree was more than a little surprised an Intern would be entrusted with such an important task. “This is a significant opportunity you are giving me.”
 
   Chen gave a single nod of his head. “Correct, to succeed or fail. Success will give your reputation a well deserved boost and also earn gratuities from both the Stone and Aqua Guilds. Failure would mean a slight mark on your reputation for you are still an Intern and most of our associates will make allowances for your inexperience. But I am your mentor, therefore you cannot fail, I will not allow you to fail, and this will reflect well on both of us.”
 
   Sherree was confident she could determine the source of the illnesses, wanted to demonstrate her skill at diagnosing and treating patients in the field, and was also glad she had Fenton Chen to consult with and help her succeed. She could hardly wait to get started. Throwing herself completely into this task not only would help her career, it would keep her focused on what was important, rather than on a proposal made by a certain uncouth mountaineer. She would not think about kissing or cuddling or any of that. Absolutely not, even though it had felt wonderful.
 
   “There is a ship leaving two marks after sunrise. It is transporting members of the Eagle Guild up the Hirus River to the Taltin Sea. I will arrange transport for you to the vicinity of Lake Tomlin. Fortunately, members of the Zephyr Guild will be aboard to speed the journey. I suggest you get some sleep, the hour is late, and you will need to be at your best. Remember, you not only represent the Aloe Guild, you represent me,” the Senior Practitioner told her and then shut his door.
 
   Sherree went back to her room and once again got ready for bed. She slipped between the satin sheets, rested her head on the pillow, and placed Jerremy’s amulet against her forehead. “Jerremy, I have consulted with Fenton Chen. He has tasked me with going to Lake Tomlin and rendering the necessary aid. He is arranging my transportation on a ship with members of the Zephyr Guild aboard. I should be with you by tomorrow evening,” she sent.
 
   A sense of queasiness came through the connection. “I will inform my associates of your coming. And Sherree, thanks,” Jerremy replied.
 
   “The gratuity for this is going to be steeper than that,” she sent back, along with the sense of playfulness.
 
   “No doubt, no doubt, but keep in mind all that you owe me,” he sent back in an attempt at light banter.
 
   “For what?” She wanted to know.
 
   “I’m giving you the perfect excuse to do what you’ve always wanted to do,” he replied.
 
   “Are you speaking of an opportunity to heal the sick?” she asked.
 
   A weak sense of laughter came through the connection. “No, to touch me,” he sent, and was unable to mask his queasiness.
 
   “Men!” she sent through while conveying laughter. “Drink as much as your stomach allows. I don’t want you dehydrating, but water doesn’t do you any good if it is vomited back out,” she added, seriously.
 
   The communication ended and she closed her eyes. It had been an eventful day, testing her resolve at a number of points, but she made the right decisions, for herself, her career, and even for Daniel. She had no idea when they would see each other again, but her mission to Lake Tomlin had come at a good time. She needed to be away for a while. Was he having as difficult a time putting her out of his mind as she was him? She hoped so. Sherree sat up, fluffed her pillow, and then went to sleep.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Thirteen: Into the Swamp 
 
   “With five years in the infantry and twelve years serving as a Royal Guardsman, you are the best man for the job,” Captain Naith Bremen told him. He was a man of average height with short brown hair and a broad chin. “Sir Daniel needs someone like you with experience. He has battled yetis and led the defense in the Battle of Bashierwood, but has never truly commanded men in the field. You are to select a corporal and forty-eight guardsmen.” 
 
   Roder Keenan was not one to shirk his responsibilities and the Captain knew it, so there was really no reason for him to explain anything about who was the best man for the job. The Captain-of-the-guard gives the orders and the Sergeant obeys, it was as simple as that, even when the task assigned is impossible, which might be why Bremen had used that particular phrasing. Roder had been ordered to help a newly dubbed Knight lead forty-nine men through possibly a score of Aakacarns and who knew how many sasquatches to reach and reinforce Duke Cantor’s estate. It would take more than experience to pull a victory out of this campaign, and everyone from the Queen on down knew it. Roder’s knowledge of the beasts came through fireside tales meant to frighten young children into not wandering out in the night. He had seen artists rendering of the brown shaggy beasts, yetis as well. The white ones were thought to be merely tales just as their southern cousins, that is, before the battle on Mount Tannakonna.
 
   “I will make the selections right away,” Roder replied with a salute.
 
   Bremen returned the salute and then left the barracks.
 
   “Corporal Duwin, get in here,” Roder ordered, and then waited as the thin young man entered the Sergeant’s quarters. “You listened at the door, so now you’re part of the mission.”
 
   The man was tall, lean, and looked as if a good breeze could knock him off his feet. His boyish face made him appear young, even though he was in his late twenties. There was good metal in him. “I was just passing by, heard the Captain’s voice, and actually didn’t hear much at all,” he stated and then asked, “Does he really expect you to fight Aakacarns?”
 
   He may not have heard everything, but he clearly knew enough. “Correction, we are going to be fighting Aakacarns and a few sasquatches. But don’t you worry. We have Sir Daniel to lead us and everyone knows how successful he has been,” Roder told him in a pretense of confidence.
 
   Duwin’s eyebrows arched up. “But that was all before he became impotent. What can he do without his spells?”
 
   Roder had no idea what the Knight could do but also had no intention of saying so. “He still has more experience in this kind of fight than any of us. Now, I’m going to give you a list of men and you will make sure each and every one of them is up, horses saddled, and ready to ride by the time Sir Daniel arrives. His orders are that we move out at dawn. No one, I repeat, no one not on this list is to know of the mission.”
 
   “Understood, Serge,” Duwin replied. His brow was furrowed with concern but he would do his duty.
 
   Roder wrote out the list and gave it to Duwin, then went to the stables to requisition fifty mounts and thirty pack horses. They would be entering the swamps and so wagons were out of the question. He had no doubt that with Sir Daniel’s backwoods origin, the young Knight could probably hunt enough food to feed the men along the way, and Roder chuckled at the thought, but went ahead and requisitioned field rations and water packs, because that is the way it is supposed to be done, and Sergeant Roder Keenan always did things the way they were supposed to be done. By the time he arrived back at his quarters, he was drowsy and had only a few marks before dawn, so stretched out on his cot and closed his eyes.
 
   He dragged himself up out of bed two marks later, put on his uniform and woke Duwin. “Josh, we need to wake the men,”
 
   Duwin’s eyes fluttered open and he sat up. “Right, Serge,” he replied and put on his uniform.
 
   The Corporal had gathered each man on the list into one barracks, which was also near the staging area, “Everyone up and on your feet!” Duwin shouted. 
 
   There was moaning and groaning along with the obedience, but in short order all were dressed and ready to proceed. These were Royal Guardsmen, the best of the best, and they did everything perfectly and in short order, if not without some grumbling.
 
   “We eat an early breakfast and then it is straight to the stables,” Roder ordered.
 
   By the time Sir Daniel appeared, half a mark before dawn, all of the men were standing in the staging area beside their horses, which were saddled and ready to go. Accompanying the Knight was a pair of Teki, a man and woman. The female was wearing bright green trousers and a tight yellow shirt with orange stripes. There was a broad leather belt around her waist with a hand-sized crossbow hanging from a clip on her left hip, and a row of miniature bolts that went all the way around the belt two finger widths apart. Each bolt was a hand span in length. 
 
   The male Teki’s pants were bright blue, he wore a yellow shirt with red horizontal stripes, and a knife on each hip, a slim throwing blade strapped to each boot, and perhaps more secreted within his blue coat. His eyes were dark brown but his hair was slightly below his shoulders, definitely not a military cut.
 
   Sir Daniel was in his field uniform consisting of, polished chain mail, a forest green sir coat, and light green pants. On his shoulders was a falcon with a lightning bolt clutched in its talons in a sky of blue and over his heart was the emblem of the royal hawk in flight, matching that on his green lacquered helmet, showing his allegiance to the crown. His sword belt was black with a double row of diamonds studded around his waist. The magnificent sword of a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm was on his left hip and on his right, sheathed in black leather, was an ordinary hunting knife. He and his escorts were mounted. His was a superb ashen stallion with black mane and tail. The woman sat atop a mare whose thick coat was chestnut mixed with white while the man rode on a gray mare. Neither of the mares was flashy but Roder could tell at a glance they had staying power. He sincerely hoped the couple was only here as well-wishers.
 
   Sir Daniel smiled after dismounting. “Sergeant Keenan, I’m pleased you were chosen. Is all in readiness?”
 
   Roder nodded his head. “All is in readiness. We await your orders.”
 
   When he met the young Knight in the Whetstone, Roder had no idea he would be going into the field under his command. This particular fellow had impressed him, first in their sparring match, and then while observing him train with one of the best swordsmen in the land. Daniel never complained, not when Roder clouted him, not when Lieutenant Tomei drilled him in the forms as if he was a raw recruit, and not when the Master-of-the-blade finally began sparing with him again, even though the Knight lost every match. Roder had watched the progress. The young Knight had learned the forms and gone from adequate to highly skillful with the blade. 
 
   “This is Silvia Cresh Gerabolli and David Cresh Gerabolli. They are my official Teki escorts and will be coming on our journey,” Sir Daniel announced. 
 
   Roder had not held much hope that the two were well-wishers. It was not his place to approve or disapprove of his commander’s choice in who is to come, but guarding the royal family was the primary responsibility of the Royal Guardsmen. Acting in the Queen’s interest is also the responsibility of a Royal Knight of the Realm, but foreigners had no business being involved, especially Teki, and why was an escort from them needed? “As you command,” Roder replied evenly. He could tell by the sound of shifting behind him the men were no more thrilled by the announcement than was he.
 
   “When Sergeant-of-the-guard Zaccum and Lord Jonah Ducalin arrive we can move out. I know the quickest way to the Swamps of Append, but they know the best route to take once we get there,” Sir Daniel informed him.
 
   It only made sense to follow the Duke’s son, who could keep the entire company from getting bogged down. The young Knight spoke with a quiet confidence, which is how a commander should talk in front of the men he was commanding. Roder was glad to hear it. “Captain Bremen advised me of their coming.”
 
   Sir Daniel nodded his head and stared in the direction of the staging area entrance, toward the east wing of the palace. The sound of hoof beats on cobblestones came from behind and then faded as a horse and rider crossed onto the field. A man in a green uniform with gold trimming rode up and then dismounted right beside the Knight. What was a cavalryman doing here?
 
   “Cale, what are you doing here?” Sir Daniel inquired of the Lieutenant, echoing Roder’s thoughts. 
 
   “I heard there is trouble in the south and requested leave to accompany you. That is, if you will have me?” Lieutenant Tomei replied.
 
   Under any other circumstances Roder would have been offended and annoyed at a cavalryman pushing his way into matters that did not concern him. He never approved of the arrogant Tomei, but had to admit the man was as good as his boast, and he could be of use on the mission, far more than a pair of Teki.
 
   Sir Daniel glanced at the woman, but she only stared back at him. Roder knew certain aspects to this mission had not been disclosed to even him, but was sure the Knight of the Realm knew every detail, and seemed hesitant to invite someone else along. 
 
   Tomei coughed and forced a smile. “Surely you can use a Master-of-the-blade to help with whatever it is that needs doing. At the very least I can keep you in top form. I already have you where you could beat any man here, except me of course. Let me help you.”
 
   Sir Daniel mumbled something about, “If anyone insists on coming,” and then spoke up in a strong voice. “You may accompany me.”
 
   The Lieutenant nodded his head as if his joining them was never in doubt. Lord Jonah Ducalin and Frederick Zaccum arrived a quarter of a mark after sunrise, sloppy that, but considering all that they had been through, a little slackness could be tolerated. Both were clean shaven and dressed appropriately, the Duke’s son in a light green suit and the Sergeant in uniform. Sir Daniel acknowledged the Queen’s nephew and escort, and then mounted his horse with the ease that comes with much time in the saddle. Everyone followed his example and he led them single file out of the city.
 
   They were headed southwest, morning passed quickly and as the afternoon wore on the concrete road became hardened dirt. They formed two columns at that point and maintained a steady trot. Sir Daniel stayed quiet the entire time while Tomei chattered at him. Behind them the Teki were whispering, gesturing with their hands, and glancing lovingly at each other. The Duke’s son and Sergeant Zaccum were right behind the pair, with the young noble wearing a sour expression, clearly not pleased. Roder went up and down the line, making sure all was as it should be. 
 
   “He didn’t even inspect us,” Slack-jawed Guardsman Lakane was saying to burly Joel Halkum who was riding beside him.
 
   “I just hope he will order a stop so we can eat. We’ve already missed our midday meal,” his buddy, Duncan Hawk replied, whose lean frame would lead one to believe he had missed a few vital meals, but he ate like a horse, and was full of energy.
 
   Conversations like that were happening up and down the line. The men would get sloppy if they begin to believe their commander does not care if each horse is exactly the same distance from the other or how clean they kept their uniforms and weapons. Not stopping for meals was a sure way of conveying to the men that their commander is not giving them much thought. The talk was mild so far, but if the Knight does not call for a stop soon, the grumbling will only worsen. 
 
   Roder yanked on the reins and Dancer, his brown Battencayan stallion, double-timed to the head of the column. Lieutenant Tomei was still chattering while Sir Daniel’s eyes seemed to be continuously scanning the surroundings and paying little attention to the obviously one-sided conversation.
 
   “Sir Daniel, that field up ahead on the left is a perfect place to rest the horses,” Roder stated, trying to make it sound like an observation.
 
   The young Knight glanced back at the men and horses following him. “Two spans ahead on the right is a field better suited to our needs. We will stop there for three quarters of a mark.” 
 
   The field in sight seemed adequate and trees lined both sides of the road, which curved to the left, making it impossible to see more than half a span. The Knight must have spent a good deal of time studying maps to be so sure of what was around the next bend. But still, “Is there something wrong with this field?” Roder dared to ask. He normally did not question a command decision.
 
   “Three hundred paces into the woods are a black bear and two cubs; the third is in the field. See that dip toward the center,” he replied while pointing his finger.
 
   Sure enough a black furred head poked up and then back down out of sight. Tomei shook his head wonderingly. “You faced countless yetis and are concerned about a bear and a few cubs?” the Lieutenant blurted.
 
   “If she attacks we will do what must be done, but I see no reason to bother her until then. If we enter the field and the cub cries out, which it will, the horses will be nervous, the men will get jumpy, and the she-bear will sense danger to her cub, which will lead to unpleasantness, all of which can be avoided by using the next field,” Sir Daniel replied.
 
   “I apologize for questioning you?” Roder said. He really should have had a little more confidence in the young Knight.
 
   “That would not happen in the cavalry,” Tomei stated, the contempt clear in his voice.
 
   “Then I’m glad Sergeant Keenan is not of the cavalry,” Sir Daniel spoke up. “Feel free to make suggestions and question me, privately, when you think I am about to make a mistake. Cale, why didn’t you mention it?”
 
   Tomei glanced at the Knight. “I trust you to decide where we go, what to do, and when. My trust was not misplaced. Obviously, you knew about the field ahead and already planned on stopping before the Sergeant here even made the suggestion.”
 
   Roder just could not make himself like the man. 
 
   “It’s good to know you trust me because after the break we are going into the woods to make up time. Sergeant Keenan can correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe this is the road the Royal Guardsmen travel when they come and go from Duke Cantor’s estate,” Sir Daniel began to inform them.
 
   Before Roder could open his mouth to confirm the Knight was correct, Jonah Ducalin rode forward. “This is the route usually taken and it is the fastest. We should stay on it.”
 
   “As the crow flies, your home is two hundred-one spans from Ducanton. After the bend, this road goes straight south for another thirty-five spans, and then west for another thirty, at which point we go south for another ten in order to reach the swamps. That is two hundred forty-six spans. My way, we have half that to cover. By cutting across country, I can get us to that same spot on the road in a matter of days rather than a week or more,” Sir Daniel told him.
 
   “If we were in the Tannakonna region, I would trust you to know the back trails, but this is not your home. Have you even been in southwestern Ducaun before?” Jonah Ducalin demanded to know. 
 
   “He was trained in Aakadon. I’ll wager he knows every trail on the continent,” stated the male Teki, David. The man spoke with absolute conviction but it was clear he was only supporting the Knight. 
 
   Sir Daniel focused on the young lord. “You will guide us when we reach the swamps. Until then, we go the way I say,” he replied, evenly, offering no answer to the question.
 
   Sergeant Zaccum placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder when it looked as if the Duke’s son was going to argue. “Sir Daniel is in command,” he said in a soft voice.
 
   “I apologize, it is not your fault my aunt decided one Knight and fifty Royal Guardsmen were sufficient for the task. I find it odd that a foreign prince warrants a full legion as escort while a matter so crucial to the kingdom receives so few,” Jonah said, and then let his horse drop back behind the pair of Teki.
 
   The statement was left hanging in the air and nagged a little at Roder’s own concerns over the mission. It was clear as a spot on a recruit’s collar that the Queen had complete confidence in the abilities of those she sent; otherwise an entire legion probably would have been dispatched. Infantry would be better in the swamp than cavalry, but neither branch of service was directly responsible for the safety of the royal family. Only five thousand Royal Guardsmen were on the rolls, one thousand at the palace, and the rest were scattered across Ducaun, guarding the royals and their properties. Roder was as proud of his uniform as any, but would not have minded much if Cleona had added some infantry and cavalry on this mission. 
 
   He dropped back to where Corporal Duwin was chiding Guardsman Rabin for slacking a pace behind in the formation, causing the entire back end of the left column to shift back by the same distance, and be out of sink with the right. The correction was made by the time Roder reached the trouble spot.
 
   “You will be pitching Sir Daniel’s tent when we make camp and pull first and third watch,” Duwin told the guardsman.
 
   “As you say, Corporal,” Rabin replied, sourly.
 
   Roder gestured to Duwin. “Start telling the men we will be stopping for a three quarter of a mark rest within the next two spans,” he told him, speaking loud enough for his voice to carry to the nearest guardsmen. 
 
   “It is about time. You know, Sir Daniel hasn’t sent any scouts out. We have no idea what is ahead, to the sides, or on our flanks,” Duwin replied in a soft voice. “What was wrong with the field we just passed?”
 
   “Did you happen to see the mother bear and her three cubs?” Roder questioned him in a voice meant to carry. Some of the men close by may have heard the question; several heads had nodded when the corporal had asked it.
 
   “No,” Duwin replied.
 
   “Sir Daniel did. He was raised in the backwoods and is aware of everything around him, even with a cavalryman nattering in his ear,” Roder stated, and drew a few chuckles from some of the men. That said, the Corporal had been correct, scouts should be out, but it was better to build up the confidence of the men in their leader than to undermine it. 
 
   Duwin nodded his head and then rode up and down the columns spreading the word. Shortly after they rounded the bend, the field Sir Daniel spoke of came into view. There was a good deal of moaning and groaning when the men dismounted and walked around after being so long in the saddle. None, and Roder included himself, had spent so much time on a horse in ages. In Ducanton, most of the guardsmen marched and stood at their posts, only riding their horses on the training field or in the city when escorting the Queen or some other person whom she wanted to receive the honor. Presently, men relieved themselves in the bushes while others broke out their rations for a quick meal. The Knight drank from a canteen, ate no food, and moved with ease, showing no sign of fatigue or soreness. The Teki did not appear any worse for the wear, nor did the cavalryman seem to be feeling any pain.
 
   Three quarters of a mark later, Sir Daniel called for all to mount up and surprised the men by leading them deeper into the woods rather than back onto the road. Word had spread about the Knight’s powers of observation by that time, so few of the men complained, especially since they now had some food in their bellies. The forest was thick with pines yet the young commander navigated both columns through the midst of them without error, which also boosted the confidence level of the men in him. The sun was glowing amber in the sky and Roder was wondering when a halt would be called. Traditionally, they would have stopped by now to give the men time to set up their tents, dig a latrine, eat, post guards, and tend to the horses before dark. 
 
   Roder double-timed to the front of the column. The Knight glanced at him and then back at the men. “There is a spring half a span to the left, we will be camping there. Inform the men if you please.”
 
   “As you say, Sir Daniel,” Roder replied crisply. He was gladdened by the fact that the Knight did not need reminding.
 
   He dropped back to Corporal Duwin. “Sir Daniel has ordered that we will be stopping shortly near a spring to make camp. Spread the word.”
 
   Duwin nodded his head and rode down one side of the column and up the other, informing everyone. A small lake came into view, no doubt formed by the spring, and Sir Daniel called a halt. Men dismounted and began performing their assigned tasks. In short order, all of the tents were up and the horses were being brushed and fed. Russ Monner, the designated cook, the best in the entire Royal Guards, which is why Roder had chosen him, broke out the pots and began making beans and frying slices of salted ham on a skillet. The aroma soon had everyone’s mouth watering.
 
   Sir Daniel went over to the horses, touching them, rubbing their necks, and speaking softly in their ears. They seemed to respond well to his ministrations. Each horse he walked away from perked up as if no longer fatigued from the extended ride.
 
   “He cares more about the horses than he does us,” Guardsman Carper grumbled before forking in a mouthful of beans.
 
   “Lonni, I care more about your horse than I do you,” Allen Camden told him.
 
   “Loner is better looking,” added Marco Reynar, who was sitting beside them.
 
   “Yuk it up you two. I’m being serious, my butt hurts, my legs are chaffed, and this is just the first day,” Carper replied after swallowing and washing down the beans.
 
   “Do you see Rabin over there,” Roder asked, while pointing at the guardsman who had just finished erecting the tent for Sir Daniel. “He is about to go on guard duty and will go on it again in the third watch. Carper, if you would like to join him; keep complaining, the both of you can keep each other awake with all the bellyaching.”
 
   “Serge, I was just saying,” Carper began.
 
   “I heard you well enough and that sounded like the beginning of another complaint.” Roder interrupted. “Every Royal Guardsman is sore. Sir Daniel and his Teki escorts are clearly used to a long stretch in the saddle, Lieutenant Tomei as well. I will be blighted before allowing us to appear weak in front of them. Your fellow guardsmen seem to feel the same as I, seeing as not one of them is talking about how his butt hurts. You now have first and third watch.”
 
   Carper frowned, but his expression could not get more soured. “It will be as you say, Sergeant,” he said, finished eating, and then walked over to where Rabin was now out guarding the trees a hundred paces to the left.
 
   Sir Daniel and Lieutenant Tomei broke out the wooden practice blades and were soon moving gracefully through the forms. After the warm up, they began to spar. Both blades moved in a blur with Sir Daniel mostly on defense, although he did occasionally go on the offensive, causing the Lieutenant to back up. They went ten rounds and the Knight managed to graze his opponent’s shoulder, once, which would be a minor scratch in a real fight, but was a major accomplishment against a Master-of-the-blade. Sir Daniel had lost every match, yet did not seem discouraged in the least. What Roder truly found remarkable was; the Knight was not even breathing hard at the end while the Lieutenant sweated like a horse after a ten span trot. 
 
   The four of them, Sir Daniel, Tomei, and the pair of Teki ate together and then the Knight spoke to the couple, who began to pull small containers from their packs. The female walked straight up to Roder, smiled sweetly, she was pretty, and handed him one of the containers.
 
   “The ointment will lesson your discomfort. Sir Daniel bought enough from our troop for all of you,” she informed him and then went on to Guardsman Pinehill before Roder could thank her, while the male Teki made his way around the camp passing out more of the stuff. They did not stop until every guardsman had a container of ointment.
 
   The gesture went a long way toward making the men believe their commander cared about them. Roder inspected the men, uniforms, weapons, tents, making sure all was up to Royal Guardsmen standards. Some of the men wondered why Sir Daniel did not perform inspections, but those complaints were vastly out numbered by the gratitude expressed by those who were no longer saddle sore. When everything was as it should be, Roder went into his tent, stretched out on the cot, and fell asleep.
 
   A tap on the shoulder caused Roder’s eyes to pop open. “Dawn is coming soon,” Corporal Duwin informed him.
 
   Roder sat up while swinging his feet to the ground. “Is Sir Daniel awake?”
 
   “He was already up talking to Bejarren and Konner when I awoke,” Duwin replied. “Sergeant Zaccum is up but Lord Ducalin is still asleep.”
 
   Jacob Bejarren and Julius Konner both had third watch, along with Carper and Rabin, except the first two guardsmen had been off duty during the first and second watches, while the last two were sluggish and had some red in their eyes.
 
   Roder did not need to ask if Russ Monner was awake. The aroma of bacon sizzling in the pans and being carried on the breeze was answer enough. Huge pots of oatmeal boiled near the pans and a few early risers were already standing in line waiting for the cook to tap Duncan Hawk on the shoulder, which was the signal for the youngest guardsman to begin serving breakfast.
 
   Sir Daniel, seemingly fresh as a new day, uniform spotless, walked over and stood at the end of the line. Men stepped aside to let him skip to the front, but he refused. Monner tapped Hawk and breakfast was served. After eating and seeing that everyone else had done so, Roder made his way over to where the Knight was speaking to Lord Ducalin, who had been the last to awaken and eat. 
 
   “I hope you’re right about this,” the Duke’s son was saying.
 
   “We should be where you exited the swamp in a few days and well before sunset,” Sir Daniel assured him, and then turned to Roder. “Good morning Sergeant.”
 
   “So it seems,” Roder replied. “I just wanted to inform you that all have eaten and now ready for your orders.”
 
   Sir Daniel eyed the area. “We ride as soon as you can get the men on their horses.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Roder replied and then turned and called out in a loud voice, “Clean up, pack up, saddle up, and the last four to do so will be pulling third watch tonight.”
 
   Men scrambled to obey and in short order, everyone was ready to ride. “Rabin, Carper, you must have enjoyed each other’s company, because you are both on third watch tonight. Rine and Swan, you will be joining them,” Roder called to the last four men to be saddled and ready.    
 
   At mid-day Sir Daniel called for a three quarters of mark halt. While the men were eating their rations and taking care of other physical needs, Roder went over to where Sir Daniel sat under a pine strumming a guitarn. Both Teki were with him, but the Lieutenant was off, probably relieving himself. 
 
   “Do you trust that lordling to guide us through a swamp?” Silvia was saying.
 
   David, who was tapping a beat on his thigh in time with the music, added, “Your navigating skills are far better than his.”
 
   “The maps I studied in Aakadon were created during the dry season. I have no idea which trails are passable at this time of year, in a couple of months, yes. Now, no,” he replied, and his gaze flickered to the female Teki. “So, yes I trust Jonah to guide us. Don’t forget we also have Sergeant-of-the-guard Zaccum.”
 
   Roder cleared his throat to get their attention. “Will you be inspecting the men when we make camp?”
 
   Sir Daniel broke his rhythm in mid-strum. “You have done a thorough job.” 
 
   “Thank you, Sir Daniel. I will continue to do so, but the men expect their commander to do so as well. Not as thorough as the inspections I do, just a few spot inspections to show you expect standards to be maintained,” Roder told him while trying to make it sound like a suggestion rather than a lecture on the duties of a commander in the field.
 
   “I appreciate you bringing this to my attention,” the Knight replied. “When we make camp tonight I’ll do an inspection.”
 
   “When we start up again, you may want to send scouts out to report on what’s ahead, at our sides, and to the rear,” Roder suggested.
 
   Sir Daniel plucked a few notes and then nodded his head affirmatively. “Pick your scouts, but they are to stay within half a span of the main body. In addition, choose two of your swiftest riders who can relay messages from me to them. I know exactly where we are going and have a fairly good idea of what is in these woods.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Roder replied, and then went to select the men.
 
   He was not entirely pleased, seeing as the Knight was not following standard procedures, but at least he had agreed to send scouts out, even if with restrictions. Roder began choosing the men for the job. Samson Kaypen, Manny Kenton, Trevor Hannon, and Adam Avery, accepted the jobs without grumbling, they were the best choices to be scouts. Raymond Carpenter, whose big eyes always made him seem in a constant state of surprise, and Duncan Hawk, the swiftest riders, were young enough to be thrilled to serve as runners for the Royal Knight of the Realm. 
 
   Sir Daniel gave the order and everyone mounted their horses and followed him through the trees, over brooks, and across grassy fields. They rode in formation, no one slacked off. Every now and then a runner would be sent to deliver a message to one of the scouts. Four days later and three marks before sunset they passed out of the woods and onto the road, just as Sir Daniel predicted. Roder double-timed to the front of the column.
 
   “Can we make it from here to the estate before dark?” Sir Daniel was asking.
 
   “Yes,” Lord Ducalin replied.
 
   “No,” Sergeant Zaccum said at the same time.
 
   Sir Daniel glanced between the two. “Which is it, yes or no?”
 
   Zaccum took a deep breath, clearly not wanting to be in the position of contradicting the Duke’s son. “Jonah, if we had a straight path, I would agree with you, but we don’t. The safest way to go is muddy at best and we will be zigzagging to stay out of the wettest areas, but it is the best course. It will take six hours to navigate through to your home.”
 
   Sir Daniel fixed his gaze forward into the swamp. Just as Roder was convinced the young Knight’s mind had wandered far from the conversation, he shook his head and raised his hand, signaling a stop, and said decisively, “Sergeant Keenan, we camp here.”
 
   “You said that when we arrived at the swamps, I would decide the way to go,” Jonah Ducalin reminded him.
 
   Sir Daniel smiled, they were the same age yet the Knight seemed older, and was clearly not intimidated by a nephew of the Queen. “Jonah, I understand you’re eager to get back to help your loved ones. Believe me I have been there, but the danger is too great. There is no completely safe way into this swamp. We will be facing gators, pythons, water moccasins, and sasquatches. I prefer to deal with those creatures in the daylight.”
 
   “He is correct about the dangers. The risk is too great,” Zaccum added his weight to the decision.
 
   Jonah looked Sir Daniel straight in the eye. “When we cross into the swamp, I will be making the decisions on where we go.”
 
   “I trust you not to lead us into a bog and if you violate that trust, bring us into avoidable danger, I will take charge, and ask Sergeant-of-the-guard Zaccum to lead us to your father’s estate,” the Knight replied, undiplomatically.
 
   “I know my responsibilities, it will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Jonah replied formally.
 
   Roder gave the order to set up camp and the men did so speedily. Dinner, beans, ham, and dried bread, was served and guards posted. Sir Daniel sparred with Lieutenant Tomei, this time actually winning one out of twelve rounds, a great accomplishment. Half a mark later, the Knight started walking around the camp.
 
   “Guardsman Tabon, your boots need shining,” the Knight told the thick-shouldered man, and went on to inspect the next person. Sir Daniel reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue jar. “Guardsman Thrush, take this, go into your tent and rub this on the infection,” he told the man. 
 
   “How did you know?” Long-jawed Fentnor Thrush responded while taking the jar and staring wide-eyed at his commander.
 
   “You’ve been squirming in your saddle half the day and leaning to your right, so I figured the infection was on your left thigh,” the Knight replied.
 
   “Thank you, Sir Daniel,” the guardsman replied and then went into his tent.
 
   Roder had failed to notice the problem. The squirming and shifting must have been subtle, yet the Knight had noticed.
 
   Sir Daniel went to every man, called him by name, and either ordered a correction or commended him for a job well done. 
 
   “Corporal Duwin, there is a tear on your coat,” the Knight observed. “We have stopped early. This would be a good time for mending.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Duwin replied and then went off to make the correction the Knight suggested.
 
   Roder smiled. The inspection had been successful. The field commander had showed a personal interest in each man and not even the ones who needed correction complained. How could they when the Knight kept his boots spotless and his uniform immaculate? He set the standard, did not yell, did not chivy, simply told them in a calm way what was expected of them. A Knight of the Realm can get away with speaking so, but a Sergeant has to shout, insult, and threaten in order to keep the men in line.
 
   They settled in for the night. Sir Daniel played his guitarn. The pair of Teki began to dance and shortly thereafter most of the men did so as well. Some three marks later the concert was long over and Roder went into his tent and fell asleep. He woke before dawn, dressed, and exited the tent. Crickets were still chirping and frogs croaking. Russ Monner was starting his cook fires and Sir Daniel was going through the sword forms by himself, using his knightly blade rather than wood. Tomei did not seem to be up yet. Breakfast was ready by the time the Knight finished his routine and everyone ate and then prepared to ride.
 
   There was little discussion at the front of the line and Jonah Ducalin seemed to be getting more anxious as they drew closer to the swamps, but nothing of concern to a Sergeant. Roder dropped back toward the rear of the left column.
 
   “It’s been a quite ride,” Squinty-eyed Lu Zannis observed to Chuc Carlin riding in the column to his right. 
 
   “There’s suppose to be sasquatches in the swamps, so stay alert, some of them might have wandered out this far,” Carlin replied, and spit a wad of chewing tobacco to his left, between the two horses. His low brow caused many a man to believe him dim witted, when in fact the guardsman was sensible, and possessed razor sharp instincts.
 
   “Good advice, stay sharp, there’s more than those big smelly beasts awaiting us,” Roder spoke up, loud enough for most everyone to hear. 
 
   The pines and oaks gave way to black cypress, tupelos, and willows. The area to the left and right was saturated. Sunlight reflected off the water on both sides of the road, which was no longer hard packed, it was muddy. Mosquitoes pestered everyone except Sir Daniel, who rode on as if the little blood suckers did not exist. Roder wished he could do the same.
 
   “We are in the swamp now,” Jonah declared.
 
   “So lead the way,” Sir Daniel replied and then dropped back behind the Duke’s son and Sergeant Zaccum. Lieutenant Tomei and the pair of Teki followed his example.
 
   Roder had been just a little concerned about what would happen if the Knight had chosen not to allow the Ducalin to lead. Fortunately, the situation did not occur.  As they journeyed farther, the young lord demonstrated that he did in deed know his duty. He led them through some smelly areas with thick mud, and some places where the horses were in water more than hoof deep, which was the situation now, but he did not lead them into a bog they could not retreat from. Roder was uncomfortable not knowing what was in the water, moccasins, pythons, gators, any or all of which could be right near their feet. Sir Daniel seemed to be taking advantage of the chance to follow rather then guide. His eyes were closed, yet he never wavered in the saddle, nor did his head suddenly bob as if he had fallen asleep. His head turned slightly to the left as if he was hearing something no one else heard. “Carper, gator to your right flank,” the Knight suddenly called out.
 
   A gator, perhaps fifteen paces long, lunged up out of the water and stopped just short of grabbing Loner’s leg. The horse reared up, sending Carper splashing down into the water right near the huge reptile. Roder jumped from his horse while pulling his broadsword, and landed right beside the fallen guardsman. The gator rumbled in a deep base, causing the water to ripple away from it, and then turned and swam away. 
 
   “There are more critters in this water,” Sir Daniel called out. “You both might want to consider remounting your horses.”
 
   Roder helped Carper to his feet and over to Loner. The guardsman climbed up in the saddle and then Roder mounted Dancer. To say everyone at that point was jittery would be an understatement. Thirty paces to the left a python swam, approaching the column, and then turned away as if it no longer had any interest in them. Jonah led them through thick grass high enough to reach the stirrups and then into water that reached just as high. A water moccasin swam right between Dancer’s legs and went on its way without striking or showing any particular interest, as if the horse’s legs were just something to be avoided like tupelos. They passed an area infested with gators of all sizes and most of the reptiles ignored them, for which Roder was grateful, and those that did not swam towards them, and would suddenly turn away before reaching the horses.
 
   They entered a flooded area lined with thick foliage; anything could be hiding among the branches. There was a brown flash of fur and Sir Daniel was tumbling off his horse and a shaggy beast stood over him. Horses were rearing up in a panic. The female Teki’s feet came out the stirrups and on the saddle in a blur, she sprang into the air, flipping over and around, drawing her crossbow, and loosing a bolt as she twisted in mid-air. The bolt flew into the sasquatch’s left temple, followed by a blade in the jugular thrown by the male Teki, and the horrid creature fell. All this before a single guardsman had been able to draw his sword. Some of the men were still trying to get their steeds under control. Roder’s broadsword was in his hands, him having drawn it reflexively. He did not put it away. There could be more of the beasts ready to pounce on them. He was beginning to understand why the Teki were official escorts.
 
   “Daniel, are you alright?” Silvia shouted. She had landed on the ground and was running over to the fallen Knight.
 
   Sir Daniel stood up while attempting to wipe the mud from his uniform, but the effort was futile. He was covered in it. “Perfectly fine,” he replied and frowned. “I didn’t see that one coming,” he stated and seemed truly disappointed. Nobody had seen the beast before it struck. But that did not stop the young Knight from blaming himself. Then he chuckled. “It was a good lesson. Let’s see if I can keep from making this mistake again,” he added and then reached down and touched the dead sasquatch. 
 
   Roder watched as the Knight examined the beast, which stank like a pack of skunks. Sir Daniel drew his hunting knife, sliced opened the belly of the beast, reached inside, and pulled out a baby sasquatch. He cut the cord and placed his hand on the little creature’s forehead, and it took a breath and began to cry. The Knight stared into its eyes and after a few moments it stopped crying. “Sheila, be calm, you are going to be a good little sasquatch, aren’t you,” he spoke in soft tones.
 
   The little beast grabbed hold of his finger and smiled. The things were born with teeth, must be rough on the mother. Roder looked around at the men. Most of them were doing has he, watching the Knight deliver the baby, but Corporal Duwin was eyeing the foliage along with Chuc Carlin, Samson Kaypen, Manny Kenton, Trevor Hannon, and Adam Avery. The Knight no longer allowed anyone to leave the main body, so the scouts stayed close. Chuc was not a scout, just always alert. 
 
   “You should have let it rot in its mother,” Jonah Ducalin said while riding over on his horse. 
 
   Sir Daniel’s eyebrows arched up, a flicker of anger, but it was gone in an instant. “Let a baby die, I don’t think so,” he replied and then went to Sprinter, who had remained perfectly calm during the attack as if having shaggy brutes jump out of hiding was not out of the ordinary. 
 
   The Knight removed what looked to be an expensive cloth, wrapped the baby in it, and held it toward Silvia.
 
   The Teki woman was hesitant at first, and who could blame her, but after Sir Daniel nodded encouragingly, she took the baby, which promptly fell asleep.
 
   “You are not bringing a sasquatch to my home,” Jonah declared.
 
   “At the moment you do not seem to be bringing any of us to your home,” Sir Daniel replied. “We can remain here discussing the matter or we can ride, you choose.”
 
   Jonah was right, the baby should be left to die or be killed humanely, but Roder rather enjoyed seeing the two nobles match will to will, and had a fairly good idea which one would prevail.
 
   “For now we ride, but we will discuss this later,” the Duke’s son decided.
 
   The path did not get any better. Swamp gas bubbled up from the water, which in many areas was stagnant. The mosquitoes were bad but Roder came to dislike the swarms of gnats even more, and then there were what he called the no-see-ums, tiny bugs you could not see and did not even know were there until they bit you. Tomei complained, of course, the men complained, yet Sir Daniel and the pair of Teki seemed to ignore the pests, although even the Knight could not ignore the gnats. He had to wave them away just as much as anyone else while still covered with mud. Roder was dirty from jumping in the water to assist Carper, who was also dirty.
 
   Lord Ducalin’s hand came up, signaling a halt. “Can you see who it is?” he asked his Sergeant-of-the-guard.
 
   Zaccum dismounted and walked toward what appeared to be human remains. “I’m sorry Jonah. It’s Kryten, but between the sasquatches and the various creatures of the swamp there is not much left of him.”
 
   Lord Ducalin was off his horse in a flash. He dropped to his knees and stared at the head, neck, and half a shoulder, the only pieces that remained, and then wiped away a tear. “What about his escorts, do you see any sign of them?”
 
   Zaccum eyed their surroundings. “No sign here. Nothing that dies in the swamp remains for very long.”
 
   “I know, I know, I was just hoping, well never mind,” Jonah replied and then stood up. ”Sergeant Keenan, bring me one of the sealed sacks the hams are stored in.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Lord Ducalin,” Roder replied, and then rode to the rear of the column.
 
   Russ was near the pack horses. “What’s the problem? Why have we stopped?” he asked as Roder approached.
 
   “We have come across the remains of Kryten Ducalin. What is left of him can fit in one of your ham sacks. Get me one. I don’t care if you have to throw out a ham, but get one,” Roder told him.
 
   Russ dismounted, went to the third horse on the left, and removed a large waxed sack from the pack, opened it and dumped a ham onto the ground. Flies went after the offering immediately.
 
   Roder took the sack, rode to the head of the column, and dismounted near the young man mourning the loss of his brother. The remains were placed in the sack, which was then tied and sealed with wax. Half a mark went by and they were still at a standstill.
 
   “Jonah, we need to reach the estate before nightfall,” Sergeant Zaccum reminded him.
 
   The young lord took a deep breath, swung up into his saddle, and the journey resumed. They rode on through the swamp. Gators, pythons, and other top predators of the wetlands continued to swim at them and then suddenly turn another direction. A breeze came in from the west and caused the gnats and other swarming insects to blow elsewhere, bringing a much appreciated relief. The Ducalin estate came into sight on the fifteenth mark of the day, it took longer to reach than Zaccum had estimated, but they did arrive well before dark and so no one complained.
 
   Approaching from the north Roder could see a wall twenty cubits high and five cubits thick encircling the property. The north side was scorched and battered while sections of the east side were not only burnt; stone had been reduced to rubble. Inside the perimeter was a ten-storied manor house with a barracks and stables on one side and a large storage barn on the other, all were blackened by fire but appeared to have sustained little structural damage. Beyond the wall, all the way around, was sedge grass that stretched over hundreds of strides right up to the tree line, unbroken except where the river cut through the western side of the estate. Fires smoldered in the grass and the smell of cooked-rotted meat was wafting in the air. Royal Guardsmen still manned the walls. The battle was clearly over and it appeared the enemy had not prevailed, but appearances can be deceiving, so caution was definitely called for.
 
   As they progressed through the grass, men on the walls signaled the approach and by the time they reached the gate, Duke Cantor was there to greet them along with his daughter. Angelina Ducalin had dark wavy hair and was about a pretty a woman as Roder had ever laid eyes on. She wore a blue dress and a necklace of sapphires, the center piece of which was a sapphire with a diamond set in it. Her skin was fair and nothing about her appearance suggested she had been born in a swamp.
 
   Jonah dismounted and walked up to his father, who seemed pleased to see his son, but also eyed the tiny band of reinforcements sent by his sister. “Are you leading the vanguard my son?” the Duke inquired.
 
   “No, father, this is the entire company. The muddy one is Sir Daniel Benhannon the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm,” Jonah replied.
 
   Sir Daniel dismounted. “Duke Cantor, I’m pleased to meet you,” he said and extended his hand, which the Duke then shook.
 
   Angelina pointed to Lieutenant Tomei. “I see my aunt has called out the cavalry,” she stated in a mocking tone.
 
   Duke Cantor seemed to ignore the remark. “I have heard a great deal about you, Sir Daniel. Your experience with yetis might come in useful if they are anything like sasquatches. We seem to have quite a few still wandering around.”
 
   Sir Daniel smiled ruefully. “I’ve met one,” he replied while gesturing at his appearance. “My Teki escorts killed her so fast I didn’t get the chance to fight.”
 
   Duke Cantor eyed the pair of Teki. “I’m a bit surprised my sister sent them, but if they can kill the beasts so swiftly, they are welcome to my estate.”
 
   “Father, has Jebben returned?” Jonah interrupted the niceties.
 
   “Neither of your brothers has returned,” the Duke replied.
 
   Jonah snapped his fingers and Zaccum stepped forward carrying the sack. “Kryten did not make it out of the swamp. What we found of him is here,” Jonah said and he could not hold back the tears.
 
   “No!” Angelina cried. She dropped to the stone floor and sobbed.
 
   Duke Cantor took a deep breath, water filled his eyes, but he did not allow any further public show of grief. “We will see that he has a proper burial,” he stated and then ran his fingers through his silver hair. He was quite a bit older than his sister, who was thus far childless.
 
   Angelina stood up. Her eyes were red but she was no longer weeping. Her brows were drawn down and a new emotion seemed to fill her. “His life is wasted, maybe Jebben’s as well. Jonah risked his life to bring us help and all we have is an impotent knight, fifty guardsmen, one cavalry officer, and a pair of Teki!” 
 
   “Duke Cantor is there a place you and I can speak in private?” Sir Daniel requested.
 
   The Duke had not called down his daughter for her outburst, perhaps he shared her opinion. He frowned and then nodded his head affirmatively. “Come with me Sir Daniel,” he replied and then led the Knight into the manor house. 
 
   Roder had been troubled by the Queen’s seemingly miniscule response from the beginning. Did the Queen know the battle had already been fought before she made the decision? His ruminations were interrupted at the approach of Jason Remmick, the Captain-of-the-guard. “Sergeant, I can see you and your men have had a difficult journey, leave the horses to our grooms and get yourself and your men cleaned up and rested. The aggressors have gone, but the Duke is upset about whatever they made off with that was in the treasure room. Honestly, while I am pleased to have any number of men to relieve and replace those who have been killed and wounded, fifty does not begin to cover our losses. I commanded six hundred men, two hundred twenty-three of which are dead and one hundred seventy-six are severely wounded. I have just over two hundred men to work with, one third of which are wounded but fit for duty. I see one among your company is a Master-of-the-blade, there is that. You have had time to observe Sir Daniel in the field, how much can we depend on his skills?”
 
   “As a commander, he is decisive, if unconventional and inexperienced. He started off by giving the impression that he and his three chosen escorts were the primaries while we Royal Guardsmen were just along for the ride, but as time went on he earned the confidence of each and every man. His skills as a backwoodsman came in handy along the way and his studies of geography in Aakadon allowed him to shave days off our journey. Lieutenant Tomei is his sword instructor and the young Knight is a fast learner and now highly skilled with the blade,” Roder reported.
 
   “He has no lightning bolt,” Remmick observed.
 
   “Given enough time and practice, I believe he will earn the honor, but he is not there yet. He did manage to win one out of twelve bouts with Lieutenant Tomei, mostly because I believe the cavalryman momentarily underestimated his student. One more thing, Sir Daniel has stamina. His drive forward keeps him moving, once a goal is set, he is near unstoppable, and not even the son of a duke intimidates him.”
 
   “I trust your assessment, not that it matters. The young man out ranks me. The likes of you and I have no choice but to obey,” Remmick replied.
 
   Roder nodded his head but chose not to comment on the remark. “With your permission, I will go see to my men.” 
 
   “Granted,” the Captain replied.
 
   Roder noticed Tomei speaking with Angelina. No one spoke to the Teki, so they conversed with each other. He briefly wondered what would happen when people here learned that the sleeping bundle in Silvia’s arms was not a human baby. Whatever else transpired was not his business, all he was interested in was bathing, putting on a clean uniform, and eating. He motioned to Duwin and they led the men into the barracks.
 
   By the time everyone cleaned up and ate their fill, Sir Daniel emerged from his meeting with Cantor, Roder observed from the barracks door. The Knight had cleaned up and his uniform was spotless. The Duke, despite his grief at the loss of his son, seemed pleased by whatever the two men had been discussing. He was holding an unusual gemstone. It must have been a gift from the Knight because it was a topaz set in gold and within the gem was a falcon carrying a lightning bolt in its talons, the emblem of house Benhannon. The Duke slipped the gift into his pocket and invited Sir Daniel to sup with him.
 
   A trumpet blew and everyone’s attention was drawn to the courtyard. Roder walked out with Duwin at his side and several others of the company who were curious enough to see what was happening.
 
   “The cavalry has come,” shouted one of the guardsmen atop the south wall.
 
   Gongs sounded and Duke Cantor along with Duchess Jocelyn, Angelina, and Jonah, came out into the courtyard. The plump duchess, red-eyed, no doubt from mourning the loss of her son, walked regally, head held high. 
 
   “I count one thousand men with Lord Jebben at the head,” the guardsman reported.
 
   Sir Daniel came and stood beside Roder while the procession of cavalrymen passed through the gate into the courtyard. “That would be General Conner. The duke was wise to send one of his sons west. A legion commander and a thousand men should be enough to secure the estate while we pursue the Aakacarns who caused all of this trouble,” the Knight mentioned in a casual tone of voice.
 
   “I thought our mission was to fight through and reinforce this estate, meager lot that we are,” Roder tried to keep his voice low.
 
   “We were sent here to defeat the Aakacarns and help with the sasquatches. I’m pleased the Duke survived, sorry about Kryten, but glad we did not have to wrestle this estate from the hands of the Serpent Guild,” Sir Daniel spoke in an equally soft voice.
 
   “Did you know a thousand men were coming to back us up?” Roder inquired.
 
   “We, the Queen and I, suspected help might come from Bolover, but could not be sure. Time was of the essence and a pigeon can only fly so fast. The assignment we have is to either take back the estate or pursue the aggressors, whether or not the general arrived with reinforcements. The estate is secured, which leaves the task of pursuing the Aakacarns,”
 
   “And if the Aakacarns had held the estate when we arrived, would we have waved our magic batons and wiped them away?” Roder blurted before his discretion kicked in.
 
   Sir Daniel only smiled at him, not angry at all. “I didn’t know magic batons were standard issue to Royal Guardsmen or I might have requisitioned some. The fact is the situation would have gotten messy. Pursuing the Aakacarns may not be much better, but I have no choice. Queen Cleona has given me a task and I have no intention of failing her,”
 
   Roder knew aspects of the mission had not been shared with him. When they had reached the estate, he believed the battle was over and the mission had changed from fighting Aakacarns and sasquatches to relieving the wounded. Now he knew more about the mission and that it was no where near finished. “Cleona has given you the task of chasing down the Aakacarns and I have been given the task of helping you complete your mission. Neither of us will shirk that duty.” 
 
   The Knight lost the smile and looked him in the eye. “I’m sorry you got caught up in my swirl. David and Silvia asked for it, and in a way so did Cale, but all of you Royal Guardsmen are here because you have been ordered to be, not by choice. I respect all of you, even Carper, and trust you to see the mission through to completion. Know that whatever it costs me, I’ll do what must be done to keep you all safe while accomplishing the task I’ve been given.”
 
   The Knight seemed sincere but he promised what no commander could guarantee. No one wants casualties, but they are inevitable once battle is engaged. “I know nothing about swirls or the reasons your companions volunteered to come on this mission. I do know you will do battle with the Aakacarns because the Queen requires you to do so and that we will be with you. I understand you don’t want to lose anyone under your command, but you need to realize that the butcher’s bill in a battle always gets paid.”
 
   “If I do this right it will be the other side who pays,” Sir Daniel replied.
 
   Well, he will learn, Roder thought. “When should I have the men ready to travel?” he asked, accepting that the time of rest the guardsmen were enjoying would soon end.
 
   “According to Duke Cantor’s scouts the Aakacarns are following the river north on foot and are beyond the swamps. His men did not follow any farther. It is not known why the raiders are afoot, but I welcome any advantage we can gain. Scores of sasquatches are moving with them so we will have to keep vigilant,” Sir Daniel went on to say. The man was telling him more in this brief conversation than at any time since they started out.
 
   Roder decided to take advantage of the moment of candor. “Is there more about this mission that I don’t know?”
 
   “Yes,” the young Knight did not hesitate to admit. “There are aspects I’ve been order not to discuss with anyone who was not in the emergency meeting and some that are left to my discretion.”
 
   Roder was not surprised by the answer. A Sergeant gets used to performing his duty with little information from the higher ups. “I’ll trust you to let me know what I need to know before it bites me in the rear.”
 
   Sir Daniel chuckled. “I have to work on my timing. My warning to Carper did not keep him from getting thrown.”
 
   The Knight had warned of the gator before it lunged. “I just put on a clean uniform, see if you can warn me in time to keep from getting it dirty.”
 
   He glanced up to see Duke Cantor walking across the courtyard with the commander of the Southwestern Legion. They came to a stop in front of the Royal Knight. “Sir Daniel, I would like you to meet General Conner,” Cantor made the introduction.
 
   “I have heard about you from the Queen. It’s good to finally meet you,” Sir Daniel told the senior officer.
 
   The general, a clean shaven man of medium build, wore a pair of gold stars on the collar of his light green shirt, the finest quality chain mail, and four golden hawks on the shoulders of his jacket, which was gold trimmed, and a slightly darker shade of green. The royal hawk in flight was engraved in gold on his green lacquered helmet, much like that of Sir Daniel’s. “And I have heard and read much about you, although I have to admit your presence here was unexpected. News from the capital takes a while to reach Bolover. I’m surprised to hear Lord Jonah managed to get to Ducanton and back here so quickly.”
 
   “He moved swiftly and we wasted little time in getting here,” Sir Daniel replied.
 
   The general made no mention of the diminutive size of the force sent from the capital, Roder noted.
 
   “Between your force and mine, I think we can fully man the defenses,” the General said, and Roder knew by the twinkle in the man’s eye the officer was being facetious.
 
   “I was planning on taking all fifty Royal Guardsmen in pursuit of the raiders,” Sir Daniel replied, and then feigned a put upon expression. “But, if you feel a thousand cavalrymen inadequate, I suppose I could leave a few Royal Guardsmen behind.”
 
   Roder barked a laugh, but wore his most solemn expression by the time they all looked at him. The General’s right eyebrow flickered in annoyance, bur Sir Daniel smiled and then the officer smiled as well. The Duke’s expression had remained neutral.
 
   “Are you actually planning to pursue the Aakacarns?” Conner asked.
 
   “Those are my orders,” Sir Daniel replied.
 
   The general frowned. “This sounds like a matter best left to the Eagle Guild, much as I dislike having to admit that.”
 
   Sir Daniel was shaking his head. “At this point, I would not trust them to guard a chicken from a fox. Be that as it is, Queen Cleona has given me the task, and I will accomplish the mission she assigned to me.”
 
   “A chicken from a fox,” the General mumbled. “I see having been among the Aakacarns has not dampened your Ducaunan spirit, which is good to know.” He paused, eyeing the young Knight. “I can triple your strength without diminishing the effectiveness of my forces here.”
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but what Her Majesty has provided is more than adequate,” Sir Daniel replied.
 
   “It will be as you say,” Conner replied.
 
   Roder noted a small gathering around the Teki. The little bundle of furry joy was now the center of attention. Tomei joined the crowd and with him, Angelina Ducalin. Jonah made his way through the crowd and walked up to Sir Daniel. “There is still the matter of that thing you brought here,” the Duke’s son stated grimly.
 
   “Sheila is leaving with us, that ends the matter,” the Knight replied, evenly, face neutral, which meant he was about to get stubborn, a thing Roder had learned by observation. This could get interesting. Jonah was at home, in the presence of his father, and unlikely to back down. Who would win the contest of wills this time?
 
   “Kill it! Kill it!” Angelina shouted in a voice that was sure to be heard out into the swamps.
 
   By the time Roder reached the trouble spot with Sir Daniel, Duke Cantor, and General Conner; Silvia and David were backed into a corner, with the Teki woman facing the wall, keeping the baby safe while her husband stood facing four Ducalin guardsmen armed with halberds. 
 
   “Stand down,” Duke Cantor ordered, and the guardsmen instantly obeyed. “What is going on here?”
 
   “That woman brought a sasquatch here, in my home, and I want it dead,” Angelina replied. 
 
   “My feelings exactly,” Jonah added his voice to the demand.
 
   “I cut Sheila from her dead mother,” Sir Daniel spoke up. “She is an innocent and I’ll not see her harmed.”
 
   “Then close your eyes and I will kill the beast,” Jonah suggested.
 
   “You are just a Royal Knight of the Realm. I’m the heir apparent to the crown and am ordering you to kill this creature,” Angelina told the young Knight.
 
   “He is the Chosen Vessel, get out of his way,” Silvia declared, although she was ignored by the nobles, but the statement got Roder thinking about the possibility. 
 
   If Angelina thought her words were intimidating the man before her, she was in for a disappointment. “Queen Cleona has ordered me to pursue the Aakacarns and deal with the sasquatches, how to do so has been left to my discretion. Sheila is leaving with me.”
 
   Angelina’s eyes fixed on her father. “Are you going to let one of the beasts who killed Kryten live?”
 
   “I admit to having no fondness for the smelly creatures, but this is Sir Daniel’s call to make. If he wants to take the thing and raise it as his daughter, so be it,” Duke Cantor replied while cringing at Sheila.
 
   Roder had no idea what part the baby sasquatch had in Sir Daniel’s plans, but was inclined to back the Knight.
 
   The matter seemed to be resolved, but the hard feelings the baby sasquatch stirred up did not die so easily. The Ducalin siblings, brother and sister, stared hard at the Knight who had defied them in front of the entire household and guardsmen. They finally turned and walked stiffly into the manner. Duke Cantor and General Conner followed shortly thereafter. The incident was over and the crowd began to disperse.
 
   “Sergeant Keenan, please have someone bring me my tent,” Sir Daniel requested, rather than ordered.
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he replied formally, and started for the barracks.
 
   Corporal Duwin and the rest of the men were in the huge facility, which was filling up with cavalrymen. Roder briefed the guardsmen on the continuing mission, and then told off Duncan Hawk to fetch the Knight’s tent. The young guardsmen returned a quarter of a mark later.
 
   “Did you know Sir Daniel intends to sleep out toward the river?” he asked.
 
   Why would the man want to sleep outside? “Did he give a reason?”
 
   “Its little Sheila, Lady Angelina and Lord Jonah didn’t want the babe under their roof, so Sir Daniel is honoring them by making camp outside the walls,” Duncan replied, licked his lips, and then added, “With your permission, I would like to pitch my tent next to his.”
 
   Roder was surprised by the request. “Granted,” he replied, and was further surprised when each and every man made the same request.
 
   By the time he and the men passed through the gates, night gear in hand, two tents were alone on an area cleared of hedge grass. Silvia and David emerged from one and Sir Daniel, holding Sheila, came from the other. His eyebrows arched up and he appeared momentarily confused. “I didn’t order anyone to join me. You all should be getting a good night’s sleep in the barracks. We will be leaving early in the morning.”
 
   “Guardsmen Hawk,” Roder began while gesturing toward the young man, who was standing beside him, “felt the need to camp out and it seemed such a good notion we all decided to do the same.”
 
   Sir Daniel smiled while eyeing all fifty men. “I’m glad for the company.”
 
   “You pack a powerful swirl,” Silvia remarked in a whisper.
 
   The Knight shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps, but I think this is something more than that,” he replied just as softly. Roder doubted their voices carried farther then he and Duncan.
 
   Every man in the unit respected the rank of their commander, only a fool would disrespect a Royal Knight of the Realm, but this went deeper. This young man had earned their loyalty and that of their Sergeant. The tents were pitched in short order without a word of complaint, which was a first.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fourteen: The Underwater City 
 
   Sherree topped the hill and stopped to take in the view. Cedars and elms along with mistletoe and bunch berry to her right and left spread out from the grassy game trail. Down below was Lake Tomlin, twenty-five spans north to south and about seven spans across. The sun was low and reflecting off the water while blue jays and sparrows flittered in the sky, and belted-kingfishers flew above the waves and ducks swam leisurely in all directions. Half a score of hatchlings were following their mother to the east bank. A golden spire projected two cubits up from the water, the only sign of the city beneath the waves. On the east bank of the lake were three two-storied buildings, new constructs of the Stone Guild. No other sign of human presence existed in the remote area. The brown center building had the symbols of the Aqua and Stone Guilds on the roof and walls, the place in which they worked and conferred. The gray building to the right of it had the rock and hammer symbol of the Stone Guild while the blue-green one on the left wore the golden drop of the Aqua, both were living quarters. The compound also included a small stable and corral, where six horses stood nibbling on the grass.
 
   She flicked the reins and Troyan started down the hill. The Stallion was black with patches of white. She rented him back in Tomrus where she had disembarked, and was pleased with his responsiveness. She rode into the stable where a bearded man with touches of gray in his hair, dressed in tanned buckskins, stood grooming Banner, Jerremy’s gray Taracopian warhorse. “May I help you, Accomplished?” he asked in a gravely voice. Two other horses in the stalls turned their heads at the sound of his voice.
 
   “Would you take care of Troyan? By the way, how do you feel?” Sherree replied, noticing that the man seemed well enough.
 
   “I feel fresh as spring water, thanks for askin. Your fellow Aakacarns aren’t lookin too good. Whatever it is that’s makin-em sick ain’t troubling me,” he replied. “You just leave lookin after your horse to old Zackeriah Stabler. I never forget a horse, people sometimes but never a horse.”
 
   “Thank you,” Sherree said, then dismounted and handed the reins to the groom. “I’m Accomplished Jenna, here to get my associates back on their feet,” she added and then made her way to the house of the Stone Guild.
 
   On the first floor she found a large common room and a dinning area. The kitchen and store rooms were over to the left and a bathing room to the right. The living quarters were upstairs. She started up to the second floor when a Three-bolt Accomplished with a neatly trimmed white beard stepped in front of her, apparently wanting to go down. His eyes were bloodshot, he was unsteady on his feet, and it took him a moment to focus on her.
 
   “Aloe Guild, I’m pleased to see you. My apprentice informed me of your coming. I’m Franklin Togan,” he stated.
 
   “Yes, I know who you are. I am Sherree Jenna. We met on the riverboat,” she replied. “Is there somewhere you can sit down so I can examine you?”
 
   “We might as well go back to my room for that,” Master Togan replied, and led the rest of the way upstairs, into a hall having four doors on each side, and through the first door on the right.
 
   Brown curtains on the window facing the lake were open, showing a direct view of the golden spire. A bed and night table to the left, and a desk and wardrobe to the right, completed the furnishings. The Master Artisan sat on the bed and Sherree placed her hand on his forehead and cast, Diagnosis. His body showed signs of fatigue, dehydration, and an empty stomach, but there seemed to be no internal cause for the effects. She decided to go ahead and treat the symptoms, and then figure out what was making everyone sick. She added, Rejuvenation, at the end to give him enough strength to take in some nourishment.
 
   “Now, I want you to go down and eat a decent meal and drink plenty of fluids,” she told him.
 
   Master Togan grinned. “This is the best I’ve felt in days. I can hardly wait to get back into the city,” he told her, and his smile was replaced by a more solemn expression. “How long will it take you to get my team on their feet?” This was a man who loved his work.
 
   “They should be better within the mark, but that does not end the problem. I found no cause for your illness, only treated your symptoms. A more thorough investigation is called for, not just of the Accomplisheds, but also the areas you’ve been exposed to,” Sherree informed him. “Now, go eat while I tend to the rest of your team.”
 
   She continued down the hall to the next door and knocked. A weak female voice gave her permission to enter. The room had the same accommodations as the Master Artisan. In the bed was a blond-haired One-bolt Accomplished. She had a pale complexion, but that was normal for a person of Lobenian descent. She opened her eyes when Sherree touched her forehead and cast, Diagnosis. Like Togan, she was dehydrated and fatigued with no apparent cause for the effect.
 
   “What’s the verdict? Am I going to live?” the Artisan asked and managed a weak smile. Her blue-green eyes were bloodshot.
 
   Sherree treated the symptoms before answering, “Judging by your current condition, you may live to see a few more centuries or so. You should be hungry about now. My prescription is to eat something nutritious and drink plenty of fluids.”
 
   The Accomplished threw off the satin covers and sat up, revealing her underwear. She cast a laundering spell and the sweat stains vanished from her pink silk shift and panties. She smiled. “I’m Marsha Obennen. Thanks for the healing.”
 
   “I’m Sherree Jenna. As for the healing, I’m pleased to have been of help. You really should get dressed and go eat some food.”
 
   Marsha went over and opened the wardrobe, which contained her black and crimson silks. “I’m so hungry I do not need to be told thrice,” she said while removing her silks from the hangers.
 
    “I hope we can talk later. For now, your associates need my attention,” she told her, and then went to the next room.
 
   Jerremy was dressed in his silks and sitting in a chair facing the lake. “I’m surprised you arrived so quickly. There are more than twenty spans of wilderness between here and Tomrus. The Creator knows how many animals you came across, none of them must have been injured,” he stated without turning around.
 
   “You call that a greeting? How about, I’m so happy to see you, or, thank goodness you’re here to make me feel all better,” Sherree teased him.
 
   Jerremy pointed his nose in the air in a clear pretension of being above it all, but spoiled it when she came around and found him smiling. “I’m so happy to see you. Thank goodness you are here to make me feel all better,” he said. His dark eyes were bloodshot like the others, but his naturally light brown skin made him appear healthier than he actually was.
 
   “For your information, I ignored the suffering of a squirrel and a blue jay in my haste to get here.” 
 
   He licked his dry lips. “Noted, I am more valuable than a rodent and a bird.”
 
   “Keep that in mind,” she said, and then proceeded to heal him. 
 
   “I was the last to get sick, have you healed anyone else?” 
 
   Sherree nodded her head. “I healed your mentor and Marsha Obennen. I met him in the hall and decided to go door to door.” 
 
   Jerremy stretched out his arms and stood up. “Then cross the hall. Artisans Daria Copa and Michael Kayten are on the left side. The other rooms are vacant,” he informed her and then rubbed his stomach. “I’m starving. I think I’ll go down and have a bite to eat.”
 
   “Do so and drink plenty of fluids. I’ll join you after I heal everyone here and the Accomplisheds of the Aqua Guild,” Sherree replied as he headed for the door.
 
   She went on and healed Daria and Michael, but did not find the cause of the ailment. In the local home of the Aqua Guild, she healed Martin Varroon, an Oceanic and Three-bolt Accomplished, Joel Glader, Salla Chey, and Sharon Caylis, all three were Reservoirs. Joel was a Two-bolt and the other two were Ones. None of them were mentors so no Droplets were among them. They all expressed their gratitude for the healings and eagerness to get back to work in the sunken city. 
 
   Sherree cast spell after spell, searching for bacterial or viral infections. Oh, she found plenty of bacteria, but nothing the human body could not easily handle. She scanned the entire compound, stables and all, including Zackeriah. The man was in excellent health for a commoner of his age. She was forced to conclude the source of the ailments had to be within the sunken city. She went back and ate with Jerremy and the Master Artisan.
 
   “Master Togan, I’ll need to examine your exploration sites. Whatever it is that made you all sick has to have come from Tomlin,” Sherree informed him.
 
   “I have no objections to you going beneath the waves. You should take Accomplisheds DeSuan and Glader,” he replied without hesitation. “When do you plan to go down?”
 
   It was dark outside and she thought it best if her patients had a good night’s rest before putting them to work. “In the morning,” she replied, to which Master Togan agreed and Jeremy had no objection.
 
   Sherree was assigned one of the empty rooms at the end of the hall and went to sleep. She woke at the crack of dawn and met Jerremy in the hall and decided to have breakfast. They finished the meal, and after a brief orientation on what going under the lake would be like, Jerremy accompanied her to the waters edge where Joel Glader stood waiting for them. 
 
   The Two-bolt Accomplished of the Aqua Guild had black hair and a pasty complexion, which had nothing to do with the recent illness. This was his natural appearance and a common trait of his Pentrosan ancestry. “Stay close to me and keep your appendages within the sphere at all times,” he said in a light hearted manner.
 
   “I appreciate your help,” Sherree told him. She smiled, finding his attempt at humor amusing.
 
   He gave her a respectful nod of the head and then faced the lake. A sapphire blue sphere appeared and surrounded all three of them and moved as the Two-bolt entered the water. Sherree and Jerremy kept pace, one to the Accomplished’s right and the other to his left. As they progressed deeper into the lake, the water instantly converted to breathable air, waves flowed around them, yet not a drop came within the ball created by the experienced Aakacarn. The temperature was at a constant seventy-two degrees. All sorts of fish swam around them, avoiding the bubble of air as if it was a solid object. A turtle slowly arose from the bottom, away from them, and up toward the surface. The spell made the mud beneath their feet seem as hardened clay, yet was returned to normal after they passed.
 
   The clear waters of Lake Tomlin gave them a high range of visibility. The wall encircling the city was less than a span ahead, protecting an area five spans in diameter. Every building seemed to be made of white marble with gold trim, few of which were less than twenty cubits in height, the tallest being the one in the center with the great spire projecting above the surface. 
 
   They walked through the copper gate, which was green, and into the first intersection. A fountain occupied the center with three marble fish atop each other, the third with its mouth open toward the sky.
 
   “Jerremy, I want you to retrace your steps, take me to each location you visited,” Sherree told him. She summoned potential and began scanning for germs or anything that could cause a bacterial or viral infection.
 
   “Then we need to go to the right. The first place I visited was that building,” he replied while pointing to a circular structure that looked like a giant coil of white rope wound up to a pointed tower. Each coil was ten cubits thick and had four levels, not counting the tower, which was ten in diameter and twenty in height, making it the second tallest building in the city. “I was intrigued by the architecture,” he added, and by the way his eyes seemed to be analyzing the structure as he spoke, the design still held his interest. 
 
   “Then we go there,” Sherree replied.
 
   They entered the building and turned to the left. Jerremy summoned a ball of light and they proceeded along the outer ring, which was a hallway with arch-shaped doorways on the right. The wooden doors were long since rotted away so there was no difficulty seeing what was beyond the arches. One room took a quarter of the first floor and down another arch was a hall that went all the way to the other side. They came to an archway that led to the foot of a staircase. Jerremy entered and started up the steps. Joel stayed close, keeping them within his sphere of air, all the way to the top floor of the tower.
 
   Sherree scanned the building from the highest point in the tower to the lowest point three levels beneath the street. All of her scans came up negative. It had taken more than a mark to rule out this location as the source of the illness. At this rate, it could take days of careful searching just to learn what was not making people sick.
 
   Three marks into her search of the city and five buildings later, Sherree wiped perspiration from her brow and realized she had been doing so for at least half a mark. Jerremy and Joel were also sweating. “Is there something wrong with your spell?” The sphere had been maintaining a constant seventy-two degrees, perfectly comfortable, and even though they had been on the move, her pace had been deliberately slow, so there was no physical reason for them to feel warm.
 
   “Neither the conditions inside or outside the sphere have changed,” Joel replied, and began rubbing his temples. “I’m starting to get a headache.”  
 
   “As am I,” Jerremy admitted.
 
   “The contagion is definitely here, but where?” Sherree wondered out loud.
 
   “We can work our way from here to the center building, it and much of the city was built by the Stone Guild, which makes it unique, especially in Ducaun,” Jerremy suggested in a voice filled with pride for his guild.
 
   “The center building has the symbol of the Aqua Guild above the entrance, the golden drop is still clearly visible,” Joel apparently felt the need to add. The Accomplished of Tomlin had been a member of his guild. 
 
   Sherree had no interest in who built what or why. The contagion was her enemy and this was the arena in which she would conquer it. “Let me relieve us of these symptoms before we continue,” Sherree insisted and then summoned the potential.
 
   She focused on Joel first, since he seemed to be suffering the most, and then Jerremy. It took twice the potential and concentration to relieve her own symptoms as compared to when she was treating the others, which was an unfortunate fact for all self healers. “Now we can proceed as Jerremy suggested,” she told them and started into the next building on the street.
 
   She lost track of the marks, but not how many places they searched, fifteen on the right and fifteen on the left, lining both sides of the street. They reached the central building and sat down on a park bench a short distance away from the eighty cubit tall structure. The sphere functioned perfectly and it seemed odd to see trout and gars swimming through the alleys and catfish probing the streets with their sensitive whisker-like barbs. This was their city now and people were the ones out of place. After a brief rest they began the bottom to top examination of the central building. Sherree found no contagion, but a headache made her realize the symptoms were coming back. The spells she cast to alleviate them were not cures, only offering temporary relief, temporary being the operative word seeing as they were now constantly exposed to the source. It was time to go.
 
   “We should head back to the compound. Much as I would’ve liked to find the source of the illnesses on this visit, it seems this is probably going to be the first of many trips,” Sherree told her escorts.
 
   Neither one of them disagreed so they went back to the compound. For five days they searched the city for the contagion. Master Togan and his team continued their research of the city, which meant they had to find Sherree and her little team every few marks for relief of the symptoms. At night, Sherree studied the notes Fenton gave her and eliminated one infection after another. She had hoped to make the discovery on her own but had to admit she needed consultation.
 
   “Senior Practitioner Chen, this is Sherree Jenna,” she sent through the amulet.
 
   “I have been expecting this communication for several days.” He replied with no trace of emotion coming through the mental contact. “I can sense the frustration along with your words.”
 
   She had not meant to relay her feelings, she would have to work on that, learn to communicate what she wanted and nothing more. “I have been over every part of the compound and the sunken city, casting all of the spells I know and those you provided on locating germs, bacteria and viruses, but have found nothing that could explain the illnesses, although I do know the contaminated area.”
 
   “And that is where?” Fenton asked.
 
   “Definitely Tomlin, every time I eliminate the symptoms they reoccur after only a few marks spent in the sunken city.” 
 
   He questioned her thoroughly for over half a mark. “You seem to have covered every natural possibility. What is left?”
 
   The answer was obvious. “The cause is unnatural,” Sherree replied. 
 
   She knew of high power Melodies in the Aloe Guild library that were restricted according to ranking. She would not be permitted to learn a Melody that would mummify her and therefore was not granted access. Could there be spells that caused illness? Why?
 
   “Aakacarn to be precise,” Fenton sent in response to her reply to his question.
 
   “Are there spells of the Aloe Guild that make people sick?” she asked. Because, if the Aloe Guild had no such spells, that left the Serpent.
 
   “Yes, such Melodies exist, but are ancient and nearly forgotten, except by a few scholars and myself.” 
 
   “I seriously doubt any Accomplished here would have such Melodies in his or her repertoire. Do you think the Serpent Guild might have such a spell and be involved?” Sherree communicated her fears.
 
   “The young are quick to allow their imaginations to run wild. The reports I have received on Serpent Guild activity indicate they show no interest in Lake Tomlin,” Fenton replied and paused briefly before adding, “Have you considered an amulet?”
 
   Sherree shook her head, even though Fenton could not see the gesture. “Yes, once I decided to contact you, the amulet was the first thing that came to my mind.”
 
   It was kind of like asking a man on a horse if he intended to ride somewhere, even though the intention was obvious. 
 
   “Communication is the major use for amulets, this has been true for centuries, but they were used much more extensively a thousand years or so ago,” Fenton re-educated her.
 
   She knew almost any spell could be set in an amulet, but doing so seemed pointless except for communication. She could cast any Melody with a Da Capo to maintain it, leaving no need for an amulet, and that thought begged the question she sent to her mentor, “What would be the point?” 
 
   “Historically, they were a non-lethal way to cause people to avoid a particular area.”
 
   “You mean, there could be an amulet warding the city,” Sherree concluded.
 
   “I believe it to be a high probability. The amulet could have been left behind by its previous owner when the city was abandoned,” Fenton sent.
 
   The possibility produced another question. “Was it left unintentionally or on purpose?”
 
   “Good question, the answer to which may be revealed when you locate the device. I leave you with this assignment, go back to the city and locate the amulet. On page ten, section three, of the binder I gave you, you will find a Melody to locate Potential. It is similar to the one used to locate all Aakacarns within your visual range, except this one allows you to sense the direction of its location whether you can see  the energy source or not,” the Senior Practitioner instructed her.
 
   Sherree was pleased to have a direction to follow. “Thank you for the guidance.”
 
   “Thanks are not necessary. Accomplishing the task is the focus, so stay with it and keep me informed.”
 
   “I will do so,” Sherree sent and then ended the communication and went to sleep.
 
   The next morning Sherree ate breakfast with Jerremy and then they met Joel at the lake. As they passed through the green copper gates of Tomlin she cast the Melody Fenton suggested and immediately sensed the potentials of her companions along with a force drawing her attention to the right, straight toward the central building. “This way,” she told Joel, seeing as it was his sphere of air they were depending on.
 
   “We searched the home of the Accomplished of Tomlin days ago,” Jerremy commented. “You were quite thorough, yet we found nothing.”
 
   “What I’m looking for is definitely there but may not be out in the open, which means your repertoire might be called upon,” Sherree replied.
 
   “I knew the success of this endeavor would be up to me,” Jerremy replied with his nose in the air.
 
   “It’s about time you contributed something more than your mere presence,” Joel commented.
 
   The easy banter lightened the mood. The men had been discouraged after devoting so much time with so little result. Sherree chose not to tell them of the amulet theory just yet, she wanted to be sure before bringing it up, but the spell she was maintaining proved there is an active potential being used in the direction of the central building. They passed through the entrance and down the main hallway, like they had done many times before. Jerremy summoned a ball of light. Eighty paces in, she came to a stop. The life force potential was directly beneath her feet.
 
   “Jerremy, make an opening in the floor right here,” she told him while pointing at the spot.
 
   The Serinian glowed violet and a cone-shaped beam shot from his right hand, creating a circular hole in the floor three paces wide. Sherree could see another hallway through the opening. “Joel, we need to get down there.” 
 
   The Pentrosan-born Accomplished nodded his head. “Hey, Stone Guild, make the hole bigger. If I go down there without you two holding my hands, I’m not the one who will be swimming through to the lower level.”
 
   Jerremy widened the hole and Sherree took hold of Joel’s right hand while the tall Serinian took hold of his left. Down they floated to the lower hallway. She let go of the hand and bent down, sensing the active potential beneath her feet. “We have to go deeper.” She told them.
 
   Jerremy focused his spell at the floor, creating another hole, this one large enough for the sphere to pass through. What they found was not a hall, it was a chamber with no point of entrance other than the one Jerremy had made, no wonder they never saw the room, it had been hidden, deliberately, no doubt about it. Water flowed down into the chamber, flooding it quickly. If not for the sphere, they would have been sucked in as if flushed down a drain. Directly below them, in the center of the floor, a sarcophagus sat, four paces long, two wide, and two deep. They locked hands and Joel floated the bubble down and to the right of the marble coffin. 
 
   “Whatever is inside could not be very large,” Jerremy commented.
 
   “There is no image or inscription to say who or what is in it,” Joel stated the obvious. If there was a body, it had to be that of a child.
 
   Her spell could not be wrong and she no longer had any doubt, the active potential was coming from inside the sarcophagus. The moment the sphere touched the marble coffin, Sherree began to perspire, a headache radiated from her temples, and she nearly vomited. It was a struggle yet she managed better than Jerremy and Joel, who emptied the contents of their stomachs onto the floor. That did it. The smell was too much. Her breakfast joined theirs. While she was wiping her mouth, Joe had the presence of mind to step away from the coffin, which offered some relief and left the vomit floating in the water several paces away. The nasty assault on their bodies lessoned enough to allow Sherree to concentrate, so she summoned potential and did away with the rest of the symptoms, for herself and the men.
 
   “There’s a spell emanating from the sarcophagus and it is making us sick,” She told her escorts.
 
   “Considering this was the quickest illness ever to come upon me, I’m forced to agree,” Jeremy stated.
 
   “You led us straight to it. Did you know this was here?” Joel asked.
 
   “Fenton Chen and I discussed the possibility of something like this being the contagion. After ruling out any natural cause, we decided I should look for the unnatural, for Aakacarn involvement,” Sherree replied. “I used a spell from his repertoire.”
 
   Jerremy was staring at the sarcophagus and then shook his head. “Why would anyone want to make us sick?”
 
   “To discourage us from coming near this chamber and the sarcophagus in particular,” Joel rightly concluded. He possessed twice the age and experience of his companions and it showed.
 
   “My thought as well,” Sherree said while studying the marble casket.
 
   She cast a levitation spell and focused on the lid, lifting the slab up and over to the right of the sarcophagus, and then gestured for Joel to edge closer to their discovery. “That’s near enough,” she told him a pace before the bubble of air could come in contact with the casket, not wanting to be sick again. From this distance the interior was clearly visible.
 
   An oblong silver box with the letters D.L.,in golden script on the lid, lay snugly within the dimensions of the sarcophagus. The latch was a gold-hinged device with two walnut-sized rubies, clearly amulets, embedded in it, and one of them had to be the ward.
 
   “This, whatever it is,” Jerremy said while pulling an amulet from a pocket within his silks, “is a significant discovery. I need to inform Master Togan right away,” 
 
   “And Martin should be made aware of this,” Joel added.
 
   “Wait, both of you. Before we do anything more, I need to consult Fenton Chen. Just breathing the air near it made us sick, we have no idea what actually touching it would do. This thing needs to be safely disarmed and then we can proceed,” Sherree insisted.
 
   Joel nodded his head. “It is better to be cautious. Go ahead and have your consultation.”
 
   “Very well,” Jerremy reluctantly agreed, but did not put away his amulet.
 
   Sherree placed Fenton’s amulet against her forehead. “Senior Practitioner Chen, this is Sherree Jenna.”
 
   “Accomplished Jenna, proceed with your report,” Fenton’s voice sounded in her head.
 
   “I have found the contagion. It is one of two amulets on the latch of a silver oblong box within in a marble sarcophagus, in a hidden chamber beneath the lower level hallway of the central building. On the top of the box are the letters D.L., do you know what they stand for?”
 
   There was a long pause, so long Sherree wondered if her mentor had fallen asleep. Just when she was about to repeat the message, his response came, “Do not under any circumstances attempt to open the box or remove it from the chamber. I now understand why the ward is so strong. The contents of the box have been Determined Lethal. It is an ancient warning, but we dare not disregard the danger.” The anxiety in his sending came through along with the words, and the threat had to be serious for the unflappable Fenton Chen to lose control and broadcast his feelings. 
 
   “What should we do?” Sherree sent.
 
   “You said, we. Who is with you?”
 
   “Jerremy DeSuan, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild, who created the entrance to the hidden vault, and Reservoir Joel Glader, a Two-bolt Accomplished of the Aqua Guild, who is providing breathable air,” Sherree replied. 
 
   “Have either of them informed anyone of this discovery?”
 
   “No, I wanted your advice on how to disarm it before we did anything else,” Sherree replied.
 
   “That was excellent thinking. You three are to remain in the chamber under quarantine. There is no way for us to know what you have been exposed to. The safe way is the best way. I will send a team of experts and they will examine and then assist you in recovering the object,” Fenton replied decisively. 
 
   The idea of being quarantined was not in the least appealing. “But it could take days for a team to arrive. What are we suppose to live on? What should we tell Master Togan and his team?”
 
   “Being a Senior Practitioner has a few privileges attached to it. I can declare an emergency and have a team floating on the Hirus almost immediately. Do not be so dramatic. The morning is young, the team I send will be there within half a day, and at most you will miss only one meal. Did you have luncheon plans?”
 
   Sherree was glad he could not see her blush, even though Jerremy and Joel could. The Serinian arched an eyebrow at her. The Pentrosan looked at her askance and then smiled. She turned her back and did her best to ignore them. The last thing she wanted was to come across as a whiny child to her mentor. “I didn’t know you could respond so quickly. Of course we will establish the quarantine.”
 
   “Excellent, tell no one about this, and we will determine everything we need to know before making the discovery public,” Fenton replied, transmitting no further signs of anxiety.
 
   Sherree ended the connection and faced the others. “According to Fenton Chen, D.L. means Determined Lethal. He has placed us under quarantine and is sending an emergency team.”
 
   “That could take days,” Jerremy complained. “If whatever is in the box is deadly, we should be getting as far from it as we can.”
 
   Joel was shaking his head. “A Senior Practitioner is the equivalent of an Oceanic in the Aqua Guild and can declare an emergency. He will assemble a team which will include sufficient members of the Zephyr Guild to speed the journey. I doubt we will have to remain down here more than a day, considering they can sail up the Hirus,” he explained. “I suggest the lid be placed back on the sarcophagus and we move to the other end of the chamber. By the way, Sherree, why was your face so red?” he just had to ask at the end.
 
   “Because, like Jerremy, I thought we would be under quarantine for days, and Fenton made me sound like a petulant child after explaining what you just did. By his estimate, we will miss the mid-day meal, meaning his team should be here in the late afternoon or early evening,” Sherree replied.
 
   “I like Joel’s suggestion about moving farther away from the lethal box,” Jerremy said, and then moved as far away in the sphere as he could from the sarcophagus.
 
   The Accomplished of the Aqua Guild deferred to Sherree, even though he out ranked her and had complete control of the sphere. He could have moved wherever he chose and they would have to follow or swim. Sherree levitated the lid back onto the sarcophagus and then asked, “Would you conduct us to the southern end of the chamber?”
 
   “Of course,” Joel replied.
 
   The chamber had no where to sit other than the floor, so they leaned against the far wall and stared at the sarcophagus. The Accomplished of the Aqua Guild was about to place an amulet against his forehead. “Fenton Chen wants this to be kept private until we know what we are dealing with,” Sherree informed him. She could only inform, having no authority to command or forbid his actions.
 
   Joel lowered his hand. “That is understandable. I have no intention of communicating with anyone not on the Tomlin Project. They need to know of the quarantine for their own safety. They’ll be looking for us, seeking relief after a mark or so of exposure to this spell,” he replied and then continued what he was doing. Whatever he said was silent and between him and the person with whom he chose to communicate, probably Martin Varroon.
 
   Jerremy followed his example and informed Master Togan. “I told him what we know and he agrees with Fenton Chen about the quarantine. He is recalling everyone back to the surface until the team of experts arrives and he also expressed his congratulations for discovering the contagion, along with his condolences for us being quarantined, but mostly he was thrilled about the sarcophagus,” the Serinian told them.
 
   Sherree did not look forward to staring at a marble casket for marks on end. “Jerremy, did you hear about Samuel? He lost his hand in a confrontation with the Serpent Guild,” she began, and when he indicated that he had not, she went into greater detail.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------- 
 
    
 
   Fenton Chen was pleased by the way he allowed a small amount of anxiety to flow through the amulet, it was just enough to convince the trusting Intern to believe him. Whatever was inside that silver box belonged to Della Lain and had to be important. The only object he could think of, was the famous flute, especially since it was double warded, having an extra amulet. It reminded him of the trumpet, having a powerful shield on it, which Serena Lowell and her team could not break, and was in the process of transporting. It was time to report up the chain. He placed an amulet against his forehead and sent, “Fenton Chen to Serin Gell, I have important news.”
 
   “Is there a problem concerning the trumpet?” the Three-bolt Accomplished replied.
 
   “No, all is proceeding as planned. My contact will soon snatch the crescendo from Lowell and head for your Nest in Pentrosa, leaving a trail for Daniel Benhannon to follow,” Fenton informed him. “This communication is about a new discovery. My Intern has found a sarcophagus containing a silver box with the letters D.L. in scripted on the lid.”
 
   A sudden flood of emotion flowed through the mental link. It was a pity the Accomplished who had mentored and recruited him into the Serpent Guild had such little control over his communications. “It has to be the flute. Where is it?”
 
   “In the sunken city beneath Lake Tomlin, there are seven Accomplisheds in the compound and three quarantined in the central building under the water. They are in what was a hidden chamber several levels under the main hallway,” Fenton reported.
 
   “I will be there with a team within the mark. Fenton, you have done well. Befriending the heir to the Ducaunan throne so she would confide in you led us to the trumpet and now, your contacts will gain us the flute. My web is fully functional, all my contacts have reported in, with those two crescendos, my appointment to Maestro is assured, and your place as my second is also secured,” Serin Gell replied.
 
   “Angelina Ducalin and Sherree Jenna have no idea the person to whom they come to for advice is in the service of the Supreme Maestro. Cleona will die of Lethal Growths within a year, so we still need the heir, and my Intern has proved useful, I hesitate to lose her services.”
 
   “I agree concerning the heir to the Ducaunan throne, but not the Intern. Her fate will be determined after I arrive on the scene,” Serin Gell replied. It was clear he still held a grudge from the loss at Bashierwood.
 
   Fenton had hopes of molding Sherree after his own image, in time he may succeed, especially after the flute is destroyed and the Supreme Maestro is freed from imprisonment. “She can still be a valuable resource.”
 
   “Agreed, Sherree Jenna can still be useful, I will not kill her,” Serin Gell replied without a trace of emotion. “Order your contact to take the trumpet, I must have it. Be careful what you report to Vance Cummin, he must not suspect your loyalty still lies with me, and tell him nothing about the flute.”
 
   “It will be as you say,” Fenton sent, and then severed the connection.
 
   Fenton passed on the order to snatch the trumpet to his contact and learned a few bits of information worth passing on to Vance Cummin. That combined with an earlier report from another contact traveling with Daniel Benhannon would fill out his report nicely. He chose the amulet given to him by the other Three-bolt Accomplished in the guild and sent, “This is Fenton Chen with new information.”
 
   “Make your report,” Vance replied promptly. 
 
   “Serena Lowell has the trumpet and is on her way to Rivertown. They are following the Tollus River and being pursued by Daniel Benhannon, a pair of Teki, and fifty Royal Guardsmen. Lowell’s team is only forty-three spans ahead of them.”
 
   “She has not communicated with me since before leaving with her team. This is troubling. Why would she not report her success?” Vance replied. Troubled he might be, yet not a single emotion had been transmitted through the link, an excellent show of self-control.
 
   “She lost all but five members of her team, more than half of the three hundred sasquatches, and all of her horses, this due to a few bad choices and imprecise commands, so now they have to walk along the river at a turtle’s pace. She chose Talenteds, not one possessing a single bolt, and so they cannot teleport without most of them dying in the attempt. Despite the losses, she does have the trumpet, but it is shielded in a casket, and beyond her ability to open,” Fenton replied.
 
   “You have done well reporting this to me and your network of spies has proven to be invaluable. Know that there will be a high place for you in my administration. For now, good work, and keep me updated,” Vance replied.
 
   “I will do so,” Fenton replied and then severed the connection. It is always good to cultivate alliances on both sides.
 
      
 
   --------------------------- 
 
    
 
   Jerremy was saddened by the news of Samuel losing a hand during an encounter with associates of Serin Gell. Knowing the Teki, Jerremy was sure his friend wasted little time fretting over the loss and pressed on with whatever goal had been interrupted. He smiled at the thought, not the missing hand, but the tenacious nature of the man who had been his rival as a Talented, one who pushed him to excel, and who once stood shoulder to shoulder with him and Sherree at the Battle of Bashierwood. Who would have thought a common-born, a Teki, possessed such strength of character. Jerremy expected such things from the nobility, “with the title comes the responsibility,” or so his father often told him. He was forced to reassess his thinking concerning the common-born in light of meeting Samuel and later Daniel.
 
   Jerremy concentrated on the marble floor and formed a bench long enough for all three of them to sit on, no point in being uncomfortable while they were under quarantine.
 
   “Well done, Stone Guild,” Joel said as he sat down. The man rarely called Jerremy by name, mostly choosing to refer to him by guild affiliation.
 
   “The elderly need their rest,” Jerremy replied in an off-handed way.
 
   “So do the young,” Sherree remarked as her bottom came down beside the Two-bolt Accomplished.
 
   Jerremy sat and tried not to look at the sarcophagus or think of its lethal contents. So many designs filled his head, buildings, and bridges, all sorts of ideas, and dying would bring them all to a crashing halt. He did not fear death, per say, he faced that at Bashierwood and proved to all, and mostly to himself, that he could stamp down fear and do what was necessary. Even so, he had ambitions to fulfill, a reputation to build, and a need to find his place, a high place, in the upper levels of the guild, maybe that would finally fill the loss. 
 
   “I imagine this is not the way the son of Lord Jerrome and Lady Aurora expected to be spending his days,” Joel stated. The common-born Pentrosan, like many before him, seemed to feel the need to say things like that, as if it was his duty to humble those born above him. Attitudes like that were supposed to be left behind along with all family ties once a person’s Potential is discovered and they are brought to Aakadon, but some feelings and notions take longer to bury than do others.
 
   If they had been properly educated, perhaps they would know how to deal with persons of higher birth. Jerremy focused up at the hole he made, the one granting them access to this chamber. “That’s because the imagination of one born of peasants is limited, else you would know how it feels to be the former heir of a shipping empire. Having your Potential discovered was a giant step up the social latter, from a shack to opulent quarters in the Aqua Guild, for me it was a temporary step down, but with the opportunity for greater advancement.” 
 
   Joel looked at him askance and then smiled. “I’m so fortunate to breathe the same air as one of such noble birth. Oh wait, this is my air, I may not be able to imagine how you feel about being here, but I can imagine what you will feel if I exclude you from this sphere.”
 
   Jerremy laughed, the release of tension was just what he needed. “I did mention a limited imagination. You know, I could’ve made this bench for two and let you stand for however much more time we will be in here, or entomb you in marble. Of course it would be something in good taste. After all you are an Accomplished and I would not want you spending quarantine in quarters beneath your station.”
 
   “Perish the thought. If I am to be entombed, make the structure a good one. I prefer one with a bed to stretch out on. Perhaps a little nap away from you youngsters will do me some good.” Joel played along, no doubt to kill the time.
 
   “Why should I make you a bed when you can summon a cushion of air?”
 
   “Appearances, one would think a nobleman would understand that,” Joel replied.
 
   “How old was Cherilynn when you left for Aakadon?” Sherree asked out of the blue.
 
   “Six,” Jerremy replied automatically. He missed his little sister. She followed him everywhere.
 
   “How about Jason and Joseph, how old were they?” the Lobenian continued her line of questioning.
 
   “The twins were two,” he replied. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “When you mentioned taking a step down, I thought of your family rather than how many ships you would have inherited,” Sherree answered. “I think you miss the role of big brother more than the rest. I could see it back when you were entertaining the children of Bashierwood.”
 
   “I only did that to get information out of them,” he lied. 
 
   “Thank you for correcting me,” she replied with a look in hers eyes that said, “You and I both know better.” 
 
   “I can use some entertainment. Stone Guild, lower your nose and amuse me,” Joel reentered the conversation. 
 
   Jerremy was about to glance away from the opening, thinking of a snappy come back, when a sphere of air suddenly filled the hole in the ceiling. “Look,” he said while pointing up.
 
   Two cloaked figures descended, both with three lightning bolts on their silks. One was tall with a dark complexion, which would be Martin Varroon, the Ecoppian born Accomplished. The other fellow was shorter, his face hidden by the cloak, which was black with gold trim, and his guild affiliation was plain to see; the Serpent, and Jeremy only knew one Three-bolt Aakacarn belonging to that guild.
 
   A glance to the left showed Joel holding an amulet to his forehead. “Martin is not answering. All I am receiving is a sense of sorrow, pain, and deep despair.”
 
   “He’s bringing Serin Gell!” Sherree spoke louder than was necessary in the confines of the sphere. 
 
   Jerremy stood, summoned potential, and made a hole in the floor. “Aqua Guild, get us out of here!” he shouted.
 
   Joel floated them down into the darkness. As they descended, Jerremy’s ball of light revealed another hallway. He focused potential up and marble reformed, closing the hole. “Is he here after us or the sarcophagus?” he wondered out loud.
 
   “My guess would be the lethal box,” Joel replied. “What I don’t understand is why would Martin betray us?”
 
   “He certainly had me fooled,” Sherree admitted. 
 
   She pulled an amulet from an inner pocket and placed it against her forehead. Her brow furrowed in frustration. “But it is not my imagination. Serin Gell is here and Martin Varroon brought him,” she did not seem to realize she was speaking out loud. It was rare for the Lobenian to lose control. “I don’t know how long we can hold out. No, I don’t know where we will be hiding. When will your team be here,” she paused, “that long, well, we will just have to manage.” She placed the amulet back in her pocket. “Looks like we will be on our own for awhile,” she announced. 
 
   Jerremy drew out Master Togan’s amulet. “This is Jerremy DeSuan, Master Artisan, please respond,” he sent.
 
   A deep sense of sadness and loss came through the link but nothing tangible, no thoughts that could be formed into words. Jerremy dropped the amulet. He only had two others, one that Sherree gave him and one from Simon Trenca. He was hard pressed to think of what a newly raised Accomplished of the Willow Guild could do to help, but had no one else to call.
 
   “Simon, this is Jerremy, please respond.”
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “We need help. Serin Gell is one chamber above us. It seems Martin Varroon is a traitor and I fear Master Togan has been Condemned,” Jerremy sent while trying to keep the anxiety he felt from being transmitted along with the words.
 
   “Where is the chamber you are in and who is with you?” Simon asked.
 
   “Sherree Jenna and Joel Glader, a Two-bolt Accomplished of the Aqua Guild are here with me. We’re in the central building beneath Lake Tomlin,” Jerremy replied.
 
   “We should keep moving,” Joel suggested.
 
   “He’s right, let’s go,” Sherree added.
 
   Jerremy nodded his head and followed them, but did not remove the amulet. He motioned for them to stop after traveling about a hundred strides and then made an archway in the wall. They passed into a room with a door facing the opposite way. He then filled in the arch and began forming marble walls in the back half of the room, making it so there was no entrance and anyone who came through the door would only see a wall, hopefully never suspecting the existence of the hidden chamber he just made.
 
     “We are hiding in a secret chamber. You contact me when whatever help you organize gets here and then I’ll tell you where we are,” Jerremy sent, hoping the Battencayan born Accomplished had enough contacts to make a rescue possible.
 
     “I’m in the city of Bon, escorting Miriam and Ron Benhannon to Daniel’s estate. We are in the process of booking passage up the Hirus to Ducanton. I feared Serin Gell would come after them seeking revenge. It seems he chose to start with you and Sherree. I’m sorry about that,” Simon replied.
 
   “We believe he is after the artifact, a silver box inscribed with the letters D.L. within a sarcophagus. For the moment, he seems more interested in that than in us,” Jerremy replied.
 
   “D.L., Della Lain. Jerremy, you found the lost flute of Della Lain!” Simon sent along with a rush of excited emotion. 
 
   “No, the letters mean, Determined Lethal,” Jerremy corrected. “The contents are deadly and the whole thing has been warded to make anyone who gets near it extremely sick.”
 
   “I don’t pretend to be an expert on ancient script, but Serin Gell no doubt knows scores, if not hundreds, of lethal spells, and one more is hardly a reason to risk capture. No, the artifact has to be something left there by Della Lain, maybe not the flute, yet something she wanted hidden and protected from the world,” Simon replied. Several moments later he sent, “I am going to inform Senior Forester Galloway, he is in Aakadon and can declare an emergency. I’m also going to contact Samuel, perhaps he can reach a Senior Soarer and we can get the Eagle Guild involved as well. Meanwhile, do the best you can to keep from being captured, and don’t trust any members of the Tomlin Project. You said Martin Varroon led Serin Gell to you and suspect your mentor has been Condemned, there is no way to know who else has been compromised.”
 
   “Thanks Simon, I owe you a gratuity,” Jerremy replied, and then placed the amulet in his pocket.
 
   “Who did you contact?” Sherree asked. “Can you make a bench?”
 
   Jerremy summoned the potential and formed the requested item. They sat, eyeing each other, and the longer he thought about Simon’s interpretation of the inscription, the more it made sense. “My contact in the Willow Guild believes the lethal box belonged to Della Lain, could he be right?”
 
   “Senior Practitioner Chen would have said so if that was the case,” Sherree stated as if there was no possibility her mentor could be wrong.
 
   Joel scratched his chin and then licked his lips. “No one knew of our discovery before we contacted our leads. Yes, I know Martin seems to be compromised. He did not appear to be a Condemned but his response through the amulet causes me to believe he is one, yet not disfigured the way they usually are. His first thought when I informed him earlier about the artifact was the same as that of your friend,” he nodded in Jerremy’s direction. “He spoke of Della Lain until I told him Fenton Chen stated the contents were Determined Lethal and had ordered us quarantined.” He glanced at Sherree. “I believe your mentor might be in error. If the object in the sarcophagus is the flute, and it falls into Serin Gell’s hands, he will destroy it, Tarin Conn will break free, then we and everyone else in the world will be in for the fight of our lives.” 
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Could Fenton Chen be wrong? Sherree found the possibility difficult to believe, yet Joel had raised a reasonable doubt. Whether her mentor was correct or not, Martin Varroon was the one who led Serin Gell to the chamber. “Senior Practitioner Chen could be right about the inscription. Your Oceanic believed the letters stood for Della Lain and someone had to have informed the renegade. Whatever actually is in the sarcophagus, clearly they believe it is the flute, and that is what’s driving them,” she pointed out.
 
   “Emphasizing his title does not make him correct,” Jerremy replied. “But I agree with your assessment of Serin Gell’s motivation.”
 
   “Regardless of who is right or wrong, we are in extreme danger. Sherree, does that spell you used to locate the potential emanating from the amulets also indicate the direction of Aakacarns?” Joel asked a very good question.
 
   Sherree summoned the potential and nearly screamed. Life force energy was all around the outside of the chamber Jerremy so skillfully crafted. Two sources were on the other side of the wall behind them, with pairs to the right, left, above and beneath their location. There was nowhere to flee. “We are completely surrounded,” she announced and could not keep the fear from her voice.
 
   “We’ll fight,” Jerremy stated, but even he sounded half-hearted. What chance did they have?
 
   “Stone Guild, can you reinforce the walls, draw more of the marble from the surrounding walls and floor into your construct?” Joel asked.
 
   Jerremy nodded his head, pulled his baton from his waistband and began to glow with potential. The energy flowed into the walls, which gave off a violet hue. Sherree could feel the outside potentials increasing. The enemy was now actively trying to get to them.
 
   Joel cast a spell and the water around the sphere turned into solid ice, strengthening the walls Jerremy was trying to hold together. Sherree had no spells in her repertoire useful for such an endeavor, but she knew of one that could be useful if the enemy succeeds in breaking through. Her Serinian friend was blinking rapidly and licking his lips, meaning the strain was draining the moisture from his eyes and mouth, eventually he will dehydrate to the point of passing out.
 
   A small crack appeared in the wall behind them, then another and another, each spreading and crawling ever farther and wider. Cracks began in the other three walls and chunks of marble fell to the floor until the walls were gone and only the ice held back the enemy, most were expressionless members of the Tomlin Project, all of them bald and empty-eyed. Serin Gell and two of his affiliates were hiding among the aggressors. Now she could focus her spell, Easing The Pain, amber beams of light shot from her fingers, striking every Aakacarn in sight, causing them to go numb and stiffen, just like a patient on the operating table, unfortunately she did not hit all of her foes.
 
   Jets of hot water assaulted the ice. A burnt amber beam struck Joel and after about ten heart beats he began to scream, the sphere vanished and water began breaking down the ice. In a whoosh, Sherree was swept off her feet, barely having time to draw a breath before being completely submerged. She swam into a sphere occupied by several stiffened Aakacarns, Salla and Daria, both expressionless, and the next moment she went stiff, no longer having control over her own body. It was as if she were a separate entity trapped in a fleshly container. That body began to scream. She was aware of the pain the body she occupied was in but felt detached from it. Before she could count to twenty the pain stopped and the two Aakacarns sharing the sphere with her regained their freedom of movement, her spell was broken. 
 
   “Come.” The voice of Serin Gell compelled the body she was in, and it obeyed.
 
   They all floated to the surface and walked into the compound. The body Sherree was in glanced down and she noticed long strands of yellow-gold hair falling from beneath her silks. Soon she would be hairless, she knew what that meant. Nothing in her life prepared her for being Condemned. She tried with all of her mental capacity to blink one eye, just one, a single act of self-will, but her body was no longer hers to control, she was just a passenger.
 
   Ahead and peripherally she noticed Jerremy, hairless, and Joel, also hairless. Each and every member of the team was completely bald, but had not as of yet been disfigured. Serin Gell stepped in front of her. “One of my associates wanted to keep you as his pet, but I have other plans for you. I now have two of the four Aakacarns who defeated me at Bashierwood and am half way to triumphing over all of you, but that is for my leisure time. You are mine now. I don’t know if enough of your intellect remains and can understand what I am saying, but if some part of you does, know that my associates are leading your impotent Ducaunan friend right to my doorstep. Think on that until I get around to finishing the Condemnation I began on you,” he told her in a scratchy tone of voice, and then walked over to the silver box floating in the air beside two other members of the Serpent Guild, a male taller than Jerremy, and a plump female.
 
   He aimed a baton at the amulets protecting the artifact, ice crystals formed and the gemstones cracked. Serin Gell kicked them, they fell apart, and he then opened the silver box. What do you know? Fenton was wrong and Jerremy’s contact had been right, inside was a flute. The world would soon be at war and all she could think of was death destruction and loss. She was filled with despair, but she could not cry because tears were beyond her ability to control. 
 
   The tall One-bolt Accomplished accompanying the pasty-faced Pentrosan shouted for joy and pumped his fist in the air. “Are you going to destroy the flute now?” 
 
   Serin Gell closed the lid and turned to face the crowd. “Not yet, Jordan, when the trumpet of Tarin Conn is in my hand, I will use it to destroy the flute.”
 
   His other associate, a slightly plump woman, joined the conversation. “I’m sure you are strong enough to destroy the crescendo and free our Supreme Maestro right now.”
 
   Serin Gell seemed tempted, but then shook his head. “No. After I have the trumpet, and have had my revenge on Daniel Benhannon, both of which will come to me shortly, I will destroy the flute,” he stated and eyed the people he had just Condemned. “Enough talk, we must be going.”
 
   His baton was now within the folds of his cloak. He replaced it with a piccolo. “Everyone gather around. Follow the notes I play and focus your potential into me,” he commanded, and then began performing a Melody.
 
   The brain in the body Sherree occupied. The one that was hers but not hers, registered the notes, potential flowed into her, and was focused at Serin Gell. Three heart beats later, they were all facing a rocky hillside. “Follow me,” her master commanded.
 
   She was taken to a chamber and ordered to remove her silks, which she refused to do, but her body did not listen to her and complied with the command. Serin Gell aimed his baton at her and went to work. The body that used to be hers began to scream while various parts were ripped away from her and the twisted Aakacarn seemed delighted by each and every wail. She did not bleed to death, which meant the spell had to be healing the flesh nearly as fast as the individual parts were torn away. The pain was hers but not hers. Fenton would have been so proud. She finally achieved clinical detachment, aware of the agony yet, cut off to the point of indifference. The body she had been born with was no longer hers and all of the pain belonged to it. He was molding it, changing the shape into something not even close to human. She was no longer staring strait ahead, but from the sides, kind of like a small bird or a fish. Her hands and feet resembled flippers, so it was a fish he was creating out of her. 
 
   All the efforts and sacrifices she made were for nothing, striving to be at the top of her class, following the rules to the best of her ability, always exceeding what was expected of her, and denying herself the love of a decent man who would have married her in a heart beat. If she had it all to do again, she would only change one thing, accept Daniel’s proposal. No, she would propose to him as any decent Lobenian would, except she would do so privately, so she could have him and her career. The hypocrites in Aakadon say she can have any sexual partner she wanted so long as she is discrete and does not procreate, but she cannot marry him. The body she was in was shedding tears now, she wept along with it, for the things that could have been but never will be, and for the thought that this same fate awaits the man she should have married, but did not.
 
   She hated what this evil man was doing to her body, which was shaped like a fish, flat and long with arms and legs that could be pressed flat against the torso, of which anyone looking at it would be hard pressed to determine the gender. Standing was difficult and she could hardly draw a breath. Lungs were not meant to be compressed in this manner and she knew the laboring heart in her chest only beat because the spell compelled it to do so. She should be dead. Serin Gell’s alterations were so extreme the body could not function in its current state for long, guaranteeing death in the near future, unless he chooses to rearrange her into a different form.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fifteen: A Plan in Motion 
 
   Serena wiped perspiration from her brow while trying to keep the river to her left and not get sidetracked down an oxbow, which would lead to a lake they would have to circumvent, again. She could have sworn that last one was passable when they came by the first time on their way south, it must have rained and covered the original path. Gray clouds hid the sun, night would come early, and she needed to find a place to camp.
 
   “I remember drier ground farther north and to the east, about a half a span ahead,” Ana Tigress informed her.
 
   “That’s exactly where we are going,” Serena replied as if she had planned to stop there all along.
 
   Duggan nodded her head as if convinced her team leader had everything under control while Ferret accepted whatever Serena told him as a fact. Taltin no longer flattered her, but he offered no criticisms of her decision making and obeyed without question. SuTamkin, on the other had, sneered as if he knew she only remembered the drier ground after it had been pointed out to her. That and a score of earlier remarks showed he did not respect her. She would have to do something about his attitude. Of the one hundred forty-three surviving sasquatches under her command, twenty-one, including Gurrumble, had been left in the swamp to discourage pursuit, so she had plenty to choose from if it became necessary for one of them to carry the illegitimate son of a lord. He had the intelligence to keep his mouth shut this time, perhaps sensing her mood.
 
   “Serena, what have you to report?” Vance Cummin’s voice sounded in her mind.
 
   “Ana, I am receiving a communication, take the lead,” she said out loud and then fell in second position behind Tigress and concentrated on the conversation in her head. “I have the trumpet of Tarin Conn tucked under my right arm.”
 
   “That is good news. Rather than teleport to Serpent North, why don’t you come to me at my residence in Holcum?” 
 
   The reply put her in the unfortunate position of having to make an explanation she had hoped to avoid. “I need a team to meet us in Rivertown.” 
 
   “One is curious as to why I should send another team. A task was delegated to you. The choices, strategy, tactics, personnel, and resources were left up to you and none of your requests were denied. Did I err in entrusting the task to the wrong person?” 
 
   She chose not to dignify that question with an answer. “I was successful in obtaining the trumpet but the price was not without cost. Five members of my team survived, the rest died in the assault and infiltration, leaving me not enough combined potential to perform, Teleportation. The trumpet is shielded in a cedar box and we are unable to open it,” she sent and then took a deep breath, not caring that her team was seeing her sweat, yet glad they could not hear her conversation. “I take full credit for taking possession of the trumpet and full responsibility for the losses incurred. On balance, the Serpent Guild benefits, and as team leader I am calling on the authority you gave me to allocate ten Accomplisheds to be at Rivertown when I arrive.” It was a bold move to demand help rather than beg for it, but she had succeeded in her task and refused to be treated like a failure.
 
   “Communicate with me when you arrive at your destination, a team will be sent, per your authority to allocate resources. Your leadership lacks efficiency, but in the end it is the results that count, so I will be lenient. Next time, report to me sooner, and in the future do not make me learn through other contacts what should have been reported to me by you.” he replied. It was scary how much that man knew. “Just so you know. Daniel Benhannon is following your team and even though he has been Silenced, the Supreme Maestro has plans for him, which means discouragement of pursuit is your only option.”
 
   “Understood, I will discourage but not harm him,” Serena replied.
 
   The connection ended, but what had been communicated weighed on her mind. She was not afraid of Daniel Benhannon, for the reason stated by Vance Cummin. Being Silenced rendered the man harmless, no matter how many lightning bolts he may possess. The heaviness came from the realization of how vast Vance’s web of informants had to be and that he apparently wanted her to know it. Only someone at the estate or traveling with Daniel Benhannon could have been the source, or someone traveling with her, which was more disturbing, seeing as she hand picked this team of Talenteds. 
 
   They arrived at the high ground Tigress had spoken of and created temporary hut-like shelters, fashioning them out of dirt and making them hard as stone, one for each Aakacarn, and then Ferren went hunting. Serena formed a message for her pursuer on the ceiling of her one room dwelling. “An Impotent Accomplished Should Keep His Nose Out Of Aakacarn Affairs. Follow At Your Own Peril.” 
 
   Pleased with her work, and not being hungry, she went to sleep with one hand on the trumpet and the other on her tummy. Daybreak arrived and she brushed her hair and went out to see Ferren cooking some kind of meat in a pan, it was best not to ask what, although it did not smell bad. Puddles between the shelters were evidence of rain over night, but the sky was clear and the new day promised to be sunny.
 
   “Are we still bound for Rivertown?” Ferret asked her while handing her a plate of fried something, not fish, rodent, or reptile, so it had to be fowl.
 
   “Yes. I arranged for Accomplisheds to transport us to Holcum after we arrive,” she told him. “This is a big accomplishment to have on our resumes.”
 
   “Mostly yours,” Duzolta replied. The unvarnished way he said it sounded sincere rather than an attempt at flattery. 
 
   Serena had been thinking about establishing her own web of contacts loyal to her, he and several others were definitely candidates. “True, but everyone in the guild will know you were a part of the team that reclaimed the trumpet of Tarin Conn. More importantly, the Supreme Maestro will know.”
 
   “Do you think this will earn me the right to visit the sacred cave?” Ferren asked, and then took a bite of meat.
 
   She chewed a piece of fowl, swallowed, and washed it down with water from her canteen. “I’m sure it will. Visiting the cave and being linked to the Supreme Maestro was the highest privilege granted me, higher even than when I graduated to Accomplished.”
 
   Ferren smiled contentedly. Most of the Ducaunan Aakacarns, much like herself, were recruited into the guild at an early age and the customs of Tarin Conn’s association  were all they knew, having never been polluted by the teachings in Aakadon.
 
   Duggan emerged from her stone hut, ran fingers through her thick dark hair, and came over to the fire, grabbed a plate of food, and forked some fowl into her mouth. “Looks like a better day.”
 
   SuTamkin joined them, followed shortly by Taltin. “Should we dissolve the huts?” the illegitimate lordling inquired.
 
   “No,” Serena replied and drew some raised eyebrows. It had been the practice to remove every trace of their campsite. “I have been informed that we are being pursued by Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   “Your contacts are impressive.” It was the first compliment given by SuTamkin and he actually bowed to her. She had no intention of telling him she had no web of her own and only knew what Vance Cummin chose to reveal.
 
   “What does that have to do with us not dissolving our huts?” Taltin asked respectfully, not a challenge of her decision, going by his tone. 
 
   “He is powerless to stop us so we have nothing to fear from him, but I want him to know that we know he is following us,” Serena explained, even though she did not owe an explanation, her being the leader, whose authority is not to be questioned.
 
   “You want the huts to remain, they remain, simple as that, but I wouldn’t mind if Benhannon caught up with us. He might even live to learn a valuable lesson,” SuTamkin stated, emphasizing his last sentence as if relishing the possibility, and perhaps hoping to be the instructor. If so, he was going to be disappointed because she intended that task for someone more trustworthy.
 
   “Duzolta, we are going to start out for Rivertown, you wait here for two marks and then trail after us for ten spans. I am leaving you in command of eighty sasquatches. If Daniel Benhannon and his team keep coming after they reach this camp, I want you to discourage him, short of killing him, and then catch up with us,” Serena ordered and received a frown from SuTamkin and a shrug of the shoulders from Taltin. Tigress and Duggan did not seem to care, no doubt they just wanted to get the assignment over with, and if so, it was a sentiment Serena certainly shared.
 
   Ferret rubbed his hands together, smiling maliciously. “I know just what to do.”
 
   Serena liked his enthusiasm, but did not want the Talented to go too far, and actually kill Daniel Benhannon. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “Hide underground, pop up, strike him, and send half the sasquatches to destroy the supplies, and the other half to attack if Daniel Benhannon chooses to continue pursuing us.”
 
   Serena gave a single nod of the head. “Do it.” 
 
    
 
   ------------------------------------
 
    
 
   Samuel Cresh stared out the third floor window of the Polkat Inn. Clouds drifted gently across the blue sky. The Sugret and maple trees were adorned with autumn colors while the pines remained ever green and children played on the village grass over near the tree line. Bashierwood had grown so much he could not rightly refer to it as a village anymore. The people were kind to him and he appreciated that. Orrin Netless did not say a single cross word, which for him was a show of kindness. Samuel reached to his right for a glass of water and ended up knocking it onto the floor with his stump. It no longer pained him, but he still had a tendency to automatically reach with his right hand, it always took him a moment to realize what he was doing, and then grab with his left. He would adjust in time, but for now it was inconvenient. He summoned potential and levitated the glass back onto the table.
 
   “Sam, this is Simon,” the voice interrupted his thought, the more so for having come from inside his head rather than out.
 
   “I’m listening,” he replied.
 
   “Serin Gell is attacking Sherree and Jerremy at Lake Tomlin.”
 
   Samuel knew the renegade would take vengeance sooner or later and the only error in the assessment had been where. “Looks like we were both right about him, I’m glad you arrived ahead of me and escorted Daniel’s parents off Tannakonna, but I don’t think either of us thought he would go after Sherree and Jerremy, at least not so soon. How did they come to be together?”
 
   “Jerremy was working on the Tomlin Project, the team fell ill, and Sherree was sent to heal them, but that is not Serin Gell’s reason for attacking. They found a container, sealed by amulets, with Della Lain’s initials on it. Sam, I think they found the flute,” Simon answered.
 
   If the flute was in the box, the news was worse than bad, and all out war would soon follow. “Are you sure?” Samuel asked.
 
   “As sure as I can be without being there and opening it, and whether or not it is the flute, everyone on the Tomlin Project is in extreme danger, including Sherree and Jerremy. I’ve notified Senior Forester Galloway, he is declaring an emergency, and a team should soon be on the way. I’m hoping your contacts in the Eagle Guild will do the same,” Simon sent along with a strong sense of anxiety.
 
   “I will notify Bella Sander, he is a Senior Soarer, but I can’t just sit here while our friends are in danger, I have to do something,” Samuel replied as frustration grew in his innards. He was on the opposite side of the kingdom from where the events were unfolding.
 
   “You mentioned my arriving on Tannakonna ahead of you, are you still there?”
 
   “Yes, I thought Gell would strike here,” Samuel admitted, wishing he had not been mistaken. His assumption without enough evidence to back it up left him horribly out of position. Lassiter would have chided him for that.
 
   “Looks like we both have a long way to go if we want to make a difference,” Simon sent. “The Benhannon’s and I are in Bon. Give me time to consult with Daniel’s father. He’s a carpenter, a creative person, perhaps he or his wife will have some suggestions. I’m going to obtain a boat, sail down the Hirus to where it merges with the Gosian, sail up that river to where it merges with the Tannakonna, and will meet you at the eastern base of the mountain.”
 
   Simon had big plans that would take a while to bring to fruition, but that was more than Samuel could come up with, except for one minor change. “Traveling down the Hirus to the Gosian will be a swift ride, but turning and traveling up two rivers against the currents will take too much time. I will take ship at the Tannakonna River and sail down to where the rivers merge, and then whatever ship you are on can convey us up the Hirus to Lake Tomlin. I think that is the best we can do time wise.”
 
   “Agreed,” Simon replied. “Jerremy’s transmission felt near to a panic. I don’t believe they can hold out very long.”
 
   “I’m going down to report what you told me to Bella, keep me informed if things change,” Samuel replied. He was worried about Sherree and the Serinian but refused to allow his feelings to interfere with his actions. He and Simon had a plan and both of them were working toward the same goal, rescuing their friends and, for him, capturing Serin Gell. He also took courage from the fact that boatloads of Accomplisheds from Aakadon would be focusing on the same thing.
 
   “I’ll contact Jerremy periodically and let you know what I learn,” Simon replied and then ended the connection.
 
   Samuel wasted no time getting down to the common room where Bella Sander sat at table three.  The Accomplished was a tall man with stooped shoulders and a long white beard. His garments, much like Samuel’s, were crimson and black silk, except the elder had a golden lighting bolt on each shoulder. Against his chest was a silver bird of prey emblazoned on a gold medallion.
 
   “Sam, I thought you would be brooding in your room for another mark or more,” he called out while gesturing for Samuel to join him at the table.
 
   The room was filled with people, most of them eating dinner, including Tim Dukane and his wife Gina, who were at table two. Both were in buckskins, except hers were dyed pink. Her long black hair was attractive and a full figure indicated she was quite healthy. Skinny Linda Polkat, Henri’s young daughter, light green dress hanging down to her ankles, carried plates of food to table eight and then went back to the kitchen. Kemer sat at table seven wearing buckskins, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, like most every male on Tannakonna. Traces of gray streaked his hair and mustache. Laugh lines near his eyes showed him to be a jovial man. Sharing the table with him was Hough Bess, the mayor, whose bushy sideburns stopped short of being considered a beard. His light blue-dyed buckskins were clean and unstained.
 
   “I’ve received an urgent message from Simon Trenca, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Willow Guild.” Samuel began.  He did not know Bella very well but the man came across as being kindly in nature, not exactly the portrait of an Eagle Guild Senior Soarer, hardly one to fill his prey with terror. 
 
   “It must be urgent to bring you to me. What seems to be the problem?” Bella replied.
 
   Samuel told him everything he knew and by the time he was finished, the Senior Soarer was pulling an amulet from within his silks, and the Dukane’s were sitting at the table with them, having overheard the conversation, and clearly eager to hear more.
 
   “A ship with a flock of twenty Soarers and five members of the Zephyr Guild will be sent up the Hirus within a few marks. This is the boldest move the Serpent Guild has made since the escape and not a single member of the Eagle Guild would hold back at the opportunity to recapture Serin Gell,” Bella stated. “Know that everything possible is being done. Unfortunately, a large part of our affiliation is exploring Mount Gosian, but I am sure twenty Accomplisheds should be enough.”
 
   “What are you planning to do?” Tim Dukane asked while looking Samuel directly in the eyes. His straw hat barely contained his dark wavy hair.
 
   “What makes you think I’m planning something beyond what Accomplished Sander has revealed?” Samuel replied, as if the idea of doing more never occurred to him.
 
   Tim chuckled. “I’ve ridden with you before. One thing you’re truly bad at is staying in one place for long after a destination is set.”
 
   Samuel could not argue with that. “You got me there, but why are you asking?”
 
   “He is asking because we want to help. Sherree and Jerremy risked their lives defending Bashierwood and we do not want to see them suffering Serin Gell’s tender mercies,” Gina answered.
 
   “I came here to keep you from the very man you want to help me capture,” Samuel hoped he could persuade them to stay behind.
 
   Both of them smiled at him as if he was being silly. “We are both more than competent handlers of the bow and knife. You might recall, we have some experience facing this foe,” Tim assured him.
 
   “Simon is going to meet me at the Hirus River and we will sail from there up to Lake Tomlin,” Samuel admitted.
 
   “We can hire a boat to take us that far,” Gina told him.
 
   Samuel had no money and had planned on asking Bella for the funds, but the elder Accomplished was watching all three of them without adding anything to the conversation. “Okay, we should leave immediately,” he gave in to them.
 
   Bella cleared his throat, drawing attention. “I normally would not allow a Fledgling to fly into danger. I could put a stop to your plan, but I will not. Multiple teams of Accomplisheds will be involved, so the risk is not so much, and you need something to occupy your mind instead of brooding in your room. It is not easy to lose a mentor, especially one you have some affection for, so fly free for awhile,” he said and then handed over an amulet set with a topaz. “Use this to keep me informed.”
 
   Samuel accepted the communication device. “Thanks for understanding,” he told the elder Accomplished, the oldest living man, two hundred ninety-eight years of age.
 
   He had planned on leaving in the morning but Tim and Gina wanted to leave right away and seeing as they knew the trails so well, he agreed. They left the common room to pack for the journey and Samuel went to his room to prepare. A mark later they were mounted and headed down the eastern slope of Mount Tannakonna toward the river named after it. Both mountaineers had a quiver full of arrows and long bladed hunting knives sheathed in their belts. Rio seemed eager to be out and about and the night was pleasant.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Simon dashed down the hall from his second story room, feet pounding on the floorboards of the Timberman’s Inn, his black and crimson cloak fluttering out behind him. He came to a stop at the eighth door on the left and knocked rapidly. Ronn Benhannon answered, granting him entrance. The room had a bed, table, and two chairs, one of which was occupied by Miriam.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she inquired before he could open his mouth. The woman was uncannily perceptive.
 
   Ronn leaned his large frame against the closed door and folded his arms across his chest. “You look harried as a squirrel in a room full of cats.”
 
   Barnabas Galloway was right, Simon thought, he did need to work on proper decorum. He took a deep breath and did his best impression of the Senior Forester. “Serin Gell is attacking Sherree Jenna and Jerremy DeSuan,” he began, then proceeded to give them all of the details, and finished with, “So I wanted your suggestions. I can make a boat large enough but I need an efficient design. I’ll be going against the current to get to Lake Tomlin so I’m thinking of a whole lot of oars that I can paddle at once with a spell rather than sails.”
 
   Ronn went over to the table, picked up a pen and ink, and then started drawing. Simon watched over the man’s broad shoulders while Miriam stood to his right, watching intently. The first draft looked like a long canoe with twenty-two oars, eleven on each side, set in rings. It was workable, if they did not take any horses.
 
   “No,” Miriam said. “It needs to be broader and some sort of cabin or shelter for Simon and his friends to get in out of the elements.”
 
   Ronn glanced at his wife, nodded his head, and then began drawing a wider boat with a deck, bilge holes, and a one room cottage two thirds of the way toward the bow. “Can you make something like this?” he asked when finished.
 
   Simon was still thinking about how he was going to use, Lashing The Rope, to make all of the oars row in synchronization, and it took a few moments to register the question. “I can form the wood of a tree into whatever shape I choose.”
 
   “You don’t’ like it,” Miriam stated. 
 
   “I know only one spell to work the oars and rowing all of them at once is going to be tricky, requiring a great deal of concentration. I don’t think I can steer and do both, but that won’t be a problem after I pick up Sam,” he replied.
 
   “That is not a problem we can’t overcome,” Ronn said confidently. 
 
   “What about a waterwheel like the one the miller has down in Bane?’ Miriam suggested.
 
   It was an absurd notion, using a water-driven wheel, meant to turn a grindstone, for moving a boat. Ronn looked askance at his wife, apparently he felt the same, but then he smiled and kissed her full on the lips. “You are brilliant,” he told her and then sat back down to draw.
 
   He drew a boat similar to the last except this one was a little longer and had a blunt stern and a wheelhouse in front of the cottage along with ten stalls in the back quarter of the vessel for the horses with room for men to walk to the stern from the sides. He extended the frame out a long way and then added a waterwheel. “Now you have as many paddles and only one object to turn,” Ronn stated proudly.
 
   Miriam was shaking her head. “That design is good, but if you make the wheel broader rather than tall and narrow, it seems to me Simon would be able go faster.”
 
   Ronn smiled at her again and then redrew the boat, following her suggestion. Simon had to admit, the boat did look better, and the new wheel design would be more efficient, more so than a narrow wheel or rowing twenty-two oars. “I think it is worth building. Thanks for your help,” he told the couple. “I truly wanted to escort you to your son’s estate, but..,”
 
   “There are no buts,” Ronn stated firmly, while glancing at his wife, who nodded her head slightly. It was as if they had their own private means of wordless communication. “You offered to escort us to Daniel’s estate and we agreed. A Benhannon does not go back on an agreement. We stick to our word.”
 
   “But..,” Simon began to explain how important it was that he met with Samuel.
 
   “No, you agreed to escort us, so we are going with you, someone has to steer, and after we have helped Sherree and Jerremy with their problem, you can take us the rest of the way to our son’s estate,” Miriam said.
 
   Simon was going to continue arguing, until he saw the looks in their eyes, not far different from that of their son’s when Daniel decided that his wait for a meeting with Efferin Tames had lasted long enough. “Fine, is the morning soon enough?” 
 
   “I don’t believe Serin Gell is going to take a break from his assault, so right now seems better to me. We can leave Bon and follow the river to an isolated spot with plenty of trees from which to make your boat” Miriam told him.
 
   “Once away from the city, you can summon fire or a ball of light, like Daniel can, that should be adequate for seeing where we are going, and to work by once we choose a spot,” Ronn added, and then picked up a long piece of wood he had been whittling on and went to work.
 
   Simon wondered when deciding what to do had shifted from him to the Benhannon’s, but the suggestions were good so he went along with them. They paid the bills for the night’s lodging and set out on horseback. Miriam packed some food and quite a few containers, items she no doubt thought necessary. Both of Daniel’s parents had a long bow and a quiver full of arrows. There was no doubt she possessed strength to draw the thing. Not long into the journey, Simon summoned a ball of light, which floated up in the air just ahead of them. Five an a half spans out of the city limits they came across a heavily wooded area along the river. Miriam set up camp while Ronn continued whittling what was shaping up to be a model of the riverboat to help with the visualization. Simon selected a huge oak tree that suited his purposes. It was broad in the base and had huge branches. He went back to the camp and found Ronn still at work on the model and Miriam sitting on the ground watching him.
 
   Ronn’s work was meticulous and Simon marveled that a commoner could form something so intricate out of a piece of wood. No detail had been left out and even the waterwheel turned when Ronn gave it a spin with his finger. He handed his crafting to Simon. “Can you work from this?”
 
   Simon examined the boat, removed the roof of the wheelhouse, saw the circular steering wheel and some benches along the sides. The cottage, he noted, was not one room but two, one with table and benches and the other with bunks. On the portside Ronn made three gangplanks, the largest being near the horse stalls. Simon put it all back together. “This is perfect,” he announced and made his way to the oak.
 
   Ronn and Miriam stood within visual range, but far enough away so as not to interfere with the casting. Simon held the model in one hand and then summoned the potential for, Shaping, drawing it through the level four crescendo, and focusing on the huge sprawling tree. The casting was powerful enough that he was sure the Benhannon’s could see the power being wielded. The oak began to glow cobalt blue, leaves and bark fell to the ground, stripped away in mere moments. The ground shook, roots writhing beneath the earth and the tree rose up like a giant on his tip toes, teetered for a moment, and then toppled down with a mighty crash. The trunk, branches, roots, every part of the oak formed into a single whole, drying sap, sealing the wood against leaks, and then began to take on the shape of the model. 
 
   Simon lost track of the time, his throat was dry, and his lips were chapped but he was not ready to take a break. The riverboat was huge, eighty cubits long and twenty wide. He finished it to the last detail and then plopped down on his rear, exhausted. Had he not used the crescendo, his body would have been mummified. 
 
   Miriam handed him a canteen and he drank thirstily, grateful for the cool, refreshing water flowing down his parched throat. 
 
   “How are you going to get this massive thing to the river? I see you have the stern facing the water.” Ronn asked while scratching his head, as if trying to puzzle it out on his own.
 
   “I’m going to drink more water, rest just a bit, and then form a trench deep enough to back this baby out,” Simon replied while motioning toward the riverboat.
 
   “Baby,” Miriam said the word slowly as if trying it out for size and finding it insufficient. “Surely you can come up with a better name for such a swift boat. How about calling it, arrow or spear?”
 
   Simon shrugged his shoulders, not having given the matter any thought. He decided on a name and once again summoned the potential for, Shaping, and then caused the name, Javelin, to appear on both sides of the bow and on the stern.
 
   “That is a much better name,” Miriam said, finally satisfied.
 
   Simon drank his fill, rested up, and then used the Melody, Irrigation, to summon potential, focusing life force energy through the baton directly at the river where he wanted his trench to begin. He eased the broad cobalt blue beam from the water’s edge, making the entrance to the river wider and then tapering it to the stern of the Javelin and a little beyond; otherwise the current would shove the vessel sideward into the dirt before it got half way out. Water filled the trench, from the river, all one hundred and thirty-seven and a half paces to the boat, beneath it, and then beyond another twenty paces. His baby was now floating. “All aboard!” he shouted.
 
   Ronn and Miriam just stared at him, until he realized the gangplanks were not in place. He levitated the largest plank up and over, bridging the gap. The Benhannon’s led the horses aboard, with Daniel’s father leading Spud as well as Raindancer. Flashpoint and the other horses were already in stalls by the time Simon came aboard and brought in the gangplank. He went to the wheelhouse and found his two companions standing at the steering wheel.
 
   “Which of you is going to pilot the boat?” he inquired.
 
   “We will take turns, I’ll steer first and every couple of marks Miriam will take over,” Ronn answered.
 
   Simon nodded his head, then went back to the stern, and sat down on the bench facing the waterwheel. He was glad Miriam had suggested shelter from the elements. His had a roof but was open on all four sides, giving him full visibility. Around him were containers of grease and once again he marveled over how much thought the Benhannon’s put into this project, it never occurred to him how hot the shaft would get from spinning. He thoroughly greased the area of friction, and then summoned the potential, focusing the tightly bound solidified bands of air at the spinning-shaft, looped it around and willed it to pull, slowly. The wheel turned and the Javelin began to back out of the channel he created. Ronn kept the boat straight, but as soon as the stern entered the river, the current caught the boat and swung it around with the bow facing up river. Daniel’s father turned the rudder and the Javelin came aright.
 
   Simon reversed the pull on the solidified bands of air, added a Da Capo on the Melody, and then was free to concentrate on keeping the wheel turning. It took a short while for Ronn to get use to steering, but soon he had the vessel well under control.
 
   “That went well,” Miriam said as she came and sat on the bench beside him. “When do you get a break?”
 
   Simon smiled, while still concentrating on the wheel. “Not until we meet Sam at the merge.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Maintaining the potential is not a problem, I’ve taken care of that.” No need to complicate the answer with Da Capo theory. “The bands of air I’m using will remain for as long as I will them to be so, but I must concentrate to keep them moving.”
 
   “Well then, I’ll leave you to your work,” she replied and went back to the wheelhouse.
 
   Simon increased the speed and soon the Javelin was living up to its name and they were moving faster by paddlewheel than could sails enhanced by spells of the Zephyr Guild. Ronn maneuvered the boat around other river vessels, seemingly with no difficulty, and Simon wished he could see the expressions on the faces of those sailors who were able to get a good look at the Javelin. 
 
   He had an entire barrel of water and a tin cup to drink from at his disposal, and he made good use of them. It took a lot of energy to keep the wheel turning, particularly at the faster speed. Four and a half marks and several more applications of grease later they were passing under the bridge at Zane, with only ten more spans to go before reaching the merge of the Gosian. 
 
   He began slowing the wheel as the Javelin approached the convergence of the waters where the Mighty Hirus swallowed the combined waters of the Tannakonna and Gosian Rivers. The currents grabbed the boat, pulling it roughly through the stream, and Ronn, Simon glanced back, no, Miriam steered the Javelin into and around the southern bend. Simon broke the spell, allowing the boat to slow down a bit before making his way up to the wheel house.
 
   Ronn was sitting on the bench to the right and Miriam was at her post. “Bring the Javelin over to the east side. I want to tie us to the bank. Sam should be here by dawn,” Simon told her.
 
   “Aye Captain,” Miriam replied playfully, while steering the boat which was being driven by the current.
 
   Simon smiled at her quip and then ran out on deck, casting, Lashing The Rope, he caught hold of the trunk of a white ash, and stopped the boat gently in the water. He concentrated, mentally pulling on the tightly bound solidified bands of air, and the Javelin came up against the east bank. Ronn and Miriam brought out real ropes and tied off the vessel the non-Aakacarn way. Once they had the boat secured, Simon broke the spell, making it possible for all three of them to relax for awhile. The full moon and twinkling stars provided faint lighting, but it was enough to see boats, large and small, sailing up and down the river.
 
   Simon pulled the amulet given him by Jerremy out of his inner pocket and placed the gemstone against his forehead. What came through the connection could not be put into words, more like deep sorrow mixed with intense pain, and despair. “Jerremy, this is Simon, are you understanding me?”
 
   The question went unanswered, except for the nonverbal emotions, and Simon began to worry. He broke the connection, put away Jerremy’s amulet, exchanging it for Samuel’s. “Sam, something has happened to Jerremy.”
 
   “Can you be more specific?” Samuel immediately replied.
 
   “I tried to contact him moments ago and only received wordless feelings of sadness in reply.”
 
   A sense of resignation and sorrow flooded through the link. “That is exactly what I received from Jeremiah Lassiter. I’m afraid we are too late, Jerremy has been Condemned.”
 
   That could not be right, Simon fought the notion, but it was a losing battle. He and Sam were on the way, doing the best they could. It was not suppose to end like this. But this was not the end. If the Serinian has been Condemned, what about Sherree? “You know we have to keep going. We may not be too late to rescue the others.”
 
   “Of course we have to keep going. I’m on a boat half way down the Tannakonna River, men are rowing for additional speed, and this effort will not be for nothing, I won’t allow it,” This was a man after Simon’s own heart. “We’ll merge with the Gosian and then should merge with the Hirus before dawn. Where are you?” Samuel replied, with determination flowing strongly through the link.
 
   “We, who is else has joined us?” Simon wanted to know.
 
   “Tim Dukane and his wife Gina insisted on coming. Captain Treavon only agreed to put out at night because the mountaineer is now famous for his part in bringing down Balen Tamm. It also didn’t hurt that he offered gold to the Captain and a silver coin to each rower on the Countess.”
 
   “I cannot believe you allowed non-Aakacarns on this mission,” Simon replied, while staring at Ronn and Miriam, who were sitting together with their backs to him, watching the river.
 
   “These mountain people aren’t easy to dissuade once they get a notion in their heads,” Sam replied.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Simon sent in return, perhaps transmitting more through the link than just words.
 
   “Who have you added to our mission,” Samuel replied, clearly having sensed the nonverbal emotion.
 
   “Daniel’s parents insisted on coming,” Simon admitted, but wanted to move the conversation along. “We are two spans south of the merge on the east bank. The Javelin is big enough to accommodate you, Tim, Gina, and your horses, just don’t invite any more people to join us.”
 
   “I have no intention of doing so. You know we can’t let Daniel’s parents anywhere near Serin Gell,” Samuel replied, stating nothing Simon did not already know.
 
   “We will deal with that issue later. I doubt Serin Gell will be at Lake Tomlin when we arrive. Several boats have sailed past us, being driven up stream by members of the Zephyr Guild, they will get there first. We have time to deal with our non-Aakacarn allies,” Simon replied.
 
   “Acknowledged,” Samuel sent without delay.
 
   Simon broke the link, placed the amulet back in his pocket, and proceeded to bring Miriam and Ronn up to date on the situation, including the supposed fate of Jerremy. The mood was somber and only brightened when an orange ball of light came from the north. Simon summoned his own sphere and the vessel approaching veered toward him and slowly came aside the Javelin.
 
   Rowers stored the oars, ropes were tossed over to be tied off by Ronn, and a broad gangplank swung into place, bridging the gap between the two boats. The waterwheel drew much of the attention of the sailors and Captain Treavon while Sam crossed onto the Javelin along with Tim, Gina, and their horses. The crew of the Countess became less enthusiastic after learning the vessel was created and powered by Aakacarn spells, staying quiet even after Tim paid the money he promised for a quick voyage. They untied the ropes, and quickly put out into the current with a minimum of polite words, all directed at the mountaineers, while avoiding eye contact with the two Aakacarns.
 
   The Benhannon’s helped everyone get situated and with hugs, much back-slapping, and the shaking of hands, the greetings were complete. Simon demonstrated how the wheel worked, and did not turn down the offer when Samuel volunteered to take a turn at keeping it going.
 
   The sun came up as they sped up the Hirus, under the bridge at Zane, pass Bon and Benton, Kendall, Beken, and Coldrone. In between those cities and towns were long expanses of wooded areas with the occasional homesteads, farms and ranches. Beyond Coldrone the roads on both sides of the river were paved right up to and through the city of Ducanton. People on the banks and on other river vessels stopped whatever they were doing and stared, some pointing at the Javelin with its waterwheel speeding up the mighty river as if totally unaffected by the current, and bypassing the much slower boats. The wilderness between the capital city and the town of Tomrus was unbroken except for a few cabins on either side of the river. 
 
   The docks of the only town within riding distance of the Tomlin Project was large enough to accommodate ten large riverboats as well as quite a few fishing boats and smaller water craft. Tomrus was hosting four large sailboats when Ronn brought the Javelin to a stop in an open spot along the peer. All of the grease had been used and would need to be replaced before they could get under way again, not that they would be doing so right away. It was time to get the horses and begin the journey out to the compound near the lake.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Sixteen: The Vessel’s Swirl 
 
   They were out of the swamp and Daniel no longer felt the need to maintain the spell causing a gentle breeze to keep the swarming insects south, away from the procession. From the time they entered the swamp heading for the estate to when they left, he had been casting subtle spells, sensing gators, snakes, all sorts of creatures, and gently nudging them away when they ventured too near the horses. He could hear a few of the men commenting on how nice it was having a cool breeze blowing away the gnats and mosquitoes. He ended the spell, the natural wind blew in gently from the west, and only Silvia seemed to notice the change, yet he doubted even she knew anything more than that the wind had shifted. 
 
   Concentrating on so many creatures at once had not been easy, which is why Jonah was currently leading the way at a fast clip, no doubt believing he led because of his in depth knowledge of the wetlands. Daniel did not discourage that notion, wanting to focus his attention on other matters. They were following the Tollus north. Any woodsman could do the job if he pays attention, does not get lost or go farther out of his way, and the Duke’s son clearly knew woodcraft, making him a good choice.
 
   No one had been more surprised than Daniel when Jonah Ducalin and Sergeant Zaccum rode out of the gate in the morning, tent rolls on the back of their saddles, requesting to join the hunt for the Aakacarns. Daniel, Zaccum, and the Duke’s son were the only members of the group who knew what had been stolen, and none of them spoke of it, not even to each other. All of the animosity displayed the night before seemed to be gone, replaced by a more congenial attitude, perhaps the gesture of not bringing Sheila under his roof helped a bit, and giving him the lead position did not hurt either. The intention had never been to upset the man or his sister, but the baby sasquatch was linked to Daniel in a special way.
 
   Back when Sheila’s mother attacked him, Daniel had been taken completely unaware, and learned some valuable lessons. At the time he was scanning for both ordinary creatures and those of the swamp as well as yetis and Aakacarns, with a subtle flow of potential, a glow so faint it could not be seen even by another Accomplished, except possibly on a moonless night. One of his mistakes was in concentrating so deeply on his scans he failed to pay attention to his physical senses. The other was in assuming that sasquatches were close enough in kinship to yetis that the same spell would indicate their presence. He was wrong. 
 
   He needed to physically touch a thing in order to scan for it through a spell. All of the other creatures were species he had touched at least once in his lifetime. Sheila’s mother provided him the needed opportunity. He did more than touch her, he cast, What Is This? and sensed all the way down to the recipe strands possessed by all living things. That’s when he learned the female was pregnant. 
 
   For quite awhile, even before he was knighted, he had been thinking about how the Accomplisheds allied with Tarin Conn controlled the yetis and sasquatches, and a Melody took shape in Daniel’s soul, one that would do something similar to what the Serpent Guild used, but on a deeper level. Deeper because Daniel scanned Sheila and not only sensed her recipe strands, he became aware of her life force energy. When the baby began to cry, he cast Mind Touch, and created a connection that touched her life force and every helix of her recipe strands. Thoughts flowed into his mind, feelings and impulses which the spell then translated into words. “Eyes hurt, too bright, cold, I am afraid.” He suggested that she be calm and she immediately stopped crying.
 
   Sheila was the first success and he created the link while touching her, but Tarin Conn had formed some sort of mental link to him and thousands of other people without ever having touched a single person. That realization led to the next; physical contact was the best and easiest way to create a link, but it was not the only way, so he began experimenting while Jonah led the team.
 
   After that, Daniel began attempting to create links to the creatures he sensed with the idea of suggesting that they go somewhere else to find food. It took him awhile, with several failed attempts where he had to quickly cast a spell to push away a python or two. The breakthrough came when he finally linked to a gator fifteen strides away. As always, since the Silencing, every bit of potential he summoned was tightly focused, thinner than a human hair, and he aimed his will with the skill of a master archer. He connected with the gator, heard its crude thoughts, Food, eat, bite and roll, and suggested to the male that horses and humans were not food and to go look for something else to eat. The huge reptile turned and swam off. 
 
   He then created links to other creatures, reptiles, amphibians, and birds, but he soon discovered a hundred strides was the farthest he could focus enough potential to create a link, although once established the distance to the linked animals became irrelevant. He could sense them even if they traveled to the other side of the world. Perhaps as his strength grew he would gain a greater range and be able to form links much farther away. He could use a crescendo but that would give away his secret. Presently, he was linked to nine gators, ten pythons, three water moccasins, a pair of frogs, six turtles, two birds, an egret and a brown and white-feathered grebe with a long slender neck and pointed bill, and five sasquatches, counting Sheila. He sensed twenty of them in all, fifteen of which were too far away for him to create a link, but they were following four spans to the rear and drawing closer. 
 
   The first adult sasquatch he linked with was under a compulsion. His thoughts were; Serena is to be obeyed. Kill and eat anything that tries to flee the hunting ground, and the area around the estate was considered to be the hunting ground. His name was Terroar and he was hungry, so Daniel suggested that humans were not food and to be avoided because they tasted bad and were extremely dangerous, even the small ones. Daniel also suggested that the sasquatch was free to go wherever he wanted. The other three adults he linked with had the same imperatives and he gave them the same suggestions. Perhaps it was because his link went deeper, but it was not difficult to override the compulsions placed on them by Serena, possibly the Accomplished leading the enemy Aakacarns. This was the first he knew of the name and doubted it would be the last.
 
   He found that closing his eyes and concentrating hard enough on one particular linked animal, allowed him to see what the creature was seeing. It was a fascinating experiment but not one he could afford to do while in pursuit of enemy Aakacarns.
 
   “This baby needs milk,” Silvia stated, having ridden up on his left, seeing as Cale was riding on his right.
 
   Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum were in the lead and both Teki had been in third position ahead of the Royal Guardsmen, until Silvia moved up. The four scouts were out, ahead, to the side and the flanks. The river was a little farther to the left and teaming with life. Water lilies sheltered frogs and lizards. The broad waterway was home to fish, turtles, snakes, herons, and cranes as well as egrets and kingfishers. Trees lined both sides of the Tollus, mostly black cypress, tupelos, and willows. 
 
   The Duke’s son was doing a good job of navigating and was probably wondering why he was still leading the procession now that they were out of the swamp, yet voiced no desire to relinquish the lead. Daniel was content to wait until after the rest period, which should be soon, before taking his place at the head of the columns. He glanced at the Teki. “Are we out of goat’s milk?” He purchased plenty of it from the Ducalin estate, although they did not know Sheila was the one who was going to be drinking it.
 
   “No. We have enough for now, but I am concerned about keeping it from souring, and the fact that what she really needs is sasquatch milk,” Silvia replied while holding up the babe wrapped in one of Daniel’s silk shirts.
 
   Dark eyes stared out of a black leathery face that lit up with joy every time she saw him. Her dagger sharp teeth made her smile look more like a grimace, but he could sense her mood and knew she was not hungry. “She seems content for now, but I take your point about the souring.”
 
   Silvia cuddled the babe, evidently forming a bond of her own, one that had nothing to do with the casting of Melodies. “She’s a darling, but what she really needs is to be with her own kind. I understand your wanting her to live, so do I, but are you planning on raising her as a pet?”
 
   Cale barked a laugh. He had slept in the manor house and barely joined the procession before Jonah and Zaccum came out.  “I can see it now. All the nobles flocking to obtain there own pet sasquatch, everyone wanting the creatures because the great hero of the realm has one.” 
 
   The Master-of-the-blade had a point. Flatlanders were strange and there was no telling what fool notion would come into their heads. Daniel had no intention of keeping any of the creatures linked to him as pets, yet somehow he felt linking to them was the right thing to do. “Not as a pet. She is part of my swirl,” he answered in a way Silvia would instantly understand, while not revealing his ability to summon potential to those who did not need to know.
 
   The Seer nodded her head, of course she understood, as would David. Sergeant Keenan, who rode up just in time to hear the response, and Cale, who frowned, had no idea what was meant by the statement. “Swirl?” the Lieutenant repeated.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon is the Chosen Vessel,” Silvia proclaimed, again with the proclamations. She never seemed to tire of making them.
 
   Cale’s frown deepened but the Sergeant nodded his head as if this was not the first time he considered the possibility. But his real reason for riding up likely had nothing to do with speculating about the Chosen Vessel and more to do with something that needed doing that Daniel had neglected. The Sergeant proved to be good at helping Daniel fulfill the duties of a commander in the field, and the effort was appreciated.
 
   “Lord Jonah seems to be caught up in his zeal to catch the culprits who raided his home, I wonder if he plans on calling a halt soon, maybe let the men relieve themselves and give the horses a break,” Keenan stated, clearly trying to make the statement sound like idle thoughts rather than a suggestion that Daniel assume command and order the stop.
 
   According to the maps of Aakadon, they should be coming to an area half a span ahead that would be ideal for a respite. Almost anywhere along the way, once out of the swamp, would have been good enough for Daniel, and probably David and Silvia as well, but he had fifty-three additional people, all mounted, including thirty pack horses, to consider, and so had to find a place suitable for everyone.
 
   “I am sure Lord Jonah is considering the matter and will soon call a halt,” Daniel assured him, and then suggested to Sprinter to catch up with the Duke’s son. The stallion was the second creature Daniel formed a link with and the connection between horse and rider was seamless and worked well.
 
   Sergeant Zaccum glanced at him as he caught up to them. “You’ve been rather quiet back there,” the old guardsman remarked.
 
   “Cale and the Teki keep the conversations going well enough without my adding to them,” Daniel replied. “But they do manage to draw me in once in a while.”
 
   Zaccum smiled. “I didn’t say they were quiet.” 
 
   “Nope, to my knowledge, none of them have been accused of it,” Daniel replied, trying to match the Sergeant’s light and friendly manner.
 
   The Sergeant’s smile vanished, replaced by a narrowing of the eyes and a creased brow. “Is the Teki woman correct, are you the Chosen Vessel?”
 
   Keenan had ridden up and was well within earshot of the conversation, not that the Chosen Vessel business was a secret, seeing as every Teki in or near Ducanton had been proclaiming the news, and all of the guardsmen had to have heard at least some of the rumors, but rumors were one thing and confirmation from Daniel’s own lips was another. He decided to answer the question, mostly because these people were caught up in his swirl and had a right to know it. “All of the Seers I have ever met say that I am. The Queen says that I am and events surrounding me back up their claim.”
 
   Zaccum frowned. “Pardon me for bringing this up, but you have been Silenced, leaving you impotent, how can you lead us to victory over Tarin Conn?”
 
   Jonah cocked an ear toward Daniel. The young lord was listening but clearly chose not to join the conversation as of yet. David came forward, making the head of the procession look like an undisciplined herd that happened to be going the same direction. “The Chosen Vessel draws what he needs, sometimes before he knows he even has a need. If he requires an army of Aakacarns, they will be caught up in his swirl, just the way you all are,” the Teki explained.
 
   “So that is why my aunt assigned the command to you,” Jonah finally added his voice to the others.
 
   Daniel nodded his head. “The Queen knows what I need to succeed in the mission will be drawn to me,” he admitted, and was going to leave it at that, but decided to see if he could put an end to all this talk of him being impotent, without revealing too much. “Keep this between us. At least two Maestros are working to convince Efferin Tames to lift the Silencing he placed on me, which means they are also caught up in my swirl, and if they are successful my old repertoire can be relearned.”
 
   “My father knows this, doesn’t he? That’s why he gained so much confidence in you after your private chat,” Jonah rightly concluded, except Daniel had cast, Laundering, right in front of the Duke, Cantor knew the man in his presence was not impotent, and the force his sister had sent was more powerful than what it appeared to be at first glance.
 
   “Yes,” Daniel replied, and then decided there had been enough talk about his being chosen. “According to the map, we will soon come to higher ground, the area is ideal for stopping for a three quarter respite.” 
 
   Jonah turned to Keenan. “Sergeant, inform the men we will be stopping shortly for a three quarter of a mark break.”
 
   Keenan saluted. “It will be as you say,” he said, and then dropped back along the line to where Corporal Duwin was working to keep the columns in proper formation.
 
   Daniel signaled Raymond Carpenter and Duncan Hawk to approach him. “Go inform the scouts we are stopping to rest. Guardsmen Kaypen and Kenton are to the rear and will see when we stop. Carpenter, I want you to go north and speak to Hannon. Hawk, if you head northeast, directly where I am pointing, you will intercept Adam Avery.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” the young guardsmen replied in unison and then rode off. 
 
   Three of the four adult sasquatches linked to Daniel were females and all of them had chosen, of their own volition, to follow him, while avoiding being seen by the humans accompanying him. Gerowel, Croka, and Korilla were two spans to the rear while Terroar was pacing the column about two spans due east. The fifteen beasts following were much closer now, with seven ahead of the rest and one of them coming to a stop. But that suddenly changed. Daniel was sensing fourteen on the move and the one still stationary, and then there were two, one had given birth to another. The second sasquatch clung so closely to the first, they almost seemed as one. Perhaps the baby was clinging to the mother’s back. Momma Sasquatch was soon on the move and heading north, following her pack. He could hardly wait for all sixteen of them to get within a hundred strides of him. 
 
   One of the differences between yetis and sasquatches that struck him, beside the color, was that yetis tended to be solitary, only coming together to mate, occasionally join a hunt, or when compelled to do so by a member of the Serpent Guild. Since linking with the sasquatches, he learned that they had a more developed social order than did the yetis and often formed packs with alphas, male and female, leading the group, similar to wolves. Another difference was that yetis hibernated during the hot summer months, except when members of the Serpent Guild revive them, while sasquatches remain active all year long.
 
   They arrived at the dry open area and Jonah signaled the halt. Men dismounted and began eating and taking care of whatever physical needs held priority. Daniel had been casting Melodies virtually nonstop, drawing moisture from his body, and was thirsty. It would be a while longer before his bladder was full. He drank from one of his two canteens while eyeing everyone and everything surrounding him, desiring to keep them all safe.
 
   The river continued its meander south and swimming in its gentle waters along with the regular inhabitance were nine gators, ten pythons, three water moccasins, a pair of frogs, six turtles, a grebe, and an egret, which sometimes flew and then would walk lively for awhile before taking back to the air. Amazingly, none of the major predators attempted to eat those of the group that would normally be prey. Daniel had not compelled them to follow him, like the sasquatches, they did so of their own accord.
 
   “Are you going to stay on Sprinter’s back the whole time?” Cale inquired after dismounting.
 
   “The view is better,” Daniel replied. “But if you want to spar, I might find that more interesting.”
 
   “Then dismount. I want to see how many times I can slap you with some wood,” Cale joked while holding two practice blades.
 
   Daniel swung down and took up the lath sword. He and Cale went through one form after another in the dance of swords. They had been doing this for so long it was not hard to anticipate the master’s moves. He was fast, wooden blade moving in a blur, but Daniel parried every offensive strike with the solid smack of wood on wood. Pruning the Hedges met Raking the Leaves. Parting Kiss met Crack of the Whip. The Lieutenant increased his speed and varied the forms. What started out to be Fanning the Flames ended up being, Parting the Waves, and had to be countered with Twisted Rapids instead of Falling Rain, which was good, seeing as this is what would happen in a real fight. It was the first time Cale fought that way, yet he still did not get through Daniel’s defenses. The problem is defense alone does not win, and at the moment, holding off Cale’s attack was the best Daniel could do. His only hope was to tire the man out; made possible because the Lieutenant lacked the extra life force energy Daniel was born with. This was not a fair fight so Daniel slowed down just enough to allow Cale’s blade to slip past his guard and strike him in the chest, which did not hurt because Daniel was shielded. Being unshielded in the Whetstone was one thing, being unshielded while in the wilderness and chasing Aakacarns was something else entirely. Fool hearty comes to mind.
 
   “You did quite well, but your moves will have to be more aggressive if you ever hope to prevail against a Master-of-the-blade, especially one as good as me, of which there are few,” Cale stated pompously, after catching his breath, the way he spoke most of the time. The man had the talent, so no one called him down for the superior attitude, and he was a good teacher, which is why Daniel resisted the urge to prick the man’s colossal ego, and remind him that he had lost once.
 
   Sergeant Keenan walked up, eyeing the cavalryman as he approached. “But you had to work for it this time.”
 
   “Would you like to spar with me?” Cale asked him with a sneer.
 
   Keenan smiled. “That would be a waste of your time and mine. It would take a rare twist of fate for me to beat you.”
 
   “It would not take all that much time, but at least you are man enough to admit who is the better,” Cale replied and then took Daniel’s practice blade.
 
   The huge guardsman cracked his knuckles. “You’re better with the blade, but not necessarily a better man.”
 
   Those two would never come to like each other, not that such was required, but they did need to work together. “Cale is correct. I do need to be more aggressive to win and if he had been a little slower, I might have had the opportunity to attack him,” that should soothe one ego. “Sergeant, is there something requiring my attention?”
 
   “Time, we have been at rest for nearly a full mark, and I appreciate that you have granted us a longer break, but I was wanting to know if we will be leaving soon,” Keenan replied in an overly patient manner, one giving the impression that had he not been addressing a Royal Knight of the Realm his tone would have been quite different. 
 
   “Time is valuable,” Daniel agreed and then vaulted into his saddle “Form up the columns.”
 
   By the time Daniel counted to ninety, two neat columns were formed and ready to go. Cale, Silvia, David, Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum all took their customary places behind him and ahead of the guardsmen. Daniel urged Sprinter forward and the procession began again. The Lieutenant wasted no time coming up beside him and beginning a rambling monologue, as usual.
 
   In late afternoon Samson Kaypen caught up to Corporal Duwin, who reported to Sergeant Keenan, who rode up to the head of the columns with the scout at his side. Daniel already had a strong notion of what would be in the report, seeing as he was sensing every creature within a five span radius of where he sat saddle.
 
   The scout matched his horse’s pace with that of Sprinter. “We are being followed by sasquatches. I counted six,” he reported.
 
   Momma sasquatch and her baby had joined up with the part of the pack that was lagging behind, and evidently chose not to rejoin the beasts Daniel had sensed her with before she stopped to give birth. The six sasquatches never slowed, having kept up a good pace. Their thoughts and imperatives were probably similar to those of the four adults Daniel already had in his swirl.
 
   He had been on the point of sending Duncan Hawk to bring the scout forward, for safety sake. At least he did not have to worry about that anymore. “Good job Samson that was a timely report. Now we’ll have to do something about the sasquatches,” Daniel replied, and then turned to Jonah. “Keep the men moving. David and I are going to drop back and deal with the threat. Four spans ahead you will find an area large enough for us to make camp, stop there for the night.”
 
   Then the resistance came. “Why are you excluding me?” Silvia wanted to know, especially since she was the only one with a crossbow, although in miniature.
 
   “If you are excluding the only person among us with a crossbow, such as it is, that means blade to claw and you will need me,” Cale insisted.
 
   “I can take a squad and deal with the threat. You need not involve yourself,” Sergeant Keenan stated, concern written all over the big man’s face.
 
   “Keenan is right,” Zaccum added his opinion. “I have experience killing the beasts. Allow me to ride with his squad. There is no reason for you to place yourself in unnecessary danger.” Keenan was nodding his head vigorously at the suggestion.
 
   “You are the Chosen Vessel,” Jonah stated. “If you die in a minor skirmish, there is no one to take your place.”
 
   All good points, except Daniel did not need any of them to deal with the situation, and only chose David for appearances, he did not want to be seen as a lone hero taking on the beasts by himself. The Teki was shielded, in little danger of being hurt, and was one of the few who knew Daniel could summon potential.
 
   “Silvia, you have a baby to protect,” he told her, even though she and Sheila would be just as safe as David. It came back down to appearances. “Do you remember the night we met?”
 
   “Of course, you helped us fight off a band of yetis. What is your point?” Silvia answered. 
 
   “He killed them with arrows,” David reminded her. “If you lend him your crossbow and some bolts, I probably won’t even get a chance to throw a knife.”
 
   “May I?” Daniel asked while extending his hand.
 
   Silvia handed the baby to David and then relinquished her crossbow and removed twenty bolts from her belt. She clearly did not think much of Daniel’s ability to shoot, giving him so many bolts to strike what she believed to be so few targets. “These will not be effective against sasquatches beyond fifty strides, so don’t even try shooting before then. I want all twenty back and clean, so don’t be leaving me a bloody mess,” she added after taking back Sheila.
 
   This is how she speaks to the Chosen Vessel, a Six-bolt Accomplished who could kill every living thing within a ten span radius with hardly more than a trickle of potential and a few moments of concentration. She knew him too well, that he would never do such a thing, and he laughed. He enjoyed the fact that she was not the least bit intimidated by him. Her attitude was a sharp contrast to the reaction of his parents and the residents of Bashierwood when they first learned of his ability to summon potential.   
 
   “I would not dare bring back soiled bolts,” he told her and then placed the miniature bolts in his saddlebag. “Cale, Sergeants, Lord Jonah, if I miss a few, David will kill them. You saw how fast he and Silvia can kill a sasquatch.”
 
   They reluctantly agreed, not that they had a choice. Daniel was in command and had the final say. He and David turned their steeds and headed south.
 
   “Our commander is the Chosen Vessel. Those sasquatches don’t stand a chance,” Lonni Carper spoke in a voice he no doubt thought was only loud enough to be heard by the guardsman next to him.
 
   “He ain’t even sweatin,” Long-jawed Fentnor Thrush commented back to him.
 
   Daniel ignored the remarks and was not surprised in the least that every man knew he had confirmed the rumors of his being the Chosen Vessel. What surprised him was that they took his word for it. He would have laughed at anyone who made such a claim, before meeting Ruth.
 
   When the last supply wagon was a hundred horse-lengths away, David cleared his throat. “You’ve never handled Silvia’s crossbow, is that why you want me along, in case you are not as proficient?” he asked, showing he also had doubts about Daniel’s ability to shoot the thing.
 
   Daniel was sensing the six sasquatches moving closer and summoned the potential for Mind Touch, but only held the energy. “I don’t intend to use it.” 
 
   The Teki nodded his head. “You’re going to take them the Aakacarn way. I had a feeling this outing was going to leave me with nothing to do.”
 
   Daniel glanced at him. “Actually, I’ve been looking forward to this all morning.”
 
   “Looking forward,” David began to say and then paused. “You knew the sasquatches were following us.”
 
   Daniel nodded his head. “A total of sixteen and if I accomplish what I hope, they will be added to those in my swirl.”
 
   David blinked. “You referred to Sheila being in your swirl, exactly how big is your swirl?”
 
   “Look over at the river and tell me what you see?”
 
   David’s head swiveled to the right and his eyes widened. “I didn’t know gators and pythons would come this far north,” he stated and then shook his head as if trying to make sense of something strange. “Why are they all swimming in the same direction we’re traveling?” 
 
   “Gators and pythons are not confined to the swamps, they can also be found in rivers and lakes, almost any body of water like the Tollus. But these particular ones have taken a liking to me and are caught up in my swirl. The birds, turtles, and frogs were really just experiments to see if I could link my mind to theirs. The gators, pythons, and water moccasins I linked to for safety reasons. They were all too near the horses and most of them were seeking prey,” Daniel explained.
 
   “Does this mean you control them?”
 
   “Yes. I can, but I am not doing so now. They are following me of their own volition,” Daniel admitted.
 
   David cocked his head sideways and the light of comprehension shined in his eyes. “When you talked about the sasquatches and Sheila just now, you said something about adding the new ones to those in your swirl. Does that mean she is not the only sasquatch in your swirl?” 
 
   “Terroar is directly east of us. Gerowel, Croka, and Korilla are coming up behind the ten sasquatches trailing these six. They were all under a Serpent Guild compulsion to kill and eat anything that tries to leave the Ducalin estate,” Daniel chose to finally share the information with the Teki.
 
   “But now you control them,” David said with a trace of concern in his voice, perhaps wanting reassurance.
 
   “I suggested to them that humans are not food and we should be avoided, so the sasquatches are staying out of sight, yet seem to have a desire to be near me. For now it is fine, but I might have to make a few more suggestions in the future.”
 
   David burst out laughing, likely from relief rather than actually seeing anything humorous. “I can imagine you entering a town with a score of sasquatches following like lovesick puppies.” 
 
   “Not to mention a few gators and pythons,” Daniel went along with the silly notion, but it was time to get serious. “The first six sasquatches will be in sight in a few moments.”
 
   David sobered immediately, in a blink of an eye, a pair of throwing blades appeared in his hands, and he was focused on the target area. “When should I start throwing?”
 
   “Kill anything that gets within fifty strides, if I haven’t linked to the sasquatch by then, it means the compulsion to kill is stronger than my suggestion.”
 
   David nodded his head and took a deep breath. Daniel sensed the beasts come within ninety strides, raised both hands, and focused. Six hair-thin beams of topaz blue light shot from his fingers, straight to the foreheads of the onrushing sasquatches. Their thoughts, similar to those of Terroar, flowed into his mind, obey Serena, hunt, kill, and eat, being the foremost among them. He sent his own thoughts into the six males, “Humans are not food and should be avoided because they tasted bad and are extremely dangerous. Stop, you are free to go elsewhere.”
 
   They came within seventy-two strides before coming to an abrupt halt. Gurrumble was the largest, nearly ten and a third cubits tall. Rumble seemed to be a slightly smaller version of him and Daniel learned through the link that they were father and son. Turremble had slightly lighter fur than did the others. Quaker was missing one eye and Kerrash had only one thumb. Buraker had pitch black fur and was lanky rather than bulky. They all stared at Daniel as if he was the new alpha and none of them had any desire to go elsewhere.
 
   David visibly relaxed. “They stopped. The beasts are in your swirl,” he rightly concluded, even though he could not see the blue beams that struck the sasquatches, only the results.
 
   Daniel gave him a reassuring nod. The Teki’s last sentence came out sounding like a question. “Kerrash and Quaker are a little confused and adjusting to the idea that humans aren’t food. Gurrumble and Turremble are intrigued, while Buraker and Rumble think I am small for an alpha but they accept my authority none-the-less. Get ready, the rest of them will be here soon.”
 
   David tensed slightly, yet clearly more confident, and still on the alert. “You named them already?” 
 
   “Those are the names they introduced themselves by, who am I to change them?” Daniel replied. Sheila was different. He named her because she did not have one.
 
   “Um, they’ve done nothing but grunt, somehow I missed the introductions,” David replied, clearly confused.
 
   The statement jolted Daniel back to his escort. The thoughts of the sasquatches were flowing at him. He had been relaying their thoughts to Terroar and the other adults in his swirl. 
 
   Gurrumble turned and bellowed a command, “Come,” Daniel’s brain translated. A series of growls and grunts followed. “Daniel is Alpha,” the sasquatch proclaimed in a series of roars.
 
   “Is he angry?’ David asked in a soft voice, clearly unable to understand the male.
 
   “The link allows me to understand their thoughts and no, Gurrumble is not angry, he’s rallying the troops to our cause,” Daniel replied.
 
   David’s lips quirked into a smile, “I think you mean your cause. I doubt they would be loyal to anyone else.”
 
   The sasquatches were looking at the gators, pythons, water moccasins, frogs, turtles, and birds, all of which were remaining close by. They recognized each other as being part of a larger whole, this was not speculation. Daniel knew their primitive thoughts.
 
   Gerowel, the alpha female and mate of Gurrumble, along with Croka, and Korilla, were moving up behind the ten, nine with one having a baby on her back, who were now rushing to obey the alpha male. As soon as the ten came into range, Daniel linked with them, bringing all of the remaining sasquatches, nine of which were female, into his swirl. Shereeka, with a white stripe beginning above her brow and extending over and down to just above her tailbone, was the new mom and her baby was Choaker, a male fathered by Terroar.
 
   “All one big happy family,” Daniel announced.
 
   “If you say so,” David replied while putting away his blades, demonstrating a mountain-sized trust in the man he chose to follow.
 
   “So,” Daniel joked, and it felt good. He missed having Tim around to lighten the mood and hoped their paths would cross again soon.
 
   David chuckled at the quip and then raised an eyebrow. “Are we finished here?’
 
   “We are,” Daniel affirmed and Sprinter, knowing his thoughts, turned north.
 
   David rode beside him and occasionally glanced back to see the sasquatches, but the pack was staying out of sight. They were free to do as they will, with only a few suggestions about humans not being food and the need to avoid them, yet they followed.
 
   Daniel focused on one of the smaller gators, Cleo, suggesting that the female swim up river and see if other humans were moving beside the water. She accepted the name and suggestion, and then dived down, tail propelling her forward, swam beyond the guardsmen, and was soon making good speed up the Tollus. Gators did not name themselves, but he decided the animals in his swirl should all have one, if only to help him keep them straight in his mind. Sending the reptile was the best way to locate the Aakacarns without casting a spell and possibly letting them know they were being pursued by a spell caster. He might even get a glance at Serena through the gator’s eyes and finally put a face to the name.
 
   He and David caught up with the supply wagons and rode with Russ Monner until they reached the designated campsite. Silvia inspected her crossbow and bolts.
 
   “Not a spot,” she said and then placed the bolts back into her belt and hung the handheld device on the clip. “Are the beasts dead? We heard a lot of bellowing, most of which seemed to cut off abruptly.”
 
   Daniel hesitated to answer. Cale, Jonah, Zaccum, and Keenan were standing right beside him while Corporal Duwin organized the camp set up. 
 
   “Too bad Jared isn’t here. He would have loved to document the strength of your swirl,” David seemed compelled to share without being asked. He turned to the others, eyes wide in excitement, a Teki storyteller in full measure. “Six stinking beasts came screaming at us and fell right into his trap. Just as I began to think we were safe, ten more ran at us, and I didn’t even get to throw a single blade before Sir Daniel dealt with them as well. Believe me when I tell you, none of the shaggy monsters will trouble us again.”
 
   The Teki’s words turned out to be helpful. They seemed to answer Silvia, who gave a satisfied nod, and the tale was told with no mention of the linking. He would probably fill her in on the details later, which was fine with Daniel. The entire reason for bringing David along for appearances was now dashed to pieces, but it did not really matter, and Daniel was getting used to things not working out the way he wanted. The sasquatches were in his swirl and that was well enough for him.
 
   “Did you hear that? Sir Daniel has dispatched sixteen sasquatches.” Sergeant Keenan announced in a voice that carried across the camp.
 
   The men cheered and whistled, even Jonah. When the noise eventually died down they went back to work, rubbing down the horses, even Sprinter, whose shield had been temporarily removed, while Russ Monner started the cook fires. Watches were set and everyone settled in. Dinner consisted of ham, beans, and bread rolls. After eating, Daniel took up his guitarn and began to play. Silvia and David danced while Sheila slept peacefully inside Daniel’s tent. Guardsmen joined in the dancing and about a mark later, Daniel ended the concert and then inspected the camp. He also revitalized the horses, as he had done each evening after leaving Ducanton.
 
   He invited David and Silvia to his tent for a brief meeting. A lantern on an upside down box provided the light. They sat on fold-up wood-framed-chairs covered by cloth. Daniel gave a quick account of the links made to the various animals, along with their names, and Shereeka in particular. “She is nursing Choaker and is willing to take on another babe. Like you said, Sheila needs to be with her own kind.”
 
   Silvia glanced at the sleeping sasquatch. “I’m glad you recognize the wisdom of my words. When am I to hand her over?”
 
   Daniel had intended to deliver Sheila to her foster mother. “It would be better if I take her.”
 
   Silvia was shaking her head in an instant. “No, the guards will be suspicious if you go out with the babe. Nobody would think twice about my taking her with me.”
 
   David leaned forward in his chair. “They are going to see the little one is gone, I don’t know why this has to be a secret.” 
 
   Daniel shifted his gaze back and forth between the pair of Teki. “I just don’t want trouble in the camp when Shereeka arrives, better for us all if she comes and goes unseen.”
 
   Silvia smiled, employing her dimples. “Tonight we will introduce Sheila to her new mother and tomorrow I will proclaim to the men that she being adopted by the sasquatch is a peripheral affect of your swirl.”
 
   Which was better, for everyone to know that he could summon potential, or for everyone to attribute any strange occurrences to his being the Chosen Vessel?  With all of the Teki troops proclaiming his new designation, it would not be long before most people knew at least some folks considered him to be the Chosen Vessel, and presently only a few individuals knew he could summon potential, so Daniel decided to go along with Silvia’s idea. His decision had nothing to do with her dimples. “I’m picturing you in my mind and sending your image to Shereeka. This way she will recognize you and allow herself to be seen. I am also going to place a shield on you.”
 
   “Just so long as you remember to take it off before she comes to bed,” David told him, dryly. 
 
   Really, forget once and they never get over it, not that Daniel could blame the newlyweds. “I could make you sleep the whole night,” he joked.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Silvia spoke up with laughter in her voice.
 
   Daniel picked up Sheila, whose eyes opened wide. She reached out, took hold of his finger, and squeezed.
 
   “She will be better off,” Silvia apparently felt the need to reassure him.
 
   So he had a soft spot in his heart for the furry little creature, but that didn’t mean he could not do what was best for her. Daniel nodded and handed the baby into the arms of the Teki Seer. “Head southeast, half a span into the woods, and you will find a willow. Shereeka will be sitting in the branches.”
 
   Silvia exited the tent and was out of sight, but well within scanning range. Daniel closed his eyes and followed along in his mind. He was aware of every person and creature up to five spans out. All of the members of his swirl were within his radius except Cleo, who was still swimming up river to locate the Aakacarns. He focused his thoughts on Shereeka, singling her out to the point where he could see through her eyes, while not taking control of her. He was there as an observer only, but could exert his influence if it proved to be necessary.
 
   Through the senses of the female sasquatch, Daniel could hear Silvia’s approach well before she arrived at the willow where Shereeka sat upon the V of the trunk, hidden among the branches. She was invisible in the dark. Choaker clung to her back and she was content to feel his warm frame against hers. She could smell Sheila, the babe being saturated with human scent, particularly that of the human female, but also Daniel. Shereeka knew the scent of the new alpha and was pleased to accept Louda’s infant, fathered by Buraker. She also knew, through the mind of the alpha, that this is the female who had a part in killing Louda, but that was when humans were prey, now they are not. She never did like the taste of them. There was no anger in her over the death. All successful hunts end in death for one or another. She was intrigued by the new alpha, how he could speak to her without uttering a sound.
 
   “Shereeka, I’m going to place Sheila on the ground,” the human female spoke in a high voice similar to that of an infant.
 
   Shereeka growled a warning for Choaker to hold on tight and then hopped down to the ground. She understood the sounds of the human female, Silvia, through the mind of the alpha, who had also caused her to recognize this human as being approachable, while all others were still to be avoided. “Come.” She told the infant, who immediately scrambled out of the shiny skin she had been wrapped in and climbed onto her back next to Choaker.
 
   “I didn’t know sasquatches could speak,” Silvia said while taking a step back, although she showed no fear.
 
   “Sounds alpha make,” Shereeka did her best to make the correct sounds.
 
   “Who is Alpha?” The human female sought knowledge she already possessed.
 
   Shereeka turned, headed deeper into the trees where Gerowel waited with the other females, and then decided to impart knowledge already known. “Daniel,” she bellowed into the night.
 
   He opened his eyes, taking his mind off Shereeka; glad he did not have to take control of her, and glanced at David. “Silvia has given Sheila to her new mother and is on her way back to camp.”
 
   David, who had been staring anxiously at the tent flap, glanced back. “That’s good to know, but with the sasquatch bellowing your name in the night, I think the entire camp knows something is up.” 
 
   Once again, Daniel had a plan that worked out fairly well, yet not exactly the way he wanted. He wondered how many more of his accomplishments or future plans would be altered or nullified by circumstances. “Silvia’s explanation about the swirl of the Chosen Vessel will have to come sooner rather than later.”
 
   David leaned forward in his chair. “In the larger picture, I think she will be telling the simple truth, you are drawing what is necessary for the possibility of ultimate victory.”
 
   The juggler voiced a good point. Daniel had made suggestions about humans to the creatures linked to him, and with the exception of Shereeka and Cleo the gator, all of the animals were free to go wherever they wanted. Momma sasquatch likely would have adopted Sheila even if she had not been encouraged to do so. Perhaps the various creatures do have a larger roll, a place in ultimate victory over Tarin Conn. One thing was for sure. Daniel had no intention of using them as fodder on the field, the way the Serpent Guild often does.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seventeen: Messages Received 
 
   Everyone in the camp was wide awake by the time Silvia returned from her mission. She won over her audience quickly, giving a rousing speech about the swirl of the Chosen Vessel, and little Sheila being adopted by a female sasquatch that had been caught up in, “Sir Daniel’s swirl,” as evidenced by the bellowing of his name. She assured everybody the sasquatch had gone away with the baby and posed no threat to them. When the excitement died down, Sergeant Keenan ordered the men back to their tents. 
 
   Daniel stood beside the Seer. “Thank you, that went well.”
 
   Silvia nodded her head. “It did. By the way, you never said you were teaching the beasts to talk.”
 
   Shereeka actually speaking words had come as a surprise. “I didn’t expect the sasquatches to learn human speech. Their link to me must be expanding their vocabulary.”
 
   David stepped between them. “You can remove the shield now,” he insisted. Really, there had been no need of reminding, Daniel was about to remove the thing.
 
   It only took a moment of concentration to detach the Da Capo, causing the Melody to cease. Silvia reached out and took hold of David’s hand, no doubt so he could feel her warm flesh and know she was no longer shielded. “We can talk about the sasquatches later,” she stated and then both of them went to bed.
 
   Daniel entered his tent, removed boots, helmet, sword belt, sir coat, and chain mail, leaving on only his pants and light green cotton undershirt, then stretched out on the bed roll. It was not yet time for sleep, but to further his plans, and hope circumstances did not alter them too far from his liking.
 
   He focused on his scan of the surroundings, sensing woodland creatures of all sorts, some of which were not native to the area. What was a group of ospreys doing so far south and in the flatlands? These are not flocking birds, although eight raptors could hardly be considered a flock. The river certainly had enough fish for them to prey on, perhaps that was the draw, and their being here might have nothing to do with his swirling of events, but he suspected otherwise. When they came into the trees, within a hundred strides, he linked with them. As the night went on, thirteen owls were added to his swirl, and a seven member wolf pack. Two cougars joined his odd collection along with a pair of huge male and female black bears. They all had names translated into human speech, and he gave the new recruits the suggestion that humans are not food and to go about their business, living, eating, reproducing, the things they would normally do.  
 
   He spent some time trying to compose Symphonics to transport instantly from place to place, and to heal the queen, but knew in his soul the notes playing in his head were not yet what they needed to be. He closed his eyes, hoping to sleep for the remaining couple of marks, but a sensation in the back of his mind brightened into a vision from the river. Cleo was staring at six mounds surrounding a fire that was on the verge of going out, due to the fact that it was raining. A tall young man wearing black silks exited the fifth mud hut, strolled over to the river, urinated, and then went back inside. “Thanks Cleo,” Daniel communicated through the link. “Stay low and keep safe.”
 
   The gator could not form thoughts into words but there was a sense of acknowledgement from her. She swam off to find a snack while Daniel began trying to work out the distance involved. Human measurements meant nothing to Cleo and he dared not extend his scan that far ahead, the Aakacarns would sense it for sure. After she ate a gar, he had her swim around to get a good look at the area, and then compared what she saw to his mental map. Even in the dark, he could make out enough of the landscape to see the enemy was camped where the river bent to the east for about ten spans before bending north, placing them approximately forty-one spans ahead, and only a few days away, unless they chose to stay and wait for him, which they had no reason to do. By the time he finished with the gator, dawn came, and with it, Sergeant Keenan. 
 
   “Sir Daniel, are you well?” the huge guardsman called with true concern in his voice. After all, this was the first time his commander was not up before him, so his reaction was not surprising. 
 
   Daniel quickly cast, Refresh, cleansing his body, and then opened the tent flap, causing the Sergeant’s eyes to widen. This was also the first time he found his commander out of uniform. It was probably best not to offer an explanation, as Royal Knights of the Realm did not usually give account of their actions to Sergeants. “I’m right as rain. Get the men fed quickly, within the mark, we will be picking up the pace today, and please inform Cale there will not be time for a practice bout this morning.” 
 
   Keenan blinked the shock out of his eyes and then was all business. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel.”
 
   Daniel let the tent flap fall back into place and then put on his uniform and cast, Laundering, removing dirt, stains, smudges, and shining his black leather boots. He waited for what he considered to be an appropriate amount of time, not wanting anyone watching to be suspicious over how quickly he cleaned and dressed, then stepped outside.
 
   Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Duwin were rousing the men while Zaccum encouraged Jonah to speed up the process of getting ready. Russ Monner prepared a cold breakfast, which caused a little bit of grumbling, but was soon swallowed by a growing sense of excitement. Silvia and David emerged from their tent fully prepared to travel with crossbow and knives at the ready, Teki were always prone to be on the move.
 
   “Why is everyone scurrying around like a troop primed for a hasty exodus?” Silvia inquired while brushing a lock of long black hair away from her face.
 
   Daniel walked over to the couple, neither of which appeared to have gotten much sleep. “Our quarry is only forty-one spans ahead of us and on foot. I want to close the gap, so we’re going to be moving quickly today.” 
 
   David blinked the sleepiness out of his eyes. “That sounded specific, what changed over night to make you so sure?”
 
   Daniel motioned for them to come closer and then lowered his voice. “I sent Cleo to scout ahead. She found them sleeping in mud huts where the river bends.”
 
   Dimples formed on her cheeks as Silvia’s smile widened. “So that’s why you’re gathering animals into your swirl, they are the perfect scouts.”
 
   Daniel nodded. “They can be my eyes and ears where human spies cannot go and Melody wielding might be detected.”
 
   David began rubbing the grips of the knives on his hips. “We’re going to take them down. They have no clue how close we are or what they are up against.”
 
   His assessment seemed to be spot on. There was no way for the enemy Aakacarns to know they were being followed, much less by whom. Daniel was looking forward to surprising them.
 
   He waved a greeting as Cale walked up and stood beside him. “What’s this I hear about there being no time for a practice session and why is the Teki so excited?” the Master-of-the-bladed asked, after a glance at David.
 
   Silvia struck a sexy pose with one hand on her hip. “He just had the night of his life.”
 
   Cale’s eyes focused on the beautiful woman and then shifted toward David. “I think I’m actually envious. You are the only man on this trip who gets to enjoy female companionship.”
 
   Daniel cleared his throat. “To answer your other question, I want us to have an early start. Eat fast because you have half a mark before we head out and the pace is going to be stepped up.”
 
   Cale shrugged his shoulders. “It’s your call. If you want to ride fast, we ride fast. Is there a reason, or are you wanting to see how far we can go in a day?”
 
   Daniel was reluctant to reveal too much about his contacts in the animal world, so decide to give his more mundane reasons. “I was a mountaineer long before becoming an Accomplished or a Royal Knight of the Realm and I tend to see things as a hunter. Our quarry is, at least, days ahead of us,” he began to explain while both Sergeants and Jonah joined the tiny gathering. “I know the geography of this place and that we stand a better chance of gaining on our foes if we stop meandering with the river and move farther to the east, away from the marshy areas, where we can trot the horses at a quicker pace. If you know about where your prey is likely to be, you can avoid the zigzags and hopefully intercept it.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?” Jonah asked, as if what he heard was a suggestion rather than a decision made by his commander. The man is a lord, so his attitude was not surprising, and he might not even realize he was out of line.
 
   Daniel chose to answer the question. “We will be going five spans east, away from the Tollus, and then turn north forty-one spans. The river bends east at that point, flowing from the west for about ten spans before bending north northwest again.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” David spoke up.
 
   “Suppose we get ahead of the Aakacarns, we could pass them by without knowing it,” Sergeant Zaccum pointed out.
 
   “Considering the head start they had, that possibility is unlikely,” Silvia responded, clearly trying to be helpful, seeing as she knew without a doubt the Aakacarns would not be passed by.
 
   Jonah nodded his head. “I’m all for moving faster and heading them off.”
 
   “Most of the men have already eaten and Russ will soon be packing his horses. If any of you want to eat, make it soon,” Sergeant Keenan stated, matter-of-factly. He was all business, and Daniel was glad of it.
 
   “You all heard the man, eat now or ride hungry,” Daniel said, and then took off walking toward the food, not waiting to see if anyone else cared to follow.
 
   After breakfast, everyone mounted up with Daniel at the head. Sergeant Keenan must have told the men about the change in direction because not a soul commented as they moved away from the river. White clouds drifted slowly across the blue sky and a breeze from the north kept the men in a good mood. Daniel’s shield prevented him from feeling the coolness of the breeze just as it prevented him from feeling the warm humidity of the swamp. Oak, spruce, and sycamore trees as well as sassafras dominated the landscape. Bees especially liked the sassafras, drawn to the nectar, and birds pecked at the glossy fruit.
 
   There was a hive within one hundred strides, so Daniel singled out the queen and linked to her. Her thoughts, even filtered through the spell, were so foreign he could not interpret them. Impulses better described what he was receiving. She began following him at a discrete distance along with thousands of bees. He concentrated on the queen and caught a glimpse through her multifaceted eyes. The sensation was so confusing he was forced to pull back his awareness.
 
   “Are you feeling alright?” Cale asked. “You looked a little dizzy there for a moment.”
 
   Daniel decided never to do that again. “Right as rain, I didn’t get much sleep last night, but all is well.”
 
   The Lieutenant shrugged his shoulders. “A practice bout would’ve got you pepped up for the ride, perhaps we can have one during the mid-day meal.”
 
   The man was probably right about the exercise, but Daniel had gone much longer without sleep in the past and was not feeling all that tired, no doubt it was the extra energy in his life force. “I hope we can squeeze at least one round in.” 
 
   Cale nodded his head and then went on to talk of his many exploits, how many men he had dueled, and how many of those were in the line of duty and to the death, nothing Daniel was particularly interested in. They made eighteen spans before it was time for him to call a halt. He refreshed the horses and agreed to go one round with Cale. A third of a mark in, he managed to strike several minor blows on the master. The Lieutenant was perspiring, unable to penetrate Daniel’s defenses, and time was running out. Eagle In The Heights suddenly turned into Serpent Uncoiling, which should have been countered with Ferret Lunging, but Daniel responded with Serpent In The Nest, allowing the Master-of-the-blade to strike a winning blow, thus ending the bout.
 
   Cale laughed. “I faked you out. Serpent In The Nest counters Eagle In The Heights, but don’t worry, you will learn to respond quicker to changes in the form of attack.”
 
   Daniel handed him the lathe sword. “I will try to improve on that. By the way, you were right; I do feel more awake after our match.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan was making his way over, no doubt to remind his commander of the time. Daniel decided to give the order just as the man was opening his mouth. “I want everyone mounted as quickly as you can make it happen. We have twenty-three spans to cover before dark.”
 
   Keenan’s mouth snapped shut and he nodded his head approvingly, no doubt pleased his commander did not need reminding. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he replied and then turned. “Mount up, the last four guardsmen to be on their horses will be on third watch tonight.”
 
   Men scrambled to obey, the last person on his horse was Jonah, but his lordship was an exception. “Callen, Tabon, Gifer, and Munet, you will be standing third watch,” the Sergeant announced. Hard-muscled Callen, skinny Tabon, bald Gifer, and dour Munet, all acknowledge the order, and did so without complaining.
 
   Daniel had been the first one mounted. “Vaulting into your saddle is not the most dignified way for a commander in the field to behave,” Jonah apparently felt the need to mention.
 
   The temptation to point out that being the slowest to mount did not say much for the dignity of the second in command, was almost more than Daniel could resist. “Just be glad Keenan specified guardsmen,” he replied, earning a chuckle from Zaccum, and then signaled, forward ho.
 
   He urged Sprinter into a trot and double timed it, maneuvering around trees and bushes while his swirl of animals moved along with him silently and out of sight. Those in the river continued up stream, except Springer the frog, who was laying eggs that floated on the surface in thin films filled with dozens of eggs. She would probably catch up later. 
 
   Four copperheads and six racers joined his swirl by the time the sun was glowing orange in the western sky, and the six mounds originally spotted by Cleo came into sight. Adam Avery and Trevor Hannon were already exploring the huts, good scouts that they were. Cale urged, Becket, his steed, into a gallop and raced ahead, apparently eager to see what they found.
 
   By the time Daniel arrived with the rest of the riders, Adam exited the third hut on the left and ran over to make his report. “The occupant of this hut left a message. I think it is for you.”
 
   Trevor Hannon stepped up to add, “These huts are hard as stone.” 
 
   It was a trivial bit of information compared to the report of the other scout, but Daniel nodded acknowledgment and dismounted. He removed the shield from Sprinter so the horse could be rubbed down, and then was followed by Jonah, both Sergeants and the Teki. Cale was exploring the fifth hut. Avery gestured at the circular roof after Daniel ducked his head in order to gain entrance. 
 
   “An Impotent Accomplished Should Keep His Nose Out Of Aakacarn Affairs. Follow At Your Own Peril,” Jonah read out loud, as if the words sunken into the mud hut might not be clear to all.
 
   David frowned. “They know. How did they know you were following them?”
 
   So much for the hope of surprising the Aakacarns, apparently it had never been a possibility. Daniel was beginning to get a very good idea of how they learned, but it was Zaccum who gave voice to it. “There has to be a spy, either among us or at the estate.”
 
   “He’s right. Our entire mission was a secret, few people knew where we were going when we left the palace, and whoever it is has to have let them know you would be coming here. I didn’t even know we would be pursuing the Aakacarns,” Sergeant Keenan added his opinion, which Daniel shared.
 
   Daniel stepped out of the mud hut and eyed the men still mounted, some looking at him, and others talking among themselves. It was hard to believe any one of them could be a spy.
 
   Jonah came and stood beside him. “What are you going to do?”
 
   Daniel was about to answer when Cale exited the hut he had been exploring and spoke up. “This one also has a message.”
 
   The urge to run over to the crude dwelling was quickly suppressed by the need to appear calm in front of those under his command, so Daniel walked purposefully into the hut and examined the writing on the wall. “Serin Gell Invites You To His Nest In The Foothills, South Of Los Collins, To Be Reunited With Sherree Jenna And Jerremy DeSuan.” There was certainly nothing cryptic about that. 
 
   Daniel blinked, as if doing so could clear away what he just read, and then he was suddenly sitting on the hardened mud floor. Sherree rejected him, but that did not mean his feelings for her had changed, he still loved her. Jerremy was a friend and also needed help, and thoughts of what Serin Gell might be doing to them filled his head. This message could not be ignored, if true. He was aware of Silvia’s hand on his shoulder, although couldn’t actually feel the gesture of support through the shield.
 
   “Aren’t they two of the three Aakacarns who took part in the Battle of Bashierwood?” Jonah inquired, and then nodded his head as if inwardly answering his own question. “This is obviously a ploy to get you off the trail.”
 
   He could be right, but Daniel had a bad feeling the message was not a ploy. Los Collins was the southern-most city in Pentrosa, about nine spans on the other side of the border shared with Ducaun.
 
   “It reads like a diversionary tactic to me,” Sergeant Keenan offered his opinion.
 
   Daniel closed his eyes and concentrated on the eight ospreys, and singled out Wisp and Echo. He sent them his mental map of Atlantan, focusing on where they were, and where he wanted them to go, from southern Ducaun to the area in Pentrosa written on the wall. In the morning they would begin their flight north, it would take days, but the raptors could get there a lot quicker than he. Even if he had composed the Symphonic allowing him to transport, the need to see the destination still had to be met. The birds not only can serve as his eyes and ears, their vision of the scene might be good enough for teleportation. Unfortunately there was an, “if,” and a, “might,” in the middle of his plan, and he was only setting up the possibility of using teleportation.
 
   Next, he concentrated on the owls, Mouser and Hoot took off to spy on Serena and her group, just in case they decide to move away from the river. Daniel did not want Cleo to follow them on land, preferring she stay safe in the water, with only eyeballs and snout visible.
 
   Cale cleared his throat, causing Daniel to open his eyes. “Surely your friends are more valuable than whatever was stolen from the Duke.” His priorities were spot on without even knowing what had been taken.
 
   Daniel nodded his head, totally agreeing with him, except Serena and her band of Aakacarns were closer, and could be dealt with first, seeing as both goals required a northerly track.
 
   “I differ with you on that,” Jonah was quick to respond to the statement, apparently concerned after seeing his commander nod in agreement with the Lieutenant.
 
   Silvia’s eyes narrowed as she focused on the young lord. “You would,” she stated as if it was an indictment, which the Ducalin ignored.
 
   Daniel stood up and Sergeant Keenan stepped closer, apparently taking his commander’s action as an opportunity to address him. “What are your orders?” The man had given his opinion, but would go wherever he was told, leaving the setting of priorities to the one in charge, and rightly so.
 
   Daniel eyed the people surrounding him, each person waiting to hear his decision. The mountaineer who wanted a simple life was gone, replaced by a man whose chores demanded otherwise. “A Benhannon does not fob his chores off on others,” his father often told him, and Daniel found that he did not want to give the job to someone else, nor did he any longer desire that simple life. He took a deep breath. “We camp here tonight and continue north in the morning. Disturbing as Serin Gell’s invitation is, we don’t know if he actually has Sherree and Jerremy, something like this must to be confirmed. Our quarry cannot be far from us, so we will chase them down. After all, the Aakacarns we’re pursuing are the ones we need to question, and can be forced to explain the messages when we catch them.”
 
   Keenan gave a salute. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he said and then went to carry out the order.
 
   Cale opened his mouth as if to press his point, but Jonah spoke first. “The decision has been made, Lieutenant, I suggest you go pitch your tent.”
 
   The blade master’s eyes narrowed, no doubt he would like to go a few practice rounds with the Duke’s son, a sparring that would leave the man with plenty of bruises. “At least I do pitch my own tent,” he replied and then glanced at Daniel, as if searching for any sign of affront, and then went outside.
 
   Daniel understood the reason for the glance. The man’s retort could have been aimed at him as well as the Ducalin, seeing as Guardsman Rabin had been setting up his tent from day one, except when they all slept outside the walls of Duke Cantor’s estate. But there were far more important things to worry about than slips of the tongue. 
 
   Jonah turned from watching the blade master walk away. “The burden of command can be difficult at times, but I believe you held up well and made the sensible decision.” The young lord apparently felt the need to share his opinion.
 
   Daniel nodded his head, a gesture the Duke’s son took as acknowledgment of his words, and was also enough to send him off with Sergeant Zaccum, leaving Silvia and David behind.
 
   “What else are you doing and can we help?” the juggler asked. 
 
   “I’ve done what I can for now. The Aakacarns are being watched, and I have sent some feathered scouts to Pentrosa,” Daniel replied while staring at the message and reading Sherree’s name over again. “If either of you have any suggestions or my Seer has a revelation, now would be a good time to tell me.”
 
   David was first to speak. “I suggest you turn in early and get a full night of sleep. Tomorrow is probably going to require some nimbleness of mind and body.”   
 
   Silvia began shaking her head before opening her mouth. “I cannot confirm whether or not Sherree is in the hands of Serin Gell,” she knew to say that much without being asked. “I do see great risks and danger from sasquatches and Aakacarn involvement tomorrow for us all, even death, although I don’t as yet see who or how many are going to die.“
 
   It was Daniel’s turn to shake his head. “The deaths will not be on our side, not if I can help it.”
 
   “There will be deaths. The vision is obscure. Maybe you’re right, maybe all the dying will be done by the Aakacarns,” Silvia replied, although it was clear by her tone and the sympathy in her eyes that she was only trying to make him feel better. She reached up and patted him on the shoulder. “David’s suggestion is a good one, get some sleep.”
 
   She and her husband exited the mud hut, leaving Daniel alone with his thoughts. He decided to send Screech and Yonder, both ospreys, to watch the Aakacarns when the time came for the owls to rest in daylight, which would give him full coverage without over taxing either pair of birds. After half a mark standing in the hut, he stepped outside. 
 
   The camp was all set up with guards posted and horses being tended to. His tent was up and he was tempted to go inside right away, but did not give in to the notion. The idea of Sherree and Jerremy being held captive by Serin Gell was robbing him of the desire to eat, yet he did so anyway. A mark later he inspected the men and horses, refreshing the mounts inconspicuously. Word had spread about the writings on the walls and the mood in the camp was somber, so Daniel played a few tunes on the guitarn. He had done what he could to raise the spirits of his men and was ready to retire for the night. 
 
   David and Silvia were already in their tent by the time Daniel entered his, stripped to his pants and undershirt, and then stretched out on the bedroll. He thought of the two messages and their tone, one warning him to stay out of Aakacarn affairs and the other directing him to follow them all the way into Pentrosa. At least Serin Gell’s involvement in the theft of the trumpet has been made clear, even though he seems to have dissension among his team members. The fifth hut was used by the man who had urinated in the night, making him the writer of the invitation, and the first one to question. 
 
   “Daniel, this is Tim,” his friend’s voice came from within.
 
   “Hey, it’s good to hear from you,” Daniel sent back.
 
   A sense of deep concern and sorrow flowed through the link, promising bad news. “Gina and I are in a compound at Lake Tomlin, near the town of Tomrus. Serin Gell and some of his Accomplisheds have captured all of the members of the Tomlin Project, including Sherree and Jerremy.”
 
   This was the confirmation Daniel had dreaded. What had him curious was the source, how did Tim know? “I just came upon an invitation from Serin Gell to be reunited with Sherree and Jerremy in the Foothills of Pentrosa. Why were they at Lake Tomlin and why are you there?”
 
   “Why is not so important. Jerremy contacted Simon through an amulet, who contacted Samuel, both of whom informed senior Accomplisheds in their guilds. Four boat loads of Accomplisheds are here from the Eagle, Stone, Willow, Aloe, and Zephyr Guilds. The Accomplisheds of Aakadon have given up the team as lost and are preparing to set sail tomorrow. Samuel located the stableman, Zackeriah, and learned from him that our friends were gathered in a big circle and vanished with a flash and a thunder clap. The man was hiding in the hay until we arrived. I have worse news,” Tim sent. What could be worse than what he already reported?
 
   Daniel braced himself. “I am listening.”
 
   “Simon and Samuel believe Jerremy has already been Condemned. They say what is communicated through his amulet is an unrelieved sense of pain and anguish, no coherent thoughts.”
 
   Daniel felt the blood draining from his face. He wanted to weep and cry out, but took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He thought of Sherree and sorrow was replaced by terror for her, followed by anger, a fury greater than any he had ever felt.
 
   “Calm down. Your feelings just about knocked me off my feet. As to your question, we came here to rescue Sherree and Jerremy. I contacted you because we’re at a stand still. When Serin Gell teleported away, we had no clue as to where he went, Samuel is sure the Pentrosan did not go to his nest in Lamont. Everyone is sitting around, staring at each other, and wondering what more can be done. The others don’t know about the amulet you gave me, except Gina, who knows most everything. I decided it was time to bring you in on this problem. I knew you were busy being a Royal Knight of the Realm and all, and didn’t want to bother you, but I know this is something you would want to be involved in,” Tim sent. His emotions were on edge and only softened when he mentioned Gina, who was definitely a calming influence on him.
 
   Daniel sprang to his feet and began pacing back and forth, which meant no more than three steps between each turnabout. “My plate is full at the moment. I am chasing six Aakacarns and hope to catch them tomorrow, and when I do, they are going to answer some tough questions. These people are working for Serin Gell. Right now I am camped beside the Tollus River, half way between the Swamps of Append and the Taltin Sea. Thankfully, both you and my quarry are to the north, we’ll subdue them, and then meet you in Tomrus.”
 
   “You said, we, who is with you?” 
 
   Daniel decided to only mention his human army for the time being. “I’m leading a pair of Teki, a Master-of-the-blade, along with a nobleman, and fifty-one Royal Guardsmen. Now, I can sense your anxiety, is there something more?”
 
   The anxiety had come with a sense of confusion, as if he was not sure whether or not to be terrified. “Sherree found a sarcophagus containing a small casket with the letters, D.L. written on it. Jerremy thought they meant, Determined Lethal, but Samuel and Simon believe them to mean, Della Lain. Daniel, could it be what they think, could it contain the flute of Della Lain?”
 
   For a second it was as if time stopped, several moments passed before Daniel thought to breathe, not realizing he was holding his breath. The idea of Tarin Conn free to wage war had Daniel in a cold sweat, even shielded. No one was ready. After the storm of anxiety passed, calm reason took over. The world was not yet at war and that thought narrowed his focus. “I have no doubt the contents of the sarcophagus belonged to Della Lain, but I doubt it is the flute. It seems to me Serin Gell would have immediately destroyed it.”
 
   The tension level lowered through the link. “That makes me feel better. The older Accomplisheds told us the same thing, but I trust your opinion over theirs.”
 
   Daniel wished he could trust his own opinion. The Pentrosan could have the flute. If he did possess the ancient crescendo, the fact that the Dark Maestro was not shaking the world proved the instrument had not been destroyed, and flute or no flute, Daniel still had to chase down the trumpet and confront Serin Gell in the Foothills. “Don’t be too trusting. My opinion is no better than that of Simon or Samuel. No matter, I will do what I have to do here, meet you in Tomrus, and rescue Sherree.” 
 
   “What about Jerremy?” Tim had to ask.
 
   The only way to help a man who has been Condemned is to kill him, that’s what Daniel had been taught, and that is what he believed, but was it true? The Melody was in his old repertoire, although he never used it or even wanted to. Could the same spell be used in reverse? He had no idea, but the thought brought with it a possibility. Maybe he could compose a Symphonic that would cure a Condemned. “I’ll compose something that will help him.”
 
   “I figured you would, but I’ll hold off telling the others, seeing as they don’t know you are an Aakasear, and can do the impossible,” Tim sent, along with a sense of a chuckle with the last four words.
 
   “Doing the impossible is not so hard. It’s the unthinkable I have problems with.”
 
   A sense of playfulness came from Tim. “Last one to Tomrus is a hound pup,” he sent and then severed the link.
 
   Really, it was not even a fair challenge. Daniel chuckled, but the mirth was quickly subdued by the extra weight on his shoulders. Retrieve the trumpet from Serena and her accomplices, confront Serin Gell, save Sherree, heal the impossible, and save the Queen. And hope with all his heart the flute of Della Lain is not in the hands of the Serpent Guild. He closed his eyes and fell into a troubled sleep while the alphas, Shade and Scrounge led their fellow wolves in mournful howls.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eighteen: A Seer’s Prediction 
 
   Roder Keenan kept a sharp eye on his surroundings. The Tollus River was far to the left, perhaps a span away. Willows and spruce, mixed with all sorts of other trees and plants, were to the right, and pretty much ahead and to the rear. The north wind brought with it a chill, but the warmth of the sun kept him from being uncomfortable. A pair of ospreys circled in the sky above while a swarm of bees, somewhere among the foliage, produced a constant hum. The buzzing had begun yesterday and only ceased at night, and then began again shortly after dawn. 
 
   The procession, led by Sir Daniel, was winding between trees and bushes. The Knight had risen early and stirred the camp awake even before Roder finished getting dressed. It was clear as a smudge on a guardsman’s boot the young commander was deeply troubled by the messages left by the Aakacarns, especially the invitation to join his former veterans from the Battle of Bashierwood. He seemed even more distressed now than when he went to bed and Roder wondered what more plagued the mind of the Chosen Vessel. 
 
   Wolves howling in the night seemed to set the mood in the morning and served to inspire most of the men to be on edge, which was a good thing. Grandma Keenan was a Seer and while Roder made no claim to having that talent, he did inherit a sense of impending violence, which had served him well in his career. That sense was screaming in the back of his head, keeping him fully alert.
 
   He dropped back along the left column and began spreading the word on down the line. “Look sharp. Sir Daniel expects to catch up with the thieving Aakacarns today. They know we are coming and there might be a few surprises waiting for us along the way.”  He sent Corporal Duwin to give the same admonition to the right column.
 
   Low-browed Chuc Carlin spat a wad of tobacco he had been chewing since daybreak onto the ground. “I always expect trouble, but I have to admit, I never figured on being under the direct command of the Chosen Vessel. So far, Sir Daniel and the Teki have done the fighting. We have only been along for the ride, what makes you think today will be any different?”
 
   “None of us figured on serving under the Chosen Vessel, but the Queen deliberately placed us under his command, knowing exactly who he is, and believing that we would be needed,” Roder was quick to reply, “Because, as influential as his swirl seems to be, as good at the blade as he has become, he is still only a man.”
 
   Carlin turned to Guardsman Lu Zannis. “Now maybe you will believe me after hearing it from someone more authoritative.”
 
   Zannis fixed a squinty-eyed stare. “I never said we shouldn’t be ready for a fight, just that I think Sir Daniel will handle matters like he did the sixteen sasquatches.”
 
   Roder had a feeling the young commander had the same idea; that he could take on the enemy alone and win while keeping everyone else from harm. “No one in a battle zone is exempt from the butcher’s bill when it comes due, don’t ever forget that, or you may be the one who pays the price.”
 
   Carlin was nodding his head in agreement and Zannis actually widened his eyes, hopefully taking the warning to heart. Roder heard a branch snap in the trees over to his left. A huge black bear passed between an oak and an elm, glanced his way, yet made no move to come any closer to the procession. Roder blinked and wiped his eyes, not sure he was seeing what was in plain sight, a cougar walking beside the bear, and neither creature seemed to be concerned about the presence of the other. It had only happened for a moment and the pair vanished in among the trees. No one else commented, perhaps they did not see, so he shook his head and tried to put the incident out of his mind. 
 
   At the head of the procession, Sir Daniel’s hand came up, signaling a halt. It was not time to stop, the mid-day meal was marks away, and there was no obvious impediment to their progress. Roder heeled Dancer in the flanks and raced up to the head of the line. 
 
   “Why are we stopping so early? Why did you recall your forward scout? All the progress we made this morning will be wasted,” Jonah Ducalin was demanding of the Knight, while yet again voicing an unasked for opinion.
 
   Silvia positioned her horse in between the Lord and the Knight. “He has his reasons.”
 
   Both Teki were quick to back Sir Daniel in any decision he made, even when they seemed to have no more idea of his motives than anyone else. 
 
   “Eighty, how quickly can I add that many?” the Knight asked softly, apparently of himself, and behaving as if the Ducalin had never questioned him.
 
   David shrugged his shoulders. “You would be the best judge of that.” The Teki spoke as if he knew exactly what the commander was talking about.
 
   Sir Daniel’s left eyebrow arched up, seemingly in surprise someone answered him, perhaps not realizing he had spoken out loud. He frowned and focused his dark-eyed stare at Roder. “Sergeant, have the men draw their swords and be ready. I smell a trap. Let’s make sure we don’t step in it.”
 
   “I too sense the approach of violence,” Keenan admitted, and then drew his broadsword. “Out swords!” he called, and the sounds of metal sliding free of metal overwhelmed the buzzing of the bees as each man’s blade came free.    
 
   Daniel fixed his gaze on Jonah. “My Teki Seer has foretold battle for us today, and to my knowledge, she has yet to be wrong.”
 
   Everyone was staring at Silvia. Roder had wondered why Sir Daniel brought the pair of Teki, now it was becoming clear. All of the world leaders had Seers beside them, openly or covertly, and it only made sense the Chosen Vessel would employ one. Roder glanced at David, perhaps more than one.
 
   Jonah drew his sword from its scabbard. “What sort of trap did your Seer predict?” The young Lord rarely addressed either of the Teki directly and often did his best to ignore them, perhaps he believed foreign peasants were beneath his notice, it was not an uncommon attitude among the nobles.
 
   Silvia glanced at Sir Daniel, who gave a quick nod of his head. “Definite Aakacarn involvement, scores of sasquatches,” she proclaimed, took a breath, “and death,” she finished in a softer voice.
 
   Sergeant Zaccum leaned forward in his saddle, “Whose death?”
 
   Silvia bit her lip, not enough to draw blood, but enough to make her seem hesitant to answer. “The vision is not clear about who or how many.” 
 
   The Seer obviously did not like giving obscure revelations, although Roder had come across a few who enjoyed speaking in riddles.
 
   Cale carved the air with his blade, swishing it in an elegant blur. “I’m going to kill some sasquatches, those are your deaths, and how many die will simply depend on the numbers sent against us.”
 
   Keenan hoped the Lieutenant’s interpretation was correct, but had little faith the dying would be confined to the sasquatches, especially if the Aakacarns are directly involved. His eyes were on his commander, who was staring north as if he could see through the trees and foliage at what was coming. “Defensive positions,” Sir Daniel ordered, and then was engulfed in a red-orange cone of light emanating from between two trees. A topaz blue glow formed around him, and then he toppled and fell off his horse. 
 
   Sasquatches burst out of the trees, Silvia and David landed on the ground beside Sir Daniel, ready to defend him, and the horde of hairy giants came on running. Roder reacted immediately, shouting “Right column, swing to the north and charge!” 
 
   The back of the column swung up and Twenty-four horsemen galloped with Roder toward the oncoming beasts. He swung his broadsword, slicing through the neck of the closest sasquatch, and did not bother to see where its head landed. Carper and Zannis were on his right and left, swinging their blood-covered blades. They passed beyond the wave of beasts and turned around to make a second charge. All twenty-four men were still in their saddles, although some were covered in blood, but it was difficult to tell whether it was their own or the sasquatches. Nine of the stinking creatures lay dead. The rest were running toward the supplies, and seemed to be joining a score or more that were jumping on the packhorses, biting at their necks, knocking them over, and breaking their legs.
 
   Sergeant Zaccum led the left column in an effort to defend Russ and the supplies. Roder glanced at Sir Daniel. The Knight was still down with his Teki defenders in attendance, Silvia trying to revive him, and David standing with knives at the ready, but the sasquatches did not go near them. The more desperate situation was at the packhorses.  Roder made his choice, “to the rear, charge!” he shouted, and his column galloped to the defense of Ross and the supplies. A brown sasquatch with a black leathery face, sharp teeth, and long claws, took a swipe at him. Roder swung his sword, taking off the right paw at the wrist, blood spraying from the stump, but the beast sprang up, caught him by the waist, and swept him out of the saddle. They both landed hard on the ground, strides away from each other. Roder’s grip had not failed. With broadsword still in hand, he sprang to his feet, and charged at the towering brute. He swung again but the sasquatch leapt above the swing and came down with a crashing blow delivered by a massive foot into Roder’s right shoulder. He heard the snap of bone before hitting the ground, and knew he was a dead man.
 
   Sasquatches were lunging and leaping like acrobats, striking at men right and left, and ripping through any weaknesses in their chain mail. Guardsmen were on the ground and bleeding alongside their mounts. More than a few horses were being torn to shreds by the raging beasts, and Roder could do nothing for any of them. The one-handed sasquatch bent over him, saliva dripping from its mouth, hot putrid breath fouling the air. A black hairy arm swept in from the left with a huge paw, striking the beast on the side of the head, and snapping its neck like a twig. Lefty fell over dead and Roder found himself staring into the eyes of a huge black bear. It dropped back onto all fours and went charging after another sasquatch. All around him animals were attacking the sasquatches. Seven wolves surrounded one huge brute, diving at it and dodging its swipes while another would snap at its heels. The beast would turn to face the one behind, only to be bitten by those it turned its back on. They finally hamstrung the creature and then dived in for the kill, ripping out its throat.
 
   A copperhead sank it fangs into the right foot of a light brown sasquatch that was in the process of tearing apart a sack of oats. The snake struck again and again, injecting its venom, causing the dying creature to stop what is was doing and run back into the woods, where it would most likely die a painful death. To his left another black bear was battling a sasquatch, both were getting bloodied, but the bear was the one dishing out the most punishment. The bear finally seemed to get tired of playing, let out a roar, and snapped the beast’s neck with one swipe of its massive paw. A cougar leapt on the back of another sasquatch, scratching and biting, while a second cougar went for the shaggy throat. The smelly biped fell to its knees, to the ground, and was then torn apart by the big cats. Swarms of bees came in from all around, stinging the sasquatches, yet not bothering men or horses. One of the beasts was covered from head to toe with bees, it finally fell over dead with welts all its face and body. Nature itself was on the side of the Chosen Vessel. 
 
   The battle seemed to go on forever but lasted about a third of a mark. Forty sasquatches were dead, the animals that had joined in the fight melted back into the woods, fifteen Royal Guardsmen were wounded, and three dead. Josh Duwin stared glassy-eyed, his necked bent at a sharp angle. Big-eyed Raymond Carpenter’s back was snapped in two, and Ross Monner was missing an arm and lay in a pile of his own entrails. He had chosen not to put on his chain mail, big mistake that. The appendage was three paces away, still gripping his cleaver. Roder’s shoulder was broken, but that was the least of his worries. Sir Daniel was still unconscious and most of the supplies were destroyed, eight warhorses died, along with fifteen pack horses, with another four so badly wounded they would probably need to be put down. 
 
   Burly Ursen Vallun was tending the wounded and he finished stitching up a deep gash in Guardsman Camden’s homely face, which could not be made any uglier by a new scar, and then came over to his next victim/patient. “Serge, I’m gonna have to set that for you and it’s gonna hurt.”
 
   Roder had not been looking forward to this part but knew what was coming. He held his breath while the ham-fisted guardsman took hold of him. There was a pull and pain sharp enough to make him grunt, ending that part of the procedure, but not his responsibilities. Being braced and trussed up in bandages to keep him from moving his shoulder was not going to keep him from setting things in order. 
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Daniel opened his eyes and found himself staring at the roof of the tent and wearing only his pants and undershirt. It was night and the only light came from the lantern on the upside down box. There was a slight pressure in his head as a multitude of animals linked to him were vying for his attention. He gave them all a general sense that he was awake and well, lowering the pressure, showing most were satisfied with his response. He pictured four compartments in his mind and placed the remaining demands on his attention in each one, intending to get back to them later. 
 
   Duncan Hawk was sitting cross-legged near the entrance, staring out through the tent flap. Daniel’s mind was a little foggy and it took him a few moments to clear and order his thoughts, the link with the animals had not helped. The last thing he remembered was an Aakacarn springing up within two hundred strides of him, well within his self-imposed sensing radius of five spans, and being assaulted before he could strike out at the threat. The Aakacarn had to have come up from underground. Daniel smacked himself in the head, why did he fail to think of that? Cenni Quen had used the Sleep spell on him before so Daniel had no difficulty figuring out what put him in his current state. 
 
   His shield protected him from all sorts of spells, but he needed to breathe, hear, and eat, so was vulnerable in those areas. The spell caster used a wide beam rather than a narrow one, which would have had to strike him precisely in the ears, nostrils, or mouth. The broad beam was something to take into consideration, seeing as it is difficult to defend against, and allowed even the weakest potential wielded by an Aakacarn to be a serious threat. It was possible to extend his shield over the vulnerable areas, but only for so long as he could hold his breath or can afford to be deprived of his hearing and speech. To do that, he would have to be aware of the danger soon enough to make the alteration. He could place a shield on his helmet, which would protect his ears without limiting his hearing. Extending his potential underground, at least deep enough to detect a tunnel or hidden cell would be useful, and keeping in mind that he is not invincible and could be struck down would help even more. 
 
   “Duncan, what’s happening out there?” Daniel asked the young guardsman, causing the fellow to startle, and swing his head around. 
 
   His eyes were red and sorrow was etched on his face, but he managed a weak smile. “Sir Daniel, you’re awake,” he stated the obvious, and then lost his smile. “Not so much out there now. This morning was the worst I’ve seen, you struck off your horse, sasquatches running at us, men and horses dying, and most of our supplies destroyed. The amazing thing was the animals coming to help us.”
 
   Daniel sat up. “Animals came to your aid?”
 
   Duncan began nodding his head vigorously and went on to describe the attack. “I saw Raymond die. A sasquatch lifted him up and snapped his back like it was nothing and I tried to help Ross, but got pushed aside by a cougar. It killed the beast that tore into Ross. All sorts of animals helped, bears, copperheads, wolves, and of course cougars, even the bees, thousands of them. The Corporal got his neck broke, it was awful. Silvia stood over you and shot a crossbow bolt into the eye of a sasquatch that got too close and after that the beasts avoided her. Sergeant Keenan got hurt and David joined the melee, stabbing and slicing with his knives, and attacking the beasts as if he was invincible. He came out of each fight without a scratch. Lieutenant Tomei was a whirlwind of death, slicing at the beasts, and killing any foolish enough to get near him. Lord Jonah also killed one. We guardsmen and the animals kept fighting until all of smelly monsters were dead. I killed two. Lord Jonah ordered those of us that were well enough to gather up what we could save, along with the wounded, and the dead, and then we moved north another couple of spans. We’ve been camped here ever since, hoping you would wake up. I think he still wants to go after the Aakacarns, but now that’s going to be up to you.” 
 
   Daniel closed his eyes, thinking of the men who had died because of his failure to anticipate the attack, and his belief that he could take on anything the Aakacarns threw at him. The Sergeant was correct, the butcher did get paid, and Daniel let out a sigh. He had potential equal to that of a Maestro, yet was powerless to prevent the deaths. It was a sobering lesson, one he would take to heart. 
 
   “Sir Daniel, are you alright?” Duncan sprang to his feet and was beside Daniel in an instant.
 
   “I was thinking about the loss of life. I’m going to miss those men,” Daniel spoke the simple truth. 
 
   “Me too,” Duncan replied. “Is there something I can get for you?”
 
   Daniel thought about it, there were many things that needed doing, and they could not wait until morning. He needed to set his priorities in order and arrange his chores accordingly. “I want you to quietly wake Sergeant Keenan, along with Silvia and David. Have them come to my tent for a private meeting. Don’t tell anyone else. Remember, the Teki are newlywed so be discrete.”
 
   Duncan grinned, apparently pleased that something was being done, and that he was involved. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he replied and ran out of the tent.
 
   Mouser’s awareness was in one of the four mental compartments Daniel created. The owl was the most agitated, so Daniel concentrated on her and was soon seeing through the bird’s sharp eyes. The same man he had seen urinating through Cleo’s eyes was standing in front of the entrance of a mud hut. One of five, someone was missing, probably the one who had led the assault. The fellow near the hut had a pointed nose, thin lips, and eyes that were farther apart than normal.He glowed with potential and a teal beam lanced from his hand into the hut. He did the same thing at the other huts and then went back to the first one and entered it, coming back out moments later with a wooden casket tucked under his right arm. The owl’s sharp eyes focused in tighter and the golden letters, “D.L.” were plain to see in the moon light. The Aakacarn strolled out of the camp, heading northeast. Daniel conveyed his thanks to Mouser and the owl sent back a sense of contentment. He suggested that she follow the Aakacarn and then withdrew his awareness from her and thought about what he had just witnessed.
 
   It was as he suspected, dissension existed in Serin Gell’s ranks, perhaps this fellow wanted the glory, or maybe stole the coveted trumpet for his own use. Either way, this was the man to pursue. At this point Daniel did not know if the other Aakacarns were asleep or had just been murdered. Cleo was still floating in the river. She was not agitated like the other animals, but was next in his mental compartments. She witnessed what Mouser did, but could only give him a picture of the same camp from the river’s edge, and all was quiet. He decided to keep the animal surveillance on this group for awhile longer, if for no other reason than to be sure he and his men did not get ambushed by them. He asked Yonder the osprey to help Mouser keep an eye on the fleeing Aakacarn.
 
   The next demand for his attention came from the mental compartment containing Buraker. Daniel concentrated on the sasquatch. The lanky male was, on the trail of the human who attacked the alpha, who wanted all humans to be avoided, and so could not be helped when other sasquatches attacked the humans of his pack, even though Buraker and other sasquatches of the pack wanted to help. His thoughts came in a stream as the black-furred male trailed the Aakacarn who had used the Sleep spell on Daniel.
 
   The linked sasquatches could have aided in the fight, but Daniel still did not regret suggesting that they avoid being seen by humans. He did not want to imagine the kind of confusion that would have caused, none of the guardsmen knowing which beast was friend or foe. He was pleased Buraker chose to follow the Aakacarn and conveyed his thought to the sasquatch, who sent back, “Alpha is pleased. Buraker is pleased,” and then Daniel withdrew his awareness. The other animals had the suggestion that humans were not prey, but never were given the suggestion to avoid them, which turned out to be fortunate.
 
   The final compartment contained Clutch, the osprey, who was in reality resting in the branches of an elm. Beneath him was a single mound. He glided down to the ground and peered inside at a figure asleep on the floor. This had to be Daniel’s assailant. He conveyed his gratitude to the osprey and suggested that it go back up where it was safe and follow the Aakacarn in the morning. Clutch sent back a feeling of comprehension and desire to do the very thing Daniel wanted. Now he had eyes on the culprit, even while Buraker was on his way. The Sasquatch would avoid being seen and it was doubtful the Aakacarn would notice the osprey, or think anything about it if he did.
 
   With those chores out of the way, Daniel started on the next, and scanned a five span radius, one that included twenty strides below ground. He sensed a tunnel stretching north, beyond his self-imposed range, directly toward the mud hut where his attacker now slept above ground. The Aakacarn was beyond the radius of the spell, but not beyond Daniel’s spies.
 
   He sensed every person within the camp, including the three dead, and all of the animals in his swirl, except those sent out to spy. He was glad none of them that took part in the skirmish were seriously injured and sent his thanks to all for their efforts. Forty sasquatches lay dead two spans to the south. About three spans north, he sensed forty more sasquatches, some sitting and some walking around amongst themselves, while three of them were in the trees half a span south of the main group. Those had to be lookouts.
 
   “Gurrumble,” Daniel focused his thought on the huge mail.
 
   “Daniel/Alpha, want something?”
 
   Daniel pictured where the forty sasquatches were waiting three spans to the north and sent the image into the mind of the huge male. “Bring them within fifty strides of me,” he instructed, knowing the stride of a sasquatch was twice that of a human. “I want them to join our pack.”
 
   “Gurrumble biggest male, others will follow. They join pack, they come recognize Daniel/Alpha,” the sasquatch’s thoughts came back.
 
   Terroar and Rumble went along on the mission, without being asked, all three sasquatches moved quickly and soon met with the beasts waiting in the trees. The six of them went over to the remaining thirty-seven, and then all of them headed south. By the time they were within fifty sasquatch-strides, meaning one hundred human, Duncan Hawk returned with Sergeant Keenan, Silvia, and David. Daniel not only heard them enter, he sensed them through the spell while keeping his eyes closed. He raised his hand to let them know he was aware of their presence, but kept his concentration on the forty new beasts. He summoned the potential for, Mind Touch, and focused, at the first ten, then the second, third, and fourth, successfully linking with all forty, bringing the total of sasquatches in his swirl to sixty-one. Introductions were made and all accepted him as their new alpha. He suggested to them that humans were not food, were to be avoided, and the sasquatches were free to do as they will. They retreated back into the woods and would stay at least two spans away from the humans.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes. Duncan was standing at the tent flap, which was closed, and the others were seated on the fold-up chairs. The young guardsman started to step outside. “No, you can stay, if you can keep what we say to yourself,” Daniel told him.
 
   Duncan turned around. “I can keep my mouth closed.”
 
   Daniel nodded acceptance and motioned for the young man to sit, which he did, cross-legged. The mood was tense. Keenan’s shoulder was braced and bandaged. The man had shallow cuts on his face that seemed to have clotted without any need of stitches. Silvia and David, while appearing concerned, and perhaps a touch frustrated, seemed to be completely unharmed. Daniel gave a nod of the head, which they all took as a greeting and nodded back, but the nod had actually been a result of his realizing the couple was still shielded. He removed the Da Capos from the shields, allowing them to cease.
 
   “Thanks,” David said, but the gravity of the situation made a smile and a witty remark seem inappropriate, the juggler apparently knew it, and so his expression remained somber.
 
   Sergeant Keenan glanced at the Teki, no doubt wondering what the gratitude was for, but immediately got down to business, as was his habit. “I was afraid you would never wake,” he stated, eyes studying his commander. He cleared his throat. “I’m ready to give a full report, if you feel up to hearing it.”
 
   Daniel nodded toward Duncan. “Guardsman Hawk gave me a summary of events and a listing of the dead, and yes, I am ready now to hear a complete report from you.”
 
   The Sergeant gave a precise accounting of the facts, ending with, “Eighteen sacks of oaks were destroyed, along with all of our water packs, and eleven sacks of beans. We have six sacks of grain, five sacks of beans, and no hams, bacon, or bread. Eight warhorses died, along with nineteen pack horses, four survived the initial attack but were so badly wounded they had to be put down, leaving us eleven.” 
 
   Daniel began thinking of who would have to ride double on the pack horses, seeing as there was not much in the way of supplies for the surviving ones to carry. The tents had only minor damage and, he stopped in mid-thought, these decisions did not have to be his alone. “Sergeant, do you have any recommendations?”
 
   Keenan gave a brief nod of the head. “I recommend that you promote Guardsman Chuc Carlin to Corporal. He’s a solid, capable man. He and I can organize and prepare the men to follow whatever course you set, whether it is to retreat or press on with the mission.” 
 
    Daniel appreciated the way the man did not rub in all the stuff about the butcher’s bill, a reminder not needed, and a lesson well learned. The suggestion was good.  “I will promote him after you assemble the men in the morning.”
 
   Silvia, eyes radiating concern, reached out and touched him. “Can you tell us what was done to you? I felt so helpless, you on the ground unconscious, and me unable to get you to respond,” she paused and managed a weak smile. “I would have slapped you, if I thought doing so could’ve done any good.”
 
   Daniel studied the current occupants of his tent. Hawk was staring wide-eyed, as if certain all would be made well now that Sir Daniel was awake. Sergeant Keenan seemed to have the staying power of a spruce, able to bend to an extent when necessary, but ready on the instant to snap back up straight. David and Silvia seemed to have complete faith in the Chosen Vessel, watching him like a legend made flesh, and expecting miracles to swirl in his wake. He could not blame them, seeing as he had become cock sure of himself over the course of the journey, although not so much now.
 
   Keenan’s eyes widened at Silvia’s remark, but his attention stayed on his commander. “Why did the animals come to our aid?” 
 
   Daniel decided the two members of the Royal Guard before him were trustworthy enough to learn a little more about him. “I was struck by, Sleep, a spell composed by Tarin Conn. Even I am vulnerable to what was cast at me,” he spoke in answer to Silvia’s question. “What you two should know and these two do know is that I can summon potential, which is what I was doing when you four came in just now, and no, I am not prepared to share what I was casting. The Silencing placed on me by the Grand Maestro caused me to forget my entire repertoire of Melodies and prevents me from relearning them. It does not, however, prevent me from learning new Melodies that were never in my repertoire. I’m limited because of the Silencing, but have managed to work around it to a degree. That said, the animals that fought for us are caught up in my swirl and have become my allies, to an extant. They chose on their own to help out against the sasquatches sent by the Aakacarn who attacked me.”
 
   Keenan nodded his head and then turned to Duncan. “Remember, none of this is to be shared with anyone else. Sir Daniel will reveal what they need to know when they need to know it.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sergeant,” Hawk replied. “I just want to know if we’re gonna chase after the Aakacarns or be going home.”
 
   They all looked to Daniel, who had never considered giving up the mission. “We are going to get back what was stolen,” he announced. “And then we will confront Serin Gell.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Nineteen: Treachery 
 
   Vance Cummin sat in his cherry wood-paneled office and was pleased at how his plans were progressing. King Jarred Suchen fell from his balcony earlier in the evening and Prince Xavier was still somewhere in northern Ducaun being escorted by the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry. Not a soul suspected the man of having any prior knowledge of the accidental deaths in his family. After all, he was in a foreign country, representing Pentrosa, and could not possibly know his father would die, leaving him the throne. Some of the ministers believed the king threw himself off, having been overcome by grief at the deaths of his two older sons.
 
   The sedition planted in Taracopa is on the verge of breaking into civil war, virtually guaranteeing the strongest military power in the world will be so occupied with its own internal problems, that it would be incapable of supplying the rest of the kingdoms with warhorses, or sending its huge cavalry to assist other realms. King ZuShong of Zune, with his powerful navy, was prepared to back Vance when the time came for all out war, and covertly beforehand, as was the wealthy royal family of Demfilia. Most importantly, the Mount Shantear Project was well underway.
 
   The only hardship came from Serin Gell abducting Accomplisheds of Aakadon assigned to the Tomlin Project, and drawing a closer scrutiny by the Eagle Guild of all suspected Serpent Guild activities. The notoriety was not making Vance’s work any easier.
 
   “Vance Cummin, this is Jordan Simms,” the One-bolt Accomplished sounded in his head, apparently to make a report that was way overdo. 
 
   Vance conveyed a sense of disappointment through the mental connection. “I was beginning to believe you no longer considered yourself one of those who are loyal to me.”
 
   Nervous tension came ahead of Jordan’s reply, as there should be. “Serin Gell Condemned Jeremiah Lassiter and told us Tarin Conn had chosen him to be the Maestro of the guild, so we followed him.”
 
   Vance sighed, but did not allow his emotions to flow through the link established by the communication amulet. Jordan was one of the dimmest witted individuals Vance had ever come across, but he had his uses. By, “We,” he no doubt meant Olivia SuCalla. The potential of both Aakacarns was discovered when they were children, she attached herself to him as a way to survive among the candidates for the academy, and then the rigorous challenges and exams that needed to be passed in order to graduate to the level of Accomplished. They were inseparable ever since. “Tarin Conn has determined that the office of Maestro will be granted to me or Serin Gell, depending on which of us has built the strongest, most effective, organization within the guild. What has caused you to reconsider your faith in Serin Gell? There must be a reason or you would not be contacting me.”
 
   “Serin Gell has the flute of Della Lain and refuses to destroy it until he has the trumpet of Tarin Conn in his hands. I don’t understand why he doesn’t destroy the thing and free the Supreme Maestro right now,” Jordan sent, along with a sense of bewilderment and frustration.
 
   Vance had a good idea as to why Gell would postpone destroying the crescendo. Serin clearly believed Tarin Conn would grant him the office of Maestro on the spot, and wanted the Master’s crescendo in his possession when it happened. “What makes him think he can get his hands on the trumpet?”
 
   The confusion transmitted through the link began to clear as Jordan focused his mind on the answer. “A member of his web is going to steal it from Serena Lowell.”
 
   Vance could not allow that to happen, but first had to deal with Jordan and Olivia. “Why are you informing me of this?”
 
   “It is not right for the flute of Della Lain to be found and then not destroyed immediately afterward. I’m not sure he will destroy it even after he has the trumpet, him being so eager to capture and Condemn Daniel Benhannon,” Jordan replied with disgust. “I thought we were supposed to leave him alone, that the Supreme Maestro had plans for Benhannon.”
 
   “You thought correctly, the instruction has not changed. Why do you think Daniel Benhannon is on his way?” Vance sent back, while trying to work out the consequences of what Serin Gell planned on doing. Would destruction of the flute and possession of the trumpet put the wretched schemer in enough favor with Tarin Conn to be granted the office of Maestro? Would he be forgiven for Condemning Daniel Benhannon, and ruining whatever plans the Supreme Maestro had concerning him?  These were important questions, yet could be left mute if Vance acted quickly enough.
 
   The connection broke off as if the amulet had lost contact with Jordan’s forehead, which meant he could be conferring with Olivia. The connection resumed moments later. “Serin Gell’s spy was told to leave a message inviting Daniel Benhannon to be reunited with his friends from the Battle of Bashierwood in the Foothills of Pentrosa, which is where we are. They have all been Condemned, which is why I think he plans the same thing for the man who killed Balen Tamm.”
 
   No, Gell’s motivation would not be for the defeat of the former Maestro of the Serpent Guild, the revenge would be for the humiliation at Bashierwood, and later being captured by Benhannon. Vance had no doubt in his mind about the reason, and also knew this fundamental flaw in Serin’s character would provide a window of time to act. “Jordan, I want you and Olivia to slip away from Gell’s Nest in the Foothills, and head for Serpent North. I am going to send someone who can infiltrate the Nest and destroy the flute without being detected, but want you far from there when it happens, Gell will figure out it was you who informed on him, and will punish you and Olivia for it.” Vance added the last part, knowing how important protecting SuCalla was to Simms, therefore making him more likely to obey, and as a reward for giving such valuable information.
 
   “I will be guided by you in this,” Jordan formally replied, and then the connection ended.
 
   Vance immediately grabbed Lowell’s amulet and placed it against his forehead. “Serena, this is Vance Cummin. Serin Gell has a member of his network in your team and has ordered him or her to steal the trumpet of Tarin Conn from you.”
 
   What came back at him was a mental fog, which usually meant the person you were trying to contact was asleep. He focused a boost of extra potential into the amulet, giving the equivalent of a shout, but had no success. The mental fog was unbreakable, meaning she was not in a natural sleep. Serin’s spy must have made his move. Vance cursed Gell and his minion. 
 
   Rex Badger was still in Holcum, after discretely helping the king fall off the balcony, he was the man for what needed to be done now. Vance put away Serena’s amulet and picked up the one given him by his second in command. “Rex, I have an assignment for you.”
 
   “I am listening. Who needs to die?”
 
   One thing about Badger, he loved assassinations. “Serin Gell, but the Supreme Maestro has forbidden us to kill him, so I need you to travel to his Nest in the Foothills, enter his sanctum, and put him to sleep for a little while,” Vance sent back, dearly wishing he could have his opponent murdered.
 
   An eagerness mixed with caution flowed from Rex through the link. “That is a challenge I would enjoy, but there has to be more to this assignment.”
 
   The man was perceptive enough to know and look for more than what met the eye, ear, or internal communication. This was why Vance used him when an assignment required a person who could make sound judgments and react to any unexpected changes in plan. “Serin Gell has the flute of Della Lain. I want you to put him to sleep and then destroy the crescendo. You will have the credit for freeing the great Tarin Conn and the glory he chooses to bestow upon us.”
 
   Sheer joy flowed through the link and with it a growing sense of lust, no doubt for the power and glory Rex was anticipating. “I can assemble my teleportation team before the sun rises. The closest city to the Foothills that I can reach is Pennaton, and that means fifty spans on horseback, but we will bring extra mounts and ride all day and most of the night to get there.”
 
   Vance liked his enthusiasm. “Get to it, the sooner the better. And Rex, I have ordered Jordan Simms and Olivia SuCalla to abandon Serin Gell and go to Serpent North, if they are still in his Nest when you arrive, kill them. I have no use for associates who cannot be counted on to fulfill their agreements.” Jordan had his uses, but if he could no longer be depended upon, well, his usefulness ends and so does his life.
 
   “It will be as you say, if they have disobeyed, they die,” Badger replied without hesitation.
 
   “Just so you know, Serin Gell is trying to lure Daniel Benhannon into a trap, and he might arrive about the same time you do, or maybe not. Remember, the Supreme Maestro wants him alive, so capture him if you can, but don’t go out of your way. Tarin Conn will deal with the young Accomplished in his own way. You focus on destroying the flute. That is to be your highest priority.”
 
   A sense of absolute clarity flowed ahead of the words. “I’m going to melt the flute of Della Lain in the hottest fire my potential can summon.”
 
   “That should do it,” Vance replied and then set aside the amulet, ending the communication. He chose not to tell Rex about the trumpet of Tarin Conn being in the hands of Gell’s minion. It would not be prudent to risk the Badger being sidetracked by a crescendo that may or may not be arriving at the Foothills. It was a long way from where Serena and her team were located in Ducaun to the border of Pentrosa. Stealing the trumpet is one thing, keeping it is another. Knowing Lowell, he had no doubt she would chase down and kill the traitor.
 
   The counter move was set in motion, all Vance could do now was carry on with his current plans, and trust in the relentless Rex Badger. This was going to be a marathon race. Rex had to accomplish the assignment before Serin Gell takes his vengeance on Daniel Benhannon, and before the flute is destroyed. 
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Daniel was back in the saddle, behind the Duke’s son, who was leading the procession north until the field commander felt more alert. Daniel wanted to see through the eyes of his various animal scouts, and learn about his quarry, not that Jonah knew that. He only knew his commander needed a little more time to recover from the spell that had been cast at him. The Ducalin had chosen the direction, based on the scout’s report, and it was close enough to the way Daniel wanted to go that he allowed him to continue on. It was not hard for Adam Avery to find the entrance to the tunnel and then follow the trail underground until it came back up to the surface seven spans later. Exploring the tunnel had not been Daniel’s idea since he had been asleep at the time. Jonah had ordered the scout to find out where it went. It was fortunate there had been no nasty surprises waiting for Avery. It is not wise to follow an Aakacarn into a dark, cramped and confined space. The tunnel was unimportant, it having been created by the assailant, not the possessor of the trumpet, but no one awake knew that.
 
   Riding on Daniel’s left and right were David and Silvia, apparently to keep him from falling out of his saddle, should he have a relapse, even though he felt perfectly fine. His eyes were closed, so no one suspected otherwise. Their real purpose was to keep Cale from nattering in his ear while he concentrated on Screech, the osprey, who was following a man and three women, who were following the river twenty-eight spans to the north. The person in the lead was petite and had long red hair flowing over her chest and a peaches and cream complexion. Her black silks had silver braid and she possessed a single golden lightning bolt on the hood of her cloak. Daniel knew he was seeing Serena, whose face was contorted in anger, no doubt because of the double cross. Behind her were three Ducaunans, all in unrelieved black silks, not a lightning bolt among them. The slim woman in second position would be considered attractive by almost any standard, if not for the fact that she is a member of the Serpent Guild, and therefore deadlier than a cobra, and only a fool would snuggled that snake in his arms. The next person’s mouth seemed to be shaped in a perpetual pout. She was a big woman, not fat, but muscular. Next and last in the group was a tall young man with a face some women might consider to be handsome. He walked with the purposeful stride of a lord determined to set things straight. The most notable thing about them was the fact that they were going the wrong way. Apparently the leader, Serena, assumed the trumpet-thief had continued up the river, when in fact he was heading northeast and farther away by the moment.
 
   Jonah had the procession going the same way as the four Aakacarns, but Daniel intended to take over the lead after the first rest period, and then they would go after the person who actually possessed the trumpet. He sent his gratitude to Screech along with the suggestion that the osprey keep watching the Aakacarns for awhile longer, and then turned his attention to Clutch.
 
   This particular osprey soared along in the sky, circling to the right, far above the water, while way down below a young man in black silks jogged along the river, about eighteen spans ahead, based on Daniel’s mental map. This was the assailant, short, wiry, and definitely a Ducaunan. The Aakacarn had no lightning bolt, but managed to cast a sleep spell on a Six-bolt Accomplished, and teach a valuable lesson. What kind of person might the young man have become had he been trained in Aakadon rather than by the followers of Tarin Conn? Many of Daniel’s fellow citizens, who possessed the extra energy in their life force, had been snatched at a young age and raised by the Serpent Guild. The man he was seeing through the eyes of the raptor probably did not even consider himself to be evil, just a loyal member performing his duty, doing what he was trained to do, and not the least bit bothered over how many people died as a result. What he thought or felt about himself mattered little, he was still accountable for his actions, but not this time. If he keeps going at his current pace, he will catch up with Serena sometime in the early evening. In a just world Daniel would chase this fellow, Serena, and the others with her, and make them pay for the crimes they committed in Ducaun. Reclaiming the trumpet on behalf of the Queen, rescuing Sherree, and doing whatever he could to help Jerremy, were higher on his list of priorities. Daniel suggested to Clutch that he follow the Aakacarn until tomorrow morning and then was free to do whatever he wanted. What came back was a sense of agreement and a desire to go eat a fish.
 
   Yonder was keeping watch on the trumpet-thief, along with Mouser the owl, who was feasting on a mouse while the osprey took over the spying. The pointed-nose man was not ugly, but would never be considered handsome. He was walking swiftly through the forest, about twenty-three spans ahead. Daniel had every intention of catching him before dark. He sent his gratitude to Yonder and Mouser and then concentrated on Cale, who was riding on the other side of David and shouting about the importance of sword practice, no doubt because Daniel skipped it that morning.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   He had walked for most of the night with the casket tucked under his right arm, only stopping to rest after putting at least fifteen spans between him and Serena. Jak Taltin did not take unnecessary chances. He prided himself on always managing to be at the right place at the ideal time and being chosen by Lowell was a perfect example. Him, a third level Talented, sponsored by Fenton Chen, was offered an opportunity to be on one of the biggest finds in Serpent Guild history, and to be graduated to Accomplished when the task was completed. Skipping the fourth level class, although he would still need to add the necessary Melodies to his repertoire, would place him way ahead of his peers, and now being the one who hands over the trumpet of Tarin Conn to Serin Gell, potentially earns him a high place in the guild.
 
   When he had consulted Fenton on the opportunity presented by Lowell, his sponsor encouraged him to take it even though the entire expedition was Vance Cummin’s idea. There was no way for Jak to lose. He would get the glory due him no matter which Three-bolt Accomplished ended up being appointed Maestro. He laughed at how easily he had ingratiated himself to Serena, always praising her decisions, and never questioning her authority, even when he thought she was making a mistake. She was bossy, but not a seasoned leader, yet she did succeed in her task. The proof of her talent was tucked under his arm, so he gave her credit for that, and put her to sleep when he could have killed her and the others. When Fenton gave the order for the trumpet to be snatched and taken to Serin Gell in the Foothills, Jak had found himself once again in the ideal position, even if the move placed him squarely on the side of Serin Gell. No one suspected Jak’s dual affiliation, allowing him to catch them completely off guard, and the only possible snare was out of his way, that rodent of a man, Ferren Duzolta, who was off trying to discourage Daniel Benhannon from following Serena. That little thief might well have been alert for treachery of any sort. 
 
   Jak laughed so hard he stumbled over a root and staggered forward several steps before regaining his balance. He had never been an outdoorsman and was not enjoying his trek through the wilderness, often having to choose between going up and over a hill as opposed to going around it, sometimes his choices saved time and sometimes not. Once he had to circle half way around a lake. Focusing on the mission helped to take his mind off the discomforts. His other instruction from Fenton was to make certain the impotent Accomplished, Daniel Benhannon, heads to the Foothills, straight into the trap set for him by Serin Gell, and the message left in the hut should have met that requirement.
 
   Birds of all sorts chirped among the branches of the trees and winged their way across the clear blue sky, some circling as if looking for prey, and others flocking in mass this way and that. The sun was getting low on the horizon, the day was perfect, and the only thing nagging at the back of his mind was Serena. He would be okay if she continued to follow the river, but if she somehow picked up his trail, he could be in real trouble. She would show him no mercy. Maybe he should have killed her. He began walking faster. The Ferret, as Ursula Duggan named him, was sharp enough to pick up and follow a trail, once he rejoined them, and that kept Jak nervous and spurred him to walk faster. He cast. Find: Potentials, a spell that would allow him to detect the life force energy of any Aakacarns within the spherical radius of the Melody, which in his case was three spans. There was no way the Ferret could sneak up on him now, not even from underground. Jak wished he had that tunneling spell in his repertoire. He was determined to acquire it some day.
 
   From the top of the hill looking down, there was a broad lake. The sun was lower in the western sky and reflecting off the waves. His choices were east or west. Right was shorter but had more trees and denser foliage than did the left, which had mostly grass between the waterline and the thicker plants. He chose the grassy side, but stopped when his spell detected an Aakacarn potential coming just within three spans south of where he stood. Terror tingled in his spine, stopping him momentarily. He closed his eyes and concentrated. The intruder’s potential was topaz blue, not a color belonging to Jak’s recent associates, meaning this had to be Daniel Benhannon. He laughed at how frustrating it must be to have potential and be unable to use it. Duzolta must not have been very effective in his discouragement of the impotent Accomplished. Jak once again proved to be the better man, seeing as it was his message that proved the most successful. This was merely an inconvenience. Jak took a deep breath, annoyed, but not overly concerned. What could Benhannon and his Royal Guardsmen do to him? He remembered the tubes that launched the little flaming balls of pitch and decided some caution might be in order.
 
   They were on horses, while he was afoot, so he changed his mind and headed east, into the trees and thick foliage. Had he gone west, the grass would have kept him in plain sight, once they reached the top of the hill, and their steeds would have no problem galloping after him. Benhannon is most likely headed for the Foothills and has no idea an Aakacarn is ahead of him. He might even circumvent the lake to the west, if only because it would be easier on the horses, at least Jak hoped so. 
 
   Half a mark later, Jak was at the bottom of the hill and working his way through the trees, while trying to stay clear of the thicker bushes, some of which had thorns. It was slow going and he sensed Benhannon near the top of the hill, but could not see him through all the trees, branches and leaves. He sighed while shaking his head, the fool chose east. Why? The other way was so much easier. 
 
   It had been made crystal clear to him that killing the man was not an option, but that did not mean the people with him could not be killed. Jak was not as concerned about them as much as he was concerned about the loss of time. If the Ferret was tracking him, dealing with Benhannon and his band might allow the rodent to catch up. This was unacceptable.
 
   Somewhere ahead came the bellow of a sasquatch, which could only mean Serena had the smelly beasts looking for him. A cougar roared some distance off and a pack of wolves began howling. Jak started running. The other animals were probably upset by the presence of the sasquatch. Daniel Benhannon was getting closer, but how many of his men were filtering through the trees? Jak would have to touch each individual in order for the spell he knew to show their locations, which was a limitation of his repertoire. More advanced find and locate spells existed but he did not know them. One thing was for sure, Benhannon was trailing him. Fortunately Jak did not sense any potential other than the topaz, meaning none of his former associates were within three spherical spans of him, yet.
 
   The deadliest Melody in his arsenal was, Sonic Boom. He grabbed his baton, summoned the potential, turned while running backward, and focused a tight beam, not at Benhannon, but hoping to hit whoever might be with him. A teal beam shot from the baton and straight into a tree. The trunk splintered in all directions and the tree fell, and Jak allowed the beam to continue for a ten count before ceasing the focus, thus destroying whatever else, plant or animal, happened to be in the path of the beam. He added a Da Capo to the Melody, keeping the potential ready should another demonstration of his deadly power be required. He spun around and slammed into an elm, and then plopped onto his bottom, dropping the baton, but managed not to drop the casket containing the trumpet.
 
   He scrambled back to his feet, wiped the leaves from his silks, picked up the baton, took a deep breath, and reclaimed his dignity. Benhannon came into view, along with a pair of Teki, and several Royal Guardsmen, one of which was bandaged up. They were all on foot now. The fool was leading his people to their deaths. Jak smiled and raised his baton, focusing a wide beam that would take in both of the Teki. His teal potential lanced out with the deadly accuracy he was known for, struck the unsuspecting fools, and was stopped by a topaz glow forming a rectangular forward shield ahead of his intended victims. He did not even see the shields before his potential struck them, how could that be? He aimed at the guardsmen and had the same result. He could feel the blood draining from his face and a cold chill went up his spine. Daniel Benhannon can summon potential!
 
   Orders be blighted, Jak focused Sonic Boom directly at the man who should be impotent, and the beam met the same type of shield. The Accomplished did not even have a baton, yet was able to shield himself and those with him. This was the man who defeated Balen Tamm. Jak did the only thing he could think of, summoned a rear shield and started running just as fast as his legs could carry him. He zigzagged around trees, actually hurdled over several bushes, vaulted over a fallen tree, all at the sound of roaring cougars, bellowing sasquatches, and howling wolves. He could sense Daniel Benhannon maneuvering to cut him off, so turned the other way. Branches slapped Jak in the face as he darted right and left. The Accomplished drew closer and closer, man was he fit. The idiot must exercise every blighted day! The stray thoughts did not make Jak feel any better, but they were better than giving in to abject terror. He topped a hill and fell, not having anticipated the steepness of the downward slope, and rolled to an abrupt stop at the bottom after slamming into a spruce. 
 
   His baton was gone, dropped and lost during his flight. He wished to Tarin Conn he could get that blighted casket open and use the powerful crescendo. Looking up, Daniel Benhannon stood over him. They were alone together. Jak formed a cone shield, leaving a small enough opening in the rear to breathe and communicate, and sneered at the man. “Everyone thought you were impotent, shows you what they know,” he blurted while his brain worked furiously to find a way out of the situation.  He could not use Sonic Boom while his shield was in place and he dared not drop his only defense. What happened to being at the right place at the ideal time? 
 
   Benhannon glanced at the casket. “I’ll be taking that from you now.”
 
   Up close he looked no older than Jak, possibly the same age, yet something in his dark-eyed stare gave the impression that this fellow could see into your soul, much the way people described what it was like staring into the eyes of Tarin Conn. “I can maintain this shield all day,” Jak lied. “Why don’t we come to some agreement?”
 
   Benhannon shook his head. “I am Daniel Benhannon, the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun, a Six-bolt Accomplished. You are responsible for the deaths of over two hundred Royal Guardsmen, and the theft of property consigned to the royal family of Ducaun. Do you deny these charges?”
 
   Jak could feel liquid warmth in his pants at hearing the man’s ranking as an Accomplished and struggled to stop the flow. As to the question of how many guardsmen he killed, it did not matter, they were pieces in a larger game, and nothing more. He stood up, his bladder back under control. “I am Jak Taltin, a proud member of the Serpent Guild. I can’t be sure of the exact amount of guardsmen I personally killed, but I would say it amounts to scores. It was all done in the line of duty, so I cannot be held accountable for simply obeying orders. From my perspective, you are responsible for the deaths of thousands. I barely escaped from Serpent Central after you demolished it.”
 
   Those dark eyes bored into Jak and made him sweat, even though his shield kept his body temperature at a comfortable level. “Jak Taltin, by my authority as a Royal Knight of the Realm, based on circumstantial evidence and evidence found in your possession, and your confession, I have found you guilty on multiple counts of murder of a Royal Guardsman within the realm of Ducaun and grand theft of property consigned to the royal family of Ducaun. The penalty is death.”
 
   Jak laughed, not that he saw anything humorous about his situation, no it was the fact that Serin Gell would be facing this same man. Jak saw no pleasure in the eyes of his executioner, only a man with a grim chore to do. He wondered if dying would hurt and was surprised when a topaz beam of light easily overwhelmed his shield and struck him, then all he felt was a strong desire to close his eyes and sleep.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Daniel was going through the pockets of Jak Taltin when Silvia and David arrived. Sergeant Keenan and Duncan Hawk walked up moments later. The rest of the Guardsmen were filtering through the woods, some with Jonah, some with Corporal Carlin, and some with Sergeant Zaccum. The difference being, Daniel knew the exact location of the Aakacarn while the others were looking elsewhere, which is how he planned it. The only casualties were a few trees and a couple of bushes, destroyed by a spell he had never seen before. 
 
   “Not a mark on him,” David observed while looking at the dead man.
 
   Silvia knelt on one knee and was about to stretch out her hand toward the body and then stopped short. “Is he dead?”
 
   Daniel found some amulets, a few gold coins, and some gems.  Every item except the communication devices were probably stolen from Cantor’s vault. The most important treasure was in a cedar box lying beside Taltin. He glanced at Silvia. “His name is Jak Taltin, a confessed member of the Serpent Guild, and he was found guilty of the multiple murders of more than a score of Ducaunan Royal Guardsmen and grand theft of property consigned to the royal family of Ducaun. The penalty for the murders is death. As an officer of the crown, death was my only legal option, the sentence is mandatory. The grand theft from the royal family carries a death penalty but could have been mitigated to imprisonment. That really wasn’t an option in this case so yes, he is dead because I carried out the sentence.”
 
   The legalistic language did not make Daniel feel any better about executing Taltin. Killing in the heat of battle or in a duel to the death, as with Balen Tamm, was one thing, but just quietly ending a man’s life seemed different. Did this man deserved to die? Daniel had no doubt. He just hoped he never came to enjoy fulfilling this part of his duty as a Royal Knight of the Realm.
 
   “It was a kinder death than he deserved,” Sergeant Keenan observed, “looks like he dropped off to sleep.”
 
   Duncan removed his helmet and was scratching his head. “Is that all we came after, some coins, a few gems, and a fancy cedar box?”
 
   Daniel sensed the whereabouts of every person under his command and knew they were far enough away for him to do a few things without being seen. He had become extremely good at narrowing the focus of his potential and was about to test just how good he actually was. When he and all power wielders summon forth life force energy, their entire bodies glow, but with practice and deep concentration before the summoning, he learned to limit the glow down to the area from which the potential was to be focused. A fellow Accomplished would have to be watching him close to even know Daniel had summoned potential. 
 
   He picked up the box. It was a cubit and half long, one cubit wide, and one cubit deep. On the lid, in gold script, were the stylized initials,D.L.,Della Lain, no doubt about it. The latch was simple, a gold-hinged device with a walnut-sized ruby, clearly an amulet, embedded in it. Daniel placed his hand over the amulet and cast, “What Is This?” while keeping the potential focused beneath his palm. He sensed down to the little worlds with moons circling them, but more importantly, he sensed the life force energy of the shield spell protecting the box and its contents. He ceased using, What Is This? and cast a new spell, disintegrating the amulet, destroying the shield spell, and then recreated the amulet and shield using his Symphonics.
 
   He dared not open the box. By order of the Queen, no one not in the emergency meeting was to know about the trumpet. He cast, What Is This? and sensed into the contents of the casket. Inside was a golden trumpet with silver styling and within the instrument was the residual potential characteristic of a crescendo. Having touched the baton of Tarin Conn, Daniel had no trouble identifying whose life force energy was built up in the trumpet. The verification was important. Otherwise people would have died for trinkets. He placed a shield on the instrument and added a Da Capo tied to his life force. Both shields; the one in the amulet protecting the cedar box, and the one on the trumpet, could absorb whatever potential was directed at them and would be strengthened. He was the only person who could open the box.
 
   “If you can’t open it, maybe I can,” David offered, perhaps not realizing he was feeding the stereo type about Teki being masters of opening other people’s locks.
 
   Daniel stood up while tucking the cedar box under his arm. Everyone was staring at him, but none mentioned seeing anything out of the ordinary. That along with David’s question led him to conclude they had no idea what he just did. They would not have seen a glow, none of them being Aakacarns, it was the destruction and reconstruction he wanted hidden. “No, I think we should turn the box, the coins, and the gems over to Lord Jonah.”
 
   The amulets he would keep, they might just come in handy. “Sergeant, round up the men at the clearing we passed during our chase. We will camp there and start out early in the morning.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Keenan replied, and then motioned for Hawk to go with him. “Guardsman, it is not our place to question the value of a mission given us. Ours is to follow orders,” he was telling Duncan.
 
   “What about those blue shields that suddenly appeared when that Taltin fellow cast a spell at us?” replied Hawk with a question rather than agreeing with the Sergeant.
 
   “Remember the meeting in the tent last night?” Keenan’s voice carried in the distance.
 
   “Yes,” Duncan finally replied with an answer that was not a question.
 
   “Then consider the shields an extension of that, don’t talk about anything Aakacarn-like happening around Sir Daniel.”
 
   The two men vanished among the trees and Daniel waved up at Yonder circling in the sky above. The swirl of animals was beginning to drift apart. After all, he did suggest they were free to do as they will. Half of the sasquatches, including Gurrumble, were heading toward the river, the gators, frogs, turtles, and pythons began acting normal, they seemed to sense that Daniel was intending to leave the area and so were getting on with their lives. The owls and ospreys were content to follow him, as were the wolves, cougars, and bears. The queen bee decided this was a good place to make a hive; at least that was the impression Daniel had from her. Goldie and her fellow racers were approaching from the south, along with the copperheads, being unable to keep up with the horses, but would likely arrive in the vicinity of the camp within a mark or two.
 
   Silvia arched an eyebrow at him. “Why the extra shield?”
 
   David was staring at the body. “Whatever he cast at us, your shield seemed to drink it up.”
 
   “I just wanted to be sure you were all fully protected,” Daniel admitted. “That spell was cast with a beam broad enough to engulf both of you from head to toe. I think you may not have survived without the forward shields.”
 
   “He hit you too,” David pointed out. “You would not have survived without the extra shield either.”
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “By then, seeing you dead, I would have altered my shield.”
 
   David cracked a smile. “Thanks, thanks a lot. Do I get to become your food taster as well?”
 
   Daniel looked the Teki up and down, viewing the gaudy colors he was wearing. “I’m not sure your taste is a match for mine.”
 
   “Alright you two, stop joking and tell me what we are going to do with him,” Silvia interrupted the banter while pointing to Jak.
 
   Daniel summoned potential, five beams of light lanced from his four fingers and thumb, intersecting a hand-length away, igniting fire, and sending a jet of flame at the Jak’s body, cremating it. “I couldn’t just leave him to be torn apart by the animals.”
 
   “Yes, I believe you could,” David replied, and received an elbow in the side for his comment.
 
   Silvia brought her arm back down. “Even a condemned man gets buried or cremated, this was no different.”
 
   David eyed his wife and then focused on Daniel. “As I was saying, there’s no way you could have done otherwise,” he stated, earning a satisfied nod of the head from her.
 
   Daniel resisted the urge to smile, not difficult, seeing as he had an equally grim task ahead of him. “Let’s get to the camp.”
 
     Jonah was the first to greet him when Daniel stepped into the perimeter just as the sun finally sank below the horizon. “I see Sergeant Keenan reported accurately, as usual. You have the stolen items,” the son of the Duke said while eyeing the cedar box and smiling from ear to ear. “But where are the other Aakacarns? I’ve been told you executed the one in possession of the stolen property.”
 
   Fires were being lit by those designated to do so. Everyone who was not actively contributing to the ordering of the camp was gathered close enough to hear all that was being said, Daniel wondered who among them was a spy, yet took the time to answer the Ducalin. “I imagine the remaining thieves are looking for the one who betrayed them. I presented Jak Taltin with the formal list of charges, he confessed, and I did my duty, under the law, as a Royal Knight of the Realm.”
 
   “And you did it well,” Jonah quickly replied. “The question is, do we return to my father’s estate, or do we pursue the remaining Aakacarns?”
 
   Neither option was what Daniel had in mind, yet he understood the other man’s thinking. The trumpet was back in the hands of a Ducalin, which certainly was Jonah’s biggest concern, and the young lord likely wanted to see those responsible for the assault on his home and the death of his brother executed. The man knew nothing about the appointment in Tomrus. “We continue north. According to the message on the mud hut, the remaining Aakacarns are attempting to flee to Pentrosa, and so we are heading that way as well.” The answer seemed good enough to satisfy the Queen’s nephew.
 
   Sergeant Zaccum’s left eyebrow arched up. “I didn’t know that message had been verified?”
 
   Once again David stepped in to answer a question not put to him. “No doubt the verification came along with the confession Daniel elicited from the thief.” It was a reasonable explanation for all that it was untrue.
 
   Daniel did not feel the need to set the matter straight. In fact, he did not feel the need to explain his decision about continuing north. Zaccum eyed him as if seeking confirmation of the statement made by the Teki, and if so he was going to be disappointed. “Sergeant Keenan, assemble the men, I want everyone here, even the guards,” Daniel ordered.
 
   Keenan snapped a salute. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he said, and then turned, cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Assembly!” using the one-word command that caused each man to drop whatever he was doing and come running.
 
   Corporal Carlin took up the call as well and before Daniel could count to thirty, all of his human company encircled him. The remaining animals in his swirl were close by and out of sight, which is the way he wanted it. He removed the amulets from his pocket and opened his hand so all could see. “Jonah, do any of these look familiar to you?”
 
   The Duke’s son fixed his gaze upon the contents of Daniel’s hand. “The third one to the left, the diamond set within the blue sapphire, it looks like the center piece in my sister’s necklace.”
 
   Daniel nodded his head in agreement, having only asked for verification. He no longer had total recall and so wanted to confirm the fact before saying anything that sounded accusatory. “This is a communication amulet, a device that links the mind of the possessor to that of its maker.”
 
   Jonah immediately stiffened. “Are you insinuating my sister is involved with the Aakacarns who assaulted my family home and murdered my brother?”
 
   Daniel raised his hands, gesturing for calm. “I insinuate nothing. Her jewelry is likely just ornamental and coincidently resembles an amulet made by an Aakacarn, but it must be verified.”
 
   Jonah’s face was red while he nodded acknowledgment of the fact. The Queen’s nephew would know the law and that a Knight of the Realm had no choice but to pursue the matter to its proper conclusion. This was a case no Knight of the Ream wanted to deal with, not when it concerned the heir to the throne.
 
   Daniel put the amulets back in his pocket, but kept a grip on them, cast, Find: amulet, and closed his eyes. If anyone else in the camp possessed an Aakacarn communication device created by the same maker as these, the spy will be made known. One pace behind and six to the left, he sensed an amulet just like the one with the diamond set in a blue sapphire. He had been hoping it was one of the other objects, the fact would not have cleared Angelina Ducalin, but it would have made her complicity in the affair less likely. 
 
   He turned to face whoever possessed the other diamond set in a blue sapphire, opened his eyes, and could not keep the sigh from escaping. Not him, it just could not be. Ruth’s advice, “if anyone insisted upon accompanying him, let them,” never steered him wrong before.
 
   “What’s the matter, you look like death warmed over, are you having a relapse?” Lieutenant Tomei asked, as if he was deeply concerned.
 
   “Why Cale, what did they offer you?” Daniel said with a catch in his throat. This man had been his instructor in the art of the blade; someone who could be depended upon, who he thought had his back.
 
   Cale’s eyes widened as if he was totally confused by the questioning, yet his hand drifted towards the hilt of the deadly weapon on his hip. “Who offered me what? I know nothing of what you speak.”
 
   Daniel steeled himself for what was to come. “By my authority as a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm, I am ordering you to empty the contents of your pants pockets.”
 
   People began to move away from the blade master. Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Carlin gripped their swords, ready on the instant to draw them at one word from their commander. David had a knife in his hand on the instant and Silvia caressed her crossbow but had not yet removed it from the clip on her belt.
 
   Cale’s eyes narrowed. “Just what are you accusing me of?”
 
   The man had nerve, Daniel had to give him that, but it changed nothing. “Depending on what is in your pockets, you will be charge with treason, among other things.”
 
   The Lieutenant eyed the men surrounding him, perhaps estimating his chances of getting out of the camp alive, perspiration glistened on his brow. He swallowed hard and a strained smile appeared on his face. “How did you know it was me?”
 
   A collective gasp sounded from the assembly, each person had heard the charge, and the response that amounted to a confession. Daniel did not feel the man deserving of any answers. “Lieutenant Cale Tomei, you are charged with treason against the crown of Ducaun, betrayal of your standing as an officer and cavalryman of Ducaun, and spying on an active mission of which you are a part, resulting in the deaths of Corporal Josh Duwin, Guardsman Ross Monner, and Guardsman Raymond Carpenter. Do you deny these charges?”
 
   If Cale denied the charges a formal trial would ensue with Daniel as the judge. The Master-of-the-blade drew his sword. “My family has served in the Royal Cavalry for centuries, defending the borders of Ducaun, and I have continued this proud tradition. You see what I have done as a betrayal, but I believe my actions justified. Our kingdom allows its citizens to worship as they please, everything I have done has been in accord with the free exercise of my beliefs, and I am not ashamed.”
 
   “What does that have to do with what he’s being charged with?” David asked in a voice that probably did not carry beyond a few paces, but was clearly heard by the accused.
 
   “I believe in Tarin Conn,” Cale boldly declared.
 
   Daniel took a deep breath, his emotions mixed, furious at the betrayal, and saddened that it had come to this. “Lieutenant Cale Tomei, I find you guilty of the charges stated before this assembly. The sentence, by law, is death. We are in the field so the sentence is to be carried out immediately. The only choice I am giving you is the method.”
 
   Cale smiled menacingly. “I choose a duel to the death by sword.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan stepped forward and volunteered, “I will carry out the sentence.”
 
   He was a brave man and would most likely die, along with any other similarly like-minded men, but Daniel could not allow it.
 
   Cale sneered. “Bring your executioners on, one at a time. Let’s see who is alive at the end.” 
 
   Daniel drew his blade, accepting the challenge, “Very well, a duel to the death by sword.”
 
   Cale laughed. “So I’ll start with you. No problem. There’s no way you can beat me. I let you win that one time in the swamp.”
 
   The truth or falsehood of the statement made no difference now, whichever, Daniel felt the need to give fair warning. “Cale, this will not be a fair fight, it is not within your power to kill me. I was born with extra energy in my life force. Even without summoning potential against you, my stamina is greater, and I will carryout the type of death you requested. We don’t have to do this. I can make your end painless.”
 
   Cale laughed all the more while the circle of watchers widened enough to give the duelists room for their bout. “I am the greatest swordsman in the kingdom, one of the greatest in the world, and it is I who is going to kill you,” he announced and launched into Parting Kiss. The spring forward and double thrust was easily met with Crack of the Whip.
 
   The dance of death had begun and Daniel met every offensive form used against him. Cale moved with the speed of a striking viper, springing into the air. His, Sting of the Wasp was negated by Daniel’s Springing Tiger, and the duel continued. Thorn in the Bushes met Nip in the Bud. Serpent Uncoiling met Ferret Coming In. On and on they fought, both blades a blur, metal clashing against metal, sparks flying. Tomei began Pruning the Hedges, but changed to Fanning the Flames at the last instant. Daniel quickly switched from Raking Leaves to Falling Rain. Cale’s eyes widened at the swift response to his changed attack. The contest continued with the Lieutenant starting one form and ending with another over and over again. 
 
   Three quarters of a mark went by with both men moving at top speed in the dance of swords. The people watching no longer existed. Daniel’s entire world was inhabited by him and the traitor, who was beginning to breathe hard, yet did not slow. A mark and a half in, Cale was slowing and Daniel took the offensive. He leapt into the air. His Triplets in the Carriage was countered by Cale’s Spider in the Web, but it backed the traitor up ten paces, nearly tripping him. Tomei regained his balance and began Eagle in the Heights, which Daniel simply parried to the right and launched into a reverse Dry Leaves Stirring. He knew by the slight resistance to his blade, even before he came out of the spin, that the duel was over. On the ground in front of him was the body of his instructor, whose head was several paces away. Daniel wiped the blood from his blade and sheathed it reflexively. Cale certainly had been an excellent instructor.
 
   Complete silence fell over the camp as the entire company looked on in shock at the dead blade master. Jonah was the first to break from the circle and approach. “You defeated a Master-of-the-blade in a fair fight,” he proclaimed with awe in his voice. “And you aren’t even breathing hard.”
 
   Daniel did not feel victorious. This was an execution. Cale never stood a chance of winning. Not only did his opponent have extra energy in his life force, he had an invisible shield beneath his clothes. Even if Tomei actually managed to get through his defenses, Daniel would have been unharmed. “No, I carried out the sentence in the way he requested.” It was as simple as that.
 
   The Royal Guardsmen cheered as one, the noise waking flocks of birds in the trees and causing them to take flight and scatter, a risky thing for them to do in the dark. Sergeant Zaccum came forward, eyes wide, and nearly a smile on his face. He was making an effort to appear solemn. “His sword and scabbard are yours. You are a Master-of-the-blade now, we are all witnesses, and you ought to have lightning bolts etched into your own hilt and scabbard.”
 
   David was shouting congratulations along with the rest, but Silvia was watching the Chosen Vessel. She seemed to sense how he felt and instead came over and whispered to him. “I’m sorry.” It was enough.
 
   Daniel nodded to her, which Zaccum took for acceptance of his remark. “Good, you can have it done at your earliest convenience,” the old Sergeant shouted over the cheers.
 
   Corporal Carlin was the next to approach. Anyone who thought this man stupid because of the slope of his forehead was in for a surprise. This man was alert even while clearly being as excited over his commander’s display of swordsmanship as the rest of the men. “What are your orders?”
 
   Daniel pointed at the traitor. “Remove the contents of his pockets and have the items brought to my tent, then I want Lieutenant Tomei taken out of the camp and buried. Just bury him, he does not deserve honors.” he replied, and observed the celebrating going on around him, which he was in no mood for. “Set the guards and have Guardsman Lakane begin preparations for the meal. Guardsmen Rainbird, Falcon, Ridgecat, and Thrush are sons of fishermen, have them, and whoever else you see fit to send, go to the lake and catch enough fish to feed the camp.”
 
   Carlin snapped a salute. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel.”
 
   Order returned quickly under the steady hand of Sergeant Keenan, who was chivying the men to be quick about their business. Rabin set up the command tent. Daniel waited for his belongings to be brought in and then went inside, with David, Silvia, and Keenan close on his heels. They each seemed to have something to say when all he wanted was to be alone for a little while. Cale’s sword and the contents of his pockets, among which was a communication amulet like the one found on Jak, were neatly laid in the corner near the upside down box. That blade would serve as a reminder to be more careful about who is to be accepted as a companion. 
 
   “That was a long execution, but in the end painless, just as you promised,” David apparently felt the need to point out.
 
   “Do you really think Angelina Ducalin is a spy?” Silvia questioned him, earning a frown from the Sergeant.
 
   Daniel removed his helmet and tossed it to the right of the bedroll. “I hope not. Just because the gems are similar doesn’t mean they are the same.”
 
   “How did you know Tomei was the spy?” Keenan, who had lectured Hawk about ignoring anything Aakacarn-like in Daniel’s presence, was now asking questions he probably did not really want to know the answer to. 
 
   Daniel glanced at the man, who startled and took a step back, perhaps at the look on his commander’s face. “I cast a spell that gave me the ability to sense a twin to the amulets I found in Jak Taltin’s possession. The real question is who made the amulet, I’m fairly sure the answer is Serin Gell.”
 
   “That would be a reasonable conclusion based on what we have learned so far,” Keenan replied, calmly, with no sign of his previous momentary reaction. He pointed at the sword on Daniel’s hip. “You should have lightning bolts.”
 
   Why the big concern about displaying the bolts? “What I told Cale was true. My stamina comes from the extra energy in my life force and all I need do is keep fighting until my opponent gets tired and then move in for the win. That does not make me the better swordsman.”
 
   “Did you cast a spell on him during the duel?” Silvia asked, as if he would.
 
   Daniel turned to her. “No, he requested a duel, he got a duel.”
 
   Keenan cleared his throat, drawing attention back to him. “He sparred with you enough to know about your extraordinary stamina. Be that as it is, your blade met his every time, you held off his attack, and moved in for the kill when he slowed. You are a Master-of-the-blade now and should wear the lighting bolts if not for pride, then to give fair warning to others who are considering drawing a blade against you. It might even keep you out of fights. Not many people would be foolish enough to challenge you.”
 
   The man did make a good point, but Daniel had triumphed many times precisely because his opponents did not know what they were tangling with. Did he want to give up the advantage? Fairness had never entered into his thinking, not when survival always seemed to be at stake, for him or someone else. “I’ll think about it. For now, unless one of you has something requiring my attention, I would like to turn in early.”
 
   Silvia touched him on the shoulder. “I know it was hard, but Cale betrayed us all. You did the right thing.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan adjusted the bracing on his upper body. “She is correct. You did what was required, even though my mouth went dry at the thought of you dying in a duel. I saw the shields you summoned to protect us from the Aakacarn and so figured you knew what you were about and told myself not to worry. That said, I too am of a mind to turn in early,” he stated and then departed.
 
   Daniel eyed his remaining guests. “I would think a couple of newlyweds had more interesting things to do.”
 
   David held his lips together so tightly it was obvious he was trying not to smile. Clearly, nothing that had transpired today upset him. “You would be correct. We’re going to have some of that fish I smell frying and then find something more interesting to do. That is, if you see fit to remove our protection.”
 
   Daniel removed the Da Capos from their shields.
 
   “Thank you. Keep in mind, Cale was a traitor. Don’t lose any sleep over him,” Silvia stated in low tones and then locked elbows with her husband and led him out into the camp.
 
   Daniel removed everything but his pants and undershirt, and then stretched out on the bedroll while men spoke in hushed voices outside. Clutch the osprey showed him the wiry young man finally catching up with Serena, who had stopped for the night. Each of the five Aakacarns made their mud huts and went inside. Hoot would take over the surveillance and so Daniel thanked Clutch, who sent back a feeling of contentment. He was free to do whatever he wanted.
 
   Echo the osprey, who had been sent north with Wisp, sent Daniel an image in the moonlight of a man and a woman, each wearing black silks with a golden lightning bolt on the hoods, leading a pair of horses out of a cave in one of the Foothills. The couple went about a hundred strides and then mounted up, heading north. The osprey wondered if he should follow, but Daniel encouraged the helpful raptor to stay in the area. Wisp flew in a wider circle than did his brother, and was high enough to see many spans farther. He sent a vision of ten riders, each with a spare mount, heading south with their horses running at a gallop. They were coming from the northwest and not likely to pass near the pair of Aakacarns Echo had seen. The two visions proved a Nest of the Serpent Guild was active in the area and the cave opening to the north was at least one entrance. Daniel conveyed his appreciation to the ospreys and encouraged them to get some rest and focus on the hills in the morning. Both birds agreed and he could sense them spiraling down towards a group of trees. 
 
   Daniel lay with his eyes open. Sleep eluded him, but it was not his duel with Cale that kept him awake. He was worried about Sherree being in the merciless hands of Serin Gell. And Jerremy, how was he going to save him from Condemnation? Riding on the heels of those worries was his concern for the Queen. He formed compartments in his mind and placed each worry in one. The only item he could work on presently was a Melody to cure Cleona. Sherree, poor Sherree, once told him of an operation where a team of Accomplisheds kept a person alive while another one performed the actual healing. That gave him an idea and an inspiration. Monitoring every function of a patient would be difficult for one Accomplished, but what if the patient’s bodily functions could be kept going automatically, the way they naturally do? A heart beats without the person thinking, beat, beat, beat, over and over again. We breathe without commanding our lungs, inhale, exhale, over and over again. 
 
   Notes came together in his mind and he added them to the Melody that had been taking shape over the past weeks, and somehow he knew it was complete. He added notes in harmony with the Melody line, turning the composition into a Symphonic. He gave his new masterpiece the title, Hearts Beat As One. By placing one hand on the patient’s forehead and the other on his or her abdomen, palm flat over the navel, he could extend his life force energy into the person and their system would match his. Breathe when he breathed, heart beating in rhythm with his own, all in perfect harmony. This was a crucial step. It was not a cure but it gave him a way to keep a patient alive and to work on her, the Queen, without cutting her open because his life force would not just be healing a particular area, this spell would lock their systems together. It would be just like when he had to heal himself.
 
   “Daniel, this is Cleona,” the Queens voice sounded in his head, carrying along with it a sense of extreme distress and making him wonder if she had special powers of her own, her contacting him at just the right time.
 
   “I am listening, Your Majesty,” he sent in return.
 
   “How is the mission proceeding? Is my brother well? Did you have to take the estate back from the clutches of the Serpent Guild or are you in the field pursuing them?”
 
   Daniel was glad he had some good news to report. He could sense her weakness through the link. “Firstly, I have reclaimed the trumpet of Tarin Conn on behalf of house Ducalin. Jonah is sleeping with it in his tent. Duke Cantor was well when we arrived,” he went on to update her concerning the casualties, the arrival of General Conner, and the executions he performed earlier in the day. She was surprised to hear that Cale Tomei was a traitor. Daniel did not tell her about the animals in his swirl or mention his suspicions concerning the possible source of Angelina’s jewelry. He informed her of Serin Gell’s involvement and the desire to track him down and make him pay for the crimes he committed in Ducaun.
 
   “You do what you must to apprehend him. That monster keeps working his machinations in my kingdom and causing grief. Daniel, listen very carefully to me. The Lethal Growths have spread to my pancreas. I became so weak it was necessary to call on Fenton Chen to rejuvenate me. His spell is not nearly as effective as yours but it is keeping me functional. Fenton estimates that I only have about a month to live. I have had no success in uncovering the person who revealed the whereabouts of the trumpet to the Serpent Guild, yet cannot worry about that now, the succession is more important. I am sending a hundred Royal Guardsmen and a thousand cavalrymen to Canter’s estate. They are going to bring Angelina to the capital. The poor dear was here not long ago. It was about the time Fenton Chen informed me a Potential by the name of Daniel Benhannon had been discovered in my kingdom.” A strong sense of pleasure came through the link.
 
   The Queen cannot die. Daniel refused to accept Chen’s diagnosis.  “I’m getting close to a cure. I have already come up with a way to work on you without cutting you open. I’ll be bringing Serin Gell to justice in a matter of days, and then I’ll come back to Ducanton. I’m sure I’ll have the cure by then.”
 
   A sense of amusement flowed ahead of the words. “Hope springs eternal in you. Daniel, I’ve told you before, I cannot make decisions based on an, if, I must decide right now on what, is, and right now there is no cure. Do what you can, my Knight. I have confidence in you,” she sent and then the connection ended.
 
   As if he needed another reason to move faster. He was already fearful about Sherree and Jerremy, but Cleona dying within a month was almost more than his personal plate could hold. He had told Tim his plate was full and now it seemed to have been piled higher. Angelina was in the capital not so long ago, did that mean she was innocent or guilty? He did not want to think her capable of knowingly siding with Tarin Conn. This was a worry that would have to wait. Daniel placed it into one of his mental compartments and went over his priorities. 
 
   The company should be near Lake Tomlin by late afternoon tomorrow. It would be a ruff ride but he could shorten the rest breaks and refresh the horses each time. The men would be pushed to their limits, yet some of them had been wounded. He made up his mind. In the morning he would visit each one and very discretely heal their injuries. Hopefully they would not realize what he did for them, but if they do, so what? Hiding his ability to summon potential was not worth their lives. After all, he managed to place shields on Corporal Duwin, Russ Monner, and Raymond Carpenter without anyone noticing. Their bodies were stiff, but no one questioned that at the time, or touched them once they had been covered up and placed on litters, made of their tents, to be dragged behind the pack horses. Those bodies would be preserved until they received proper burials with honor.
 
   He fell asleep thinking about Jak Taltin pissing his pants when he heard Daniel identify his ranking as a Six-bolt Accomplished. The man had to know at that point he was as good as dead. He even laughed in the face of his own execution, as if it was all a joke only he was in on. Maybe Keenan had a point about the lightning bolts and letting a man know ahead of time what he was facing. Doing so could be a good way of avoiding trouble. Not many people wanted to rile a man with lightning bolts on his hilt and scabbard, even fewer a man with six lightning bolts on his shoulders. 
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty: Preparations 
 
   Evening came at the same time Rex Badger and his nine member team arrived at the gentle slopes north of the Foothills, that broad stretch of hills marking the end of the highlands in Pentrosa, from which there were nothing but flatlands all the way south into Ducaun. Each of the men and two women, who were taller than the other seven, had an extra horse, as did he, all of which were breathing hard after that last push to make it this far. None of the One-bolt Accomplisheds knew about the flute of Della Lain, not Joren Cappa, short and fat, from the mountains of Demfilia, lean Joya PenKanner, or her older sister Leea, both of whom had been recruited from Ducaun, as was Rex, although not from the same region. These three had been with him the longest, almost from the beginning of his career. The majority of his team was made up of Pentrosans. Phil Crawlin, Xaum Gipan, Kylen Tec, Byron Falton, and Ira Holis all had the thin-framed, frail look, typical of their countrymen. None of them even knew why they had been traveling at a breakneck speed, only that it had been required by their leader.
 
   “Why don’t we just rush over there, put Gell to sleep, and steal whatever it is we came for?” Gaunt-faced Damon Jillion asked in his scratchy voice. It always sounded as if his throat was dry and he needed a drink. His skin was darker than the others, although not enough to identify him as a Serinian, and his medium frame, reddish-brown hair, and green eyes made it impossible to guess at his racial origins. He never spoke of his past and no one really cared enough to ask.
 
   Rex looked at him, just looked, and the One-bolt Accomplished clamped his mouth shut. “There is no, we, on this mission. I will go and enter Gell’s Nest at the most opportune time. You all,” his right arm swinging wide, the gesture taking in his entire team, “Will be camping here. When I return, hours or days from now, whatever it takes, we will teleport directly to Serpent North.” He knew the wait made no sense to his team after the hurry to arrive, but cared little what they thought. The priority was to determine what was going on in the Nest and if Daniel Benhannon was inside. The knowledge would give Rex the time he needed to plan ahead with an idea of how long he had to infiltrate the cave, render Serin unconscious, and destroy the flute.
 
   No one dared dispute the Badger and Rex was proud of that. It took him years to build up his reputation to the point where few people questioned his methods. Jillion should have known better by now, but he was the newest member of the team and so would learn. Rex closed his eyes and focused on what was important.
 
   The desire to get hold of and destroy the flute of Della Lain burned in soul and yet he dared not act recklessly. The temptation was to rush ahead, even knowing extreme caution was called for. Rendering Serin Gell unconscious was going to be tricky, requiring skill and perfect timing. Rex had been present back when Balen Tamm gave a special ring to Serin, one that could detect any potential being aimed at it. This meant Rex could not even use a basic find or location spell, nor any Melody focused in a broad way, only tightly projected beams, lest he alert his victim and ruin the objective.
 
   He dismounted and started down the grassy slope to the sound of crickets and croaking frogs. The grass was thigh high and he knew stickers were being attached to his black silk cloak. No matter, he would launder them later. His pants were tucked into the black boots, covering his calves up to just below the knees. The leather was soft and flexible rather than stiff, giving him protection as well as freedom of movement. His predatory smile grew wider as he drew closer to the Three-bolt Accomplished, who had no idea Rex Badger was preparing to strike.
 
    
 
   --------------------------- 
 
    
 
   Daniel led his company between Lake Tomlin and the Mighty Hirus, knowing that route would take them right to Tomrus, which was located on the west side of the river. While the humans in his swirl had been riding north with him, the bears, cougars, and wolves, along with all of the birds, except the scouts, were in Daniel’s vicinity, but staying out of sight. He added more animals to his swirl, ten moles, twenty squirrels, eleven rabbits, eighteen ferrets, a flock of crows, and a flock of pigeons. He also added three more egrets and five grebes, along with seven swans. He brought in six foxes and nine coyotes, gave names to those creatures which had none, and decided his army of feathered and furred spies was big enough for now. The queen bee never left the hive she established near the remote lake where justice had been carried out. Half of the sasquatches traveled with him and were now moving on ahead, north toward the border, a distance over two hundred spans away. The other half led by Gurrumble had gone to the Tollus and were now heading north as well, but were far behind. Daniel could enter any one of their minds to find out the intent, but chose not to. His focus was on Tomrus and the current human inhabitants, four of which he knew extremely well, all of whom were now within a five span radius of where he sat saddle. He was being much more thorough with his scanning and was pleased there had been no tunnels or cells under the ground. He had no intention of ever making the mistake of not checking again.
 
   Daniel led the company through the outskirts and entered the town proper, where the sound of multiple blacksmiths hammers could be heard pounding out rhythms, giving the community a pulse as if Tomrus was a living thing. Nearly every man was wearing tanned buckskins and the women wore either dresses or white blouses with skirts of varying colors. He sensed the presence of over three thousand people, slightly under a thousand of which were in or near the town. The rest of the population was scattered in farms, ranches, orchards, and homesteads throughout the region, this he knew from sensing pigs, chickens, cows, horses, and most of the animals typical of ordinary families just trying to make a living. The townsfolk were watching the procession and oddly, not one seemed surprised to see a Royal Knight of the Realm leading Royal Guardsmen into their midst. They began holding up small portraits of Daniel and shouting his name.
 
   “These people know the proper way to greet the Chosen Vessel,” Silvia stated, after riding forward and then dropping back into position.
 
   “I doubt they know that about me,” Daniel replied, loud enough for her to hear, and then waved to the crowd, not wanting to be impolite.
 
   “It is only a matter of time before the whole world knows your true calling,” David said in a strong voice that carried, while eyeing the crowd cautiously.
 
   A group of boys ran up the wooden walkways that connected the buildings where there were spaces between the structures. Two of the fastest runners entered the inn and were followed by the rest, who nearly knocked each other over with their pushing and shoving while trying to fit through the door at the same time. They eventually sorted themselves out and went inside. 
 
   Daniel rode alone in the lead. Silvia and David were behind him, each of them being the unintentional head of a column. Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum followed the pair of Teki and the Royal Guardsmen were right behind. Sergeant Keenan, still wearing his bracing after being healed, and Corporal Carlin were riding up and down the right and left sides, making sure all was as it should be. Chuc more than met expectations in the performance of his duty and probably should have been promoted long ago, Daniel was glad he had asked for Keenan’s recommendation. 
 
   Daniel informed everyone in his company before setting out that morning, after paying a call on those who had been injured, that the pace would be swift and the breaks short. He kept to his word and if any of them wondered why the horses were holding up so well, they kept it to themselves, especially the ones who had been healed, like Zack Gebles, the thirty year old husband and father of five children. Every man who had been healed hid the fact by wearing their bandages, all out of respect for their commander. Zack had fought gallantly during the skirmish and lost his horse, so was now riding Becket, who once belonged to Cale Tomei.
 
   “You would think they could afford paint,” David commented with a voice dripping with contempt. A Teki is not happy unless surrounded by gaudy colors.
 
   “The townsfolk are hard working and more concerned with what is functional than eye pleasing,” Jonah’s voice carried forward.
 
   “They don’t even dye their buckskins,” Silvia noted.
 
   Daniel rather liked the rustic look of the place. “True, but this town is expanding, receiving more river traffic, and merchants will come to trade with them. I wouldn’t be surprised to see a variety of clothing styles in the near future.”
 
   “It is the way of things,” Jonah agreed.
 
    Every building in Tomrus was made of unpainted wood and mostly one storied, but the largest structure near the center of the growing town had three floors. The Russet was about the length and width of the Polkat back in Bashierwood. Another building under construction at the far end of the street looked big enough to potentially be a second inn. No doubt about it, the discovery of Tomlin beneath the lake has brought notoriety to the area, along with many visitors, quite a few of which were Aakacarns, although none seemed to be present at the moment. A variety of merchants typical of all towns were occupying most of the buildings on the unpaved main street and near the river along the docks, which were also in the process of being expanded. Homes were located on the outskirts of town and a few had been built right at the river with private docks.
 
   Silvia rode forward and pointed. “Look at that boat!”
 
   The Javelin, according to the name on the bow, was by far the most unusual boat Daniel had ever seen. It was docked at one of three crowded piers between two fishing boats. The peculiar riverboat was eighty cubits long, twenty wide, had a blunt stern, and a wheelhouse in front of what appeared to be a cottage. Ten stalls were in the back quarter of the vessel, clearly for the transport of horses, with room for men to walk to the stern from either side. The vessel had no sails. Extending from the stern was a waterwheel.
 
   “How many men do you suppose it would take to crank that wheel?” Sergeant Zaccum asked.
 
   “No idea,” Daniel answered, yet knew a few spells that would turn the thing.
 
   Night would be upon them within another mark and that justified the extra push. This allowed time for the men to set up camp, although pitching the tents might not be necessary. Daniel eyed the Russet and wondered if he could provide rooms for everyone at the inn.
 
   Two points of pressure shoved at the back of his mind. Wisp and Echo were eager to share their sightings, but Daniel needed to concentrate on where he was going, and closing his eyes while riding in the lead would not be prudent for a commander in the field, or in this case, a commander riding up the main street of a town. Two young men, the sandy-haired one taller than the other, both wearing red on black silks, each with a single lightning bolt on the hood of his cloak, stepped off the porch of the Russet, followed by a plump man with a neatly trimmed beard and wearing a gray wool coat and pants. The heavy fellow pushed past the Accomplisheds and was smiling like a starving man about to be turned loose on a peach cobbler. 
 
   “Here comes the local official,” David informed, unnecessarily. “But why are the two Aakacarns coming out?” he asked and then grew silent when Silvia motioned for him to draw near and began whispering and gesturing wildly with her hands. She kept glancing at her cousin, there was no doubt she recognized him.
 
   Daniel wanted and needed to speak with the pair of Aakacarns, they were both friends, and the meeting was critical. While his eyes were on them, his senses were on the four individuals still inside the lodging, his mother and father, along with Gina and Tim. David and Silvia he ignored for the time being. Daniel had decidedly mixed emotions about the presence of his parents and friends. He was absolutely thrilled at the prospect of seeing and hugging them, while afraid for their safety, and just a little bit annoyed at Simon and Samuel for bringing them on what they knew would be a dangerous journey. They had come to rescue Sherree and Jerremy from Serin Gell, one of the most dangerous persons alive. Why did they bring four mountaineers to help capture the renegade? Worse, three of them were people the Pentrosan would not hesitate to take vengeance upon. 
 
   The chubby man’s smile began to diminish at Daniel’s approach and was replaced by a more sober expression by the time he came to a stop. “Welcome to Tomrus, Sir Daniel. We are pleased you have chosen to visit us,” he said, even though he did not seem so pleased now. “I am Linus Russet, owner of this establishment and mayor of this lovely town.”
 
   Think positive, focus on how good it is to see your parents and friends, Daniel told himself inwardly. He banished the annoyance, no point in taking it out on a man who was trying to be friendly. “Well met, Mayor Russet. I’m pleased to meet you and hope you might have room enough to accommodate me and my company for a night,” he said with a smile unfeigned, and then jingled his bag of coins so the man would know the lodgings were to be paid for rather than demanded. A Knight of the Realm could make such a demand if it was in the line of duty, and the mission he was on surely qualified.
 
   Linus brightened up, no doubt adding up the number of people to be accommodated, the amount of horses to be stabled, and the dinners he would be providing. “It just so happens I do have enough rooms if some of your men are willing to double up. Not you or the Lord behind you, of course, just the guardsmen,” he said while rubbing his hands eagerly. “Why just the other day we were filled to capacity with Aakacarns,” he added and then turned to face the pair he had pushed passed in his eagerness to be the first to speak. “Accomplisheds Cresh and Trenca informed me of your coming.” That explained why no one in the town seemed surprised by the arrival.
 
   Sergeant Keenan trotted his horse to the front of the line, perhaps waiting for orders. Jonah dismounted and stepped up, evidently feeling his presence was required. A moment of silence passed and Daniel decided to make introductions, seeing as everyone was looking at him. “Mayor Russet, meet Lord Jonah Ducalin.”
 
   The innkeeper/mayor began to blink rapidly. It was not every day a commoner had the opportunity to meet a royal. “Pleased I am to welcome you to my humble establishment, my Lord.”
 
   Jonah eyed the unpainted planks, the eves, the roof, and the ordinary folks walking the street, who were mostly watching the newcomers in town. People began to whisper about royalty coming to visit them. The Duke’s son smiled graciously. “Mayor Russet, if you have a bathtub in there, I will deem this the finest establishment I’ve been to in ages.”
 
   Linus beamed with pleasure. “I have two copper tubs and five wooden. The five are in the common bathing rooms, but I will have a copper one taken to your room. And yours as well, Sir Daniel.”
 
   “That would be appreciated,” Jonah replied and then turned to Daniel. “It is generous of you being willing to pay for my lodgings. I see you have the coins, yet I must insist you allow me to pay the bill for yourself and the entire company.” Perhaps the generosity was to make up for all the arguing along the way. He did have that which had been stolen and possibly felt a gesture of goodwill was called for.
 
   Daniel had to admit to being a bit surprised by the offer. Even so, saw no reason to refuse. He smiled while extending his hand, “My thanks, Lord Ducalin.”
 
   Jonah shook the hand. “It is my pleasure, Sir Daniel,” he replied just as formally.
 
   “Sergeant Keenan, get the men checked into rooms, double them up as you see fit, and then give them leave to enjoy themselves,” Daniel ordered, and then added, “I want you and Corporal Carlin to enjoy yourselves as well, but I would appreciate it if you see to it the men do not get overly rambunctious.”
 
   Keenan gave a nod of his head and saluted. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” and then turned to the men. “Dismount and fall in. I’ve got to get you filthy mongrels inside and presentable before unleashing you upon the good people of this town.”
 
   The Guardsmen moved cheerfully, with quick efficiency, and in short order Keenan and Carlin had them filing into the Russet.
 
   Daniel eyed his two Aakacarn friends. “I would like to present, Samuel Cresh, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Eagle Guild and Simon Trenca, a One-bolt Accomplished of the Willow Guild. Accomplisheds, I present to you, Lord Jonah Ducalin.” They no doubt heard the introduction to the Mayor, but this was done out of the proper respect due an Accomplished of Aakadon. Although there were some citizens of the Aakacarn city for which Daniel had little respect.
 
   The Duke’s son hesitated for only a moment, old prejudices sometimes take awhile to get over, but he recovered quickly and gave a slight bow of the head to each. “I am honored to meet members of such distinguished Guilds,” he told them and then glanced at Linus and then at Daniel.  “I’m sure you have catching up to do with your former colleagues. Mister Mayor, you spoke of a copper tub, will you be kind enough as to assign me a room and have my bath ready after I dine?”
 
   “Of course, my Lord, come this way,” Linus replied and led the Ducalin and Sergeant Zaccum into the Russet.
 
   Samuel glanced at the young lord and muttered, “and it is nice to meet you too,” no doubt because Jonah hurried off without waiting for either Aakacarn to reply. 
 
   Sandy-haired Simon smiled pleasantly and did not seem to notice the slight, or chose not to. “When Tim told us you were coming with a detachment of Royal Guardsmen, I,” he paused and glanced at Samuel, “we were pleased to hear you were on the way.”
 
   Samuel motioned with his right arm and the silk sleeve fell back revealing his stump, yet he did not seem to notice. “I was both pleased and concerned at the same time. While I am happy to see you, I am also worried that you, being unable to summon potential, intend to face a person who hates you above all others.”
 
   Daniel snorted, as if the Teki was one to talk after bringing his parents along with Tim and Gina. “Let’s go inside. You can then explain to me why you were concerned about my coming here, yet not so much for my parents and friends,” he told him and then entered the inn, yet could hear them talking behind his back.
 
   “How did he know his parents were here?” Simon demanded of Samuel.
 
   “Tim told us Daniel was unaware of the fact and gave me a mountain saying, something about, only a fool sticks his nose in a beehive. Besides, I brought Tim and Gina, you were the one who brought his mother and father,” the former Teki replied.
 
   Neither Silvia nor David acknowledged Samuel as they walked in behind him and Simon. For his part, it seemed like Samuel looked passed them as if they were invisible. Daniel knew there was something peculiar going on. His pair of Teki escorts ascertained their room number and went up the stairs without saying a word. Their problem would have to be explored another time, after he met with his parents.
 
   Simon picked up his pace to take the lead and the sound of his boots thumping on the wood floor echoed throughout the room. They passed through the common room filled with people and continued down the hall, which was lit by oil lamps attached to the walls. He stopped at the third door on the left, not knowing his effort was unnecessary. Daniel already knew exactly where his parents and two friends were, his spell told him that. He removed the shield on his body, wanting to feel what was coming next. Simon opened the door.
 
   The room had shelves against the far wall with a goodly number of books and three rectangular tables with six chairs at each. Two rockers were next to the window where guests could sit and read in the sunlight. Although seeing as the sun was setting, anyone wanting to read would have to light the lamp on the small table conveniently placed beside each chair. Sitting at the third table on the left were four people who practically flew out of their chairs and surrounded him. In the blink of an eye, his mother’s arms were wrapped around him tighter than a bear hug, she hardly stepped back when an instant later Gina slammed into him, and then his father and Tim, hand gripping and back slapping. Everyone was grinning, even Simon and Samuel. 
 
   “My, don’t you look striking in your uniform,” his mother commented while grabbing onto his arm and leading him toward the table. 
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose so, seeing as a number of people have struck at me since I put it on.”
 
   Tim chuckled. “Why am I not surprised?”
 
   “That family crest with a falcon clutching a lightning bolt is very impressive,” the master carpenter commented. Daniel knew his father would be pleased.
 
   They all sat down at the table and Simon pulled a chair away from table two and sat at the end. Daniel was in the middle with his parents, mother on his right and the father on his left. Tim, Gina, and Samuel sat across from them.
 
   There was so much to ask and he truly was happy to be with them, it seemed a shame that the reason for their meeting was so grim. “I’ve missed every one of you and would really like for us to spend more time together,” Daniel began the conversation. “We have tonight. Tomorrow, I and my company will be heading north to rescue Sherree and do whatever can be done for Jerremy.”
 
   His father gave an affirmative nod of the head. “Agreed, I see no reason to wait longer. According to Tim, you learned Serin Gell has our friends in his lair just north of the border.”
 
   That is where the plank got caught in the waterwheel and brought the mill to a grinding halt, as the expression goes. Daniel was afraid his parents would want to come along. “As I said, my company and I will be heading north in the morning.”
 
   His mother smiled at him. “We heard you, dear. And as we are part of your company, we will be going with you.”
 
   “So are we,” Gina stated firmly, in pink-dyed buckskins, with her long dark hair flowing over shoulders and down her back, she reminded him of Val. 
 
   Tim shrugged, “Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m coming.”
 
   Daniel fixed his eyes on Samuel, who squirmed just a little bit in his chair. Why were people uncomfortable under his stare? Daniel began to wonder, having noticed it was not the first time. In this case, he wanted the person he focused on to be uncomfortable. “Why did you bring them?”
 
   Samuel’s eyes widened, both brows twitching. He took a deep breath, calming himself and fixed a stare of his own. His glare did not make Daniel feel uncomfortable but he had to admit it was one worthy of an Aakacarn. “An old oak would be easier to budge than these two. You are welcome to try,” the Accomplished replied with a rye smile at the end.
 
   Daniel gave up on dissuading Tim and Gina and focused on Simon, but it was his mother who spoke up. “Accomplished Trenca visited our home and told us of the grand estate given to you by the Queen.”
 
   “And your mother insisted on us going to see the new life you have begun to carve out,” his father finished her sentence.
 
   “But,” Daniel began with his perfectly well thought out reply.
 
   Miriam Benhannon brushed aside a stray lock of her red-brown hair and narrowed her eyes, indicating she would brook no argument over what she was about to say. “But nothing, Simon offered to escort us to your new home and we accepted.”
 
   Ronn Benhannon took up the tale. “While on the way, Jerremy contacted Accomplished Trenca and told him of the trouble with Serin Gell. Simon wanted to leave us in Bon. Well, we had an agreement, and as you know, a Benhannon never goes back on an agreement.” 
 
   “And so you see, we are on our way to your estate with a little side trip to Pentrosa to pick up Sherree and Jerremy,” his mother finished, making the task seem nothing extraordinary.
 
   Simon smiled at him, almost gloated to be honest about it. “What Sam said goes for me too, good luck persuading them.”
 
   They were all staring at Daniel with smug looks on their faces. Him, a Six-bolt Accomplished, a Royal Knight of the Realm, a Lord of the Land, and the Chosen Vessel, they almost caused him to laugh out loud. He was able to swallow the urge to chuckle and decided to give in and move the discussion along. “When we get going, I will ask for and accept suggestions, but once a decision is made, there can be no further argument.”
 
   They sobered up immediately, but each one seemed to have different concerns. His father looked him in the eye and replied. “You took command at the Battle of Bashierwood. I followed your lead then and will follow you now.”
 
   His mother nodded agreement, while Gina and Tim whispered to each other until she finally nodded her willingness. Samuel raised his right arm, deliberately revealing his stump for all to see. “This is what happened the last time I encountered Serin Gell and his pair of Accomplisheds,” he said while glancing at Daniel’s parents, perhaps to see if he had their attention. “This is not a minor side trip on a larger journey. The Aakacarns we are after Condemn the people they encounter rather than kill and that is the fate of any who cross their paths. Especially you four,” Samuel’s eyes did not fall on Gina. “That’s right Daniel, you, Tim, and your parents are the absolute last people who should be on this mission. Serin Gell hates you four with a passion, and yet you all propose to ride to his Nest and do what?”
 
   Simon leaned forward, “Sam is correct, our Guilds have given up on our friends, but he and I have not. Clearly Tim has the amulet you made back in Aakadon. While I am glad to see you, I wish your friend had not contacted you. Yes, I know you are a Royal Knight of the Realm, a Lord of the Land, and have a detachment of Royal Guardsmen at your command. With all that, you still cannot summon potential. My friend, this truly is a matter for Aakacarns.”
 
   Daniel had to bite his lip to keep from interrupting Simon’s speech, which would have been true if Daniel was impotent, which is why he did not take offense. His sandy-haired friend had his best interest at heart. Daniel sighed and suddenly remembered he had a debt to pay and this reminded him of the revelation given him by Ruth. Meeting Samuel would be a sign, “you must be in the north or someone close to your heart will die,” that is what she said. This meant the time to be in the north has come or Sherree will die. She was in the north. He still did not know what he could do for Jerremy, but at least she could be saved.
 
   Simon reached his hand beyond Miriam, placing it on Daniel’s forearm. “I know that was difficult to hear. Believe me. I took no pleasure in saying it,” the kindhearted Aakacarn said, and then withdrew his arm. 
 
   Daniel had no idea what his face looked like at the moment but it must have reflected the sadness he felt for Jerremy and the anxiety over knowing he had little time to save Sherree. He nodded for Simon’s benefit and decided it was time to start making payments. “Samuel, not long ago I came across a Teki Seer. She gave me a revelation and now I must pay the price.”
 
   Samuel’s eyes narrowed, his thick brows coming together, “I can’t help you with that, being no longer of the Teki.”
 
   Daniel ignored the response. “The Seer’s name is Ruth of the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni Teki.”
 
   Samuel began blinking rapidly, eyebrows twitching in distress. “I know of the troop, they are of no concern to me. If you owe them for a revelation, go find them and pay it. Simon and I will capture Serin Gell and rescue Sherree.”
 
   The reaction was beyond strange and it was time to find out what was going on. “Why should I search them out when a pair of Reshashinni are traveling with me. You saw them and one just happens to be your cousin, Silvia, who has recently married David. I don’t pretend to know the customs of your people, but most folks care about their family. Do you know David is a Gerabolli? He left his tribe and joined the Reshashinni to be with her. Sam I know you are a caring person, so what is going on?”
 
   Samuel slammed his fist down on the table. “I don’t see where my background is any of your business.”
 
   Simon coughed, one of his unobtrusive ways of catching the attention of others. “Daniel, I can say he cares more about you than he does his family. They declared him dead and sent him back to Aakadon.”
 
   Samuel fidgeted in his seat and glared at his fellow Aakacarn but did not dispute what was said. Daniel now understood why Silvia had told him her cousin had died. “There are two parts to the payment so listen up. Ruth spoke these words to me, Tell Samuel that I love him and he is very much alive in my heart,” 
 
   Tears filled Samuel’s eyes and he wiped them away, sniffing. He shuddered once and then had his feelings under control. “When a troop chief declares a person dead, it is forbidden to speak such words. She will be in a great deal of trouble if any Reshashinni hear of this message.” 
 
   The rest of the payment made Daniel feel a bit awkward. People have spoken about his being the Chosen Vessel and he has admitted to being such, but it was always someone else who brought up the fact, not him. Word may not have reached Tannakonna, Tim, Gina, and his parents might not have heard the rumors, and neither of his Aakacarn friends mentioned it. “There is one more thing she required me to tell you. It is a bit obscure to me why it is important that you know, but she insisted that you be told now. Even after I offered to go back to Aakadon and deliver the message right away, she insisted the payment be made at our first meeting. So yes, she knew we would be having this little get together. Anyway, this is what she said; tell him to remember the last words I spoke to him concerning his fate.” Daniel paused while looking in the eyes of his mother and father. What would they think? Gina was weepy-eyed over Ruth’s message to her grandson. Tim, bless his heart, looked ready to hear anything. “I don’t know what your fate is, but she required me to make known to you that I am the Chosen.”
 
   Gina chuckled while wiping her eyes, “Chosen for what?”
 
   Tim scratched his chin and sighed. “Why do I have the feeling your life is even more complicated now than when we parted ways?”
 
   Simon scratched his head while clearly giving the message some thought. “The revelation is obscure. Sam needs to remember his fate and know you are chosen. What is his fate, unless it is to serve Aakadon, and what have you been chosen for?”
 
   Samuel’s eyes were closed, perhaps recalling the fate his grandmother revealed to him. One thing was for sure. He was born a Teki and would know exactly what they taught about the Chosen. A twinkle of skepticism flashed in his eyes as they slowly opened. “What else happened when you met my mother’s mother?”
 
   Why deny it? Daniel folded his hands together on the table. “She placed me in the center spiral and declared me to be the Chosen Vessel. She told us all, your entire troop, that everyone with the gift of Sight were seeing what she was seeing, the Creator’s champion standing in the center spiral, surrounded by a troop of Teki, even as the viewings for the last five hundred years have foretold. Samuel, why do you think I have a pair of Reshashinni escorts?” 
 
   Simon appeared speculative, at least considering the possibility. Tim and Gina burst out laughing, and Daniel’s parents were holding their breath, no doubt wondering what else their son has gotten himself into. Samuel sat back in his chair, arms hanging limp at his sides, perhaps needing time to absorb the information. He finally sat up and looked directly at the man declared to be the Chosen Vessel. “How big is your swirl?” Oh, he knew plenty about the Chosen. Legends of the Creator’s champion were stories he grew up with.
 
   Tim and Gina sobered at the question, and possibly because no one else was laughing. The response meant an Accomplished of Aakadon, one who was born a Teki, believed what he had been told. 
 
   “My swirl is big and growing. I was told by your grandmother that what I need will be drawn to me. I don’t know where I’m going to get an army of Aakacarns, but I trust her understanding of how the swirl works,” Daniel told him to the horror of his parents.
 
   “Daniel, tell me what you were chosen to do?” his mother demanded, like her approval hung in the balance, as if his friends had talked him into doing something dangerous and she could put a stop to it.
 
   Daniel sat back in his chair. How do you tell your mother her son has been chosen to defeat the most powerful Accomplished ever born and his entire guild? He opened his mouth but it was Samuel who spoke first. “He must lead us all in the battle against the other vessel, the champion of evil.”
 
   Ronn was shaking his head. “You must be kidding, the champion of evil is buried beneath Mount Kelgotha, and even if he breaks free, it is you Accomplisheds of Aakadon who must confront him. Leave my son out of your affairs. He has started a new life and doesn’t need to be dragged back into yours.”
 
   Lovely speech dad, Daniel thought. Too bad the Chosen Vessel business was not optional.
 
   Gina leaned forward on the table. “Daniel, I would think you had enough titles. Do you really need this one too?”
 
   The conversation was growing tiresome, contributing nothing toward the mission ahead, and Daniel wanted to focus on what needed to be done. He glanced at Samuel, who was giving him the same look as Silvia and David, like seeing a living legend and expecting miracles. “Being the Chosen Vessel is not a title, it is more like a description of a fact. I don’t even care if people accept me, their belief or unbelief doesn’t change a thing. I am who and what I am. Being Chosen isn’t something I can renounce,” he tried to make them understand. “Samuel, stop looking at me like I’m suddenly superior to other mortals. Being chosen doesn’t make me more virtuous than anyone else. I’m a man with good traits and bad.”
 
   “Like the need to shove people aside because you are the only one who can possibly handle the situation,” Tim offered up in support of Daniel’s point about traits. His grin made it clear he rather enjoyed being helpful, as did his tone.
 
   There was some truth in the statement. Daniel did have a tendency to jump into trouble with the idea he was the most capable person to straighten out the mess. Three dead bodies in the shed out behind the inn have tempered that trait. He could not control everything and needed help. Back at the estate he needed Jared and Marcus, and on this mission he needed the men and animals who were accompanying him.
 
   “Thanks Tim, for pointing that out,” Daniel told him in mock irritation.
 
   “No problem, that’s what friends are for,” Tim sat back with his hands behind his head.
 
   Ronn Benhannon frowned and ran his fingers through his hair like a comb. “We must accept what is. You have been chosen for a task and we will help you do it. Let’s get back to how we are going to bring that rascal Serin Gell to account.”
 
   Daniel smiled at his father, appreciating the way he whittled right through the excess and got down to what was to be formed. “I intend on hiring boats to take us up the Hirus and into the Taltin Sea. We’ll land on the Ducaunan side of the border and make the rest of the trip on land.”
 
   Simon was nodding his head affirmatively. “That is exactly the route I told them you would want to take. We should come ashore at Valeen and trek thirteen spans east to where we will be south of Los Collins. Once there we can head north across the border into the Foothills.”
 
   Daniel was a bit surprised at how his friend had planned so well. “That is pretty much what I had in mind. So, now we need to hire some boats to transport the entire company. I’m sure you and Samuel know enough basic wind spells to help the sailing vessels along. All you need to do after that is choose a pair of boats and secure the rest to them with ropes of solidified air.”
 
   Simon was grinning from ear to ear, “An excellent idea, which is why I asked your parents, along with Tim and Gina, to hire enough boats to do the job. All is in readiness.”
 
   Daniel was amazed. It was almost like having Jared along. “You’ve all been busy.”
 
   “What, did you think we were sitting around waiting for you to arrive?” Tim demanded in a light hearted way.
 
   “You, yes, the others, no,” Daniel replied and was pleased when Gina laughed.
 
   Daniel enjoyed the lightening of the mood yet still had some wrinkles to iron out. “The next step is to choose which two vessels will have one of you power wielders on board.”
 
   Samuel gestured at Simon. “He made the Javelin, the flagship of our flotilla.”
 
   “Simon you are a wonder,” Daniel reached across the table and patted him on the arm. He remembered that was the name on the bow of the unusual riverboat.
 
   “Well, I didn’t do it without help. In fact I could not have done it without the Benhannon family’s assistance,” Simon replied, sharing the credit with others, even when most of it belonged to him.
 
   Daniel looked to his right and left, wondering what part his parents played in building a boat of any kind, especially one so unique. “You helped him?’
 
   His father smiled and shook his head, not in denial of the fact, it was more like unbelief his son was so surprised. “Think of your roots, both Benhannon and Dupiron blood. Oh, the Creator only knows where your internal power comes from, but you got the rest from us. Your mother plays the guitarn and composes music. You inherited your musical talent from her.”
 
   His mother laid her hand on his arm. “You are the son of a carpenter, a man who makes things, and can take a hunk of wood and shape it into anything that takes his fancy. You inherited that from your father.”
 
   He really should not have been surprised. Both of his parents were creative people, and spending more time with them could be exceedingly fruitful. Who knows what all their combined talents could accomplish?
 
   “That’s right, I made what they designed. Your father came up with the over all design of the boat and your mother had the idea of the shelters and the most interesting innovation of all, the waterwheel. It was even her idea to make it wide rather than tall and narrow,” Simon readily and happily admitted. “Your father carved the model and I used it to form the Javelin from a tree.”
 
   Samuel patted the sandy-haired Aakacarn on the shoulder. “He is a wonder. I can’t imagine the amount of potential and concentration it must have taken to create something so big on dry land and then launch it.”
 
   Daniel could. He glanced at Tim, who winked, and knew they were both thinking about the Wager, a boat Daniel made not so long ago. Simon’s hand moved, opening his cloak and revealing the baton Daniel had given him, a level four crescendo with six bolts of amplification, and the source of the extra potential. 
 
   His father leaned toward him. “The Javelin is the fastest riverboat in the world and it can easily pull the boats we hired. With Simon and Sam taking turns powering the waterwheel, we can get where we need to be by late afternoon, and ride the horses the rest of the way. This is far better than having to ride over two hundred spans to reach our destination.”
 
   “Agreed,” Daniel replied, while thinking about the part of his swirl that was heading north.
 
   His friends and parents began discussing the journey and pondering what they would do once they actually confronted Serin Gell. It was an interesting conversation but it was time to check in on certain individual creatures within his swirl.
 
   The birds were resting in the local trees, except the owls which were dining on any rodents they laid eyes on that were not part of the swirl. The bears, wolves, foxes, coyotes, and cougars were heading north. Daniel focused on Ranger to get an idea of where the cougar was going. Ranger and Flash go where Daniel will be. The thought came back along with the image of the Foothills that had been initially given to Wisp and Echo. Evidently the mental map given to the pair of ospreys was so strong some of the other creatures in the swirl received it as well. A quick touch on the minds of the bears, wolves, foxes, and coyotes confirmed they had the same notion as the cougars. The new recruits had not received the image of the Foothills and yet they ran along with the rest. Daniel could not decide if he should discourage them or just let them be. You are free to go where you choose, He sent to them all, and received a sense that going north is what they chose to do, so he focused on the next group.
 
   All of the sasquatches that traveled with him were beyond the town, not stopping when he did, and still moving north, getting farther away by the moment. His sense from them was the same as with Ranger. The ones he was most curious about were much farther south. Looking through Gurrumble’s eyes, Daniel counted thirty-two more sasquatches traveling with him that were not part of the swirl. Gurrumble biggest male, others follow, he take them to Daniel/Alpha. The sasquatch’s thoughts informed him. “What of those with Serena/Alpha?” Daniel wondered. They stay, rest follow Gurrumble. Serena/Alpha not notice. The sasquatch replied, causing Daniel to be amused.
 
   She probably took it for granted that all of her sasquatches were still moving with her and might not realize so many had wondered off, especially if she is in the habit of keeping them out of sight and down wind. Considering the way members of the Serpent Guild use yetis and sasquatches as fodder on the field, he doubted she cared what happened to the ones she ordered to remain behind. Daniel thanked the male and was satisfied with what the big guy was doing. His shaggy friends were so far south it was doubtful they would catch up with him any time soon, but eventually the thirty-one new recruits would be added to his swirl, and bring the number of sasquatches linked with him to ninety-one.
 
   He opened his mind to Echo. The full moon illuminated the landscape below as the raptor soared in a broad circle. A man was slowly making his way down a grassy hill toward the Foothills. On the other side of the slope were nine people, seven men and two women setting up camp. These had to be the ten sighted last night by Wisp. Daniel stifled a chuckle. He knew killing Balen Tamm would splinter the Serpent Guild and this was the proof. Jak stealing the trumpet from Serena while this group spies on Serin Gell. Daniel had no doubt what was going on below. Had the fellow walking down the hill been an ally of the Pentrosan, he would have walked boldly to the entrance and not have his company hiding from view on the other side of the hill. The nut to be cracked is what to do if those ten united with Serin Gell and hindered the rescue mission. Daniel had a feeling there might be no way to accomplish what had to be done without some High Powered Melody wielding. He knew what the consequences of that would be, but that was a bridge to be crossed when arrived at.
 
   He sent his gratitude to Echo and then concentrated on Wisp, who had ventured farther south, about three spans. It was important to know what lay between the Ducaunan border and the Foothills. Far below in a clearing of trees was a compound with eight barracks capable of housing fifty men each. A group of twenty-six riders came in from the south, followed shortly after by another eight. This was clearly a military outpost but the men were in buckskins rather than uniforms. These must be the ones who were raiding Ducaunan communities and farms along the border! General Tallen and Sir Laurence had been sent to deal with the situation.
 
   “Daniel, are you alright?” his mother asked while touching his forehead and causing him to open his eyes and lose concentration on Wisp.
 
   He blinked and smiled. Everyone was staring at him. “I’m right as rain.”
 
   Tim’s lips quirked up and a mischievous twinkle flashed in his eyes. “If you were still linked to Tarin Conn I would have slapped you just now.”
 
   “We were all caught up with giving our opinions on how to deal with Serin Gell and I realized you were not offering any suggestions,” Gina explained. “That’s when we noticed your eyes were closed.”
 
   “Perhaps you were leaving that part of the mission to us Aakacarns,” Simon suggested. “That would be prudent. Even so, your experience in wielding power in combat can be helpful. While Sam is an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild and his repertoire well suited to this kind of mission, I think even Talmon Reese would seek your advice at this point.” 
 
   Samuel was nodding his head in agreement, Daniel’s parents were watching him as if he might have caught a fever, while Tim and Gina were staring at him in amusement, like in the old days when they were out doing things they shouldn’t and he was the one caught and so had to come up with an explanation. Tim knew about Daniel being an Aakasear and a fully functional Six-bolt Accomplished, and probably told Gina. Daniel could tell by the way their lips quirked in an obvious attempt to keep from laughing, that they knew he had been up to something.
 
   Daniel ignored them. “Simon, you seemed to have anticipated my plans and arranged things to the point where I have nothing more to do tonight. You are all creative and resourceful people and it’s a rare pleasure for me to just sit back, close my eyes, and listen while you all wrestle with the problems for awhile.”
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Standing oil lamps provided the light. General Jathem Tallen sat at the head of the conference table in the command center at Fort Casum. The log fort was the first of twenty he ordered built since arriving. Each of the hill forts had a log wall and was manned with two hundred fifty cavalrymen in addition to seventy-five support personnel from the regular army. The compound included a mess hall, barracks, supply depot, command center, smithy, signal tower, and stable. The forts were ten spans apart, stretching east and covering two hundred spans of border. In between each fort was a line of signal towers, each equipped with kettle drums and a huge light, similar to those used in lighthouses. Messages could be relayed either by beating rhythms or a sequence of flashes. The light was generally used at night and the drums during the day, but the decision which to use lay with the sender.
 
   Jathem glanced at Sir Laurence Dugan, seated on the right side of the table beside Sir Carlo Bencofer. Dugan had a touch of gray in his hair that served to make him appear distinguished rather than just a man on the other side of his middle years. Jathem could see the man was fit, as was the much younger Knight beside him. Bencofer was in his late thirties with dark hair and brown eyes. His mustache was neatly trimmed. In fact everything about him was neat. The Royal Knights of the Realm were all dressed in their field uniforms, except for the helmets. No one wore head gear at the table.
 
   Seated on the left side of the table were Sir William Bonner, tall and thin with about as much gray as Dugan, and Sir Tomas Zollaf, a rugged man with a weathered face. Word was, Zollaf devoted twice as much time patrolling the kingdom than did his brother Knights of the Realm, and seeing him up close caused Jathem to believe it. The man clearly spent a great deal of time exposed to the elements.
 
   At the opposite end of the table sat General Sanfred Malcus, a lean, gray-haired man, who commanded the Northwestern Legion, and who was older than Jathem. Sanfred had stopped shaving since leaving the capital and now sported a neatly trimmed white beard.
 
   Sir Laurence was shaking his head. “I tell you San, these were professional soldiers we encountered. Fifty riders stormed the town and we caught up with them half a span from the border.”
 
   Malcus sniffed. “But can you be sure? Bandit gangs are not unheard of and some of them do have numbers that high.”
 
   Jathem did not need convincing. The report was much the same along the entire range and similar to what Captain Johannan told him of his own encounter shortly before the current meeting. This was not the first patrol to make the observation. The only differences were the amount of horsemen and the involvement of a Royal Knight of the Realm, whose testimony is not so easily shrugged off. 
 
   Laurence shook his head again. “No, they fought like trained cavalrymen, matching us nearly man for man in skill. When the fighting was over, eight of the raiders got away, forty-two lay on the ground, and each one of them fought to the death. Forty-five of my men were wounded, of which thirty-three died. I have no doubt we were facing the Sutten Guard, Pentrosa’s elite fighting force.”
 
       Malcus finally nodded his head. “I do not doubt what you say, Sir Laurence, I just wanted to be sure of the facts. Still, we can only speculate the raiders were of the Sutten Guard, we have no tangible proof. If only you had been able to take some prisoners, then we could question them. Until then I cannot buy into your conclusion.”
 
   Jathem leaned forward. It felt wonderful not having any aches and pains. Daniel Benhannon had banished them, a mere side affect of the miraculous healing he had performed. At sixty-seven, Jathem had the strength and stamina of a man in his twenties. Malcus was being unusually stubborn and it was time to find out why. “San, you seem to be having a problem accepting the facts.”
 
   General Malcus lifted his hand from the table and pointed at his host. “You understand the ramifications as well as I. An accusation like that will have us on the brink of war.”
 
   Sir Carlo was shaking his head. “I don’t believe it would come to that.”
 
   Sanfred turned to the Knight. “No, perhaps it is because you seem to have forgotten our journey? Allow me to refresh your memory. Xavier refused to travel faster than a trot and insisted on stopping every two marks, for an entire mark, and then demanded we stop and set up camp three marks before nightfall. The escort took twice as long as it should have, but we had no choice but to accommodate him. He is not a reasonable man and is known to have dreams of redrawing the borderline.”
 
   Sir Carlo swiped his hand through his hair, front to back, and took a deep breath, “Oh, you need not remind me. The man loves his comforts. One would think the death of his older brothers would be a good enough reason for haste, but such was not the case.”
 
   “When we met General Kall at the border, he told us of the death of King Jarred, and then bowed to the prince. Xavier is the King of Pentrosa now, his coronation when he reaches the capital is only a confirmation of the fact. Pentrosan border guards crossing over and causing trouble, as we originally suspected, is one thing, but what you are suggesting Laurence and you Jathem, is worse. Kall is the commander of the Sutten Guard and has two legions, twenty thousand men just across the border from mine. For him to be sending men across the border implies he has either gone rogue or is following orders. If he is involved and is acting on his own, it could mean civil war in the north with the elite soldiers following Kall and the regular enlisted men siding with Xavier. If he and the soon-to-be-crowned king are behind the raids, they may be tempting us to act rashly, giving them the excuse they need to invade Ducaun without appearing to be the aggressors,” Malcus shared what he knew along with his concerns.
 
   He was correct. Jathem did not need the situation explained to him. This was like fuel for a fire soaking into the region, and one spark is all it would take to set it off. “I understand what is happening and what could potentially happen, but we cannot neglect our duty to protect the citizens of Ducaun from these raiders. An additional quarter of my legion is on the way and should be reinforcing the hill forts within a few days. All I am asking is that you stick around at least until Kall’s legions withdraw.” After all, the northwest region was once again San’s responsibility now that he delivered Xavier to Pentrosa. 
 
   “They seemed hostile, tense, ready to fight at the slightest provocation,” Sir Carlo offered his take on the matter.
 
   “As I said,” Jathem resumed, “It is my responsibility to protect the good people of Ducaun and I will do so no matter how the Pentrosans feel about it. Any horsemen from their side who crosses the border will be sent back, any that actually cause trouble will be arrested, and any that come here armed for a fight will be killed.”
 
   “Yet, I agree with General Malcus,” Sir Tomas spoke up in his deep voice. “The deaths in the royal family, the prickly and quarrelsome attitudes of our neighbors to the north, and the constant raids across the border have elevated tensions. A single misperceived act against Pentrosan sovereignty, conspiracy theories aside, could result in a declaration of war. The raids are likely to continue. Jathem, I know you are zealous in the performance of your duty, as are we all, but I recommend extreme caution.”
 
   Jathem shared the concern. “We in this room are official representatives of the Queen. I assure you all I will not order pursuit across the border. If one of my patrols gives chase to a band of raiders, and that band manages to cross over, my standing orders are to cease pursuit. Not a single arrow or crossbow bolt is to be launched. Neither San nor I have authority over you gentlemen, but I think you all understand what could happen if a Royal Knight of the Realm crosses into Pentrosa, even in the pursuit of justice.”
 
   “We understand,” Sir William assured him. “The Pentrosans would look at one of us crossing into their territory as an official attempt by the Ducaunan government to test the strength of the new king.”
 
   Jathem sat back in his chair. “Yes, and potentially igniting the spark leading to all out war.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-one: Cana or Pentrosa? 
 
   The morning was still young yet they were already halfway between Tomrus and the Taltin Sea. Daniel was amazed it had only taken two marks to travel so far up the mighty Hirus. He was stretched out, relaxing on the bench in the front room of the cottage. The back room with the bunks was filled from top to bottom with supplies. He noted a large amount of space onboard was taken up with supplies for his company of guardsmen, yet the added weight did not seem to be slowing the aptly named Javelin down. He decided this was the best way to travel short of teleporting. Too bad there was no river leading directly to the Foothills.
 
    His mother and father were up in the wheelhouse where she piloted the riverboat while the carpenter sat waiting for his turn. Tim and Gina were on the other side of the table from Daniel, seated on the bench, laughing and whispering as if they were the only occupants of the room. Silvia and David sat at the bow holding hands. Simon and Samuel were at the waterwheel. The Accomplished of the Eagle Guild had just turned over the powering of the wheel to his colleague.
 
   The quiet time gave Daniel the opportunity to work on composing music, namely a spell that would convey the caster from one place to another, much the way Tarin Conn’s Melody, Teleportation, worked, except requiring one bolt of potential rather than six. Daniel rearranged the notes in his mind, changing rhythms and tempo, and changing eighth notes to sixteenth and half notes to eighth. He felt as if the composition was nearly complete yet still lacked something. Perhaps if he was not also trying to compose a series of spells to save Queen Cleona his creativity could be more focused. Trying to compose multiple Melodies and then turn them into Symphonics was not always easy.
 
   From the cottage windows he could see maple trees along the riverbank with their colorful autumn leaves. The climate was cooler and soon the men would be putting on the thicker coats over their lightweight chain mail. Jonah and some of the guardsmen were on the first vessel behind the Javelin, Keenan and his group on the second, Zaccum and his on the third, Carlin and his group on the fourth, and so on. Ten boats had been hired and were connected by ropes of solidified air created by Samuel. It took all of them to transport the men, horses, and supplies. They would only raise their sails after being separated before entering the port, sooner would be a hindrance, and potentially damaging, due to the incredible speed of Simon’s creation.
 
   One mark before mid-day, the Javelin, piloted by Ronn Benhannon, entered the Taltin Sea, and Daniel was pleased with the progress. Samuel was powering the waterwheel and Simon came forward to the cottage. “We are making good time, I’ll grant you that,” the Aakacarn responded to an observation made by Tim, “but we’re traveling at about one third of the speed this boat can go,” the sandy-haired Accomplished added proudly and then took a seat on the bench opposite the married couple.
 
   “Then why not go faster?”  Daniel asked the affable Aakacarn beside him.
 
   Simon’s eyes reflected the intelligence behind them. “I formed the Javelin whole out of a living tree. The hull is no thicker than the average boat of its size, yet it is denser than a hull three times its thickness, sealed tight against leakage, and can take stresses that would tear the fishing boats apart.”
 
   Daniel rubbed his chin. “I never thought of that. Did you learn about stresses from the Willow Guild?”
 
   Simon leaned toward him. “The information is in the guild literary library, which is why I can discuss it with you. Anything in the Library of Melodies would be off limits, but general knowledge is not forbidden. I read a lot and study the world at large and how everything works together in harmony like a grand symphony. Sunlight, wind, water, minerals, plants, and animals are all codependents, and subject to certain natural laws. Most of us Aakacarns are so focused on our specialties we fail to see the interrelationship of the ecological system.”
 
   This was the first time Daniel heard anyone put the concept in words to such an extent, but had marginally been aware of the codependence from a hunter’s perspective. Everything living thing had to eat. If the plants die, bugs that eat them die, and then the critters that feed on them will starve, and so on up the food chain. He remembered the spell, What Is This? and how everything is made up of those little worlds with tiny moons circling them, and realized the planet was complex beyond his imagining and yet tied together in fundamental ways. “We have a few marks before reaching Valeen. I see on a small scale what you mean and am interested in hearing more, if you don’t mind sharing at least some of what you know about those laws and the ecosystem with me.”
 
   Simon grinned and was clearly pleased at finding someone as interested in how the world works as he. “It would be my pleasure. I’ll start with plants,” he began and spent the rest of his break time happily sharing his knowledge. Tim and Gina left the cottage a quarter of a mark into the discussion, apparently not interested, but Daniel appreciated the opportunity to gain a better understanding of how things related to each other. 
 
   Time went by and Simon stood up. “I enjoyed our discussion and would like to talk more, but I have to go relieve Samuel, and begin the process of slowing down.”
 
   Daniel nodded his head. “We dare not violate the law of momentum,” he stated to prove he had been listening. “Go on and thanks for the lesson, I found it illuminating.”
 
   Another thing he was pleased to know, Simon and Samuel had both been near him while the active spell, Find All, was being focused, in front of the Russet and on the Javelin. Daniel knew in theory the potential of the Symphonic was low enough not to be detected by a fellow Accomplished, but meeting up with his Aakacarn friends and talking with one right beside him, proved he could focus potential in a broad radius and still have it below even the visual range of an Aakacarn, if the life force energy is kept low. 
 
   Simon gave the slight nod of the head due a fellow Accomplished and then went to the back of the riverboat. Daniel stepped out onto the deck to watch the process of slowing down. The sandy-haired Aakacarn spoke in Samuel’s ear and the orange energy vanished from around the wheel and was replaced by cobalt blue. The Javelin began to slow at a steady rate, necessary to keep the boats behind from slamming into the waterwheel and each other. When the speed was down to about a third of what they had been going, Simon called out. “Release the Sprite.”
 
   Samuel hand signaled to Jonah, who relayed the warning to prepare for release down to Sergeant Keenan, who passed the message on, going from boat to boat, down the to last. Readiness was signaled back up the line shortly thereafter and the rope of solidified air pulling the Sprite vanished. The vessel then raised sail and would enter the harbor under its own power. When that boat was clear, Samuel signaled the ninth boat and so on until all of the fishing vessels were free and sailing on their own.
 
   Daniel went up to the wheelhouse to watch his father bring the Javelin into Port Valeen. The facility was huge with multiple docks and piers full of berths with ships and boats coming and going. The process of dealing with the port authority and finding berths for each vessel took the better part of three marks. It would have taken five marks or more if not for the fact that on board the lead vessel was a Royal Knight of the Realm. At two and a half marks before sundown Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Carlin had the vessels off loaded and the Royal Guardsmen mounted and lined up in two columns ready to go.
 
   Daniel was on Sprinter at the head of the company. There was a tense moment when Simon and Samuel attempted to occupy the same spot behind him as Silvia and David were accustomed to having. Each cousin tried to pretend the other was not there. None of the three Teki would speak to each other because two of them considered the one to be dead. It was a little difficult to ask a dead man to give place.
 
   “Daniel, I’ll be back with your parents ahead of the supply horses,” Simon spoke up. “I volunteered to be their escort and it is only fitting that I be riding with them. Oh, Sam, why don’t you come with me, we can reminisce about what it was like when this woodsman was posing as a Talented.”
 
   Samuel’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and then he seemed to realize what the sandy-haired Accomplished from Battencay was trying to do, and winked. “He blended in like a wolf running with a pack of coyotes. Let’s go see what we can learn from his parents and let them know what their son was up to.”
 
   Daniel appreciated Simon’s handling of the situation, although not so much the topic to be discussed. “Do as you will,” he told them and chuckled at the thought of those two trying to pry information out of his parents.
 
   Silvia and David took their places behind him without commenting on the discussion Simon had with the person they considered to be dead. Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum lined up behind them, and the company’s four new archers were at the rear, they being Daniel’s parents, Tim, and Gina, all of whom had quivers of arrows and were well acquainted with the bow and knife.
 
   The city was huge with both wood and stone buildings, some of which went as high as eight floors. The cobblestone streets were wide and accommodated horses and wagons flowing east and west without interfering with each others progress. Walkways were provided for pedestrians in front of the various business establishments so as to keep them off the busy street. The clothing styles changed depending on the section. Near the wharfs folks dressed like fishermen while farther up the street a butcher wore the traditional gray pants and shirt along with the red apron. In toward the center of the city most of the men were wearing suits. Daniel noted few people wearing buckskins and many of the fashions were similar to what was being worn in the capital, especially by the women.
 
   The Royal Guardsmen rode on, faces forward, they had seen it all before, and were too disciplined to gawk even if they had not seen the like. Silvia and David seemed to be looking everywhere, not to gawk, more like watching out for trouble. Jonah sat his saddle with the bearing of a prince and had the formal Sergeant Zaccum at his side. Everyone in the company was riding with his or her head held high. People along the street began shouting their greetings and waving, some of them with drawings of Daniel fighting yetis or dueling Balen Tamm, none of which were accurate, and others with small portraits of Daniel in their hands. Clearly word of his arrival had spread from the port and they knew exactly who was passing through their midst. He smiled and waved back. Both sides of the street were packed with well-wishers and the greetings only ended when the procession passed beyond the city limits.
 
   Silvia nodded her head approvingly. “That was a greeting fit for the Chosen Vessel.”
 
   “Even if they do not yet know you have been chosen,” David added.
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “They know me from the Queen’s proclamations. I don’t need a greeting of any kind, but admit this was better than being met with hostility.”
 
   David patted one of his many throwing blades. “Be assured, we were ready for that kind of greeting as well.”
 
   Daniel had no doubt both Teki would have launched into violence the instant anyone became hostile. Fortunately, none of the over thirty-five thousand people within his scanning radius seemed to be aggressive. No one followed as he and his detachment of Royal Guardsmen entered the forest, so there was little danger of being attacked, although he was ready for an assault should it come to that. He did not need a repeat lesson on expecting the unexpected. 
 
   The only members of his swirl with him from the animal kingdom were the birds, all of the other creatures were far to the south and making their way north. He doubted any of the Sasquatches, bears, wolves, coyotes, foxes, or cougars would reach him in time to be of any help in scouting out Serin Gell’s lair. The moles, squirrels, rabbits, and ferrets never left the Lake Tomlin area, which was fine with him. It did not hurt to have eyes and ears in diverse places.
 
   The road ended half a mark ago and they were winding through a forest of white elms, sugar pines, firs, and many other types of trees and bushes. The area was teeming with life. He added four different wasp communities to his swirl after passing within a hundred strides of their hives. There were no mountains in this region, only hills and valleys giving the flatlands texture. He came within a hundred strides of a willow oak with a black panther resting high on a branch. Daniel tightly focused, Mind Touch, and brought the huge cat into his swirl. Dusk gave her name and let it be known she would follow at her leisure, very catlike.
 
   “Sir Daniel, were you planning on traveling at night?” Sergeant Keenan inquired, and he was right to do so. There was not much daylight left.
 
   Daniel was tempted to continue on without the entourage, although could not afford do so. He really wanted to leave everybody behind, race all night to the Foothills, and rescue Sherree. It was that trait Tim had spoken of, the need to shove people aside, because Daniel Benhannon is the only one who can possibly handle the situation. Three people dead taught him he could not think of every possibility or do it all by himself, and there were consequences if he tried. The Chosen Vessel cannot succeed alone. His responsibilities were growing and he was just going to have to adjust. “The area fifty strides ahead will do.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Keenan replied. “I know you are as eager as Lord Jonah to see the scoundrels brought to justice and to be there in time to help your two friends, but you are making the right choice. We can easily reach our destination tomorrow and be fresh and ready to deliver a blow they will not soon forget.”
 
   Daniel smiled and nodded agreement. “You were right about the bill and right about this. Tomorrow we will be more prepared.”
 
   Keenan saluted and rode back along the left column. Daniel signaled the stop and shortly after the men began setting up camp. The scouts were called in and watches set for the night. He performed some inspections and refreshed the horses. His parents, Tim, and Gina had purchased food for the entire company, enough for a couple of days, the men were pleased and so was Daniel. After a dinner of salted pork, beans, bread, and apples fresh from the orchard, his mother took out her guitarn and began playing, Flight of the Whippoorwill, one of the instrumentals she wrote. By the time she finished, Daniel had his guitarn out. Samuel brought out his trumpet, and Simon brought out a flute and a vyolin. He alternated the instruments depending on the song being played. Tim’s hands beat out the rhythms on a pair of drums latched together and covered on top by buckskin.  
 
   After the concert and pleasantries, Daniel went to his tent and spent half the night linking with any animals that came within a hundred strides of him. He added ten white-tailed deer, twenty brown bats, three more panthers, sixteen voles, thirteen flying squirrels, and a hive of bald-faced hornets. A quarter of the bats flew off toward the cave in the Foothills. It was like Ruth had said. He was drawing what he needed. Those animals had been drawn to the area, he had no doubt. It would take a big stretch of the imagination for him to believe their proximity, within a hundred strides of where he lay, was just a coincidence.
 
   He received an image from Grasper the owl, who was on the branch of a spruce overlooking a small village. Judging by the distance traveled from Valeen and the mental map Daniel had in his mind, this was Cana, a community of about sixty people, and located about six spans northeast of his encampment. He and his company would be passing fairly close yet he saw no reason to enter the village, better to just keep moving toward the Foothills. Nothing interesting seemed to be going on, not until Grasper suddenly dived from the tree at a field mouse, swooped low, and grasped the tiny rodent in her talons. He withdrew his awareness while the owl enjoyed her mid-night snack. The interests of an owl did not always coincide with those of a human.
 
   Twi the panther nudged at the back of his mind and sent him thoughts along with what she was seeing. Human pride sleeps behind thick row of dead trees. It was a log wall around a hill fort. Daniel conveyed his gratitude to the powerful cat and focused on what she was seeing from high up in a tree above the compound, barracks, smithy, mess hall, stables, a log tower with a signal light at the top, a building that could be a supply depot and one that could be the command post. 
 
   Daniel compared the distance with his mental map and realized the fort was ten spans away and only a few spans from the border, close to where he would be crossing. As of yet he did not know if General Tallen was there, seeing as the distinguished officer could be in any fort along the border. Daniel would be passing within two or three spans of the place, well within his scanning radius of five spans, and would be able to sense Tallen’s presence. The other men would only appear as humans to Daniel’s senses, but he could easily identify anyone he had healed. His time would be better spent on rescuing Sherree. If the General was at the fort, a proper greeting could be given him on the way back.
 
   He thanked Twi and no sooner withdrew his awareness from her when Dusk began nudging at the back of his mind. She was hidden in some bushes and watching a peculiar campsite. Twenty five men in buckskins, two keeping watch while the others slept. An equal number of horses were picketed close by and each man had a short bow and saber within arms reach. If Daniel had not been in the emergency meeting or had not seen through the eyes of Wisp the osprey, he would have thought these men were just a group of hunters. No, these had to be Pentrosan cavalrymen and worse, they were only about two spans north of Cana. He thanked the panther and then fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of Sherree being tortured by Serin Gell, followed by the Queen dying before he could get back to her with a cure, and a peaceful village in harms way.
 
   He was wakened a mark before dawn by a nudge on his mind coming from Longwing the bat. His wingspan was nearly a cubit across, making him one of the largest of his species. He was one of the five Daniel had sent north earlier in the night. Longwing was entering a cave in the Foothills and came to rest, hanging upside down among a huge colony of bats. The cave was the same one spotted by the ospreys on the north side of the Nest. He made a series of sounds and they echoed back. The color in the vision that formed was all washed out, everything in shades of gray yet perfectly recognizable. The cave was completely normal until about thirty paces in. A pair of double doors blocked the sounds so it was not possible to discover what lay beyond. The bat was well hidden among the colony and would be ready to send an image when the door eventually opens.
 
   Two bats, Piper and Squeal, both females, showed Daniel an entrance to Gell’s nest on the southeast side and flew in. They hid among the colony of bats in that cave and showed him a similar image to the one given by Longwing. The other two bats, Peeka and Sly, female and male respectively, found a third entrance on the southwest side of the nest, and the pair hid among the community of bats occupying that entrance. The image they sent to Daniel was like the others, except this cave had a thick carpet of guano all over the floor. The others had little, meaning they were cleaned on a regular basis, and those entrances were used more frequently. The guano filled cave would be the best way for him to enter. He thanked all of the bats and began to dress. Breakfast was cooking.
 
    Jonah stabbed a slice of salted pork, forked it into his mouth, and then took a sip from his canteen and swallowed. “We arrived here so quickly, thanks to your Aakacarn friends, I believe it is possible we may actually be ahead of the thieves. That is, if they are still coming this way after being double crossed by one of their own.” He clearly still believed the mission was to bring Serena and her band to justice.
 
   Daniel knew exactly where the Aakacarns were. His animal spies were watching them even now. The one who assaulted him somehow backtracked, managed to pick up Jak’s trail, and was now leading Serena and her band. The young man might even be good enough to lead them to Taltin’s ashes. All of them deserved to pay for the crimes committed in Ducuan, but rescuing Sherree came first, along with bringing Serin Gell to account. That man’s bill was way over do.
 
   Simon and Samuel were sitting in the circle along with Tim, Gina, and Daniel’s parents. Silvia and David were eating alone, likely because of the presence of her cousin. Daniel hoped the Teki would reach an accommodation. Their behavior was beginning to annoy him. “Jonah, your assessment makes sense,” it did given the information the man had, “the actual assailants are likely south of us, but their leader is definitely north. We will confront him directly and then deal with his underlings.”
 
   The Ducalin nodded his head, thank goodness, that meant he would not argue. “Your two friends here are the only reason I believe we have a chance. You are the Chosen Vessel and have obviously drawn them, for the time being, into your service. It seems to me the options are to continue on or wait here hoping his underlings will come to us.”
 
   “My son has chosen the option and decided our course. I don’t see the point of discussing the issue further,” Ronn Benhannon stated firmly.
 
   Daniel was pleased to have his father’s backing, even if it was not needed in this case. He noticed Keenan approaching the circle. “Sergeant, we will be leaving in half a mark, send out the scouts. Be sure they know raiders have been reported in this area and to be on alert for them.”
 
   “I forgot about that,” Jonah admitted.
 
   “That is why my son is in command,” Miriam Benhannon stated with smugness in her tone, and with her chin up.
 
   “No doubt,” Jonah replied in a neutral tone of voice, seeing as her son and husband were watching him carefully.
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Keenan replied and went to carry out the order.
 
   The procession began and Daniel continued his scan while leading his company through the forest with birds chirping, most of which were not of his swirl, and the sunlight filtering through the leaves above. They were riding in the shade for the most part except when passing through clearings. The day was cool. Dusk the panther let him know the raiders have broken camp and are on the move. She followed them stealthily from a distance. A quarter of a mark later slender Manny Kenton came riding back to the company, straight to his commander. Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Carlin raced from the back of the columns to the front at seeing the scout’s hurried approach. 
 
   “Sir Daniel, the Serge told me you ordered us to be on the look out for raiders. Well, I just saw twenty-five of them heading right for a village two spans north,” Kenton reported just as Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum rode forward along with David and Silvia.
 
   Daniel did not need the distraction from the task at hand. The bigger chore was across the border, but he could not ignore this new one. The Chosen Vessel has three choices, ride away, stand and watch, or do something to help. Every person had the same choices when it comes to lending a hand. He knew for him the choices would come more frequently than for most people and probably right when he was in the middle of something critical.
 
   Simon and Samuel rode to the front of the procession along with Daniel’s parents. The sandy-haired accomplished spoke first. “Please allow me to project a map of the area, the Willow Guild has the most accurate of all the guilds,” he said and then projected a life-like holographic map of the area, containing the village of Cana, complete with log houses, and the trees, grasses, ponds and plants of the area.
 
   Daniel signaled a halt. “Manny, show us where you saw the raiders.”
 
   The scout pointed half a span north of the village. “I saw them right there. My guess is the villagers will be under attack pretty soon.”
 
   Quicker than most cavalry units could ride, was Daniel’s assessment, but their horses did not have the benefit of having Vitality cast upon them. He eyed his Sergeant and Corporal. “I’ll hear your Recommendations.”
 
   Keenan did not hesitate. “The raiders will be at Cana by the time we get there. Since we know where they are going to be, I suggest we divide our force. Half should circle round and come at them from the north and the rest straight at them from the south. Our archers,” he paused, looking at the four mountaineers and Silvia before continuing. “Should stay clear of the blade action and let loose at targets of opportunity.”
 
   His idea sounded good. Daniel was about to order it to be done when his father spoke up. “Good plan but I think you should allow us archers,” his gaze included Silvia, “to get in close and take out as many as we can before you swoop in for the blade to blade work.”
 
   Zaccum leaned forward in his saddle. “That sounds possible, but can you get close without being seen?”
 
   Ronn Benhannon smiled, it was a patient smile. One might as well ask a salmon if it can swim as ask a Ducaunan mountaineer if he can sneak up on his prey. “I’m sure we can manage it.”
 
   Daniel straightened in his saddle. “We attack. The archers will move in stealthily, their arrows flying at the raiders will be our signal to move in, left column with Sergeant Keenan, right Column with me. Move out!” He commanded, and had every man pass by him while he secretly placed a shield spell on their helmets and chain mail. None of his people were riding into battle unshielded.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Jessie Dusavil sat in his tree fort among the branches of the grand oak on Holly’s Hill. He had been there since the sun first arose above the horizon. This was the place to be when he was in trouble, which was most of the time. Just because he was ten did not mean he could not tell a panther from a bobcat. Everyone yelled at him last night when he told them about the huge panther, black as night, prowling in the hills above the village. Just because he enjoyed a good prank now and then was no reason to ignore him when he was telling the truth! 
 
   Holly’s was the highest hill in the area, and the grand oak at the top towered above everything in the region, which is why he chose to build his fort in it. He could see the village below, his mother and father working around the log house the family lived in, and both of them keeping an eye on his little sister. Emma was playing a short distance from his parents and was too young yet for chores. They all knew where he would be. His fort was not exactly a secret, seeing as the whole village knew about it.
 
   He noticed a flash out of the corner of his eye and turned. Coming from the north, just topping Jappen’s Hill, was a large group of riders. Each man had a short bow and a saber. Jessie sprang to his feet, bumping his head on the roof. “Ow!” he shouted and rubbed his head. He remembered cavalrymen from Fort Casum warning everyone in the area to be on the look out for raiders. He grabbed onto his emergency pole and slid down to the ground. Up until now the only emergency was when his parents called and he had to get down and be home in a hurry.
 
   He hit the ground and took off running faster than he ever had in his life, mostly because it was down hill. He had to warn everybody. His breath came in gasps by the time he was half way to his house. Joel Kaneim was plowing a furrow with his mule. “Raiders are coming!” Jessie called to him and kept going while the man plowed on. He ran past Joanni Koppler. “Raiders are coming!” She ignored him too, but he kept running straight into the village and shouting, “Raiders are coming!” Nobody paid him any mind, except his parents.
 
   “Jessie Joe Dusavil, you stop making a spectacle of yourself right this instant!” his mother scolded, all red-faced an angry.
 
   His father grabbed him by the shoulder and turned him around. “You listen to me boy. Folks around here are weary of your pranks. It isn’t right to keep trying to scare people and it sure isn’t funny.”
 
   Jessie was trying to catch his breath. Frustrated, he pointed to the north. “I was in my fort, I saw them coming. Really, I’m not joking.”
 
   His father looked him in the eyes, like he could read into his head and know the truth. “Alright, I believe you saw something that scared you, let’s go see what it is.”
 
   It was not the response Jessie hoped for but it was the best he was going to get, so he grabbed his father’s hand and started running, which was not easy since his father was way bigger and did not seem to be willing to move faster than a brisk walk. By the time they reached the peak of Holly’s Hill, the raiders were so close there was not going to be much time to warn the folks below.
 
   His father stood with mouth agape and blinked six times before even taking a breath, and then his brown eyes narrowed, like they were doing a quick assessment. “We better get back,” he stated softly, and pushed him toward the village.
 
   Jessie and his father ran down the hill, both of them shouting, “Raiders are coming!”
 
   By the time they reached the village, Samwin Jenkonna, with gray in his hair and beard, was telling everyone who had a bow to go get it, which included just about everyone over nine years of age. The women were calling the little ones and gathering them in the community house. It too was made of logs but was big enough for the whole village to meet in. Cana did not have a mayor but most people kind of looked to Mister Jenkonna when trouble was about to pay a call.
 
   “Sam, I counted twenty men on horseback, each with a short bow and saber. We’ve been harvesting a week now. I’m not letting these men have our food,” Powel Dusavil stated firmly.
 
   “None of us want to give our food away, but it may come to that. Go get the rest of your family and your bow and arrows. Food we can replace, our families we cannot, and know we will not abide these thieves harming our loved ones,” Mister Jenkonna replied.
 
   Jessie turned at a shout from his mother. She had his sister in her arms and was running toward the community house. The raiders were charging into the village, people were screaming and running. There was no time to get his bow before his father picked him up like he was a sack of corn and ran along with the rest of the folks into the community house.
 
   The raiders swept into the village, some of them dismounting and entering people’s homes and Jessie could hear things being broken and smashed. Everyone who had a bow was at the windows ready to let fly at any raiders who came near the community house. Two of the riders lighted torches and tossed them into Jessie’s house, Miss Canndie’s, and old man Konnover’s as well, all were soon burning in flames. These men did not come to steal, they came to destroy everything we have, Jessie realized. There were more raiders than there were men in the village.
 
   “Do something!” Jacob Kyler shouted as a torch was tossed into his log house.
 
   Mister Jenkonna was shaking his head. “Only if they threaten us here, those things out there can be rebuilt. If we start shooting arrows at these men, they might just burn down this building with us in it.”
 
   Jessie stared out the window and was surprised when an arrow flew into the throat of the raider about to toss another torch into Jacob’s house. A second raider died when an arrow flew into his ear and the point came out the other ear. A third one died with a miniature crossbow bolt in his right eye.
 
   “Who is shooting those arrows?” Mister Jenkonna demanded to know, except even Jessie could see the arrows were not coming from the community house.
 
   He glanced back out the widow and blinked, not sure of what he was seeing. A man on an ashen stallion, leading Royal Guardsmen right into the village, and wearing polished chain mail, a forest green sir coat, and light green pants. On his shoulders was a falcon with a lightning bolt clutched in its talons in a sky of blue. Over his heart was the emblem of the royal hawk in flight, matching that on his green lacquered helmet. His sword belt was black with a double row of diamonds studded around his waist. This was a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm!
 
   The lead raider charged at the Knight, who took up the challenge, his great sword at the ready. They closed, and quicker than Jessie’s eyes could follow, the raider’s blade was brushed aside and his head flew off and hit the ground rolling. The knight charged at another raider, who managed to shoot off an arrow, which the knight brushed aside with a flick of his sword and then went on and decapitated his opponent. Royal Guardsmen swung their broadswords against the sabers of buckskin-clad horsemen and it was the raiders that fell from their saddles. Arrows were bouncing off the chain mail of the Guardsmen. The battle lasted about a quarter of a mark. Eleven raiders were dead and fourteen wounded and taken captive.
 
   Jessie was the first to leave the community house, he ran around a couple of bodies and right up to the Royal Knight of the Realm. One of the biggest men Jessie had ever seen was standing next to him, wearing a brace and bandages, and saying, “You really should consider having lightning bolts on your hilt and scabbard, Sir Daniel. As for the attack plan, it worked out rather well, but often times even the best plans have to be improvised during an engagement.”
 
   This was Sir Daniel, the one who battles yetis and Aakacarns! The Knight’s eyes seemed to take stock of everything around him. They settled on Jessie for an instant before focusing back on the other man. “Sergeant Keenan, it was your plan, a good plan, and I merely executed it. I’ve learned not to discount any advice you give, so I take your word about improvising being necessary in battle. Now, see to the needs of the villagers, and let me know if any of them have been injured.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan saluted. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” he replied and then walked away.
 
   Jessie marched right up to the Knight. “I told them the raiders were coming but know one believed me.”
 
   Sir Daniel looked down at him with eyes that made him feel like confessing everything he ever did wrong, but then the Knight smiled. “Might it be that you are the prankster of your community?”
 
   Jessie swallowed hard. “Sort of, that’s why no one believed me. They didn’t believe me about the panther either.”
 
   The Knight stared off into the distance and then came a mighty roar. Nobody could miss hearing that. “You have good eyes and will make an excellent scout, but you need to build up trust in others so they will believe your report. A man who spends his time fooling folks should not be surprised when they don’t believe anything he says.”
 
   It was the first time anyone spoke to him as a man. Jessie kicked a pebble, being just a little uncomfortable. “I played a lot of jokes. It might take awhile to get people to believe me.”
 
   His father came up and stood beside him, so did Mister Jenkonna, and Jacob. “Please don’t take offense to anything my son tells you. He’s just a lad and a little too fond of pranks.”
 
   “It is an honor to meet you, Sir Daniel, your exploits are well known around here. My name is Samwin Jenkonna. The exuberant lad is Jessie Dusavil and this is his father, Powel,” Mister Jenkonna made the introductions, his deep voice strong and sure.
 
   “Thanks for the timely rescue,” Jacob stepped up to say.
 
   While they were speaking a pair of Teki came up along with two Accomplisheds of Aakadon. Jessie leaned a little closer to his father and away from the Aakacarns. They probably were not too bad or Sir Daniel would have vanquished them.
 
   “Well met, I’m pleased we arrived in time to save lives, if not some of your homes,” the Knight replied and then looked right at Jessie’s father. “There’s good metal in your son. He was right about the raiders and the panther. Be assured Jessie has not offended me in any way,” he said right in front of everybody. “In fact I believe he is going to build a reputation of being trustworthy and reliable. Young man, am I wrong?”
 
   Jessie was so thrilled he could burst. “No, Sir Daniel, you are right as rain.”
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   As Daniel led the procession toward the hill fort, he truly wanted to be heading directly north to the Foothills, but as Ruth once told him, “What you want matters little.” He had fourteen captives and could not take them with him, so here he was about to pass through the wooden gates in the log wall. General Tallen was one hundred paces ahead and to the left along with his Aid, Lieutenant Benettle, but what Daniel saw as he entered the compound was the building Twi had shown him, the one looking like a command post. He waved up at the panther still hidden in the tree far above and slightly to the north of the fort and received a nudged at his mind in acknowledgement. He also sensed in the building the presence of four fellow Knights of the Realm, having shaken hands with them in the past and therefore fulfilling the requirement of touch. He sensed three hundred fifty-seven men within the fort, two hundred eleven of which he had healed after the Battle of Bashierwood. The rest of the people he had no prior physical contact with and so only sensed them in a generic way, including one in the command post with Tallen.
 
   “Greetings, Sir Daniel, welcome to Fort Casum,” Captain Johannan called out and snapped a salute, with every man in sight following his example. He was also in the Battle of Bashierwood, although not one of the wounded.
 
   “Well met,” Daniel replied, returning the salute.
 
   The door of the smithy was open revealing a man busy making horseshoes. Going by the uniforms, the fort was manned by the cavalry in their green with gold trimmed uniforms and the regular army with their unrelieved forest green. Daniel felt pride in the detachment of Royal Guardsmen riding in behind him in their green and gold uniforms, all looking a bit worn but still grand. Not one of his men had been injured in the skirmish with the raiders, although the fifteen who had been healed of their wounds from the earlier engagement still wore their bandages. His pride in them was not based on how they appeared but their courage and how they comported themselves and followed his lead with minimal complaining. Sergeant Keenan had assembled a strong unit.
 
   Captain Johannan faced the son of the Duke, “Greetings to you Lord Ducalin.”
 
   Jonah responded with a nod of the head, “Well met. I trust you can accommodate us for a few days.”
 
   “Most certainly, my Lord,” Johannan replied, and then his gaze swept to the fourteen captives and the bandaged guardsmen. “You have seen action. We have several good Aid Providers should their services be required.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan rode forward. “Aid has been provided to those of us who were wounded and yes, we have seen action. These men were caught attacking the village of Cana. Three homes were burned to the ground and one scorched, but we arrived in time to save the good people.”
 
   “Would you be so kind as to take charge of the captives?” Daniel asked, already knowing the answer. The Captain was looking at the Pentrosans like a fox trying to decide which chicken in the coop to go after first.
 
   “Most assuredly I would,” Johannan replied and then called out. “Sergeant Trothus, take these captives to the holding cells.”
 
   Rym Trothus, a compact man, had a neatly trimmed beard, but no mustache, making him look more like a sailor than a cavalryman. He was one of the horsemen Daniel had healed in Bashierwood. “Leopard Squad!” he called out, and raised his arm, swinging his hand in a circular motion.
 
   Twenty men responded to his summons and stood ready as Sergeant Keenan directed the captives to dismount. The prisoners were led away, the horses were not, all fourteen mounts were going to replace horses lost during the sasquatch attack. The one Daniel slept through, he reminded himself. The other eleven horses belonging to the raiders were given to the people of Cana along with the short bows, arrows, and sabers.
 
   Lieutenant Benettle exited the command post and walked straight over to where Daniel was dismounting Sprinter’s back. “Sir Daniel, I am pleased to see you,” the red-haired officer greeted with a salute, which was promptly returned. “General Tallen asks that you accompany me to his conference room.”
 
   Daniel nodded to his parents, Jonah, Simon, Samuel, Silvia, and David, each acknowledged him and came forward. “You can come too,” he told them. “Sergeant Keenan, see to the men.”
 
   “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Keenan replied, and he along with Corporal Carlin went to work.
 
   Daniel followed Benettle toward the command post and noticed two people shy of those invited to come. Silvia and David had stayed put, no doubt because Samuel had been included. It was they who were going to miss out on the opportunity to be involved; Daniel wanted Samuel in this meeting. The Lieutenant led them across the wood floor to a back room where six men sat staring as Daniel entered with his entourage. There were only two empty chairs at the table so he hesitated. He and Jonah were the highest ranking people standing, yet two Accomplisheds of Aakadon could not be disrespected, and Daniel was inclined to offer the seats to his parents.
 
   Sir Carlo was the first to rise and come greet him, followed shortly by Sir William, Sir Laurence, and finally Sir Tomas. “It is good to see you,” Carlo stated while slapping Daniel on the back.
 
   “I am pleasantly surprised by your arrival,” Laurence added with a firm shake of the hand.
 
   William eyed the people Daniel brought with him, giving the pair of Aakacarns the longest gaze before refocusing on him. “Yes, surprised to see you in deed, and with such distinguished companions.”
 
   All of the Knights greeted their fellow Knight of the Realm with a smile except Sir Tomas. “Last I heard your task was in the Swamps of Append, what has brought you this far north?” This was a man who took an assigned task very seriously and had little patience for those who failed to do the same. 
 
   Daniel was about to introduce his parents and give answer to the question, but Jonah stepped into the conversation. “Sir Daniel has fulfilled his task most admirably, the items stolen are in my possession, one of the thieves has been convicted and executed, and we are now in the process of bringing the rest of the perpetrators to justice. We came here because the remaining thieves are believed to be headed this way.”
 
   It was a fairly good summation and Daniel did not feel the need to elaborate. He really wanted to be on his way, so decided to move the meeting along. “My forward scouts,” human and furred, he thought to himself, “Informed me of an impending attack on the village of Cana. We engaged the raiders, killing eleven, capturing fourteen, and they are in your cells even as we speak.”
 
   Sir William’s eyebrows seemed to climb his forehead. “You and your guardsmen engaged the raiders. Have you had the opportunity to question them?”
 
   The gray bearded man at the table came over to join the discussion. It took Daniel a moment to recognized General Malcus, who had been clean shaven the last time they met. “I have not spoken to them directly, but I believe they are elite cavalrymen from Pentrosa,” Daniel responded.
 
   Samuel came forward “If you want, I can question them. No one can speak falsely to an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild.”
 
   General Tallen did not hesitate to accept, “Your assistance is appreciated and would save us time getting the answers we need.”
 
   “Agreed,” Sir William quickly affirmed.
 
   “Take me to them,” Samuel replied.
 
   The question of who was to sit where no longer mattered, everyone was following Lieutenant Benettle to the holding cells. When they arrived at the interrogation room, one man was tied to a chair and had to be wondering if the sharp tools and heated coals were about to be used on him. The right side of his face was bandaged. All of the raiders had been injured but Daniel was not inclined to heal them, so had Ursen Vallun set their broken bones and sew up their wounds. The raider took one look at the pair of Accomplisheds and screamed. An orange glow, only the eyes of an Aakacarn or Aakasear could see, surrounded Samuel, and a beam shot from the former Teki’s left hand, striking the forehead of the captive. “You will stop shouting and answer my questions.” The man obeyed immediately. “What are your name, rank, and affiliation?” Samuel demanded of him.
 
   The man was wide-eyed with fear yet he did not hesitate to answer. “Corporal Clive Pennet, Viper Squad, Second Legion, Sutten Guard.”
 
   Sir Laurence was grinning as if had just won a prize at a Teki carnival. “I told you so. San, here is your proof.”
 
   The General did not respond to the Knight, but rather focused on the captive. “Who is your commander and did your leaders get away?”
 
   The man made no reply until Samuel said, “Answer the questions.”
 
   Pennet’s eyes locked onto Daniel. “Captain Trellon led our squad personally. He went saber to sword against the Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm and lost his head almost immediately. Sergeant Kallum shot an arrow, but the Knight sliced it out of the air with a casual flick of his blade and then decapitated him. No one from our squad got away.”
 
   Sir Carlo clapped Daniel on the back. “Good job brother.” 
 
   The other Knights looked at the newest Knight and seemed to be reappraising him, not that it mattered to Daniel. “Samuel, ask him the location of the fort he is based out of,” he requested, for the benefit of those standing around. Dusk had already provided him with the answer, but Daniel was not ready to share his source just yet.
 
   Samuel repeated the question to Pennet. “The encampment is two spans north of the border and seven spans south of Los Collins,” the captive stated promptly.
 
   “Who is in command of the encampment and how many men are stationed there?’ Samuel demand.
 
   Pennet gulped. “Lieutenant Tragg is in command now that Captain Trellon is dead. If none have fallen or been captured like my company, there should be one hundred eighty-seven cavalrymen and a hundred infantrymen.”
 
   Now they had the information Daniel wanted them to have and he was ready to get on with his own chores. “You know who and where the trouble makers are, so now you can do something about them.”
 
   General Malcus began shaking his head. “The best we can do is concentrate greater strength on our side of the border and confront them when they cross over.”
 
   That seemed like a poor strategy to Daniel. The Pentrosans will just keep replacing their losses and these raids could go on for years, but it was a problem on the plate of these Knights and Generals, not Daniel’s. He had his own set of chores.
 
   “You are expecting the Aakacarns of the Serpent Guild to arrive here. How many of them are there, how much time do we have to prepare for them, and do they have an army of sasquatches?” Sir Tomas inquired. He had been in the emergency meeting with the Queen, as was most everyone in the room, and knew about the assault on Cantor’s estate.
 
   “We estimate there to be four or five Aakacarns. As to when they might get here, days, maybe a week,” Jonah supplied his assessment, and then gave them a brief summary of the events occurring in the swamp to the present day, leaving out all mention of the Chosen Vessel, yet saw fit to add, “So Sir Daniel dispatched sixteen of the beasts single handedly but was later rendered unconscious when the rest of us battled and killed forty of the smelly things. He is now a Master-of-the-blade, having executed the traitor Cale Tomei in a duel to the death. We haven’t encountered any sasquatches since the time the traitor betrayed our whereabouts and brought the beasts upon us, so I don’t expect these Aakacarns to have many sasquatches if any.” The Duke’s son knew nothing of the sasquatches in Daniel’s swirl.
 
   Sir Carlo gave Daniel a fond slap on the back. “My word, you have had an adventure, and I would like to see a demonstration of your sword skills.” To which everyone else agreed.
 
   Samuel must have been waiting for this moment because he spoke right up. “While Sir Daniel is demonstrating his prowess and his Royal Guardsmen are waiting here, Simon and I can go capture Serin Gell. The Accomplished of the Serpent Guild is known to have a Nest in the Foothills.”
 
   Daniel fixed him with a firm stare. “Nice try, but you and Simon are not going into that Nest without me.”
 
   “Nor us,” his parents said in unison.
 
   Everyone except Daniel seemed surprised by their assertion, especially since it was the first time either of them had spoken in front of them. “Brother Knights, Generals, these are my parents, Ronn and Miriam Benhannon.”
 
   General Tallen had met them in Bashierwood, he and the others took a moment to greet the mother and father of the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm, but the pleasantries did not last long. Sir Tomas ended the niceties with, “I am siding with the Accomplished on this. You cannot go with them into Pentrosa.”
 
   I would like to see you try to stop me, Daniel replied in his head, out loud he said, “Serin Gell has captured all of the members of the Tomlin Project, among them Sherree Jenna and Jerremy DeSuan. The Pentrosan has committed capital crimes within our kingdom and it is time for him to account for his deeds.”
 
   “I agree he must be brought to justice but it is best to leave Aakacarn matters in the hands of the Aakacarns,” Sir Carlo argued.
 
   “You absolutely cannot cross the border,” General Malcus stated emphatically.
 
   The conversation was becoming tiresome and Daniel had no intention of wasting any more time on an issue already decided upon. “I believe this meeting is over. Have a nice chat, I am leaving,” he said, and started for the door to a chorus of protests.
 
   “Wait!” Jonah called out. “What has happened? Why are you so strongly against Sir Daniel pursuing the one most responsible for assaulting my family home?”
 
   Daniel paused at the door to hear the reply. “Xavier is now King of Pentrosa,” Sir Tomas said, and began to explain in detail what had happened and why no Ducaun Knight should cross the border and no raids from our side could be launched for any reason.
 
   “I told you once before,” Sir Carlo added. “While in that uniform you represent the Queen and anything you do here will be considered an official act of the Ducaunan government. I would dearly love marching with you against Serin Gell, but I have the same restriction as you.”
 
   “We defeated Gell at the Battle of Bashierwood and he fled the field. You lost some friends and I lost good men, so I understand how you feel. I too would like nothing more than to launch a rescue of our fellow veterans of the battle and bring the wretched Aakacarn to justice, but not at the risk of war,” General Tallen said while looking Daniel eye to eye.
 
   Daniel completely understood their concern and the risks involved in crossing the border. The situation was complex from a political point of view, but not so much from his. He had no doubt Sherree would die if he failed to confront Serin Gell and he could not save her without crossing the border. He glanced at Samuel and the color drained from the Aakacarn’s face. Daniel knew what he communicated to the Teki in that moment; I am the Chosen Vessel get out of my way.
 
   “Sir Daniel,” Jonah spoke formally. “They are correct. I was for crossing the border to bring Gell to account for his crimes, especially with your former colleagues to aid us, but given the political ramifications, I can know longer support such an enterprise and cannot participate with or condone going forward with your intentions.”
 
   Daniel almost laughed in his face, but managed to stifle the urge. They were all playing into the very trait Tim had brought up. Daniel could rescue Sherree without them and never wanted his parents, Tim, or Gina involved. “I respect your position,” he told the Duke’s son, and then let his gaze sweep across the room, meeting the eyes of each person before settling on Tallen. “I see your point. If you are unable to accommodate me and my company, we will set up camp at the base of the hill.”
 
   “There is room enough for you and your detachment. Be assured you are welcome. You have already helped me immensely by stopping the raiders and taking these captives. And if the Aakacarns do come as you suspect, we will need your help in combating them,” Tallen was quick to reply.
 
   “Your force has the best record of any so far, eleven raiders dead and none of your own. On top of which you managed to capture not one, but fourteen members of Pentrosa’s Sutten Guard,” General Malcus pointed out and for some reason locked eyes with Sir Laurence.
 
   Daniel shrugged. “It really wasn’t much of a fight. Six of the eleven were dead before I entered the fray. My archers,” he said and motioned with his hand towards his parents, “did most of the work. Ducaunan mountaineers rarely miss what they’re shooting at and are extremely good at stalking their prey,” he added and then glanced again at Samuel. “Sammy’s cousin is equally deadly with her crossbow.” To which the former Teki winced, for mentioning his cousin or calling him Sammy, Daniel did not know.
 
   “Perhaps I should add some archers to my muster,” Sir Laurence said while rubbing his chin.
 
   “Go see to your men. We can talk later,” Tallen suggested.
 
   Daniel nodded his head and stepped out of the room along with his parents and Simon, who had been quiet the entire time. At this point he did not care if Samuel followed or stayed to help with the questioning.
 
   “You never mentioned defeating a Master-of-the-blade,” his father commented as they were headed out of the command post.
 
   “No, I didn’t mention it and yes, I did defeat one,” Daniel replied without elaborating.
 
   “Nor did you mention anything about being unconscious,” his mother chided him, mildly.
 
   “I’m right as rain now, there didn’t seem much point in bringing it up,” he replied, and was glad when his parents did not try to continue the discussion.
 
   He noticed Captain Johannan standing near the entrance to the mess hall and walked over to him. “Captain, I feel the need to burn off some excess energy, I was wondering if your best swordsman would mind going a few rounds with me.”
 
   The Captain smiled. “I doubt it. Your men have told us all about your duel with Tomei the traitor. Now, if you will consider going against me and two of the best men at this post, well, that would be a different story.”
 
   Daniel was up to the challenge, especially since he actually did feel the need to work off his irritation with Samuel. He liked the man but right at the moment was displeased with him. “Get your men and four lathe swords and hit me with your best efforts.”
 
   Within a quarter of a mark, Daniel was in a circle with the Captain and a man from the army who had a wiry build. Beside him was a bald headed cavalryman who did not seem to have bit of fat in his body. Daniel’s parents and his men were gathered around, as were Sir Carlo, Sir William, and Sir Laurence. Silvia and David were sitting on the open gate of a wagon and watching him. All of the men of the fort who were not already engaged in a particular task stood by to see the bout.
 
   The three men came at him from different directions, Daniel launched into the forms taught to him by Cale, and the men seemed to be moving at a quarter speed compared to what he had become used to. He easily brushed aside their blades and thirty seconds in the army guy was out. Thirty-eight seconds later, the bald one was out, and fifty seconds after that, Captain Johannan was out. 
 
   “Let’s have another go,” Johannan suggested, perhaps feeling more confident.
 
   Daniel agreed and forty seconds later they were all down. He had been taking it easy on them in the first bout, although they might dispute that. 
 
   “You’re as good as your men say,” Johannan admitted. “You really should have lightning bolts put on your hilt and scabbard.”
 
   “So I’ve been told,” Daniel replied and thanked them for the bouts.
 
   His fellow Knights of the Realm congratulated him and everyone was soon in a good mood. Samuel, Sir Tomas, and both Generals eventually came out of the holding cells, apparently finished with the questioning. Daniel and his mother played their guitarns for the men and everyone forgot about the disagreement and tensions that took place at the meeting.
 
   After the concert, Captain Johannan found places in the command post for Daniel’s parents, Jonah, David and Gina, and the pair of Teki. Bunks in the barracks were assigned to the Royal Guardsmen and all was proceeding as it should. 
 
   At a mark before mid-night, Daniel lay on the bed in the tiny room assigned to him. He did not complain, the space was greater than his tent, and he did not plan on spending much time in it. He stripped off everything, leaving on only his pants, green cotton undershirt, and boots. The shirt had his falcon clutching a lightning bolt in a sky of blue emblem, but nothing identifying him as a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm. He would have to leave the sword behind, seeing as it was a symbol of his office. Should he bring the knife? It was a powerful crescendo, yet he decided trickery was his best ally. Serin Gell, and most everyone else, believed him to be impotent and that could be the greater weapon. Daniel wanted to save Sherree first and then subdue the Pentrosan. This was a job he would have to do alone, seeing as he could not in good conscience ask his men to cross the border. He grabbed his two canteens and went out the window and climbed over the log wall without making a sound. The frogs and crickets were performing their nocturnal concert as he made his way away from the fort and into the forest. Two panthers came and escorted him, Dusk on the right and Twi on his left, with another pair of his furred allies on the way. By the time he was half a span from the border, someone else slipped out of the fort.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Two: Into the Nest 
 
     It was just as Samuel suspected, the stubborn mountaineer had not given up the idea of rescuing Sherree, but only made it seem to the others that he had. All Daniel said was that he respected their position and saw their point, yet never actually told anyone he had changed his mind.
 
   Samuel laughed. His friend underestimated him, and clearly did not realize a member of the Eagle Guild is not so easily fooled. It was as simple as casting, Locate: Daniel, to follow the man. Samuel had touched him so many times in the past the spell worked perfectly. His objective was several spans ahead of him, just this side of the Ducaunan border. He sensed the former mountaineer had stopped, perhaps having second thoughts about entering Pentrosa, which was hopeful thinking.
 
   Seeing in the dark was a bit of a challenge even with a full moon, yet Samuel noticed more than a few white-tailed deer keeping pace with him. An owl took off from a nearby branch, landed on the tree thirty paces ahead, and he could swear the nocturnal bird was watching him. A flutter out of the corner of his eye turned out to be another owl doing the same thing. The glowing eyes of what he believed to be a fox stared out from a bush to his left and a coyote howled from somewhere slightly ahead and to the west. He dismissed the peculiarities, deciding to concentrate on the Chosen Vessel. Now that had been a revelation, Daniel being the Creator’s champion. Samuel knew his fate was to serve the Chosen, as had been revealed to him. That being the case, he could not allow Daniel to handle Serin Gell alone, even if his Ducaunan friend had given him a look he would never forget.
 
   The idea was to keep Daniel safe and to pressure him in front of the other Knights of the Realm to stay at the fort, yet Samuel’s mouth had gone dry at the intensity of the stare leveled at him. The Chosen Vessel was furious with him, which was not the result he had been aiming at. All he achieved was to drive the man out into the night to confront Serin Gell in an attempt to rescue Sherree alone.
 
   He picked up his pace and within a tenth of a mark caught up to his objective. The tall mountaineer was leaning against a tree with a pair of panthers sitting beside him. “You might as well join me,” Daniel’s baritone voice called out.
 
   Samuel summoned potential for a levitation spell, just in case the panthers became hostile. Why were growling panthers sitting beside his friend?
 
   “Dusk and Twi will not hurt you and neither will Storm and Wind,” Daniel informed him, about the time two huge panthers came up from behind and stood with Samuel in between them.
 
   “Where did they come from?” Samuel asked, surprised, yet unafraid.
 
   “The Chosen Vessel draws what he needs. You know that,” Daniel replied cryptically, his voice tinged with annoyance. “They are here because I need them, why are you?”
 
   Samuel did not fully understand the workings of the Vessel’s swirl, or the nature of the powerful draw, so decided to investigate the phenomena at a later time, and focus on the more important matter. The man was angry but at least he sounded reasonable. “Look, I know you’re upset with me after I tried to force you out of the confrontation with Serin Gell. I’m not even confident Simon and I can take the renegade. What can you, even with your parents, friends, and detachment of Royal Guardsmen, do to aid him and me?”
 
   Daniel stepped away from the tree. “Being Silenced took away my repertoire and prevents me from remembering or relearning those spells, it does not stop me from learning news spells that were never in my repertoire, so I am not quite as impotent as people believe. Honestly, I’m not sure why I am telling you this much information.”
 
   Samuel forced himself to smile. “Because I’m a trustworthy fellow and you need me in your swirl, an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild,” he quickly replied. “I’m glad you thought of a way around being Silenced, although I’m not sure where you are going to learn guild specific Melodies. I like you but am not permitted to share Eagle Guild spells with you.”
 
   Daniel was shaking his head. “I could learn those spells but I’ll not ask you to teach me.” 
 
   It might actually come to that, teaching a few spells to the Silenced Accomplished so he could help rescue Sherree and capture Serin Gell. The man had the power of a Maestro. “How many lightning bolts do you have?”
 
   Daniel glanced at his right shoulder as if he could see the golden bolts in his skin through the cotton undershirt, yet seemed hesitant to answer. After a short while he said, “Six.”
 
   Samuel managed not to gape at his friend. No wonder the man was able to defeat Balen Tamm. The fact also shed some light on the reason for the Silencing. But then, this man is the Chosen Vessel, what he needs is drawn to him. “It might be prudent to teach you some Melodies, that is, if you want to take the time to learn.”
 
   “I thought you were not permitted to teach me such,” Daniel replied, and he cracked a smile. Good, better for him to be amused rather than angry.
 
   “If I must face Serin Gell, I would rather do so with six bolts of potential behind me. Which reminds me, you cannot summon potential on your own, but I could summon potential through you if I am the conductor. Unfortunately, I did not bring an instrument, and the only crescendo I have is my baton, which leaves us with me teaching you a spell or two.”
 
   “We will just have to use the resources on hand,” Daniel replied in a nonchalant tone of voice. “Besides, I’m not sure you can teach me Melodies without an instrument.”
 
   Samuel felt a little insulted, he could whistle the tunes, but that was something to be discussed later. One would think the prospect of summing potential again would produce a more lively response. The gravity of what they were about to do probably kept his friend from being overly excited. “We will keep the option open. Is there any chance I can talk you out of trying to rescue Sherree?” Samuel had to ask, since there was no point in delaying the question any further.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is there any chance I can convince you to wait and let me communicate with Simon so he can join us?” Samuel absolutely had to know, even being fairly sure of the answer he was going to receive. 
 
   “If you and I cannot complete this chore, having Simon along isn’t likely to change the outcome,” Daniel replied, without a trace of anger, and implying he would accept help, as if he had a choice. Samuel had no intention of letting him go on his own.
 
   “I suspected that’s what you would say, so what is your plan?” 
 
   Daniel stepped closer. “First we need to go around the Pentrosan outpost. I really don’t want to deal with them unless we must. That chore belongs to others so let’s concentrate on our own.”
 
   Samuel had no problem with slipping by the encampment, since border skirmishes did not concern him. “Agreed, and then we need to get to the Foothills, scout out the region to determine our angle of attack, and put together a plan to gain entrance. That my friend is going to be the easy part.”
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Rex had spent a night and a day surveying the entrances to the Nest. Most of what he had witnessed, birds circling from dawn to dusk, bats coming and going from their roosts after sundown, the many others things that crawled or slithered, were nothing out of the ordinary. Whatever Gell was doing inside, it involved low power spell casting because no harmonic ripples were detected. The wait would frustrate an ordinary man, but Rex was far from ordinary. He could watch for days on end, waiting for the opportune moment to arrive, and then strike. 
 
   He was hidden among the branches of a maple and looking down on the southeast entrance. The north was not a problem. Anyone coming or going from there would eventually be seen by his team on the other side of the hill and be reported to him. The southwest entrance was hardly ever used by anything human, bats and dung beetles for the most part, so here he sat, in the middle of the night with an owl perched higher up in the tree, watching a cave, and surrounded by squirrels. 
 
   In the time spent he was able to deduce a few facts; Daniel Benhannon has not arrived and the flute of Della Lain has not yet been destroyed, otherwise Tarin Conn would be free. Rex still had time to act. He climbed to the ground without summoning potential, preferring that his body not glow like a lantern to the eyes of Gell or any of his associates who may happen to look out. Rex moved stealthily from tree to bush, under the cover of darkness, to the cave, and stopped at the right of the entrance. He leaned to the left and peeked inside. Seeing no activity, he proceeded toward the door.
 
    
 
   --------------------------- 
 
    
 
   Samuel circumvented the Pentrosan encampment, moving around it to the west while Daniel and his panthers did so from the east. The idea to split up and rejoin later was a standard Eagle Guild tactic, giving the opportunity to verify certain people are where you believe them to be, rather than acting on an assumption, and being unpleasantly surprised. The former mountaineer stood staring north when Samuel caught up to him. 
 
   “The Pentrosans are still where we expected them and aren’t likely to be a problem,” Daniel spoke softly, then added, “I can’t summon potential, maybe you shouldn’t either,” and the four panthers growled as if they too felt his irritation over the fact.
 
   Samuel wondered why his friend was stating the obvious. “I agree about the Pentrosan encampment and know you can’t summon potential unless I teach you a spell. I also agree my summoning potential should wait until our presence is known, otherwise we will lose the element of surprise, which is our greatest weapon.” And the only thing we have going for us, he added in thought.
 
   Daniel motioned with his hand and started north, clearly expecting to be followed. “Surprise is what I’m counting on as well. Mine is a gut reaction, but you talk as if you know for a fact wielding potential should wait.”
 
   Samuel kept pace while trying to decide if he wanted to share the particulars of what happened in Lamont with his friend. He made up his mind. “When Senior Soarer Lassiter and I approached Gell’s nest in what the locals call, the haunted hills, Serin knew we were there almost immediately and attacked my mentor. His two associates managed to set up an ambush for me, killed Salsa, destroyed my hand, and left me for dead. There was no way for him to know we were close on his trail, let alone know exactly when we arrived. Upon reaching the area, we felt harmonic ripples and knew Gell had broken the shield you placed on his potential. My mentor cast, Locate; Serin Gell, and shortly after that we encountered them. The only reasonable conclusion is the renegade has a way of detecting when potential is being directed at him.”
 
   Daniel sighed and the panthers slinking beside him growled. “So my gut was right, even with my not knowing the why of it.”
 
   Samuel had a suspicion about his friend’s instincts. “The Chosen Vessel draws what he needs, I suppose your instincts need to be sharper than most of us have been blessed with, and so they are.”
 
   Daniel nodded affirmatively, and without breaking his stride. “You are probably right, and I’m glad you came along, even if you were not invited. Now, the Nest has three entrances and our best approach is from a cave on the southwest side. Serin Gell is definitely down a long corridor leading from the northern cave, in a room with at least six other people, one of which appears to be a Condemned. There are nine Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild hiding on a hill beyond the Nest and one who is lurking in the southeast entrance.”
 
       How could he know all of that? Samuel grabbed him by the arm, bringing them both to a stop. “Where did you get this information?”
 
   The former mountaineer smiled at him. “I’ve had my scouts watching Serin’s Nest for days and have received regular reports. The information is accurate, if not all that we need to know.”
 
   Samuel counted to ten in his head, he was not angry with Daniel, but with himself. It never occurred to him the man had already scouted out the area well in advance. Even so, it would have been nice to know sooner. “Is there anything else I should know or are you just going to make me discover these little details as events unfold?”
 
   Daniel rubbed his chin as if trying to decide what ought to be shared. “I was hoping to locate Sherree and Jerremy and get them to safety first, but none of my scouts have managed to gain entrance. Longwing was the closest, but he only got a glimpse when the door opened. There is no hope for it but to bring some of them in and let them search out the place while we confront Serin Gell.” 
 
   Who is Longwing? Probably some guardsmen from the Mount Geble region; they always had animal type names. No matter, Samuel wanted to focus on the more important issue, like Daniel’s plan. He makes it sound so easy, sneak in with some scouts, let them search out the place, and never mind the Pentrosan’s associates. While that’s happening, we’ll just deal with a three-bolt Accomplished as if doing so is just another household chore. Samuel inhaled a breath and held it for a thirty count. “I’m not sure you fully understand what we are up against. I am a Fledgling of the Eagle Guild and while I have certain skills that will be helpful, I’m not capable of doing what you expect of me. For the sake of good, nothing less than a flock of twenty Senior Soarers would tackle this Nest.”
 
   “Be that as it is, my instincts tell me, along with your grandmother’s revelation, we have very little time to save Sherree, and do whatever we can for Jerremy and your former mentor. I cannot walk away so it is time to lend a hand,” Daniel replied, and started forward.
 
   Samuel took a deep breath and would have counted to ten, but did not have the time to waste, the Ducaunan was moving quickly. “Wait, before we get any closer, let me teach you a spell,” he called out.
 
   Daniel stopped, turned, and walked back. “Are you sure? I don’t want you in trouble with your guild.”
 
   Samuel chuckled, not born of humor, but from the anxiety twisting his innards. “In order to be disciplined by the Eagle Guild for breach of confidence, I need to be alive, and teaching you the Melody I have in mind is the best way to insure I live to face the consequences. Besides which, I’m certainly not going to mention it in my report, are you?”
 
   Daniel smiled along with a negative shake of the head. “Hardly, the last thing I want is to let Efferin Tames know I can summon potential, and I really don’t want to damage your career. So, what Melody do you want to teach me?”
 
   A spell that might actually make it possible for them to succeed, Samuel thought, seeing as his friend did not seem to have a plan after gaining entrance to the Nest. “It is called, Talon Strike, and is used by the Eagle Guild for the purpose of grasping and holding our prey. The potential is variable, making it the perfect spell to be cast by you. A six-bolt Accomplished should be able to hold Serin Gell while I subdue him.”
 
   Daniel stared at him for the longest time, his eyes appraising, and he grinned, seeming to approve of his summation. “I like your thinking. Instead of wasting time telling me the improbability of our success, you adjusted and developed a legitimate plan.”
 
   Samuel appreciated the response, even if he felt his friend should not be so shocked. “I’ve been known to come up with a few good ideas on the fly. Now, pay attention,” he said and then whistled the Melody.
 
   Orange light radiated from his body and flowed from his left hand, taking the shape of a talon. He kept the potential low, opened and closed his hand, manipulating the claw, so his friend would see how it worked.
 
   Daniel whistled the exact same Melody, note for note, proving he did in deed inherit his mother’s musical talent. Samuel could hardly credit what happened next. The summoned potential did not radiate from Daniel’s body like it would in an ordinary Aakacarn, the only part of him that glowed were the tips of his fingers. Blue beams flowed out into the shape of a Talon and he then opened and closed his hand, manipulating the claw. “I could focus potential through both hands and have a pair of talons,” he said, and then did so.
 
   Samuel watched as Daniel picked up a small dead branch and placed it five strides over to the right. “I think you have mastered, Talon Strike. Cut the potential and let’s get going. Perhaps you will tell me on the way how you can restrict your life force energy to the point from which you focused your spell.”
 
   “Jerremy once told me the Teki are always in a hurry. I’m glad because I share that trait at the moment,” Daniel replied, and matched action to words, walking quickly. When Samuel caught up, the Ducaunan said, “Concentration and lots of practice, that’s how I restrict the glow.” 
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Serin Gell sat on his throne in the receiving room. Glowing spheres floating near the ceiling provided the light. Flapper was leaning against the left wall. One eye on the side of its compressed head stared at him while the one on the other side could only see the wall. The Condemned had difficulty keep its balance, what used to be Sherree Jenna found it hard to breathe, its lungs being so compressed. He would have to use the spell on her again and alter the shape or soon she/it will die. Raven/Lassiter was standing in the middle of the floor along with nine other Condemneds, ones Serin had not gotten around to altering, they still appeared human, and were completely bald. Many of the completed Condemnations were in holding cells within the hill complex. 
 
   He spent his leisure time Condemning some of the commoners collected along the way, was just about ready to start on the Accomplisheds from the Tomlin Project, when he realized Jordan and Olivia were gone. They slipped away, probably back to Vance Cummin, fools that they are. Their actions were irritating yet unimportant in the over all scheme of things, so Serin put them out of his mind, and concentrated on his successes. The flute of Della Lain was beside him on a pedestal, waiting to be destroyed, just as soon as everything he worked for culminated. 
 
   He relished the thought of Vance Cummin bowing to him, being named Maestro, and the glory to be received by Tarin Conn. He could have that now, just summon potential and melt the flute down to a puddle. So many times in recent days he had been tempted to lash out at the cursed crescendo and free the Supreme Maestro, yet could not resist the urge to acquire the trumpet of Tarin Conn and take vengeance upon Daniel Benhannon. The last information from Fenton confirmed his contact had stolen the trumpet from Serena and that the Ducaunan Accomplished was on his way to the Foothills.
 
   Serin laughed again, unable to contain his mirth. He wondered which would come first, the trumpet or the opportunity to Condemn Daniel Benhannon. The ruby amulet, one of three gems embedded in the left arm of his throne began to glow, meaning someone is in the southeastern entrance. The emerald would mean someone had entered from the north and the amber, from the southwest, which was seldom used. Serin cast, Find: Potentials, and focused out to a four span radius, it never hurts to be cautious. An aqua-marine glow in the shape of a man appeared in the north cave, a potential Serin knew well enough. So, Rex Badger, Vance’s closest ally, has come to call, but his presence meant little compared to the one approaching the southeast entrance. There were two, one orange, similar to Lassiter’s Fledgling who died in Lamont. Serin sprang from his throne, rubbed his hands together, and shouted for joy. The second person was tall and his potential, topaz blue, indicating a life force energy he knew well, and had been the focal point of in the past. Daniel Benhannon was here!
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Daniel entered the cave. Guano squished beneath his boots and the entrance was so dark human eyes were useless. He concentrated on Sly and received a colorless image of himself and Samuel walking slowly under the bat. “Just keep walking straight, the door is thirty strides ahead, and don’t touch the wall unless you enjoy the feel of bat poop,” Daniel whispered.
 
   “You considered this the best of three entrances. What was your criterion, the one that stinks the most?” Samuel replied, clearly not pleased with the choice.
 
   Daniel stifled a chuckle yet could not keep the smile from forming. “This entrance is used the least. I figured Serin Gell would not expect company coming in this way and I rather liked the idea of tracking bat poop into his lair.”
 
   “You would,” Samuel grumbled softly, as dung beetles crunched beneath his feet. “The next time we sneak up on somebody I get to choose the entrance.”
 
   “We’ll take that trail when we come to it,” Daniel whispered, and continued on to the door. “Does the Eagle Guild have a spell that opens doors, one that is narrowly focused?”
 
   Samuel stepped up to the door and placed his hand on it. An orange glow surrounded him and his life force energy flowed into the door, spreading out from the point of physical contact. The door slid into the wall and light filled the cave, causing a multitude of bats to squeak their discomfort.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes, ceased concentrating on Sly, and entered the complex, tracking guano with each step. Samuel walked silently behind him. Glowing spheres, ten strides apart, and floating near the ceiling, lit up the corridor. The walls were gray with arched doorways that had barred windows, from which could be heard shuffling sounds. Daniel glanced into a cell and counted three Condemneds in just the time it took to pass by.
 
   “I wonder if Jerremy is in there,” Samuel whispered.
 
   “That would be chore number three, we will come back and look after we subdue Serin Gell and retrieve Sherree,” Daniel told him.
 
   Samuel glanced to his left. “The cell on this side also has Condemneds. I think we may need your scouts if the rest of these cells hold the poor souls.”
 
   Daniel considered asking the squirrels to do the search, but decided against it. If he completed chore number one, he could use Find All to locate Sherree and Jerremy. “I like your positive attitude. Most folks would be worrying about the Three-bolt Accomplished of the Serpent Guild standing in our way.”
 
   Samuel came forward and matched pace, shoulder to shoulder. “Why should I be worried about Gell? I’m with the invincible Daniel Benhannon, who brings bat poop to his enemy’s lair, and goes on mid-night strolls with panthers.”
 
   “There is no need to get snippy,” Daniel replied as they reached the single door at the end of the corridor. This one was made of wood and had an ordinary latch.
 
   “I’ll go in first,” Samuel was all business now, an eagle about to dive at his prey.
 
   Daniel nodded approval and Samuel stepped ahead and opened the door. A short passage led straight to the room Longwing had seen from the north entrance. In the middle of the room were a group of bald people, dressed in the red and black silks of Aakadon, both men and woman. Standing with them was a tall black Condemned with a bird-shaped head and its only clothing was a silk cloak that seemed to be a part of it, as if giving it wings. The poor soul’s feet were formed into talons. They were all facing forward, but the front of the room was not visible from where Daniel was standing. He summoned a trickle of potential and focused a hair thin beam behind him, placing an invisible shield, wall to wall, ceiling to floor, and added a Da Capo. No one was going to be coming in or out from the southwest entrance.
 
   Samuel came to a stop. “I am going to summon potential for Confusion which will keep him from concentrating enough to cast a Melody. Then I will cast Lock Joints and take away his crescendos. I want you to summon potential and we will hit him simultaneously, me with Confusion and you with Talon Strike.”
 
   “I have no herald so don’t stand out there waiting to be announced. Come Daniel, we know each other too well for us to stand on ceremony,” Serin Gell called out in his scratchy sounding voice.
 
   Samuel glanced at his guano covered boots. “So much for entering where he would least expect,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   “He doesn’t know I can summon potential,” Daniel whispered into his friend’s ear, and then walked straight into the room. Samuel cursed and joined him a moment later.
 
   Serin Gell was seated upon a throne. In the room with him were two Condemneds and nine bald people who stood without making a sound, each face devoid of emotion. One of them looked familiar.
 
   “That’s Jerremy,” Samuel pointed out a little too loudly.
 
   “You are correct and yes, he has been Condemned. I have been putting off the alterations until your Ducaunan friend arrived. Seriously Daniel, did you, an impotent Accomplished, really hope to confront me with a Fledgling of the Eagle Guild?”
 
   Daniel realized all of the bald people were Condemneds and also noted the flute lying on a pedestal. “I’ve come to call you to account,” he replied and focused beams of potential, finer than the thinnest hair, some from the back of his head and from his thumb, placing a shield on the other two entrances, and the flute. He added Da Capos to perpetuate them, and tied those off to his life force, all while Serin Gell was laughing.
 
   Serin focused on the Teki. “I recognize you. Samuel Cresh, the third Talented at the Battle of Bashierwood,” the wretched Accomplished said and a cruel smile lit up his gaunt pasty face. “My vengeance is complete. The trumpet of Tarin Conn will soon be in my hands, those responsible for my defeat at Bashierwood are in my grasp, and I will soon destroy the flute of Della Lain and free the Supreme Maestro Tarin Conn!”
 
   The man was getting overly excited and proving he was responsible for the theft of the trumpet, although seemed unaware that his minions, Cale Tomei and Jak Taltin, were dead. There was an old saying in the mountains, “Be careful when asking for rain, you may get a flash flood.” Daniel noticed the Condemned leaning against the wall. It looked like a pale sore-covered fish out of water. Its gender was indiscernible, seeing as it was grotesquely contorted out of shape.
 
   “Unfortunately for you Daniel, your Condemnation must take place before I free my master. Although, I will make you watch while I Condemn Accomplished Cresh and alter Jerremy DeSuan like I did Sherree Jenna over there,” Serin Gell said, and pointed to the fish-shaped Condemned.
 
   Daniel’s breath caught in his throat while his eyes locked onto Sherree. It was like being struck by a lighting bolt. His face tingle with heat and he took a breath. He arrived too late! The revelation never said anything about Condemnation. He closed his eyes, unable to look upon her.
 
   “It is too bad really. A true shame you missed how I stripped her naked, ripped her fingernails, toenails, nose, ears, and breasts from her body, and worked my artistry upon her. Well, you are at least seeing the end result. You know, I might have been just a tad extreme with her. You see, the form I chose cannot sustain life so I will have to rearrange her body again. Now you will have the opportunity to watch as I contort her into a state capable of sustaining her in agony for many years to come,” Serin Gell kept talking, fueling the anger boiling up in Daniel, who opened his eyes and fixed a level stare on the object of his rage.
 
   Samuel let out an inarticulate scream and glowed orange. At the same time, Daniel sprang forward and slipped a wall to wall, ceiling to floor, shield between him and Samuel. A bright orange beam of light hit the shield, was absorbed, and only served to make it glow bright blue. “What!” his friend shouted clearly confused, and then looked at Daniel. “That’s your potential.”
 
   Serin Gell grabbed his baton, a level three crescendo, giving him command of six bolts of potential, and sprang from his throne. A burnt-amber beam shot out, striking Daniel on the forehead, and did nothing more than strengthen his personal shield. “This is not possible! You should have been Condemned by my spell. I know about the Silencing, Tarin Conn told me so,” Gell stated, as if denying what was happening could save him.
 
   Daniel wanted to scream, having come so far yet failing to save Sherree. He did not care what this man knew. “Did he also tell you that I am a younger version of him? Did he tell you I am the other Chosen Vessel? Did he warn you another confrontation with me will cost you your life?”
 
   The sneer disappeared from Serin’s face and his brows drew down in anger. He grabbed the flute, no doubt hoping to add eight bolts to his potential, and tried to play it. Air did not flow into the instrument and the valves were immovable. Failing to make it work, he threw it on the ground and shouted, “Ask him yourself!” And then a burnt-amber sphere appeared, surrounding the flute. The floor began to sizzle as the corrosive light ate into it and the flute glowed topaz blue. “No, this is not possible. How could you have placed all of these shields? My ring would have glowed if potential was focused at me,” not one beam had beam focused at him, “I watched and know you did not have the glow of potential around you.”
 
    Daniel was in no mood to educate this man. “You hurt Sherree,” he told him in a low flat tone of voice.
 
   “I more than hurt her, you ignorant fool!” Serin Gell shouted back.
 
   Daniel raised his hand and sent a jet of white hot flame at the foolish Accomplished.
 
   Serin jumped to the right and sent blades of solidified air whirling towards Daniel, who was shielded, but still spun to the left, instantly reacting with the skill and form of a Master-of-the-blade, and then launched a beam of Blunt Force at his opponent, clipping him on the shoulder and sending him spinning to the floor. Gell rolled to his feet and sent little balls of flame in rapid fire bursts. Daniel kept his mouth closed, covered his nose using his right hand, and charged at the Pentrosan while the personal shield absorbed the assault. 
 
   They were turned around. Gell had his back to the southeast entrance. “Rex, come help me!”
 
   The man who had been lurking around the Nest could not have heard through the energy field, yet nodded his head, apparently understanding, and ran at full speed, smack into the invisible shield, and plopped onto his bottom. He stood up and focused potential at the unseen obstacle in his path. The shield began to glow bright blue and the man finally gave up and fled out the way he came.
 
   Serin Gell aimed his baton and sent a streak of lightning straight at Daniel, whose shield absorbed most of the energy, but did not prevent him from falling to the ground after receiving a shock in his mouth, nose, and ears. Gell laughed and ran at Daniel, sending another bolt of lightning into him. His head tingled and it took him a few moments to clear his mind and then will his shield to cover him completely. The blast had been so powerful he could feel Longwing, Piper, Squeal, Peeka, and Sly, fleeing the harmonic waves from the spell. Out in the night they flew along with all three colonies of bats. He could no longer breathe or hear. Gell launched another bolt at him, but this time it was completely absorbed by Daniel’s shield and also gave him enough time to launch, Lightning Strike, at his opponent. The bolt struck Serin’s forward shield and did nothing more than drive the Accomplished back a few paces.
 
   Daniel sprang to his feet and summoned, Twister, a much weaker version than the one he summoned during the Battle of Bashierwood. This spell was small, but large enough to engulf a man. He directed it behind Serin’s forward shield, slamming him hard against the wall. Daniel sent twin jets of flame, one from each hand, and bathed his enemy in a fire hot enough to glaze the wall and floor, but Gell had already shielded himself completely and was unharmed. Both of them were shielded and could not breathe. Letters formed within Serin’s energy field, now I know why the Master has forbidden us to challenge you. I’ll not make this mistake again, he wrote, and then reformed his shield into a dome and began sinking into the cave floor. He was tunneling, trying to escape.
 
   Daniel summoned, Find All, and closed his eyes, following Serin Gell using the spell, and then Summoned, Talon Strike and extended the claw into the tunnel. He grasped Serin Gell and pulled him back into the room. By this time the Pentrosan had reestablished his full shield, but that was to be expected. Daniel summoned, Shatter Sphere, and centered it on the shielded Accomplished while holding him in his talon. This fight was over.
 
   The full shield was no longer required so Daniel made the necessary adjustments that would allow him to breathe and hear again. He inhaled deeply and let it out slow, removed the shield protecting Samuel’s side of the room, and ceased the potential for Talon Strike. The spell casting made Daniel thirsty so he drank a full canteen of water while sitting down on the throne to watch Serin Gell. It was not long before Sam came over looking like he had a thousand questions that needed to be answered.
 
   “Who has been teaching you those advanced spells? The twister comes as no surprise considering your relationship with the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, but that lightning and jets of flame must have come from the Sun Guild, and the shields must have come from my guild, yet are so advanced even I have not been introduced to them,” he blurted and then eyed the Pentrosan. “I know where you learned Talon Strike, but what is that sphere doing?”
 
   He certainly was inquisitive, it was no wonder he chose to affiliate with the Eagle Guild. “Serin Gell is caught in a death trap. The sphere will shatter anything inorganic, he must maintain enough potential in his shield to stay alive, yet he has no air and will die if he opens any place in his shield. Even though he has six bolts of potential at his command, he cannot teleport. Again, he would have to take the potential from his shield. He will die no matter what, either by suffocation, mummification, or the shatter sphere.”
 
   Samuel’s eyebrows rose up in shock. “You aren’t trying to capture him, you are killing him.”
 
   “Yep,” Daniel replied, no point in denying it.
 
   Samuel began shaking his head. “But you are the Chosen Vessel. If you kill him now, like this, you will be no better than he is. You can capture him as you did once before and turn him over to the Eagle Guild.”
 
   Serin Gell’s face was beginning to develop a bluish tint. Daniel felt absolutely no pity for the man. “Your guild failed to hold him. I’ll not follow that false trail again. As for being no better, I have directly killed hundreds of his associates, scores of which were under his command, and incidentally crushed thousands of his guild members during my duel with Balen Tamm. He is responsible for more deaths than I can count. I killed his minions and people have congratulated me, so why when I have the person who caused all of this misery in a death trap, should it suddenly be immoral to execute him?”
 
   Samuel took a while to answer. “His crimes were committed in Ducaun. You have no jurisdiction on Pentrosan soil.”
 
   “True, except Serin Gell Condemned Sherree, he hurt her, and I can’t abide anyone hurting her. Let it be fair warning to all, I am not reasonable when it comes to someone harming her,” Daniel replied.
 
   Letters began to form inside Gell’s shield, I surrender.
 
   “Sherree is better than a sister to me. I am just as horrified at seeing her like this as you,” Samuel replied.
 
   The shield around Serin Gell vanished and the Shatter Sphere engulfed him. He gulped in air and began to scream as every bone in his body began fracturing, from his little toe, all the way to the top of his skull. The fractures broke into splinters and the process did not stop until his skeleton was completely shattered and his body a dead mound of flesh. No doubt it hurt a lot but his dying did not take very long, it was all over in mere minutes.
 
   “I can’t believe you killed him like that,” Samuel remarked, “But I can’t say he did not deserve it.”
 
   Daniel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Samuel I am in love with Sherree, even though she has made clear the feeling is not mutual. I still love her. I could have executed Gell in a painless manner and might have done so if he hadn’t Condemned her.”
 
   Samuel patted him on the back. “I noticed how you looked at her when she and I were Talenteds, but I felt it was her place to deal with it,” he said, glanced over at the left wall, frowned, and took off running.
 
   Sherree was on the floor and hardly breathing. Daniel was beside her in a flash. How can he begin to heal her?  Parts of her were gone and even if he healed the sores, she would still be trapped in her current form. He cast, What Is This? and sensed down into her recipe strands and was amazed to see that, even though her form had been altered, the helixes still had tiny three dimensional pictures of what she ought to look like at her current age. This could give him something to work with. He sensed her life force energy and found it was nearly gone, kind of like a cistern with only a few drops of water left in it. She was on the brink of death.
 
   “Daniel, Simon just contacted me. He, your parents, Tim, Gina, and your detachment of Royal Guardsmen are setting up a perimeter around this hill. The Pentrosan cavalry and infantry are on their way. Your presence here could trigger a war,” Samuel informed him.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Three: Healing the Impossible 
 
   Daniel was not ready to deal with the Pentrosans or his men crossing the border. Healing Sherree was his first priority. “Samuel, please go help Simon defend the hill. I am going to heal Sherree and it will take all of my concentration. If what I try works on her, I’ll heal Jerremy, Lassiter, and the others who have been Condemned. Also, some owls, coyotes, and panthers will attack the Pentrosans in their own unique ways, so don’t let our men hurt the animals. More help from nature will arrive when the sun comes up.”
 
   Samuel stared at Sherree. “I don’t begin to understand the power of your swirl but I will take all the help I can get. Do you really think you can restore her, a Condemned?”
 
   Daniel wished he could say healing her was a sure thing. “I believe so. If you feel harmonic ripples, don’t worry it will be me. I may have to do something that will undo what I worked so hard to achieve. Just do what you can.”
 
   Samuel started for the exit. “Open the southeast entrance. You can leave the shields on the other two.” He must have seen the blue glow and rightly assumed the others were also shielded. “That way we will only need to guard one. Don’t think my leaving now to help Simon means we aren’t going to have a talk about what happened here today, and please don’t mess with Gell’s body, I need to do some investigating.”
 
   Daniel nodded his head, knowing Samuel needed answers and probably deserved at least some. The big challenge was healing Sherree. Daniel had most of what he needed. What Is This? for a template, Hearts Beat as One, to keep her alive, his own life force energy to refill her reservoir, Change It and Hunger, to break down something to its little planets with tiny moons and send those into her recipe strands to replace every part of her that is missing. He needed one more thing, a spell that can reshape her body to conform to her recipe and could give back her free will. 
 
   Daniel tried to force notes and rhythms into some kind of Melody but the result was nothing truly inspired. There was only one thing left to do. Adding harmony lines to an existing Melody was something he was good at and would take relatively little time. Lives were on the line and worth more than any set back. He summoned the potential for, Memories, the spell he composed to replace the first spell he ever cast. Life force energy flowed into him, making him feel like he could make mountains tremble and rivers reverse their flows. This was why so many Accomplisheds felt all powerful. It was hard to be humble when you had the power to shake the world. He focused the potential tightly, confining it to his own body, and felt resistance. The pressure in his head began to build, greater and greater, until it burst through the barrier, and Daniel fell on the floor. 
 
   Gripping his head with both hands, he tried to clear the confusion as memories began flooding his mind and his old repertoire came rushing back. He created mental storage compartments, placed the duplicate spells into them, and the confusion went away. The Silencing placed upon him by the Grand Maestro was no more.
 
   He played, Condemnation, in his head and added four notes in harmony, altering the original enough to make the music his own, and titled it, Restoration. He needed something from which to draw the little planets and moons. The floor gave him an idea. He summoned potential for Fashioning, placed his hand on the floor beneath Sherree and formed a shallow pool around her. He used, Find All, to locate Serin’s water supply, then levitated a barrel into the receiving room, and poured the contents into the pool. 
 
   The width of her body was equal to that of his hand and her mouth was opening and closing, desperately gasping for air. He removed his personal shield, placed his right hand on her forehead and his left on her abdomen, both felt odd in their current state, and then closed his eyes. The first thing he did was send, Vitality, to refill her reservoir of life force energy, which took awhile, seeing as she was nearly empty. He pictured a vat containing a few drops of amber liquid and then poured forth his blue flood of power until her reservoir was filled to the brim. Now it was time for step number two. Hearts Beat As One, flowed from him into her and Sherree’s heart began to beat in time with his own and her lungs matched his breath for breath. It was as if she truly was an extension of his own body and he could feel her pain. Fortunately, his painful encounters with various member of the Serpent Guild in the past increased his tolerance and the pain did not interfere with his concentration. He cast, Sleep Time, and put Sherree to sleep so she would not feel any of the pain caused by, Restoration, being used on her. He added a Da Capo, perpetuating the spell, and then cast, What Is This? and added a Da Capo tied to his life force. The next step called for, Change It and Hunger. Last of all he directed, Restoration, into her.
 
   Daniel focused on the nude three dimensional pictures of Sherree in her helix strands, willed, Change It and Hunger, to work in conjunction with Restoration, and soon could feel her body being reshaped in the form called for in her recipe. Time had no meaning for him. He no longer felt any pain coming from her. To the contrary, all of her bodily systems were functioning properly in time with his, and she was feeling pleasure, warm and tingly, something more distracting than the pain had been, yet he managed to keep concentrating on the spells.
 
   He opened his eyes while letting the spells do their work. Sherree was lying on her side and all of the parts that had been ripped from her were restored. Yellow-gold hair began to grow from her head and grew to the length it would be if it had never been cut in her life. Her body was completely restored, except the golden lightning bolt had not reformed on her right shoulder. All of the water was gone, leaving the pool bone dry. He had one more thing to do. “Sherree, your brain and will are one. Your body is yours to command,” Daniel spoke in her ear. The healing was complete and all she needed now was rest. He removed all the Da Capos and the spells ceased.
 
   He had never seen Sherree full scale in the nude. The helix strands did not have quite the same impact. She was beautiful, shapely, her skin flawless, and muscles well toned. Much as he admired her feminine form, he needed to make her some clothes. He forced himself to look away, and it was a bit of a struggle, yet he managed to focus on Serin Gell. Blood trickled from his flattened nose, mouth, eyes, and ears, but his skin had not been broken by the spell. Daniel used a blade of solidified air to cut a piece of black silk from the cloak, levitate it over to him, and then cast Laundering, cleansing the fabric thoroughly, intending to use it for a template.
 
   He focused potential and removed several hundred pounds of dirt from the wall and then used, Change It, to turn the dirt into silk. Having actually been as one with Sherree, he literally knew her from the inside out and making silk undergarments, blouse, pants, and hooded cloak, to fit her was not a problem. He changed the color of the silk on her outer garments to silver on topaz blue and added a single golden lightning bolt on her hood, where One-bolt Accomplished’s usually wore it. The silver highlights set off the outfit perfectly. It seems he did inherit a creative streak from his parents. He used his own boots as a template to fashion a pair for her, sized to fit, and made them blue to match the silks.
 
   Maybe he should make some silks for himself, he considered, and then did so. With these clothes it will be harder for the Pentrosans to declare this engagement an official act of war by the government of Ducaun. He put the silks on over his clothes and levitated the flute to his hand and placed it in the inner pocket of his new topaz blue cloak. It occurred to him, any other fully Condemned individuals would also need clothing, which is why he transformed hundreds of pounds of dirt into silk, but was now considering touching his wool pants to turn some of the silk into wool. The non-Aakacarns could have pants and shirts similar to the colors Marcus wore, only without designations of rank and silver where the captain-of-the-guard of the Benhannon estate had dark blue. Daniel decided to make enough for the Royal Guardsmen as well.
 
   Dressing Sherree was uncomfortable, clinical detachment next to impossible, but it became easier after her undergarments were in place. The pants and blouse came next, and then the cloak. That finished, he kissed her lightly on the lips and walked over to where Jerremy was standing, blank-faced and ridged. He would not be nearly as hard to heal, seeing as his only physical alteration was the loss of his hair. Daniel cast, Sleep Time, What Is This? and then Restoration. Jerremy did not appear to need any extra life force energy, even though his reservoir was less than half full, it was nowhere near life threatening, and growing hair did not require extra little worlds with their tiny moons, so this was enough. “Jerremy, your brain and will are one. Your body is yours to command,” Daniel spoke in his ear, and then released the Da Capos on all the spells.
 
   The Serinian opened his eyes, ran his fingers through the re-grown hair, and then his beard. “Daniel, you saved me.” he said, without showing any signs of dysfunction. The healing was thorough, mentally and physically.
 
   “Simon told me what happened and I came as soon as I could,” Daniel replied.
 
   Jerremy’s eyes went from right to left and fixed on Sherree. “You healed her as well.”
 
   There was no need to ask him how he felt, not after seeing all the way down into his recipe strands and back out. “We don’t have a lot of time for small talk. I need to heal the others so we can get back into Ducaun,” Daniel informed him.
 
   Jerremy raised his hand. “Wait, where are we, how did you summon potential, and where is Serin Gell?”
 
   Daniel pointed to the sack of flesh. “He and I had a little disagreement. He wanted to live and I wanted him to die after what he did. I can cast Melodies because I summoned enough potential to break the Silencing like I once did for Terroll Barnes. As to where we are, about four and a half spans on the wrong side of Ducaun’s border with Pentrosa.”
 
   “I can’t say that I’m sorry he lost the disagreement,” Jerremy said, softly. “Daniel, my consciousness was a prisoner in my own body. I was aware of everything yet had no control, not even to slap away a biting insect or blink an eye. It was absolutely terrifying. I owe you more than a gratuity can pay.”
 
   Daniel waved away the notion. “I wanted to heal you so there is no charge. What I ask, is that you go out and help Samuel and Simon defend this cave while I heal everyone who has been Condemned.”
 
   “I don’t have a baton,” Jerremy replied, not that he was expected to have one given the circumstances.
 
   “Take Serin Gell’s crescendo, it is a level three, so use it well,” Daniel told him while pointing toward the baton lying near the body.
 
   Jerremy nodded, grabbed the baton, giving only a fleeting glance at the man who had Condemned him, and then ran out the southeast entrance.
 
   Daniel decided to continue healing the bald Condemneds first, seeing as they would not take long and could be of help defending the cave. The people who were fully Condemned and disfigured would take time to heal and even more time to recuperate. He cast, Find All, and discovered the Accomplished Serin identified as Rex was back with his eight friends, yet they were not leaving. One was heading south on horseback, racing for the Pentrosan encampment. Daniel had no time to deal with the Aakacarns. He had one hundred eighty Condemneds in the complex and intended to restore all of them.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   A discreet, yet persistent, knock on the door caused Simon to roll over and open his eyes. The candle had gone out, so he summoned a ball of light and got out bed. “I’m coming,” he called to whoever saw fit to wake him in the middle of the night.
 
   The room was small with one bed and a night table. His silk cloak hung from the first of four pegs on the wall. The rest of his clothes he was still wearing. The wooden floor creaked as he crossed the room and opened the door. Silvia and David were standing in the dark hall, both fully dressed in gaudy colors, him with throwing blades, and her with a miniature crossbow and bolts. “My wife has a revelation for you,” the man spoke in hushed tones.
 
   Simon motioned for them to enter and then shut the door after they did so. “I have had no experience with Teki Seers, but I understand them to be accurate, if not at times a little vague. What do I need to know that is so important it could not wait until morning?”
 
   Silvia looked him in the eye. “I see Daniel entering a cave in the southwest side of a hill in Pentrosa. He is not there yet, but will be soon, and you must go to him,” she announced, and then frowned as if she was about to say something she truly wanted to avoid. “He and my cousin have gone to confront Serin Gell. Samuel will need our help, mine and David’s, and particularly yours, all before dawn or war will breakout between Ducaun and Pentrosa.”
 
   “Daniel is not in his room. He has gone unarmed, leaving his coat, chain mail, helmet, sword and belt, as well as his knife,” David informed, adding to the credibility of her revelation.
 
   There certainly was nothing vague about that revelation, Samuel thought. He summoned a three dimensional map of the Foothills of Pentrosa, startling both Teki. “Which hill exactly do you see Daniel entering?”
 
   Silvia was the first to get over the shock at seeing a map instantly appear in the air in front of her, even though it was not the first time. “Here,” she pointed. “Your map is the best I ever seen, a sliver of the world in miniature. The cave is along this path and behind those bushes.”
 
   Simon nodded his understanding. “Is this the only entrance?”
 
   Silvia bit her lip and frowned before answering, “I cannot See any other entrances but that does not mean there aren’t any.”
 
   “I understand,” Simon replied while scratching his head. “We will have to slip over the wall to avoid being seen. I don’t think our host would be pleased to know a Royal Knight of the Realm has crossed into Pentrosa. The Generals and Daniel’s fellow Knights practically forbade him to go.”
 
   Silvia laughed. “He is the Chosen Vessel with a destiny to fulfill. They cannot forbid him to act. They either have to step aside or be smashed by his swirl.”
 
   Simon had not studied about Della Lain beyond that which was revealed in the historical survey all Talenteds were taught, so knew nothing about swirls, and people being smashed by the Chosen Vessel. The Teki as a whole are dramatic people and so that could explain her exaggerated description. “Be it as it may, I am of the impression we need to depart immediately.”
 
   “Right this moment,” Silvia confirmed.
 
   Simon put on his boots and cloak and then tucked the baton Daniel gifted him with in his belt. He grabbed bags of seeds and stuffed them into his pockets. They managed to get ten strides down the hall when the door on the left opened and Miriam Benhannon, fully dressed, stepped out. “I’m glad you are up. Call it a mother’s intuition, but I believe my son is in need of help, and have no idea what the trouble is.”
 
   About the same time, Ronn Benhannon, dressed in buckskins, came down the hall from the direction of Daniel’s room. “Miriam, you were right, Daniel is not in his room,” the mountain carpenter said while keeping his voice low.
 
   Simon was debating whether or not to tell the couple about the revelation, knowing they would want to come along if he did.
 
   “Daniel has gone into Pentrosa to rescue Sherree Jenna,” Silvia declared, softly.
 
   Ronn Benhannon went into his room without saying a word and returned minutes later with bows and quivers of arrows for he and his wife. “I swear its like when he was fourteen and took on that mountain lion by himself.”
 
   “Be that as it is, we are going to help him,” Miriam stated firmly, receiving a nod from her husband.
 
   Simon could not stop a sigh from escaping. He did not want to bring these people into danger, yet he knew better than to forbid them, knowing they would simply wait for him to leave and then go on their own.
 
   The door on the right opened and Gina, dressed in a lavender nightgown that clung to her form, stepped out into the hall barefooted. “Why are you all dressed to travel?”
 
   Simon was about to answer when Miriam spoke up. “Daniel has gone to save Sherree from that monster Serin Gell and Silvia says he is going to need our help.”
 
   That was not how Simon would have phrased the situation, but it was accurate enough, and virtually insured Gina and her husband would insist on coming. Sure enough, the full-figured dark-haired mountain beauty did not hesitate to reply, “Give Tim and I a few minutes to get ready.”
 
   After a brief time staring at each other in the hallway, each no doubt wondering how big of a mess they were going to have to help Daniel clean up, Gina and Tim emerged from their tiny room. Simon noticed through the open door that the bed was no bigger than his, but had no time to wonder how they managed to fit in it. Both of the young mountaineers were dressed in buckskins, her in pink, and him with the red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants. They each had a quiver of arrows.
 
   “Wait,” Tim said, and then started toward Daniel’s room.
 
   “I already checked, he is gone,” Ronn Benhannon told him in an obvious effort to be heard while keeping his voice down.
 
   Tim nodded his understanding and went on into the empty room. He came out with an extra hunting knife sheathed to his belt, giving him a blade on each hip. “He might need this,” was all he said.
 
   “We need to get going,” Simon reminded everyone and led them quietly out of the command post.
 
   There were guards at the gates and in the signal tower. Simon stayed in the darker areas, moving with his group beyond the barracks. There was a Royal Guardsman at the window of the third building. He gave no out cry or interfered in any way, perhaps he did not see them under the cover of Darkness as they moved silently toward the log wall.
 
   Climbing the fence took Simon longer than it did the others, they all being in ruggedly good condition, while he was in decent shape, yet not nearly as active physically. Silvia was the quickest, scampering up and over the wall like a squirrel. They headed north. The nocturnal concert sounded from all around them, stars twinkled in the clear sky, the moon gave off a soft light, limited somewhat by forest trees, but still adequate for Simon to see where he was going until they were far enough away from the fort.
 
   Half a mark later, he summoned a tiny cobalt blue sphere of light. It was not bright yet illumined their path nicely. “Much better,” David broke the silence that had descended upon each of them.
 
   “We will need to go around the Pentrosan encampment described by the captive back at the fort,” Simon informed his team.
 
   “I have the same notion,” Ronn Benhannon replied. “If you want to produce that fancy map, we can decide the best way to go about it.”
 
   Simon summoned the map. “See here, this hill to the west will block any direct view from the encampment, and allow us to pass unnoticed,” he said while causing his proposed route to glow.
 
   “Our tight little group should get by them easier than a black mouse in a dark room,” Tim added his thought.
 
   “That’s probably true,” Miriam spoke up. “My question is; who is trailing behind us?”
 
   “She’s right. Whoever is back there knows little about stalking prey. He’s making more noise than a mule on a wood floor,” Ronn added his assessment.
 
   “Keep moving,” Tim said, and disappeared among the trees. He caught up a quarter of a mark later escorting a Royal Guardsman.
 
   Silvia stepped up to the man. “This is Adam Avery, one of Daniel’s scouts.”
 
   Tim nodded. “So he told me when I met up with him. We hadn’t been introduced, but I remember seeing him with the rest of Daniel’s detachment.”
 
   Simon vaguely remembered seeing the scout and only met a small number of the Royal Guardsmen. He was curious as to why one would be following them. “What brings you out into the woods at this hour?”
 
   “I suspect the same as brought you all out. We came to help Sir Daniel,” Adam replied. He was tall like most of his countrymen and had a chiseled look to his face.
 
   “Are you the forward scout?” David asked.
 
   Avery was shaking his head. “I was assigned to the rear. The rest of the detachment should be a span and a half ahead. If you hurry, I believe it will be possible to catch up with them before they cross the border.”
 
   Simon wasted little time deciding. “Let’s move,” he said, and took off jogging.
 
   None of his companions had a difficult time catching up with him or maintaining the pace he set. The scout traveled at his own pace. Simon heard the sound of trampling boots before the detachment of Royal Guardsmen came into sight and then caught up with them just north of the border. “Ho, the company,” he called out in an effort to keep them from thinking they were being set upon by strangers in the night. A tall man at the front of the column of guardsmen raised his hand and signaled a halt. Simon had been introduced to him. “Sergeant Keenan, you do realize the presence of Ducaunan Royal Guardsmen on Pentrosan soil could be construed as a border violation at best.” Simon informed him.
 
   “My orders are to assist Sir Daniel in the carrying out of his Royal assignment wherever that may be. He has gone to the Foothills and so we will follow,” Keenan replied, evidently not caring about the consequences of crossing the border. 
 
   “If they want to assist my son, let them,” Ronn spoke up. “The quicker we get in, help him finish his chores, and then get back into Ducaun, the better off we will all be.”
 
   Instead of trying to talk the guardsmen out of following after their leader, Simon decided to summon the map and show the Sergeant where specifically they were going. “This is the route we have decided to take. Can your men move quietly enough so as not to bring the Pentrosans down upon us?”
 
   Keenan glanced at Simon and his companions. “Accomplished, I and my men are fully capable of walking silently in the woods. I’ve no doubt the mountaineers and the pair of Teki can move stealthily, can you?”
 
   Simon chose not to bring up hearing the sound of trampling boots or the fact that the rear scout had been heard by the mountaineers. “Now that you know exactly where Sir Daniel is within the Foothills, we need to move quickly, so let’s pick up the pace.”
 
   Keenan gave a single nod of the head. “It will be as you say, Accomplished.”
 
   They continued north, skirted the Pentrosan encampment without incident, and were well on their way. “I hear a horse galloping in the distance,” Gina informed the group with her ear cocked toward the east.
 
   “Me too,” Tim added, and the Benhannon’s also acknowledged the fact.
 
   “It has passed south,” Miriam told them minutes later.
 
   Simon was about to comment when harmonic ripples from multiple spells began washing through him. “The rider does not concern us. The confrontation is under way and that means we are needed.” Daniel had been Silenced, eliminating him as a cause of the affect in Simon’s reckoning, and that left Samuel fighting the renegade.
 
   “I suggest we move at Double time,” Sergeant Keenan spoke up, grim determination written all over his face.
 
   “Double time,” Simon agreed and began jogging up the path, setting a pace none of his companions had a problem keeping up with.
 
   Harmonic waves came more frequently and with increased intensity. “Daniel is battling Serin Gell,” Tim said while jogging to Simon’s right. “I remember the sensation well.”
 
   “This is not nearly the level we felt during his fight with Balen Tamm,” Miriam added. She seemed to be having no difficulty double timing, if anything she seemed to want to go faster.
 
   Simon was shaking his head while breaking from a jog into a run. “No, it has to be Samuel. Daniel cannot summon potential.”
 
   Tim and Gina both looked at him askance. “He can and has learned new spells that were not in his original repertoire. Daniel is probably as powerful as he ever was,” the mountaineer said, and the statement was backed up by his wife.
 
   Neither Benhannon seemed surprised by the revelation about their son, nor were the Royal Guardsmen showing any signs of astonishment. The situation was so dire Simon had no time to ponder the news or the reactions of those around him. A part of him was glad to know a Maestro level potential was on his side in what promised to be a nasty fight.
 
   The Foothills were in sight. “Carlin, we need to establish a perimeter around this hill.” Sergeant Keenan commanded.
 
   “It will be as you say,” Corporal Carlin replied and took off around the hill with two thirds of the men.
 
   The harmonic ripples abruptly ceased. Simon reached into his pocket, removed the amulet, and placed the communication device against his forehead. “Samuel, what is going on in there?”
 
   A flood of mixed emotions came through the link ahead of the words. “Simon, we are in the Foothills and Daniel can summon potential and has executed Serin Gell. Sherree has been Condemned and I don’t know if our mountain friend can help her or Jerremy. Where are you?”
 
   Simon hated to hear about Sherree’s fate, morning her Condemnation would have to come later, he continued his sprint toward the southwestern entrance along with Keenan and his men. The Dukane’s, Benhannon’s, and Teki were climbing the hill. “I am right outside Gell’s lair with Ronn and Miriam Benhannon, the Dukane’s, the Teki, and Daniel’s detachment of Royal Guardsmen and, wait; some of the scouts are speaking to Sergeant Keenan. The entire Pentrosan camp south of us is coming north. You and Daniel need to grab Sherree and Jerremy and get out here.”
 
   A sense of frustration came ahead of, “Daniel will not leave before healing Sherree and all of the Condemneds. He wants me to help you defend the caves. Concentrate your forces to defend the southeast entrance. Shields have been placed on the other two. I’m on my way.”
 
   “Understood,” Simon sent back in reply and placed the amulet in his pocket. “Sergeant Keenan, there are three entrances, shields have been placed on two, and we need to defend the one on the southeast side of the hill. Daniel has executed Serin Gell and is attempting to heal those who have been Condemned. He needs us to give him the time.”
 
   Keenan hand-signaled his men and they followed he and Simon to the east where they found the cave Samuel had spoken of. “Hawk,” the Sergeant called, and was soon joined by a slim young man. “Run to Corporal Carlin and tell him to bring all of our men here to the south east side of the hill.”
 
   “It will be as you say,” the young man replied and dashed off to carry out his orders.
 
   Simon reached into his seed bag and pulled out a handful of Horse nettle seeds, cast Sowing The Seeds, and sent them all around the perimeter of the hill. Raising the baton straight up, he focused Grow: Plants, and soon nettles grew until they were three cubits high with thick thorny trunks. He then did the same using honeylocust seeds and surrounded the perimeter with the seventy cubit high trees, each twig with three-branched thorns. The Pentrosans would now have to travel through thick nettles and hundreds of thorny trees in order to breach the perimeter. Simon was grateful for the level four crescendo, growing trees on this scale was beyond his ability as a One-bolt Accomplished, but not when using a baton that gave him an additional six bolts of potential. He drank a full canteen of water to quench his thirst from spell casting.
 
   A harmonic wave blasted from inside the hill, powerful enough to cause everyone to stumble and more than a few to fall to the ground. What in the world was Daniel doing? The spell had been tightly focused, yet the wave probably could be felt by every living thing within a hundred spans, southwest to Valeen, and all the way north beyond Los Collins and possibly northwest to Los Callen.
 
   “What just happened?” Corporal Carlin asked as he and his men rejoined the rest of the detachment.
 
   Sergeant Keenan turned to Simon. “Was that a result of your work?”
 
   Simon was about to answer when Samuel exited the cave. “That was Daniel. He told me not to worry if I felt a High Power spell,” the Eagle Guild Fledgling informed.
 
   “Hawk, get in that cave, find Sir Daniel, and find out what more he needs from us,” Sergeant Keenan ordered.
 
   “It will be as you say,” the young guardsman replied and then ran into the cave. 
 
   “I felt some heavy spell casting out here, what were you doing?” Samuel asked.
 
   Simon made a circular motion with his right arm, taking in the area in its entirety. “I surrounded us with nettles and honeylocusts. The Pentrosans will not have an easy time hacking their way to us.”
 
   “Avery, Kaypen, get south to those trees the Accomplished spoke of, and send word when the Pentrosans arrive,” Keenan ordered.
 
   “It will be as you say,” both men replied and dashed off.
 
   Simon glanced at his colleague. “My spell casting will slow them down, especially when I start manipulating the tree branches, but I’m hoping you have some Melodies in your repertoire to deal with the Pentrosans who get by me. I cannot see in the dark and can only manipulate what is in my direct line of sight.”
 
   Sergeant Keenan’s eyes shifted to the top of the hill. “I suggest you start climbing. The peak is your best vantage point.”
 
   “And so it is. I’ll go up in a moment,” Simon replied.
 
   “When the scouts report the arrival of the Pentrosans, I will summon light spheres so you can see,” Samuel stated. “I have some spells to deal with any soldiers who get through and I’m confident the good Sergeant and his men can deal with any who get by me.”
 
   “Be assured we will deal with the Pentrosans. These are the ones who have been raiding across the border and I am looking forward to chastising them,” Sergeant Keenan replied, earning a hardy shout from his men.
 
   A loud roar to the south drew everyone’s attention and another roar from a different lion followed the first. Coyotes howled and Samuel smiled while shaking his head as if amused by it all. “That would be Daniel’s scouts. I don’t know what they can do, but some wild animals are coming to help defend the cave. Our orders from the Chosen Vessel are not to harm the creatures.”
 
   “Nature fights for the Champion,” Corporal Carlin stated as if the fact was well documented.
 
   Guardsman Kaypen came running. “Serge, one hundred eighty-seven cavalry with a hundred men on foot have just started into the nettles. The prickers are slowing them down but not stopping them.”
 
   Simon gave up thinking about the animals coming to provide a defense, and started up the hill while Sergeant Keenan began organizing his men. They were outnumbered by a fair margin but Melody wielding should more than make up for the difference. He reached the top of the hill and was greeted by Ronn and Miriam, who each had an arrow notched and ready. Tim and Gina were about thirty strides away facing north while Silvia stared west and David peered to the east.
 
   “What news?” Ronn asked.
 
   “Two hundred eighty-seven Pentrosans are coming at us from the south. Samuel is going to give me some light and then I’ll see if I can discourage them from paying us a call,” Simon replied.
 
   “We’re ready for any who come into range,” Miriam stated.
 
   Tim and Gina along with both Teki came over to Simon. “Daniel’s swirl is gathering around him,” Silvia informed him.
 
   Gina scrutinized the pair of Teki, looking them up and down. “We can shoot from here and can see well once the sun is up. I don’t know the range of those bolts or how far you can throw a knife.”
 
   “My wife,” Tim said with an emphasis on, wife, “is suggesting that you are better suited for guarding the cave entrance, where your weapons will be far more effective.”
 
   “He has a point,” David told his wife.
 
   Silvia nodded her head. “We will be deadly at that range,” she replied, and both of them started down the hill.
 
   Orange balls of light appeared all around the perimeter, lighting up the honeylocust trees surrounding the hill, with the greatest concentration of illumination to the south. Simon could see the Pentrosans moving cautiously through the nettles and waited for the first group to reach the trees. He cast Manipulate: Tree, and focused potential through the baton, at the closest honeylocust to the enemy line. He moved his fingers and thumbs, causing the branches of the tree to move in accord with his gestures, and then swept four cavalry men right out of their saddles.
 
   Men screamed and panic irrupted as they scrambled to avoid being hit by a thorny branch. Solidified blades of air began mowing a broad path through the nettles, and soon the rest of the Pentrosan forces were advancing unhindered. The moving trees did give them pause, but then the blades of air began slicing through the branches. Simon focused his spell on the next tree over and swept several more cavalrymen from their saddles, yet sword wielding infantrymen ran under the branches at double time, and he could not stop them. The Pentrosans came to an abrupt halt and a rider in black silks came forward.
 
   It seems the Pentrosans have a Melody wielder on their side, which suggested a partnership of some sort between the kingdom’s military and the Serpent Guild, a troubling development to be sure, yet good to know about sooner rather than later. The enemy Accomplished was not wasting time attacking all of the trees, only those directly blocking the way to the Foothills. Simon was hoping his trees and plants would prove more effective, but they proved inadequate.
 
    “Sam, an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild is cutting through my trees, get ready for some company,” Simon called to his friend below.
 
   “I’m ready,” Samuel shouted and glowed orange with potential.
 
   “As are we,” Ronn said while taking aim.
 
   All of the mountaineers were facing south with arrows drawn and ready. The enemy Aakacarn sliced apart the last tree blocking the way and the first wave of twenty infantrymen ran forward. The mountaineers let fly and four men fell dead, one with an arrow in the neck and three each with an arrow in the center of his chest. Sixteen men continued forward with another twenty coming right behind them. Forty Royal Guardsmen charged out with broadswords swinging. Four more Pentrosans died in the night from arrows sent by the Ducaunan mountaineers, but it was not enough. The Royal Guardsmen were better skilled with their broadswords than were the infantrymen and managed to kill quite a few of the enemy. Two men made it to the cave, one died with a knife in his throat and the other with a crossbow bolt between the eyes.
 
   Orange beams of light emanated from Samuel’s fingers and thumbs, striking ten men at a time, and each one began running around aimlessly as if totally confused. A panther pounced on one soldier, bit out his throat and then disappeared among the trees. Coyotes howled among the honeylocusts and panthers roared from all directions, causing the horses to panic and rear up, fouling the shots of the mounted bowmen.
 
   An Accomplished ran out of the southeast cave and pointed his baton at the oncoming Pentrosans. Violet potential flowed out, struck the ground, and a stone wall burst up out of the ground, spreading right and left, while growing to a height of about thirty cubits and spreading from the south around east and west, and meeting on the north side of the hill. Harmonic waves flowing from the focus points proved this had been no minor toil. It also stopped the Pentrosans, for the time being. The Pentrosans on the inside of the wall were cut off from their cohorts. Riders fell to arrows from above and Royal Guardsmen battled the rest. Simon recognized the hue and was pleased to know Daniel had cured the impossible, Jerremy DeSuan was no longer Condemned, and that meant neither was Sherree! 
 
   Guardsman Hawk ran out of the cave with a mound of clothing in his arms. He spoke to Sergeant Keenan and then what appeared to be pants and coats were passed out to the rest of the detachment, even those who just finished off the remaining Pentrosans on the wrong side of the wall. In short order every Royal Guardsmen was wearing light blue coats and pants over their uniforms.
 
   Gina stood beside Simon, “Why the change in uniform?” she asked.
 
   “Look, the young man is climbing the hill,” Miriam pointed out.
 
   Hawk reached the top and nodded to Simon but addressed the mountaineers. “Sir Daniel is asking for you four to come into the hill and dress the Condemneds after he heals them, it will save him having to do so, and allow him to finish helping the rest.”
 
   “We are the only archers this unit has,” Ronn pointed out.
 
   “Hawk, tell Sergeant Keenan I need four of his best bowmen up here if he wants archers to cover him,” Simon told the guardsman.
 
   “It will be as you say,” Hawk replied and scampered down the hill faster than he climbed it.
 
   “Let’s go help Daniel with this chore,” Miriam said and started down the hill at a more dignified speed then did the young guardsman.
 
   Samuel was alone on the hilltop with bows and quivers of arrows. Tim handed a hunting knife to Samuel before entering the cave with the other mountaineers, but such did not concern Simon. He could see the Pentrosans on the other side of the wall and had no doubt their Accomplished would soon come up with a way around it. Sure enough, a large hole opened on the inside of the wall and infantrymen crawled out of it. A violet beam of light struck the hole and continued back to the wall, causing the ground to buckle in, and burying anyone still in the tunnel. Orange beams of light struck the eight that had managed to climb out before it collapsed, causing each man to suddenly stiffen and fall over. Simon was glad Jerremy and Sam were ready for the move.
 
   A Two-bolt Accomplished exited the cave. He seemed to be assessing the situation and walked over to Jerremy, who gave a nod of respect, and then spoke to Sergeant Keenan. Simon was beginning to feel left out, but four guardsmen, dressed in blue, walked away from the group and began climbing the hill, no doubt these were the bowmen he had requested.
 
   Corporal Carlin reached the top and picked up each bow and quiver and handed them to the other three men. “Accomplished, we are the replacement archers,” he stated and turned to his men. “Rainbird, Falcon, Ridgecat, when you see a target, loose at will.”   
 
       “It will be as you say,” each man replied.
 
   “Did the Accomplished bring any more orders from Daniel?” Simon wanted to know.
 
   Carlin scratched his low brow and Simon hoped the man was smarter than he looked. “No orders, just information. Ten thousand horsemen, along with five thousand infantrymen are moving from their base south of Los Collins, and should be here shortly after dawn.”
 
   Simon was almost sorry he asked. “How much longer will it take for him to finish restoring the Condemneds?”
 
   “He still has another hundred and seventy-six to go, most of those will have to rest after being healed. The ones not so badly disfigured will be up and about shortly. That’s all I know. I reckon the healings will take longer than sun up or he wouldn’t have bothered mentioning the Legion about to descend upon us,” the Corporal replied.
 
   Simon realized the man was intelligent and glad to know it. All that aside, he had some powerful misgivings over holding off such a tremendous force. “Is there a reason for the blue uniforms?”
 
   Carlin smiled for the first time in Simon’s presence. “According to Sir Daniel, the Pentrosans cannot prove we are Royal Guardsmen if all of us are in blue and you Accomplisheds are in your silks. This will look like Aakadon striking at a Serpent Nest.”
 
   Simon admitted the plan had some merit, “That should work, providing we are not overrun, and your true identities are no longer a mystery,” he replied.
 
   “There is that,” the Corporal admitted.
 
   Simon swallowed the doubts, reached into his pocket, and pulled out some specially enhanced poppy seeds. He cast, Sowing The Seeds, showering the hills all around with the seeds. Raising the baton straight up, he focused, Grow: Plants, and flowers grew in the night, giving off their hallucinogenic aroma. He summoned a light breeze and sent it swirling gently out beyond the wall, keeping the fragrance away from the Ducaunans while giving the Pentrosans a constant dose.
 
   A Three-bolt Accomplished exited the cave and walked over to Jerremy, Samuel, and the Two-bolt Accomplished. Fire balls came hurtling in from the north, the opposite side of the next hill over, striking inside the wall, and spreading flames wherever they landed. These hit randomly rather than being aimed, most likely because the Accomplisheds throwing them did not have direct line of sight. The Three-bolt moved twenty paces from the rest of the people, bent down, touched the ground, and began glowing midnight blue. The ground began to shake and Simon could hear deep rumbling. A jet of water burst up out of the ground and aimed at first one fire and then another, and another, extinguishing them. The jet was then aimed at the incoming fireballs, snuffing them out easily. Simon knew he was watching an Aqua Guild Oceanic at work and was truly impressed. The jet of water reduced down to a continuous bubbling until another fire ball appeared and then pressure increased and the jet suddenly shot into the air and extinguished the fire before it hit the ground. 
 
   Fireballs began flying every which way, some beyond the walls and into the Pentrosans, and some to the east and west, well beyond the walls. Simon smiled. The poppies were doing their work. The Accomplisheds in the north were out of their minds and he could see men on the other side of the wall walking into trees and bumping into each other.
 
   Within half a mark, six more Accomplisheds came out of the cave, and Simon was beginning to feel a little better about the odds of holding off the Pentrosan legion.
 
   “Those were the easiest to heal, according to Sir Daniel. We will have to make do with what we have for now,” Carlin informed without being asked.
 
   Simon was pleased the man chose to be forthcoming with the information. “We will give him the time he needs.”
 
   Carlin nodded his agreement and peered out into the night.
 
   Panthers roared, coyotes howled, and men screamed along with their horses. The Pentrosan force was in chaos as the wild animals began attacking the soldiers, who were still functioning under the influence of Simon’s poppies, and random fire balls kept dropping among them. He was glad he could not see clearly, knowing the creatures were not being gentle. Men were dying. 
 
   Samuel levitated to the top of the wall, no doubt to learn whatever he could. A hole opened up beneath and several strides to the left of him. A man in black silks with one lightning bolt on the hood of his cloak crawled out of the tunnel while aiming his baton at the unsuspecting Eagle Guild Fledgling.
 
   Simon quickly cast Manipulate: Tree, and focused on the honeylocust directly above the enemy Accomplished, and then bent toward his toes and slammed his hands together with a resounding clap, and the tree did likewise, bending all of its thorny branches low and crushing the enemy Aakacarn.
 
   Samuel was so startled he lost concentration and dropped to the ground. Fortunately he landed on his feet. The tree went back to its normal position, leaving a mangled body in silks on the ground. “Watch your back!” Simon called down to him.
 
   Samuel stared at the dead Aakacarn and then up at Simon. “Thanks for the assist,” he shouted. 
 
   Evidently Silvia was correct her cousin did need Simon’s help. With this done, all he had to do now was help prevent a war. 
 
   Half a mark before sunrise the Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild raised a stone fort that was higher than the hill and the guardsmen filed into it. When the sun came up, Simon could see the bodies on the other side of the wall. Men with their throats ripped out and others torn open in the middle, exposing intestines. One man, insides spilled on the ground, was lying near a dead panther with a sword in its neck. They both died together. Three dead coyotes were also among the lifeless Pentrosans. Flocks of crows burst out of the trees, all heading for the feast below. Soon the dead were covered by the black-feathered birds. 
 
   Carlin coughed. “Sir Daniel’s swirl is one to be reckoned with,” he stated and cocked his head to the right as if listening for something, and then smiled. “Hear that buzzing, I’ll bet the Champion’s army is bigger than the legion heading for us.”
 
   Simon did hear a low and persistent buzzing. Did Daniel’s swirl include insects? “You seem confident of your facts.”
 
   Guardsman Rainbird, obviously from the Mount Geble region, stepped forward. “Swarms of bees came to our assistance once before, it is not unreasonable to expect a little help from them.”
 
   Simon did not want to dampen their enthusiasm by mentioning that smoke will stop the bees. If the commander is quick thinking enough, the bees would only slow him down. Even so, help from any quarter is welcome.
 
   Silvia exited the cave and climbed the hill, showing no signs of exertion. “Daniel has finished restoring the last Condemned, they are all still asleep, and will be so for several more marks. The bad news is the Pentrosan legion will be here within a mark.”
 
   Simon pulled an amulet from his inner pocket and placed it against his forehead. “Sam, that legion will be joining us within the mark, I think we Accomplisheds should meet with Sergeant Keenan, and work out a coordinated defense plan.”
 
   “Agreed,” Samuel sent. “We also need a get away plan for when Daniel decides it is time to go.”
 
   “I’ll be in your fort soon,” Simon informed him and then put away the amulet. “Corporal Carlin, I would appreciate it if you and your men will keep watch here on the hill.”
 
   Carlin spit a wad of tobacco on the ground. “There wasn’t anywhere special I needed to be. Right here is a good enough place to spend the morning.”
 
   “Good man,” Simon replied, and then he and Silvia went down the hill and into the Stone Guild fort.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Four: Realm Alert 
 
   Daniel opened his eyes. The young man he restored had a dark beard and long hair, just as it would be if he never shaved or cut his hair. It was the same for all of the formally Condemned males. 
 
   “Move aside and I’ll put some clothes on him,” Miriam said while approaching with the garments.
 
   His mother had been a huge help, along with his father, Tim, and Gina. It would have taken quite a bit longer if he had to dress each of these people, nearly all of whom were non-Aakacarns. The only fully Condemned Aakacarn had been the tall black one who Daniel recognized as the man he once shielded and suspended back in Aakadon. The Accomplished is a Two-bolt, but he had no lightning bolts now, those had been ripped from his body during the Condemnation.
 
   “Thanks for your help,” he told his mother and then stood up.
 
   “Your chore was the harder,” his mother said, and then went to work dressing the young man.
 
   Time was passing, yet Daniel still had one more major chore to accomplish while his patients rested, and hopefully before the Pentrosan legion arrived. Gina, with her dark wavy hair and pink-dyed buckskins, reminded Daniel of Val, yet he realized the memory of his first love was stronger than his actual feelings for her, which had been altered. He still loved her as a friend, probably always would, but Sherree is the one who held his heart in her hand. 
 
   “Have some water,” Gina said while offering him a mug.
 
   “Thanks,” Daniel replied and sipped gratefully, enjoying the cool freshness flowing down his parched throat. Power wielding is thirsty work.
 
   “The people are sleeping peacefully and dressed in the clothing you conjured. Is there anything more we can do?” Gina asked.
 
   Daniel smiled at her, appreciating her helpful attitude. “Just watch over them. I need to alter a Melody. The Queen is dying, but I can save her with what I learned here. That is, if I get to her in time.”
 
   Gina’s left eyebrow arched up. “How much time do you have?”
 
   “About ten to fifteen days at this point,” Daniel was quick to reply, seeing no reason to be evasive. 
 
   “Then you can’t go by horse. Maybe we can use the Javelin. It is the fastest way I can think of,” Gina stated, making a good suggestion.
 
   Daniel shook his head. “I’m going to travel a much faster way, just as soon as I alter the necessary Melody.”
 
   “You are the Maestro, do whatever you can,” his long time friend told him, using a title no one had ascribed to him before. Her fear of his power wielding seemed to be long gone.
 
   Daniel thanked her for the vote of confidence and then played Teleportation; the Melody composed by Tarin Conn, but did not summon the potential. The purpose was to add enough harmony lines to make the tune into a Symphonic requiring only one bolt of potential. Daniel added a four part harmony and knew it would do the job but not at the power level he wanted, so he added parts of his own composition, notes and rhythms, and altered the Melody until he had a masterpiece with a sixteen part harmony, and titled it; Conveyance.
 
   He opened his eyes. “Mom, Gina, I’m going to heal the Queen, and hope to be back within a mark,” he told them, and then summoned the potential for, Conveyance, while picturing the room in the palace where he often chatted privately with Her Majesty, and three heart beats later he was there.
 
   Comfortable chairs and an elegantly carved table occupied most of the room along with several paintings on the back and side wall. One was a picture of the palace and the other a portrait of the Queen’s mother. Daniel heard feet pounding on the floor out in the hall and opened it. A slim young man in his teens, wearing green palace livery, one of the royal couriers, was running at full speed away from him. “Barney, come back, I need to see the Queen,” Daniel called out.
 
   The teenager came to a stop and turned, still breathing hard, and took a few moments to recognize who had called him. “Sir Daniel,” he said, after catching his breath. “I almost didn’t recognize you in blue cloak and silks. I heard a loud pop like a whip crack and, well, I was scared.”
 
   Daniel caught up to him. “These clothes were necessary. Where is the Queen?” he replied without explaining about the sound of displaced air accompanying his arrival.
 
   Barney blinked. “She is likely still in bed, seeing as it is not even a mark since sunrise. I don’t think Chamberlain Bercassie would approve of anyone disturbing Her Majesty so early.”
 
   “I am not here for an audience. Ask her to meet me at the door to the royal apartments.” Daniel replied and started walking toward the Queen’s private quarters. “Thanks for the information,” he added while glancing back at the young man.
 
   By the time he reached the outer doors of the royal apartments, Chamberlain Bercassie was there along with two Royal Guardsmen. “I’ve been told you intend to see Her Majesty without being granted an audience,” the stately gray-haired woman said, hands folded together, while standing in front of the gold-leaf covered door.
 
   Both guardsmen seemed nervous. Ben Tucker and Jo Talpin were men Daniel had met in the Whetstone, and they were none to eager about getting in the way of a Royal Knight of the Realm. “We cannot allow you to pass without permission,” Jo sounded apologetic rather than authoritative.
 
   Daniel focused on the Chamberlain. “Would you be so kind as to enter the royal apartment and inform Queen Cleona I am here with a matter of extreme importance?”
 
   Cherian Bercassie raised her pointed nose toward the ceiling. “Everyone believes their matter is most urgent. Her Majesty will rise on the third mark of the day, break her fast, and will be ready to grant audience at the fourth mark. I will place you on the schedule, but several persons are ahead of you.”
 
   Daniel stared at her, causing her and both guardsmen to take a step back. He wondered why people kept doing that. “I am declaring a Realm Alert. If you do not go to the Queen right now, you will be in violation of the law, and I will have these Royal Guardsmen arrest you.”
 
   Both of her eyebrows seemed to climb her forehead and her face went deathly pale. “Is the realm truly in danger?” she gasped.
 
   “Cleona’s very life is in danger. I could go in unannounced under the circumstances, but prefer to go through your office, as is appropriate. I’ve no doubt you are far better at approaching the Queen with this sort of thing than I,” Daniel said, feeling it did not hurt to give the woman the respect due her.
 
   The color returned to her face. “Of course, Sir Daniel, I will go in and inform Her Majesty you have declared a Realm Alert. Should I also send runners to the Prime Minister and cabinet?”
 
   Considering the possible result the healing might have on Cleona’s physical appearance, the notion was not a bad idea, and was also appropriate when a Realm Alert is declared. “I would greatly appreciate it if you would do so,” Daniel replied.
 
   Cherian gave a quick nod of her head and went into the apartment. Jo and Ben stood watching him. “When did you return to the capital? I doubt you can enter this city without rumor running ahead of you,” Ben spoke up. His dark mustache twitched, showing he was still nervous.
 
   “I arrived recently because the matter is urgent,” Daniel replied, deciding not to give any more details.
 
   A tenth of a mark later, Cherian returned and led him through the family room and on back to the bed chamber. Prince Consort Collin Tirana, the third son of Lord Jacsun Tirana, was sitting on the right side of the bed, and frowning, clearly displeased by the early awakening. Cleona was lying on the left side. Both royals were still in their violet silk night gowns. 
 
   “I hope the situation warrants this interruption of my wife’s rest,” said the Prince. “You can see how her illness takes a toll on her.”
 
   “Col, Sir Daniel is the one best suited to help me,” Cleona assured her husband. 
 
   The Queen’s face was gaunt, hers eyes bloodshot, and her hair seemed brittle as straw. “You have declared a Realm Alert. What is the danger to my realm and how did you get here?”
 
   “The danger is, the Queen of Ducaun will die if I do not heal her,” Daniel declared, and decided to press on when the Queen opened her mouth as if to say something before he was finished speaking. “I know the spells necessary to heal you of the Lethal Growths. I declared the alert because the spells will not only eliminate the growths; they will repair all of the damage done to your body over the years. In essence, after the healing, you will look the way you would if the growths had never been.”
 
   “That is wonderful!” Prince Collin shouted. “Go ahead and heal her.”
 
   “Wait,” the Queen insisted. “Daniel, if you heal me in such an obvious and formal way, certain facts about you will become almost impossible to keep secret.”
 
   Everyone in the room was staring at him now, yet none of them knew he could summon potential, except the Queen and apparently the Prince Consort. “I executed Serin Gell and healed all of the people he Condemned,” Daniel began to explain as his listeners gasped at the news. “I had to break the Silencing. Efferin Tames must have felt the spell fail and sooner or later Tarin Conn will learn about what I did to his faithful minion. Keeping quiet about the fact that I can summon potential is now pointless, but other secrets should stay as we agreed.”
 
   The Queen nodded her understanding. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel. Is there anything you require in order to perform the healing?”
 
   Prince Collin stood up from the bed. “Shouldn’t the healing be done in private?”
 
   Jo and Ben stared at Daniel in awe, the Chamberlain was blinking rapidly, and all seemed to be eagerly awaiting his utterance. “I need a pan about one cubit long, half a cubit wide, and a hand deep filled with water.”
 
   “Cherian, see to the fulfilling of Sir Daniel’s requirement,” Cleona commanded.
 
   “It will be as you say, Your Majesty,” the Chamberlain replied and made a hasty exit.
 
   “Col, the Prime Minister and cabinet should be here to officially witness my healing for the sake of the realm, especially if my appearance is drastically altered. The healing must be legally certified. My modesty takes second place to the needs of the realm,” Cleona explained to her husband, for which Daniel was glad.
 
   “It will be necessary for me to place my right hand on your forehead and my left on your abdomen over your navel. No other part of you need be exposed,” Daniel assured both royals.
 
   The Queen looked at him askance. “How are you going to heal me without cutting me open? You mentioned having found a way in your report.”
 
   “My life force energy will flow into you, our hearts will beat as one, and my only physical contact with you will be by having one hand on your forehead and the other on your tummy. Through the use of multiple spells I will be casting simultaneously, I will destroy the Lethal Growths and cause your body to be what you were born to be,” Daniel explained, deliberately simplifying the process.
 
   Prime Minister Xan DuTomin entered the room wearing his purple robe of office and royal hawk medallion. His craggy face gave him a distinguished appearance and his stout frame showed him to be a man of many appetites. Behind him came the six ministers of the cabinet, each in their official scarlet robes and slightly smaller hawk medallions. They all bowed before the Queen.
 
   DuTomin’s eyes swept the room, lingered for a while on Daniel, and then back to the Queen. “I have been informed of the fact Sir Daniel has declared a Realm Alert. We have come prepared to act.”
 
   Cleona sat up in the bed. “Sir Daniel will brief us fully on what has occurred since his last report.” Daniel knew she would require a detailed and concise reciting of events. “At the time he had finished a task assigned to him and was in pursuit of Serin Gell. As you all know, the Accomplished of the Serpent Guild has been active in the realm of Ducaun and I instructed Sir Daniel to stop this man from troubling our kingdom. Before he gives us his report, you must know that he has overcome the Silencing placed upon him by the Grand Maestro, and is a fully functional Accomplished. You are here to serve as witnesses of the healing he is about to work upon my person and provide legal certification of the fact.”
 
   Finance Minster Bret Benhooman slapped Daniel on the back. “That is wonderful news,” he said with a broad grin. The man was the friendliest government official in the realm and far less stuffy than his peers.
 
   All of the ministers began saying much the same thing only with lesser degrees of enthusiasm. They were clearly disturbed by the fact that an Accomplished was in their midst, the same old Ducaunan fear of the Aakacarn, only now mixed with perhaps a little joy at knowing this particular power wielder was on their side.
 
   Cherian returned with a middle-aged male servant in green palace livery. He was carrying a pan of water and came to a stop in the center of the room. 
 
   “Place the water on the bed beside the Queen. Your Majesty, if you would place your right arm in the water, we can begin,” Daniel said while summoning the potential for Vitality. 
 
   “Do as he has instructed,” Cherian told the servant, who quickly complied.
 
   Cleona laid back, placed her arm in the water, and then pulled up her gown enough to expose her tummy while the sheet covered her from the hips down. She had no muscle tone, her skin being tight and sunken in around her organs.
 
   Daniel placed one hand on her forehead and the other on her abdomen over her navel. The first thing he did was send, Vitality, to refill her reservoir of life force energy, seeing as she was nearly empty. He pictured a vat containing a few drops of clear liquid and then poured forth his blue flood of power into her reservoir, filling it to the brim. The vat of a commoner was much smaller than one of an Aakacarn and their life force energy was colorless, so he discovered while healing the Condemneds. Now it was time for step two. Hearts Beat As One, flowed from him into her and Cleona’s heart began to beat in time with his own and her lungs matched his breath for breath. It was as if she truly was an extension of his own body and he could feel the Lethal Growths. He added a Da Capo, perpetuating the spell, and then cast, What Is This? He added a Da Capo and tied the Symphonic to his life force. The next step called for, Change It, and then, Hunger, in order to draw however many worlds with their tiny moons the recipe strands called for. Her recipe strands came into his mental view. Tiny nude three dimensional images of what Cleona should look like at thirty years of age appeared in the helix strands. If the Lethal Growths had not ravaged her body, the Queen would have been an attractive woman, but that did not concern Daniel. His priority was healing her and he focused on that with a will. He would not allow this foe to kill her. 
 
   He could sense each and every Lethal Growth, none could hide, and he smote them with Hunger, breaking them down to their tiny worlds and moons, and then using them along with what was needed from the water, to heal the ravaged areas. In her pancreas he went, through her liver, in and around her intestines. His spell took him into her womb, where he destroyed all of the growths, and healed any and all damage they had caused. With the Lethal Growths eliminated, it was time to give her the body she should have had, so he cast Restoration and Sleep Time. His life force energy focused on her recipe strands, Change It and Hunger, worked in tandem with, Restoration, and he could feel her body reforming beneath his hands. He had no idea how long the procedure had taken, yet knew the job was complete, and could feel the pleasure centers in Cleona’s body all working at once. “Cleona, your brain and will are one. Your body is yours to command,” Daniel spoke in her ear, wanting to be sure she would not be enthrall to him, and then released the Da Capos on all the spells. 
 
   “That was the most extraordinary thing I have ever witnessed,” Rey Callerin, the Minister of Health declared in his resonant voice.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes. The water pan was dry. Queen Cleona lay with long flowing black hair, a healthy complexion, impressive abs, and a pleasant face to behold, truly a beautiful woman. Tears were flowing freely onto the pillow and the smile on her face expressed pure joy. “That actually felt good, but am I cured?” she asked, while sitting up. Healing her had not been nearly as hard as restoring a Condemned and the energy she exhibited clearly showed this to be so.
 
   Daniel was pleased beyond measure. He did it. He saved the Queen! “Oh yes, you are completely cured, healthier than a racing mare in her prime.”
 
   “I will thank you not to refer to my wife as a horse,” the Prince said, but there was no sting in his tone of voice. He was all smiles. “My dear, you are absolutely beautiful.”
 
   Cherian brought a mirror over to Cleona so she could see the result of the healing and know why everyone was staring at her in total amazement. “I am beautiful,” she said softly, with more tears running down her cheeks. “Daniel, I thank you with all my heart.”
 
   Daniel bowed to her. “It was my pleasure to make you well.”
 
   “Now, all of you out,” Cherian said while waving her hands. “Her Majesty needs to get ready for the meeting where you will certify what you witnessed here and listen to Sir Daniel’s report.”
 
   Daniel gave a slight bow of his head to the Chamberlain. “It will be as you say,” he told her and headed out the door with Jo, Ben, and the ministers right behind him.
 
   They went to the large conference room where the emergency meeting that sent him on his quest for the trumpet of Tarin Conn had been held. Daniel sat in his traditional spot at the long table while the six ministers seated themselves according to their habit, and the Prime Minister seated himself at the opposite end of the table from where Cleona normally presided.
 
   Papers were brought in and signed by each person who had witnessed the healing, each affirming Sir Daniel healed Queen Cleona of her Lethal Growths and restored her to perfect health. When the legalities were out of the way, Joshua Raven, the Minister of Defense set down his pen and turned to Daniel. “I admit you have saved the Queen’s life and spared the kingdom going through secession, but I sense there is more reason for the Realm Alert you declared.”
 
   Daniel was about to answer when five Royal Knights of the Realm, whom he never had the privilege of meeting, entered the room and took their seats at the table after receiving formal greetings. He knew them by the portraits on the walls of the main hall in the chapter house dedicated to the brotherhood of Royal Knights. Sir Jon Loffer, whose crooked nose looked like it had been broken quite a few times in the past, took his seat at the table, and Sir Lynel DuDaren, a man with narrow eyes and a scar on his right cheek shook hands with Defense Minister Raven before taking a seat.
 
   Sir Zackeri Modrun glanced at Daniel and touched the hilt of his sword before sitting down. “One is interested in why you are in silks stylized as those of an Accomplished rather than in your uniform,” he spoke in a mild, yet firm tone.
 
   The Knight’s dark mustache was neatly trimmed and his beard ran the length of his jaw-line. His family crest was a pair of dueling stags with their horns interlocked on a field of green. He removed his helmet, as did the other Knights of the Realm. He was a spry looking man with just a touch of gray in his hair.
 
   “Zack, give him a chance to organize his thoughts for the meeting. I’m sure his report will be satisfactory and we will have an opportunity to ask for more details afterwards. Let’s not cause our brother to make a personal report every time someone enters the room. We don’t know how many have received this summons,” Sir Jed Cofee suggested.
 
   He was a much older Knight whose hair was completely gray, yet he possessed a steady gaze that reflected a keen intelligence. The other knights quickly agreed with the elder and Daniel appreciated the suggestion. Queen Cleona, along with the Prince Consort, entered the room and sat down. Each of the Knights stared at her in unbelief.
 
   Prime Minister Xan raised his hand. “I assure you, this is our beloved Queen. Sir Daniel has broken the Silencing laid upon him by the Grand Maestro of Aakadon. I and the distinguished ministers of the cabinet witnessed the healing and restoration he has performed upon her. Our written testimony to the facts have been certified and entered into the official record.”
 
   After a rather lengthy period of congratulations that seemed to go on forever, but was only about a sixteenth of a mark, Daniel admitted to himself, Cleona called the meeting to order. She fixed her gaze on the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm. “Sir Daniel, you are here in the garb of an unaffiliated Accomplished. I expect your report, which should start with your execution of Cale Tomei, whom you granted a duel to the death by sword, will end with why you are here wearing blue silks.”
 
   Daniel’s gaze swept the eyes of each person seated at the table and then fixed on the Queen. “I convicted Cale Tomei of spying for the enemy, to which he confessed, and then fought him in a duel,” Daniel began, giving a concise report, telling of his being the Chosen Vessel, and his growing swirl of animal allies, although did not go into detail about the mental links he had formed. “And so I left my uniform at General Talon’s hill-fort and entered Pentrosa in pursuit of Serin Gell. The blue silks and uniforms I made for the purpose of giving the impression the assault on the Serpent Nest was headed by Aakadon, rather than an official act of the Ducaunan government. I went in with an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild, was later joined by an Accomplished of the Willow Guild, and their presence does make the infiltration a joint operation. Some of the Condemneds I restored were Accomplisheds of Aakadon and nearly all of them are wearing their black and red silks, thus adding to the illusion the strike was orchestrated by them. My people are still in Pentrosa and I need to return quickly and get them back to our side of the border.”
 
   “You can actually restore to health someone who has been Condemned?” Rey Callerin asked, even though he had witnessed the healing and restoration of the Queen.
 
   Cleona seemed to be giving the situation some thought and then nodded her head, coming to some sort of conclusion. “The border violation could complicate matters if your men are caught. As the Chosen Vessel, it is your responsibility to confront the Serpent Guild, but I hope you can get your people back across the border soon.”
 
   Daniel glanced at the Minister of Defense; no one was questioning the Queen’s assertion about the title of Chosen Vessel, not even Raven. Daniel focused his attention back on the Queen. “We have a bigger problem. Fifteen thousand men left their base south of Los Collins and are about to assault Gell’s Lair. Worse, I sensed Aakacarns of the Serpent Guild working with both the cavalry unit that was wearing civilian clothes and raiding across our border, and two traveling with the Pentrosan Legion.”
 
   “But that would mean the Pentrosans have made some sort of alliance with the Serpent Guild,” Minister Raven blurted out.
 
   “I don’t understand how you can know all of this. Sir Daniel, how did you even get here, if less than a mark ago you were in the Foothills of Pentrosa?” Minister Terren demanded to know. The head of emissaries was a bald man with a belly overflowing his belt. “I do know the political mess that will be created if the Pentrosans are able to prove a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm led his detachment of Royal Guardsmen in an assault on Pentrosan soil.”
 
   “I’m an Accomplished and have an extensive repertoire. How I get around is not as important as Pentrosa being in league with the Serpent Guild. ” Daniel replied.
 
   Sir Jonus Grummer was nodding his head. He had a slender nose and wrinkles he earned over a long career, much of which was spent at the border Pentrosa shared with Ducaun. “The Serpent Guild has been in hiding ever since you smote them at Mount Gosian. At least that was my impression before hearing your report. We cannot trust our surly neighbors to the north no matter what their diplomats say. Taking your news in consideration, I believe we should fortify the border with some of our own legions.”
 
   “But that could be perceived as us preparing to invade them and possibly trigger a war,” Terren pointed out.
 
   Cleona leaned forward, placing both hands palm down on the table. “The Creator has chosen Sir Daniel as His champion. The Serpent Guild is still actively moving about in my kingdom, attacking my family home, and Condemning my citizens,” she declared, firmly. “Sir Daniel, as the Chosen Vessel, in your opinion, is Tarin Conn about to break free?”
 
   Daniel took a deep breath, trying to decide how much to tell even this trusted group, and then made up his mind. “Serin Gell had in his possession the flute of Della Lain. If I had not gone into Pentrosa and defeated him, Tarin Conn would be free right this moment.”
 
   Cleona sat back in her chair and closed her eyes while startled gasps irrupted around the table. The ministers and knights began talking at once, each increasing in volume as the excitement grew, and the ramifications of what had occurred set in.
 
   “But that cannot be, the flute is safe in Aakadon, in the keeping of the Grand Maestro,” Boen Sentrainer said, as if the Minister of Law Enforcement could make the truth change just because he had been taught a lie. His brow was furrowed and he shook his head, causing a lock of his dark curly hair to fall in his face. He brushed it back in place and pursed his lips stubbornly.
 
   Daniel reached into his cloak and removed the flute from the special pocket he created for it, everyone in the world had seen pictures of it at one time or another so there was no problem recognizing the famous instrument. “This is protected by a shield only I can remove, unless someone mages to kill me. I dare not let it out of my possession.”
 
   Silence fell upon those seated at the table as each person stared at the object in Daniel’s hands. Cleona cleared her throat. “Under the circumstances, I declare the Realm Alert legitimate and order that steps be taken to secure the kingdom; every lord, Knight of the Realm, and all members of the nobility are hereby ordered to gather their musters, and all legions are to be placed on a war footing.”
 
   “But Your Majesty, the entire world will think we are getting ready to invade Pentrosa while that kingdom is in crisis. We will be seen as the aggressors, especially if that legion overcomes Sir Daniel’s men,” Landis Terren practically shouted, red-faced and sweating.
 
   The Queen nodded her understanding. “You are correct, which is why you and I will be busy. We must make it clear to the emissaries here in Ducanton representing their nations, we are preparing for defense against the Serpent Guild, and its allies, not an invasion of any sovereign nation,” she stated and then turned to Daniel. “You must get back to Gell’s Lair, finish your work there, and get back across the border. A council of war will convene here in ten days. Sir Daniel, you must raise a muster of troops to help defend the realm. All of you in this room are ordered to begin gathering your troops as well.”
 
   “I will get word to the legion commanders,” Minister Raven announced.
 
   “I’ll notify the enforcement officers,” Boen Sentrainer added, finally accepting the truth.
 
   Loren Quin, the Minister of Public Works, rubbed the goatee on his chin. “I will begin publishing your proclamation and send the Royal Couriers out across the realm.”
 
   “Sir Daniel, return to your men as quickly as you can,” Cleona told him with a wink and nod of the head, meaning right now.
 
   Daniel stood up. “It will be as you say, Your Majesty,” her replied and then summoned the potential for Conveyance, pictured the top of the hill in Pentrosa, and three heart beats later he was standing beside Corporal Carlin.
 
    
 
   ---------------------------
 
    
 
   Sherree opened her eyes and brushed aside long silky strands of yellow-gold hair and was amazed she even had hair. She examined her hands; each was perfect, fingers and thumbs flexible and working fine. A soft blue orb provided just enough light for her to see the chamber. She was on a bed of solidified air and fully dressed in silks of the same color; that of Daniel’s potential. She knew it was he who healed her. She had sensed a powerful force take control of her body, and knew without actually seeing him, that her visitor was Daniel. The silks fit well and she knew he must have provided these and dressed her in them, yet did not feel embarrassed. “I feel stronger than I ever have in my life,” she declared to the empty chamber. 
 
   She sprang to her feet with an agility that was surprising. What did Daniel do to her body? Sherree removed the hooded cloak, opened her blouse, and let her pants drop to the floor. Her bra and panties were black silk, but it was her body that was truly amazing. Her muscles were well defined, not bulky, yet firm and physically fit, not that she had been in poor condition before. It is just, well; she was in the best shape of her life and felt as if she could run a seven hundred stride dash in seconds. Glancing behind, her hair was longer, flowing all the way to her bottom.
 
   Her right shoulder was bare. The golden lightning bolt had been torn away during the Condemnation. She hummed the spell of Ranking, summing the potential, light flashed, and a brief stab of pain struck her shoulders. She blinked, wondering if her eyes were deceiving her, but no, what she saw was real. She now had a lightning bolt on both shoulders. “Daniel, what have you done to me?” She asked, and added a lightning bolt on each shoulder of her silk blouse and a second one on her cloak next to the one Daniel made for her.
 
   The thought made her feel warm inside and she remembered her last regret, that she rejected his proposal of marriage, and what she said would happen if she ever had the chance again. She pulled her pants back up, admired the blue boots, and then put on the shirt and cloak. It was time to go find the man who captured her heart.
 
   The cell door was unlocked and she noted the entire place was illumined by soft blue light that seemed to emanate from the walls. The hall was empty yet she could hear a slow steady breathing, the sound of perhaps hundreds of people sleeping. She peered into the first sell on her right and found twenty people dressed in blue, wool rather than silk, and all of them sleeping peacefully. Did Daniel heal them too? She found the same in each cell. Voices echoed from up ahead, two masculine and one feminine, and she cautiously headed in that direction. The door on her left opened and out stepped a tall man in blue silks. His skin was the color of ebony yet his face was shaped more like a Taracopian. He looked familiar. It took her only a few moments to place him. “You are Jeremiah Lassiter,”
 
   The Two-bolt Accomplished gave a slight nod of acknowledgment. “I am, and thanks to Daniel Benhannon, I’m no longer among the Condemned. He must have overcome the Silencing and regained his repertoire,” Lassiter said in a deep bass voice.
 
   “I was also among the Condemned and believe the people in these cells might have been as well” Sherree replied. 
 
   Lassiter’s eyes scanned her, making it seem he was weighing and assessing every detail about her. “You are Sherree Jenna, one of the Talenteds who participated at the Battle of Bashierwood, and graduated to the rank of One-bolt Accomplished. How is it you now have two?”
 
   Sherree was so happy she could not stop a chuckle from escaping. “I think it is a side affect of Daniel’s healing.”
 
   Lassiter was shaking his head. “I was a Two-bolt before being Condemned and am still one after having been restored and performed the spell of Ranking.”
 
   Sherree did not want to be rude to the Senior Soarer, but she was more interested in the man who healed her. “Why don’t we go find Daniel and ask him?”
 
   Lassiter smiled. “I can see no reason for us to do otherwise. Speaking of side affects, while I was in good physical condition before, I am in great shape now, better than ever.”
 
   Sherree nodded her head. “Same here,” she told him.
 
   She and Lassiter walked toward the voices. The two males turned out to be Tim Dukane and Ronn Benhannon. The woman was Miriam, who smiled and ran to her the moment their eyes made contact. “Sherree, it so good to see you up and about,” Daniel’s mother told her in the middle of a fierce hug.
 
   It felt good to be hugged by this woman and Sherree hugged her back just as warmly. “Where is he?” she asked, realizing Miriam would know which, he, she was referring to.
 
   Tim Dukane walked over with a grin on his face and he seemed happier yet more settled in some way then when they last met. “Daniel went off to heal the Queen of the Lethal Growths. He is back now and outside helping the other Accomplisheds to defend this position from eleven members of the Serpent Guild, nine on the other side of the hill to our north, and two with the Pentrosan legion.”
 
   Sherree would have been skeptical about any Accomplished claiming to have single-handedly healed a patient of the Lethal Growths, but after having been restored from Condemnation decided to keep an open mind, considering who was credited with the accomplishment.
 
   Lassiter’s eyes became even more intense. “That suggests an allegiance of some sort between the two. This could be a serious development, especially if Pentrosa is a willing host of the illegitimate guild. Where is Serin Gell? Did he get away?”
 
   Tim pointed to the far corner of the chamber, behind the throne, where a black silk cloak covered a mound of some sort. “No, he didn’t get away. Daniel executed him right over there and what is left of him is not pretty. I was not here at the time but understand Daniel was quite angry when he learned Sherree had been Condemned.”
 
   Lassiter went over and uncovered the body, a mound of what appeared to be boneless flesh. “He has no skeleton, but my spell confirms this is Serin Gell.”
 
   “His skeleton is still there only broken into tiny fragments,” Ronn corrected him.
 
   “Officially, he should have been captured and sent back to Aakadon for further questioning, but personally, I’m glad he is dead,” Lassiter admitted, a sentiment Sherree agreed with, and he stood up. “I would like to come back and do a more thorough examination of the body and his personal affects, so please leave him as he is.”
 
   Ronn licked his lips and smiled. “You will have to get in line. Samuel Cresh already asked that we leave the body for him to examine.”
 
   Lassiter’s eyes widened. “You mean he is still alive! I saw him die at the hands of Gell’s minion.”
 
   Sherree put her hand on his shoulder. “Samuel lost his right hand in the encounter but is very much alive.”
 
   Tim pointed toward the southeast exit. “He is out there helping to defend against the enemy forces, nearly died once, but was saved by Simon, who smashed the Aakacarn flat with a tree. Who knew the Willow Guild had such violent spells?”
 
   Sherree never heard of such aggressive spells from the Willow Guild, but then, each guild possessed specific Melodies unique to them, and she should not have been surprised some of them might be lethal.
 
   Lassiter glanced at the exit. “I am going to help him,” he declared and ran, quite fast, down the hall and out of sight.
 
   Ronn Benhannon watched him go. “He seems lively enough, how do you feel?”
 
   Sherree stepped back from Miriam’s embrace and spread her arms wide. “I have never been in better shape and feel like I could swim spans against the current of the Mighty Hirus.”
 
   Tim let out a chuckle. “That sounds plenty strong to me.”
 
   “Are there any casualties?” Sherree wanted to know. Where there is fighting injuries soon follow, she knew from experience, and wanted to help.
 
   Miriam nodded her head. “There have been burns and cuts from blades of air, little fireballs, and such, but casualties on our side are fairly low because of the stone fortification built near the southeast entrance to this hill complex. Jerremy built a wall around the hill and later one to protect the archers up top. Daniel informed me that Storm, Slink, Skulk, and Sniffer died in their battle with the Pentrosan cavalry unit.”
 
   Sherree was happy to know Jerremy had also been healed and was quick to offer her condolences for the dead. “I’m sorry for the loss of those men.”
 
   Tim was shaking his head. “A panther and three coyotes,” he corrected and then chose to add more after she looked at him askance. “Daniel is the Chosen Vessel and the animals are part of his swirl. They fight for him, whether he wants them to or not.”
 
   Sherree turned to Miriam, being unsure of Tim’s sense of humor. Oh, she heard all the rumors flooding Ducanton about Daniel being the Chosen Vessel, but he never spoke of it and she did not mention it either. 
 
   “Tim is not joking. My son is the Chosen Vessel. Teki Seers have confirmed it, the Queen has confirmed it, and Daniel willingly admits it,” Miriam attested to the fact.
 
   Ronn ran his fingers through his hair and said, “You have been educated in Aakadon. Have you ever heard of a twenty year-old Six-bolt Accomplished?”
 
   Six bolts, Sherree was about to tell them such a thing was impossible, but then Daniel healed the impossible and defeated the Maestro of the Serpent Guild in a duel of potentials. One thing was for sure, when she wed that man, he was going to tell her things like this without making her pump him like a well handle. “I’m going outside. Send word if you need my help,” she said and walked out of the hill complex and into the bright morning.
 
   A huge stone fort was about twenty paces from the entrance and balls of fire slammed against it along with solidified blades of air. A solid red-brown beam of light hit the north wall and a blue glow around the building grew brighter and brighter as if absorbing the power and using it to strengthen the shield. Shards of stones went flying out one of the windows like hundreds of darts being thrown in rapid succession. That was clearly an offensive spell of the Stone Guild. Sherree noted twelve different potentials being focused to the north, three she recognized as belonging to Samuel, Jerremy, and Simon, although she could not discern the specific spells they were casting.
 
   She noted the wall around the perimeter and many trees with prickly branches, most of which were on fire as were the hills outside the walls raised by Jerremy. A Three-bolt Accomplished worked a jet of water that spouted up out of the ground, extinguishing most of the fire balls before they hit the complex, and put out the flames of the few burning spheres that got through to the ground.
 
   She turned and stared up at the top of the hill. Daniel was up there with twenty archers. She watched as he took an arrow in hand and created perhaps hundreds just like it, out of what? She did not know. The bowman continued to send their arrows out to the north at targets she could not see from her current vantage point. She started climbing the hill. He looked so handsome and in full command of the situation and all she wanted to do was hug and kiss him. Before she was half way up a beautiful dark-haired woman walked up to him and gave him a hug and handed him a mug. Sherree stopped, staring in unbelief. She thought Daniel and the mountain girl had parted ways. She distinctly remembered when that tart’s relationship with Daniel was supposed to have ended with Tim getting the cabin Daniel would have invited this strumpet into.
 
   Sherree knew she was being hard on the girl, who was neither a tart nor a strumpet, and could only blame herself if Daniel went back to her after being rejected. Of all the people she expected to see here, this woman was only just ahead of Tarin Conn on her list. Sherree turned and went back down the hill. She refused to cry, not her, not a dedicated Accomplished of the Aloe Guild. She remembered the last words she had spoken to Daniel, “From now on we will be on a professional level only, address each other by rank and all casual contact will cease immediately.”
 
   Why should she complain if he took her at her word? The water in her eyes was because of the smoke from the fire balls, not tears. She wiped her eyes and went into the stone fort. Jerremy, Simon, and Samuel were stationed there, and joined by Lassiter, who was busy casting spells out the window.
 
   “He did it again,” the Senior Soarer was saying. “Created arrows seemingly out of nothing, just like the extra bows,” he added and then resumed casting spells at the enemy. 
 
   Simon was the first to notice her and crossed the room in an instant. “Sherree, I’m so glad Daniel was able to restore you,” he blurted and pulled her into a hug, then released and tried to assume a more dignified expression. “I mean, it is good to see you well after your ordeal, Accomplished,” he said and then his eyes widened when he glanced at her shoulders. “Why do you have two bolts?”
 
   Poor Simon, it was nothing against him, but his question brought her mind crashing back to Daniel laughing and hugging the mountain hussy up on the hill and Sherree could contain the emotion no longer. “That’s a very good question,” she told him hotly. “I too would like to know exactly what Daniel Benhannon did to my body in addition to healing me.”
 
   Jerremy and Samuel came over all smiles and ready to congratulate her on being made well by a man who healed her out of the goodness of his heart, yet who was no longer interested in her as a woman; at least that is how she saw their approach.
 
   “Daniel restored me along with a hundred and eighty or so other people who had been Condemned and he did nothing untoward to any as far as I know. Are you saying he did something inappropriate to you?” Jerremy asked her with seemingly mixed emotions. She was his friend and also Daniel’s, who had saved him from Condemnation.
 
   “No, of course not, but I don’t see any extra lighting bolts on yours or Lassiter’s shoulders. He has some explaining to do, but I don’t want to speak with him just now, so let’s leave him out of the discussion for awhile.” Sherree still felt the sting of seeing Daniel in that other woman’s arms, but she would not allow the image to control her actions, not much.
 
   Samuel took her aside. “Daniel mentioned to me about how he once proclaimed his inappropriate feelings for you and how you let him know in certain terms that there would be no such relationship. I believe he took your words to heart and doubt he would have done anything improper while you were unconscious.”
 
   So Daniel shared the episode at the Great Carnival with Samuel, which means it was still in his mind while he was restoring her. She should be grateful he had healed her and respected her stated wishes. “Sam, which part of, Leave him out of the discussion for awhile, did you not understand?” She was being snippy, but she could not help it.
 
   Samuel just looked at her for awhile and then nodded his head. “If you know any spells that can be used against the Pentrosans, you may use this crescendo while I drink several jugs of water,” he told her while handing over a hunting knife. “Don’t wrinkle your nose up at it. This is one super-charged energy amplifier.”
 
   Sherree offered him a slight smile and took the knife and went to the window. The Pentrosan army and cavalry were spread out on the next several hills over on the north. Men with spears, swords, and crossbows, were out on foot while most of the enemy was mounted. They were not close enough to use their crossbows and depended on the Aakacarns with them to be the aggressors for the time being. The fools that had come close enough to loose their bolts were dead on the ground with pile arrows sticking from their bodies. Swarms of wasps and hornets flew up from the trees and bushes and descended upon the Pentrosans. Men and horses began to scream as the insects brought their stingers to bear. 
 
   Sherree aimed the knife at an Accomplished who was standing a little too high on the hill and sent Easing The Pain through the crescendo at her intended target. An amber beam of light shot from the knife and was far brighter than she had anticipated and struck the Aakacarn. He went flying off the hill, possibly breaking his neck, but definitely leaving him immobile and feeling no pain. She examined the knife. This is a level four and there was only one person present who could make one, but she was determined not to say his name, not even in her mind. She aimed the knife and continued to pick off any person fool enough to poke their head where she could see it. She was not particularly proud of the fact that it made her feel better, taking out her frustration on them.
 
   Sherree lost track of time and was startled when Samuel came to take back the knife and relieve her. She watched as crows flew over the enemy and pooped on them, which contributed nothing militarily, but was annoying for them and amusing to her. Time went by and a short while later the wasps and hornets flew up and away from the Pentrosans. Daniel stood on the top of the hill and began to glow bright blue. Light radiated from him, out and to the north beyond visual range, and the foot soldiers fell, horses and riders fell, every living thing fell to the ground, and she could feel the harmonic ripples of the major working. The silence was palpable and nothing stirred out there but smoke in the breeze. 
 
   “Prepare to depart, twenty thousand horsemen are headed this way, thirty-five spans from the west, and it is past time to be gone.” Daniel’s amplified voice sounded across the divide and probably to everyone awake inside the hill. Sherree had no idea how he knew of the advancing threat, yet trusted him to be accurate. His announcement continued. “Sergeant Keenan, I need men to help carry out the people who are still sleeping inside the hill complex. Everyone is to gather at the entrance.”
 
   There was a moment of silence, seeing as most of the people were still stunned by how Daniel struck down the enemy Aakacarns and the Pentrosan legion with seeming ease. Another moment passed and everybody was hustling to obey, men double timing it into the cave, and others vacating the stone fort.
 
   They all met outside the cave with over a hundred men and women still sleeping. Sherree was tempted to wake them up prematurely by use of a spell, but she knew as a healer these people needed to wake up naturally. Daniel glanced at her and then looked away quickly as if feeling guilty about something, and part of her wanted him to feel uncomfortable. She walked right by several Accomplisheds and a Sergeant in order to get to him. “I will not be ignored. Something was done to me that you did not do to the others. Understand that we will be having a discussion about this again when I am not so furious with you,” she said, and then went as far from him as she could get and still be part of the crowd.
 
   If anything, the expression on his face told her he did do something and was sure it would bother her if she knew.
 
   Daniel raised his arms and two blue spheres appeared, one engulfing Gell’s lair, a ball sinking to half its dimension below the ground, and a second ball engulfing the stone building. The stones began to crack, the snap and pop of which grew louder and louder as they split into smaller and smaller pieces until there was nothing left of the fort but gravel. The hill had sunken in on itself until it was nothing more than a pile of pebbles and dirt. The spheres vanished and once again everyone was stunned to silence. Even the Aakacarns were nervous around such displays of raw power.
 
   Daniel turned to address the crowd. “I’m going to cast a spell that will convey all of us to the valley half a span north of Fort Casum, where we will allow our charges time to recover while I deliver some important messages from the Queen to the Generals and Knights who are in the vicinity. Once the spell is cast, you will not see, hear, or feel, a thing for the space of three heart beats, and then we will appear at our destination,” he explained.
 
   Quite a few people were perspiring and not from the heat, seeing as it was a cool day. Sherree stood alone, avoiding people so she would not have to speak to them. Daniel began to glow again and blackness enveloped her, yet before she could count to three, she was standing in a valley along with everyone who had been near the cave entrance. This was definitely the way to travel and she was impressed even if the wielder of the Melody made her stomach churn.
 
   Jerremy and Simon walked up her. Samuel was over with Senior Soarer Lassiter, Master Artisan Togan, and Oceanic Varroon. They were all talking to Daniel, no doubt congratulating him on working such a fine spell, but none daring to ask where he learned it. If his repertoire was back, many of the Melodies in it could be from the Serpent Guild, and Teleportation definitely was.
 
   “You say you don’t want to discuss Daniel, yet constantly stare at him,” Jerremy casually mentioned.
 
   “My friend, I really do think you would poke a sleeping bear just to see how it reacts,” Simon told him, and Sherree agreed.
 
   “No, I’m just still giddy after being restored to good health with full control of my body,” Jerremy replied.
 
   “Too bad that control does not extend to your mouth,” Sherree could not resist saying, and it made her smile.
 
   Simon also smiled and Jerremy grabbed his heart dramatically as if being pierced. “You wound me,” he said, and laughed. “My mouth works fine. It is my tongue that gets me in trouble.”
 
   Then they all laughed and Sherree felt better. Her eyes were drawn to Daniel and she realized, even though it hurt, she still loved him, and the thought both increased her pain at seeing him in the arms of another woman and gave her happiness at seeing he is well. She moved closer to the senior Accomplisheds and her two friends came with her.
 
   “I must admit your method of travel is impressive, but I am concerned with the way you instantly killed every living thing in those hills,” Master Togan was saying.
 
   “Not that we are saying you did anything wrong,” Oceanic Varroon was quick to add.
 
   “I was hoping we could stay in the vicinity long enough to search the enemy Accomplisheds. Sam and I could have collected their crescendos and especially their amulets, which would have been helpful in tracking down their allies,” Senior Soarer Lassiter stated while motioning toward Samuel.
 
    Daniel smiled while shaking his head. “You are free to go back and collect the Aakacarn paraphernalia. I thought what you took from Serin Gell was enough. If not, you might want to hurry. The only individual I personally killed in Pentrosa is Serin Gell, all others are only sleeping. It was you folks who did most of the killing, not that I am saying you did anything wrong. Even so, I led the infiltration, it was my idea to cross the border, and so I take responsibility for what you had to do.”
 
   “There is that,” Master Togan replied. “The man in charge is responsible. That said I am grateful you chose to come rescue us.”
 
   Daniel’s eyes flicked to Sherree, it was only for an instant, but she knew he noted her presence. “I’m told the Chosen Vessel has three choices he will be forced to make more frequently than the average person, stand and watch, walk away, or do something to help. I chose to help.”
 
   “Good choice,” Jerremy commented while moving to stand beside his mentor. “Everyone here is convinced you are the Chosen Vessel but are you truly?” 
 
   “We can have this discussion after I’ve gone to Fort Casum. I’ll be changing back into my uniform and then we can discuss the matter. I would appreciate it if you Accomplisheds create a compound in this valley large enough to accommodate yourselves, and everyone with me, including those who I have healed. I don’t want to over tax General Talon’s resources,” Daniel told them, and then departed for the log fort with his pair of Teki escort keeping pace beside him.
 
   “He will tell us what we need to know when he is ready,” Samuel told the senior Accomplisheds. “I don’t know anyone, except possibly Sherree or his parents, who could make him talk when he isn’t inclined to speak.”
 
   Sherree laughed to herself. She wished Daniel was so open and accommodating with her. Well, he did just see to her needs, accommodations were being made, and she was included. “I hope he has a happy life with Val.”
 
   Simon turned to her. “Todd Polkat? I suppose he will have a happy life with her, at least that’s how it seemed the last time I was in Bashierwood. I suppose their eatery is up and running by now.”
 
   Sherree was totally confused. She vaguely remembered the Innkeeper’s son, but had no idea why Simon was telling her about him. “I’m talking about Daniel.”
 
   Simon’s right eyebrow arched up, good let him be the one confused. He shook his head, as if clearing his thoughts. “I suppose he is happy for her getting on with her life, but I doubt he has any intention of spending much time with her, and I doubt Todd would think it appropriate given the fact that he was second choice.”
 
   Sherree put both hands on her hips and faced her friend. “I’m talking about Val Terrance, the one who Daniel was supposed to marry, and who is here with us. I saw her bringing water and hugging him.”
 
   Simon started laughing and was in danger of having a spell cast upon him if he did not stop it right this instant. He managed to get himself back under control before she lost her patience with him. “That was Gina, Val’s twin sister you saw hugging Daniel. They have been friends from childhood, I suppose she loves him like a brother, and believe the feeling is mutual.”
 
   Sherree felt the heat in her cheeks. The revelation caused a flood of thoughts and a drastic realignment of her perceptions since awakening.
 
   “Are you alright?” Simon grabbed hold of her arm and then let go when she nodded.
 
   She was still a little confused about how Daniel was reacting to her. “Why do you suppose he looks so guilty every time his eyes meet mine?”
 
   Simon scratched his chin. “I believe his feelings for you run deeper than is considered appropriate for a pair of Aakacarns. His being the Chosen Vessel forced some drastic changes in his life over a fairly short period and I think he is adjusting as quickly as he can. I think he sees you, not just as an Aakacarn to be respected, but as an attractive young woman. Perhaps he does not trust himself not to grab you in his arms and kiss you right in front of us all.”
 
   It would be just like the mule headed man to think that way, grabbing her in public would be unthinkable. In her opinion, the grabbing and kissing aught to be done in a more intimate setting. “Does every male think that way?”
 
   Simon shrugged his shoulders. “If you weren’t an Aakacarn, I can image there would be a goodly number of males who might consider snuggling with you to be a pleasant activity.”
 
   The Accomplisheds began work on the project Daniel assigned to them. All of the members of the Stone Guild huddled together, apparently deciding who would do what, and then the spell casting began. Four blue structures formed up out of the ground with a new symbol on each roof top and above the doors. It was the Falcon in flight clutching a lightning bolt, the family crest of Daniel Benhannon. The compound also included a stable and corral, very much like what they created at Lake Tomlin, except on a larger scale. These buildings were more than twice the width and depth as those and four stories high rather than two and with slanted roofs rather than flat.
 
   A short time later Daniel entered the valley and caused everyone to stop what they were doing and point. Voices were raised as people began discussing the ramifications of what he was doing. Sherree could not take her eyes off of him, something not unusual according Jerremy. The handsome young Knight of the Realm did not need to walk up to anyone, they all came to him. People began parting a way for Sherree as she approached. They took one look at her face and shoulders, those lighting bolts commanded respect, and not a soul dared stand in her way.
 
   “A Master-of-the-blade should display the lighting bolts,” Sergeant Keenan said with a nod of his head.
 
   “I decided you were right,” Daniel replied with a glance at his sword, and then startled Samuel when the hunting knife flew from his grip right into the black leather sheath on the Knight’s belt.
 
   Sherree really had not been paying attention to the lighting bolts on his hilt and scabbard; it was the six on the shoulders of his uniform that caught her eye. He was displaying his ranking as an Accomplished and all of the Accomplisheds witnessing the golden bolts went pale in the face, except Lassiter and Simon. 
 
   “I told you his rank was enough to take on a Maestro and win,” the Senior Soarer told his Fledgling.
 
   “What made you choose to display your rank?” Simon asked, and it was clear by his tone the rank was nothing new to him. That young man knows way more than people give him credit for.
 
   Daniel’s eyes swept the crowd. “My foes know by now that I am no longer Silenced, am a fully functional Six-bolt Accomplished, and that my repertoire includes Melodies composed by Tarin Conn. I see no reason to keep these facts from my friends.”
 
   “He means, not any longer,” Samuel mumbled, but not soft enough for Sherree to miss hearing. “I think he actually enjoys making me discover these things as they unfold.” He did not seemed surprised about the number of bolts, more about the restored repertoire and the timing of the revelation.
 
   Sherree passed the few people who were standing between her and the man she needed to have a serious talk with and they had the wisdom not to argue. She stepped right up to him. “Forget the Royal Knight of the Realm, the Lord of the Land, and the Chosen Vessel, I want to have a private talk with Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   Daniel stared down at her, he was quite tall, and he blinked. “It will be as you say, Accomplished,” he told her in a formal manner, at least he did not refuse.
 
   If anyone had a problem with her taking Daniel aside, they chose not to express it. His parents were also in the crowd, yet they did not attempt to follow, and neither did his pair of Teki escorts, Silvia and David. Daniel entered the first building on the right.
 
   “The Accomplisheds did a nice job,” he commented.
 
   They were on the first floor in a large common room and she could see a good size dinning area in the next room. The kitchen and store rooms were over to the left and a bathing room to the right and another next to it. The living quarters had to be upstairs. It was a standard Stone Guild compound but with more bed and bathing rooms, and they did do a nice job, but that was not what needed to be discussed.
 
   “If you still count me as one of your friends, answer my questions without being evasive,” she began, and he wiped perspiration from his brow. She was making him nervous, a Six-bolt Accomplished.
 
   “You may not like the answers, but I’ll give them to you straight,” he agreed.
 
   “Why do I have two lightning bolts?” she asked, trying to be direct and to the point.
 
   He shrugged his broad shoulders. “You were the first person I restored. I sensed into your being and discovered your life force energy had nearly drained away. We all have what I call vats to store our energy and yours had only a few amber drops left in it. I filled yours to the brim with my own potential. It was only after healing Jerremy and then the non-Aakacarns that I learned the differences in the sizes of vats and how much potential was stored in each one. The vats of Aakacarns grow at varying rates as does their potential, while the vats of non-Aakacarns are all the same and never grow.”
 
   Sherree was almost amazed he had been so open about what he knew and was wondering how he learned things not even the Aloe Guild Senior Practitioners knew. This was all very interesting and as a healer she truly intended to learn how to heal things the way he did. “Why didn’t you fill Jerremy’s vat?”
 
   “I filled yours because I was afraid you would die, Jerremy’s vat was slightly less than half full, but not life threatening and I still had a hundred and eighty people to restore to health. I filled your vat prematurely. You will not gain in potential until your vat grows larger,” Daniel admitted, and her heart was thrilled at hearing he was afraid she would die; it meant he still cared deeply.
 
   “I’m not complaining, just only wanted to know. I also want you to teach me some of your healing spells, ones that can be cast by an Accomplished having less than six bolts of potential. Now that you are being open an honest with me, I want to be so with you,” she replied, and took a deep breath, this part was more important than the details she would glean from him at a later time. If she handles him right, they will have plenty of time to discuss how he can do the things he does.
 
   “There are some spells that I can and will teach you and some not. What do you want to know?” Daniel replied.
 
   His question was perfect, the answer she would require from him was far different than what he expected, and also made her palms sweat and her heart flutter. “Daniel will you marry me?”
 
   He blinked and was completely stunned. “What?” he asked as if deciding he had imagined the question.
 
   Sherree took a deep breath. “I love you and want us to be married. Will you marry me?”
 
   A smile grew on his face, he seemed thrilled beyond belief, but then his right eyebrow went up and his smile vanished. “Sherree your brain and will are one. Your body is yours to command,” Daniel spoke in her ear.
 
   “Of course they are,” she replied and began to wonder if he was about to turn her down. “Why would you tell me that instead of answering my question?” Tears were forming in her eyes but she did not let them fall.
 
   “Sherree, I love you, and want to marry you, but I had to make sure you are not enthralled to me. If you are asking of your own free will, then yes, I will marry you,” Daniel replied with an answer that both pleased and disturbed her.
 
   “Why do you think my will isn’t my own?”
 
   “Before you enter the cabin with me there are things you need to know. I am an Aakasear, a composer of Melodies, like Tarin Conn. When Efferin Silenced me, which is what I wanted him to do, I lost my original repertoire. Being an Aakasear, I composed a new one to replace and eventually add to the spells lost in the Silencing. As you know, Aakacarns can only perform Melodies and cannot vary them in any way or the spells will collapse, it is not so with an Aakasear. We can modify existing spells,” Daniel began to explain.
 
   Sherree would not have believed such a thing six months ago, but now she had an open mind, even if what she was hearing seemed fantastic beyond belief. “These are the kind of things I need and want you to share with me, but where does my will come into all of this?”
 
   Daniel swallowed hard, as if not sure how the truth would be received. “I composed many of the spells that were used in restoring you from Condemnation, partly because Cleona was dying of the Lethal Growths and I had to come up with a way to heal her without gutting her. Not even I could kill the growths fast enough to keep her from dying using my healing spells. By the time I reached you, most of what I needed was in my new repertoire, but I still needed a spell that would allow me to reshape your body to what it should be and also be able to restore your self will. I was in such a panic to save you, no inspiration came to me. I was just putting together notes in my mind that did nothing. What I do best is modify existing Melodies. Sherree, I don’t just compose Melodies, I write Symphonics. I knew only one spell that could rearrange your body and command you to have free will, but it was in my old repertoire and I never attempted to replace it. I broke the Silencing, regained my old repertoire, and modified Condemnation, altering the Melody and adding a four part harmony. It was the only way to save you.”
 
   “You saved us from Condemnation by Condemning and reshaping us into our original forms, I get that, but how did you reshape us so accurately. Daniel, significant parts of us were missing, and you remade us all in better shape than what we were in before being Condemned. How did you do that?”
 
   Daniel smiled and a mischievous twinkle flashed in his eyes. “If learning about my being an Aakasear has not discouraged you from entering the cabin with me, I think we should marry first because the rest of my secrets are not nearly so off putting.”
 
   He was right, the discussion on how could wait. She jumped into his arms, he lifted her off the floor, and they kissed. This went on for quite some time and it did not bother her in the least that there were people outside waiting to hear from her man. A knock on the door came at about the same time she pulled her lips away from his to take a breath. He put her down and went to the door.
 
   “I wanted to know if you two have reached an understanding,” Miriam Benhannon asked as she, her husband, Tim, Gina, and the pair of Teki filed in as if they owned the place.
 
   “I believe we have,” Daniel replied and was all smiles, so much so that his parents and friends looked at him askance and knew something was going on.
 
   Sherree decided it was time to speak up before things got out of hand. “I have asked Daniel to marry me, as is the Lobenian tradition, and he has invited me into his cabin, which is a Tannakonna tradition, and we both have agreed.”
 
   Miriam grabbed her in a bear hug, and then Gina had her turn, followed by Ronn Benhannon. Tim, David and Silvia were congratulating Daniel. “The vision is finally clear, you and Sherree have made all the right decisions and will be spending a great deal of time together,” the Seer proclaimed.
 
   Sherree held up her hands until she had everyone’s attention. “I am still an Accomplished of the Aloe Guild and Aakadon will not recognize our marriage. It must remain a secret, but I am pleased you all will be aware of it.”
 
   Gina stepped back from hugging Daniel. It is too bad she looks so much like her sister. “We will keep the secret. You two are married in our eyes, by yours and our cultures, and none of us cares what the people in Aakadon think. I wish you well,” she said and hugged Sherree again.
 
     “Daniel, these buildings have our family crest on them, meaning they are yours. It seems to me any one of these rooms can serve as your cabin,” his father suggested, and Sherree greatly approved of the notion.
 
   “We will all step outside and see to it no one comes into this building. I’ll just tell them the Chosen Vessel is adding to his swirl and any who gets in his way will be smashed,” Silvia started in a soft voice and ended with a loud proclamation.
 
   Daniel opened his mouth to reply but Sherree grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the stairs. “Daniel, your father is a wise man, let’s listen to him,” Sherree told her husband-to-be.
 
   That mischievous twinkle flashed in his eyes and he seized her in his arms and carried her up the stairs. The next few marks belonged to them, the rest of the world could wait, and nothing else mattered to Sherree as they came to the first room on the right, not even the flute of Della Lain that fell on the floor when Daniel was taking his clothes off. Within minutes they were naked and looking forward to a long session of beginning to understand one another.
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   Daniel’s success in the Foot Hills of Pentrosa makes his restored ability to summon Potential known to his enemies. Queen Cleona has declared a state of emergency and has ordered all legions to prepare for war, including the requirement for all nobles to summon their personal muster of troops. Harmonic waves emanating from the Dark Maestro causes wide spread panic, the entire world fears he is about to break free from his entombment beneath Mount Kelgotha, and pressure is brought on Grand Maestro Efferin Tames to stop Tarin Conn from escaping.
 
   Vance Cummin reveals Daniel’s deepest secret to the world. The Eagle Guild spends more time and resources trying to arrest Daniel than tracking down Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild. All the while, Vance pushes his allies to use the Ducaunan military build up as justification to marshal their own troops, and then attack the peaceful kingdoms that were unprepared for war.  
 
   Daniel must enlist people into his personal muster of troops; escort Accomplisheds of Aakadon through the southern kingdom of Taracopa to Mount Shantear, to the crystal chamber, in the kingdom of Lobenia, which is fighting off an invasion from the kingdom of Fon Kay. Even so, Daniel must do all with an arrest warrant issued by the Grand Maestro hanging over his head. How do you protect people who are determined to lock you in a cell? 
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