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Chapter One: Silenced No More
 
Serena Lowell led her team, two young men, two equally young women, and far less than half of the three hundred sasquatches she started out with, through the forest in the western region of Ducaun, the center most of the eleven kingdoms on the continent of Atlantan. The huge shaggy bipeds were downwind and out of sight, which is the way she preferred it. The brown-black beasts were only slightly less smelly than a pack of skunks. An osprey circled in the partly cloudy sky and evening was soon to arrive. She was on edge and more than slightly bothered. The climate had her red-blond hair all frizzy beneath the hood of her silk cloak, which covered a petite frame and a peach-colored complexion. Her blue eyes were a stark contrast to those of her dark-eyed Ducaunan team.
Following right behind her was Geb SuTamkin, an illegitimate son of Lord Tamkin. The tall Ducaunan, who some might consider to be handsome, he being highest on that list, had been taught to no longer question her authority.
That had been very early on in the mission to reclaim the trumpet of Tarin Conn on behalf of the Serpent Guild, a task she had managed successfully, even though it cost her fifteen Talenteds, all of her horses, and the majority of her sasquatches. It was the betrayal that frustrated her more than being outdoors in the weather. The instrument, created by the Supreme Maestro, before being imprisoned more than a thousand years ago beneath Mount Kelgotha, in the kingdom of Ecoppia, could enhance the potential of any Aakacarn by six bolts, which is thirty-six times the life force energy she could wield unaided with her single lighting bolt of potential. The type two level four crescendo was gone and her mission now a failure.
Behind the illegitimate-son-of-a-lord came Ursula Duggan, whose mouth, shaped in a perpetual pout, rarely smiled. She was dark of eye and hair, pale skinned, muscular, and dressed in unrelieved black silks, cloak, pants, and shirt, as were all of the Talenteds, so designated because they have yet to graduate to the level of Accomplisheds, and be considered masters of their own potential. Serena had the black silks with silver braiding, a striking cobra medallion indicating her affiliation with the Serpent Guild, and a golden lightning bolt on her hood indicating her rank in potential as an Accomplished. None of the young Aakacarns, fellow Melody Wielders, possessed enough to equal a single bolt of extra life force energy.
Taking up the rear was Ana Tigress. Her lithe figure, dark hair, and pretty face, hid a deadly dangerous nature. She hailed from the Mount Geble region of Ducaun, where animal names were popular.
Ferren Duzolta, lean and wiry, called the Ferret by Ursula Duggan, an apt name that stuck, stood shorter than the two women, yet he towered over Serena, as did they all. He was an orphan who had grown up on the streets of Zoltair and good at sneaking into the homes of the wealthy. Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild snatched him away for training when his Potential was discovered at age ten while the fools in Aakadon believed the kingdom to be a dry well; their term for a nation that possessed not a single person whose life force energy could replenish and increase over time.
He ran up ahead of the group and stopped, glowing red-orange with potential, and focused a beam of light onto the blackened remains of the traitor, whom he tracked to this location in the woods. “This is Jak Taltin, what’s left of him anyway,” the Ferret stated, apparently not realizing Serena had cast her own spell to identify the human-shaped pile of ash and bone.
Many days ago she woke to find the shielded casket containing the trumpet missing, along with Taltin. She had assumed the Talented would follow the meandering Tollus River north to Rivertown, and had wasted many more days going that way, until the Ferret caught up to her after completing his mission to discourage Daniel Benhannon from pursuit. The Ducaunan Accomplished, Silenced by the Grand Maestro of Aakadon, the enemy of the Serpent Guild, had been knighted by the Queen of Ducaun, and sent to retrieve the trumpet, which was nowhere to be seen in the vicinity of the incinerated traitor. Duzolta had noticed signs of passage on his way back, not knowing at the time they had been made by a fleeing Jak Taltin. When Serena filled him in on what happened, Ferren told her of the signs he noted and assured her he could hunt down the traitor. They were now all standing over proof of the Ferret’s tracking ability.
“Who could have done this to him?” Ana Tigress wondered out loud.
“Obviously someone with greater potential than Taltin,” Duggan responded, although she offered no suggestion as to the identity of that someone.
Serena held back from screaming in frustration, lest she appear childish in front of what was left of her team. The honor of retrieving the trumpet of Tarin Conn had been given to her by Vance Cummin, the acting leader of the Serpent Guild after Balen Tamm died in a duel with Daniel Benhannon. The Supreme Maestro, Tarin Conn, has yet to name the three-bolt Accomplished to the office of Maestro, but the appointment seems inevitable, and Serena was determined to prove to Vance 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, thanks, again, to Daniel Benhannon. The plan had been to select her team, teleport to the Ducalin Estate, where the potential enhancer had been hidden for who knew how many centuries, obtain the trumpet in a lightning raid, and bring the crescendo to Vance. So few of her team remained, it was impossible to cast, Teleportation; a Melody requiring six bolts of potential, a spell that would mummify her and her team if tried. Consequently, a planned quick return from her objective became a one hundred span slog out of the Swamps of Append and into the forest. Rivertown was about fifty spans west of where she stood. With five thousand paces to a span, she was feeling every step.
SuTamkin rubbed his chin. “Perhaps our Ferret was less than effective at discouraging Benhannon.”
Duzolta, eyebrows lowered in momentary indignation, showing only a flicker of annoyance before bringing his emotions under control, stepped up to the lordling. “Even a level one Talented,” there are four levels, “knows a person who has been Silenced cannot summon potential. Daniel Benhannon is impotent. I cast the Melody, Slumber, at him, striking the man down as easily as a commoner. I don’t pretend to know who did this to Taltin ..,”
“Whoever did this to Taltin has the trumpet,” Serena interrupted the pointless conversation taking place between the two males.
Duzolta let out a string of curses, most of which expressed Serena’s own feelings. A successful retrieval of the trumpet meant instant promotion to the level of Accomplished for each of the Talenteds and the honor of visiting the sacred cave in Mount Kelgotha, where the Supreme Maestro would then form links to their minds. Those dreams were shattered now and Vance Cummin would see the fiasco as a failure in leadership. They all had reason to be angry.
“What are your orders?” SuTamkin spoke without a trace of contempt. Perhaps he sensed her mood and knew it would not go well with him if he chose this moment to show any sign of disrespect.   
Serena stifled the sigh that was about to escape her. “Night will be upon us soon,” she said, eyeing each of her team members, and trying to project confidence and authority. “We will make our huts and camp here. I have some spells in my repertoire that will allow me to detect the potential used against Taltin and then track the person who summoned it.” She was lying through her teeth, no such Melodies existed, yet they all nodded as if they believed every word, even SuTamkin. The ignorance of Talenteds made them easy to fool.
Serena played the Melody, Hut, in her head, thus summoning, and then focusing her golden potential at the ground. Rock, dirt, and grass, rose up into a small hill, forming a hollowed out space inside, and solidifying the walls to keep them from caving in. The Talenteds were forming their own huts when she turned at the cry of a lone osprey circling above. The raptor was probably calling to its mate.
Ferren went off in search of whatever would be dinner while the others entered their huts. Serena walked into her temporary abode, solidified a cushion of air, and stretched out on it. She should have contacted Vance days ago to inform him of the mission failure, but had been putting it off, hoping she could catch Taltin, and retrieve the trumpet. She still hesitated to communicate with Cummin, even though his network of associates has probably informed him of the situation. It was troubling how much that man knew. Even so, she wanted time to think and consider the best possible way to present the facts, and a good night’s sleep might help. She closed her eyes and could hear Duzolta return and his fellow Talenteds exclaiming over the rabbits he caught. None of them dared bother her, knowing she would come out on her own if hungry. The smell of roasting rabbit filled the air and was the last thing Serena remembered before falling asleep.
She stood in a grassy field facing a white gold-trimmed gazebo containing two chairs, the largest of which being the diamond throne, where sat the Supreme Maestro. Serena dropped to her knees, fixing her gaze on the ground. Every other time the Great One entered her dreams they had been in the grand court, yet this setting made her blush. Tarin Conn had visited her dreams perhaps a double handful of times over the years, yet she had dreamt of him many more times than that, and this was how he often appeared in what she thought were her private dreams.
“Rise, Serena, and come join me,” Tarin Conn invited, in a deep voice, and staring with eyes that were black as coal.
The Supreme Maestro had the military bearing of a commanding general, a ruggedly handsome man, wearing a diamond encrusted crown upon his thick black hair. A neatly trimmed mustache served to highlight a tanned face that appeared to be chiseled in stone and his purple silk garments gave him the look of royalty.
Serena hastened up the three steps into the gazebo and sat on the lesser chair after he motioned for her to do so. “Great One, how may I serve?” She asked in fear. If she was not ready to admit her failure to Vance Cummin, she certainly wasn’t ready to speak of it to the Supreme Maestro, but what choice did she have now? She dared not lie.
Tarin Conn smiled at her. “As you have no doubt observed by my selection of setting, I sometimes visit the dreams of my followers without making my presence known, which is why you have found favor in my sight. Is that consternation on your face? Are you worried at what I might have seen or confused as to why you have my favor?”
And she thought it troubling how much Vance knew; this made her concern over the three-bolt Accomplished seem small. “Great One, I did not know you watch my dreams, but am not surprised a personage truly as powerful as you can do so. I..,” she began and then gulped before going on to explain her confusion. “I failed in my mission to reclaim your trumpet on behalf of the Serpent Guild,” she finished and closed her eyes, waiting for the stinging rebuke she justly deserved.
“Yes, you succeeded at a high cost, and then failed to retain possession of the trumpet. This I know, yet you did well for an Accomplished on her first mission, especially one having an objective with such great a scope. The casket containing my trumpet was protected by a shield placed upon it by Della Lain, a shield beyond your ability to break. Vance Cummin informed me of your situation and I have given him strict orders concerning you, so have no fear of recriminations from him.” Tarin Conn told her.
Serena opened her eyes, blinking rapidly. “How can you be pleased by my failure?” She dared to ask, even though doing so risked her losing favor.
Tarin Conn smiled again. “I am not pleased by your failure. I’m pleased by your tenacity and loyalty to me. You were caught between forces greater than you could handle, two of my strongest Accomplisheds vying for the office of Maestro. Vance Cummin ordered you to retrieve my trumpet, which you did, and then Serin Gell’s associate stole it from you. Either way it ends up in the hands of the Serpent Guild, so your failure is not as great as you think.”
He does not know. Serena had an obligation to bring him up to date on the facts, even though she had no clue about who had the trumpet, and the information seemed sure to upset the Supreme Maestro. “I have caught up with Jak Taltin, Serin Gell’s minion. He is dead, incinerated, and your trumpet is gone,” she admitted and not a bit surprised to see his eyebrows draw down in anger.
“Fool!” shouted Tarin Conn. It took him a few moments to smooth out his facial features, yet his glaring eyes betrayed a deep simmering anger. “He is gambling big,” the Ancient Accomplished went on in an even tone.
Serena startled in fright at the outburst and then felt relief when the rebuke turned out to be aimed at a male. The Great One’s anger was not being directed at her, yet she dared to ask in a small voice, “Who is gambling?”
Those black eyes focused on her with such intensity she felt as if they were seeing every secret she held dear. “Serin Gell has possession of the flute of Della Lain. Yes, I see by the look in your eyes, you are wondering why it has not been destroyed, and why I am not free,” he told her.
“That is exactly what I am wondering,” she admitted.
Tarin Conn took a deep breath. “Serin Gell has convoluted plans. He intended to lure Daniel Benhannon to his Nest, Condemn him using my trumpet, and then use the crescendo to destroy the flute. His gamble is that I would be so pleased over his freeing me; I would promote him to Maestro of the guild, and forgive his ignoring my order to stay away from Daniel Benhannon. How did Jak Taltin die?”
The question took Serena by surprise, yet she did not hesitate to reply. “He died at the hands of a more powerful and skilled Aakacarn.”
Tarin Conn was shaking his head. “No, not an Aakacarn, an Aakasear; this is the reason why I gave orders for Daniel to be left alone. While he was impotent and running around playing at being a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm, he was no threat.”
“What is an Aakasear?” Serena felt compelled to ask.
“A Melody Composer as am I. Compared to me, Daniel is a toddler just learning to walk, one who had fallen, and not yet regained his footing. The Silencing placed upon him by the Grand Maestro of Aakadon made him forget his repertoire. Every spell in his mind up to that point was gone. An Aakasear can compose new spells and thereby regain the ability to summon his life force energy,” Tarin Conn explained.
A fuller understanding blossomed in her mind. “Any confrontation with us could inspire Daniel Benhannon to compose a spell.” She saw no need to mention the Ferret’s strike at the Aakasear.
“Exactly so, and that is the factor Serin Gell did not know to take into account when he made his gamble. My visitation with him will not be pleasant. He has much to answer for. Daniel Benhannon has been tracking my trumpet. Taltin took it and, at the orders of Serin Gell, left a trail for the Ducaunan Knight to follow. Unfortunately for Gell’s associate, Daniel must have caught up to him. No doubt they fought and my fellow Aakasear has learned, if he had not by then, that he can summon potential by composing and using new Melodies. This means he has my trumpet and is on his way to confront Serin Gell,” the Great One explained.
Serena had no way of knowing if it was Duzolta’s assault that inspired Benhannon to compose new spells or the confrontation with Taltin. It did not really matter unless the Supreme Maestro ordered her to wrest it from the hand of the powerful Accomplished. She opened her mouth to inquire as to what Tarin Conn would have her do, when he held up his hand, forestalling her intention. His eyes seemed to be focusing at nothing in particular for several heart beats and then he shook his head.
“The confrontation has just taken place. It seems Daniel Benhannon won again. Serin Gell is dead, I would know if my fellow Aakasear used my trumpet to sever the link between myself and Gell. This means the flute is now in Daniel’s hands. The gambling fool is better off dead.” Tarin Conn stated matter-of-factly.
Serena was pleased by the news and had wanted the foolish three-bolt Accomplished to die for interfering with her mission.
“Go to Rivertown, the Accomplisheds whose services you allocated from Vance Cummin for transportation will meet you there. I have plans for you and your team. Bring them to the sacred cave here in Mount Kelgotha so I can form links to their minds. Afterward, you are to send one of them throughout the realm of Ducaun spreading word that, Efferin Tames is the Creator’s Chosen Vessel, and thus create confusion among the commoners and the nobility. At the appropriate time, I will instruct Vance Cummin to spread word about Daniel being an Aakasear and a younger version of me, which should turn most of the world against my young foe, and send all of the Accomplisheds of Aakadon after him while my guild prepares for the coming war. As for you and the rest of your team, I have a special casting in mind,” the great Tarin Conn ordered.
They were going to be rewarded! Serena was pleased and it sounded as if the Supreme Maestro was including her in even bigger things. “What about your trumpet and the flute of Della Lain?”
Tarin Conn waved the question away with a negligent sweep of his hand. “My trumpet is a powerful crescendo, true, but since the arrival of Daniel Benhannon, who can make one just as powerful any time he chooses, the instrument has become less important in the over all scheme of my plans. The flute is another matter, destroying it is the quickest way for me to regain my freedom, and efforts must be made to snatch and melt it down. As for you, my faithful Aakacarn, you will be gifted with a much more powerful crescendo. I will be breaking free soon, with or without the destruction of Della’s cursed crescendo, and then present the new energy amplifier to you along with expanding your role within the guild.”
The thrilling emotions bubbling within Serena brought tears to her eyes and she wept joyfully. “Your will be done, Great One!”
 
----------
 
It was the middle of the night, an odd time to call a meeting, even one so earnestly sought after. Maestro Terroll Barnes, a four-bolt Accomplished of the Zephyr Guild, put on his scarlet on black silk cloak and made his way along the deserted marble streets, passing gemstone buildings, some made of diamonds, topaz, turquoise, amber, sapphire, and just about every precious stone in existence. He walked silently to the conference room within the ruby pyramid, the huge structure at the center of Aakadon, the grandest city in the world, and home of the Aakacarns. Eight places were set at the dark granite table. The Grand Maestro’s chair was at the head, naturally so. The other seven chairs; each carved with the emblem of the Maestro’s guild, were evenly spaced around the table. A golden bird of prey set against a silver oval identified the Eagle Guild, the keepers of order and seekers of truth. All of the emblems were gold on silver fused into the carved wood. A five-pronged plant represented the Aloe Guild, known primarily for healing. A circle with jagged lines radiating outward represented the Sun Guild, the conjurers of fire and lightning. The rock and hammer represented the Stone Guild, the architects and builders. The letter Z represented the Zephyr Guild, the manipulators of wind and air. A branch with lance shaped leaves hanging down represented the Willow Guild, known for making vegetation grow, and a golden drop indicated the Aqua Guild, the manipulators of water.
 Terroll was the second guild leader to arrive. The first was Janna Barroon of the Aloe Guild, a four-bolt Accomplished, who called for this meeting of the Maestros. She was born in the kingdom of Fon Kay and her wheat-colored hair and blue eyes were a common trait among the people of her homeland.
Lena Beyers, a five-bolt Accomplished, Maestro of the Sun Guild, and Demfilian by birth, was a compact woman with long white hair. Her eyes were a light iridescent blue, and her complexion so pale the faintly blue tint of her veins could be seen beneath her skin. One hundred eighty-one years of life made her the oldest Maestro, although she possessed not a single wrinkle. Both Terroll and Janna nodded their heads as she took her seat.
Runyen Cransur and Geran DuSorin arrived at the same time, as they often did. Cransur, a five-bolt Accomplished, one hundred twenty-four years of age, sat in the chair of the Willow Guild, and was born in the kingdom of Zune, giving him light brown skin and black silky hair. His brown eyes were ovoid in shape with a slight upward slant and his beard and mustache were neatly trimmed. He greeted Lena Beyers and then Terroll and Janna.
Geran DuSorin, also a five-bolt Accomplished, stout with a swarthy complexion, and a bald pate shining in the sphere light, took his seat after greeting everyone with the customary nod of the head. The Maestro of the Aqua Guild, born in the kingdom of Aczencopa, had light brown eyes and did not look a day over forty, even though his actual age was one hundred twenty-seven.
Talmon Reese, Maestro of the Eagle Guild, deeply tanned, dark of hair and eye, came in moments later. His coloring came from being born on the southern coast of Taracopa, where as those born north of Lake Kestral, the southern most of the three great lakes of that kingdom, were of lighter skin. He glanced around the room, taking in every detail as though storing the information away for future analysis, which is the way he normally enters a room. Talmon seemed full of vigor, physically fit, and ready for action even at the age of one hundred seventy-one. The seat of the Eagle Guild was at the end of the table and the five-bolt Accomplished made his way to it after greeting each person in the room.
Maestro David Svennar, four-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild, the next person to enter, greeted everyone, and took his seat. At one hundred two years old, the brown-haired green-eyed former citizen of Pentrosa was closer in age to Terroll, ninety-one, than the rest.
Efferin Tames, born on the island kingdom of Serinia located off the west coast of the continent, an ancestry giving him light brown skin, dark eyes and high cheek bones, walked briskly into the conference room and sat down at the head of the table. His green and scarlet hooded cloak had six golden lightening bolts stitched into the shoulders, three on the right and three on the left. The hood was down and the front open, revealing neatly trimmed hair, mostly gray, and his black on silver silk shirt and trousers. He glanced briefly at the eight rings he wore, drawing attention to them; four on each hand, seven having the emblems of each guild. The eighth and largest of all was the ruby pyramid, representing the office of Grand Maestro, no doubt a reminder, to anyone who deeded it, of his authority.
“This meeting, called by Maestro Barroon, shall come to order,” Efferin stated formally. “Two issues have been raised and shall be dealt with. The Maestro of the Aloe Guild has requested in writing that matters sealed to the Grand Maestro’s office concerning Daniel Benhannon be shared with the Maestros of Aakadon. Maestro Barnes wishes to discuss his official protest over my Silencing of Accomplished Benhannon and I have decided to begin our meeting with this matter. State your case Maestro.”
Terroll took a deep breath. “In hindsight, I see why it was necessary for you to Silence Accomplished Benhannon. His repertoire had been corrupted with spells of the Serpent Guild, and his stated intention upon leaving your office was to sleep until his eyes felt like opening. Given the fact that in the past, in his nightmares, he lashed out with deadly spells, Silencing him was prudent of you to insure all of our safety,” he began, speaking respectfully so as not to prejudice the other Maestros, and to keep from insulting the Grand Maestro. “The danger is gone along with Daniel’s original repertoire. It seems reasonable to me that the Silencing can now be lifted and he be given the opportunity to relearn the hundred forty spells required to be considered an Accomplished. His new repertoire of Melodies would not be corrupted with spells of the Serpent Guild.”
Terroll was pleased at seeing most all of the Maestros nodding their heads, Talmon Reese being the only exception, him sitting with a neutral expression, and hopefully having at least an open mind. Efferin Tames smiled, yet his eyes seemed to be saying, “I know something you don’t know.”
“I concur with Maestro Barnes,” David Svennar spoke up, “and wonder why the Silencing could not have been lifted before the young man departed from our fair city.”
 “Accomplished Benhannon has departed, I see no reason to speculate the whys and wherefores,” Lena Beyers added her opinion.
“Here, here,” the Grand Maestro voiced his agreement with her.
The Maestro of the Sun Guild glanced at Efferin and then continued. “I would consider voting to remove the Silencing under the following conditions: Daniel Benhannon must come to Aakadon, agree to learn the required number of Melodies, and choose a guild. Only after obtaining such an agreement should the spell constraining him be removed.”
“I think we are ready to put the matter to a vote,” Janna Barroon stated, perhaps as much to see the Silencing lifted as to get on with the matter of unsealing the restricted information. After all, she had made promises to Terroll and Daniel.
Efferin raised his hand, gaining attention. “Before a ballot is taken, I wish to continue the discussion on the Silencing of Accomplished Benhannon and settle Maestro Barroon’s issue. I have no doubt the Eagle Guild has been keeping a watch on our young unaffiliated Accomplished. Maestro Reese, would you update us on Daniel’s activities?”
Talmon’s eyes met those of everyone at the table and then focused on the Grand Maestro. “Daniel Benhannon traveled from Aakadon to Ducanton, where he was dubbed the twenty-first living Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun, granted a jurisdiction, and made a Lord of the Land. He has invested largely in the staffing and particularly the defense of his new holding, especially after the escape of Serin Gell. Currently, the young Knight is out on maneuvers with a detachment of Royal Guardsmen. We believe the assignment is to give him experience commanding men in the field.”
“This does not sound like a man pining away at the loss of his ability to summon potential,” Efferin pointed out. “He seems rather busy making a new life. Now, to Maestro Barroon’s issue, the information sealed to my office is this; Daniel Benhannon possesses six lightning bolts on his young shoulders. You can now vote on whether or not I should remove the Silencing with the conditions set by Maestro Beyers.”
Each Maestro produced a slip of paper. Terroll summoned the potential for, Script, the words, “Remove the Silencing,” flashed in his mind, appeared on the slip, and then he levitated the ballot to the bowl placed before the Grand Maestro. The other slips soon joined his. Efferin retrieved each one from the bowl and read the results. “Five to Two, the Silencing remains,” he stated as if he knew that would be the case and then glanced at Terroll and Janna Barroon with a sly smile.
After some thought Terroll realized how he had been out maneuvered. Four of the Maestros were five-bolt Accomplisheds and the rest were Four-bolts. Only Terroll and Janna were unconcerned about accepting a Six-bolt into their guilds, the rest clearly did not like the possibility of the young man challenging them for leadership. Add to that the fact of Daniel getting on with his life, none of them apparently felt guilty over voting as they had, not even Lena.
The satisfied smile disappeared from Efferin’s face and his brow wrinkled into a frown. He shook his head; eyes seemingly lost in thought, took a deep breath, and gave Talmon Reese a stern glance before focusing on his audience at large. “The Silencing on Daniel Benhannon has just been broken, meaning he is either dead or been the focal point of a greater spell. Evidently, the young unaffiliated Accomplished is involved in more than just learning to command men in the field. I am ordering all of you to utilize the maximum resources of your guilds to find out the fate of our young hero.”
“It will be as you say, Grand Maestro,” all of the Maestros responded at once.
Terroll stood up, trying not to allow his worry to show on his face. He suspected much about Daniel that had not been discussed in this meeting, things that would complicate matters. He believed Daniel to be an Aakasear and the Chosen Vessel, both of which made learning the young man’s fate an imperative. Events were swirling around the mountaineer he had privately tutored to the level of Accomplished.
 
 



Chapter Two: The Northland Holding
 
Two marks into his marriage to Sherree Jenna and much of that time involved in making love, Daniel decided this was the happiest time of his life. He removed the Da Capo from the solidified bed of air they had been using, making it disappear She was back in the light blue silk shirt and pants with silver highlights he made for her and he was wearing green wool pants, half of his knightly uniform.
“I know people are waiting to speak with you,” Sherree stated while putting on her color coordinated boots. “Even so, I want you to teach me a few spells; Ones that a two-bolt Accomplished can summon without being mummified.”
Daniel knew she jokingly added that last bit, as if he would risk her life with such spells. He smiled at her. “I can teach you some before we go out. Which ones do you want to know?”
“Any that will allow me to heal injuries using a single spell the way you do,” she replied instantly.
Knowing her, a member of the Aloe Guild, being dedicated to healing the afflicted, Daniel was not surprised. The only problem was, his spells were Symphonics, a Melody with notes in harmony, and those kinds of spells were not as easy to learn in a short time as the single line spells. He had learned a great deal about music while in Aakadon, the Da Capo, being one of the most helpful. Adding one to the end of a spell caused it to repeat until the caster wills it to stop. His learning also included reading music off a page and classical music that was beautiful and yet had nothing to do with summoning potential for a spell. In many of those non-Aakasear-commoner-composed pieces, there were musical symbols not used in spell casting Melodies, but what if they could be? The thought inspired Daniel.
“What are you thinking?” Sherree asked him. Her yellow-gold hair hung all the way down to her bottom as if it had never been cut, which is a result of his restoring her from Condemnation. Green eyes twinkled delightedly and her face lit up in a smile. “There are twenty-four marks in a day and we have just spent two very pleasant ones celebrating our marriage, surely you can spare a little more time to teach me one healing spell.”
Daniel thought of, Mind Touch, ran the music through his head and mentally added a Dal Segno and titled the altered Symphonic, Teach Me.
“I can teach you quickly if you’re willing to be experimented on,” he told her and paused momentarily. “It is an Aakasear thing. I have an inspiration that has never been tried before and don’t know if it will actually work out as I expect.”
Sherree looked at him askance, and she was so alluring he was tempted to suggest summoning a solidified bed of air for more love making. “The way you’re looking at me, I’m sure whatever you have in mind isn’t dangerous. Even so, I would like to know what you intend to do.”
She has been studying music all her life and so should understand. “I have a spell that allows me to link my mind with animals,” he began and went on to describe all the creatures in his swirl of influence and their names. “Mind Touch, affects them on the deepest level of their being. It can be used to implant a spell into your head. I have composed a version of it, adding a Dal Segno in order to cause the Symphonic to stop after a tenth of a mark, which is enough time to teach a few spells.”
Sherree nodded her head. “No doubt about it, I have married a complicated man. Even so, I trust you not to enslave me. Go ahead and give the spell a try.”
Daniel played, Teach Me, in his mind and summoned the potential. Topaz blue beams of light shot from his dark eyes into her green. “I’m going to teach you as many spells as I can before the Dal Segno kicks in, if it does,” he sent directly into her mind.
“This is like using a communication amulet, not bad at all, so don’t go negative on me, there is no, if, in this,” Sherree replied with full confidence, and being linked to her mind, Daniel could feel the truth of it.
He started by teaching spells that had nothing to do with healing but would be extremely helpful; Variable Shield, Personal Shield, Conveyance, Find All, and Teach Me, came first with instructions on how each spell should be cast and why, and then, Heart’s Beat As One, to match the patient’s vitals to the caster in order to keep them alive during the procedure and heal internal maladies, How Do You Feel, to assess the health of a person, Heal Wounds, to mend any injury on the body that can be physically touched, Heal Burns, to restore the skin on a patient having any degree of burns, and Make Well, to destroy infections, viruses and bacteria. Even though she already had a rejuvenation spell in her repertoire, he taught her, Vitality, because his spell, being a Symphonic, was more effective than the single line Melody used by the Aloe Guild. He was about to teach her, Sleep Time, when the link suddenly broke.
“You did it!” Sherree exclaimed, grabbing and hugging him.
Daniel was thrilled by what he had done and her enthusiastic reaction. “You can only use a type one crescendo or cast the spells unaided,” he began to explain, but stopped when she gave a patient look and held up her hand.
“Every spell you taught me is a Symphonic and can only be cast through a baton or not be amplified, none of them could be played on my flute even if I wanted to, which I don’t. I’m not going to let anyone hear this music out loud, they might figure out these spells are not of Aakadon,” she stated firmly as if wanting to drive the point home and had more to say. “If anyone finds out that you are an Aakasear, I just don’t want to think about how bad things could get for us. How can I ever protect you from people who would think you are another Tarin Conn? Daniel, to keep you safe, I must insist that you refrain from playing your compositions on any instrument, someone might over hear, and be very careful of whomever you choose to teach one of your spells.”
He found it pleasing how she wanted to protect him, the feeling being mutual. Her reasoning turned out to be the same as his on the matter, which he would have explained if she had not spoken up, although it was nice that she did understand what had to be done without him saying so.
She began caressing the golden lighting bolts on his shoulders, another thing he found pleasing. Each bolt appeared to be metal yet was warm to the touch and felt no different than the rest of his skin. “You broke the Silencing placed upon you by the Grand Maestro, cast a memory spell to restore your former repertoire, all so you could heal me and the others who had been Condemned by Serin Gell,” she stated facts he had recently told her. He knew there had to be a reason for her bringing them up. “You broke the spell of a six-bolt Accomplished without the aid of a crescendo to enhance your potential. I think you should perform, Ranking, before you put on a shirt. I bet your internal vat has more in it than you think,” she finished, using the description he gave her of how he viewed the vessel containing life force energy every living being has within them.
Her suggestion had merit, so he sat down cross-legged on the floor. A flash burn of pain had accompanied his first ever use of the spell, him having six lightning bolts seared into his skin all at once. He took a deep breath, bracing himself, and hummed, Ranking. A relatively mild burning sensation came with a topaz blue flash of light and a new lightning bolt appeared on his right shoulder, giving him four on the right and three on the left, evidently receiving one at time is less painful than six. “It seems Samuel’s grandmother is correct, her being a Seer and all, I am stronger than I was,” he said and then fell over backward when Sherree sprang onto him.
She kissed him on the lips and then on his new lightning bolt. “I want to add the new bolt to your uniform,” she informed him and then hopped up and began sorting through the articles of his field uniform before he could say yes or no, not that he was against her doing so.
The polished chain mail she set aside, then picked up the forest green sir coat on the upper arms, just below the shoulders of which, was a falcon with a lightning bolt clutched in its talons in a sky of blue; the symbol of House Benhannon. Over where his heart would be when the coat was closed, was the Ducaunan royal hawk in flight, the emblem of the Queen, matching that on the sides of his green lacquered helmet; to the sir coat she summoned potential and added a fourth bolt on the right shoulder, and then laid it down and took the helmet in her hands.
Sherree glowed amber with potential, light flashed from her eyes, striking the helmet, and seven golden lightning bolts appeared on the front of the head gear with a large lightning bolt in the center and three smaller ones to the left and right of it. “This way your rank will be displayed when you eventually change out of your field uniform into your formal one.”
“That is thoughtful of you,” he said, and began putting on the rest of his uniform.
When he put on his sword belt, black with a double row of diamonds studded around the waist, she placed the helmet on his head. “We are almost ready to go out,” she announced, giving him an appraising look, and then put on her topaz blue hooded cloak.
“Almost,” Daniel wondered what more needed to be done. “I think we are ready now.”
Sherree shook her head. “Everyone, except Tim, Gina, Silvia, David, and your parents, thinks we are in here discussing our differences. If you go out there with that giddy self-satisfied look on your face, they’ll know something more is going on between us. Remember, our marriage is to be a secret for now.”
“I’m not going to do anything to intentionally harm your career in the Aloe Guild,” he was quick to assure her.
She nodded her head. “I know you would not intentionally. What I want you to consider right now is that flute you have tucked between your undershirt and chain mail.”
Daniel was not hiding the flute of Della Lain from her; he just did not trust the instrument to be in plain view or out of his presence. “What is there to discuss? I have the crescendo safely shielded.”
“I have no doubt you do,” Sherree told him. “I think the flute should be in Aakadon under the protection of the Grand Maestro.”
Daniel simply did not trust any of the rulers of the Aakacarn city to keep the key to Tarin Conn’s prison safe. After all, he trusted them to deal with Serin Gell and they failed to keep the now dead member of the Serpent Guild in prison. 
“That’s much better,” Sherree said with a satisfied smile. “Keep that expression; everyone will know you were not happy with what we discussed.”
“Am I that easy to manipulate?” he wanted to know.
“Only by me and only because you love me,” Sherree said and then patted him on the shoulder and opened the door leading out into the hall and the stairs.
They made their way down the granite steps and out onto the porch. The compound consisted of four main buildings, facing each other, four stories high, all topaz blue, and having the Benhannon family emblem on their white slanted roofs and over the doors. There were no furnishings as of yet, which is why Daniel had to summon a solidified bed of air earlier for he and Sherree. The compound also included stables and a corral. 
Over two hundred men and women were mingling in the space between the buildings and all of them turned at the sound of Daniel’s arrival on the porch with Sherree beside him. She gave him a firm glance and quickly went to stand beside Simon Trenca, a one-bolt Accomplished and Sapling of the Willow Guild, and one of Daniel’s most trusted friends. The skinny, sandy-haired young man had on the traditional red on black silk shirt, pants, and hooded cloak of his profession.
The forty-seven Ducaun Royal Guardsmen under Daniel’s command had organized the many civilians restored from Condemnation into groups, perhaps according to family, village, or town. The soldiers were in their green and gold uniforms while the others wore the light blue silk shirts with wool pants, coats, and blue leather boots made for them by Daniel, seeing as few of the formally Condemneds had any clothes of their own. All of the restored women had long hair and so did the men, who also had straggly beards, as if none of them had ever been cut or shaved.
“Hail the Chosen Vessel!” Silvia Gerabolli-Cresh of the Reshashinni Teki proclaimed, although Daniel really wished she would stop doing that. Her shout caused all of the Royal Guardsmen to salute and the crowd of civilians to shout greetings. They recognized him as being their commander, as in the case of the guardsmen or their healer, which took into account most of the crowd, and evidently none of them had trouble believing the proclamation. He waved to them and they quieted.
The former acrobat for the Forager Troop of the Reshashinni stood wearing bright green trousers, a tight yellow shirt with orange stripes, and a broad leather belt around her waist with a hand-sized crossbow hanging from a clip on her left hip, along with a row of miniature bolts circling all the way around the belt at about two finger widths apart. Black hair framed her face, flowing over her shoulders in waves down to her lower back. Silvia’s eyebrows were thick and her lashes long. A sudden smile formed dimples in her cheeks, meaning she knew how Daniel felt about her making proclamations about him, enjoyed teasing him, and was clearly not intimidated by his lightning bolts. Too many people were afraid of him, her behaving in this manner, without fear, made him feel better, and she seemed to know it.
The Accomplisheds in the forefront were beginning to notice the additional lightning bolt on his sir coat and those on his helmet and all but a few eyes were widening. “She must be correct, who but the Chosen Vessel can grow to be a seven-bolt Accomplished, and so quickly?” Jerremy DeSuan commented with no sign of his usual haughty expression.
His silks were like those of Simon Trenca and Samuel Cresh, only their guild affiliations differed, he being a one-bolt Accomplished and Apprentice of the Stone Guild and they being of the Willow and Eagle Guilds, respectively. Jerremy had long hair, which he hid within his hooded cloak, and a black beard. His Serinian heritage gave him height close to Daniel’s, and light brown skin, visible at the moment on a face some women might consider handsome. He stood beside his mentor, Master Artisan Franklin Togan, a three-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild, also of Serinian origin, Artisan Daria Copa, a three-bolt Accomplished with long brown hair from the southern kingdom of Taracopa, Artisan Marsha Obennen, a one-bolt Accomplished whose yellow-gold hair was similar to Sherree’s, seeing as they are both of Lobenian birth, and Artisan Michael Kayten, a one-bolt Accomplished with hair the color of wheat, born in the northeastern kingdom of Fon Kay. These all were wearing the red on black silks of Aakadon, and had been working at Lake Tomlin where Serin Gell captured them.
   Daniel glanced at Sherree. “Accomplished Jenna convinced me I should check on my rank after seeing and hearing about the kinds of spells I have been casting unaided by a crescendo,” he replied, looking to the crowd and wanting to move matters along he added, “I want to meet each of you as soon as is convenient for you to do so.”
Sergeant Keenan, a mountain of a man, mostly muscle, with dark curly hair and who stood a good hand taller than Daniel, stepped forward. Double stripes on the man’s sleeves stood out on his green and gold wool coat, under which was chain mail. “Each person has been assigned quarters within the buildings and has selected a number. I will begin sending them into your office when you give the word.”
The first thought that occurred to Daniel was that he did not have an office. He was about to mention the fact when Simon spoke up. “Neither your parents, Tim, Gina, nor your Teki escorts would allow any of us to interrupt your meeting with Accomplished Jenna, so I took the liberty of asking Jerremy here to make you an office in building two, over there,” he said while pointing. “I have been also growing food in the south quadrant and some of these good people have cooking skills, so lunch will be served within the mark.”
Daniel smiled at his friend. “I know I said this before, Simon you are a wonder. Good thinking,” he said and turned to Jerremy. “And thanks for the office.”
“No thanks are necessary. You saved me from the living torment that is Condemnation and the gratuity I owe you is so great, I feel making an office for you to be a small start,” Jerremy replied, humbly, a manner foreign to him, yet the sincerity of his words rang true, clearly the previous ordeal affected him deeply.
For his part, the young Accomplished of the Willow Guild simply waved off the compliment as if it was uncalled for. “I figured you would need a central place to organize this large group of people, not that Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Carlin aren’t doing a good job. It was they who managed to group people by family and who pointed out that this compound is vulnerable to attack being located in a valley between hills,” Simon was quick to add that last, always spreading the credit around to others.
David Cresh-Gerabolli, wearing bright blue pants and a yellow shirt with red horizontal stripes, moved to stand next to Daniel. The Teki, the traveling entertainers who recognized no nation’s borders, preferred to wear gaudy colors. He was the juggler for the troop until choosing to be an escort to the Chosen Vessel, and had a knife on each hip, while casually resting a hand on the hilt of the blade on the left. He also had slim throwing knives strapped to his pair of black shiny boots and certainly more secreted within his clothing. His eyes were dark brown and his hair was longer than most men wore, slightly below his shoulders. The man always seemed ready to throw a blade, even in a compound surrounded by people he should consider to be non-hostile, if not friends. “We’ve already eaten,” his hand swept out to include his wife Silvia, Daniel’s parents, Tim Dukane and his wife Gina. “We can escort you to your new office if you wish to go there now,” he added, to which Daniel nodded.
“We’ve been walking the borders of this holding you claimed up here in the northland,” Ronn Benhannon informed him as he and a goodly number of people, mostly Aakacarns, began walking with Daniel toward the second building. Sherree stayed behind, apparently to give the impression she had more important things to do.
At six and a half cubits high and with shoulders the width of an axe handle, Ronn Benhannon stood taller than most of the Ducaunans in the compound. His buckskins, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, were well worn and his rawhide boots stained, although not dirty. Daniel looked at his parent and knew everyone could see the resemblance between father and son. They were of the same height, but his father’s muscles were massive where Daniel’s were well defined but tight rather than bulky. Both of them were light skinned with neatly-trimmed dark hair and eyes. “Extending defensive walls around the back side of the hills to the north and south and down through the valleys east and west was a good idea,” the master carpenter added.
“Marsha and I created the walls. We made them thirty cubits high and three wide, if you want greater, just say so and we will be happy to increase the size,” Daria Copa spoke up quickly.
“We placed gates at the compass points,” Marsha added.
Knowing the law well, being a Royal Knight of the Realm, Daniel understood anyone who wanted to stake out an area in the frontier could do so as long as the property was unclaimed, the lines were clearly defined, and some effort was being done to work or develop the land.
“I believe your choice in wall size to be a good one. My thanks to you both for the wall and all of you Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild for making this excellent compound,” he replied, to which they each gave the customary nod of respect exchanged between Accomplisheds.
Martin Varroon, an Oceanic of the Aqua Guild, a three-bolt Accomplished, reached the porch of the second building first. His hair and beard were thick and dark along with his skin, which was the color of ebony. The tall man, born in the northern kingdom of Ecoppia, reminded Daniel of Terroll Barnes, whose teaching brought him to the level of Accomplished not so long ago.
“We tapped into the water table below ground to create indoor water supplies for each building, although the non-Aakacarns will need to request the aid of an Accomplished when they need water to flow out of the pipes,” the tall man informed him.
Daniel eyed him and the other three members of the Aqua Guild, all dressed in their traditional red on black silks, who were under the leadership of the senior Accomplished, they all having been assigned to assist Master Artisan Togan on the Tomlin project, and who shared his fate at the unmerciful hands of Serin Gell. Joel Glader, a two-bolt Accomplished had a beard, black hair, and a pale complexion, a common trait of his Pentrosan ancestry. Salla Chey, a one-Bolt Accomplished with long silky black hair and almond-shaped eyes, stood beside him. Her birth nation was Zune, the kingdom on the far northeast side of the continent. To her left was Sharon Caylis, also a One-bolt. She came from Fon Kay on the northwest side of Atlantan between Battencay and Demfilia. All three Aakacarns were Reservoirs of the Aqua Guild.
“I appreciate your efforts,” Daniel told them and proceeded into the building.
The interior was nearly an exact copy of building one, except the common room was half the size. To the left were two cherry-wood doors. “Come right this way,” Simon’s eager voice implored, and he moved swiftly to the first door on the left.
Daniel followed with his entourage. Inside was an office with a cherry-wood desk and five chairs, the largest of which was behind the desk. The walls were light blue, the floor pale gray, and the ceiling white. Fires burned in six silver lamp stands spaced evenly from corner to middle to corner. “This is a fine office,” he stated.
“Simon formed the doors, desk and chairs,” Jerremy informed him.
“Both of you did an excellent job,” Daniel added and gave Simon a quick pat on the back.
“Come see the conference room we made for you,” Master Artisan Togan insisted.
Daniel exited his office and went to the second door. The three-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild opened the door and ushered him in. “Seeing as you meet with generals, Royal Knights of the Realm, and other dignitaries, I thought it appropriate that you should have a place fitting for those occasions,” he explained, not that Daniel felt the man needed to.
The room had a large shiny table made of obsidian, rounded at the edges, with twenty-two chairs, ten at the sides and one on each end, all made of the same substance contoured for comfort. Ten golden lamp stands were evenly placed from corner to corner, providing plenty of light. Like the office, the walls were light blue, the floor pale gray, and the ceiling white. Daniel was impressed.
Tim Dukane, in his buckskins, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, leaned towards his wife Gina. “Any moment now these Aakacarns are going to start calling him Maestro and ask how they can serve him,” he whispered, although not soft enough.
Daniel chuckled at the thought and shook his head at the idea, as if he needed another title tacked onto his name. With each title came responsibilities and he had plenty of those and sought no more. “You did well, Master Togan. They had the advantage at the conference in Fort Casum and tried to hinder me from entering Pentrosa, being unwilling to risk a war. With this room, they will be meeting me on my home turf.”
“My thinking exactly,” Togan replied. “I am glad you approve.”
“My son has said he wants to meet with the people outside as soon as is convenient for them,” Daniel’s mother, Miriam, reminded everyone with a mixture of pride and firmness in her voice. Her Auburn hair was a result of Grandpa Dupiron marrying Lillian Trelan, a native of the hill country of Battencay, near the western border of Ducaun, where most of the people in that region had bright red hair. “I’m sure you all have work of your own.”
“Of course,” Oceanic Varroon spoke up. “We have more work to do on the interiors of the other buildings.”
“As do we,” added Master Togan.
Most everyone exited the building while Daniel went to his office and sat down behind the desk, the top and drawers of which were bare and empty. “I would appreciate it if one of you would go outside and grab some rocks and bring them here to me,” he requested.
His parents, Tim, Gina, David, and Silvia had followed him into the office and they began looking at each other, perhaps wondering which one of them should honor his request. His father was the first to speak. “I’ll go get you some rocks,” he said without asking what they were for. “Do you want me to have Sergeant Keenan send in the first person?”
“That would be great,” Daniel replied and gave a nod of thanks as his father turned and walked out the door.
“What did the Queen have to say after you healed her?” Gina asked while brushing dark hair away from her face. She always had worn her hair long, ever since they were children together growing up on Mount Tannakonna.
“She is pleased, especially since I looked into her recipe and gave her the body she should have had if the Lethal Growths had not ravaged it,” Daniel replied.
“Recipe, I don’t know what you mean by that,” Gina admitted, and how would she know?
Rather than get into matters of the Aakasear with a non-Aakacarn, he decided to keep the answer simple. “It means I healed her pretty much the same way I did those here who had been Condemneds.”
Gina nodded her head, apparently satisfied with the answer, Tim not so much. He shook his shaggy head. “I understand that you healed the impossible, you’ve done that before. What I want to know is, did you tell her about the flute of Della Lain and how close it came to Tarin Conn being freed?”
The facts were not a secret and Daniel did not mean to keep his friends in the dark, this was simply the first chance he had to discuss the matter with them. The intention had been to inform them earlier after he returned from leaving a message for the generals and his fellow Knights of the Realm at Fort Casum, but Sherree side-tracked him, and what a wonderful experience that turned out to be.
“I had to issue a Realm Alert, made my report, and the Queen declared the danger valid at a joint meeting of the ministers and various Royal Knights of the Realm. I and all other nobles of the realm have been ordered to raise our musters and prepare the kingdom for war. The kingdom of Ducaun will be ready when the Serpent Guild launches its war for dominance, even if the other nations fail to be,” Daniel told them gravely, for it was not a matter to be spoken of lightly, and even Tim did not try to make a joke out of it.
“Raise a muster, does that mean you need to raise an army of volunteers?” Gina asked. Standing in her pink-dyed buckskins with a large hunting knife belted to her waist made her appear dangerous, which is exactly what she was, and only a fool thought the mountain beauty to be defenseless.
Daniel looked at the pair of Teki. “We’re with you all the way,” they both assured him, not that he doubted their loyalty.
“I’m glad you are,” he told them and focused on Tim and Gina, he had a strong suspicion as to why she was asking. “Each Lord of the Land must draw people from his or her jurisdiction and attract as many volunteers as they can from the many areas of Ducaun that are independent of any lords. I’ve only a small number of tenant farmers and about fifty guardsmen at my estate southwest of Ducanton, which is not much of a muster.”
“Then you need us,” Tim declared. “Where do we sign up?”
Daniel smiled at his long time friend, the drummer whose friendship often provided a steady beat, and who had been with him through some of the toughest times of his life, and at Gina standing there with arms folded across her chest as if determined to march right along with he and her husband.
“I think you should let them help,” his mother offered her valued opinion. “Your father and I will also help in whatever way we can.”
Daniel wanted to keep them safe and send them back to their home on Mount Tannakonna; no, to his estate in the south, or keep them here in his new holding. The trouble was, when the war starts, and it will sooner or later, no one will be safe anywhere. They wanted to help and had a right as citizens of Ducaun to serve, with him or with any other Lord of the Land. “I noticed the Royal Guardsmen have removed the blue coats and pants I made to hide their identities from the Pentrosans while we were on their soil. By my count, there should be forty-seven uniforms to choose from if you are all set on joining my muster.”
A man, perhaps in his early thirties, about five cubits tall with dark hair and a pale complexion, entered the office. “I was told you are ready to see me, uh, Sir Daniel.”
“Come you two, we have uniforms to pick out,” Miriam Benhannon, the world’s greatest guitarn player told the young couple and ushered them out the door and closed it behind her, winking her eye at her son before shutting it completely.
Daniel shook the man’s hand and led him to one of the four chairs in front of his desk. “Sit and we’ll get to know each other.”
The restored-one did so and Daniel went and sat behind his desk. The man’s hair and beard were long and he was in prime physical condition, as were all of the people who had been healed. “The Teki Seer told us your name; even so I would know you are the person who healed me. I feel a strong sense of familiarity with you and seem to have a general sense of where you are. Strange, I didn’t realize that until you went from building one to two. She also told us that you are the Chosen Vessel,” he said in a strong tenor voice.
“It seems you have the advantage on me, you know my name but I don’t know yours,” Daniel replied.
“Forgive my lack of manners, Sir Daniel, I mean no disrespect. It is just that I have not quite recovered from the shock of it all, having my body twisted grotesquely, living as a passenger in my head, unable to control so much as my own breathing, and then falling asleep and waking up here in better shape than I was before being Condemned. My name is Chas Herling, former Major, Second Division, of the Pentrosan Sutton Guard,” he stated his rank quickly and in a softer tone than he had been using.
The man was an officer in Pentrosa’s elite fighting force and possibly responsible for the border raids that had been going on for months. Daniel kept his face neutral, wanting to hear Herling’s story before passing judgment. “Why did Serin Gell cast Condemnation upon you?”
Major Herling glanced at the floor and his shoulders sagged and then he sat up straight, as if he was at first hesitant to answer and then decided he had no reason to be ashamed. “I was the post commander at Fort Teeman, one span south of Los Collins, and had three captains commanding outposts along the southern border. Our mission was to capture men and women between the ages of seventeen and forty, to work at labor camps in order to help in war preparations,” he spoke boldly.
“Who is this coming war to be against” Daniel asked.
“Ducaun, of course, Prince Xavier reported from your capital that Queen Cleona is dying, chaos is happening all over her realm, and her generals are on the verge of seizing the throne. It is King Jarred’s judgment that whichever general takes control, a war against Pentrosa would soon follow to rally the kingdom behind the new ruler,” Chas answered, clearly believing what he had been told.
“I healed the Queen, she is in full control of the kingdom, and the unrest happening within Ducaun is because of Serpent Guild activities, not civil disorder. Their headquarters was in Mount Gosian until I brought it down upon their heads. King Jarred is dead and Xavier is on his way to your capital to be crowned, seeing as his two older brothers died in accidents,” Daniel filled the man in on recent events. “You were a good soldier fulfilling your duty, why were you Condemned?”
Chas took a deep breath, perhaps taking a moment to absorb what he had been told. “General Kall ordered me to transport the Ducaunan captives to the Foothills for processing. I believed some sort of work camp had been set up there. When I and my men arrived, an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild came out of a cave and cast a spell on one of the captives, Marge, a woman I met after waking up here. Serin Gell stripped her clothes off and twisted her body into a wretched parity of humanity. I had no idea the General was in league with the Serpent Guild or that the people I had brought were to be made into Condemneds. I protested and then became the second person to be Condemned. I believe Captain Trellon was given the command in my place and have no idea what transpired after that,” he explained and then looked Daniel in the eyes. “I want to join your muster.”
Daniel was surprised by the declaration and the conviction in which it had been spoken. “When I rescued you, Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild actively fought beside the detached Sutton Guard unit you once commanded and beside the legion of cavalry out of Los Collins. More Accomplisheds were traveling with another force of over twenty thousand, a force I believe commanded by General Kall. If Pentrosa is in league with the Serpent Guild, we may have no choice but to fight your fellow Pentrosans. Can you do that?”
“I know King Jarred would never join with the Serpent Guild, I’m not so sure about Prince Xavier, and I know for sure where the General stands. Condemnation is considered by all to be a living death. I am dead to my former kingdom and to the Sutton Guard and will serve you in whatever capacity I can, if you will have me,” Chas replied, leaning forward in his chair, his voice full of sincerity.
Daniel remembered how Cale Tomei, his own sword instructor, betrayed him, and so hesitated to accept someone from a country actually hostile to Ducaun. “How can I trust you?”
“I’ll have to earn your trust,” Chas replied and sat back in his chair. “I am a man of conscience. The fact that I knowingly risked the Condemnation of Serin Gell for the sake of my captives shows my character.”
Daniel had to admit the man was forthright, spoke bald truth about his part in the border raids, and truly is a man who executes his duty in good conscience. He would not be sitting here otherwise. Daniel healed this man, had touched Herling’s life force, and knew there were no links to Tarin Conn.
The door opened and in walked his father with a bucket full of rocks and wearing a light blue uniform with a broad silver stripe on each shoulder and down the pant legs, like Chas was wearing. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but the oddness of your request for these rocks caused me to think you wanted them sooner rather than later,” the mountain carpenter told him, and then placed the bucket on the desk.
Daniel smiled at his father. “Thanks, your timing is perfect.”
“I’ll leave you to your chores,” Ronn replied, and then gave a nod of the head and went back out.
“That was my father, if you have not been told,” he said while dumping the rocks onto his desk.
He cast a spell, splitting the rocks into smaller pieces and then removed the communication amulet from one of his many inner pockets. The golden oval had a topaz stone with a sapphire falcon clutching a diamond lightning bolt in its talons, sunken into the blue precious stone, and set into the metal. Daniel held the communication device in his hand and played, Change It, in his mind. Blue light, only the eyes of a fellow Melody Wielder could see, flashed from his eyes, turning all of the rocks into three hundred functioning duplicates of his amulet.
Herling’s eyes widened, even though he knew about Daniel being an Accomplished, seeing rocks suddenly change into gold and precious stones and then all of them combine into three hundred individual amulets seemed to surprise him. “Will you have me?” he asked in a steady voice after recovering from the shock.
Making up his mind, Daniel handed the man an amulet. “Place the topaz against your forehead to send your thoughts to me instantly, from anywhere in the world, and I’ll be able to respond. I need to communicate with the people in my service.”
For the first time in the meeting, Chas smiled, and then placed the amulet as he had been instructed. “I will serve you well,” he sent through the device.
“I trust that you will,” Daniel sent back. “I hope to gather as many people as I can into my service. Most of them are not likely to have the necessary skills and will need competent people to train and lead them.”
“Sergeant Keenan and Corporal Carlin are doing a good job and so are the rest of the Royal Guardsmen,” Chas was quick to reply.
“True, but they are Royal Guardsmen in service to the Queen and temporarily under my command. The guardsmen were hand picked by Sergeant Keenan and he chose the best of the best. They make me look like a good commander,” Daniel admitted. “You know what it takes to train and command an elite force. I can use your skills.”
Chas stood up and saluted. “You will have that elite force,” he stated out loud having removed the amulet from his forehead in order to salute.
The interview was over and Chas exited and sent in the next in line, a young couple, Jana and Carn Bencain, who also requested to join Daniel’s muster. In all, thirty-three people wanted to go back to their homes; they had children and elderly parents who needed them. Seventy-two men and sixty-six women from among those he had healed joined his muster by the end of the interviews and Daniel knew the names, situations, and backgrounds of each individual. The sun was beginning to set when Jaim Cutler, the final person to volunteer for service exited his office with an amulet. Daniel had given all who enlisted one of his communication devices, including his parents.
His mother arrived, dressed in a blue uniform, with a plate of vegetables and several jugs of water. “You need to eat something,” she insisted. “I am sure you haven’t had a thing to drink in marks.”
“You’re right about that,” he replied and took one of the jugs and gulped it down. He had been casting some major spells since late last night and was thirsty. His body metabolized the water faster than a normal human would, a necessity for a body that loses fluids in the process of summoning potential. The greater the potential or duration of the spell, the more draining it becomes to the caster, and careless power wielders can be mummified by their own castings, even a seven-bolt Accomplished.
The door banged open and in walked Silvia. “General Tallen and your fellow Knights of the Realm are outside in the square and demanding to see you.”
“Did they say why?” Miriam asked on behalf of her son.
“No, they did not,” Silvia replied and then smiled, “I have a revelation,” the Seer went on to say. “They’ve come to talk about General Kall, who has brought his two legions down to the border. Daniel told us the troops were coming, they arrived shortly before he and Sherree finished settling their differences,” she added with a totally unnecessary wink, then her eyebrows drew down in consternation, doing away with her lightheartedness, and she stared directly at Daniel. “My vision is obscure about what will happen next because the choice you make in the next few marks will influence the outcome, battle or, I don’t know, a major threat hanging over our heads either way, something related to your defeating Serin Gell.  I also see danger concerning the flute.”
“Are the visions related, is Kall coming after the flute?” Daniel asked while getting to his feet.
“That’s just it, I don’t know, although I believe they are not related,” Silvia admitted, biting her lip. “You are the Chosen Vessel and a powerful Accomplished, you will win any confrontation with General Kall, but the cost in lives will be significant if he invades today. People not just in this compound will die, so will others at the fort south of us and elsewhere along the border. But it is the flute that worries me, I see it covered in blood, and Daniel it’s yours.”
He knew how much the Seer detested giving an imprecise revelation, especially when lives were on the line. “Ever since casting my first spell on Mount Tannakonna, many of my decisions have been matters of life and death, so it does not surprise me to hear of yet another one. As for the threat hanging over my head, Tarin Conn and Efferin Tames are likely to see me once again as a threat and take steps.”
How much time did he have before they reacted? His blood on the flute of Della Lain posed a concern, yet was a danger so obscure he had no answer except to proceed with caution.
“My feeling, going by the anxiety I experienced just seeing the revelation, is you are at a pivot point, making the right decision is crucial, and the threat, whichever way you choose, is going to grow exponentially. You are going to have to step up the pace, it is the only way to survive what is coming,” Silvia began wringing her hands.
One would think the Chosen Vessel could relax, enjoy at least one day before events came hurling into him, and forced him to react. “What you want matters little,” the words of Ruth the Seerer for the Forager Troop flashed through Daniel’s mind. “Well, I’ll meet with our guests in the conference room, and try to make a good decision,” he replied and stood up.
“After you drink the other jug of water and eat your vegetables,” his mother insisted.
Despite the grave revelation, Daniel chuckled and then sat back down. “Right, Silvia, go get everything set up while I do what my mother tells me.”
 
 



Chapter Three: The Right Decision
 
Daniel sat at the head of the obsidian table, deliberately making his guests wait, not out of contempt, for he did respect them, and not for some silly posturing, or to show who was in charge of this meeting. He long ago learned from necessity how to compartmentalize his mind; it was the only way he could think clearly with so many animals linked to him, most of them wanting his attention at the same time. The greatest pressure came from the compartments containing Echo and Wisp, a pair of ospreys, and Dusk, a black panther. Daniel focused on the one containing Echo.
Far below in the twilight, through the eyes of the circling osprey, Daniel could see thousands of horsemen gathered at the southern border of Pentrosa, at least two legions, twenty thousand on horse and ten thousand on foot. A command tent was being set up near a man in a black jacket with gold trim, definitely General Kall, and beside him were ten men in the silver on black silks of the Serpent Guild, along with ten individuals dressed in dark brown cloaks. This force was far greater than any General Tallen could stand against. Daniel sent his thanks to Echo and then concentrated on Wisp, who was soaring over last night’s battle field in 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. The army Daniel had struck down, horses and all, was still asleep, and would probably begin waking up about this time tomorrow. These were a legion of regulars where as those commanded by Kall were Pentrosa’s elite Sutton Guard, even so, they could come down and hold whatever forts the elites overpowered. Daniel sent his gratitude to Wisp, who sent back a sense of contentment, and then withdrew his concentration from the raptor.
Daniel concentrated on Dusk, high up, hidden in the branches of a tree, and watching thirty Ducaunan Cavalrymen and fifty foot soldiers facing the huge force, as if they could stop them from crossing the border. Captain Johannan was talking to a man in the gray with black trim uniform of the Sutton Guard.
“General Kall demands to see General Tallen, Sir Laurence, and however many Royal Knights of the Realm are with him. I told you this before. The demand has not changed. We have a legion down and out of commission and answers must be given,” the Pentrosan stated arrogantly.
“Your request has been sent,” red-haired Captain Johannan replied in a firm voice.
Daniel thanked the panther and withdrew his awareness from her. There were other animals seeking his attention. Screech, the osprey, showed him three women and two men walking through the forest in southwestern Ducaun, in the direction of Rivertown. Daniel had no idea what Serena and her team were up to, but was sure it would be trouble for him. As the raptor soared, Daniel could see sasquatches trailing behind the five Aakacarns, keeping their distance, no doubt at the insistence of Serena. Daniel wondered if she yet realized she only had thirty-two remaining, the rest were dead, or part of Daniel’s swirl, or about to be when Gurrumble, the largest male linked to him, arrives in a few days with an additional thirty-one. Screech let out a cry and Daniel sent his thanks and withdrew his awareness. He needed to think, the other animals could wait.
The door opened and in walked Jaim Cutler, seventeen, thin, and full of eagerness to fulfill his duty as keeper of the door. Being clean shaven with his dark hair cut short, and dressed in his blue uniform with the broad silver stripe on his shoulders and pant legs, no one would question his being a soldier. “Are you ready to receive your guests, Sir Daniel?” he asked while standing rigidly and with a touch of nervousness in his voice.
“I am,” Daniel replied.
His distinguished guests filed in, read the names placed on the table by Silvia, and took their seats. General Jathem Tallen, possessing few wrinkles, a round face, and a man who Daniel knew for sure was more muscle than fat, having worked a major healing on him in the past, took the nearest chair to the right of his host. 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 gold trimmed, slightly darker shade of green jacket. He glanced at Sir Laurence Dugan, seated next to him beside Sir Carlo Bencofer. Dugan had a touch of gray in his hair and yet seemed just as fit as the much younger Knight beside him. Sir Carlo, a man in his late thirties with dark hair and brown eyes, sported a neatly trimmed mustache. In fact everything about him was neat. The Royal Knights of the Realm were all dressed in their field uniforms, identical to Daniel’s, except for house emblems, and his having lightning bolts.
Seated on down from them 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, a man reputed to have a strong sense of duty and contempt for those who did not share it, a gentleman who clearly spent a great deal of time exposed to the elements. Just beyond him sat General Sanfred Malcus, a lean, gray-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard, who was older than Tallen, and wearing a similar uniform.
To Daniel’s left were Jeremiah Lassiter, Samuel Cresh, Franklin Togan, Jerremy DeSuan, Daria Copa, Martin Varroon, and Simon. The other Accomplisheds were busy working on whatever details were involved with finishing the compound. Daniel wanted Sherree to come but she thought it best to keep her distance from him for awhile, seeing as she could think of no legitimate reason to be in attendance.
“One is curious as to why we were kept waiting, surely you realized this was not a social call,” Sir Tomas, the oldest Knight present was the first to speak.
“After learning that I was to host a meeting of you gentlemen, it seemed prudent to gather as many facts as I could from my Seer and scouts in the field. I apologize for not being quicker about it,” Daniel replied smoothly.
“I received the message you sent early this morning by Lieutenant Benettle informing us that General Kall’s two elite legions were headed west and would reach the border north of us before the end of the day,” General Tallen spoke in his calm and steady manner, almost as if the news was just one more item on his daily checklist. “I was also informed you have declared a Realm Alert, validated by the Queen, and the entire kingdom is to prepare for war.”
“Could it be you did exactly the opposite of what we discussed in our meeting yesterday? Did you cross the border in the night and declare a Realm Alert this morning after stirring up a hornet’s nest and seeing we were right?” Sir Tomas inquired, starting in a polite tone and then ending with an accusatory edge.
“Judging by the presence of Accomplished DeSuan at this table, whom you told us was a captive of Serin Gell, it would appear the answer to the questions posed by Sir Tomas is, yes,” General Malcus apparently decided to answer for Daniel. “And it would not surprise me to see Accomplished Jenna walking around somewhere in this new holding of yours.”
“She is here,” Daniel readily admitted. “My question is why have you gentlemen requested this meeting?”
Sir Carlo snorted, stifling a laugh. “Because as of half a mark ago those legions you warned us about showed up and have massed not many spans north of where we sit. General Kall is demanding answers about a fallen legion from Los Collins, apparently defeated in Foothills of Pentrosa,” Sir Carlo told him, and then added, taking on a more serious tone. “I thought I.,” he paused and looked towards his fellow knights before returning his attention to his host, “We made it clear that what you do in that uniform is considered to be an official act of the Queen.”
“I put on this uniform this morning after delivering my message to Lieutenant Benettle,” Daniel responded.
“A fine distinction,” Sir Laurence began. “I’m sure the diplomats will have a good time arguing the finer points of inter-kingdom law while we deal with the reality of invasion.”
“Half my legion is still in northeastern Ducaun. I only have two hundred fifty cavalrymen in addition to seventy-five support personnel from the regular army at Fort Casum. My reinforcements will not be here until tomorrow morning and they numbering only a few thousand horsemen, not nearly enough to hold back twenty thousand highly trained Pentrosan cavalrymen with ten thousand infantrymen backing them up,” General Tallen said, his brow wrinkling in concern.
“And my legion is fifty-two spans east of here and even traveling all night cannot reach us until tomorrow about this time. Even so, an additional ten thousand horsemen and two thousand infantrymen to Jathem’s forces will not be enough. If General Kall invades anytime soon, Fort Casum will be overrun and this nice new facility of yours north of it will be first to fall,” Malcus added his assessment.
“So you came here to chastise me for rescuing all but two of the Accomplisheds at this table and the vast majority of Ducaunan citizens walking around my holding, built by these same Aakacarns,” Daniel replied, keeping his voice smooth in the face of their growing consternation.
The Generals and Knights glanced at the Accomplisheds sitting across from them, none of the nobles wanted to insult the spell casters, who would certainly differ with anyone who suggested rescuing them was a bad idea. Their presence produced the restraining effect Daniel hoped for, yet was not the entire reason he had asked them to come.
“We came not to chastise you, but to ask that you accompany us to the meeting demanded by Kall,” Sir William answered.
Daniel eyed each of the Generals and his fellow Knights of the Realm. “The demand relayed through Captain Johannan is to see General Tallen, Sir Laurence, and however many Ducaunan Royal Knights of the Realm are with him. The dead and the unconscious cannot speak to Kall. He clearly doesn’t know what happened last night, of General Malcus being here, or how many Royal Knights other than Sir Laurence are in the area. In addition to the huge army, he is entertaining ten Accomplisheds of the serpent Guild,” he informed them of the situation as he understood it.
Tallen’s eyes widened. “How do you know all of that?”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders the way his friend Tim Dukane often did. “My scouts are very good at what they do.”
“You seem to have your scouts positioned well.” Sir Carlo’s comment along with an approving nod of the head was appreciated.
“Kall’s demand includes you, especially since you are the one with the answers.” Sir Laurence returned to the reason they had come.
Daniel considered what he had seen through the eyes of his feline and raptor scouts. He made his decision, the opposite of what he would normally do, and hoped it was the right one. “No, I will not go.”
Sir Carlo’s eyes began blinking rapidly and the others seemed just as surprised by the answer.
“But, you are the one who brought this upon us, why now do you refuse to meet with General Kall, especially if there are Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild with him?” Malcus demanded, along with Sir Tomas and Sir Laurence.
Instead of answering the question, Daniel turned to the Senior Soarer sitting at the table in the light blue silks Daniel made for him, like he had for Sherree. “Accomplished Lassiter, would you inform everyone what your mission was upon leaving Aakadon?”
Jeremiah had taken the time to shave and cut his hair, as did all the male Accomplisheds who had formerly been Condemneds. His skin was the color of ebony yet his facial features were more like those of a person born in Taracopa. “My mission was to track down and apprehend the fugitive Serin Gell. I succeeded in finding him and was overpowered and captured by the renegade. It seems my associate, Samuel Cresh, continued the mission with the help of several others including Accomplished Trenca of the Willow Guild.”
“Would you have us believe your raid into Pentrosa was sanctioned by Aakadon?” Tallen asked of Daniel.
“I would have General Kall believe it was a raid by Accomplisheds of Aakadon. It is my proposal, if the Accomplisheds present are willing, that they meet with Kall. You gentlemen are all welcome to stay with me here as my guests,” Daniel replied and leaned back in his chair.
The Generals and Knights began debating the merits and demerits of his proposal, yet it was the Accomplisheds whose willingness was crucial. “Normally we of Aakadon do not engage in border disputes. However, I, speaking for myself, am willing to attend such a meeting since the reason for the incursion ended in my well being,” Master Togan gave his response, interrupting the debate among the nobles and bringing them to silence.
“We confronted Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild while protecting the hill,” Simon spoke up in his unobtrusive way. “We will deal with these as well.”
The rest of the Accomplisheds agreed with Togan and Simon. “Do you want us to give Kall a detailed report?” Samuel asked.
Daniel leaned forward. “Heavens no, I don’t mean for you to lie, just leave out things he does not need to know.”
“You want a judicial trimming of the facts.” Samuel confirmed his understanding of what Daniel had in mind. “I know what to say and I need to borrow a horse. Bio belongs to Senior Soarer Lassiter.”
Daniel nodded his head. “A horse can be provided for you and those who need one.”
“Arriving on horseback will give a better impression,” Accomplished Daria Copa explained to him, as if he could not have figured that out for himself. He understood and knew she was only trying to be helpful, so was not insulted.
None of the nobles objected to the Aakacarns going to the meeting on their behalf, even if dubious over the possible outcome. “What if Kall decides to invade?” General Malcus asked a question that brought everyone to silence and had them staring at their host.
Daniel took a deep breath and spoke in his most solemn tone, “I am a fully functional seven-bolt Accomplished. If Kall invades, he will not like the outcome of any meeting with me.”
 
 



Chapter Four: Meeting at the Border.
 
Accomplished Samuel Cresh had a lot on his mind and was in a hurry to reach the area where the meeting was to take place, but Jeremiah Lassiter, his mentor in the Eagle Guild, set a leisurely pace leading them with a burnished-gold ball of light floating above his head, making it possible for them to see their way through the forest. The respected Senior Soarer had even taken the time to change the color of his silks to scarlet on black before setting out to the border shared between Ducaun and Pentrosa. The man was in no hurry and neither seemed to be his fellow Aakacarns who were taking up the rear. Samuel was scarcely able to restrain Tremor, the horse he borrowed from Tim Dukane. Even the horse wanted to move faster, perhaps sensing his rider’s mood. Samuel managed well enough without his right hand, yet had to admit it was blasted inconvenient, especially while riding on an unfamiliar steed.
Frogs croaked, crickets chirped, and tiny eyes in the surrounding darkness reflected the light off Lassiter’s sphere. The night was chilly but not unbearably so, still, Samuel felt uncomfortable.
“Fidgeting will not make a good impression on the Pentrosans,” Simon told him while riding close by on Spud, a black mare.
“I’m concerned about Daniel,” Samuel admitted, keeping his voice down so the other Accomplisheds could not hear.
“He handled the meeting well and I think made the right decision in letting us deal with the situation,” Simon replied just as softly. “Far better than last night when he tried to handle the Serin Gell affair alone.”
“Probably,” Samuel agreed, and then decided to tell his friend what was troubling him. “I’m not comfortable with what he did to Serin Gell.”
“I heard he defeated him in a duel.” Simon gave the answer everyone who had been in the hill complex had been told by Accomplished Cresh, whose word they took as fact, making Sam feel a little guilty.
Samuel tried to clear the disturbing image from his mind, having been the only one to witness the duel. “No, Serin Gell surrendered and Daniel ignored it, killing him coldly and cruelly. Our friend was angry over the Condemnation of Sherree and did not trust the Eagle Guild to keep the renegade a prisoner, not that I blame him after the nasty Aakacarn escaped our custody, it is just that our friend is changing and I don’t know if it is to the good or bad.”
“Daniel is the Chosen Vessel and yes, he is changing, but I don’t believe toward the bad,” Simon replied while patting his mare on the neck. “After killing Serin Gell, as you phrased it, Daniel let himself be vulnerable to attack while we defended the hill, even knowing Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild were trying to get in along with thousands of Pentrosans. Anyone who would make such an effort to restore commoners to good health at such risk to his own life has to be caring. Although, it would be prudent not to push him too far, a seven-bolt Accomplished is not one to be trifled with.”
Samuel nodded agreement and decided Simon had made a valid point. Perhaps the Chosen Vessel needs a bit of a cold streak in order to do what must be done. Samuel decided to try and keep an open mind and also make a strong effort to help his Ducaunan friend stay on the good side.
Behind him rode the rest of the Accomplisheds, Franklin Togan, Jerremy DeSuan, Daria Copa, and Martin Varroon. Each person summoned potential for shields that would be invisible to the eyes of non-Aakacarns, partial domes extending down to about ten finger-widths, half a cubit, from the ground, and added the Da Capos, a degree of protection in the event Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild Daniel had told them about decided to attack. The shields would fail if hit by a greater potential so it truly was only a degree. Up ahead through the trees, Samuel could see torches lighting the Ducaunan cavalrymen. A few moments more, he and his party were passing the massive trunks and into a clearing where stood a thin-faced Pentrosan Lieutenant.
“Greetings Accomplisheds,” Captain Johannan called out to them, raising his hands, and peering at the approaching light source. The amount of potential in the sphere was clearly in the non-Aakacarn’s visual range. His eyes seemed to be scanning the distance, as if he expected to see General Tallen and the Royal Knights of the Realm riding up.
“General Kall did not call for these people. Where are General Tallen and Sir Laurence? What is the meaning of this?” the Pentrosan Lieutenant demanded, growing red in the face.
Jeremiah Lassiter rode right up to the Lieutenant and stared down at him without bothering to dismount. “A raid was conducted last night against a Serpent Nest, led on my behalf by Accomplished Cresh. I’m sure if you ask him in a respectful manner, he will provide you with the particulars.”
The Lieutenant opened and closed his mouth several times before words actually came out. “I, we, thought the Ducaunans crossed the border, taking advantage of Pentrosa while we are mourning the loss of King Jarred. A goodly number of our own Sutton Guard members were killed and a legion of cavalry is even now lying unconscious on the ground along with hundreds of their dead.”
Samuel took a moment to get over his own surprise, having not expected the Senior Soarer to pass the explanation onto him so quickly. “I and Accomplished Trenca of the Willow Guild,” he began and pointed vaguely in Simon’s direction, “Battled spell to spell against multiple members of the Serpent Guild, one of which was riding with what appeared to be a band of common raiders. Well, you know what happens when commoners involve themselves with Aakacarns, sort of like a single drop of rain trying to put out a forest fire, their lives were the ones extinguished, quickly and with about as much affect on the outcome. We battled the enemy spell casters all night and into the morning and were in the end victorious. Simon, do you have anything to add?”
The sandy-haired Accomplished of the Willow Guild rode forward, staring down at the Lieutenant, who no longer showed any signs of arrogance. “If you survey the battle area, you will see horse nettles, honeylocust trees, and poppies. I grew them and used those along with other guild specific spells to confound our opponents, which by morning included the clearly misguided legion out of Los Collins.”
“I launched needle sharp shards of stone at the members of the Serpent Guild, killing at least one along with quite a few commoners who seemed to be fighting on their side.” Daria made her part known.
“I extinguished flaming balls of fire launched from enemy positions into our protective zone.” Oceanic Varroon offered his part.
“I made the protective wall from which we defended our position,” Jerremy announced proudly.
“And I made the stone fort within that perimeter,” Master Artisan Togan stated.
By this time the Lieutenant was surrounded by mounted Accomplisheds and was clearly intimidated. “But, but, you killed innocent Pentrosans,” he sputtered. “And some of the bodies were killed by pile arrows.”
“Innocent Pentrosans do not ally themselves and fight side by side with members of the Serpent Guild,” Lassiter stated as if he were pronouncing judgment.
“Simon and I elicited the aid of a few commoners who had some skill with the bow,” Samuel admitted. “Be careful Pentrosan, my network of Eagle Eyes sees far and wide, do not underestimate my resources,” he added, earning raised eyebrows from his mentor. “Be thankful we were merciful at the last and left the area with the vast majority of that legion unconscious. We believe they came to defend your soil and merely got caught up in a battle between the forces of Aakadon and that of Tarin Conn. We allowed them to live. Do not give us reason to lash out at the forces you have gathered here.”
“Go back and inform General Kall, who apparently chose not to show up, what we told you. I am sure he has the good sense to back his army away from the border, lest he provoke a war in which Pentrosa is seen as the aggressor. We of Aakadon rarely get involved with border disputes, but this situation is not one of those. It was an Aakacarn affair as Accomplished Cresh and my associates have openly declared, going so far as to share their individual contributions to the effort,” Lassiter’s spell-amplified voice boomed out to where every member of the Sutton Guard could not fail to hear, and then he moved his horse so the Lieutenant could exit the circle and go back to his people.
“It will be as you say,” the Pentrosan officer replied and then made his way swiftly, about as fast as a man can move short of running, across the border.
“Eagle Eyes?” the Senior Soarer questioned while focusing his hawk-like stare at his Fledgling of the Eagle Guild.
Samuel shrugged his shoulders. “My network has only a few Eyes in it, nothing as grand as yours, but they are in Ducaun,” he replied with a smile.
“In Ducaun, I am impressed,” Lassiter told him.
Samuel was pleased. It was not easy to impress Jeremiah Lassiter. “We will wait to see if what we did here worked,” his mentor announced.
“Absolutely, and we also need to see if the members of the Serpent Guild Accomplished Benhannon told us of decide to cause trouble,” Master Togan replied and the other Accomplisheds agreed with him.
The Pentrosan legions slowly began moving north bearing torches and were out of sight after about half a mark’s time. The enemy spell casters Daniel had warned of apparently chose not to get involved.  “I think we can go now,” Lassiter announced.
Captain Johannan thanked them for defusing the situation and sent a man back to Fort Casum to relieve him, apparently deciding the border needed close watching for awhile longer, and to give a report of what happened. Samuel heard a noise up in the tree above him, summoned potential, and focused an orange beam of light up where the sound came from. A black panther lie on a branch and staring down at him, his or her eyes reflecting in the light. Samuel did not know if it was Dusk, Twi, or Wind, panthers he had met last night, or some other big cat from Daniel’s swirl, but he knew his friend would know every word spoken at the meeting and be aware the moment any force crossed that border. Samuel had witnessed the animals fighting on behalf of the mountain-born Accomplished, knew there was a connection of some sort, and strongly suspected they would just as readily act as scouts. “And Lassiter thought my network of Eagle Eyes was impressive,” Samuel mumbled, and thought inwardly, wait till the Senior Soarer finds out about Daniel’s.
 
 



Chapter Five: Confirmation
 
Vance Cummin thought of Serinia, the kingdom of his birth, and the humble life he had as the eighth son of a lowly fisherman on the west coast of the island, before his Potential had been discovered and he was sent to Aakadon. His thoughts went to the day he had been inducted into the Serpent Guild and visited Mount Kelgotha where the great Tarin Conn formed a link to his mind. The past was unimportant and only served as a reminder of how far he had come. Now he was seated in his wood-paneled office and the surface of his desk covered with reports.
Here in Serpent North, in the heart of Mount Jujus, also called Suteck by the Pentrosans, he wore the black silks with gold braiding only a three-bolt Accomplished and above was permitted to wear. Outside of the Serpent Guild he would be wearing the scarlet on black silks of Aakadon and the medallion of the Eagle Guild.
Last night he had warned his Master of what Serin Gell was up to and that meeting had gone well. Vance smiled. Later in the night Tarin Conn had visited his dreams a second time and appointed him Maestro of the Serpent Guild. And now, this night, the many minds linked to the Supreme Maestro were being informed of the fact in their sleep, by the Great One himself, and by morning all the people of importance within the guild will know who leads.
Serin well deserved his fate, with failures so great he was better off dead. The Master believed the fool’s life had been taken by Daniel Benhannon, and Vance was pleased Gell’s plans had blown up in his face. Unfortunately that meant the trumpet of Tarin Conn and the flute of Della Lain were now in the hands of the Ducaunan Accomplished, and adding to the list of things unfortunate, Vance could not get his agent on the scene, Rex Badger, to respond. What came back at him through the amulet could only be described as a mental fog, which usually meant the person you were trying to contact was asleep. Still, all is proceeding according to plan and his network of associates well positioned, ten of which were traveling with General Kall.
Vance reached into his drawer, chose the appropriate amulet, and placed the amber stone against his forehead. “Phil Nettle, make your report,” he sent through the device.
“I hear and obey, Maestro,” the one-bolt Accomplished responded immediately. “I investigated the area Serin Gell’s Nest once occupied,” he began ominously. “What is left of Gell is buried under a mound of pebbles that used to be a hill and he is most definitely dead.”
That was the confirmation Vance wanted to hear, not that he for a moment doubted what the great Tarin Conn had told him. “What is happening with Kall?”
“He has plans of his own, having demanded a meeting with General Tallen, Daniel Benhannon, Sir Laurence, and any Ducaunan Royal Knights of the Realm that are currently working with the commanding officer,” Nettle replied.
“To what purpose, surely you warned him about confronting the young Knight?”
“I did warn him so Kall left Benhannon’s name off the demand he sent to the Ducaunans. The purpose of the meeting was never to negotiate, but to confirm the presence of the Royal Knights and then assassinate them and the General, thus depriving Ducaun of valuable leaders, all the while claiming it was in response to them invading Pentrosa and attacking one of their legions,” Nettle explained.
It did not seem a bad plan, in that it did not interfere in any way with his plan, Vance considered. “How did it work out for him?”
A sense of amusement came through the communication link ahead of the words. “The plan fell apart almost immediately. Accomplisheds of Aakadon showed up instead of those Kall demanded. Members of the Eagle, Stone, Aqua, and Willow Guilds informed his Lieutenant that Pentrosan forces merely involved themselves in a raid conducted by Accomplisheds of Aakadon against a Serpent Nest in the Foothills and that the Ducaunans had nothing to do with it. He was also instructed to move his legions away from the border or face the consequences.”
Could it be true? Did Aakadon launch a secret strike against Gell’s Nest, one that they did not even inform Vance about, a Senior Soarer of the Eagle Guild? Was Daniel involved at all? “Did you see any sign of Benhannon’s presence?” he sent through the device pressed tightly against his forehead.
“As I said, I have gone over the battle site. What was reported by the Accomplisheds who met with Lieutenant Lymin is consistent with what they claim to have done. Poppy plants, horse nettles and thorny honeylocust trees all seem to have sprouted up over night and grown to maturity. I destroyed the modified poppies because their fumes were causing the men with me to hallucinate. I am standing within a circular wall between a pile of pebbles that used to be Gell’s nest and a pile of gravel that could have been a stone fort as was described by the Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild who claimed responsibility. One of our associates lying within the circle near the south side of the wall has been smashed flat and a pair of branches on a nearby honeylocust is covered in blood and other bodily fluids, thus leading me to believe it was the lethal weapon. Some of the bodies outside the wall have been shot with what looks like needle sharp stone nails. I see nothing here to confirm the presence of Benhannon,” Nettle answered with a sense of bafflement coming through the link.
Vance has been a member of the Eagle Guild for slightly over a century and a half and could not recall when a strike team included members of the Stone or Willow Guilds. Sun Guild yes, because of their advanced fire and lightning spells, and sometimes members of the Aqua. “It seems the gardeners and stone masons of the Aakacarn world have some thorns and spikes in their repertoires; what a clever and unique use of spells and resources,” he sent and began pondering the ramifications. “The Supreme Maestro seemed certain Daniel Benhannon was involved but it is possible the Ducaunan Accomplished is elsewhere, had nothing to do with the raid, and is not in possession of the flute? I am assigning you the task of locating him. What is General Kall doing now?”
A sense of abject terror flowed through the link, “Do you want me to confront him?” and there was no question about which person Nettle was referring to.
“If he can be caught in a vulnerable moment, kill him, although I am not requiring this of you. Your primary responsibility is to locate Benhannon, not fight him,” Vance replied.
The storm of emotion was replaced by a vast sense of relief. “Kall is making a permanent military installation within these walls, a structure that will take up the entire inner circumference with two levels up to the height of the walls, a third extending up above, and a watch tower on the roof extending an additional thirty-five cubits.”
It sounded like the general was planning on staying awhile; that will never do. “Tell him it is nearly time to send one of his legions to the Taltin Sea to prepare for an amphibious assault,” Vance instructed.
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” Nettle promptly replied.
“What has become of Rex?” Vance wanted to know.
“I found him lying unconscious beyond some hills to the north among the legion of regulars out of Los Collins. Only six of his team survived, one of the dead I believe is the smashed fellow lying about twenty strides from me. What would you have me do?”
“Your nine associates can go with the General, you stay with Rex and the surviving members of his team; I will have use for them later. After they awaken, you and the ten Condemneds under your command are to locate Daniel Benhannon, and see if he or the Accomplisheds who participated in the assault on Serin Gell’s Nest are in possession of the flute and the Great Maestro’s trumpet,” Vance decided. He needed to know who has the powerful crescendos. “Tarin Conn is going to teach you a spell that will help you infiltrate Fort Casum and any other installations in the area without being detected visually or by find-spells,” he added and then set down the amulet, ending the communication.
 
-------
 
Daniel smiled while thinking about the last image viewed through the eyes of his feline watcher. Samuel had seen Dusk in the tree and was no doubt clever enough to recognize the panther as a scout. The team of Accomplisheds seemed to be successful and the elite Sutton Guard moving off. Even so, Daniel’s owls would keep a watch on the Pentrosan army at night while his ospreys and several others of his forest creatures took over the duty during the day. There was still Silvia’s threat looming on the horizon and so his smile did not last long.
He was back in his office, having excused himself briefly, and the noble guests were in the common room enjoying refreshments prepared by Marge Durayton, who had been recently chosen, unanimously, to serve as Chief of Kitchens for the entire compound. The thirty-one-year-old had skills.
He stood up to go join his guests and froze when a familiar voice sounded in his head. “Sir Daniel, this is Marcus Bower,” the Captain of the Guard for the Benhannon Estate sent for the first time ever through the amulet given him. This had to be important.
Daniel sat back down. “I hear you Marcus, what’s the problem?”
Surges of tension streaming through the connection dropped lower and gradually reduced until reaching a calm sense of relief, “I’m pleased to hear you respond. Two Soarers of the Eagle Guild just finished questioning me and are now in Jared’s office. They wanted to know where you are and seemed concerned you might have died,” Marcus replied, clearly he had the same concern.
Daniel understood exactly why the Soarers were sent to his estate. “A situation occurred that forced me to break the Silencing placed by the Grand Maestro. Efferin had to feel the spell cease and there are only two ways it can happen, my death or being in the focal point of an overwhelming potential.”
“They cast a spell on me, compelling the truth, and I told them everything they asked of me,” he sent with a sense of shame.
“It is difficult if not impossible to lie to a member of the Eagle Guild, so don’t feel bad. What did they learn?” Daniel replied, trying to reassure the man.
“You were sent to investigate Serpent Guild activity in southern Ducaun, that is all I know of your mission, and you had some concerns about the possibility of Serin Gell attacking your estate. Those Soarers will no doubt learn whatever Jared knows.”  Captain Marcus sent in response along with a strong sense of duty. “I had only recruited fifty guardsmen by the time Jared returned here with news that you wanted me to strengthen our defenses even more.”
“I did go south for the reason you gave the Soarers. Jared knows what you know so don’t worry about it. What progress have you made on the defenses?” Neither person needed the details of the mission so he had given them little information, even though he had full confidence in his Captain-of-the-guard and Account Keeper.
A strong sense of self satisfaction came ahead of the reply. “Well, it has not been a problem finding men, in fact I am being overrun with applicants, even women, coming and wanting to sign up. When the number reached five hundred, I began to take names and promised to get back to them.”
Daniel took a moment to digest the news, five hundred and more wanting to serve, this was great to hear. “Clearly you have not received word from the capital, a Realm Alert has been issued and the kingdom is to prepare for war against the forces of the Serpent Guild. They came close to freeing Tarin Conn last night. The Queen has been informed and has ordered all nobles of the realm, including myself, to raise our musters and be prepared to fight.”
A profound sense of shock came back and ended in a break in the connection, indicating Marcus must have dropped the amulet, and moments later the connection resumed. “I will send for those people.”
“Excellent, five hundred is good for the house guard, considering it is likely to be targeted at some point. Have Jared provide uniforms like yours except with silver stripes where you have dark blue. These will be for my field force while those commanded by you will be my defenders. Recruit a hundred more defenders for my new holding in the northland. I have seventy-two men and sixty-six women in my service in the compound,” Daniel ordered, and then, sensing the Captain’s anxiety, added, “I am the Chosen Vessel and the coming war inevitable. But we have time, the flute of Della Lain is safe, and the battles to be fought lay in the future.” He saw no reason to worry the man by speaking of Silvia’s revelation just yet, preferring to tell the Captain eye to eye.
“Jared and I knew what we were signing up for when we entered your service and neither of us is going to back out now. Know that I will command your defenses to the best of my ability, even in the northland, although it would be good if I have the opportunity to actually see the holding,” Marcus sent back with a growing sense of purpose. “Jared and I have used two thirds of the gold in your vault. We have been purchasing horses and equipment using all of his contacts throughout the realm and into Taracopa. In fact we now have three hundred twenty Taracopian war horses and have hired two hundred and fifty former house guardsmen from a good many nobles of that land. The lords are complaining about King Van Efery being heavy handed and the excessive taxes being levied. Ordinary people are troubled, especially with folks being abducted, just up and disappearing with no one knowing what happened to them. The citizens of Taracopa are beginning to feel neither the King nor his army can protect them,” he added and then continued before Daniel could respond. “You also own one hundred fifty-two Battencayan horses and twenty-eight Ducaunan Racers, not counting Sprinter.”
The ashen stallion was currently one of the few horses enjoying the new stables provided by the Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild. Daniel conveyed the sense of approval through the connection, being pleased by all the progress made on his behalf. “Keep up the good work. I hope to see you in a few days and refill my vault. Later, I will take the time to show you my new holding.”
“I will inform Jared after the Soarers have gone,” Marcus replied and the connection ended.
Daniel was gladden to hear of the additional recruits, yet not sure how to take the news about the swooping in of the Eagle Guild on his estate, and their using spells to compel answers as if they did not trust Jared Benfyllon and Marcus Bower to speak truthfully. Talk about being heavy handed. How close on his heels were his adversaries? Who can he trust and who not? These were questions that needed answering. 
The door opened and in walked Jonah Ducalin dressed in a light green wool suit with a sword on his hip. Behind him came clean-shaven, Sergeant-of-the-guard Frederick Zaccum, with just a trace of gray in his hair, and more than twenty years of service in the Royal Guardsmen. The man radiated experience and currently served as escort to the Queen’s nephew, who was red in the face. Sir Tomas and both generals also entered with Jaim Cutler wincing and closing the door behind them, clearly embarrassed at failing to keep these people from barging in.
“I can’t believe you crossed the border even after being told I could not support such an enterprise nor condone going forward with the mission” Jonah blurted out.
“Believe it,” Daniel replied. He had far greater concerns chipping at him and this interruption dealt with none of those. “The citizens out there would not be here if I had listened to you.”
“I thought you and I developed a better working relationship than this and that you could be trusted to heed our warning. Had any of us known you planned to sneak out in the night, we would have stopped you,” they would have tried, “Clearly the mission turned out to be successful, but at what cost?” Jonah stated, still red in his face, and perhaps a shade closer to the color purple.
“As it happens,” Zaccum interrupted. “I did see Sir Daniel’s detachment of Royal Guardsmen leaving in the night, followed later by a smaller group headed by an Accomplished.”
Jonah stared at his trusted escort, eyes widening in surprise, as if unable to believe his ears. “Why didn’t you raise an alarm or at least tell me?”
Zaccum scratched his head. “Normally I would, yet could not bring myself to do so at the time, as if I was being compelled to stay quiet. Perhaps the raid and whatever comes next is something that was and is meant to be.”



 “Be that as it is, Sir Daniel, I’ve been told you have declared a Realm Alert and claim it has been validated by Queen Cleona,” the Ducalin replied after looking away from the Sergeant and taking a few moments to calm down. The man sounded as if he doubted the validation.
“Not that we are questioning your word,” Malcus was quick to say, although his tone and the set of his eyes suggested that was exactly what they were doing. “It is simply a matter of logistics, even the impressive drums and light towers set up by Jathem and his horse relay service has not been able to confirm the validation as of yet.”
“When Lord Jonah arrived here from the fort we told him of the raid, the results, and the Aakacarns you requested to go meet with Kall on our behalf. When asked if the information you gave us has been verified, particularly that of the Realm Alert, we were unable give him a satisfactory answer.” Sir Tomas spoke in a less offensive tone, yet still seemed filled with doubts.
“At least your crossing over and rescuing those Accomplisheds resulted in this nice compound, even though you have nowhere near enough personnel of your own to defend it,” Tallen said with no heat or rebuke in his tone. “If your Aakacarn friends fail to discourage General Kall from attacking, I would rather bring what resources I have here and fight behind stone walls as opposed to log ones.”
The ever practical General had a good notion, and Daniel would allow those forces to enter his compound for safety sake, theirs, if the situation changes. Tallen failed to consider the Accomplisheds who would help in the defense, particularly the one sitting in front of him. These men did not know the meeting had gone well and the Sutton Guardsmen were moving away from the border. Should they be told? Why bother when they seem to not trust the word of their host?
“Did you think my adding lightning bolts to my uniform a conceit?” Daniel asked, while looking Malcus in the eyes.
The General swallowed hard and then steadied his nerve, causing Daniel to wonder what his stare must look like to produce that kind of reaction in people. Jonah had not been in the meeting when Daniel had declared his rank, so his doubts were reasonable, not so much those of the others present.
“If you say you are a fully functional seven-bolt Accomplished, who am I to dispute the fact?” Malcus conceded that much, yet he did use the word, “if.”
Scores of words would not convince these people faster than action, it would be better if the nobles here actually began preparations for the coming war, rather than waiting days or weeks for official confirmation. Daniel stood from his chair. “Enough talk, I will settle your questioning of my word on both counts.”
Eyes widened in fear all over the room and sweat broke out on the foreheads of all the nobles, even Jaim Cutler standing quietly in the back, yet it was General Tallen who spoke. “Let’s not be hasty, we will accept your word as if it has been confirmed, and work from there.”
Glances went to the lightning bolts on the hilt and scabbard of their host’s sword, none of the questioners wanted to face a master-of-the-blade, even if they did not believe he could summon Potential. Daniel came around the desk and stood right in front of the party of doubters. In his mind played the musical spell, Conveyance, life force energy surged in him, and he pictured himself and each individual in the room standing in the palace courtyard in Ducanton, approximately five hundred spans southwest of his compound in the northlands; all went black in the space between here and there, three heart beats later they arrived in the torch-lit yard. “Now you can all ask Queen Cleona Ducalin in person, maybe you will believe her.”
 
-------
 
Miriam Benhannon heard what sounded like multiple whip-cracks and opened the door to her son’s office. Not a soul was there, which is what she expected to see. “Daniel is gone again and it looks like he took all of them with him.”
“He’s got chores and I suppose the quickest way to get at them was to bring those nobles along for the ride,” her husband replied.
Silvia’s revelation had her worried, Daniel’s blood on the flute of Della Lain. Miriam had no real understanding of the power her son commanded, but she knew him, and his tendency to set aside his personal safety to accomplish a goal. “Trouble is brewing and it is coming for our son. What are we going to do?”
“Miriam, he’ll throw himself into danger like he always does,” Ronn replied while wrapping his arms around her. “And we will watch his back and patch him up like we’ve always done.”
She knew he was thinking about the time when Daniel, at the age of fourteen, went hunting, came back home all bloody with a buck he had wrestled from a mountain lion, and then passed out on the cottage floor. Fighting the huge cat was far from his first encounter with danger, but certainly the one that had frightened her the most. That is, until he started casting spells and every horror known or rumored to exist came to call. He has scars on his left thigh from the encounter with the lion. She wondered if Sherree asked him about them yet.
 
-------
 
Jerome Tarkona headed east from the town of Dolin toward his cabin just off the west bank of the Aczen River, which three thousand years or so ago used to be the eastern border between Taracopa and Aczencopa. The river was a southerly offshoot of the Mighty Hirus, which raced down from the Taltin Sea through the kingdom of Ducaun, running deep and fast and continued easterly through Cenkataar and out to the Eastern Ocean, while the Aczen calmly flowed south from Ducaun into Taracopa and down a good ways until bending slightly east, where it cut into Aczencopa for a few hundred spans and then out to the Southern Ocean.
Jerome faintly remembered when still a child in the community learning circle, about the ancient war where Taracopa cut a huge pie slice out of Aczencopa The memory only served to take his mind off traveling alone in the woods at night. Up until a year ago the journey from Dolin did not seem so dangerous. He knew how to handle the possible dangers posed by some of the meaner members of the local wildlife, bears, panthers, snakes, and such, and the gators swimming not far from his cabin. It was the vanishings that twisted his innards and most everyone else’s in the area. Riverboat captains and their crews tell the same story, people starting out the way they did hundreds of times before and then just vanishing without a trace. The King’s soldiers seemed powerless to stop whatever is the cause of the disappearances and the various Lords of the Lands in their cities were demanding action, which they should. Not that Jerome cared much for politics and such, what with Aakacarns casting spells and shaking up the world, all he wanted was to be back at his cabin.
A twig snapped over to the right of the trail and a bright light flashed. Jerome screamed and tried to run but he was caught in ropes he could feel yet not see, and something forced his mouth shut, cutting off his scream. A cloaked figure walked right up to him, beardless face clear in the moonlight. “I caught another one,” he called to someone in the distance. “This makes five for me tonight.”
“The night is young. I only need three more to surpass you,” the other voice replied.
The cloaked figure laughed. “Only if I sit down and catch no more. Mathis, you are an underachiever.”
“Laugh it up Koler, I’ll show you achievement. Now get your backside to the rally point or you’ll miss the traveling circle.”
“What do you think the Maestro will do with this group?” Koler asked in a more serious tone.
“Bunch of ignorant river rats is what these are. The purpose is to sow fear and cause contentions between the king and his people, but it is when we snatch a noble that the pot will be stirred up real good. This bunch we got tonight is only fit to be Condemneds,” Mathis replied.
Jerome struggled against invisible bonds; panic swelled from the depths of his soul, and would have produced a mighty scream if only he could open his mouth. Tears flowed unceasingly from his eyes and into his beard.
 
-------
 
Captain Canan DeKeller stood in the cool of the evening on the command deck of the Arrabella, flagship of Lord Jerrome DeSuan’s merchant fleet. With twelve masts made from Ducaunan yellow pines and sails so vast and white they appeared as majestic clouds, no one looking on could fail to be impressed. The giant waves of the Southern Ocean were intimidating to lesser vessels, which is why they tended to hug the coast while the Arrabella dared to brave the open waters. Even pirates seldom ventured thirty spans out from the coast, not that Canan had any deep concerns about the pesky thieves. Lord DeSuan spared no expense on the defense of his ships, purchasing the best ballista dart launchers available to civilians, especially since he personally insures the cargo. He owned smaller, faster, vessels for quick deliveries, yet this ship had the capability of transporting more merchandize than any other freighter, and more securely.
With ten ballista dart launchers, one on the bow, one on the stern, and four on each side, few vessels would dare to take on the Arrabella. Each launcher could shoot off a rack of four ballista darts at a time. Pirates knew to stay well clear of Lord DeSuan’s ships, for even the quickest schooners had bow and stern launchers.
“We are thirty spans due south of the port of Oben,” Mister KaDin announced. His long sideburns stopped short of being a beard, just like those of his captain.
Canan knew the exact position of his ship and did not need the information, but it was a function of the First Mate to make such announcements. Oben is the last major port in southern Lobenia, after this came nothing but fishing villages until Port Joppa in Taracopa, at the mouth of the Tollus. From there the journey will become a little hazardous. The Arrabella then had to be navigated three hundred spans up the river to Tara, the capital city, where the current cargo must be delivered. If an attack were to come, it would be when the ship had limited maneuverability in the relatively narrow waterway. Therefore the launchers would be manned and ready to discourage any would-be robbers.
He thought of his home port in Serinia and where the command of this vessel had been bestowed upon him. Lord and Lady DeSuan were there with their daughter and twin sons. They were justifiably proud of their eldest son, Jerremy, who is now an Accomplished of Aakadon, one who has already distinguished himself above his peers. The young man, it has been reported, had played a huge part in the Battle of Bashierwood, and even now was on a mission so secret no one was even allowed to talk about it.
“Sails dead ahead,” Sightman Dejenner called from the crow’s-nest, interrupting a good bit of rumination.
Canan brought the optical cylinder to his eye and a Zunean Merchant Marine vessel leaped into view in the moonlight. Gray-white sails pushed it swiftly through the water and the ship appeared to be heading right for the Arrabella. He knew the reputation of these men to be little better than that of pirates, this vessel having come up with no lights to indicate its presence, reinforced that image, and meant their intent could not be good. It was not unheard of for a vessel to set sail and never be seen again, accidents happened at sea. What goes on beyond territorial waters often goes unreported. If the Arrabella were closer to the coast where ships of that size were more common, Canan would not be so suspicious, and he could not afford to take chances now, not with his current cargo. “Raise the yellow flag,” he commanded.
A mirror reflecting the signal light illuminated the flag, making it clearly visible, and any captain seeing the yellow flag would know to steer clear or risk being fired upon, yet the vessel did not change course. Closer and closer it came. Sweat broke out on Ensign BeColver’s brow as the fresh-faced young man stared wide-eyed; clearly surprised the warning was not being heeded.
Canan had no other choice. “Battle stations, helmsman, hard to port, crews rack the launchers, and stand ready!”
Men ran to obey the orders as the ship turned in preparation to deliver a broadside assault. “Portside launchers racked and ready,” Mister KaDin reported in his most professional manner.
“Aim for the command deck and let fly,” Canan replied, confident the fools would not need a second shot to make them turn away.
Ballista darts shot out over the water and Canan watched as all sixteen peppered the command deck of the Zunean vessel. The ship stayed on course, seemingly unconcerned, and undaunted. A figure in black appeared on the bow and Canan’s blood ran cold. “Put fire to the darts, launcher one, aim for the bow, two through four, hit their sails!” he commanded.
Flaming darts lit up the sky and raced toward the targeted vessel. Canan watched through the optical while the cloaked figure waved his hand and a strong wind carried the barrage off to starboard, making them miss the ship completely. The Aakacarn pointed something at the Arrabella. The sound of an object whirling through the air passed Canan’s ear and Ensign BeColver’s head rolled off his shoulders, eyes wide in surprise, with blood spraying everywhere. His noggin landed on the deck with the body collapsing beside it.
“Launch volley, keep firing until there is nothing left of them!” Canan ordered, and watched as flaming darts took to the air and the gunner crews quickly replaced each rack with freshly loaded ones, continuing the barrage, repeating the procedure as fast as they could while the launchers spewed their fiery fury.
The Aakacarn waved his arm to the right and then to the left, over and over again, causing each of the volleys to miss, one after the other. Maybe if we fire enough, we can keep him from going on the offensive and maybe some of the darts will get through. Canan could only hope. The Arrabella certainly could not out run the sleeker vessel. The only option was to fight.
A fire ball shot from the Aakacarn and hurtled onto the weather deck. Crewmen ran to extinguish the flames. One fire ball after the other came streaking at the Arrabella; hitting sails, masts, and all of the upper decks, igniting the oil for the flaming darts, and making it impossible to put out the fires. The entire ship was an inferno. Men screamed as they became living torches and began diving overboard. “Abandon ship!” Canan gave a command he never thought would come from his lips.
Men scrambled to the life boats and began lowering them to the dark water below as the flames roasted the mighty Arrabella. “Captain, your boat is ready,” Mister KaDin informed him.
Canan shook his head. “I’m not going. Get the men to safety,” he replied, knowing his responsibility.
“No one expects you to go down with the ship. Please, come with us,” Mister KaDin begged with tears in his eyes.
“Gram, go,” Canan said, and glanced up at the flames climbing the main mast. “You have no more time.”
“It will be as you say, Captain,” the First Mate replied while wiping his eyes; must be the smoke.
He and about twenty sailors entered the last life boat and then lowered themselves into the ocean. Canan stared at the Zunean vessel in wonder. Why didn’t they steal the cargo? He watched as fireball after fireball hit each of the life boats, the last of which contained Gram KaDin and twenty of the finest sailors ever to set sail. This was a slaughter perpetrated by the Serpent Guild in league with the Zunean Merchant Marines, there could be no doubt. These people intended to strike at Lord DeSuan’s fleet; otherwise they would have taken the gold and silver in the hold that was to be delivered to King Van Efery. The funds were meant to pay his military in a time of widespread discontent within his realm. Thieves would have taken the gold, Canan was sure. The only chance of the world learning the fate of the Arrabella would be when her charred planks washed ashore somewhere on the coastline, with no evidence of the unholy alliance that brought about her doom. He stood on the command deck, out in the open, hoping the Aakacarn would strike him dead with one of those invisible blades, but the last thing he saw was the mainsail fluttering down around him in flames.
 
 



Chapter Six: Simon Listens
 
Simon Trenca listened to the others converse while passing through the north gate of the Benhannon Holding and was anxious to get back and report their success, pleased by how everything turned out and his part in it.
Gaining knowledge was one of his great passions, nearly as great as his desire to do important things, and by all Atlantan he was in the thick of fulfilling both. His friend had come a long way since they met in the ninth floor dorm room of Talenteds back in Aakadon. Simon noticed at the time Daniel had a presence that could not be ignored and had vowed to help him. One decision led to another and here he was involved with, and a friend of, the Chosen Vessel.
“Has anyone spoken to Accomplished Benhannon about the flute of Della Lain?” Master Togan brought up an obvious topic that had been avoided for reasons Simon had not yet figured out.
Samuel interrupted his conversation with Lassiter to answer the question. “After his duel with Serin Gell, I told him we would speak of it again, not just the flute, but of other things related to his repertoire. Too many events began to happen at once and the opportunity to have that discussion never came about.”
“That was an interesting answer,” his mentor commented to the group at large. “I have many questions about how our rescuer, who had been Silenced, managed to defeat one of the deadliest members of the Serpent Guild. It just so happens my Fledgling is an eyewitness to the event. Perhaps he can enlighten us.”
Simon had observed Daniel carefully and had a fair idea the flute was in the safest place possible, somewhere on the person of the seven-bolt Accomplished. The theory has yet to be confirmed, but time would tell. Even so Simon had no intention of sharing the suspicion, no more than he would tell them of the powerful baton on his own person given to him by Daniel. 
Samuel hesitated, no doubt regretting he had not stayed quiet and let someone else answer the question. “Anyone who has been Silenced can learn and cast a spell if it was never in his original repertoire.”
“Lassiter is correct, your answers are interesting,” Oceanic Varroon joined the discussion. “What would be the source of such a spell?”
Samuel began to fidget in his saddle and finally let out a sigh. “We were going into a Serpent Nest to confront Serin Gell and rescue Sherree,” he began and then stopped speaking long enough to eye everyone. “All of you, except Simon, were Condemneds, we did not know her fate and Daniel didn’t even know if he could reverse what happened to you.” Then his voice took on a stronger, more confident tone. “I’m a Fledgling of the Eagle Guild and my mentor, a Senior Soarer, was defeated by the Accomplished I was about to confront. Daniel revealed his rank to me and I made the only choice that could give us even the slightest chance of succeeding. I taught him the Eagle Guild specific spell, Talon Strike.”
Jeremiah Lassiter nodded his head. “I see, out of desperation you violated a guild confidence in order to achieve your goal.”
Samuel turned to his mentor. “To have a Maestro level spell caster at my back, you bet.”
“Look out Jere, your Fledgling has a sharp beak,” Daria said and gave a nod of respect to Samuel.
“I take it your Talon Strike is a variable potential spell,” Jerremy DeSuan finally lowered his nose, apparently deciding it was time for his opinion. “Fortunately for us, Samuel did teach it to Daniel. His seven bolts obviously blew apart the Silencing and here we are.”
Jerremy coming to the defense of Samuel came as a bit of a surprise. Simon decided Daniel was not the only one changing. Perhaps the Serinian was not quite as arrogant and aloof as he seems, even though incorrect in his opinion. Simon knew the Ducaunan Accomplished had at least a few spells in his repertoire before Samuel taught him Talon Strike.
“We all know the flute belongs in Aakadon,” Lassiter stated. “One of us will have to ask him for it. At some point in the near future we must leave this compound, go back to our guilds, and get on with our careers. The flute should go with us. Aside from that, all of my amulets were taken by Serin Gell, leaving me unable to send in a report, do any of you have an amulet?”
Simon could contact Barnabas Galloway, his mentor. The Senior Forester would be expecting a report and yet this did not feel like the right time to make one. The senior Accomplisheds here might take away his amulet if they knew about it, so Simon stayed quiet, and for a wonder so did Samuel. 
“It seems we are in the same situation and will have to file our reports in person,” Master Togan concluded. 
“How are we going to get back?” Daria asked another question that had been avoided.
Jerremy laughed. “We arrived here through Daniel’s spell casting. Demanding the flute might not put him in a mood to be accommodating.”
“We will find a way,” Lassiter stated confidently, yet none of the others voiced agreement with him, and seemed to be considering the Serinian’s opinion.
Simon coughed to get their attention. “I have a boat in Port Valeen. The Javelin has sufficient room to accommodate and transport everyone us out of the Taltin Sea and down the Hirus River into Aakadon.”
Jerremy guided his horse over and gave Simon a pat on the back. “Daniel is correct, you are a wonder.”
“That solves one problem,” Master Togan said. “Which of us is going to ask our host for the flute?”
Daria eyed Samuel and Jerremy. “Accomplished Benhannon’s achievements were published by the Grand Maestro and are well known to us all, yet I never met him until waking up this morning, perhaps those who have known him the longest should be the first to speak of the flute to our healer.”
“An excellent idea,” Master Togan voiced his agreement, as did everyone except the ones who would have to bring the subject up to the seven-bolt Accomplished.
“Apprentice, I am assigning you the task of convincing Daniel Benhannon the flute of Della Lain belongs in Aakadon and to give the class two crescendo to Oceanic Varroon, him being not only high in rank but also the oldest and most experienced of we senior Accomplisheds. The flute is safest in his keeping,” Master Togan told Jerremy.
“Yes, Master Artisan, it will be as you say,” the Serinian replied formally, although his sudden frown implied he was not happy about it.
“Samuel, I am assigning you the same task. You and Jerremy work out the best way to go about it,” the Senior Soarer directed his Fledgling.
The former Teki shrugged. “As I said, I’ve been meaning to have that discussion, and sooner is better than later.”
Simon remained quiet and the others seemed to forget he was among them, which was not unusual. None of them brought up the fact that only the Serpent Guild had a spell capable of transporting people instantly from one place to another, yet Daniel obviously could, and clearly no member of this party wanted to consider how he acquired the Melody. He may have wrung it out of the many enemy Aakacarns confronted along his journey, yet that was only a working theory and Simon chose not to share his suspicions. The key to Tarin Conn’s prison should stay in the hands of the Chosen Vessel, but his opinion did not count much in present company so he chose not to share it either.
 
 



Chapter Seven: End Of A Long Day
 
Temperature, sight, sound, these had no meaning in the space between here and there. Daniel’s mind was on the return trip, picturing each person standing where they had been before the journey to the capital. Three heart beats later, they were back in his office. 
“I apologize for doubting your word.” Jonah was the first to speak.
“You never told us the flute of Della Lain was in the hands of Serin Gell,” General Malcus added right behind him.
“To think that it was almost destroyed and the Dark Maestro set free,” General Tallen said, eyes wide and with an iron grip on the declaration of Realm Alert signed and sealed by the Queen.
Each of the nobles had verbal and written verification of the Realm Alert as proof to the other knights and lords in the border region of the order to prepare for war. Word would spread quickly through Tallen’s relay system.
“Sir Daniel, what you did for my Aunt, not only destroying the Lethal Growths, but making her seem as though she never had them, it was nothing short of a miracle.” There were tears in Jonah’s eyes.
Daniel placed his right hand on the man’s shoulder. “It is the duty of a Royal Knight of the Realm to defend his Queen from any foe, healing her was within my power, and I refused to allow the cursed disease to take her life.”
“Well said,” Sir Tomas gave his affirmation. “You have done far more than we credited you with.”
Daniel shrugged off the compliment, seeing as he did what duty called for, and anyone in the room would have done the same if they could.
“Did you know the flute was in danger?” Jaim Cutler ventured to ask, this being the first time he dared to speak in present company. Perhaps meeting and being noted by the Queen emboldened him.
Daniel wanted the people in his service to speak up, so answered the keeper of the door. “Someone I trust taught me a few things about the Chosen Vessel. One is that situations will arise requiring I make a choice. When something is wrong, people are in danger, or someone is in distress, I can walk away, stand and watch, or do something to help. We all make those kinds of choices, yet as the Chosen Vessel, I will have to make them more often than most folks.”
“Our duty in such cases is to help,” Sir Tomas stated correctly, it was one of the responsibilities of a Royal Knight of the Realm.
Daniel acknowledged the senior Knight with a nod of the head and then went on with the explanation. “Sherree Jenna was the person in danger and I went to rescue her. So I crossed to save her and found Serin Gell in possession of the flute. My duty at that point was to secure the ancient crescendo, defeat the enemy Aakacarn, and rescue Sherree.”
“We were not willing to risk a war to save the life of one person,” Malcus admitted.
Daniel glanced his way. “True, but none of you are the Chosen Vessel. Events swirl around me and sometimes decisions I make, like saving Accomplished Jenna, turn out to either place me where I need to be, in this case to protect the flute, or draw whatever resources might be needed in the future.”
“We are going to win this fight against Tarin Conn!” Jaim boldly stated.
“I hope so,” Daniel replied. “Tarin Conn is also a Chosen Vessel and he draws what he needs and has been doing so for over a thousand years. Our victory is far from guaranteed.”
“The butcher will get paid in any battle,” General Tallen stated grimly, sounding very much like Sergeant Keenan. “Don’t ever think the fight will be easy, it is a sure way to lose.”
“You have been chosen. What would you have us do?” Sergeant Zaccum asked and seemed ready to follow Daniel directly to Kelgotha to confront the ancient Aakasear.
Daniel held back the smile threatening to form, not wanting to give the impression he was mocking them. His pleasure came from the change of attitude, not having to argue with these men, and seeing them cooperative and ready to proceed with the chores ahead. “We must obey the Queen and muster our forces. Jonah, do you remember my decision to save the baby sasquatch?”
Jonah’s good humor evaporated like a drop of water on a hot rock at noon. “I remember.”
“She was just the first of many that are now loyal to me,” Daniel shared with these men for the first time.
“What?” the Queen’s nephew blurted as if he did not hear correctly.
“How many and where are they?” Sir Tomas wanted to know.
Daniel could not hold back the smile. “Half of them are hiding in the forest. I’ve ordered them to no longer consider humans as food and to avoid contact.”
“But, but, they are dangerous and cannot be trusted. You remember how they attacked us on the way.” Jonah was quick to voice his dismay.
“Not the pack following me,” Daniel replied, calmly and with confidence.
“Where did your sasquatches come from?” General Tallen asked.
Daniel began laughing and then sobered up when no one else showed any signs of amusement, Tim or David would have seen the ironic humor. “I stole them from Serena Lowell, the Accomplished of the Serpent Guild who sent them after us, and an additional thirty-one are on the way. They should be here soon and I will add them to the rest.”
General Malcus began rubbing his hands; eyebrows arching up, and asked, “How many can we count on to help in the fighting?”
“Eighty-seven after Gurrumble arrives with his,” Daniel replied. “Shereeka has Sheila and Choaker, both infants, to take care of, so she isn’t likely to participate in the fighting soon, unless in defense of the babes.”
“It sounds as if you know them intimately,” Jaim commented.
“I do know them and they know me. These sasquatches are not going to be used the way the Serpent Guild uses Yetis, as fodder on the field. In fact sasquatches respond better when given a goal and allowed to achieve it their own way.” Daniel wanted the General to understand the animals in his swirl were not lives to be thrown away.
“He is stubbornly protective of his sasquatches,” Jonah stated. “As soon pull a tree out of the ground bare handed as get him to change his thinking on this matter.”
“My point in bring them up is that I am following Her Majesty’s command and adding to those in my service, human and non-human. The queen has given us orders to prepare the kingdom for war and that, Sergeant Zaccum, is what I would have everyone do.” Daniel did not know how to be straighter forward than that.
Jonah glanced significantly at Jaim Cutler. “What I want to discuss can only be spoken of in the presence of people who were at a specific meeting.”
Daniel nodded his understanding, and focused his attention on the young man, “Jaim, I need you to fetch me a bucket of rocks for when my meeting with these gentlemen is over,” he stated.
Cutler snapped to attention and saluted. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel.”
When he exited the room, Jonah continued in a soft voice. “I have the trumpet of Tarin Conn hidden in my room at Fort Casum and you have the flute of Della Lain somewhere here, objects desperately sought after by the followers of the Dark Maestro. Does the Serpent Guild know we have possession of these instruments?”
“An associate of Serin Gell stole the trumpet from Serena, this you knew when we caught up to the man,” Daniel began to answer.
“Yes, Jak Taltin, I remember you executed him,” Jonah confirmed his memory of the event.
Daniel continued in a softer tone. “Serin Gell did not know we caught Taltin and seemed to be expecting him to arrive with the trumpet. I’m just saying it is possible someone else in the Serpent Guild has figured out we have it.”
“What about the flute?” Sergeant Zaccum asked.
“I strongly suspect that they do know who has the instrument and think it best to prepare for the possibility,” Daniel replied and had no way to make his voice sound less grim.
“What about the Aakacarns, who originally stole the trumpet, it is our understanding they are headed this way?” Tallen brought up an issue Daniel had put out of his mind.
“My last report has them far to the south and headed west towards Rivertown. It seems they have given up on the idea of heading north.”
Jonah turned to his host. “I didn’t know you had scouts out that far. Sir Daniel, I begin to think you have resources beyond the norm.”
“Way beyond the norm, now that I am fully functional,” Daniel agreed. “Only a fellow Accomplished could use those resources so there isn’t much point in sharing them here.”
“So those Aakacarns are no longer a threat,” Malcus concluded, clearly not wanting to get into matters best left to Melody Wielders.
“Not a threat here in northern Ducaun, yet still a problem for the kingdom, and something we, meaning Jonah, the Royal Guardsmen, and I, must eventually deal with,” Daniel replied. “I believe the greater threat to be here.”
“It is what it is,” Sir Tomas said. “San, Jathem, we have work to do. This area could soon be swarming with followers of the Dark Maestro.”
Both Generals agreed with the Knight, they and Sir Tomas exited the office, leaving Jonah and Sergeant-of-the-guard Zaccum standing in front of Daniel. “Would you like to have a seat,” he offered, and when they did, he went around and sat behind his desk. It was obvious as a swan in a pond full of ducks they had something more to say to him.
“The trumpet of Tarin Conn has been under the protection of House Ducalin for generations,” Jonah stated a fact known to both of them and then after taking a few minutes to contemplate whatever caused him to remain behind, he continued. “My family had kept it well hidden, until recent events, and now that we have it back, I have the responsibility to safeguard the instrument. As the legal representative of House Ducalin, it is my judgment that you be the temporary guardian of the Dark Maestro’s trumpet.”
Daniel had placed shields on both the trumpet and the case before turning them over to Duke Cantor’s son, yet had to admit, given the current circumstances, it would be best if the instrument be in possession of the Accomplished with the highest rank in potential. “I accept the responsibility,” he replied, being concerned about Jonah’s safety. The kind of person who would be coming after the trumpet was the sort that would kill the Ducalin in an instant.
Jonah nodded his head. “Good, I will come back tomorrow with my things, not that I mean to intrude, but I believe it would appear less suspicious if Sergeant Zaccum and I are seen moving into your compound.”
 It was a good notion, one that Daniel felt he should have thought of. “Certainly, you both are welcome to stay here, and it is not an intrusion.”
Zaccum leaned forward in his chair. “Is there some way I can be of service?”
Daniel gave the matter some thought and a few moments later the answer came to him. “I have sixty men and twenty-seven women who want to fight, the rest want to serve as support staff within this compound. Of the eighty-seven people in my fighting force, only one possesses experience. Would you consider helping him train the others?”
Zaccum smiled. “That request is well within my skill set and I am certainly willing to help with the endeavor.”
“Excellent, after you and Jonah get settled in tomorrow, go see Commander Herling,” Daniel replied and then decided it might be a good idea to tell the Sergeant a particular fact ahead of time. “Chas is the commander of this holding and he was once a Major in the Sutton Guard.”
Zaccum frowned and sat back in his chair, while Jonah sprang to his feet. “Can he be trusted, a Pentrosan?” the Queen’s nephew demanded to know. His attitude was not unusual for a Ducalin, so Daniel took no offense and ignored the tone.
“The process in which I restored each person from being among the Condemneds allows me to see their innermost being. Based on what I know of the man, Chas Herling can be trusted.”
Zaccum gave a nod of his head. “I will take your word for true and work with the man.”
“I do not need another instant trip elsewhere to convince me,” Jonah was quick to add, no doubt thinking of the last time he challenged Daniel’s word.
The bell rang and it was the first time Daniel realized the room had one, seeing as not a soul had seen fit to use it until now. “Enter,” he called out.
Jaim Cutler came in with a bucket of rocks and stopped when he spotted the two men sitting in front of the desk. “I thought the meeting was over.”
Jonah did not bother to sit back down. “We just finished,” he said and then turned to his host. “Unless there is anything more you wish to discuss.”
Daniel stood up. “No, I believe we have finished.”
Sergeant Zaccum gave a nod to the Chosen Vessel, sprang to his feet, and then exited behind Jonah.
Daniel had plans for the rocks, yet it was late in the night, and he had not slept in two days. “Jaim, set the bucket here on my desk, and then consider yourself off duty. I’m going to bed.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” the young doorkeeper replied, and then placed the bucket where he was told and went out into the common room.
Daniel no sooner stepped out of his office, about to shut the door, when Samuel and Simon walked up. “We would like to give you a report on our meeting with the Pentrosans,” the sandy-haired Accomplished of the Willow Guild stated in a soft voice.
Daniel held back the sigh that was about to escape him and motioned for them to enter his office. He went in and sat on the front of his desk rather than going behind. “How did it go?”
Samuel’s lips formed into a sideways smile. “Are we boring you? One would think by the lack of enthusiasm in your tone and facial expression that you already know the answer.”
Simon looked at the former Teki askance and then his right eyebrow rose up speculatively, yet did not comment on whatever he concluded, choosing instead to give the report. “General Kall never showed. Sam told the Pentrosan Lieutenant his forces involved themselves in a raid against a Nest of the Serpent Guild and then each of us gave a brief description of our parts, leaving out any mention of you. That is what you had in mind, a delicate pruning of the facts.”
“Yes, Simon, that is what I had in mind and you all did well,” Daniel replied and smiled, genuinely pleased they had succeeded. He hopped from his desk, ready to head off to bed.
“We have something more to discuss,” Samuel spoke up before Daniel could take more than a step.
“Why do you have a bucket of rocks on your desk?” Simon asked while lifting it up and examining the contents.
Daniel chuckled. “Is that what you want to discuss?”
“Me, yes,” Simon replied. He seemed always curious and ever ready to figure out the how and why of things, a trait he had demonstrated in the past.
Samuel shook his head at the sandy-haired Aakacarn. The former Teki was always in a hurry and no doubt wanted to get straight to his point. “Before we talk about your rocks, I think we should discuss the flute of Della Lain. Don’t frown, this is important.”
Daniel had a fairly good notion where this conversation would lead, why would he not frown? Sherree had used the same issue to alter his expression earlier. The difference being the Accomplished of the Eagle Guild was serious. “The flute is safe.” 
“Somewhere in your uniform,” Simon accurately stated.
“Can you think of a safer place?” Daniel challenged him.
“No,” the sandy-haired Accomplished replied and the genuineness of his smile led Daniel to believe the answer to be heart-felt.
“Yes,” Samuel stated flatly, thick eyebrows near to meeting. He cast a harsh-eyed glance at Simon and then turned back to the person he clearly wanted to convince. “The flute belongs in Aakadon. Oceanic Varroon can safeguard the crescendo until we turn it over to the Maestros.”
Daniel could not hold back his emotions, he started laughing and Simon joined in while Samuel turned red in the face, clearly seeing nothing funny. “I am serious,” he stated firmly.
Daniel took a breath, held it briefly, and stopped laughing. “No offense, but I don’t believe your Maestros capable of protecting a lamb from a wolf, they allowed Serin Gell to escape. I do not trust them with the key to Tarin Conn’s prison.”
Samuel puffed up and seemed on the verge of arguing further, but then his eyes flicked to Daniel’s shoulders, all those golden lightning bolts in plain view, and the Fledgling took a deep breath and held it for a count of thirty. He raised his right arm, as in a gesture of desperation, and the silk sleeve of his cloak dropped down, revealing the stump  “All of the Accomplisheds respect you and your intention to keep the crescendo safe, yet they all, except apparently Simon, believe the flute is safest in Aakadon. Will you at least agree to consider the idea?”
Daniel had made his decision yet felt sad for his friend’s loss, and was tired, which affected his answer. “I’ll sleep on it.”
“Good, now what are the rocks for?” Simon seemed to consider the matter closed.
Daniel glanced at the bucket and then at the Teki before answering the question. “I can use some of them to restore Samuel’s right hand.”
Simon’s eyebrows arched up excitedly, as though he had full confidence in what his friend had claimed, and eager to see it done, while Samuel shook his head and said, “What?” as if he misheard.
“I can use some of the rocks to restore your hand,” Daniel assured him.
Samuel’s facial expressions went from happy to incredulous to hopefully optimistic as his eyebrows raised and lowered, frown lines appeared and disappeared on his forehead, and finally settled into wonderment. “How, there is nothing here to heal?” He asked while holding up his handless right arm as if to prove the point.
Daniel was not sure his friend would like the answer, yet it was the only hope of restoring the appendage. “The same way I restored the parts that were missing from the Condemneds.”
Samuel took a few moments, seeming lost in thought and then smiled. “Can you give me a muscular body like you did them and an extra lightning bolt like you did Sherree?”
Daniel smiled along with his friend, both of his friends, Simon was grinning from ear to ear. “What, and cheat you out of all that physical exercise and the anticipation of whether or not you’ve grown enough to hold more potential?” Daniel began and then took on a serious tone. “The enhanced physique is a side affect, so yes, you will be in better shape afterwards. I can give you as much potential as you can retain but that does not guarantee an extra bolt.”
“Will it hurt?” Samuel wisely inquired.
“The pain would be excruciating, which is why you will be sleeping through the procedure,” Daniel replied, refusing to withhold the truth.
Samuel licked his lips, clearly thinking the matter over, and coming to a decision, he nodded his head. “Do it.”
Simon, after setting the bucket on the empty chair behind him, glowed cobalt blue, the color of his potential, and a cushion of solidified air appeared on the desk, which was just long enough for Samuel to stretch out on. “Thanks,” the former Teki told him while taking off his cloak and shirt, and then lay down.
Daniel cast, Sleep Time, at his patient, rendering him unconscious, and then placed one hand on Samuel’s forehead and the other on his tummy, over the navel. Daniel closed his eyes and, What Is This, played in his mind, allowing him to sense down into Samuel’s recipe strands and even deeper to the tiny worlds with moons spinning around them. Additional worlds and moons would be needed to form the new hand; otherwise they would be drawn from the rest of Sam’s body, which would not be a good thing. The helix-shaped recipe strands contained tiny three dimensional nude pictures of what he ought to look like at his current age with all of his appendages. These will provide the pattern to work with. Daniel pulled back his perception slightly and sensed what the spell interpreted in his mind as being a vat containing life force energy, kind of like a cistern or reservoir. Samuel’s vat was smaller than Sherree’s and was three quarters full of what appeared through the spell to be orange liquid. Daniel placed a Da Capo on, What Is This, and then cast, Vitality, sending what appeared to be topaz blue liquid flooding into Samuel, filling his life force container to the brim.
Daniel ceased, Vitality, and cast, Hunger, to draw the tiny worlds and moons from the rocks and, Change It, to cause them to be what the recipe strands call for, adding Da Capos to sustain the spells. Last of all he directed, Restoration, into Samuel.
In his mind Daniel could see Samuel’s body changing and his right hand forming out of the stump. At the same time his musculature grew tighter, stronger, bringing him to perfect physical condition. A few moments more and with the work complete, Daniel leaned over and spoke softly into his ear, “Samuel, your brain and will are one. Your body is yours to command,” and then released the Da Capos on all the spells. Sam was still asleep and would be for a while. Even though his bodily condition is improved, the spells had given him a thorough work out and he needed rest.
Simon plopped down in the third chair in front of the desk. “Ten rocks gradually vanished and Sam’s hand formed right before my eyes.” He remarked, eyes blinking rapidly, and then settled into a stare. “Why did you tell him his brain and will are one and the rest?”
Daniel hesitated to answer, yet trusted the sandy-haired Aakacarn, and so threw caution to the wind and told him. “Because buried deep within the spell I used to reshape his body is, Condemnation, a Melody composed as you know by Tarin Conn.”
Simon nodded his head as if accepting a needed piece in a puzzle he had been working on. “I suspected you had regained your former repertoire after you transported us instantly from our position in Pentrosa to this valley, yet that did not explain how you could reverse, Condemnation. In a sense, you are using the same spell, and instead of twisting the person into gross parities of humanity and enslaving their minds, you’re commanding them to have free will, and twisting them back to what they were, only better.”
Daniel knew Simon to be clever and was not surprised to know he had reasoned out quite a bit. “If I fill in the rest of whatever you suspect about how I accomplished what you have seen here today, will you promise to tell no one else?”
Simon nodded his head eagerly. “Members of the Eagle Guild could use, Truth Speak, on me, but that is the only way anyone will learn what I know.”
“I am an Aakasear..,” Daniel began his explanation.
“A composer of Melodious spells, that’s great. It makes sense the Chosen Vessel would need the talent, else how could you possibly counter Tarin Conn,” Simon interrupted and also further demonstrated his depth of knowledge. Not many people knew of the existence of Aakasears.
 “Your secret is safe with me,” Simon assured him and then smiled. “We are in for a major war and I want to be involved with whatever needs doing. You should be gathering an army and I hope you will allow me to be a part of it. It seems you have made a good beginning,” he stopped and nodded his head as if recalling an observation. “I noticed the vast majority of the people restored to health are enlisting into your service. Yes, you’ve made a good beginning.”
  Daniel appreciated the sentiment and encouragement, yet knew his friend had a career in the Willow Guild and would not be completely free to follow him. “You have already been a big help and I have no doubt you will find a way to be useful in the future.”
Simon gave a slight bow of the head, the show of respect between Accomplisheds, and Daniel returned it. “So, what are the rocks really for? You had them here before Sam and I arrived.” The clever young man was almost as dogged as Tim Dukane on a hunt.
“Toiletries,” Daniel replied and laughed when his friend cocked his head sideways as if trying to figure out what the answer meant. “I’ll explain later, tomorrow, it is time for bed. And oh, I think it would be best if you maintain that cushion for Samuel. He needs to wake naturally and this is as good a place for him to sleep as any.”
“Of course I’ll maintain the cushion and also be looking forward to your explanation of how rocks relate to toiletries,” Simon replied as Daniel guided him out of the office.
“That is if you have not figured it out by then,” Daniel told him, and would not be a bit surprised if the clever fellow did so.
Simon winked and walked out of the building, leaving Daniel with a problem. Everybody had a room expect the person whose family emblem was on all of the buildings. He wanted to find wherever Sherree ended up and be with her, yet knew doing so would risk having the other Accomplisheds learn about their marriage.
He walked through the common room and spotted Marsha Obennen reading a book while sitting on the fourth of five couches, the one closest to the stairs. “Maes-Accomplished Benhannon,” she stuttered, changing her greeting in mid word. For a moment he thought she was going to say, Maestro.
“Greetings Artisan, I’m surprised to see you still awake. Everyone else seems to have gone to bed,” he spoke to her without mentioning the slip of the tongue.
Marsha’s lips formed a smile. “You were never given a complete tour of this compound, it occurred to me no one has shown you your quarters, and so I waited to do the honor.”
Daniel felt blessed to have people anticipating his needs, seeing as he tended to think of those necessities as they occurred rather than planning ahead. His chores seemed to have grown so big they gave him less time to focus on ordinary concerns. “You are kind to think of that and I’m thankful you did.”
Marsha set the book aside and stood up. “It is my pleasure. Come with me.”
She led him up the stairs and to the first door on the right. “Of course we gave you the largest room. Perhaps on the morrow I can show you the rest of the compound.”
“I will look forward to it,” he told her and then they exchanged respectful nods of the head and she went back down the stairs.
The room was twice the size of the one in which he and Sherree consummated their marriage, complete with cushioned chairs, a writing table, Maplewood wardrobe, and a huge bed opposite the window. A turquoise rug covered the entire floor. Daniel walked over to the nearest wall and placed his hand on the stone surface. It was time to be familiarized with his entire holding. In his mind played the spell, Fashioning. Potential flowed out of him and into the wall. His awareness spread out, allowing him to see each room, not the occupants, the over all structures, and he soon learned the layout of the entire building, water pipes and all. He sent his awareness down into the bedrock and over to building one, learned the layout and then went under the ground and into each of the other builds. This done, he followed the bedrock out to the stables and then beyond to the stone wall. The structure surrounded the entire holding and was made from one solid piece rather than thousands of individual stones. Fashioning not only allowed him to thoroughly examine a structure, it also gave him the ability to alter it. The Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild had done such a wonderful job; he could not see where the compound needed altering.
He thought of one improvement they were not capable of doing, seeing as their spells were limited and could not be changed. An Aakasear is limited only by his talent and imagination; an Aakacarn can only perform what is written. He placed a Da Capo on the spell, Fashioning, summoned the potential for, Shield All, and then focused the life force energy at the wall, tying the Da Capo to the residual energy in his hunting knife. The variable shield can be shaped however he wanted and would be invisible to even the eyes of an Aakacarn, unless they focus potential at it, and then the shield would absorb the energy and strengthen. Nothing in the world could crack that wall. Even so the protection would be limited. An ordinary army could scale the wall at any point with ladders, grapnels, or whatever other way they could figure out. Aakacarns could levitate up and over the wall or tunnel under, yet the shield provided at least some degree of protection. He could place the shield on the walls of each building, and might if the situation called for it, but doing so would limit his ability to reenter using, Conveyance. He would have to drop the shield in order to return.
That finished he decided it was time to learn who and what was in his vicinity. He closed his eyes, summoned the potential for, Find All, and extended his potential out in a five span radius. Men, women, Aakacarns, these were among the first he sensed. He easily identified those whom he had healed, including the men at Fort Casum. The only people he could not recognize through the spell were those he had never touched, sensing only that they were human and nothing more. The Aakacarns occupied building one exclusively; Marsha was heading there right now, everyone else was in the other buildings, including Sherree, who apparently chose building three, and Samuel who was asleep in Daniel’s office. Ronn and Miriam, Tim, Gina, David and Silvia, were in building two, in three separate rooms, and on the same floor as Daniel. His awareness settled only an instant on his two friends and the pair of Teki, seeing as they were newlyweds and doing with each other what he wished he could be doing with Sherree. Daniel quickly focused his attention elsewhere.
  Animals small and great appeared in his mind’s eye. Most of the creatures in his swirl were near, yet many more animals occupied these lands that were not linked to him, the majority of which he would leave alone. Scores of hawks and falcons were nesting far up in the treetops and these might be useful; they along with his ospreys could help him a great deal. The swirling of events might have placed them at the right place at the right time, Daniel chose not to question the opportunity presented to him, just take advantage of it. Presently, only eight falcons and three hawks were in trees close enough for him to form a link. Some of them had fledglings and eggs. One hundred strides was his limit, unless he used a crescendo, but that would be detected by the Aakacarns in the compound. His trust in them extended only so far, knowing their true loyalties lay in Aakadon, so he kept most of his spell casting below their notice, and used trickles of potential woven finer than a human hair to accomplish his tasks; the recent exceptions being Conveyance and the healing of Samuel.
Daniel placed a Da Capo on Find All to sustain the spell and then played the Symphonic, Mind Touch, in his head. Blue beams of light shot from his fingers, through the window, and straight to the raptors nesting above. He became aware of ten minds, all focusing on him and wanting to know if he needed anything. “All my needs are satisfied,” he replied, to which they sent back feelings of contentment. He added the eleventh raptor, assured her all was well when she inquired, and then delicately formed links to the fledglings. With even more delicacy he linked his mind to the inhabitants of the eggs.
The whip crack sound of displaced air came from behind. He spun around while opening his eyes, and preparing to cast, Sleep Time, at the intruder.
Sherree stood between him and the door while holding a baton in her left hand, and wearing a red on black cloak pulled tight to her body, the hood down; revealing her long yellow-gold hair. Well, he never expected her to keep the silks blue, not since making it clear she wanted to continue her career in the Aloe Guild. Still, Daniel was certainly surprised by the abrupt arrival.
Amber light radiated from her body and with the potential she formed cushions of air on the, door, ceiling, and walls. “I don’t want people to hear the displaced air snapping back when I leave. I did the same to my room so none would hear me coming or going. Even so I cannot stop the harmonic waves given off by the bolt of potential the spell requires,” she explained, although he was already coming to that conclusion and had a good understanding of harmonics; no doubt that was why she did not share building one with the other Aakacarns. Her green eyes focused on him like a hungry cavalryman who just spotted the chuck wagon. “Marsha gave me a tour of the entire compound, so naturally I fixed this room firmly in my mind. I want to sleep with my husband tonight,” she added after he stood there staring like a love struck fool.
“I approve of your first use of, Conveyance,” he said while taking a step toward her and hoping she wanted to do more than sleep, slumber being suddenly pushed way back on his list of things he desired to do.
Sherree tilted her head to the side while her pupils widened as if to grant her a greater scrutiny of him. “I admit it is a handy spell, especially since we can convey ourselves to this room no matter how far apart we travel in the future.”
Daniel knew he was grinning like an idiot, yet could not stop. “That is the best use of this spell I have ever heard.”
Sherree pulled open the cloak, let it drop to the floor, and stood wearing nothing but her black silk panties and bra. The curves and contours of her body were most impressive. “I hope you weren’t planning to sleep anytime soon,” she stated and then pounced.
Daniel caught her out of the air, spun her around, and carried her to the bed. Sleep, it turned out, was a long time in coming.
 



Chapter Eight: Innovations
 
Daniel felt the warmth of Sherree’s body pull away from his and began blinking the sleep out of his eyes; with dawn breaking the light filtering through the window was dim and he could hardly see. By the time he sat up she was back in her cloak. “I tried to slip away without waking you.” She spoke softly, padded barefoot across the rug, kissed him on the lips, and then sat on the side of the bed. An amber glow radiated out from her and she touched his forehead, sending, Vitality, warm and tingling into him. “You didn’t get much sleep last night.”
No argument there and certainly no regrets. Grasping her hand, he kissed it. “Thanks. Do you have to go so soon?” Daniel asked the question even knowing the answer before the words came out. She needed to get back to her room before someone figured out where she was, yet he longed for her to stay.
Sherree nodded. “The longer I am here, the greater the possibility some person will see me.” She kissed him again, this time lingering and full of intensity. She pulled away and stood up when it seemed as though she was on the verge of getting back in bed. “You are remarkably distracting. There was a time not so long ago when I could clear an amorous male from my mind without much bother; it is not so easy when we both feel the same way.” She remarked and then closed her eyes, took a breath, and continued. “Before I go, will you explain why Tarin Conn’s, Teleportation, requires so much more potential than, Conveyance? I’m fairly sure his spell would mummify me in an instant.”
Her mind seemed nearly as eager as Simon’s when it came to wanting to understand the why and how of things, and the question could also be a way of taking their minds off love making. “You are correct, Teleportation, is a single line Melody requiring six bolts of potential, and it would mummify you. I added parts of my own composition, notes and rhythms, and altered the Melody until I had a sixteen part harmony, requiring a single bolt to power the spell, which was the goal,” he explained while caressing her arm. “Not every spell comes easy to an Aakasear, some come to my head whole and others have to be worked on. I broke the Silencing using, Memories, a spell that came quickly into my mind after Efferin cast his Melody on me, to replace the original spell that resulted in you entering my life.”
There had been many tumultuous events as a result of casting his first spell, yet meeting Sherree was definitely a high point in all that he had experienced. She reached into an inner pocket of her cloak and pulled out an amulet, gold with an amber stone. “I want us to stay in touch, so take this and give me one of yours.”
Daniel had planned on making the same suggestion. He threw aside the covers, took the amulet from her hand, and went to the chair upon which his coat lay. He removed one of his own communication amulets from the inner pocket, placed hers inside and tossed the one he made to her. “Good idea, we will need to coordinate our schedules.”
Her eyes took on the hungry look, dilated pupils and all. She shook her head and a slow smile spread across her face. “My thought exactly. Now, when we are apart, don’t go wrestling with any more mountain lions.”
Daniel glanced over his shoulder at his bare backside and knew there were only two people who could tell her how he came to have those claw marks. “Which one told you?”
“You weren’t the only one holding meetings yesterday. Your mother felt there were things I needed to know about her son. Our marriage is a secret but that does not give you license to behave as if you were single. You are mine and I have a say in what you do with your body, and I say, you are not allowed to throw yourself recklessly into danger.”
Daniel understood that much about marriage; each had a say as she said, and he would honor her wishes, yet she married the Chosen Vessel. Danger was a part of his life and nearly unavoidable. “You married a man destined to fight the Dark Maestro, battling him is going to be dangerous.”
Sherree gave a firm nod of the head as if he had just made her point, which caused him to open and close his mouth without saying anything, thus creating silent moments she decided to fill. “You’re right, but you don’t have to fight him one on one like when you dueled Balen Tamm. Just keep in mind what I said and try to reduce the dangers as much as possible,” she declared while eyeing him up and down. She raised her baton and glowed with potential. “We belong to each other,” she stated and then vanished in a flash. A few moments later the cushions of air placed to conceal her coming and going vanished.
After dressing and having a substantial breakfast prepared by Marge and her staff, Daniel stood ready to face the day as did his parents, Tim, Gina, David, and Silvia, who also enjoyed the bacon, eggs, ham, hash browns, toast, and pancakes. Chas Herling sat eating over at table ten along with Mallory SuKendall, thirty-two years of age, whose dark hair was long although cut to half the length it had been. A gold bar added to the broad shoulder stripes on her uniform indicated her rank, Herling had two on each. Beside Mallory sat Al Benkorren, thirty-three, wearing a similar uniform, both had been made Lieutenants by their commander.
Al had his hair cut and shaved off his beard, yet sported a neat mustache. Sitting with the Commander and Lieutenants was Jacob Tanner, twenty-nine. The lanky man, when standing, stood nearly as tall as Jerremy DeSuan and like him chose to be clean shaven. The pair of gold stripes on the sleeves of his blue coat marked his rank as Sergeant.
Daniel made it three steps from the table when a weak harmonic ripple came from the direction of his office. Someone just cast a spell. Moments later, Samuel, in his black on red silk pants, walked into the dining area while flexing his right hand, and clearing up the matter of who cast the Melody, allowing Daniel to relax.
Gina was the first to take note of the new appendage. “The Maestro strikes again,” she called out, gaining everyone’s attention.
“Samuel, have you been exercising?” Miriam asked, clearly referring to his improved physique.
Ronn turned to his son. “Nice repair job. I figured you would get around to it.”
“After restoring Condemneds this wasn’t so hard,” Daniel shrugged off the difficulty.
Samuel walked right up to him. “The hand is great and I stood flexing my muscles for a good two tenths of a mark before coming out here. Daniel, I don’t have the words to fully express how thankful I feel,” he stated and then shook hands. The new one had a strong grip. “You don’t have the title but Gina is correct, in my opinion you are a Maestro.”
Daniel squeezed firmly and then let go. “Glad to help,” he replied, choosing not to mention the Maestro business. Maybe if he ignored it people would stop.
Tim bent toward the former Teki. “He has titles aplenty and doesn’t really need another. You may also want to reconsider spending so much time flexing; people might think you are vain.”
Samuel smiled at the shaggy headed mountain man. “I’m an Aakacarn. People think we are all vain.”
“Then you have nothing to lose, go ahead and flex,” Tim replied, jokingly, and then his smile faded into seriousness. “I am pleased Daniel was able to help you and happy to see that second lightning bolt on your shoulder.”
Sam having a smaller vat than Sherree had caused Daniel to think his friend might not have the capacity to hold another bolt. In this instance it felt good to be wrong. “You ought to be hungry after the growth forced onto your body.”
Samuel rubbed his belly. “The aroma is what drew me away from flexing. If you don’t mind, I’ll eat here rather than in building one.”
“Go get a plate and eat your fill,” Miriam told him. She had a golden letter, I, on her silver shoulder stripes. She and Ronn were Instructors, their specialties being, tracking, and the bow and knife. “And put on the rest of your clothes before going to building one.” He actually bowed his head to her.
Folks in the holding clearly moved ahead with the distinguishing of rank and responsibilities. Everyone in blue had patches on the left arm of their uniforms, a falcon with a lightning bolt clutched in its talons in a sky of blue; the symbol of House Benhannon. Daniel approved of them adding gold bars and insignia to their uniforms, these all being things he would have suggested had he not been involved with other pressing matters. 
Chas and his team walked over to see the restored limb. “Even knowing you healed us, I am still amazed at seeing your work. Oh what I would have given for a healer on staff able to re-grow limbs after a battle.”
“As long as you don’t lose your head, he could probably fix whatever parts get chopped off,” Gina offered her thought on the matter.
Samuel went to the kitchen, no doubt in search of food. Chas and his team saluted their leader, and headed for the outside door, as did Daniel’s parents. A good deal of training needed to be done and all of them had parts in the process, as would Sergeant Zaccum when he arrived. That left Tim, Gina, and the pair of Teki following Daniel to his office. Gina placed the bucket of rocks on the floor and they all ignored the cobalt blue colored cushion of air covering the desk and Sam’s shirt and cloak.
He had just settled into his chair when the four sat down in the remaining ones made by Simon. Daniel had work to do and wanted to be about it.
“It’s a good thing your current status isn’t interfering with your personal safety,” David remarked with a mischievous smile. “It was blasted inconvenient for my wife and I those times when you forgot to remove the body shield spells. Recently-weds desire quality time together, yes, it is a good thing you don’t have to worry about that.” He just proved the success of Sherree’s air cushions on the walls, ceiling, and door. No one suspected she had come and gone, best to keep it that way.
Silvia elbowed her husband. “Be nice,” she admonished him while laughing.
Tim stifled his laugh, barely. “I told you about getting sweet on her.” At least he did not say Sherree’s name. “All that, a relationship for me is impossible, talk you were throwing back at me, and how I just don’t understand the ways of Aakacarns. Who’s the hound pup now?”
“If Val can move on and find happiness in the arms of another, so can Daniel, even if not as often as he might like,” Gina stated, starting out serious and ending with a mischievous smile of her own. It was the first time she had mentioned her twin in his presence since the farewell hug back on Tannakonna.
Daniel licked his lips and shifted his gaze back and forth between each of the self-styled humorists, who were looking rather pleased with themselves. No one in the room seemed intimidated by the lightning bolts, which he found pleasing, and so chose to play along. “You are prancing on a dangerous trail. It might be necessary to place body shields on your persons, to keep you safe, just for a few days and nights.” He placed emphasis on the last word.
“I never prance on a trail,” Tim replied in mock indignation.
“I’ll have you know we Teki only prance during a show,” David stated.
Daniel did not see the need to cast, Personal Shield, upon himself or anyone else while in the compound, and especially not during his time spent with Sherree. He smiled, appreciating their attempt to lighten his mood, he had been thinking grimly and no doubt it showed on his face. He needed to work on controlling his facial expressions and tone of voice. Can emotions be compartmentalized like his repertoire and the minds of the creatures linked with him? Maybe, even if not, the mental exercise might be good. Thinking of exercise, he needed to find some people to practice against, perhaps Chas, Keenan, and someone else good with a sword would be willing spar with him.
“Are you going to make more amulets?” Silvia inquired as her gaze flicked to the bucket of rocks.
“I expect so, eventually, but those rocks are for another project,” Daniel replied.
“Busy, busy,” Gina said, “You seem to have lots of chores. Why don’t you share some with us?”
Because most of them require the powers of an Aakacarn, was the response on the tip of his tongue, yet he did not say so.  It suddenly occurred to him there were things his friends could do. “I need more recruits. Marcus Bower, my Captain-of-the-guard, has gathered five hundred into my service and will be bringing more, yet only so many can be drawn from that region without taking from the musters of other Lords of the Land. I need to draw from the independent jurisdictions.”
“You can pop us over to Tannakonna,” Tim suggested. “Gina and I can round up volunteers from villages and towns all over the region. As you may know, I am quite famous in those areas.”
He was famous for helping Daniel win the duel against Balen Tamm, fame well deserved. The suggestion had one problem, it being a chore that required a spell caster, and all but one would eventually be leaving. 
Gina began shaking her head. “We would be making Daniel swing his ax at the same tree as us. Let’s do this on our own and allow him to work on a different chore.”
“Maybe Simon will take you on the Javelin,” Silvia threw out the notion for all to chew on.
A slow grin spread across Tim’s face. “Not the Javelin, the Wager. Daniel, take us to the riverboat, modify it for our use, and then we can travel the rivers of Ducaun independently, including the Tannakonna.”
Like the steady beat his friend used to set on his pair of drums, he once again set in motion a rhythm Daniel could work with. “That’s a good notion. We could ask my parents to come, they designed the Javelin for Simon, and they might have some good ideas for improving the Wager. Presently it is just a huge plank-covered hull that floats.”
Gina’s eyes widened, showing her eagerness. “Can we start this project today?”
Daniel nodded his head while setting his priorities and arranging his chores accordingly, the way his father taught him. He summoned potential, projected a hologram of the Wager on his desk, and then solidified it with air, added a Da Capo, and tied it off to the residual life force energy in his hunting knife. “Take this to my parents so they’ll have an idea what they’re going to be working with.”
Tim picked up the model from Simon’s air cushion. “Nice toy, we’ll take it and be about our business.”
“Sounds good, I’ll meet up with you two and my parents later. We can decide on a design and then go modify the Wager,” Daniel said, and watched as his two long time friends stood up and walked out the door.
He focused on Silvia, the weapon on her hip in particular. “My defenders will be using the longbows. For offensive force, I was thinking about your crossbow design.”
Silvia smiled and removed the weapon from the clip, holding it up. “I made this for ease of use. The miniature bolts can be set and fired rapidly. They don’t have the range of a bow but I can have three targets down before a bowman can launch a second arrow.”
“It is a fine weapon,” David ventured to say. “Even so your fighters need a few more pieces of equipment in order to be effective. They will eventually run out of bolts and will need swords and knives.”
Daniel well understood the feeling of facing an overwhelmingly huge army with nowhere near enough arrows to make a dent in their numbers. He had no intention of sending his people into a situation like that. The things he learned recently about the vat of life force energy in each person, along with other pieces of knowledge he had picked up along the way, have been steeping in his mind, including some spells requiring minimal potential. He had an idea and the success depended on toiletries. He started laughing.
“Seriously, you need more than crossbows,” David said, being totally unaware of Daniel’s line of thinking.
“Look at his eyes. I believe the Chosen Vessel has way more than just crossbows on his mind,” Silvia told him while setting aside her weapon.
“I do,” Daniel assured them. “Still, I want to borrow your crossbow and a bolt to use as templates, if you will allow.”
The female Teki removed one of the bolts from her belt and placed it on the crossbow. “I will allow, but I get to have first use of the other weapons you intend to make.”
Daniel would need a non-Aakacarn volunteer and so did not hesitate to agree while opening a drawer. “Deal, you will be the first to try each new weapon.”
David leaned forward abruptly, apparently feeling left out, “Hey, what about me?”
“As a recently-wed, you will no doubt be close by when she does the testing, and she might allow you have a turn with the weapon. That is totally up to her,” Daniel replied, and then levitated the crossbow and bolt up, over the desk, and into the top drawer.
Silvia patted her husband on the knee. “Be nice and I’ll let you play with the new weapons.”
Daniel ignored the friendly bantering of his Teki escorts that ensued and concentrated on the rocks. He shoved the cushion and Sam’s silks off his desk, levitated the bucket over, and dumped the contents on top, then removed two diamonds and a sapphire from the silk pouch he always kept within his coat pocket. Holding the gems in his hand, Change It played in his mind and three rocks turned into duplicates of the precious stones. He touched his gold belt buckle, played, Change It, and a fourth rock turned into a larger gold replica, being bigger because the rock was heavier than the buckle.
Silvia and David suddenly became quiet. Daniel glanced at their glassy-eyed stares. “After everything you have seen me do, this is what has you speechless?”
David finally found his tongue. “Healing people, disintegrating hills, and linking your mind to animals are one thing, but making riches out of rocks, that’s enough to make even a Master-of-the-ring’s tongue freeze.”
Silvia leaned forward until her nose was no more than a hand-span from the items, and then looked up. “I remember you telling Jared about having access to more gold, yet I never dreamed you could conjure it.”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “The estate requires a large sum of money to keep it going and even more is needed now that I’ve been ordered to build what amounts to an army.”
He went back to work, removing a topaz from the pouch. Each of the gems was about the size of a robin’s egg. Daniel focused, Change It, at one rock, and Hunger, at the pile, thus not only turning the one rock into a topaz, he was able to make the new one bigger than the original by drawing the little worlds with their tiny moons from the pile until the new gemstone was as long and wide as he desired. That size being a hand-span long and three fingers thick.
Daniel split the gold buckle in half, reformed it into a golden cap on the end of the topaz, and then cast, Potentializing The Baton. The lighting bolts on his shoulders tingled as the spell assessed his potential and created the type one level four crescendo with seven bolts of amplification. Now for the amulet, he tinted the first diamond red, left the other one clear, and reshaped the other half of the buckle to create a rounded setting. As he did with all spells meant to be permanent, he tied the Da Capos to the residual energy in his hunting knife.
The bell rang and in walked Jaim Cutler, at least he rang first. “Accomplisheds DeSuan and Trenca are here to see you, Sir Daniel.”
Daniel did not even look up. “Let them in. Accomplisheds, wait, watch and learn.”
He placed the red-tinted diamond, the clear diamond, and the sapphire into the gold settings. Daniel summoned potential and infused spells into all of the gems and for the final step he fused the tri-gem amulet onto the crescendo.
The ever inquisitive Simon could not resist asking the obvious question, “Why did you just attach an amulet to a crescendo?”
Daniel chuckled. “I don’t want to be called every time someone wants to use the toilet.”
Both Accomplisheds were standing and staring and neither seemed to understand the answer. Jerremy shook his head as if giving up. “What does that have to do with the other?”
“According to Oceanic Varroon, every sink, bath, and water cabinet in this compound requires an Accomplished to draw water. I’ve no idea how long you and your colleagues intend to stay,” Daniel explained. “One thing is for sure, I don’t want to run every time someone needs to use the toilet.”
Simon began laughing, David started in, and Silvia moments later. Jerremy’s eyes widened in alarm, “You modified spells. I mean, I know you can do some remarkable things, but this could be dangerous.”
Simon sobered up immediately. “To modify is to die.”
Daniel focused on the sandy-haired Aakacarn. “Harmon Gramm taught you well.”
“The Instructor is a hard man, yet in this he is correct. There are reasons conformity is strictly taught in Aakadon,” Jerremy stated emphatically. 
They were correct, Aakacarns who dared to modify a spell would likely be injured or even killed, not so an Aakasear. Simon had been informed of Daniel’s nature, yet old teachings tend to stick stubbornly in the mind. As it is, they both jumped to the wrong conclusion. “I did no modification of spells in the making of this. Either one of you could do it. What I have done is called innovation,” another bad word in Aakadon, “I simply built on some old ideas. The spells, Spout a Leak, Heat Water, and Chill Water, are within the gems in one gold setting, unusual but nothing dangerous. The crescendo is made the way we were taught in Aakadon and I put both objects together in order to power the spells. I am calling this a Crescendo/Amulet Fixture, CAF, for short. I’ll make a CAF everywhere water needs to be drawn in this compound. That way even the non-Aakacarns can use them without draining their limited life force energy.”
Jerremy’s eyes began blinking rapidly, as if his brain was going into high gear. “But that’s, that is unheard of, what made you think of it?”
“Della Lain, her unique use of amulets started me thinking about them as more than communication devices,” Daniel readily admitted.
The Serinian stared at the CAF and then nodded his head. “One amulet attached to the casket on the flute of Della Lain caused anyone near it to be ill and another provided a shield. It is also true commoners can use communication amulets. But adding a crescendo to power stronger spells, that is brilliant. I would enjoy seeing you install the first CAF, if I may?”
Daniel stood up with the CAF in his hand. “Let’s go now. Silvia, you can be the first non-Aakacarn to draw water. Come, the kitchen is the place to start.”
Simon hesitated. “I did not see you glow when casting those spells or even the potential hitting the focal point. How did you manage that?”
“Your observation is correct,” Daniel replied without answering the question. The Accomplished was so inquisitive it would take all day to respond as one inquiry led into another, and on and on. “Are you coming?”
Simon glanced back at the cushion of air lying on the floor, moments later it vanished. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
They passed through the dining area where Samuel sat eating a hardy breakfast of pancakes and bacon at table three. Jeremy came to an abrupt stop. “You gave him a new hand.”
Simon spared him a glance, “He did, and a new physique as well.”
Samuel grinned while chewing, winked at the Serinian, and continued eating. Daniel went straight into the kitchen and over to the sink without commenting, seeing no reason to verify the obvious. Folks gathered around him, including Marge with her long dark hair pulled back ponytail-styled. Jerremy and Simon evidently finished their conversation about Sam and came in when Daniel was about to start the installation. He placed the CAF on the sink and fused it into place. “Silvia, touch the clear diamond for water and the sapphire at the same time to chill it. Touch the clear diamond and red one for hot, and touch all three for warm.”
The Teki acrobat stepped forward and touched the diamond, water flowed from the spout, she touched the sapphire and placed her other hand under the stream. “Chilled water,” she announced, and then moved her hand from under the stream and lowered another finger, touching the red diamond. Steam rose up as the water accumulated in the basin. She touched all three while placing her free hand into the stream. “The water is warm.”
Daniel placed the palm of his hand on her forehead and cast, What Is This, focusing in until he could see her vat of life force energy. The reservoir of a non-Aakacarn, as interpreted by the spell, is small and filled with clear liquid; hers was filled to the brim. It worked! She had cast a spell and the drain on her life force was so small it could not even be seen through Change It. He supposed the drain would become more apparent the longer she touched the gems, and so frequent exposure to spell casting would have to be monitored so as not to prematurely shorten the lifespan of the user. Even so his theory worked, non-Aakacarns can safely cast spells with the aid of an amulet powered by a crescendo.
Marge leaned in, eyes widening with delight. “Sir Daniel, this is a wonderful device.”
Daniel glanced at her. “I’m glad you approve. More CAFs will be ready soon and I hope to install them throughout the holding.”
Marge nodded her head. “You are making our work much easier.”
Daniel smiled. “Mine too.”
The kitchen staff began clapping their hands, clearly pleased by the innovation. Daniel decided he would replace the hand pumps at his southern estate with CAFs, seeing as he no longer chose to hide the fact that he could summon potential.
Samuel entered the kitchen while finishing off a strip of bacon. His eyes seemed to be analyzing the occupants and finally settled on Jerremy. “Did you get around to persuading him about the flute?” His soft tone of voice was not low enough. “Or were you and Simon sidetracked by another one of Daniel’s wonders?”
The Serinian raised his nose upward as if all else was beneath him. “The CAF is a good idea and has me thinking of how I can use it in my own designs,” he stated and then fixed his haughty gaze on the Teki. “I see you have a new right hand, yet there does not seem to be a flute in it. Could it be you were sidetracked?”
“Did you notice how Daniel did not glow when he cast the spell to fuse the CAF?” Simon asked.
Samuel cracked a half smile in his direction “The skill is acquired through intense concentration and plenty of practice.” He had asked the same question of Daniel days ago and received an answer.
Simon, eyes blinking rapidly, opened his mouth, yet spoke not a word. His right eyebrow arched up momentarily and then he closed his mouth and nodded his head. It never seemed to take him long to adjust to the unexpected. He clearly did not expect Sam to be the one with an explanation, especially since the Teki had not been in the room when the CAF was installed.
“You seem to have the answer, yet I see no evidence of the skill in you.” Jerremy’s observation was accurately aimed at the Teki, who stood clenching his fist and flexing his muscle.
“Lower your gaze and look around. I am not talking about my skill. Take note of the hand and the CAF, there is your evidence of skill. As for answers, I’m an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild and a big part of what we do involves investigating the truth of a matter,” Samuel explained and stopped flexing after making his point.
Daniel focused on his Aakacarn friends. “See, I’m not the only one with the answers. Pester the Fledgling while I get on with my chores, unless you want to work on the plumbing with me?”
Samuel shook his head. “You are good at sidetracking, I’ll grant you that, but we need to talk about the flute.” True to his nature, he stuck to his goal.
Daniel glanced at the people standing around him. “Right here in the kitchen?”
“We could go back to your office,” Simon suggested.
Jerremy sighed and then drew a deep breath as if about to say something he would really rather not. “I have been ordered by my mentor to persuade you to hand over the flute to Oceanic Varroon for safe keeping. The plan is to take the crescendo to Aakadon.” He did not seem pleased by the assignment, nor did he mention being in agreement with it, perhaps he felt the same as Daniel.
“Sam has the same assignment from Lassiter, who seemed to believe you would be more amendable hearing the suggestion from Accomplisheds who have known you longer,” Simon threw in the information, causing Samuel to shake his head and roll his eyes.
“Simon, if you’re not going to help can you at least try not to be a hindrance?” the Accomplished of the Eagle Guild firmly admonished, perhaps thinking about the meeting last night and how the Battencayan-born Aakacarn sided against him.
The Sapling of the Willow Guild’s sudden smile shined in his eyes, clearly reflecting amusement. “I could try.”
Samuel glanced significantly at his right and then left shoulder. “Is this the respect you show a Two-bolt?”
Simon burst out laughing. “When there is a huge gator in the pond, who notices a trout?”
Jerremy lowered his nose and smiled. “The gator does.” They all looked at the seven-bolt Accomplished in the room.
The analogy amused Daniel briefly, yet he did have a busy day planned and the current conversation did nothing to help. “The flute is safest with me until proven otherwise. No one has yet convinced me Della’s instrument should be in Aakadon and that closes the matter for now. Samuel delivered the opinion shared by the majority of Accomplisheds within this holding last night, and now Jerremy; so that much of your assignments are complete.”
Daniel removed the CAF; the working model would now be a template from which he would duplicate enough for the entire holding and his estate. “I thought this was for us,” Marge stated, disappointment clear in her tone.
He turned to her. “This was a test, I’m going back to my office to make more, and I promise your kitchen will be the first to receive the next CAF.”
She nodded her head. “I always taste a new broth before deciding to make a big batch of it. I suppose it makes sense in the ways of Aakacarns as well.”
Daniel nodded to her and each of the kitchen staff, and then headed back to his office. Unfortunately his unwanted entourage followed along. David and Silvia were his Teki escorts and expected to be near him, not so much the three Aakacarns. He went to his desk and sat down. The spell, Change It, played in his mind while he held the CAF in his right hand and focused on the pile of rocks, transforming them into scores of CAFs, enough for this holding. He would need another bucket full in order to make more for the southern estate.
“I don’t remember seeing that spell in the Stone Guild library, yet it must be one from my affiliation or..,” Jerremy commented and then halted as if deciding to choose his words more carefully. “Your repertoire seems quite broad, full of specialized spells from every guild.”
Daniel saw no reason to deny the fact. “If you mean by, every guild, meaning the Serpent, you would be correct. All of the spells they taught me I have used to good effect, you standing here whole and in control of your body is proof. It is how they use the spells that is evil.”
“I need no further evidence of your good will. My words were meant to be a statement of fact not an indictment. You teleported us here and the only guild possessing a spell for that is the Serpent. We all know this, yet none of us accuses or even suspects you of being one of them. Like Silvia declared, we too have come to believe that you are the Chosen Vessel, and that you will always oppose Tarin Conn,” Jerremy replied without a trace of haughtiness. 
Daniel gave him the traditional nod of respect. “You can inform your colleagues I freely acknowledge the fact that some of the spells in my repertoire are compositions of Tarin Conn, they need not tiptoe around the subject as if it is something that cannot be mentioned in polite company, and my usage of those Melodies speaks for itself.”
Jerremy stared at the CAFs and then focused on Daniel. “I will inform them. Before I do, fusing stone to stone and metal to metal is a task any fourth year Talented could manage, might I help install these?”
Daniel had intended to do all of the work himself and did not even consider passing the job to others. His remark about them helping with the plumbing was a quip not a request. “A Benhannon never fobs his chores onto someone else,” his father taught him. Maybe it was time to learn the art of delegating. “I would appreciate you doing so.”
“If Jerremy can do it, so can I,” Samuel spoke up after putting on the rest of his clothes, and then matched word to deed and began picking up CAFs.
Simon grabbed a handful. “I’ll start in the kitchen. You promised Marge she would be the first recipient.”
The three of them walked out of Daniel’s office with all of the CAFs, leaving him free to check in with his scouts, many of which were vying for his attention within the compartments of his mind. Before doing so he decided to do a little more delegating. “David, would you ask Sergeant Keenan and Commander Herling if they and one other person are willing to spar with me? Silvia, Gurrumble will be arriving later today with thirty-one additional sasquatches, please inform the people of this holding. When the time comes, I want to introduce them to the sasquatches and develop a way for everyone to recognize the creatures in service to me.”
David gave a quick nod of the head. “I will do as you ask, Chosen One,” he replied, formally, and headed out the door without delay.
Silvia had a tendency to spread word around without being asked, this particular chore aimed her at a specific target. She sat up straight. “Informing the people is a good idea. Every story ever told of the beasts has them under Serpent Guild control, and since that is still mostly true, we will need to recognize the ones in your swirl,” she replied. “I’ll also come back with suggestions on how we can make the distinction.”
Daniel gave a nod of respect, being glad she understood the necessity. “Excellent, I am open to ideas, so long as dressing the sasquatches in gaudy colors is not one of them.” He could not stop the smile from spreading across his face.
Silvia laughed. “There goes my first suggestion.” With that, the Teki acrobat stepped lightly out of the office.
Much as Daniel liked the company of his friends, he felt glad to be alone and able to start hacking at his pile of chores. Wisp seemed the most agitated so he concentrated on the osprey. Huge cotton-like clouds drifted slowly to the west as the raptor soared in a pale blue sky. He and the bird were one. Daniel could feel the air current beneath his wings as Wisp effortlessly caught the thermals that kept him aloft. Looking at the landscape below, he could see a line of grassy hills interrupted by an immense circular wall amid a broad clearing of huge honeylocust trees, inside of which was a multistoried building with a nearly completed roof. Stables were under construction to the west of the enclosure and looked to be capable of housing thousands of horses. The legion of regulars out of Los Collins, dressed in their light brown uniforms with dark brown trim, were awake and milling about on the line of rolling hills to north, raising tents, and settling in for what appeared to be an extended stay. Daniel had hoped they would head back to base, yet knew better than to make his plans on such a feeble notion. The two legions of Sutten Guardsmen were working on the fortress. Who would have thought they would choose to make a base out of the walls raised by Jerremy? It seems General Kall intends to make this a permanent base for his elite force. Was battle averted by having the Accomplisheds meet with the Pentrosans or merely postponed until the Aakacarns of Aakadon were gone? Another troubling question came on the heels of the last, where are the enemy Aakacarns?
He sent his gratitude to Wisp, withdrew awareness from the raptor, and then cast, Find All, out to a five span radius. Each of the Aakacarns in his holding instantly appeared in his mind along with sixteen more inside the fortress up north in the Foothills, giving him the enemy location. He found the knowledge pleasing and displeasing, knowing their whereabouts is good, yet the Serpent Guild members still being in the area was not, especially since there were ten Condemneds near the ninth Accomplished. Daniel’s foes were way too close for comfort. Refocusing, he sensed every person and the huge variety of animals within his scanning range, all seemed to behave normally. Hundreds of men on horses slowly entered his radius from the east, these were Tallen’s reinforcements. The number reached a little over two thousand by the time the entire force was within the five-span radius. Daniel recognized several hundred of this group as being individuals he had healed after the Battle of Bashierwood. He released the potential for, Find All, and paused to consider what to do next.
Pressure began to build from multiple compartments in his mind, Mouser, Hoot, Screech, and Yonder, the first two being owls and the second pair ospreys, each clamored for his attention. Daniel opened his mind to all of them and immediately received images from four vantage points, circling in two different directions in the sky, on a branch high above, and the lower branch of an elm, upon which Mouser clutched amid the broad elliptical leaves. Opening up to all four suddenly did not seem to be a good idea. Daniel had difficulty focusing on what they were trying to show him. Mouser not only had the best view, she was close enough to hear clearly. Daniel backed his awareness away from the others and fully onto the owl on the elm.
In the center of the clearing stood a female Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, the hood of the black cloak lay back, exposing her red-blond hair, and a peach-colored complexion. The last he had seen of Serena, she led four Talenteds, two women and two men, and now a Two-bolt and nine one-bolt Accomplisheds have joined her. This could not be good.
“We arrived in Rivertown and decided it would be best to meet you here and thus draw less attention,” the Two-bolt spoke in a smooth tenor.
Serena looked up into the face of the hooded figure, whose visage could not be seen from Mouser’s position. “You did well Jakes. The sooner you get us to Kelgotha, the better. I am sure you don’t want to be the one who causes a delay in the Supreme Maestro’s plans.”
Jakes barked a nervous laugh. “I swear you are the only one of us who can fail at such a great task and still be the Master’s favorite.”
“Did you know Tarin Conn visits our dreams without us ever knowing of his coming or going? What thoughts fill your mind at night while you sleep? Be sure our Supreme Maestro knows,” Serena’s voice seemed filled with concern, yet the feeling did not reflect in her cold blue eyes. “He approves of my dreams.”
Jakes drew in a deep breath. “Batons out!” he shouted, clearly unwilling to continue the line of conversation, and each Aakacarn suddenly had a type one crescendo in their hands. “Teleportation, focused on me in, three, two, one.”
“Close your eyes!” Daniel sent to all four birds just before the expected flash, followed by a thunder clap, which announced the departure of the Aakacarns.
Mouser was suddenly in the sky, flapping above the treetops, and putting plenty of distance between her and the terrible noise. Daniel conveyed reassurance through the link to all four birds as they darted away in different directions. Hoot was the first to calm so he sent his awareness into him and coxed the owl back to the clearing. He sensed the others turning back on their own yet chose not to pressure them into doing so, leaving them free to decide.
Through Hoot, Daniel examined the clearing, noting the plants, ferns, clovers, seeing them as distinctly as if he actually stood in the middle of the clearing. A notion he pondered a long while back came to the forefront of his mind and he warned his feathered friends and sent them flying off in whatever direction they desired. With Serena gone to Kelgotha, the scouting mission was now complete. He had no intention of asking his scouts to follow the Aakacarns to that blasted region.
Daniel withdrew his awareness from the birds and played, Conveyance, in his mind while picturing the clearing Hoot had shown him. Three heart beats later, he stood amidst the clovers and staring up at the surrounding elms. It worked! He summoned the potential for, Find All, and sent his focus out five spans. Most of the forest critters, foxes, mice, rabbits, squirrels, and the like, were still moving away from the clearing, the majority no doubt fleeing the earlier spell cast by Serena and her team. The rest of the inhabitants were close by and most of them now fleeing again, this time from the noise of Daniel’s arrival. He sensed a large group of people, horses, cows, goats, chickens, and many other animals associated with a town, farms, and ranches about two and a half spans to the west. Thirty-two sasquatches were within a hundred strides from where he stood, attempting to encircle him. These beasts were no doubt left behind by Serena. Daniel smiled, summoned potential, and soon had all of them linked and acknowledging him as their new Alpha. He impressed upon them certain new behaviors, humans were not food, to be avoided, and were extremely dangerous, even the small ones. You are free
to live, reproduce, and go wherever you choose, he told them, like the other sasquatches in his swirl. Each one of his new allies sent back a sense of willingness to comply and the desire to head back to their beloved swamps, which he granted, knowing they would lend him help when needed. He summoned potential and appeared back in his office.
A scream, a grunt, and the sound of quick shuffling feet caused Daniel to spin on his heel with Sleep Time, summoned and ready to be focused. Cutler had backed to the wall to the right of the door, Chas stood with his arms up as if to fend off a blow, and Sergeant Keenan began rising up from a crouch position. Wide eyes narrowed as the shock on their faces quickly turned into recognition while Daniel ceased the potential for the spell he nearly cast at them.
“I rang the bell, when you didn’t answer..,” Jaim began to explain.
“I told him we prefer to wait in here,” Commander Herling finished the explanation.
Daniel nodded. “I’ve no objection, so long as you know this sort of thing is likely to happen again.”
Sergeant Keenan cracked a smile, slim, yet a show of amusement none-the-less. “I will keep it in mind.”



“I am glad you are here,” Daniel began and motioned toward the chairs. “Have a seat, we have much to discuss.”
He sat down behind his desk as Jaim went back out and the Commander and Sergeant did as they were asked. Both men eyed each other as if wondering which should be the first to speak. Chas gave a quick nod toward the Royal Guardsman.
“David informed me you want to spar with us,” Keenan said after glancing at the lighting bolt on the hilt of Daniel’s sword, the only part visible from his perspective. “It is important for us all to stay in fighting form, and while I admit to being a better than competent wielder of the sword, I am no master.”  
Chas licked his lips and eagerness shined in his eyes. “I am no Master-of-the-blade, yet know the forms and have been training to that end. I would consider it an honor to spar with you.”
“Good, the Sergeant can come at me while you and I try to match forms, it will be a better work out, and even more intense when whoever you choose to be the third man joins in the sparring.” Daniel felt the need to stay at the level Cale Tomei brought him to, if not surpass it.
Chas leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “I understand you intend to add hand-sized crossbows to our offensive force. What other weapons did you have in mind? We’ve made twenty practice swords and the only real blades here are those of the Royal Guardsmen and your own. We have twenty four bows, four of which belong to your parents, Tim and Gina.”
Daniel had made the twenty bows days ago along with hundreds of arrows. He wondered if anyone thought to collect the shafts from the battle field. “I will make a hundred bows and five thousand arrows today and tomorrow I’ll make the crossbows. That is a start.”
“A start, yet not near enough to defend this holding. You and the Aakacarns are the true strength here,” Keenan gave his bald assessment. “Word is the Sutton Guardsmen have backed off the border.”
Daniel explained about the base constructed a mere five spans north of where they sat. “And so it appears General Kall intends to maintain a strong presence in the area.”
Chas nodded his agreement and drew a heavy breath. “They are preparing for war, no doubt about it and a likely invasion, the timing being the main question. Lynel Kall is not the kind of man to take foolish risks and if he believed your friends from Aakadon, I admit to confusion as to why he is still here. Pentrosa will be seen by all as the aggressor and he has already noted the legion laid low by spell casting. He would take heavy losses and be charged with starting the war if he invades. It makes no sense unless he is not the one making the decision.”
Daniel sat back in his seat and rubbed his chin. “General Tallen’s reinforcements are less than four spans away and the Northwestern Legion should be here shortly before dark. The longer Kall holds back, the greater the force he will have to face when he crosses the border. I think you might be right, Kall may not be the primary decision maker.”
Sergeant Keenan cleared his throat. “No matter the reason, a permanent presence of the Sutton Guard, with a third legion as back up, so close to the border, will require Ducaun to keep enough military forces in the area to counter it. The effort could tie up three of the Queen’s seven legions.”
The assessment would be accurate if the person making the decisions on the Pentrosan side knew who they were facing. Daniel did not want to leap to the easiest solution, that would make him no better than Tarin Conn.
“Of course my military opinion does not take into account your abilities, Sir Daniel,” Keenan went on to say. “You transported us from the very spot they have built their fortress. You could pop over there and reduce the thing to rubble just like the stone fort built by Accomplished Togan.”
The Sergeant had a valid point, Daniel could destroy both legions, and it scared him a little just how easy, from a spell casting stand point, killing them would be. “The Pentrosans have every right to place however many troops wherever they choose within their borders. Commander Herling is correct, Kall will sustain heavy losses if he crosses that border, but until then I will not strike at him or his forces.” Daniel made his position on the matter plain.
Chas gave a quick nod of his head. “I agree with you and look forward to those weapons to train with. One advantage we have is all of our people are in superb physical condition, this saves a lot of time, and I don’t think we have much of it before the fight comes to us.”
The Sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “The battle is not upon us, in that I sense no immediate danger. Even so, my experience as a soldier agrees with the Commander on the need to prepare quickly.”
The man had a battle sense so keen Daniel wondered if someone in his linage had been a Seer. “Agreed, we also need to coordinate with the forces at Fort Casum, and may need to allow the coming reinforcements to camp within our walls,” Daniel added.
Chas frowned, clearly not happy about the idea. “While you and your fellow Melody Wielders are here, we can accommodate them, seeing as you can cast spells to grow food.”
The Commander had good reason to be worried about supplies. “The legions are all well equipped and this one should not need to consume the resources of this holding.” The Sergeant of the Royal Guard informed them confidently.
“A good thing, seeing as I don’t know how long the Aakacarns plan to stay,” Daniel admitted. If they had hoped for a definitive response on how long they could depend on the Accomplisheds for assistance, he had no answer; perhaps Sherree would know.
Keenan and Herling left the office and Daniel barely had time to contemplate his next chore when the bell rang. “Enter,” he called out.
Doorman Cutler stepped into the room. “Lord Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum are here to see you, Sir Daniel.”
Daniel had been expecting the pair. “Show them in.”
Royal Guardsman Ursen Vallun entered first carrying a cedar trunk on his right shoulder. The powerful man not only possessed the strength of an ox, he also served as the bonesetter for the company. Stitching up wounds was another one of his services. With a nose that appeared to have been broken more than a few times in the past, massive arms, and thick fingers, few people would suspect the man actually had a delicate touch. Since many of his patients were awake during the procedure, the pain experienced during the bone setting and stitching likely affected their perception of his skill.
Jonah entered, followed closely by Sergeant Zaccum. “Place that over there to the right,” the Ducalin ordered while pointing his finger.
Vallun did as instructed. “Is there anything more I can do for you?”
Daniel focused on the guardsman. “Thanks for your help Ursen. Go lounge in the common room for awhile. I need to speak with Lord Jonah and then he will probably need you to take the trunk to his room.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” replied the bonesetter, who wasted little time heading into the common room with Jaim Cutler. No soldier complained about being ordered to relax and take a break.
“Sergeant Keenan invited me to spar with you,” Zaccum stated with a smile reflecting a certain eagerness to participate in the proposed match.
Daniel gave him the customary nod of respect. “I look forward to it. Perhaps you can set things up while Lord Ducalin and I have a brief discussion.”
“An excellent idea,” Jonah added his approval of the notion.
Zaccum saluted. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel. I will go prepare for the bout, but taking on three opponents at once is going to be a challenge, you need to know I will not hold back, and I doubt Keenan and Herling will either.”
Daniel smiled. “I would be disappointed if any of you did.”
Zaccum nodded his head and exited the office, leaving Daniel and Jonah alone with the trunk. The Ducalin opened the lid, revealing 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. Daniel had recreated the amulet that perpetuated the shield when he first took it from Jak Taltin and knew the trumpet inside to be safely shielded as well.
Jonah struck a regal pose. “On behalf of house Ducalin I am entrusting the trumpet of Tarin Conn into your keeping.”
Daniel stood and came around his desk. “I accept the charge.”
He summoned the potential for, Fashioning, bent down, touching the floor. His senses went deep down into the bedrock, where he then created a chamber slightly more than a cubit and half long, one cubit wide, and one cubit deep, and then opened a shaft leading up to the floor of his office.
“Ah, you are going to bury it,” Jonah spoke up after suddenly seeing a hole beside the trunk. He could not have seen the potential being focused. In fact so little had been used, it was unlikely neither Simon nor Samuel would have seen the hair-thin beam.
Daniel nodded affirmatively, placed a Da Capo on, Fashioning, and then levitated the casket out of the trunk and down to the chamber below. He added another note in the harmony line of, Shield All, titled the new version, Hidden Shield, and then focused the potential at the cedar box. The spell had the ability to take on the properties of whatever is around it. Anyone scanning this area would only perceive the surrounding bedrock and be completely unaware of the hidden chamber. He tied this spell off onto the residual life force in his hunting knife and then used, Fashioning, to fill in the shaft, making it seem as though nothing had been altered in the slightest.
“Excellent,” Jonah gave his official approval and closed the lid of the trunk. “You and I are the only ones who know the new location.”
“I think we should keep it that way,” Daniel agreed.
Ursen returned after being asked to do so and took the trunk to Jonah’s newly assigned room. The Ducalin followed Daniel out to center court, the common area faced by each of the four buildings. All of the Royal Guardsmen and the eighty-six fighters in training stood waiting to see the coming match, Chas needed no training. Daniel’s three opponents stood far apart with wooden swords in their hands. Daniel removed his sword belt and handed it to clean shaven Duncan Hawk, the youngest Royal Guardsman, one who had proven trustworthy in the recent past.
Low-browed Corporal Carlin came forward with a practice sword. “It would be an honor if you would use mine.” It was one of the two owned by the deceased traitor, Cale Tomei.
Daniel had not paid attention to who took possession of the traitor’s equipment, yet had no objections over who ended up with these. He knew the weight and balance, being fully accustomed to their use and needed no time to familiarize with either of the two wooden blades. “This is perfect,” he said, took hold of the offering, and then moved to the center of the now crowded ring of spectators.
Keenan moved in from behind with an overhead swing, Zaccum came in low from the left, and Herling came straight on with the sword form, Eagle in the Heights. Daniel met him with Twisted Rapids and spun left, bringing his blade down and around, deflecting Zaccum, and then leaped sideways into Dry Leaves Stirring. The move caught Keenan and Herling by surprise, sweeping both blades out wide. Daniel instantly switched into Serpent Uncoiling, striking Zaccum, who had tried to stab from behind. Keenan and Herling moved apart, each staying opposite from each other with Daniel in between.
The work out was the goal so Daniel did not go at full speed, something that he decided would come later. For now he wanted the exercise. Cale had been much faster and these men, competent as they are, seemed to be moving at half speed. They did not have the extra life force energy Daniel had and that gave him an advantage. He allowed the bout to continue for another tenth of a mark and then increased his speed to the level used when facing a blade master.
Springing Tiger struck Keenan’s chest dead center in the blink of an eye. Herling moved smoothly into Fanning the Flames. Daniel leaped into the air, countering with Falling Rain. Blade met blade at an angle that sent Herling’s sword flying off to the right, a split second later Daniel landed, stopping his sword a finger-width from the Commander’s throat.
“I yield,” Chas managed to get out in between gulps of air.
“He isn’t even breathing hard,” Carn Bencain commented while leaning toward Jana.
His wife nodded. “Maybe Sir Daniel needs a few more opponents?” Both of them had volunteered to be fighters and seemed eager to acquire the necessary skills.
The crowd applauded while Daniel returned the practice blade to Corporal Carlin. “Thanks for the match,” he told Keenan, Zaccum, and Herling.
Nineteen year-old Duncan Hawk, only a year younger than Daniel, stepped forward with the belt. “Your sword, Sir Daniel,” he said and eyed the people in blue uniforms. “They seem eager to have weapons of their own.”
Daniel looked at the crowd and agreed. “May I borrow your sword and scabbard?”
Duncan’s eyes widened at the request, yet he did not hesitate to remove the requested items and hand them over. Daniel held the sword up in his right hand and the scabbard in the left, “Stand back,” he ordered, and then waited as everyone hurried to obey, even though they could have no idea what he intended to do, only that it required room. He summoned the potential for, Change It, focused at the ground in the open area. Dirt began to move and coalesce into two hundred individual shapes, forming into a hundred duplicates of the Guardsman’s sword, except on the hilts, which had the falcon in flight clutching a lighting bolt, and also on the hundred new scabbards.
Daniel ceased the potential and handed the original items back to Duncan. “Thanks,” he told him and turning to the former Major said, “Commander Herling, choose your weapon.”
Chas came over and picked up his new blade, made a few swings, no doubt to get a feel for the balance, and then faced his trainees. “Recruits, choose a blade and scabbard.”
They all rushed forward and soon each person had their own sword, even some of the staff not part of the eighty-seven fighters.
Carlin slapped squinty-eyed Lu Zannis on the back. “I told you he could do it,” the Corporal said and then spit a wad of tobacco on the ground to his left.
“I never said he couldn’t,” Zannis muttered. “You said he made bows and arrows out of nothin, I said he caint. See, he made the swords out of dirt not nothin.”
While the guardsmen spoke among themselves, Daniel walked over to Chas. “I should have done this yesterday.”
Herling smiled while sighting down the blade of his new sword. “Today is well enough, now the serious training begins.”
Daniel proceeded to make practice swords, modeled after Carlin’s, and then all of the bows and arrows he promised. If the Pentrosan’s invaded, these recruits now had something to fight with. As Keenan had said, this was just the start. Daniel still had the rest of Silvia’s revelation to consider, the threat, whichever way he chose, is going to grow exponentially, he needed to step up the pace, and hopefully recent increases went a long way in meeting the challenge. His blood on the flute of Della Lain was another matter. He reached inside his coat and felt the bump between his chain mail and cotton undershirt.
 



Chapter Nine: What He Needs To Hear
 
Silvia made her way to center court, jug in hand, maneuvering around people who were waving swords and longbows, to where Daniel stood surrounded by Royal Guardsmen and the leaders of the Chosen’s Sentinels. She wondered if he knew about the name his recruits had adopted. Commander Herling, Lieutenants SuKendall and Benkorren, along with Sergeants Tanner, Cossings, Calver, and DuArren, were staring at his grim face. She hated to add more to the burden on Daniel’s shoulders yet a new revelation haunted her mind and she wanted to share what she saw right away.
The tall Ducaunans were polite and moved aside when they noticed her diminutive form trying to get through their midst. Among her fellow Teki, she stood slightly smaller than most women, four and a half cubits. In present company she possessed the height of a child. The only people in the holding who were of what she considered normal height were David, Samuel, and Chas Herling. She did not count the Aakacarns, other than her cousin, whom she no longer thought of as being dead. He is currently serving the Chosen Vessel, a technicality that would save her from the troop chief’s wrath if word were to get back to the Reshashinni. Anyone found to be an Aakacarn among a troop of the Teki is considered to be dead and declared so by the chief. In an age where the Creator’s champion walks the realms, traditions that get in his way must be set aside. It had taken her awhile to arrive at that conclusion, having done her best to avoid Sam when their trails unexpectedly merged days ago.
Daniel’s eyes flicked in her direction and he spoke a few more words to those around him and then walked toward her while the others went off to do whatever he told them. She held up the jug of water given to her by Miriam, who rightly insisted her son would be thirsty, and handed it to him.
“Perfect timing,” he said, smiling, after drinking most of the contents. “Spell casting is thirsty work.”
She supposed it was, even so the casting of Melodies is not what she came out to discuss. “I have had another vision.”
His smile vanished. “Shall we take a walk?”
She nodded and they worked their way beyond the crowd and out among the hickories, maples, beeches, walnuts, and a small number of cherry trees. The yellow pines were by far the tallest, well over a hundred spans high, and the most prevalent. He looked up and she followed his gaze. A nest of falcons sat high up near the top of the nearest pine, and the next tree they passed had one as well. Looking around she noticed nearly all of the tall trees had raptors resting or nesting in its branches. “You are drawing what you need.”
Daniel nodded. “I believe so. Ruth told me this would happen, not the animals specifically, about what I need being drawn into my service.”
Silvia knew first hand the insightful powers of her father’s mother. “I know of no greater expert on the subject. Are you linking with them?”
Daniel’s eyes peered up into a beech. “I am doing so as we walk. Go ahead and tell me of your recent vision.”
She bit down on her lower lip, not enough to draw blood, and then relaxed. “You and Tarin Conn are in a marathon. He is running spans ahead in the distance and moving farther ahead of you by the moment, you are on hands and knees, and barely crawling at all. Daniel, you must move faster.”
That turned his head away from the trees and earned his undivided attention. “It takes time to raise an army. Of course you would see him as being farther ahead. He has a thousand year head start on me. I have gained five hundred volunteers in the south since your last vision and a pair of recruiters who will be heading out shortly to bring more into my service. Does your new vision take that into account?”
Silvia found it difficult to move beyond her prejudice concerning Aakacarns, not against Daniel, against all of the others. Much as the Melody Wielders troubled her, she knew the war could not be won without them. “Yes, this vision is fresh and takes into account what you have drawn up until now. You are mustering an army, one that has no Accomplisheds in it except yourself.”
“Sherree is with me,” he responded much too quickly.
Silvia did not bother hiding the smile. “Yes, she most definitely is,” she agreed and then lost the good humor under the weight of what more he needed to hear. “The others are still committed to Aakadon. You will need Aakacarns in the coming war and I do not see how to find any that will be strictly loyal to you. Even if such spell casters can be found, I’m not sure you can defeat Tarin Conn and his forces without the backing of Aakadon.”
Daniel’s dark eyes focused on her with such intensity she felt he could see deep into her soul. “I’m not foolish enough to dismiss the revelation of a Seer, so I will accept what you say and will trust even more in Ruth’s knowledge of the Chosen Vessel. What I need will be drawn to me, yet I admit to having no notion where to recruit Aakacarns not affiliated with Aakadon, and have no idea how to gain the support of the Maestros, and especially that of Efferin Tames.” Frustration filled his baritone voice.
They were half way to the Westside wall when Artisan Marsha Obennen, a one-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild caught up to them. “I promised you a tour,” she said, speaking directly to Daniel while ignoring Silvia.
This was not the first time people of Aakacarn or noble birth treated her as if she did not exist and so Silvia continued the conversation, ignoring the interruption. “I can see, Chosen One, why you hesitate to trust the residents of Aakadon and wish I could counsel you to stay clear of them, but you will have to find a way to secure their cooperation, if not an allegiance.”
The golden-haired Accomplished at least glanced at her before commenting. “You should not hesitate in trusting us. Once the Maestros come to understand who and what you are, you will have the full backing of Aakadon.” She seemed so sure of their acceptance. Silvia wished she could be.
To his credit, Daniel did not laugh in the Artisan’s face. Silvia had strong doubts concerning the leaders of the Aakacarn city, and knew he did as well, even after hearing he needed to secure their cooperation. The Chosen Vessel had been forced to rip apart the Silencing that had restricted his ability to do what he must, a restriction placed on him in Aakadon. “Perhaps Maestro Barnes will be approachable, I trust him more than most.” Daniel replied slowly, as if giving the matter some thought.
Marsha gave a firm nod of the head. “That is something to build on, a significant step in gaining the needed support. I am sure you can trust Maestro Svennar as well. In fact, why don’t you travel with us? We will be heading to Port Valeen late tomorrow morning. Accomplished Trenca has a river boat, reputed to be the swiftest ever built, it can sail us into Aakadon.”
Daniel’s brow wrinkled into a frown. “So soon, I thought you would stay awhile and then go back to Lake Tomlin to finish your project.”
Marsha began shaking her head even before the words were out. “Serin Gell confiscated all of our amulets, so we must go to Aakadon to file our reports. If we were in any kingdom other than Ducaun, there would be an Accomplished in all of the major cities and we would have been able to go to one, as it is, we have no other recourse. We could stop in Ducanton, but Master Artisan Togan and Senior Soarer Lassiter believe we should sail to Aakadon without stopping. And as for the Tomlin Project, I have some doubts about how much longer Aakadon will spend resources studying the sunken city in light of your arrival,” she paused, staring up into his eyes like a child seeing her first Teki performance. “You are the Chosen Vessel and destined to lead us in the fight against Tarin Conn and the Serpent Guild.”
Silvia suddenly realized what she had failed to recognize in the behavior of everyone Daniel had restored from Condemnation, they all seemed to want his approval and appeared hesitant to go contrary to his wishes, but would that be enough to secure their loyalty to him? She overheard Jerremy and Sam reporting to their mentors as she passed them on her way to see Daniel. His decision concerning the flute of Della Lain was made known and they accepted the matter as being settled without further discussion. She hoped this meant they would support him over Aakadon. The regular folks restored by him reacted the same way. Perhaps his swirl is able to draw enough Aakacarns and non-Aakacarns alike to match the enemy forces, time would tell. She still felt he was crawling when he needed to be sprinting, her Sight told her so, yet she wished it would show in greater detail what specific tasks should be done.
“A great Seer once told me that not everyone will view me that way,” Daniel spoke in grim tones, as though stating a fact he no doubt wished could be otherwise. “Be that as it is, I have many tasks ahead and a trip to Aakadon is not a good idea for me at this time.”
Marsha nodded her acceptance. “Commoners may have a difficult time believing in you, but the people of Aakadon will recognize and welcome you. To insure this, it might be wise for us to go ahead and prepare them for your eventual arrival.”
Daniel seemed to be staring straight ahead at nothing in particular, as if lost in his thoughts. Moments later he focused on the Accomplished. “How can the Maestros ignore the reports of loyal members of the Stone, Aqua, and Eagle Guilds?”
Marsha’s pretty face lit up in a grin, eyes wide and radiating pleasure. “They would not and that is my point. Once we have testified to our leaders, proclamations will be made and all of Aakadon will be ready to hail the arrival of the Chosen Vessel.”
She truly believed the Aakacarns would accept Daniel, Silvia could see it in her eyes and hear it in the tone of her voice. All of the Accomplished of Aakadon in the holding wore their scarlet on black silks, yet for a moment, a vision flashed in her mind of Marsha Obennen wearing silver on blue silks and a silver belt and buckle with the falcon in flight clutching a lighting bolt emblem in the center of the oval.
Daniel tossed her an amulet of his making. “Let me know their reaction to your report,” he said and then peered up into a hickory before returning his attention to her. “You promised a tour, why don’t we start with walking along the walls?”
Marsha reached inside her cloak, depositing the amulet in a hidden pocket. “Come this way, the wall is as good a place to start as any.”
They followed her around trees of the valley and right up to the thirty cubit high wall. The inner portion had a ledge for sentries to stand and look out at the land beyond. Stone steps were at various intervals. They climbed the nearest set, and stood staring out. “The tree line is a hundred strides away,” Daniel commented, and then glanced up at the hickory above them. Silvia had no doubt he just added the five hawks clutching the upper branches to his swirl.
Marsha did not seem to notice his quick action, speaking as if nothing happened. “Sergeant Keenan told us to clear the area, saying, the enemy could chop those tall trees down, landing them on the wall, and then walk right up and into the holding. We considered his opinion and did as he suggested. The closest pine to us now is about a hundred cubits high and would fall two thirds short of the wall if someone decided to chop it down. He also mentioned how having a clear field would make it easier to target anyone on the attack.”
Daniel’s eyes shifted right and left. “What did you do with the trees?”
“Accomplished Trenca has been using them to make the furniture for your holding, doors, tables, chairs, wardrobes, and bed frames,” Marsha replied. “He is by far the most gifted Sapling of the Willow Guild I have ever worked with.”
Daniel smiled and nodded his head. “Simon is a wonder. As a Talented he was considered a prodigy.”
“I am not surprised to hear so. It is said your parents designed the Javelin for him,” Marsha said while leading them down the steps and toward the west gate.
Silvia took note of the many times during their stroll to the stone entrance of how often Daniel glanced up into a tree at the falcons and hawks resting and nesting in the branches. She looked forward to seeing where they fit into his future plans. He stretched out his arm and a hawk swooped out of a walnut tree and landed on his forearm, clutching tightly to his sleeve.
Marsha stared at the raptor and her left eyebrow arched up. “That bird seems familiar, not like a pet, and yet I feel as if we have some deep connection.”
Daniel came to an abrupt halt and his dark-eyed stare locked onto her, Silvia knew full well how startling that could be. She learned how to handle the situation early on in their travels. Treat him like an irritating little brother, it not only lessoned the effect, he seemed to enjoy her showing no fear of him, and she kidded herself not, it did take all of her performing skill as a Teki to pretend she was not afraid. It helped that she trusted him completely and knew he would not harm her.
“How did you find us? Silvia and I were well out into the woods by the time you caught up to us.” The female Accomplished stepped back at the intensity in Daniel’s voice; he seemed to notice and then softened his tone. “I am merely curious.”
She drew closer to him. “Ever since I woke up after being restored, I have had a general sense of where you are directionally, although not so much in distance.”
“Did you sense when I conveyed to the capital?” he pressed.
“I did not know you went so far as Ducanton, yet I knew you were spans to the south. I also know you traveled earlier this morning. I think Daria did as well. One moment you were in building two and the next far to the southwest. A short while later you were suddenly in building two again,” Marsha replied and seemed to brighten up when Daniel’s lips drew up into a smile. “I heard Daria say, that was a quick trip, under her breath. I was not meant to hear the remark so I stayed quiet.”
“Chas mentioned having sensed when I went from building one to building two on the first day we met,” Daniel told them, and then peered up into a cherry tree. “Marsha, do you see those squirrels?”
The female Aakacarn looked up to where he was pointing. “I see four of them but the third one on the left seems familiar, like the hawk on your arm.”
The raptor launched into the air and up over the treetops. “Silvia, I think we have found a way for at least some of the people to identify the animals in my swirl. Marsha, not only did you pick out two animals linked to me, Bolter recognized you as an older hatch mate and Risan regarded you much the same way.”
“Did the hawk and squirrel think of me the same way? I have no sense of familiarity with them,” Silvia asked. She and David were the first people to join him on his journey after being proclaimed the Chosen Vessel. They represented all tribes and troops of the Teki, who also considered themselves part of his swirl of backers.
Daniel grew quiet, evidently taking time to ponder the matter, even though the question only required a yes or no response. He rubbed his chin while his gaze shifted from her back to Marsha. “Our minds are not linked, so the relationship is not exactly like what I have formed with the animals in my swirl. Neither Bolter nor Risan thought of you, Silvia, as having any connection to them. Marsha I believe what you sense is another side affect of my casting, Restoration, on you. I had no idea this would happen and am not sure how to alleviate the symptom.”
Marsha chuckled. “Compared to having been Condemned, the affect is so small it is hardly worth fussing over. Be that as it is, I enjoy having a sense of where you are; it kind of balances the power. You cannot sneak up on me.” It seems the Aakacarn has found her own way to handle being in the Vessel’s presence.
Daniel’s smile widened enough to show teeth. “There is that,” he replied, and then went on to say, “If the others are like you, can sense which animals are part of my swirl, all we need do is come up with a way for both groups to recognize everyone in my service who have not had Restoration cast upon them.”
Silvia had some ideas, discarded most, and shaved them down to what she considered to be the best. “Everyone in service to you should have the symbol of House Benhannon on their clothing. Train the animals to recognize anyone wearing the falcon clutching the lighting bolt as being in service to you, teach them a word any of us can say to illicit a response from them so we can know if say, the mountain lion we meet sees us as a friend or a tasty treat.”
Marsha’s eyes widened, she seemed surprised by the suggestion, or that at Teki actually had one. “What she proposed has merit. The word you choose should only be known by the people in service to you. Think of your people as being a guild and certain knowledge to be considered guild specific and not to be shared with outsiders.”
Daniel nodded his head. “Both suggestions have merit. I can cause the animals to recognize my family emblem and respond to a certain word. As for the other, keeping information guild specific, as you say, would be prudent. Thanks for the ideas.” He replied and then glanced to the right. “We need to get to the south gate. Gurrumble will be arriving soon and we need to prepare.”
By the time they reached the southern entrance, Silvia noticed the only people not present were the Royal Guardsmen and the other Aakacarns, everyone else she had informed of the event were here as instructed. “The sasquatches have been sighted just beyond that hill,” Chas informed from his place on the wall beside Silvia’s incredibly good looking husband.
Daniel took the nearest steps and quickly joined him. Silvia waited for Marsha to climb up and then moved swiftly to stand beside her. David made his way over and Silvia gave him a hug, and then stood holding his hand. The Hill was fifty strides away and the area between it and the wall was clear of trees, which could be seen on the other side of the broad hill. Ninety sasquatches, males and females, one holding a pair of infants, appeared at the crest and started down. All of the Chosen’s Sentinels and the support staff had found a place on the inner ledge and stood staring wide-eyed at the huge brown-black beasts, the largest of which stood about ten and a third cubits tall.
Daniel pointed. “Gurrumble is the largest male. The slightly smaller version of him is Rumble. Turremble is the one with the lightest fur. Quaker is missing one eye and Kerrash is the male next to him with only one thumb. The lanky one with the pitch black fur is Buraker. The thirty-one beasts massing behind the alpha are the ones I must link with,” he informed and then raised both hands with his fingers out stretched towards the horde.
Silvia kept glancing back and forth between him and the shaggy creatures. Time seemed to slow down while he communed with them on a level she did not fully understand and then came a mighty roar from ninety monstrous throats, “Daniel!”
Folks on the wall let out a spontaneous collective gasp, except Daniel. Silvia had experienced this when she delivered baby Sheila into the care of Shereeka and so felt no great surprise. Sasquatches shared a link with him allowing them to form human words.
Chas Herling shook his head and then fixed his gaze on Daniel. “Just when I think there is nothing more you can do to surprise me, something like this happens. Even the beasts know who you are.”
Statements like that were being made all along the wall as people marveled over the inhuman acknowledgement of their leader. Scores of other animals joined the sasquatches. Bears, wolves, foxes, deer, black panthers, mountain lions, swarms of hornets and wasps, all came out into the open. The sky suddenly filled with birds, owls, ospreys, hawks, and flacons.
Daniel spoke to the crowd, “How many of you on the wall feel a kinship of sorts with these creatures?”
Each person who had been restored from Condemnation raised their hands, including Marsha. “You may lower your hands,” he told them with a satisfied nod of his head. “The animals feel the same kinship with you. What you are feeling is a side affect of the spell I used in your restorations. So yes, Marge, that squirrel you feel so fond of feels the same way about you. His name is Jonnel.”
The Chief of Kitchens quietly mouthed the name and smiled.
“Thank goodness, I thought it was all in my head,” Jase DuRollen stated from his place on the wall. His mustache and beard were neatly trimmed. He had a sword on his hip and a longbow and quiver on his back. “I sensed that wolf over there was greeting me yesterday and then shrugged it off as only being my imagination.”
“What about me?” Tim Dukane asked. “How am I supposed to recognize what beasts are in service to you?”
Daniel nodded toward Silvia. “My Seer gave the answer,” and bless his heart for giving her credit, it was one of the many things she liked about him, “I have just now instructed all of the animals to recognize any human wearing my family emblem to be part of our little society. Tim, Gina, any of you who cannot feel the connection can use the word, swirl, and if the animal is part of our society it will bow to you and I recommend that you bow back. At that point both of you will know the other can be approached safely.” He looked at Marsha. “Accomplished Obennen has suggested that we should behave as if our society is a guild and certain knowledge like using the word, swirl, is never to be shared with anyone who is not a member of our society. I have decided to take this advice. Whatever is taught here is never to be shared with anyone who is not a member of our society.”
“Works for me,” Gina said and wrapped one arm around her husband’s waist.
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Chas quickly stated, and his voice was joined by a chorus of agreement.
Each person acknowledged the new rule and nodded as if this is exactly the way it ought to be, with not one disagreeing with the decision. “The Chosen Vessel has spoken,” David spoke softly in her ear.
Silvia had delivered the revelation and took some satisfaction in the fact Daniel listened. The display, human and non-human before her would be more impressive if she did not know Tarin Conn was so much farther ahead. War is coming soon and it is her job as Seer to the Chosen Vessel to tell him what he needs to hear. Having visions and understanding them are two different things, which is why she hesitated to give a revelation she did not yet fully understand. Her hesitations aside, she told him what he needed to know, even though she did not know how he could possibly gain the backing of Aakadon. Maybe her vision will show her where he can find Aakacarns unaffiliated with the other guilds. She bit her lip, frustrated by her inability to be more helpful. David kissed her on the cheek, making her feel a little better.
 
 



Chapter Ten: Building A Better Boat
 
Daniel sat at his desk while pondering the early morning events. The complete tour of the compound given by Marsha after the introduction of his swirl had provided the opportunity to see each person in his service going about their chores. All seemed to be going well, yet he had some concerns. The Accomplisheds would be leaving for Aakadon about this time tomorrow, which meant they would not be here to assist in the defense should General Kall receive orders to invade. Marsha confirmed Silvia’s revelation about no Aakacarns being completely loyal to Daniel. The Accomplished truly believed him to be the Chosen Vessel, of this he had no doubt, and yet she readily admitted to being a loyal member of the Stone Guild. What would she do if Maestro Svennar does not agree with her? The Teki Seer also made clear how far ahead in the race Tarin Conn is.
Daniel refocused on the gems and gold buckles on his desk. He had some testing to do and so mentally played the Melody, Stream of Air, spell number sixteen of the Zephyr Guild, added a three note harmony, and titled the new version, Jet of Air. His version not only was more efficient, being a Symphonic, it is a variable potential spell, meaning he could will any amount of life force energy into the casting. He chose an emerald, formed a gold buckle into a proper setting, and then summoned potential, locking, Jet of Air, into the amulet. He took a sapphire and created a type one level four crescendo with seven bolts of amplification and then fused the amulet at the base.
He had little doubt in his mind both devises would work in harmony so picked up the Crescendo-Amulet Propulsion Unit and touched the emerald. A jet of air blasted out from the end and blew everything off his desk, yet did not affect his hand in the slightest. While he could push an object with the jet of air, it made sense that the spell actually began the air flow a short distanced from the caster, lest he be thrown back by the force. Further modification is going to be necessary. He mentally went back into the musical score of, Jet of Air, and added another note in harmony to remove the distance of air flow from the caster and to have the air stream gradually widen as it flowed out rather than in a narrow beam.
He removed the amulet from the crescendo, broke down and then recreated the emerald, and locked in the newly modified version with the four part harmony. “Now let’s see what we have,” he announced to the empty room and held the CAPU in his right hand.
His thumb touched the emerald and the CAPU slammed back with such force it broke his hand, flew from his grip, hit the wall behind him, and fell to the floor. Daniel grunted while calmly realigning the bones of his hand and cast, Make Well, focusing inwardly at the injury. The bones knitted back together and the pain vanished. He laughed. “At least I know this can push with force,” he told himself, and then decided it would be wise to shield the housing for the CAPU. The thing would otherwise blast back, damage, or destroy whatever needed to be pushed. It was a good thing he had only allowed a minuscule amount of potential to flow from him. Non-Aakacarns should be able to use the CAPU, although not near as powerfully as an Aakacarn. 
He had one more project before his friends were scheduled to arrive and so levitated the gems and gold buckles off the floor and onto his desk. He fused the diamonds into a blade, added a gold handle, and a black grip, and then made another just like it. He held them up, one in each hand and summoned, Potentializing The Baton. The seven lightning bolts on his shoulders tingled as the spell assessed his potential and created the pair of crescendos.
He no sooner placed them in the upper drawer of his desk when Tim and Gina walked into the office. The swords on their hips were a new and expected addition to their uniforms. “I thought my parents were going to attend this meeting.”
Tim shrugged his shoulders. “They were instructing the Chosen’s Sentinels in the use of the longbow.”
Daniel looked at him askance. “When did they start calling themselves by that name?”
“About the same time they sewed patches depicting your emblem on the uniforms,” Gina answered. “Did you have a different name in mind?”
Daniel had not even given the matter a thought. He shook his head. “The Chosen’s Sentinels is good enough.”
“And it sounds better than Danny’s Muster,” Tim threw in his opinion along with a smirk.
Daniel had a snappy come back on the tip of his tongue, but his parents entered the room, and so he refrained from saying it. Ronn had the model Wager in his hands and Miriam carried papers with what appeared to be drawings of the proposed modifications. She placed them on the desk and then sat down, saying, “These are what we came up with.”
His father sat in the remaining chair. “You did not suggest a means to propel the boat so we went with the waterwheel and spent the rest of the time drawing modifications on the decks and forecastle.”
“Is that another CAF?” Gina asked while pointing to the CAPU.
Daniel had to admit they were essentially the same idea, only with very different functions. “This is a Crescendo-Amulet Propulsion Unit, CAPU for short, and it is what will push the Wager through the water.”
“That little thing,” Gina sounded skeptical.
Daniel laughed. “Believe me this device packs a powerful punch.”
His father picked up the CAPU, turned it carefully every which way, and nodded with what looked like approval. “Removing the water wheel from the design will not affect very much what we do with the hull, speaking of which, I like the horizontal arrow slits and think we should keep those.” He stated and then placed the CAPU back on the desk.
Daniel sifted through the proposed designs and found one that appealed to him. The sunken riverboat was originally a forty-strider. The damage to the bow had made it necessary for him to break off the odd lengths and then warp and bond the gray wood into a new bow, shortening the vessel to thirty strides in length. This new design increased the length to forty-five by the addition of the water wheel, so that part will need to be changed with the wheel gone, yet he liked the extra strides in length and decided to stretch the hull. The rest of the modifications could be made according to the drawing.
“I told him you would like that one,” his mother stated while jerking her thumb at his father.
Daniel knew the color choice had been his mother’s idea. He continued examining the decks and forecastle. The bottom deck had plenty of storage space with an opening in the aft section allowing items to be lowered directly from up top. The second level had cabins in the center that could be used for sleeping or additional storage. The passageways on the sides gave access to the arrow slits, which could be opened and closed from the inside. The aft deck had eight stalls toward the stern, ahead of the storage hatch. The weather deck began about ten paces from the bow and went all the way back to the stalls and the helm was located in the bridge above the forecastle.
“I suggested the forecastle. It seemed better than an over-sized cottage like we designed for the Javelin,” his mother shared her part in the design.
“This vessel is more streamlined than the Javelin, narrower at the bow, and will slice through the water more efficiently,” his father added.
“I like it,” Tim shared his opinion.
Gina took the design in hand and studied it thoroughly. “I see you extended a shelter from the weather deck to the stern.”
Miriam nodded her head. “Yes, to protect the horses and whoever would be casting the spells to turn the waterwheel; which is no longer part of the modification.”
Tim leaned forward in his chair. “How would we have turned the wheel? More to the point, how are we going to use the CAPU? It would be counter productive for you to come recruiting with us. I originally thought Samuel could come with us, but he is going back to Aakadon with the other Accomplisheds.”
The drummer had hit on the reason for making the CAPU. Daniel picked up the device. “This does not need an Aakacarn, but one of you will need to be at the stern on the lower deck to activate the propulsion unit and keep it running. I fixed the direction of the focus, which is beyond your ability, the potential is variable, and so you both will have to become accustomed to mentally regulating the speed.”
Gina’s eyes widened. “Will constant contact draw from our life forces?”
Her question was prudent and Daniel had an answer. “It will take energy from your life force, not a great deal because the device is powered by a Crescendo with seven bolts of amplification. The amount of energy expended will depend on how much weight you are pushing, how fast you go, and for how long you power the CAPU. This is why I must regularly assess the energy level of anyone who uses a CAPU on an extended basis.”
Tim’s brow wrinkled into a frown. “I already reduced my life force energy when I played the spell, Potential, back in Aakadon. Harmon Gramm said I could never recover the lost energy.”
Daniel leaned across his desk and extended his hand. “Come closer and I’ll prove him wrong.”
Tim glanced at his wife and then came forward, allowing his forehead to come in contact with Daniel’s hand. “Will it hurt?”
Daniel chuckled. “Far from it, the sensation should be pleasant.”
He cast, What Is This, and sensed down to the vat of life force energy. Tim’s was filled with what appeared to be clear liquid and about nine tenths full. Daniel placed a Da Capo on, What Is This, and then focused, Vitality, into the reservoir of his friend, filling it to the brim. There was no point giving him more. The excess energy would make him hyper and the drummer certainly did not need to be more excited.
Daniel ceased the spells and sat back in his chair. Tim’s lips stretched into a broad smile. “You’re right, that felt great. When did you learn this trick?”
Daniel snorted. “It isn’t a trick. I learned by restoring the non-Aakacarns. I gave energy to Sherree without difficulty and so did the same for those who needed it.”
Gina glanced at her husband and then focused on Daniel. “Does this mean you can make us live forever?”
Her question caused him to consider whether or not he could extend the lifespan of non-Aakacarns and was something he hoped to eventually look into. For now, he stared into her large brown eyes. “Vitality will not extend your life, but you will feel energetic up to the point of death.”
She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I guess I’ll just have to settle for feeling strong.”
His father began thumbing through the plans, flipping drawings aside until he found the one showing the internal workings, and then traced his finger from the helm to the stern. “Daniel, look here,” he said, using a tone of voice that reminded Daniel of the days when he was just the carpenter’s son and not the Chosen Vessel, a rare occurrence he cherished when it came. “Does the size of the crescendo part of the CAPU matter?”
“No. What matters is the ranking in Potential of the maker,” Daniel replied. “Theoretically, the crescendo can be given any shape or size. The baton of Tarin Conn is shaped like a snake and I made one out of a knife.”
His father nodded as if that was the answer he hoped for. “Look at the linkage and gears I designed from the steering wheel, see how they run down through the decks, to the lower level, and back to the rudder. Can you make a crescendo with the body long enough to follow this linkage?”
Daniel nodded his head and smiled as it occurred to him what his father wanted. “You want to power the boat from the bridge. Not only can I do it, I should’ve thought of it myself.”
“You can’t think of everything,” Gina commented while standing up. Her left eyebrow arched up merrily. “We married folk like to spend time with each other. Your idea would have kept us apart. Who would expect you to think like a newlywed?”
She touched on a subject Daniel had deliberately kept from his mind. Would Sherree go to Aakadon with the other Accomplisheds? He did not like the idea of being separated from her for any great length of time. “Fortunately I have my parents to fill in the creative gaps. Newlyweds tend to get distracted. Are you and Tim ready to go make this project happen or should we wait until you are through casting longing glances at each other?”
Tim deliberately stared at his wife, who rested one hand on her hip, giving him a coy smile, and they held that pose until Miriam spoke up. “Ronn, when the children are through playing, I think we should gather our things for the journey.”
The mountain carpenter stood up and grabbed the designs. “Considering the speed in which our son travels from place to place, I suspect it will take longer to walk up stairs than to get where we need to be.”
Daniel stood and came around to the front of the desk. “You would not even reach the stairs in the time it will take,” he said and then played, Conveyance, in his mind, while picturing all of them standing at the bank of the Gosian River where the Wager should be aground; three heart-beats later and seven hundred eighty spans west-southwest, they were standing by the river and enjoying the pleasant breeze.
“Ah, I don’t see a boat,” Gina was the first to speak.
They were on the north bank where Daniel had refurbished the Wager after levitating it up from the bottom. Behind them, to the west, there was nothing but dense pine forest all the way to the base of Mount Tannakonna. The river flowed south from Mount Gosian, bends west after passing Zoltair, merges farther southwest with the Tannakonna River, and they both eventually merge with the Mighty Hirus. This knowledge did not help them find the Wager. Daniel glanced at Tim. “We floated down river from this point and I don’t know the exact spot Serin Gell and his team yanked us out of the water.”
The drummer nodded his head. “You teleported us from within the Wager,” he confirmed his recollection of the event. “Is there some way you can find it now?”
Actually there were various ways to accomplish the task. Daniel wished he had thought to bring one of his raptor scouts. The bird could fly downstream, study the area where lay the Wager, and allow him to convey them all to the boat. He determined to plan better in the future. “I don’t believe we floated very far from here before they caught us,” he replied and then cast, Find All, focusing it in a fifteen spans radius, not caring if there were any other spell casters close enough to sense the energy.
He sensed trees, plants, birds, fishes of all sorts in the river, raccoons and other forest critters, along with wolves, foxes, and insects. A boat with twenty-seven men rowed against the current ten spans away and coming closer, while a larger riverboat sailed by it going the other way. Two spans from his self-imposed scanning limit, he sensed a boat on the north bank. Rats, birds, and a goodly number of insects apparently decided it would make a good home. They were about to be evicted. “We need to follow the river. The Wager is thirteen spans from where we stand,” he informed his companions.
His father stared at him briefly and then grinned. “There probably isn’t an animal on the mountain you could not track with that ability of yours.”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “We would eat well, but the thrill of the hunt would be gone.”
“You don’t even need a bow,” Gina stated accurately.
“He doesn’t even need to see his prey,” Tim added.
He was probably thinking of when they were within Mount Bessel and Daniel used his death spell on yetis and any members of the Serpent Guild who he could hit using, Find All, to aim rather than physical line of sight. The incident led to his eventual surrender and confrontation with Balen Tamm.
They walked along the bank and watched while the boat he had sensed earlier passed them by. Each shirtless man strained at the oars in their struggle against the current. Birds flew in the clear blue sky and several boys were fishing off the opposite bank. The wager came into view as Daniel led his parents and friends around the most recent bend.
“It is uglier in full scale,” Gina commented as they drew near the vessel.
“The scorch marks must have happened after I removed the Da Capo from the shield,” Daniel replied.
The burns in the hull, upon closer inspection, were cosmetic and did not appear to have caused any serious damage. A few spells is all it took to cause the residents to evacuate the vessel. Daniel studied the modification plans with his father and then used, Hunger, to draw the substance, mud from the river bottom, with which to make the additions and strengthen the hull. The spell, Fashioning, played in his head and he followed the drawings, and listened when his father suggested, “Make another CAPU and place it in the front so we can back up. Being able to go in reverse will make maneuvering this great vessel easier.”
The new and improved Wager began to take shape. About half a mark into the process, Daniel tinted the entire boat topaz blue and added silver trimming on the railings, hatches, air ports, arrow slits, and windows. He stretched the crescendo part of the CAPU from the helm to the stern, reinforced the superstructure to withstand the force of the CAPU, and then strengthened the entire vessel. He and Simon once had a long discussion on how the natural world works and the laws of motion. The Battencayan-born Accomplished had made the wooden hull of the Javelin stronger, denser, so it could handle stresses that would break apart any other boat. Daniel’s spells melded the mud and wood of the Wager into a substance harder than steel and then added a finger-width sheet of what appeared to be topaz, but was actually the same as the rest of the ship, except clear as glass. With the second CAPU added to the front and the Benhannon family emblem on the forecastle, the project was complete.
“That is a fine looking riverboat,” his father declared.
“It is more than fine,” Tim said and ran up the gangplank.
Gina followed her husband and Daniel motioned for his parents to go ahead of him. They walked the weather deck and then went into the forecastle where the galley, sleeping, and bathing quarters were located. The largest cabin belonged to the newlyweds and had a suitably large bed.
“I like the CAFs in the galley and bathing room and the fact you did not completely forget the needs of married people. I didn’t know you had spells to freshen the river water,” Gina said while testing the bed for comfort. “This appears to be firmly attached. We aren’t going to be sliding across the cabin.”
Daniel nodded his head. “All of the furniture is formed out of the floor and yes, I did think of the need for clean water.”
Tim sat on the end of the bed. “Any rearranging will require an Accomplished.”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “You are free to add whatever amenities suit you, but these items stay where they are.”
“And you placed them well enough,” his mother stated and then glanced at the open door. “What I want to see now is the helm.”
Gina’s eyes widened. “Is the wager ready to get underway?”
“Once we get it into the water,” Ronn answered and focused on his son.
Daniel nodded. “Go to the bridge, I will meet you all there, and stand well away from the steering wheel.”
They wasted little time leaving the sleeping quarters and making for the helm. Daniel exited the Wager and took the knife from the sheath attached to his sword belt. He summoned potential, focused it through the level four crescendo, and levitated the wager into the air. The boat floated over to the river and he gently lowered it into the water. Immediately it began to drift downstream in the current. He cast, Conveyance, pictured the steering wheel, and him standing in front of it. Moments later he arrived and took hold of the wheel.
His parents, along with Tim and Gina surrounded him in an instant. A gold stand to the right of the wheel had three gemstones set within. “The emerald gives you forward speed, the amber reverse, and the sapphire contains the spell, Spout a Leak, to empty the bilge water,” he instructed and then touched the emerald.
The Wager began to move slowly forward and Daniel steered toward the middle. He gradually increased the amount of potential flowing into the CAPU and the bow of the Wager was soon slicing through the waves and picking up speed. He turned the broad white wheel to port and then starboard, steering the vessel back into the middle of the river. He let go of the emerald and touched the amber, quickly bringing the vessel to a stop and then removed his hands from the controls. “Who’s next?”
There was a great rush toward the helm as all four of them clearly wanted to pilot the Wager. “Modifying the Wager was Tim’s idea,” Daniel reminded everyone.
The drummer smiled and took his place at the helm. It took him awhile to get use to steering the Wager and some persuading to step aside and let Gina have a go. She caught the hang of it fairly quick and set a southerly course. “I think we can handle our chores from here. The Tannakonna River is not far and we can turn and follow it up to Konna Springs where we can purchase supplies, from there it is only a few spans up the mountain to Bashierwood.”
Tim nodded his approval and then fixed a stare. “Daniel, this does not mean you can keep or give away Tremor or Snowflake, we want our horses back.”
“Understood, I’ll get them to you, but there is something I want to do before you and Gina go about your chores,” Daniel replied. “Bring the Wager to the bank and step out, I’m not sure what would happen if I work the spell I have in mind while people are actually in the vessel.”
They made their way off the boat and stood looking at the blue marvel having no oars, sails, or any other visible means of propulsion. The Wager turned out so well he decided it should serve as a template. He touched the side of the vessel, cast, Change It, and formed an identical boat from the mud of the bank. “Mom, what name do you want on the bow?”
His mother and father stared at the new boat and were speechless for several moments, before she finally said, “RiverDancer.”
Daniel cast the potential and focused at the bow. The name, RiverDancer, formed in gold lettering on both sides. “This gives you speed and mobility to go wherever you need be independently of me, if you so choose.” Not that he wanted them to go.
His father smiled. “We appreciate the use of this boat and we also intend to continue training your muster.”
“I am glad you will,” Daniel quickly responded. “I not only want you to train recruits, I want you both around to help me on projects like this.”
“That we will,” his mother promised.
Tim and Gina boarded the Wager and set a course for the Tannakonna River. Daniel motioned for his parents to proceed into the RiverDancer. They reached the helm and there the lecture began. “You need to be more cautious,” his mother stated while his father took hold of the wheel and touched the emerald.
The boat moved forward, following the Wager, which would head up the Tannakonna River at the merger, while the RiverDancer would continue on down to the Mighty Hirus, and then go west against the current. The decision whether or not to stop in Ducanton or head on up to the Taltin Sea and into Port Valeen had not been settled. Daniel had chores waiting whichever choice they made.
“You take too many chances,” Ronn stated with his eyes forward, staring at the river.
Daniel drank several glasses of water while wondering how he was supposed to be more cautious, and then replied, “I’m being as careful as a fox among sleeping hounds, but it is not easy with all the wolves baying at me.” He had little trust for Aakadon and knew the Serpent Guild was way ahead of him; wolves would be easier to deal with.
“Silvia told you about Della Lain’s flute having your blood on it,” Miriam reminded him as if he could possibly have forgotten.
They spoke to him this way because they cared, he knew this, and remembered an earlier conversation with Sherree. “My wife told me I am not allowed to throw myself recklessly into danger or wrestle any more mountain lions. Thanks, mom, for telling her about that.”
“You are welcome dear,” she replied and patted him on the cheek.
 
------- 
 
Jathem Tallen stood with his shoulders straight and his head held high as Captain Yolan rode through the gates atop a palomino stallion into Fort Casum. The young man, recently promoted, had proven capable of command under extreme conditions. As a Lieutenant he bravely led his detachment against yetis in the Battle of Bashierwood, killing many, and with few casualties to the men of his unit. He now led the reinforcements, the bulk of which were lined up outside the log walls.
Lieutenant Benettle and Captain Johannan stood beside Jathem and both men seemed gladdened by the arrival of more fighting men. Only a person who knew them well could distinguish the fact given their grim faces. They might actually smile when the Northwestern Legion arrives in the evening.
Yolan dismounted and saluted. His face was darkened somewhat by whiskers that grew so fast he had to shave twice a day. “Captain Yolan, reporting as ordered.”
Jathem returned the salute. “You are a welcome addition. Come to my office and I will assign your task.”
“It will be as you say, General,” Yolan replied.
They no sooner entered the command post when Sergeant Rym Trothus of the Leopard Squad, a compact man having a neatly trimmed beard, making him look more like a sailor than a cavalryman, met them in the hall. “Private Lew Danner is dead with his throat slit from ear to ear.”
Johannan stepped faced to face with the sergeant. “Who is guarding the prisoners?”
“Whoever killed Danner also slew all fourteen of the prisoners,” Trothus replied in grim tones. His face reddened and well it should. His squad had the guard duty.
 “Who is responsible for this?” Jathem demanded of his officers.
“I will learn who and why soon enough,” Captain Johannan declared. His face also reddened.
The very idea a person could infiltrate this fort and do murder was outrageous and Jathem grew angrier by the moment. The most likely suspect had to be a Pentrosan sent to prevent the prisoners from revealing sensitive information. Since the young Accomplished of the Eagle Guild moved into the Benhannon Holding, nothing of value had been learned from the prisoners. They were all members of the Sutton Guard; a fact Kall might want hidden bad enough to send an assassin.
Jathem needed facts, not speculation. “This fort is on lock down, no one comes in or goes out until a thorough search has been made for the culprit, and find out what else our uninvited guest has wrought.”
“It will be as you say, General,” Johannan replied with perspiration dripping from his brow. After all, Fort Casum is under his command, this occurrence and the weight of responsibility fell on him.
The wooden boards creaked beneath his feet as Jathem went to his office along with Benettle and Yolan. Half a mark later Johannan entered and stood in front of the desk with a written report in hand. He evidently chose not to take a seat as his fellow officers had done.
“I am ready to receive your report, Captain. Give me the short version now and I will read the more detailed one in your hand in due time,” Jathem commanded and prepared to hear bad news. The strain on the Captain’s face hinted at what was to follow.
“Food has been stolen from the supply room,” Johannan began, perhaps wanting to start with the less pleasant occurrences first and then build up to the worst. “Your room is in disarray along with those of Lord Jonah and each of the Royal Knights of the Realm. Whoever entered your quarters apparently took nothing yet clearly was looking for some item.”
The Knights of the Realm were on their way to Sir Daniel’s holding, as would soon be Captain Yolan and his two thousand horsemen. Jathem intended to go there shortly, but this development troubled him enough to postpone his plan for another mark or so. The latest report sent from Sir Daniel spoke of a permanent Sutton Guard fortress being built just a few spans from the border, grim news to be sure, and the main reason most everyone was heading for the Benhannon compound. As for what the intruder had been looking for, there was one item of strategic importance in the area Jathem knew about. “The flute of Della Lain is the only object I can think of that would be of interest to the army north of the border.”
Johannan licked his lips, a nervous habit of his, and then nodded his head. “If the item of interest is the flute, and I believe it is, the Aakacarns reported to be assisting General Kall would in deed be seeking the ancient instrument, and the person or persons responsible for the killings could be Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild. Fort Casum has been searched most thoroughly and I can say with certainty the intruder is no longer within these walls.” No wonder the Captain’s nerves were on edge, the thought of an Aakacarn assassin was a thing of nightmares.
Yolan leaned forward in his chair. “If the assassin is an Aakacarn, bringing him or her to account is going to be hazardous in the extreme. I volunteer to hunt this intruder.”
Jathem understood the zeal of the young officer, yet had no intention of changing his plans. “Captain Johannan and his men will remain here at Fort Casum and will relay information to the other forts as is necessary. He will find out how the perpetrator managed to get in, so it does not happen again, and bring the person responsible to justice. You will lead your men north to the Benhannon Holding, where tents will be pitched within the walls near each of the gates, and prepare to defend the wall or lead an offensive charge out, depending on the circumstances.”
The young officer stood up and saluted. “It will be as you say, General.”
Jathem watched as the two captains exited his office. Lieutenant Benettle drew in a deep breath. The red-haired man had been his aid for years and had dragged his wounded body to safety a time or two. Benettle’s bravery and devotion to duty were unquestioned. “General, it was my understanding we would be moving to the Benhannon Holding with Yolan’s men.”
Jathem glanced at the report on his desk. “I’m going to read this document. When the Northwestern Legion arrives, we will travel with General Malcus to Sir Daniel’s holding.”
 
------- 
 
Daniel awakened with Sherree in the bed beside him, glad he and his parents had decided to pass on by Ducanton and head to his northland holding. He purchased a berth at Port Valeen and left the RiverDancer docked there and then conveyed him and his parents to his office last night. Morning light beamed through the window and he shifted slightly under the covers and drew a contented breath. The warmth of his wife’s body against his felt so good he did not want to get up, preferring to simply lie there and enjoy the moment.
Two thousand horsemen from Tallen’s Northeastern Legion, along with the entire Northwestern Legion were all camped within the walls, and the respective Generals and their staffs were occupying rooms just down the hall along with the other Royal Knights of the Realm. Daniel had a feeling that quiet moments with Sherree would not come often or last as long in the foreseeable future.
“Much as I am enjoying this cuddle,” Sherree spoke up and shifted to where her head lay on his chest before finishing her sentence. “It is past time for me to convey back to my room.”
Daniel began caressing her. “How long have you been awake?”
“Since before sun up” she replied.
“I am surprised you are still here. Is there a reason beyond wanting to spend more time with your husband?”
Sherree shifted to where she could look him in the eyes. “I had a talk with Marsha and she told me about Silvia’s revelation. You cannot prevail against Tarin Conn without forming an alliance of some sort with Aakadon.”
Daniel still did not know how to persuade Efferin Tames to see him as an ally, rather than a rival, and the addition of a seventh lightning bolt in potential would not make the chore any easier. “You know how the Grand Maestro will view my new ranking as a seven-bolt Accomplished.”
Sherree’s green-eyed stare intensified briefly and then softened. “I think I am angrier over what he did to you than you are. Be that as it is, your having acquired a seventh bolt might be enough to persuade him you are the Chosen Vessel.”
Daniel had a bad feeling about where this conversation was leading. “I’m not sure Efferin would be so easily convinced. Be that as it may, there must be a reason you are telling me this.”
“You need allies in Aakadon. I have decided the best way for me to help rally support for you is to go there with Simon and the other Accomplisheds,” she said the words in a rush. And then added before he could respond, “We can still meet with each other through Conveyance.”
Except coordinating those meetings would not be so easy, he knew. She would have a difficult time finding a place where other Accomplisheds could not feel the harmonic waves of the spell. “Putting our getting together aside for the moment, you are an Intern studying under Fenton Chen, and are more likely to be sent back to him than spending any great deal of time in Aakadon.”
Sherree smiled knowingly, as if she expected his response, and was ready for it. “What you say is true, I will eventually be sent back to my mentor, but not before I talk to our fellow Accomplisheds, and exchange communication amulets with those who accept your being the Chosen Vessel, or are at least open minded.”
 Daniel knew when he married her that she wanted to have him and a career in the Aloe Guild, so really could not rightly insist on her staying with him, especially since he truly did need allies in Aakadon. “I am thankful Fenton is the Accomplished to Ducanton. When you are through gaining support and are sent back to your mentor, we will be able to see each other without causing suspicion.”
Sherree kissed him on the lips. “I knew you would see reason. Fenton Chen was wrong aboutD.L. meaning, Determined Lethal, but he is a great and gifted Senior Practitioner, and his backing, given the reputation he has, could influence many people to our cause.”
Daniel did not feel so optimistic about the entire notion, yet had to admit the prospect of being parted from Sherree was coloring his outlook. “Can Fenton Chen be trusted?”
Sherree threw off the covers and reached for her panties. It was time to get dressed, for both of them. “According to Simon, the team Fenton sent to deal with the quarantine we were under arrived marks ahead of the teams requested by he and Samuel. Even if the Aloe Guild members who were sent had arrived in time, Serin Gell might well have captured and condemn them. I believe Fenton Chen did the best he could with the information he had.” She said and then an amber glow radiated from her body.
Daniel got up, cast, Refresh, cleansing his body, and put on his uniform while Sherree put on her red on black silks. He had retrieved certain items from his desk drawer before coming to bed and now the time had come to show them to his wife. Opening the drawer of the night table, he withdrew the objects. “I have something for you.”
Sherree’s left eyebrow arched up and then both eyes widen when she saw what he had. “Diamond-bladed knives, they are beautiful,” she said while taking the one he handed her and examining it closely.
“They are crescendos with seven bolts of amplification. Our marriage is a secret, so we cannot wear rings. I thought these could not only be practical, they can represent our union,” Daniel said and handed her a gold-colored sheath to go with the knife. His sheath was black leather and could be attached to his sword belt next to his trusty old knife. 
Sherree attached the gold sheath to her belt and then gave him a hug. “I will cherish and use it well.”
When she vanished in a flash of light using her new crescendo, he went down and had breakfast with his parents and Commander Herling. After a brief meeting he went to his office and decided to get creative and make some weapons for the Chosen’s Sentinels. A bucket of rocks and bits of metal were on his desk, no doubt the work of Jaim Cutler, who evidently decided a fresh supply was needed every morning.
Daniel formed the metal into a dagger with a blade that shined like a mirror, formed a black handle and grip, and then cast, Potentializing the Baton, converting the dagger into a crescendo. He then touched his gold buckle, turned a rock into a duplicate and then altered the shape into a setting for a stone. He took a ruby from his silk purse and then set the stone and cast, Lance of Light, focusing and locking the spell into the amulet. This Crescendo-Powered Amulet should give his Sentinels a huge advantage.
He removed Silvia’s crossbow, held it in his hand, and cast, Change It, forming a duplicate out of several large rocks, then turned all but two of the rocks into miniature bolts using the same process. He changed one of the remaining rocks into a gold buckle and the other smaller one into a ruby. The buckle he split in half, reformed the first part into a cap and placed it on the front of the crossbow just beneath where the bolt would lay, and then cast, Potentializing the baton, and felt his lightning bolts tingling as the spell created the powerful crescendo. He then made an amulet out of the other half of the buckle and cast, Pebbles of Fire, into the ruby. This he placed right below the bolt release.
David had been joking about the shield placed on him and Silvia on the journey through the swamps and yet those shields proved to be necessary. Would not the Sentinels be in such need? Daniel made another amulet, cast Personal Shield, shaped the shield to adapt to the wearer, and then locked the spell into the amber stone. The people in his service would need to keep the gem beneath their uniforms and in contact with their skin. This should keep them safe from ordinary attacks, blades, arrows, and the like, yet not so much against some of the spells Aakacarns could throw at them. Each sentinel would have vulnerable points, the ears, eyes, mouth, and finger tips. Physical contact must be made with the rubies in order to use their weapons. A lucky or well placed shot could injure or kill them. Even so the shield amulet is better than any armor ever made and gives them far greater freedom of movement.
Everything comes with a cost and the protection comes with a price. Even though the shield would be fed and strengthen when hit by potential, not all attacks will be Aakacarn in nature, and the minimal energy to power the amulet will be drawn from the users life force. Therefore, Daniel decided each sentinel should only wear the amulet against their skin when on patrol, going into battle, or some other hazardous duty. It would also be prudent to assess their vat of life force energy and refill them when necessary, otherwise they will die.
The bell rang and Jaim Cutler’s voice hollered in, “Sir Daniel, your Teki escorts are here.”
“Enter,” Daniel replied and wondered if he should think of a title for David and Silvia. He supposed they were happy enough with the description or they would have done like most everyone else in his service and invented their own.
Jaim walked in with Silvia and David right behind him. She noticed the duplicate crossbow immediately and went right to it.
“I like that Dagger,” David said while picking up the new weapon. Considering the large quantity of blades hidden within his clothing, his reaction came as no surprise.
“Don’t touch the gems,” Daniel warned as the juggler’s finger was poised to do just that.
Silvia examined the ruby amulet on the crossbow. “So these are not for decoration. I thought you merely wanted yours to be fancier.”
Daniel stood up and came from behind his desk. “We need to go outside, somewhere isolated, and test these things.”
He took the weapons from them and headed out, they followed, and so did Jaim Cutler. The Northwestern Legion was camped among the trees to the north where the invasion from Pentrosa seemed likely to come. Tallen’s men were split into four groups with each camped at a gate. Daniel had no qualms about the arrangement. Chas is the Commander of this holding and so the arrangements had been made with him. 
As Daniel walked, more of his Sentinels joined the procession, and by the time he, David, Silvia, and Jaim, arrived in the west woods of his compound, eighty seven additional people stood watching. 
“Sir Daniel, are those the new weapons for the Chosen’s Sentinels?” Chas spoke up, even though the answer was obvious and the fact so well known by the other folks in blue, they had all dropped whatever they were doing and followed along. 
“These are the test versions,” David announced in an authoritative tone, giving the impression he knew all about them. 
Daniel handed the dagger to Silvia. “This dagger has a Crescendo-Powered Amulet. The CPA on this fires a lance of light. All you need do is aim and touch the ruby. The spell is fixed and so is the amount of potential required to cast it. Non-Aakacarns cannot focus life force energy so this is also pre-focused. Jana, would you set up a target beyond those trees, yes that’s it, the one that’s three hundred strides from here.”
Jana Bencain ran out, found a fallen branch and set it up as the target. Silvia aimed the dagger and a lance of blue light shot from the point, flew straight out, punched through the dried branch, and embedded deep in the tree beyond it.
“I saw the branch fall, but not what hit it,” David said and his face scrunched up in confusion.
“Neither did I,” Chas stated, “but I like its effectiveness.”
Silvia eyed her husband. “A lance of blue light shot out from the blade. I saw it clear as day. It punched through the branch and sank deep into that far pine. Although the lance of light is gone now, but if you look close enough you will see the hole.
Sergeant Calver brought his hand to his brow and peered where she indicated. “Sure enough, there is a hole in the tree,” he confirmed and then rubbed his wide chin in wonderment.
“Any Melody Wielder can see the lance of light,” Daniel began to explain. “Only the non-Aakacarn using the weapon can see the lance, the potential is too low for the rest of you to see. It is a minimal power spell, yet effective, and something you all can wield without draining away your life force energies.”
Daniel reached out to Silvia for the dagger and gave her the crossbow in return. “This weapon can be used for the obvious, to launch miniature bolts, but that is not its most dangerous aspect. Silvia, aim at the tree and touch the ruby.”
The Teki acrobat smiled and took aim, tiny fireballs the size of pebbles flew into the tree and stopped only when she took her finger off the ruby.
Daniel was sure everyone had to have seen that, yet they said not a word. He turned and all of them stood with their mouths wide open, completely stunned. “Do you approve?” A loud affirmative shout irrupted in response.
“Can I have a go?” David asked his wife.
She handed him the crossbow and he sent a round of fiery pebbles into the tree. Daniel stopped the demonstration long enough to go put out the fire, heal the tree, and place a shield on the no longer scorched pine. At that point everyone wanted a turn using the dagger and the crossbow. Each person took the opportunity to test the weapons and last of all, the doorkeeper.
“This is great,” Jaim shouted while sending a lance of light at the shielded tree.
Daniel smiled at the doorkeeper. “I will take that as a seal of approval.”
He then took the dagger, cast, Change It, and focused on the ground, forming duplicates out of the dirt until he had a thousand. He did the same with the crossbows and made twenty bolts apiece. Four hundred of each weapon would be for his northland holding and six hundred for his estate down south, which should please Marcus. Hopefully the recruiting efforts will bring in enough people to use the extra daggerlances and crossbows.
“Commander Herling, each member of the Chosen’s Sentinels is to be assigned a daggerlance and crossbow,” Daniel ordered and told what quantities were to be in the northland armory and which were to be prepared for transport to the southern estate. “Each member of the support staff is to be given a daggerlance. These weapons are to be considered restricted to members of our society and not to be discussed with anyone not a part of this group.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Chas replied formally.
  Lieutenant Mallory SuKendall, her dark hair hanging in a single braid beneath her helmet, stepped forward and shouted. “Assume squad formations.”
  The unorganized mass suddenly became four squads with a sergeant at the front of each. Lieutenant Al Benkorren eyed the lineups and nodded approval. “Weapons will be collected by squad. Lightning,” he named the first and they ran forward and took up their weapons. He called out, “Stormcrow, Nighthawk, Quicksilver,” and soon each sentinel had a crossbow and daggerlance.
Sergeant Tanner turned to his squad. “Quicksilver Squad, gather the remaining weapons.”
His squad began the task of taking the rest of the weapons to building four, containing the armory, where they would be divided as ordered. Silvia and David each claimed a daggerlance for their own use. Daniel hoped this effort meant he was now at least walking in the marathon rather than crawling. He went to his office and notice Jaim Cutler caressing the new daggerlance sheathed to his belt.
It was time to see what the enemy was up to. Daniel focused on Wisp, who was soaring above the new fortress of the Sutton Guard. Snow flurries filled the sky, promising heavier snow in the days to come. The legion of regular cavalry still occupied tents to the north of the elite guard and probably resented being out in the cold while the Suttons were warm and cozy inside. How long will Kall keep them from returning to Los Collins? The osprey had no answer. The raptor angled downward and settled on the branch of a honeylocust tree. Nothing of interest seemed to be happening among the Pentrosans so Daniel thanked Wisp and withdrew awareness.
“Daniel, this is Tim,” the drummer’s voice sounded in his head.
“How is the recruiting going?” Daniel sent back.
“Gina and I reached Konna Springs late yesterday afternoon and are now in Bashierwood. Man that Wager is fast. You should have seen the looks on the faces of the sailors whose ships we passed.”
“The RiverDancer turned a few heads as well, so I have an idea how folks reacted.” Daniel replied.
A sense of fulfillment came ahead of Tim’s words. “Tom Grening has joined up and so did most of the young men at Konna Springs. The wager now has a crew of twenty, counting me and Gina. I made a deal with Chad on your behalf to purchase ten horses and a deal with Donald Laird for twelve racers. They will be ready whenever you have a chance to pop over and collect them. Bring some silver and gold.”
Daniel hoped Jared had the foresight to order more horses. “I’ll convey to Tannakonna sometime in the coming weeks. The morning isn’t even over and you already have eighteen recruits. Gina must have been busy,” he sent that last remark with a sense of playfulness.
A wave of merriment washed through the communication link. “I would like to say it was all my doing but you’re reading my thoughts, a lie isn’t likely to work, so I will say we make a good team and leave it at that.”
Daniel realized he was smiling and thought of how helpful his friend had been to him. “She should be pleased. You are the best backup anyone could ask for.”
Daniel actually felt the mental shrug from Tim. “I’ve had some serious practice in recent months and I would not want to lose my edge.”
“Stay sharp,” Daniel replied. “Take any future recruits to my southern estate, make sure you visit the armory and pick up the new weapons and shield amulets for you and your crew.” Those items would be in the south by the time the drummer arrived.
A strong sense of curiosity accompanied the response, “What new weapons and shields?”
“I made daggers, crossbows, and shield amulets. What they can do beyond the obvious is something you will learn after requisitioning them,” Daniel sent.
“Requisitioning,” Tim sent and there was a mental pause, “that is an official sounding word.”
“As captain of the Wager, you should get used to official sounding words,” Daniel replied.
The sense of Tim nodding his head came through the link. “Now that I have an official title, I will work on my vocabulary, and add some gold bars or something to my shoulder stripes”
“How about a pair of minnows,” Daniel suggested, knowing his amusement flowed along with the words.
“I was thinking of something a little more impressive. Gina will have an idea and you will see it when next we meet,” Tim replied and a strong sense of affection and desire cascaded through the link. “My first mate is calling, so my report is finished, and I am officially ending this communication. Watch your back and have a successful hunt.”
The link cut off and the bell rang. “Enter,” Daniel called out.
Jaim Cutler opened the door. “Accomplished Jenna is here.”
“Send her in,” Daniel replied and quickly stood up and came from behind his desk.
Sherree entered in a dignified fashion, patiently waited for Jaim to go out, shutting the door behind him, and then launched herself into Daniel’s arms. They stood there hugging and he knew why she was clinging to him so fiercely. “Simon and the others will be here shortly to bid you farewell, so I came ahead of them,” she said, confirming his suspicion, and then stepped back from the embrace.
In a perfect world Daniel would have her by his side, she would be the Lady of his estate, and be helping him organize and prepare for the coming war. The world is not perfect and his destiny kept any notion of having a normal married relationship far from reality. He looked into her loving green eyes and the way her yellow gold hair framed her face and decided, I am so thankful to have a relationship, normal or not, and then kissed her.
He and Sherree made their way into the conference room and a short while later welcomed the Accomplisheds. The meeting was brief and the customary nods of respect exchanged between equals signaled their departure. Simon, Jerremy, and Samuel shook hands with Daniel, promising to stay in touch, and then left him alone. He sat at the head of the table in an empty room.
His solitude did not last long. The Knights of the Realm entered one at a time and then came Commander Herling and the two generals. They needed to go over the defense plans in light of the Aakacarns departure. Daniel mostly listened and nodded his understanding at various points, yet left most of the planning up to the experts. Chas proved every bit as competent in the formulations as the generals and gained the respect not only of the senior officers, but of the Knights of the Realm as well.
A mark and a half later, his parents met him at lunch along with Jonah and Sergeant Zaccum. “We have decided to make for Port Valeen and take the RiverDancer to Ducanton,” Miriam stated after placing her fork on the table.
“From what you have told us, the bulk of your recruits are in your southern estate, so we intend to do the training there,” his father added.
Daniel could not disagree about the need for training being greater at his estate, yet had some concerns. “Sherree and the other Accomplisheds have already departed. You could have traveled with them. The pair of you riding alone to Port Valeen bothers me some.”
“They will not be riding alone,” Jonah pointed out. “Sergeant Zaccum and I will accompany them all the way to Ducanton.”
Zaccum leaned forward. “Rest assured we will see them safely to the capital.”
“Duncan Hawk has also volunteered to go with us,” Ronn said and then finished his glass of blueberry juice.
Daniel had complete confidence in the young Royal Guardsman and the experienced Sergeant. His parents had communication amulets and could call for help if they faced any danger beyond what their company could handle. “Lord Jonah, Sergeant Zaccum, you have relieved my concern and while I am not anxious to see you depart, I am pleased to have worked with you.”
“As your scouts have reported, the surviving Accomplisheds we were pursuing have fled the kingdom, and so our mission is complete,” Jonah stated in a formal manner. “Our work together is done for now, yet I look forward to the time when our paths merge again.”
Daniel shook hands with the Ducalin and saluted Sergeant Zaccum. His parents hugged him and then went upstairs to pack for their journey. He sent his awareness into Sheen and Glimmer, and pictured an image of his parents, so the hawks would recognize them, and then requested the raptors go on the journey. A sense of willingness came from the pair. This would give him the ability to see through their eyes and convey to the seen if the need should arise.
Since the last report from his scouts showed the Pentrosans involved with finishing their fortress and staying away from the border, Daniel decided it was time to visit the Benhannon Estate, and take the Royal Guardsmen back to the capital. As Jonah said, the mission was complete, Daniel felt he had no right to keep them from going back to fulfill their duty to the Queen. He gave the necessary orders and the good folks of the holding hurried to obey.
The daggerlances, crossbows, and shield amulets were packed and ready, he noted while exiting the building. David and Silvia had their horses saddled and ready to go. Carn Bencain walked up leading Sprinter and even thought to attach the guitarn case.  Daniel smiled and vaulted into the saddle of his ashen stallion. The Royal Guardsmen followed his example, except they mounted their steeds in a more dignified fashion. Once the people who were not going south cleared the area, Daniel pictured Lake Benhannon. In his mind, each person and their horses in center court were standing in the tall green grass, and facing the large body of water. He cast, Conveyance, and in the space of three heart beats, they arrived where he intended.
 
------- 
 
“Dirt, go inform General Kall the Aakacarns have departed from the area and are on their way to Port Valeen. Operation Spin Off is a go. Return to me after you have delivered the message,” Phil Nettle ordered, and whatever the Accomplished commanded could not be refused.
Sandra Treena, well beyond the point of frustration, could do nothing to stop from complying with the order. Her consciousness was a mere passenger in the body that had once been hers, and now served Vance Cummin. She had become his captive after discovering the Senior Soarer was in fact a member of the Serpent Guild. He cast a sleep spell on her and when she awakened, the body she had been born with no longer responded to her will. If anything about being Condemned could be considered fortunate, the fact that he only modified her face and removed every hair from her body would be it. Every Condemned she had encountered, and killed, in her career in the Eagle Guild had been horrifically altered beyond anything remotely recognizable as human. Even their gender had been stolen from them. If not for the brown cloak, anyone with eyes would see a hairless, naked woman. The same is true for the nine non-Aakacarns who had been Condemned along with her, except they are obviously male. Efficiency is primary to Vance Cummin and the huge volume of wretches waiting to be condemned by him is the only reason he did not take the time to make more drastic alterations.
The traitor’s will was supreme, he had ordered her to obey Nettle, and that reprobate commanded she respond to the name, Dirt. The body turned and headed north through the woods. It had also been given the general order to avoid being seen, so this made the trek to the border take far longer than it would have. Sandra tried with all of her mental capacity to force her left eye to blink. It went on staring blankly as the body, no longer hers, crossed the border into Pentrosa and eventually stopped in front of the round fortress built by the elite Sutton Guard. 
Snow flurries filled the sky as a guardsman wearing a gray with black trim uniform stood in front of the entrance. “State your business,” the Corporal demanded, even though all of the men under General Kall’s command recognized the Condemneds belonging to Phil Nettle, and should know better than to interfere.
Sandra determined to say nothing, but the body paid no attention to her will and replied, “A message for General Kall.”
The guardsman grinned maliciously. “Give me the message,” he improperly demanded.
Sandra took some satisfaction when her body remained silent. His demand went beyond the parameters of her instructions and no one other than Vance Cummin or Phil Nettle, in that order, could make her obey. She stood staring at the man and would do so until granted entrance.
“Are you stupid?” the guardsman shouted, and then grabbed her arm. “Give me the message or I’ll beat it out of you.”
Sandra could do nothing to stop what would happen if the fool actually attacks her. Vance Cummin had ordered her to live, requiring the body to defend itself if attacked, unless Cummin or Nettle commanded otherwise, and neither person was in the vicinity. This survival command made it impossible to commit suicide by provoking or allowing someone to kill her and thus grant the only freedom possible for a Condemned.
The Corporal swung his other fist toward her face and a Melody played in her brain, placed there by Cummin. Sandra had no control over the spell and could not focus the potential without Nettle to guide it. Consequently the scarlet glow of life force energy radiated from her body and she watched as the hand gripping her began rotting away. The Corporal screamed as the rot spread up his arm, unable to release his grip, and any intention he had of striking her seemed to be melting along with his skin. She would have shoved the fool to break the contact and thereby allow the corporal to live, unfortunately for him; she was only a passenger in this body and could only watch him die.
“What is going on here?” demanded a Sergeant who came running up, no doubt because of the excessive screaming going on.
With the attacker finally dead, the Melody ceased and her head turned toward the new comer and said, “A message for General Kall.”
The Sergeant’s eyes widened in horror at his blackened skinless comrade, his attention went back and forth between the rotted body and the Condemned. “Come this way,” he finally said after finding his voice.
Five guardsmen with swords drawn accompanied her and the Sergeant down the long corridor to the General. Kall’s uniform differed from those of his men with the addition of a black coat with gold trim and four gold eagles on his collar.
“What news do you have from Accomplished Nettle?” the commanding officer asked, while staying well out of arms reach. The black hair of his beard and neatly trimmed mustache seemed darker contrasted against his pale complexion.
“General Kall, the Aakacarns have departed from the area and are on their way to Port Valeen. Operation Spin Off is a go,” she gave the message.
A wicked smile formed on General Kall’s normally dour face. “Colonel Fyborn, the base is now under your command. Cobra Legion moves with me, Tiger and Cubs prepare to march. The siege begins in one mark.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven: Siege
 
Chas Herling sat behind his desk in the Command Office two doors down from the conference room in building two. To his right stood a file cabinet containing reports about each person under his command, how many weapons have been issued, what is in the armory, the amount of food, what had yet to be harvested in the fields to the south, and what was in the stores; in short everything he needed to know in order to keep the Benhannon Holding running efficiently. The Ducaunan Royal Guardsmen had been helpful in setting up the training program, particularly drills and exercises designed to get the Chosen’s Sentinels working as a unit rather than eighty-six individuals. Each person being physically fit and possessing extraordinary endurance made the job easier. With the guardsmen now gone, Chas knew it was up to him and his inexperienced command staff to follow through with the training.
“Do you know when Sir Daniel will return?” Captain Yolan asked while leaning forward in the single chair positioned in front of the desk.
More often than not, Sir Daniel traveled in his extraordinary way at a moments notice, making it nearly impossible to predict his coming and going. Chas could feel the Knight’s whereabouts far to the south and unlike previous arrivals and departures, knew his exact location, the Benhannon Estate. The trip had been expected, if not the exact moment the Chosen Vessel would choose to go. “He has a tight schedule, many things requiring his attention, and no doubt will be meeting with your Queen. Sir Daniel will return when he so chooses.”
Yolan’s brow wrinkled into a frown. Few members of the Ducaunan cavalry fancied the idea of working with a former officer of the Sutton Guard, yet they had no choice. They dared not offend a Royal Knight of the Realm, even if they were not quite sure of his dual role as the Chosen Vessel. The young officer quickly smoothed his facial expression. “If General Kall invades, twelve thousand horsemen with two thousand footmen are more than enough to defend this holding, but not enough to go on the offensive and push three legions, two of which are the Sutton Guard, back across the border. We need Sir Daniel’s other abilities to accomplish that goal.”
Chas refrained from shaking his head in wonder at the pervasive desire of the Ducaunan’s to avoid referring directly to the Knight’s extraordinary ability in spell casting, and even General Malcus and the Knights of the Realm seemed to go out of their way not to see those seven lightning bolts. As for the need, Chas had no doubt his new liege could drive back the enemy, yet wanted to demonstrate he could handle the situation. His pride would not go so far as to lose the holding, yet neither would it allow him to call for help the moment danger approaches. “Evening is nearly upon us; we both have patrols along the border, and will know if and when the invasion comes. I assure you the Benhannon Holding can and will stand against the assault long enough for Sir Daniel to return, should his presence become necessary.”
The Ducaunan military truly did believe they were the only defense and it was best to keep it that way. The manpower they provided along the walls was definitely necessary. Even if Chas ordered every person in the holding to the walls, one hundred thirty-eight people could not keep an adequate watch on four spans of wall. Even so, the daggerlances should help immensely.
Yolan sat back in his chair, seemingly relaxed, and yet was no doubt ready to spring into action on the instant. “With the supplies we brought and what you have in store, we can last fifteen days, twenty if we reduce rations by...”



A knock on the door interrupted the discussion. “Enter,” Chas called out.
Broad-shouldered Sergeant DuArren stepped lively into the room along with a Ducaunan cavalryman who had on a forest green uniform with gold trim, much like that of Yolan only without the gold bars of rank. “Patrolman Pike is here with news,” DuArren stated formally.
The well groomed patrolman stepped forward, eyes only on his Captain. “The Pentrosans are crossing the border in force.”
Perhaps he thought Chas would be offended, being a Pentrosan, and did not want to look him in the eyes.
Yolan sprang to his feet. “How many did you see?”
Pike swallowed hard and found his voice. “I counted over eleven thousand Sutton Guardsmen with no end in sight before coming to report. Patrolman Reegle should be arriving later with a fuller accounting. The Pentrosans are filtering through the woods, advancing at a trot, and should be here within half a mark.”
Chas wasted no time making for center court and neither did Captain Yolan. The warning gong sounded and support personnel in the buildings took up their defensive stations while both lieutenants, SuKendall and Benkorren, and three squads of Sentinels quickly lined up. Generals Tallen and Malcus walked briskly out of building two side by side with the four Royal Knights of the Realm filing out behind them. Quicksilver squad was still out on patrol and would hopefully get back before the gates must be closed.
General Tallen turned to Yolan. “Send a rider to Fort Casum to inform Captain Johannan of the invasion. I want every signal tower spreading the alert across the entire border and a second rider dispatched to General Fisher. We must have whatever support the North Central Legion can provide.”
Yolan snapped a salute. “It will be as you say, General.”
Sir Laurence and Sir Carlo mounted their steeds and headed to the west gate while Sir William and Sir Tomas swung into their saddles and galloped toward the east.
“Lieutenant Benkorren, take your squads to the south gate. Lieutenant SuKendall, your squad is with me,” Chas ordered and then broke into a jog to the north gate.
He and his sentinels were so fit, they reached the wall at the same time General Tallen and General Malcus rode up on their steeds, and soon they were all moving up the steps to the inner ledge.
“How did you get here so quickly?” Malcus asked while climbing.
Chas shrugged. “We know the quickest way through the trees. Even so, I am looking forward to receiving the horses Sir Daniel promised us.”
Tallen gave a firm nod of the head. “No doubt, yet I too have had the benefit of Daniel’s healing, and so have an idea where your endurance comes from,” he stated and then took his place on the ledge above the gate and peered north through his opticals. “Those trees behind the hill are the only thing slowing the enemy advance. They will have to assemble just outside of the tree line in order to make a credible charge.”
Chas came up behind him and nodded agreement, having already deduced the obvious. He unsheathed his daggerlance and watched as Lieutenant SuKendall and her Lightning Squad did the same. The cavalrymen did not know the full power of the weapon.
“Those miniature crossbows will be useful at taking down any horsemen that get close to the wall,” General Malcus apparently felt the need to say, perhaps wondering why daggers had been drawn rather than the crossbows.
Many of Tallen’s men were holding the larger bows made by Sir Daniel for long range and the rest of the legionnaires had the standard issue short bows. Those with the longbows were staying low and out of enemy sight. Of the two thousand foot soldiers, three hundred had full sized crossbows.
“Thanks to you and General Tallen, the gates and walls are well defended. Kall will pay a heavy price for every charge,” Chas replied.
If the need were to arise, he would order the use of the deadlier aspect of the crossbows made by Sir Daniel. Chas had concerns about the fires getting out of control and threatening the forest, so the daggerlances seemed to be the best choice for the time being.
Five patrolmen raced toward the gate, their horses at full gallop, and three more topped the grassy hill behind them. The first group passed into the holding and one rider charged over and down the hill when the second group was about fifty strides away and closing. By the time the last man, Reegle, reached safety, the entire crest of the hill was filled with mounted men wearing the familiar gray on black uniforms of the Sutton Guard. Some were taking up positions at the hilltop while the rest split right and left, yet none actually charged down. The intent seemed clear enough; surround the walls on all sides. Chas knew once they were all in position, the probing attacks would come to determine the weak spots, and no doubt catapults would be brought up from the rear. On the bright side, most of the horsemen on the hill were within range of the longbows and daggerlances.
“Quicksilver Squad is still out there,” Lieutenant SuKendall stated as if Chas needed reminding.
He understood the concern, the unit being one of the two under her direct command. “Sergeant Tanner is clever. If anyone can keep his squad alive out there it would be him,” Chas replied and then shifted his gaze to Sentinel Bow Kerren, the trumpeter. “Signal closure of the gates.”
 
-------
 
Jacob Tanner clung to the branch of an oak, well hidden above the passing of the Pentrosan legions. He estimated twenty thousand Sutton Guardsmen had ridden underneath him. Time marched on without a single rider going south, yet he waited, knowing there would be more. The cavalry units should have reached the Benhannon Holding and he figured the gates to be closed, if not Herling was making a big mistake, and it was doubtful the experienced commander would make such an error. Far below, supply wagons came into view, slowly navigating around pines, hickories, oaks, maples, and whatever other types of trees prevented them from driving a straight route. The rest of Quicksilver Squad had climbed up in the trees around him and were able to see the danger on the ground.
The smart thing to do would be to stay in the trees, keep his squad safe, and come down when the danger is gone. Unfortunately he was feeling clever and in his mind being smart and clever did not always add up to the same thing. The wagons had food and teams of horses pulling them, things in short supply at the holding. Those wagons and teams were tempting, yet he had a small problem to overcome, the two hundred guardsmen providing them escort.
Jacob heard dried branches snap under the wheels of something heavy and then a large wagon rolled into sight carrying a catapult. Behind the siege assault weapon he spotted a wagon with barrels of pitch. Rocks would not harm the walls and could not reach any buildings of the holding, not only because the greatest catapult ever made could not throw a boulder that far, it was also the fact that the trees within the holding would prove an impenetrable barrier. Balls of flaming pitch were another matter. Jacob envisioned all of the wooded areas within the Benhannon Holding on fire and made up his mind.
A deep growl came from ahead of the procession and the horses became uneasy. Two more growls came from different directions and even the trained war mounts grew wide-eyed and their riders struggled to keep them calm. Jacob smiled. Dusk, Twi, and Wind, the panthers he recently met at the great meeting along with the rest of the animals serving Sir Daniel, were providing a distraction. He drew his daggerlance and raised his free hand, signaling the attack. He aimed towards the escort rider farthest ahead and touched the ruby. A blue lance of light shot forth, sailed straight, and struck the officer, passing all the way through his back and unfortunately through the neck of his horse before they both collapsed to the ground. Jacob took aim and launched another lance of light, killing another rider, and this time managing not to hit the stallion. He noticed more riders falling to the ground while the men around them tried desperately to see not only where the attack was coming from, but also trying to determine what was killing their comrades while developing a defensive line.
Jacob could see the lances of light he shot vanish after hitting his target but not those sent by his squad. He could tell by the holes being punched into bodies, horses, wagons and pieces of wood splintering and flying everywhere that some of his people were just aiming in the general direction and rapidly touching their rubies. Jana Bencain, her long black hair hanging out of her helmet in a braid, occupying the tree to his right, took aim and a wagon driver suddenly flew out of his seat and was pinned to the ground by an invisible lance. His body slumped when the potential faded.
Pentrosan guardsmen shot crossbow bolts up into the trees seemingly at random, no doubt still having difficulty figuring out what was killing them, while being clever enough to realize the attack was from above. One bolt happened to strike Jacob on the right leg and snagged in the wool. His shield amulet protected his skin but not his uniform. He snatched the bolt away, making the rip worse, and threw the nasty thing to the ground. A series of quick gestures had his squad in motion, rapidly making their way to the ground. Carn and Jana landed beside him along with Jax, Tobin, and Kater. Breaker team dropped behind the procession, going after the spare horses, while Clipper team went after the catapult crews, and Dasher team went for the supply wagons. Jacob would lead Anchor team against the escorts.
The surviving hundred or more guardsmen providing escort finally had someone to shoot at and raised their crossbows. Before the Pentrosans could loose, Jacob aimed his daggerlance and touched the ruby over and over again, sending lance after lance into the enemy, and killing many. Half of the guardsmen were cranking back their crossbows while the rest sent bolts back at him, ripping his uniform here and there. A Lieutenant dropped his crossbow, drew his sword and charged. Jacob drew his own sword and ran forward, ready to meet his foe blade to blade when a huge hairy fist swung out from the tree above the officer’s head, and smacked the man right out of the saddle. He landed with his head bent sharply to the right and glassy eyes staring blankly. A sasquatch, black as pitch, swung down, landing lightly for a beast so huge. Jacob recognized the creature.
Scores of sasquatches joined the skirmish and the fight ended quicker than it otherwise would have. “My thanks, Buraker for the assist,” he called to the beast.
The big male walked right up to him and growled, “Alfa Daniel say we should defend hunting ground.” The words were distinguishable, barely, yet clear enough to communicate the meaning.
It came as no surprise to hear Sir Daniel knew of the invasion and sent the panthers to make the distraction and these beasts to help with the fighting. This also meant the knight approved of the decision to attack the supply trains. “Sentinels, try not to kill anymore horses, they are better than gold out here. Breaker, Clipper, and Dasher teams, get those surviving horses and the wagons far to the west. Breaker team, stay with the spoils. The rest of you come back and prepare for the next ambush,” Jacob shouted.
Every Sentinel now had a horse and they moved farther north and hid among the trees. An osprey landed in the pine above and Jacob felt the familiarity, indicating this bird is an ally. Within a tenth of a mark another train of wagons approached with a similar number of escorts. “Thanks Echo,” he told the raptor and watched as hornets swept out of the trees and began harassing the escorts and drivers.
While the Pentrosans swatted vainly at the pests, Jacob signaled the attack and led Anchor team against the escorts while the other teams went for the wagon drivers and catapult crews. The panthers roared and sasquatches dropped from the trees, leaping with skills that would make an acrobat envious, and sweeping men out of their saddles. Jacob aimed his dagger at an officer charging at him and touched the ruby. The captain’s eyes widened in surprise as he looked down at his shield and then chest and found a gaping hole in both. He fell to the ground. Jacob faced the rest of the cavalrymen and shot lance after lance at the enemy while they sent countless bolts back in his direction. One bolt struck his helmet and fell harmlessly to the ground.
Around him drivers fell from wagon benches and horsemen off their steeds, struck by invisible lances, some by sasquatches, and a few falling while covered with hornets. One soldier fell off his horse and ran into the trees. Twi sprang onto the man, biting down on his throat, and Jacob decided to look elsewhere. Roars and screams came from the surrounding trees and he knew Wind and Dusk were also doing their part. Wiry Jax Talmin actually stood fighting a man sword to sword. The Sentinel should stick with the daggerlance, yet even so had the advantage. The Pentrosan’s blade slipped through Jax’s defense, striking him in the chest. The man only had a moment to wonder why his point did not sink in before Jax’s blade took off his head.
Jana and Carn fought side by side, horses’ right next to each other, launching invisible lances at the Pentrosans until running out of targets. Jacob noted his squad had improved, taking the time to aim rather than sending lances rapidly in the general direction of what they wanted to hit. Unfortunately, scores of horses died in the skirmish, although not near the amount of the previous encounter. “Get these horses and wagons to the others and be careful with those barrels of pitch,” He ordered and watched as the horses, catapults, and wagons were being led away.
It had taken longer to gather the rider-less horses and frightened teams than it did to kill all of the Pentrosans. Still, he was pleased with the outcome. In just two encounters they had taken twenty food wagons, sixty-three horses, and deprived the enemy of six catapults. When Clipper and Dasher teams returned he called out, “Move north out of sight of these bodies. We don’t want to spoil the surprise for our guests.”
They rode until the aftermath of the last skirmish was out of sight and then hid amongst the trees.
“How long do we have before the next train arrives?” Kater’s deep voice carried from his point of concealment.
Tobin’s clean-shaven bald head, he must have lost his helmet, and half his horse came into view as he peaked around the trunk of a stout pine. “They will be here in half a mark, seeing as they had to stop to relieve themselves,” he spoke authoritatively to his younger brother, and then added, “Really, Kater, how should I know?”
Jacob made a slashing gesture with his right hand, meaning, cut the talk, and the guilty parties grew silent. Echo returned and perched next to him, signaling the approach of another wagon train. A short time passed and the escorts came into view. Hornets swarmed in to pester the riders while Twi, Wind, and Dusk let out their mighty roars. Horses reared up on their hind legs and the men, those who had not been thrown to the ground, were too busy trying to bring their mounts under control to even think about their swords or crossbows. Jacob signaled the attack and charged out of concealment on the horse he decided to name, Stealer. Anchor team charged out with him and they sent volley after volley of light lances at the Pentrosans, while trying very hard not to hit any of the horses. This one turned out to be the largest train so far with four hundred defenders, forty supply wagons, and fourteen catapults.
Jacob aimed his dagger at the man jockeying towards him through the trees and touched the ruby. A blue lance of light shot out, punched through the horseman, and into the fellow coming up behind him. All around Pentrosans were screaming and dying as lances they could not see slew them and beasts sprang from concealment, snatching men from their saddles, and then pulled them to their deaths.
Kater leaped from his horse, sword in hand, and onto a wagon carrying pitch. He landed between two men and stabbed the driver through the neck. The other fellow flamed a torch and tossed it at the barrels. Fire exploded, each container blew apart, and fiery tongues instantly enveloped the entire wagon. Kater, fully engulfed, screamed and jumped off along with the burning fire-starter.
The battle raged on and not a moment could be spared to check on Kater, who slipped into the woods. A Sutton Guardsman launched a bolt and Jacob managed to get his left arm up in time to bat the projectile aside and send a lance of light into and out the other side of the man’s neck. Little time could be spared in rejoicing over a single victory. Jacob simply aimed and launched lances as quickly as he could. The fight took so long, another train arrived and two hundred additional defenders raced to join the struggle. He and his squad sent lance after lance into the horsemen as they weaved through the trees. The Pentrosans’ otherwise coordinated charge was hampered by the many trunks they had to avoid, which provided time enough to aim at them.
The range of a lance of light seemed to have no limit. Pretty much whatever Jacob could see, he could hit, and did so to the best of his ability. Bolts and arrows, some of the cavalrymen in this group had short bows, sailed through the air, some sinking into trees, and some tearing holes in the wool. Jacob looked down in disgust at the slashes, rips, and punctures in his coat. He raised his dagger and an arrow flew right up his sleeve. The minor irritation did not stop him from touching the ruby but it did cause him to miss his shot, and it was blasted inconvenient to stop and remove the shaft. By then the shooter was nearly upon him, grinning with the anticipation of victory, when Carn rode up from behind a tree and stabbed the Pentrosan in the neck with the dagger. It was the first time Jacob had seen anyone use the new weapon in such a mundane fashion, but it worked! The Sentinel’s wife frowned in disapproval.
The fight had taken three quarters of a mark and rounding up hundreds of horses and scores of wagons took nearly two full marks. Each Sentinel had rips in their uniforms and only one person hurt. Tobin rode up leading a horse with Kater moaning on its back. What remained of the wounded Sentinel’s uniform was black and barely covered him decently and he clearly could not grasp the reigns. The shield amulet protected most of him, yet not completely, after all he had been totally engulfed in flames.
“How badly hurt is he?” Jacob asked as the two men came near and the bald Sentinel drew reign, bringing both horses to a stop.
Tobin glanced at Kater before answering. “His fingertips have been burned to the bone, enough of the heat went up into his helmet to damage his ears, and his tongue is badly burned. I suppose with all of the screaming, the flames entered his mouth and seared whatever it could reach. I imagine the pain is awful but he will live. Hopefully, Sir Daniel will be able fix him up.”
Kater opened his eyes and they were both seared beyond usage. He had been injured in all of the vulnerable points, a lesson each Sentinel needed to take to heart. Jacob could do nothing for the man except wrap his wounds and find him a pair of pants from one of the fallen soldiers. “Tobin, take Kater to Breaker team, they can look after him while we prepare for the next train.”
“It will be as you say, Sergeant,” Tobin replied and started off, leading the other horse by the reigns while Kater continued to moan.
Jana turned to her husband. “I told you these shields cannot save us from everything the enemy could throw at us. Kater took an unnecessary risk and look what it got him, deaf, blind, and dumb. He could have holed both men using his daggerlance. But no, he wanted to get up close and physical.”
“She makes a good point,” Jacob spoke up. “We cannot afford to get up close and physical with each man. We must kill as many as we can, quickly and before they get close enough for a one on one encounter. We have the better weapons and defense, but that does not mean we can’t be swarmed under by their vastly superior numbers.”
Horse lines and wagon teams were tied together and slowly led single file between the trees, heading several spans to the west where Breaker team would watch the spoils. Jacob led the rest of his squad north to the next staging area.
 
------- 
 
Lieutenant Runyan Lymin sat saddle on a hilltop looking down at a solid stone wall that stretched at least a span wide, a wall that should not be here. In fact, nothing should be here. This should have been a straight march south to Fort Casum and an easy victory before awaiting further orders from the General. What chance did men behind log walls have against flaming balls of pitch? They either come out and die in battle or stay inside and roast to death. The scene before him was far from expected.
Ducaunan cavalrymen lining the thirty cubit high structure provided a deadly deterrent to a full on charge. Reports from positions around the wall indicated the enemy had more than a legion inside, which meant this campaign could take far longer than anticipated. Taking siege of the massive holding has spread the assault force thin and thanks to the trees within, Runyan could not even see what the wall was protecting.
Accomplished Nettle’s report, sent by his zombie messenger, had made no mention of this structure or the arrival of the Northwestern Legion, only that the Aakacarns of Aakadon had departed. That much seemed to be accurate and it proved what Runyan had been saying to his superiors all along, “Aakacarns only see other Aakacarns as a threat and ignore us as if we were nothing more than gnats to be brushed away.”
His previous encounter with the Accomplisheds of Aakadon showed their clear contempt for non-Aakacarns in statements such as, “Like a single drop of rain trying to put out a forest fire, their lives were the ones extinguished, quickly and with about as much affect on the outcome.” The young Accomplished of the Eagle Guild had been speaking of Pentrosan lives. The words haunted Runyan and were seared into his brain. All of the sun-blasted Melody Wielders were the same, no matter the guild, and the puny lives of ordinary folk did not concern them.
Marks had gone by since he arrived with Colonel Fyborn along with two full legions. The commander did not share his misgivings with subordinates, and why should he? Even so, this development clearly required a change in tactics. A constant buzzing sound came from the trees behind and added to the uneasiness. The first catapult crew should have been here by now. Runyan shook his head in disgust. All of the catapult crews should have been here by now. What was keeping them?
“I know the Cubs are unseasoned, but surely they can escort supply trains without getting lost,” the Colonel remarked. His left eyebrow twitched; an indication of his growing irritation.
Runyan stared straight ahead while answering, “No one could get lost when all they have to do is know what direction is south. Something is holding them up.”
Fyborn nodded his head. “Lieutenant Howcum, take your squads north, find out what is keeping my catapults from being where they should be, and send a messenger back with a very good reason for this delay or there will be consequences.”
Reen’s eyebrows drew down in contempt, not for his commanding officer, Runyan was sure, but for the apparent incompetence of the escorts. “It will be as you say, Colonel,” he replied with a salute and then signaled his men and they headed north.
Runyan knew Reen Howcum to be a good officer and had complete confidence the man would set things in order. The concern now was the men on the wall above the north gate. He peered through his opticals. Most of them were wearing the green with gold trim uniforms of the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry, most but not all, for among the defenders stood soldiers in sky blue uniforms. Runyan did not recognize whose men they might be or the falcon clutching a lighting bolt symbol on the gates. He had been present when the officers of the Royal Pentrosan Cavalry had been questioned after regaining consciousness. Neither they nor their subordinates had any memory of the battle with the Aakacarns that had laid them low. It was those sun-blasted poppy plants. Not a single survivor had a firm recollection of events beyond arriving and then waking up. Could the men of this holding have been involved?
A sharp sting on the neck caught his attention. He grumbled and smacked at the offender that struck the vulnerable spot between his chain mail and helmet. His quick reflexes were not fast enough to squash the sun-blasted insect. Up and down the line men were slapping at themselves, even the Colonel. Horses kicked as wasps stung their rumps and whatever other fleshly parts underneath they could reach. Runyan flew up, forward, and out of his saddle as Stomper, his mount, suddenly bucked. He hit the ground and the momentum sent him rolling down the hill. All around him men were tumbling, having been thrown by their steeds. Through no small effort he managed to angle to the right, flip onto his back, and use his legs to bring himself to a stop half way down the hill.
An arrow landed in the ground between his legs, missing his privates by a finger length. The sky was filled with arrows arching up and angling down. He turned and began scrambling up the hill, zigzagging in an effort to avoid the deadly shafts raining down. Men fell with arrows in their legs, shoulders, and necks. Sergeant Reiden, just ahead, caught a shaft in his right thigh and fell. Corporal Taza grabbed him and they started up as Runyan passed them by. He could no longer see the forces arrayed on the hilltop, other than the dead. 
Runyan reached the top, cursing himself and the Colonel for not anticipating those longbows, they were not standard issue. Hundreds were dead, including Fyborn. The commander’s face and particularly his neck had swollen, closing his throat, and choking the life out of him. Turns out he was deathly allergic to wasp stings. The main force had pulled back to the northern slope to escape the shafts and bulky Major Lopin sat his horse while organizing the new position. He and everyone else were slapping at wasps. Runyan wondered if this same situation was playing out all around the outskirts of the wall. By his estimate, hundreds of men just died, and this siege was far from over. Taza and Reiden did not top the hill, few men did. Runyan slapped at a wasp and hoped this campaign ended soon, yet knew such was unlikely. General Kall will have their hides if they retreat before ordered to do so.
 
-------
 
Lieutenant Reen Howcum eyed the surrounding woods suspiciously while guiding, Vengeance, his well trained warhorse to the north, along with his five squads. All one hundred men were highly skilled fighters, well seasoned, and ready for action on the instant. Each man wore chain mail, a black shield strapped to his left arm, a sword sheathed at his belt, and a battle ax holstered beside his saddle. The Pentrosan Royal Cavalry based out of Los Collins had been referred to by him and his cohorts as being cubs, after having given them the gray with black trim uniforms to wear rather than their traditional browns, all to make the Ducaunans believe they faced both legions of the Sutton Guard. The cubs were relatively inexperienced, not nearly as well trained, yet Reen wondered how even they could manage to get lost.
Sergeant Bleecher cleared his throat while peering into the trees. “I can imagine conscripts getting lost, but not their officers.”
He was right of course, Reen had to admit, the command staff of the regulars are professionals and unlikely to make such foolish mistakes. “My gut tells me there is something going on in these woods. Everyone stay sharp.”
Guardsman Kainer, riding point, raised his hand, indicating he had spotted something up ahead. Reen heeled Vengeance in the sides and the horse shot forward, weaving through the trees, and then came to a stop beside Bleecher, who had raced along with him. Up ahead, just within view of where Kainer sat saddle, was the scene of a massacre. Reen raised his hand and with a few simple gestures, signaled his men to draw their weapons and proceed with caution.
Bleecher arrived first and dismounted in front of a dead officer, whose horse had collapsed under him. “A hole has been punched clean through his back and the neck of his horse as well. I see no sign of the weapon used.”
Reen surveyed the scene, men and horses dead, wagons punctured where they were not splintered into useless pieces. He dismounted, walked among the carnage, and came upon a man who looked familiar. “This is Lieutenant Klomin,” he announced while bending down to take a closer look at the body.
“He was killed by a different weapon,” Sergeant Bleecher stated the obvious.
Given the fact that Klomin’s left temple was caved in, his neck snapped, and the way he lay crumpled on the ground forever staring up at the trees above, Reen could only agree. “This man was hit in the head by a heavy blunt object,” he replied, “The blow not only busted his skull at the temple it also snapped his neck.”
Kainer walked up and saluted. “Lieutenant, I found some sacks of food, all of which were torn open with the contents spilled on the ground, yet this train should have had more sacks than we found. I think whoever killed these men have taken the undamaged sacks along with the wagons, of which only the damaged ones remain.”
“I see no catapult,” Bleecher seemed fond of stating the obvious.
Reen followed the dead man’s stare up into the treetops. “These men were ambushed from up there,” he concluded. “Mount up, we are moving north.”
He had his men spread out to his right and left, to make them harder targets, as they weaved their way through the heavily wooded area. They no sooner were beyond sight of the first massacre than a second came into view. Fewer horses were dead on the ground, which meant the rest had fled or been stolen. This scene differed from the first in several disturbing ways.
“This man died of bee stings or something similar,” Guardsman Trollen called out from thirty strides away, standing over the swollen remains, and staring grimly.
Bleecher came from behind a tree farther to the right. “The one back there seems to have been killed by a lion,” he said while gesturing with his thumb.
Reen studied the area around him, taking in the images, analyzing them, trying to fit them into a larger picture. Crossbow bolts littered the skirmish site, lying on the ground, embedded in trees, and what remained of the wagons. He could find no sign of enemy dead, yet it was clear as a spring morning the cubs did not go down without a fight. Swords had been drawn and were lying uselessly in the dirt. There were holes in the ground, holes in the men, holes in their shields, all the exact same diameter, meaning the same type of weapon had been used. Even so, he saw no lances, spears, or javelins, which should have been here given the types of wounds inflicted. Men were crumpled up on the ground as if something massive picked them up and slammed them down with bone shattering force, while others, like the man found by Bleecher, were clearly taken like prey.
An osprey circled in the sky well above the trees and then flew north. Trollen walked around examining bodies while the rest of the squads stood ready as if expecting an attack at any moment, which is as it should be. “I see wagon tracks,” Kainer announced.
Reen went to the area indicated, squatted down where the guardsman stood pointing, and said, “Whoever killed these men headed west with our supplies. I think it is time we go retrieve what is ours and inflict serious pain on the thieves. Mount up!”
Kainer took point position and Growmin took flank. Pon and Mora took positions to the right and left as the company followed the tracks through the forest, up and down hills, while raptors screeched from their perches in the treetops. Reen ignored the annoyance, preferring to concentrate on finding his prey, which is the way he now chose to think about the ambushers. His force continued weaving through the trees, careful to watch for an attack from any direction, including up, until the point man topped the latest hill and then quickly withdrew. He raced back down. “Horses and wagons are in the clearing just on the other side of this hill,” Kainer reported.
Reen trotted Vengeance to the foot of the hill, dismounted, and then crawled up to the crest and lay flat. Bleecher crawled up on his right. “Those are our food and supply wagons alright. And look, they have twenty catapults and even the portable smithy,” he spoke in a soft voice.
“A little low on man power,” Kainer observed.
Both men were stating the obvious. Reen counted four lightly armed soldiers in blue uniforms on horseback, in a broad clearing, riding slowly around a huge circle of wagons, which were also being used to corral hundreds of horses. Each rider had a miniature crossbow, sword, and dagger, yet no shields, armor, or chain mail. On the ground, under a tree to the right, sat a shirtless man wearing gray pants with a black stripe, could this be a survivor? A gray bandage circled his head, covering his eyes and ears, and his fingers and thumbs were similarly wrapped.
“Sergeant Bleecher, take your squad and come at them from the north. Sergeant Machen, take your squad and hit them from the south. Sergeant Sequan, come out of the west with yours. Sergeant Lellen, be ready to charge at them from the east. The rest with me and all of you be ready to charge when I do,” Reen ordered and watched as each squad moved in quick compliance to his commands.
The four men in blue continued their easy ride around the wagons, totally unaware of the danger about to befall them. Reen smiled while waiting for Bleecher and the others to signal their readiness, knowing the executions would then begin. This encounter would be a slaughter, not a battle, and the real fight would come when the ambushers with the deadlier weapons come back with whatever additional spoils they managed to take.
The screeching of the raptors in the treetops grew so loud; it took awhile for Reen to notice a constant buzz had joined the chorus. He drew his battle ax and tuned out the noise when Bleecher and then the other Sergeants signaled their readiness using small reflectors to catch the sun’s rays. Reen swung the ax thrice and charged out into the open with twenty horsemen right behind him and the remaining squads bursting out of concealment from all compass points at once. The four soldiers in blue quickly formed a line, daggers drawn, and faced the charge of Sergeant Sequan and his squad. He laughed at their audacity.
Hornets swarmed out of bushes, lions roared, and the full bellow of a sasquatch sounded throughout the clearing. The swishing sound of an unseen javelin whizzed by his ear and Reen glanced in the direction it seemed to come from. To his left a horseman in blue with sergeant stripes on his tattered sleeves led a team of four straight at him. Another team of five raced to engage Sergeant Machen and a fourth clearly intended to take on Bleecher and his squad. Lellen and his men they ignored completely. If not for the raging creatures making a ruckus, the situation would be laughable. Four teams of lightly armed men seemed eager to battle heavily armed squads five times their size.
Kainer, on the horse to the right, screamed and fell to the ground squirming with a hole in his left shoulder that seemed to have come from above. Reen stared up into the tree and spotted a woman in blue sitting on a branch and holding a dagger. She pointed the dagger at Kainer and suddenly a hole appeared in the scout’s chest and ended his suffering. These people had some new kind of weapon and Reen had seen enough evidence at the massacre sites to know his shield would be no protection. He raised his ax and signaled a retreat, deciding it was better to fall back, regroup, and wait until he gained a better understanding of this new weapon.
A sasquatch yanked Lellen right out of the saddle and slammed him onto the ground. The Sergeant gained his footing and went limping on the attack, swinging his ax at the huge hairy beast. Hornets stung his hands, his face, his neck, and yet he managed to plant the head of his ax in the neck of the gray-black monster. He had one solid kill to his credit and then a black panther lunged at him from behind and he died with his neck in its jaws. His entire squad was quickly overwhelmed and killed by hornets, panthers, and scores of sasquatches. The reason his squad had been ignored by the men in blue had become painfully clear.
All around him men were dying, unable to comply with his order to withdraw. Reen realized he had been correct, this is a slaughter, but not in the way he expected.
The Sergeant in blue, dagger in one hand and sword in the other, faced him on horseback. “You are better armed than the other soldiers we faced,” the young man said.
One hundred men were now dead on the ground and Reen knew he would soon join them. The hornets were withdrawing, the panthers walked beside the Sergeant’s horse as if they considered him part of the same pride, although the stallion eyed the huge cats as if he did not share the same familiarity, and did not trust them. The sasquatches were climbing back into the trees. Eighteen mounted men, their blue uniforms torn, smudged, and splattered with blood, formed up, encircling Reen, well seventeen men and one woman. After all he had observed since coming to see what happened to the supply trains, the presence of female soldiers seemed the least of the surprises.
“I don’t see that it mattered given your allies and those death daggers,” he replied while maintaining a tight grip on his ax. “I do not recognize the falcon clutching a lightning bolt insignia. May I know who has bested me before we end this?” He remembered seeing the same emblem on the north gate before being sent on the mission.
The woman smiled. “We are the Chosen’s Sentinels.”
A bald man, who seemed to have lost his helmet, flicked the reigns and his horse moved to stand beside the mounted Sergeant. “We serve the Champion, the greatest Maestro of them all.”
Sasquatches and yetis serve Tarin Conn, Reen knew for a fact. Why would soldiers working for the Serpent Guild fight against their allies? Maybe Runyan Lymin was right all along about the Aakacarns. “We are supposed to be on the same side, why are you fighting us?”
The Sergeant laughed at him. “Hardly the same side, we serve Daniel Benhannon, and you are now my captive,” he said and then lost the humor when an osprey landed on his shoulder and let out a screech. It appeared to be the same one that had flown to the north. “Would you rather that we kill him?” The squad leader inquired of his feathered friend.
Reen could not help but gawk when the raptor actually shook its head, giving a clear negative response in answer to the question. Even though he expected to die, it never occurred to him his fate would be decided by a bird. “Who is in command here?”
“Sergeant Tanner commands the squad, but the ultimate commander is Sir Daniel himself,” said a young man to the right of the female Sentinel.
A grunt sounded from above and a huge beast swung out of a nearby tree, landing a few paces from the Sergeant. It was the tallest and slimmest sasquatch Reen had ever seen and the pungent scent wafting from its black fur equaled that of several skunks. At ten cubits in height, it towered over everyone. “Alfa Daniel say move that way,” the male said in a somewhat garbled, yet understandable voice while pointing west. Reen realized his mouth was still open and then closed it. “No more scavengers come to hunting ground. Go to walls when others go back to own hunting ground.” The beast delivered the message and then took a great leap, caught a branch, and swung back up into the tree.
The bald Sentinel pointed his dagger at Reen’s chest. “The weapons, you can drop them now.”
Reen relaxed his grip, allowing the ax to fall and then slowly drew his sword and dropped it as well. The Ducaunans were better defended than General Kall had been led to believe. The butcher’s bill for this campaign is going to be far higher than expected and paid mostly by the wrong side. For the first time Reen began to wonder if there even is a wrong or right side. 
 
-------
 
Mallory SuKendall took another bite out of her chicken leg while staring at the hillside to the north. Twilight was upon them and torches along the walls were being lit, some of which had angled mirrors behind them to focus the light toward the kill zone. General Tallen’s series of signal towers from fort to fort worked in a similar way only on a much larger scale. An orange glow on the other side of the hill marked the Pentrosan lines. They had started their fires a mark earlier in an effort to drive away the wasps and the smoke seemed to have done its job, not that she could see much of the results from her vantage point. It was the lack of hearing men scream and complain that gave her the clue.
After the first attack of Sir Daniel’s tiny air-born soldiers that sent hundreds of enemy horsemen flying from their steeds and tumbling down the hill, the much lauded Sutton Guard retreated out of bow shot, and all seemed quiet. Mallory sipped from her canteen and wondered what would happen next.
“I remember Sir Daniel mentioning sasquatches being willing to help in the fight, where are they?” General Malcus questioned.
“Your men reported the same as mine,” Commander Herling replied while his eyes never wavered from the hillside. “None have mentioned the shaggy beasts. Wasp attacks occurred along all of the walls at the same time, causing a good number of the invaders to fall within bowshot, giving us the opportunity to kill many hostiles, and proving to be a more than adequate deterrent. Neither wasps nor the sasquatches are under my command so I cannot tell you where the creatures are or if they will choose to help. However, I am pleased with the wasps.”
Malcus nodded his acceptance of the fact. “That little trick is not likely to work again, not against the Sutton Guard. I am hoping for something to force them back across the border.”
“According to my reports, their two legions are split into four unequal segments with the weakest point being in the woods to the east. Captain Yolan can punch through their line with half a legion, decimate their troops, and then swing round and attack those camped to the south,” General Tallen suggested. “The maneuver may not force them out right away, but it would break this stalemate, and be a start in accomplishing the goal.”
“That plan is worth considering,” Chas replied and turned his gaze on the General, “at a later time. For now we are secure, well fortified, and more than adequately supplied. The opportunity to strike as it did earlier will come again and we must be ready when it does.”
Mallory knew the holding had enough supplies for a siege and that Sir Daniel could bring in more food even as he clearly sent the wasps, which means he knows what is happening here. Did he know the fate of Quicksilver Squad? Falcons, hawks, and ospreys filled the sky, some over the holding, and others well beyond the walls to the north, south, east, and west. The hoots of many owls filled the evening, which meant they were taking over the night watch. She held firmly to the belief the Chosen Vessel could see through the eyes of those birds and spot the whereabouts of half her command. Their survival depended largely on whether Jacob would choose to play it smart or tried to be clever. The young man impressed her, even though he did have a tendency to be over confident. While she could do nothing to help Quicksilver Squad, Lightning Squad stood beside her with the steady Sergeant DuArren, and the focus needed to be on the matter at hand.
Chas had briefed her and Al Benkorren on the weapons and tactics of the Sutton Guard and it seemed to her they were not doing as expected. “Why do you think they have not brought in the catapults?” she asked after finishing her snack and licking her fingers.
“That is exactly what I have been pondering while watching the fires glowing on the other side of the hill,” Commander Herling replied. “I expected flaming balls of pitch to come hurtling in our direction the moment those fires were lit, yet all is quiet.”
Tallen sipped from his canteen while his eyes scanned the area of discussion. He swallowed and nodded his head. “Even if the main body rushed ahead of the supply trains to get here, the catapults should have arrived by now and been placed into position. Perhaps the commander is waiting on orders or a specific time.”
A torch flamed on the hillside and then a fiery projectile streaked into the sky and arched down toward the gate. “Everybody, get down!” Commander Herling shouted. Soon nine more giant flaming arrows shot up right behind the first.
Few people actually ducked, seeing as the impact points were not hard to foresee as the brightly illuminated missiles angled in. “I said, everybody get down!” Herling repeated.
This time no one failed to obey. The whooshing sound of a massive dart flew just above Mallory’s head even as the over-sized flaming arrows fell beyond the wall on the inside. Small fires sprang up and cavalrymen ran to extinguish the flames.
Commander Herling suddenly spoke up in a firm voice meant to carry to the ears of all who were near. “It is called a Spin Off maneuver. Make the enemy see your most obvious move and simultaneously spin off and hit him where he cannot see and least expects. Mobile ballista bolt and dart launchers are mounted on two wheels and pulled along with the cavalry. The flaming bolt launchers can carry ten bolts and the dart launchers each have four racks of ten. While you see a flaming ballista bolt in the air, what you don’t see are the ten ballista darts flying right behind it.”
“Blasted illegitimate sons of dogs, what a nasty way to fight,” General Malcus gave his opinion of the Pentrosans.
Chas Herling smiled. “Nasty and very effective,” he agreed. “As to their questionable parentages, I have no doubt some of them were born of fornication, as are some in every kingdom.”
Mallory tossed her black braid over her shoulder, peered up over the wall, and watched as another torch flared. This time she aimed her dagger and repeatedly touched the ruby. She smiled, seeing blue lances shoot across the distance and into the light source. “Everyone who has the range, aim at the torches or the origin point of the flaming bolts,” she ordered and became aware of Lighting Squad pointing their daggers over the wall. Tallen’s cavalrymen using the longbows began sending shaft after shaft at the sources.
Her idea did nothing to stop the ballista darts, which were blasted hard to detect until they came whizzing by. Each dart was a cubit long and a thumb-width in diameter. Sentinel Kala Warner took a dart in the forehead and blinked in surprised as it bounced off and fell on the other side of the wall. Corporal Benquel of the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry dropped his arrow when a dart embedded in his left hand, pinning it to the bow. Similar injuries were happening along the wall among those who dared to rise up and shoot at the enemy. Aid Providers hurried to assist the wounded.
Mallory aimed and sent another lance of light at the same area as before and this time no more bolts came back in return. Another torch flared and she concentrated at that point on the hilltop and kept touching her ruby, sending lances until the flaming stick began rolling down the hill as if dropped and not a single bolt launched from that position. The barrage went back and forth for half a mark and then not a single bolt or dart came from the Pentrosan side. “Why have they stopped?” she wondered out loud, after time passed and silence prevailed.
“I suspect they have run out of ammunition,” Commander Herling replied from a few paces away. “What can be attached to and carried on the launchers is limited and only meant to give the commander options on the field. The rest of the bolts and darts should arrive with the supply trains.”
Mallory kept a close watch on the glowing crest and wondered what was happening beyond the enemy line. If they had their supplies, not only would bolts and darts be headed her way, she should be on the receiving end of flaming balls of pitch. A thought stirred and made her smile. “Maybe the sasquatches are fighting elsewhere.”
Sergeant DuArren stroked his chin. “That might explain the Pentrosans running out of ammunition. If so, the Sutton Guardsmen are going to be mighty hungry come morning, what with them crossing in a hurry, traveling light, and expecting the wagons to bring in food.”
“I like your positive thinking,” General Tallen stated while staying low, seeing as no one was totally sure the rain of darts was at an end. “Too bad we have no verification of the notion.”
The night wore on, all seemed quiet, and Mallory was given time off from the wall. She and her squad jogged back to building four and ate a full dinner before each went to their quarters for a brief rest. Her eyes opened several marks later and she headed downstairs where Will DuArren sat in the common area. “Sergeant, wake the squad, it is time we get back to the wall,” she told him needlessly, seeing that he knew what ought to be done.
“It will be as you say, Lieutenant,” he replied and in short order had the twenty members of his squad, fifteen men and five women, lined up. 
They jogged to the north wall and took their positions above the gate. The two Generals were back in building two, no doubt asleep, yet Commander Herling stood where Mallory last saw him. He turned to her. “Don’t worry, I slept up here, a bit, and managed not to roll off the ledge,” he stated briefly and then fixed his eyes on the hill. She admired his dedication and fortitude.
The trumpeters from both camps signaled midnight and it seemed a harsh thing to be hearing the short series of blasts breaking the silence. Cavalrymen shivered in the chilly wind and yet none of the Chosen’s Sentinels seemed aware of the cold, no more than she. The shield spell amulets were even more useful than she first realized.
Al Benkorren along with Sentinel Shella Gabler, who as all female Sentinels wore her hair in a single braid hanging below her helmet, approached the steps and quickly ascended up to the ledge. “What brings you here, Lieutenant?” Chas Herling inquired in his usual unflappable manner.
Al gave a formal salute. “Commander, the Pentrosans are moving out of the south to the northwest.”
“How many are on the move?” Herling shot back quickly.
Al’s eyes widened as if he could not quite believe what he was about to say. “All of them. Shella and I cut to the east on our way here and those forces seemed to be moving north as well. It appears to be an organized withdrawal.”
The news, if true, is wonderful, yet Mallory had a hard time accepting the report. “What could they possibly gain by invading, taking siege for half a day and night, and then pulling out?”
Chas took a few moments to ponder the possibilities and then nodded his head as if ready to share the most likely. “First, we need to be sure the Sutton Guard is actually leaving Ducaun, and then I will give my opinion on the why of it all.”
Mallory decided to speak up before Al could. “I volunteer to lead a squad out to make sure our uninvited guests are leaving.”
Al sighed, no doubt over having been slow to speak, and the Commander gave a brief half formed smile he managed to keep from spreading the rest of the way across his face. “Permission granted,” he replied and then held up his hand when Mallory prepared to leap off the ledge. Every Sentinel was in such good shape the height of the walls did not intimidate them. “You may go in two marks and only after the invaders on the hill have begun their withdrawal.”
“It will be as you say, Commander,” she replied. Her eagerness had as much to do with making sure the enemy has gone as finding her missing squad. She jumped from the inner ledge and Lightning squad hit the ground lightly behind her.
Once Chas Herling signaled for the gate to open, she and her squad would exit and move out to the north. General Tallen appeared half a mark later and climbed the steps to confer with the Commander. Mallory considered requesting horses from the cavalry, many of which were near enough to mount in a hurry should General Tallen order a sally from the gate, and then dropped the notion. She and each Sentinel could sprint all the way to the border and still have energy to fight if the need were to arise.
Another mark passed and a commotion occurred at the gate. Bows were drawn and aimed almost straight down at whoever was there. “Starlight,” a familiar voice called out, indicating the presence of a friendly force.
“Captain Yolan, do you have good news?” Tallen replied from atop the gate.
“Good news in deed,” Yolan shouted. “I and several hundred of my closest friends were out for a ride and discovered the Pentrosans have departed. Ah, yes, here come my friends from the west side. Lieutenant Permeter, what news?”
“It is as you suspected Captain, the Pentrosans have retreated from this side as well,” the officer replied in a deep voice.
The trumpeter sounded and the gates swung open. Mallory and her squad stepped out to find themselves between two groups of mounted men, about five hundred in all. “Lieutenant SuKendall, make sure the invaders leave this land and bring back Quicksilver squad,” Commander Herling called down.
“It will be as you say, Commander,” she shouted and broke into a sprint up the hill.
She navigated around what seemed like hundreds of bodies before reaching the top with Lightning Squad running with her all the way. Fires burned unattended and the Sutton Guard no where in sight, what more proof did they need? “Sergeant, let’s see if we can catch up to the Pentrosans,” she said and then ran ahead carefully, not wanting to trip on a root.
The dirt felt firm beneath the boots after having been stamped down by thousands of horses and Mallory had no trouble keeping up the quick pace. Two spans from the wall a doe ran up beside her, moved ahead, and then came to a stop in front of her. Mallory peered into those eyes reflecting the moonlight and could feel the familiarity. She stopped and signaled DuArren to do the same. Each of the Sentinels gathered around the deer.
Kala extended her hand and the female came to her. “This is Cindi. I remember her at the great meeting,” she announced to the rest of the squad, although Mallory did not need the introduction, seeing as she recognized the doe.
“Did Daniel send you?” DuArren spoke softly, so as not to spook the deer.
Cindi bowed her head and then turned and led them to the northwest, away from where they had intended to go. Mallory would have laughed at anyone a month ago if they suggested she would be running through the woods in the middle of the night being guided by a deer, yet it all seemed so normal now. Being around Daniel Benhannon has so redefined what normal is; only a fellow Sentinel could say the word and know exactly what she means.
They ran up and down small hills, around tree trunks, and through more bushes than Mallory cared to count. She noticed an orange glow up ahead that grew brighter as she and Lightning Squad came nearer. Cindi ran right past two panthers, Wind and Dusk, and came to a stop beside a group of people sharing a fire.
“Lieutenant SuKendall, so good of you to join us,” Sergeant Tanner called out. There always seemed to be a tad of insolence in his voice even when he clearly tried to be respectful.
A huge number of wagons were gathered in a circle. She could not count them all in the dark, but knew there were many, and also heard what sounded like hundreds of horses inside the ring. She could count the twenty-two figures around the fire, one Pentrosan with his hands tied, and a shirtless fellow, who had to be Kater Brendage with a bandage covering his eyes and ears, yet he wore the pants of a Sutton Guardsman. She could hardly wait to read the written report on this turn of events.
Tanner stood up and with him the rest of Quicksilver Squad. He saluted and motioned with his hand toward the horses and wagons. “We have acquired some things on behalf of the Benhannon Holding, including an officer of the Sutton Guard.
“How did you all survive out here and manage to cut off the supply lines?” Mallory wanted to know.
Tanner laughed and shook his head. “Nothing out of the ordinary, we were the human element of an army that included raptor scouts, sasquatches, panthers, and hornets, all sent by Sir Daniel.”
  “Good job,” Mallory replied, and her smile came as she thought of the new definition of normal and his answer: nothing out of the ordinary, in the life of a Sentinel. 
 
 



Chapter Twelve: A Serious Matter
 
Daniel waited in a room with comfortable chairs and an elegantly carved table. Paintings hung on the back and side walls depicting the palace and the Queen’s mother. Cleona seemed to favor the less formal setting over talking to him in the large conference room, as did he. Meeting in this room meant fewer people were likely to be involved. It was so much easier without councilors, ministers, high ranking officers, Knights of the Realm, or other functionaries, involving themselves in the conversation.
The semiprivate atmosphere did not mean he could dress informally, nor could he show up in his field uniform. On this occasion his 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, matching that on the sides of his green lacquered helmet. His cuffs were gold strands woven 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, depicting in embroidery, the falcon in flight clutching a lightning bolt in a sky of blue. His pants were gold on green and his boots a shiny black. The helmet with the seven lighting bolts now rested on his lap, seeing as the Queen may enter at any moment, and it would be considered impolite to sit at table wearing headgear.
Beginning in the late afternoon of yesterday and on through most of the night, he had been rather busy, mentally and physically. He met with Marcus and Jared, produced more gold and gems to keep the estate running smoothly, and met with many of the people now in service at the Benhannon Estate. So many folks lived and worked in the compound; Daniel did not get the opportunity to meet them all, and asked Jared to set up appointments with the household staff and Marcus to do the same with the Benhannon Guard in order to fix the situation.
The staff expressed great appreciation for the CAFs; no more pumping of the handle to draw water. The six hundred twenty-five guardsmen were excited after seeing Marcus demonstrate the daggerlance and crossbow. It seemed only right to allow the Captain of the Guard to be the first to use the weapons. Each person was issued a shield amulet and told of the superior protection and also the consequences of over use. The excitement was then tempered by the prospect of dying prematurely. The recruiting had gone obviously well. Horses were on order from ranches across the realm and down into Taracopa.
Early this morning, Daniel led the Royal Guardsmen publicly through the streets of Ducanton to the palace and then saluted and thanked each man for his service. During the same time period, the Pentrosans invaded, he had to enter the minds of various creatures in order to keep track of the movements, inside and outside of the holding, while assisting in the over all defense and the cutting off of the supply trains. If folks thought his mind seemed to wander when they were talking to him, it happened because he was thwarting an invasion at the same time. He still had no idea why General Kall would send his Sutton Guard into Ducaun, take siege of the holding, and then have them all retreat back to their new fort. Perhaps Chas will have some ideas.
His parents should be arriving later in the day aboard the RiverDancer and would be able to use the berth Jared was even now purchasing at the Port of Ducanton. The door opened and the pondering of events came to a sudden stop. He stood up as Cleona Ducalin in her regal splendor entered the room. 
Jet black hair spiraled up in an elaborate weave into the crown and a purple gown accentuated her feminine curves while not being overtly sensual. She stood in perfect health, with a light complexion, and a pleasant face to behold. “Please be seated, we have much to discuss,” she said along with a delicate wave of her hand toward the chair.
He filled her in on the happenings along the border and she frowned, no doubt pondering the possible reasons Kall would behave as he had. “I know one thing he accomplished; General Malcus will be constructing a permanent base in the area, large enough to accommodate two legions, which is what the presence of the Sutton Guard on my northern border forces me to order. General Tallen and half his legion have fulfilled the mission I sent him on and I dare not continue to leave northeastern Ducaun so weakly defended. He and his forces must return to their district. General Fisher will take over in assisting General Malcus in the defense,” the thirty year old monarch stated decisively.
Those were matters Daniel had little say in, unless she chose to seek his opinion as a member of the Council of Lords, which she did not, and so he decided to ask a question. “Can the private musters assist in the defense?”
Cleona nodded her head. “Yours’ already has and a few other lords, Tirana, Zoltair, and Bolover, have men and arms enough to mount a credible defense of the realm, while others are still marshalling their forces. In the near future you and your fellow Knights of the Realm will need to meet with the generals to formulate plans and help in coordinating the private musters.”
Daniel had read the rule books explaining the duties of a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm and so her words came as no surprise. “While I am pleased to have been granted a personal audience with you, what we have talked about could have been discussed in a meeting with my fellow Knights, I feel there is more you wish to convey.”
Cleona’s lips formed a closed-mouth smile while her dark eyes seemed to be analyzing him. “Your ability to see beneath the surface and perceive what has not been said out loud has grown. There is a serious matter requiring your unique abilities that must be attended to.”
Daniel leaned forward; eager to hear what matter required an Accomplished. “I am at your service.”
She glanced at the lightning bolts on the front of his helmet. “Shortly after you defeated Balen Tamm reports of Condemneds wondering aimlessly in the kingdom have been growing. These victims of the evil Maestro’s sick mind are becoming a danger, people have died confronting them, and the wretches are difficult to kill. What I am requiring of you, in addition to raising your muster along with your regular duties, is to rid my realm of this pestilence. Save them if you can as you did those who had been condemned by Serin Gell, but kill them if you must. Condemneds running free will soon have members of the Serpent Guild chasing them down to bring them back into subjection. Ducaun has suffered enough from that cursed guild’s activities. Cleanse my realm of them.”
Daniel nodded grimly. “I will work on eliminating the danger posed by the Condemneds,” he replied, seeing he had no other choice. Being the Chosen Vessel, he could not choose to walk away from the task, and his duty as a Knight of the Realm solidified the responsibility even more.
She leaned back in her chair, obviously relieved. “I have no doubt you will do what must be done,” she stated and then pursed her lips before continuing. “You are creating quite a stir. Sightings of you have been rumored all over the realm, and emissaries from every kingdom speak of you, some expressing deep concern that one so powerful has presented me with what no other monarch has, the backing and Potential of an Accomplished. The political climate is changing, especially with Aakadon probing into every nook and cranny, and trying to decide what to do about you.”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “Efferin will always see me as a rival no matter what I do, so it is best for me to get on with my chores, and try not to alienate the rest of the Aakacarns while I am about it.” Especially since Silvia told him he needed them as allies.
“All of the world leaders have expressed concern over my order to prepare for war against the Serpent Guild. They say I have over reacted and risk starting a war. The blind fools see Ducaun as the troubled realm,” the Queen shared with him.
Daniel rarely gave the politics of the world much thought and knew he was not cut out for the intricacies involved. “It seems we both have difficult chores. The threat is real whether or not others perceive it to be so. Hard choices will be made by both of us and a good many people are likely to resent what we decide, but the alternative will be much worse if we fail.”
“Perception often becomes reality when people are involved. Even so, you and I will work to prevent that alternative you speak of,” Cleona replied as firmly as he, and then glanced at the door. “Chamberlain Bercassie will be here soon, my day has been planned out well in advance, and this meeting has thrown off the schedule. I will leave you to your chores,” she added with a slight smile at the end, and then walked out as regally as she entered.
Daniel barely had time to stand and bow before she went out the door. He said his goodbyes to the palace functionaries and went looking for a cab to take him down Palace Way, the largest of the thoroughfares, and also the one leading to the Excursion. He hailed and entered an open carriage and the driver, heavy-set, Choral Caiman, shook the reigns and started off, driving down the hill. 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. People shouted greetings and he waved to them, not wanting to be rude. There did not seem to be a person in the city who failed to see a picture or portrait of his face, making it nearly impossible to go anywhere without being recognized; unless he resorted to spell casting.
The inn stood seven stories high and took up the entire city block. Daniel handed Choral a silver coin, a sum well above the cost of the ride, and entered the establishment. Jared had done the signing in, choosing a large room on the seventh floor that had four rooms within it, a greeting room and three bedrooms. The Account Keeper had a bedroom to himself and the pair of Teki shared the second. Daniel had the largest room with a huge brass bed with purple curtains around it.
On the table he found a note from Jared stating the Account Keeper was off selling the jewels Daniel had transformed from a handful of pebbles to raise more coins. David and Silvia were no where in sight so he stripped off his sword belt, coat, chain mail, and silk shirt, leaving on only his green cotton undershirt 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. He sorely missed waking up with Sherree and needed to burn off energy. 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. He had done this routine many times before and it helped him to clear his mind as well as to stay in top form.
A short while later he cast, Refresh, cleansing his body as well as his clothes, then went into the other room, and stretched out on the bed with no intention of resting. It was time to get on with his chores. He closed his eyes and focused on Wisp, who currently soared in the sky over the Foothills of Pentrosa. The chill of the wind whipped around him and the raptor angle downward. A light layer of snow covered the ground as well as the roof of the circular fortress housing the Sutton Guard. Smoke wafted into the sky from twelve chimneys, giving the impression the occupants intended to stay inside and enjoy the warmth for a while. The field to the north where the Pentrosan Royal Cavalry had been camping was now vacant. Have they gone back to Los Collins?
Wisp sent the thought of flying north to the city. Thanks for offering, but there is a greater need, Daniel replied. The raptor’s curiosity flowed back in response along with a sense of willingness to help.
Daniel not only tried to picture a Condemned in his mind, he thought of how he perceived them through the spell, Find All, so Wisp could recognize one no matter what it looked like. The next mental picture to be sent was of Mount Gosian and the vast area around it. After he had smashed the headquarters of the Serpent Guild, any Condemneds that did not die during the cave-in likely wandered out from there, and so it made sense to begin the search at the source. He then opened his mind to all of the raptors in his swirl and gave them the same information, while asking those who were willing to help in the search. Hundreds of tiny minds sent back their willingness and he had the sensation of many falcons suddenly taking to the air, heading east, flying in pairs, along with scores of hawks and ospreys, including Echo, who raced to meet Wisp. The only birds to remain behind were those who were nesting. Daniel withdrew his awareness and opened his eyes. The raptors would find Condemneds and give him the ability to Convey to the location and, hopefully, restore the wretched souls to humanity.
He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The birds would do their part, yet there was more to be done to locate Condemneds. Boen Sentrainer, Minister of Law Enforcement, should have reports of actual encounters, and Daniel determined to make an appointment as soon as possible. The meeting had to be properly arranged through each other’s staff, meaning Jared must contact the minister’s secretary, and it all seemed so cumbersome to Daniel, yet he learned the hard way how prickly some folks were when it came to proper protocol, especially here in the capital. Since his Account Keeper still had not returned, he picked up his six-stringed guitarn and began playing, Riding The Wind, one of his favorite instrumentals.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen: The Serpent’s Fangs
 
Rex Badger sat at table six in the Lonely Patrolman, the favorite ale house of Lyal Van Kestral, in the city of LyVak, on the shores of Kestral, the southern most of the three great lakes in the kingdom of Taracopa. This was and is the ancestral home of the noble Van Kestral family, whose influence and wealth is known all over the world, a dynasty not to be trifled with. Anyone looking at Rex would see a youngish, clean-shaven, slender Ducaunan whose irises were black and impossible to distinguish from his pupils. The brown suit, white shirt, and gold cufflinks caused everyone to believe him to be an Account Keeper here on the business of some wealthy foreign lord.
He sipped from his mug and tried to forget his single greatest failure, his only failure, and the reason his promotion to second in command of the Serpent Guild has not been posted throughout the affiliation. “You are still the fang that delivers my poison,” Vance Cummin had told him after deciding to delay the announcement. “Complete Operation Undermine and your position in the guild will be published and your reputation will be as it was.”
There had been a time, only days ago, when 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. His assignment had been to render Serin Gell unconscious and destroy the flute of Della Lain. What occurred that night only came back to him in foggy bits, no doubt the effects of the spell-altered poppies. He vaguely remembered a man wearing a light green undershirt inside Gell’s nest and also remembered exchanging spells against Accomplisheds of Aakadon who had created a fortified compound around what was once Gell’s nest, and then falling asleep and waking up a day and a half later. Of all people, Phil Nettle had been given the task of finding the truth, and presumably the honor of destroying the cursed crescendo, an honor once meant for Rex.
Sitting at the table with him were some of his closest associates, each a one-bolt Accomplished, Joren Cappa, short and fat, from the mountains of Demfilia, enjoyed eating and sat chewing on a turkey leg. Joya PenKanner and her older sister Leea were a rarity, two Aakacarns born in one family. Both of the women were dark of hair and eye and had been recruited from Ducaun when they were children, as was Rex, although not from the same region. These three had been with him the longest, almost from the beginning of his career. Phil Crawlin, Byron Falton, and Ira Holis were of Pentrosan descent and all had the thin-framed, frail look, typical of their countrymen. The rest of Rex’s traveling circle were off in the more unseemly parts of the city, where the heir to the Van Kestral dynasty often goes after he has imbibed in the upscale establishment.
All of Rex’s associates were dressed in shades of brown, although not as stylish as he, so as to give the impression they were working for him, which they were, just not as account keepers. These were some of the deadliest Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild.
Leea took a sip of ale and watched the young well-dressed nobles laugh drunkenly, some playing cards, and others dancing with the serving girls to the music of a flute player. “How much longer is the lordling going to take?”
Lyal would never be considered handsome by any stretch of the imagination, yet the females gathered around him as if he was the most attractive man alive. Years of physical training gave him the body of an athlete, so the girls happily overlooked his plain face and pointed nose, but it was who he is, and most importantly who his father is, that attracted them more than anything else.
 “His pattern is to mingle with the upper crust of society for half the night and then go spend some time with people of lesser repute,” Rex replied softly, so as not to be heard beyond the table, while deliberately looking away from his prey. “Joya, you and Phil should head out first and wait down the block. Leea, take Byron and wait in the alley. Ira, go alert the traveling circle and Joren sit here with me. I will be delivering the strike while you remove all traces of our activity.”
After a tenth of a mark Joya and Phil laughed and exited the Lonely Patrolman. Few patrons noted the going of a seemingly young pair of foreigners, had Phil gone with a local girl, now that would have turned some heads in this community. Leea bent toward Byron, whispered something in his ear, and then they both headed out the door. Half a mark later, Ira stood up and said in a loud voice,” Well, my friends, I believe it is time to find my bed. Don’t you worry Barnaby; I’ll have those figures in the morning.”
“Be sure that you do. Lord Tamkin is an exacting man and does not tolerate errors,” Rex responded to the name he was locally known by.
Two marks went by and Lyal headed out the door with two of his closest friends, Jase Van Teffel, a swarthy man from the coastal region, and Timon Van Poppen, a fair-complexioned fellow from the lake area, as is the lordling. Both men had well-made swords at their hips, while the heir made do with an ornate silver short sword with a gold handle and a sapphire in the pommel, a show piece more than a weapon. All of them were dressed in fancy coats and shirts in hues of purple and violet, having no desire to be caught wearing the earth tones of the commoners. Rex laughed inwardly, seeing all non-Aakacarns as commoners, even the ones who passed themselves off as being of the noble class. Taracopians thought adding Van in front of their names gave them nobility.
He ordered another mug of ale, leisurely drank the contents, paid his bill, and then exited the Lonely Patrolman with Joren waddling behind him. Lanterns on tall poles lit the mostly deserted cobblestone street and far to the right Rex spotted his prey, precisely where he expected him to be. Merchant shops, inns, and several houses of finance lined both sides of the roadway with alleys in between each establishment.
His boots clicked on the stones as Rex moved briskly along, which is how Barnaby Cosell always walked. Lyal and his friends came to a stop, peering into the alley on the left as if something curious caught their attention. The time to strike had come. An aqua-marine glow radiated from Rex and he focused the potential at the unsuspecting Van Kestral. The man stiffened and fell on his face. At the same time, Joren glowed pale green and focused his potential at the two friends, dropping them to the ground asleep, as he did several passersby on the other side of the street who would have been witnesses. A deep blue beam came from the alley, engulfed Lyal, and floated him up off the road and into the darkness where Leea would hold him until Rex arrived.
Joya and Phil entered the alley at the same time as Rex. Ira brought the ten members of the traveling circle, while Leea, Byron, and Joren dragged the two unconscious friends out of the street, and away from casual view.
“Everyone, focus the Potential for, Teleportation, at me in, five, four, three, two, one,” Rex commanded while summoning the potential through his silver baton and firmly picturing himself, each Accomplished, and Lyal Van Kestral in the subbasement of Lord Cyrus Van Joppa’s mansion on the southern coast of Taracopa.
The brief time between here and there had no meaning, simply the feel of absolute nothingness and then life flashes back into existence in another place. When the two fools awaken in the alley, they will only know their friend has disappeared without a trace, just like what has been happening among the commoners for nearly a year. Rex smiled at the thought of how Lord Zakeriah Van Kestral will react upon hearing the news. The man all but ruled the southern quarter of the kingdom and it was the king and his ineffective military who would be blamed.
“Keep watch on our package, I’ll be meeting with Lord Van Joppa and then we can take this one to Serpent North. Do not wander off; we all want to be back in our respective inns within a mark so we can be just as stunned by Lyal’s disappearance as the residents of LyVak,” Rex told his associates and then exited the chamber.
Several flights of stairs brought him to the first level of the mansion and he headed down the carpeted corridor decorated with statues every twenty paces and fine paintings on the walls. A swarthy fellow, dressed in white, with a curved lighting-marked sword at his side stood in front of an ornately carved door of cedar. Blyar Ki was considered by many to be the greatest swordsman in the world. He always stood guard over his lord and would doubtlessly give his life if necessary. The bodyguard recognized Barnaby Cosell as someone his master often does business.
“His Lordship is expecting you,” Ki spoke in a deep voice, while opening the door.
Rex nodded acknowledgement and entered the private study. Shelves of books lined the walls, except the one opposite the door, where sat the Taracopian lord behind his desk. “Ah, yes, Mr. Cosell, it is good of you to come at this late mark,” he spoke in a deceptively mild tone. People often mistook his soft spoken manner to be reflective of a gentle nature. Those who stood in his way soon learned differently. The white hair of his beard and mustache were impeccably trimmed and his violet wool suit, the best money could buy. His bald head shined in the lamplight as did the gold rings on each of his fingers.
Rex sat down in the first of two cushioned chairs directly in front of the desk. “The parcel we discussed has been acquired and with your influence, I am sure Lord Van Kestral will soon come around to our way of thinking.”
Ki stepped out, closing the door behind him, ensuring privacy, and ending the need to be opaque. One of the bookcases swung outward and a man in a black hooded cloak joined the meeting. Leron Sukang, a fellow two-bolt Accomplished of the Serpent Guild had light brown skin, black silky hair, and his green eyes were ovoid in shape with a slight upward slant, him being of Zunean descent. “I have been looking forward to seeing you, Mr. Cosell,” he said as if they were meeting for the first time.
Rex gave a nod of respect to the Accomplished and refocused on his host. “It would seem you have powerful friends.”
“Which is why your employer does business with me,” Van Joppa replied with a sly smile while Leron took the remaining chair. “Accomplished Sukang and I were discussing our mutual business when you arrived.”
Rex pretended to be impressed. “Your contacts are powerful in deed and far reaching. We are also pleased by the fact you always have the means to make good on all sorts of transactions.”
“As do we,” Leron joined the conversation. “Beginning with the Arrabella, flagship of Lord Jerrome DeSuan’s merchant fleet, we have destroyed nineteen ships bound for Taracopa, four of which were the property of the Serinian lord.”
“You did make sure no ship under the flag of Taracopa has been hindered?” Van Joppa apparently wanted reassurance.
Sukang waved away the concern with a casual sweep of his hand. “No ship of Taracopa has been attacked,” he said and chuckled. “When the Arrabella failed to arrive, Lord DeSuan was forced to cover the king’s loss from his own coffers. I could not discover which of the three swift ships contained the payment so I tracked down and destroyed all three. By now sailors the world over have learned that ships bound for Taracopa do not make it to port if they fly a foreign flag. Captains are refusing to take cargo bound for this kingdom and merchants are forced to use only ships bearing the flag of Taracopa.”
Cyrus Van Joppa laughed out loud. “The pressure on Van Efery is building. His imports are shrinking, he is having difficulty paying his military, and commoners all over the realm are crying out for something to be done about the mysterious abductions. The king has raised taxes again to make payroll. Maintaining the world’s largest cavalry is extremely expensive.”
“What of Lord DeSuan, will he try to make good on the loss a second time? The man has already lost more coins in this venture than several monarchs would have difficulty repaying?” Rex asked.
Van Joppa’s eyes seemed to twinkle with mischievous delight. “Through my business contacts, I have discretely hinted Van Efery is behind the loss of the ships and is attempting to use the Serinian nobleman to fund the military. I doubt Lord DeSuan will send any more gold shipments or send any cargo whatsoever to Taracopa. Other merchant fleet owners will soon follow his example and the impact will be felt in throne rooms all over the world. The rulers of the world grow suspicious about ships flying their flags being targeted while those of Taracopa sail unharmed.”
Rex nodded sagely. “Nobles all over Taracopa are outraged about the excessive taxes and failure of the King to stop the disappearances. A few sparks is all it will take for them to reconsider their allegiance to House Van Efery.”
Van Joppa gave an affirmative nod of his head. “And you have just provided me with fuel and a mighty spark.”
“My employer always delivers what has been agreed upon,” Rex replied with the truth. Vance Cummin did keep his agreements, for as long as they are practicable.
The Taracopian lord licked his lips as if about to gobble down a choice morsel. “When Van Kestral contacts me concerning the fate of his son, he and I will join forces against Van Efery, and the entire southern half of Taracopa will declare independence. The king will want to send his cavalry, a good portion of which might well defect to our side, and ..,”
“And soon will begin the reign of the royal house of Van Joppa,” Rex interrupted, feeding the man’s ego, and gaining a sense of achievement. The poison has been delivered.
 
------- 
 
 Serena Lowell stood on a white marble floor in a royal court where light was provided by a diamond chandelier hanging from a mirrored ceiling. The grand fixture had no candles. Each precious stone radiated energy of its own. A plush crimson carpet lay two strides ahead leading up thirteen steps to a raised floor, and came to a stop before a crystal throne. Beside her stood Geb SuTamkin, Ursula Duggan, Ana Tigress, and Ferren Duzolta, all had been promoted to the rank of Accomplished, and each performed the spell, Ranking. The illegitimate son of a lord is the only one of the four whose potential capacity is not yet enough to earn him a lightning bolt. The only reason his eyes were as wide with awe as everyone else’s, including her own, Serena had to admit, was the man sitting on the throne.
Tarin Conn, dressed in shades of purple, stood up, and a trumpet appeared in his hand. “In this audience I will add to your repertoires by implanting a spell directly into your minds,” he said, and then played a hauntingly pleasant Melody. “Unnoticeable, is a low power spell meant to be cast without the aid of a crescendo, and will allow you to be invisible to the naked eye and impossible to locate with any find-spell. Beware of summing potential while under the influence of, Unnoticeable, your glow will be visible to a fellow Melody Wielder.”
Serena smiled at the thought of how useful this new addition to her repertoire will be. While it would limit her spell casting ability, it will also allow her to enter and exit places with no one being the wiser. “Great One, I thank you for teaching this spell to me and hope to have many opportunities to use it in service to you.”
The others probably thought she was using flattery to advance herself, and it even sounded so to her ears, yet she meant every word. If this were not a dream and the entire scene a shared vision, her pulse would be racing. She thought of Tarin Conn as more than the Supreme Maestro, she fell in love with him years ago, and he, having viewed her dreams, had to know the depth of her feelings.
Her four associates were quick to express their gratitude for the personal instruction. Only a handful of guild members could boast of being taught a Melody directly from the greatest spell caster of all time. The honor had not been lost on any of them. Tarin still held on to the trumpet, indicating the lesson is not over. Her heart nearly melted when his eyes focused on her and his lips formed a smile.
“I have no doubt that you and your team will make good use of the spell,” he said and eyed each Aakacarn. “From now on you four will take orders directly from Serena, who will be taking orders directly from me, and any prior alliances you have made with other members of the guild are to be considered by you to be of lesser importance. Vance Cummin is the Maestro of the Serpent Guild, yet not even he can override Serena when she is acting on my orders. Have I made myself clear?”
Ferren Duzolta stood rigid, eyes wide and radiating pleasure. “I will serve Serena as I serve you, Great Master.” His actions in the past proved he meant every word.
Ursula and Ana were quick to voice their understanding, while Geb hesitated only for an instant before accepting the will of Tarin Conn. Serena was beginning to think the man might actually be afraid of her and the thought pleased her immensely.
“Operation Moth Light will begin shortly and four of you will have major rolls to play, so listen and learn a Melody I have not taught to anyone else,” Tarin announced.
Serena looked at each of her team members, these would be the inner circle of a much larger network she hoped to build, and she thought about her last interview with the Great One. She still had a choice to make.
“Serena, have you decided which of your team members is going on the special assignment I spoke of at our last meeting?” Tarin asked her, causing the others to stare at her with their eyebrows rising in speculation.
    What, did they think she would share such details with them? “I have decided Accomplished SuTamkin is best suited for the assignment,” she replied.
Geb vanished back to the waking world, his part in the meeting being over. Tarin brought the trumpet to his lips, played a slow meandering Melody, and then the instrument vanished and he instantly appeared at the foot of the steps, mere paces away from Serena and her remaining team.
“The spell, Join Me, is the Melody I use in order to link myself to the minds of all who venture near my mountain. Do not teach the spell to anyone else. When the time comes, you will go to the top of Mount Kelgotha, facing the four compass points, and perform, Join Me, on your instruments. I will be the conductor through the compounded links I am even now tying to each of you. Your performances will enhance the spell and greatly increase its range,” Tarin instructed them. No one questioned what he meant by, compounded links.
Serena relished the idea of a closer bond to Tarin and also knew her part of the plan to be the trap, it was the lure, the moth light, which had her puzzled. “So let your will be done, Great Maestro,” she stated, as did Ferren, Ursula, and Ana.
She was about to ask about the rest of the plan when her eyes fluttered open and she found herself awake in the sacred cave. Twenty five Accomplisheds were now in the cave, there had been fifteen when she had gone to sleep. Geb was already up and speaking to the leader of the newcomers. “I know two things. Serena is highly favored by the Supreme Maestro and she has chosen me for a special assignment. Why Maestro Cummin sent an additional traveling circle is something you will have to inquire of her.”
“Accomplished Zanner, I am glad punctuality is one of your attributes. You and your team are being assigned the task of assisting Accomplished SuTamkin in the fulfillment of his mission. First off, you will be traveling to many cities in Ducaun and the silks of the Serpent Guild are not to be worn. No one must know of our involvement. Secondly, your traveling circle will go wherever Geb chooses. Even though you all out rank him in potential, he has the lead on this mission, a task deemed necessary by the Supreme Maestro, and failure to follow SuTamkin’s lead will be seen as failing Tarin Conn,” Serena spoke confidently to the two-bolt Accomplished.
He out ranked her in potential, yet did not dare question one known to be in the Supreme Maestro’s highest favor. “It will be as you say, Serena. Maestro Cummin has instructed me to assist in whatever task has been assigned to you.”
Vance had not communicated directly with her since before he had been elevated to Maestro, not since Tarin Conn gave him specific instructions concerning her. Someday she might even learn what he had been told. She smiled. Tarin Conn is well pleased with her and what transpired between he and Vance seemed of less importance in comparison.
A harmonic pulse slammed into and through her body like a giant wave crashing ashore, knocking her and everyone else to the floor of the cave. Not even Balen Tamm and Daniel Benhannon’s combined ripple affects during their duel had been this powerful. She shakily rose to her feet and dusted off her black silks.
“What was that?” Zanner shouted after rising from the floor.
Serena smiled, “Operation Moth Light has just begun.”
“I don’t understand,” Geb admitted sourly while dusting himself off. The man detested making known any deficiency or lack of knowledge on his part.
“What you need to understand is what you must do in all the cities you visit. Your task is to spread the word among all of the nobles of Ducaun that Efferin Tames is the Creator’s Chosen Vessel. Daniel Benhannon was only a tool used by the Champion and is now a rogue Accomplished,” Serena replied and chuckled at what just popped into her head. “I want you to blame Daniel for the harmonic ripples that will be pulsing throughout the world.”
Dark-haired Zanner scratched his head. “The fools in Aakadon are not that stupid, they will soon know Mount Kelgotha to be the epicenter of a High Power spell.”
“You are correct, they will know, but the commoners will be frightened, confused, and want to vent their emotions on someone. As far as most of the world knows, the Serpent Guild has been silent ever since the famous duel in which our Maestro was killed and our main headquarters reduced to ruins. That leaves the world open to the suggestion of the only known rogue Accomplished being responsible,” Serena explained.
Zanner chuckled. “I begin to see why Tarin Conn favors you.”
“So the harmonic wave came from the Supreme Maestro,” Ursula seemed to be the last to arrive at the conclusion. “And they are going to occur on a regular basis.”
“That’s right. The ripples are the light to draw the moths,” Serena replied and then turned to Geb. “SuTamkin, where to start is up to you, but I think Lord Tamkin would be an excellent place to begin planting the seeds.”
He gave a quick nod of the head. “My father and his noble friends are exactly who I intend to use in the spreading of my message. By the time I am through, there will not be a lord or minor noblemen in all of Ducaun who does not question the status of Daniel Benhannon and his relationship to the Queen.”
 
-------
 
Phil Nettle emerged from his multi-chambered hill in the cool of the morning. He had chosen the area for its location in the woods, northeast of Fort Casum, and southeast of the Benhannon Holding. An entire army had passed a quarter of a span from his hidden doorstep on their way to the Knight’s compound and never knew it. The Pentrosan siege did not last long and never was suppose to be more than a few days at best. Still, he knew they had hoped to do destroy the log fort and possibly kill General Tallen and Sir Laurence before going back across the border. Phil considered, maybe he should have mentioned the holding built by the Stone Guild? How should he know Pentrosans would fail to scout the area in advance? He felt absolutely no responsibility for their failure.
“Stay hidden within the hill until I come for you,” he ordered his entourage.
Not every Accomplished of the Serpent Guild had been awarded ten Condemneds and he had been especially favored with one of them being an Aakademned. So he used them wisely and took better care of his herd than most of his associates did theirs. Dirt had been an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild before Vance condemned her. Phil enjoyed ordering the Aakacarn around, even though the blanked-face Dirt never shows a flicker of emotion. So far as he could tell, Condemneds did not have emotions, did not say, feel, or do anything unless it is commanded. Vance had ordered them to live, which meant they would eat before they starved and defend themselves if attacked, and yet they often had to be ordered to eat regularly and especially bathe. Phil detested the smell of unwashed flesh.
Maestro Cummin had a style of his own when it comes to casting Condemnation on a person. His way was quick, efficient, and far more sanitary. Everyone Condemned by Balen Tamm stank of rot and filth. They are grotesque. It is said Serin Gell had similar tastes. Vance merely alters the faces so no one could recognize them and the loss of hair was a side affect. This made them far more useful as far as Phil was concerned. His Condemneds could go anywhere and not be recognized for what they are, which is why he gave them the brown cloaks to cover their nakedness. People would definitely notice if ten nude people suddenly decided to take a walk through their village, town, or city.
He thoroughly enjoyed using the newest addition to his repertoire. The spell, Unnoticeable, had allowed him to enter Fort Casum at will. He stole the food to feed his Condemneds simply because it had been so easy. No one could stop him and he knew they still did not have a clue how the thief came and went undetected. The Melody made him feel more powerful, even with the restriction of not being able to summon potential for another spell while using it. 
Back when Vance assigned him the task of learning the whereabouts of Daniel Benhannon and the two mighty crescendos, Phil had been terrified at the prospect of confronting the Ducaunan Accomplished, knowing he could never win in a duel of spells against a six-bolt Accomplished. Word around the fort speaks of the man having gained a seventh lightning bolt. Phil knew he should be even more frightened and yet felt no fear. He fingered the knife sheathed to his belt and remembered how easy it had been to kill those captives and their guard. While the location of the trumpet and flute were still a mystery, Daniel will likely be in his compound, if not, Phil could be patient and had no problem waiting for the Knight’s return, confident in the knowledge no spells need be cast when they meet. Phil began whistling a tune while making his way north. It was high time he paid a visit to the Benhannon Holding.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen: The First Accomplished 
 
Daniel glanced up at the bald spot on his friend’s head as Jared, in his traditional brown suit with gold cufflinks, sat with him at the table in the receiving area of their room in the Excursion, pouring over the reported sightings of Condemneds. “See here,” the Account Keeper said while looking up and shoving the report toward Daniel. “According to the local constable, the flesh rotted off a man who grabbed hold of a Condemned haunting the Bolton Bridge. No one dares go near the area and a ferry has been set up so people can cross the Gosian River.”
Before Daniel could reply, a harmonic pulse washed through the room, slamming him back, nearly toppling him out of the chair. Jared fell forward across the table, did a push-up to right himself, and asked, “What was that?”
Daniel’s head began to swim as hundreds of minds suddenly clamored for his attention, both animal and human. He became vaguely aware of Silvia and David running out of their room and shouting something at him. One by one he pictured each individual in a private chamber locked within his mind, and then held up a finger to indicate to his friends in the room he needed them to wait. He closed his eyes, set his priorities and then opened the mental compartment containing the voice of Cleona. “Sir Daniel, what just occurred?” the Queen asked along with a strong sense of barely contained panic.
“A single ripple of one truly powerful spell, possibly a Symphonic, judging by the intensity,” he sent back along with a sense of calm in an effort to sooth her nerves. “The Grand Maestro and the seven Maestros of Aakadon in concert are the only ones I know of who could come close to matching the power level.”
The steadiness of his reply seemed to lower the anxiety filtering through the communication amulet. “What do you think they are trying to do, scare everyone?” She wanted to know.
“That’s just it, I don’t think it was them, the pulse originated far to the north of us, if the spell had been cast in Aakadon, the wave would have come from the east,” Daniel sent.
A bad feeling grew inside him as he remembered something the Dark Maestro explained to him back when they were mentally linked. “My prison is threefold. My body is immobilized by a Symphonic spell cast with more than thirty bolts of potential, it is only a matter of time until I possess enough personal potential to break free of that spell and be able to move again. Secondly, the crystalline properties of the chamber in which I reside prevent all but a trickle of life force energy from leaving this tomb. The third obstacle is a Symphonic shield, with more than thirty bolts of potential, focused into amulet crystals embedded in my skin, keeping me from teleporting. I am in the process of composing a spell that will allow me to summon enough potential to remove the crystals without my dying in the attempt. Once they are gone, I will overpower the immobilization spell and teleport to freedom.”
“Um, Daniel, why am I feeling a sense of dread from you?” Cleona asked. The anxiety in her began to rise again.
“Because I believe what we felt is Tarin Conn attempting to break free,” he sent in reply, wishing he could make the news sound better.
“We may not have as much time as we thought, other than that, nothing has changed. We are doing what can be done,” she sent along with a sense of calm determination.
He drew on her resolve and meshed it with his own. “Yes, we are. I will soon go to Bolton to deal with a Condemned that is haunting the bridge. Maybe the pulse will cause the other monarchs to reconsider their opinion that you are over reacting to the threat of the Serpent Guild.”
“That is the spirit, focus on the task of ridding my realm of the Condemneds while I deal with political concerns. I alone have the benefit of an expert to consult on matters of the Aakacarn, my fellow monarchs do not, and might not be as easy to convince as you might think. Be it as it is, we both have our chores, as you often tell me, and I shall leave you to yours,” she sent and then the connection ended.
Daniel sent a strong sense of calm to all of the animals upset by the pulse and each person, including Chas, Marcus, and Sherree, who needed to hear from him. “I assure you no one in Aakadon had anything to do with casting that blast of potential,” she sent along with a sense of disappointment. “Ever since we arrived here, each of us has been interviewed by the Maestros of our respective guilds and Senior Soarers of the Eagle Guild. Some Accomplisheds seem open to the idea of you being the Chosen Vessel, but not many. It may take awhile to convince the majority.” A sense of hopefulness accompanied what came next. “I have made an appointment to see Maestro Barnes and believe him to be the most open minded, perhaps more so than Maestro Barroon. She neither agreed nor disagreed when I brought you up to her. I suspect she does believe you are the Creator’s Champion and for some reason, perhaps political, is not ready to officially take a stand.”
Daniel could not say the situation surprised him and had no comments on the matter, having other things on his mind. “I wish we could arrange a meeting to be with each other. I’m just a bit envious of Terroll getting to spend time with you while I can’t.”
“I want to be with you too, but I’m living in my quarters in the Aloe Guild and am surrounded by Accomplisheds on all sides. They would sense it if I were to cast Conveyance.”
She was telling him nothing he did not know. “I understand intellectually, while my heart desires to the contrary,” he sent back along with as much love as he could mentally transmit.
A strong sense of love washed right back at him. “We have the same dilemma. I promise we will see each other soon.”
The connection ended and Daniel opened his eyes to see Silvia and David seated at the table along with Jared. “I might reconsider handing out communication amulets so casually. A whole lot of people tried to contact me at once, for a few moments I could not concentrate on my own thoughts,” he told them, and then explained about the pulse and his theory on the source.
Jared’s face had gone pale during the explanation and David kept caressing the handle of his daggerlance, while Silvia bit her lower lip as if unsure of what to say. The Account Keeper inhaled, which seemed to steady his nerves. “What are we going to do?” he inquired, and his use of the word, we, meant he wanted to be included in whatever needed doing, bless his loyal heart.
“Yes, what shall we do?” David and Silvia asked with the same level of commitment.
Daniel picked up the report Jared had been reading. “We continue to prepare for the war,” he replied and eyed the Seer. “Your vision already told us how far behind we are, the pulse merely serves as a strong reminder. I have already told Marcus and Chas to be on the alert, my parents are training the defenders, and we are going to Bolton to rid their community of the Condemned.”
David and Silvia sprang up from the table, Teki are always ready to be on the move, and were half way to their room when Jared asked, “Shall I ask your parents to transport us on the RiverDancer?”
The couple stopped, no doubt to hear the reply, “Give me a little time and I will be able to Convey us where we need to be,” Daniel said, and then closed his eyes.
He concentrated on the closest bird of prey to Bolton and found himself in the mind of Dart, a falcon. The chill of the wind flowed over and under his feathers as he soared above the treetops, angled to the east, and spotted the Gosian River far below. Daniel sent a desire to follow the waterway south and Dart instantly replied with a strong sense of wanting to do that very thing. Riverboats went about their daily routines transporting goods and people while smaller craft cast fishing nets, and soon a covered bridge arching high above the water came into view. Buzzards circled in the air above both entrances.
Dart went into a dive, increasing his speed, vision focused forward, and the world blurred around him as the entrance to the bridge rapidly drew nearer. He flew right under the covering, near the roof, scattering a few buzzards, staying well above the floor, and right over the head of a dark, roughly human-shaped, creature covered with sores. The stench was such that even the raptor felt repulsed. The falcon shot out into the open air and landed on the branch of a sycamore tree, giving Daniel a vivid view of the area. Thank you Dart, he sent and the falcon returned a sense of contentment.
Daniel withdrew his awareness from Dart and opened his eyes. Silvia and David were booted, coated, and ready to go, as was Jared in a wide-brimmed brown hat and holding a suitcase. He had also been issued a daggerlance but chose not to carry the miniature crossbow. “Have each of you placed your shield amulets in contact with you skin?” Daniel asked.
Silvia smiled while nodding affirmatively. “Have you cast the shield upon yourself?”
“Seeing as the Condemned has already rotted the skin off some poor soul, I decided a personal shield might be prudent,” Daniel replied. At his estate, in his holding, or in his rented room, he did not feel the need to be shielded. Going out to confront a Condemned was another matter entirely.
He summoned the potential for, Conveyance, pictured the area Dart had shown to him, and thought of each person in the room standing in the shade of the sycamore tree. Darkness enveloped him and three heart beats later they were standing near the Bolton Bridge. He waved up at Dart and the falcon screeched a greeting in return. The east bank entrance had accumulated a rather large population of buzzards and some long-necked vultures. The scene gave Daniel an idea. He concentrated on all of the animals in his swirl who were seeking Condemneds and encouraged them to scout anywhere they see circling buzzards.
“Do you want us to go in there with you?” Silvia asked while fingering the crossbow clipped to her belt, she preferred the newer version with the ability to send a stream of flaming pebbles, and who would not.
Daniel shook his head. “No, just be ready when I bring it out.”
The buzzards scattered when he passed the entrance with the wooden planking creaking and popping beneath his boots. Up the gradual incline he walked amid the carcasses of dead birds, some rotted like the man in the report, and others nothing but feathers and bones. The carrion eaters came in expecting a meal and ended up being one. He cast, Find All, and focused the potential ahead while blinking his eyes, needing both the spell to sense what is up ahead, and to physically see where he was going. The Condemned sat at the apex of the bridge, the darkest area, and its stench caused Daniel’s stomach to heave. He brought his hands up to cover his mouth and nose, a second heave doubled him over and his breakfast and lunch came hurling out. He laughed while straightening up and wiping his mouth, picturing the less than heroic image.
“I am not going to attack you,” he called out on the theory it could understand on some level. Each person he restored had told him of the experience, about being passengers in their own bodies.
The Condemned sprang to its feet, made no other sounds, just stood staring in his direction. Daniel summoned and focused, Sleep Time, at the wretch and it collapsed to the floor and began rolling down the incline toward him. At the last moment he caught it in a cushion of air, bringing it to a sudden stop, and levitated it a pace off the floorboards. He then wasted little time making his way out of the stinking bridge and into the open air with his captive floating behind him. Festering sores covered the Condemned from head to toe and the hips and ribs were so badly bent it was impossible to guess what the gender of the person had been before all traces had been avulsed from its body.
David came running. “That must have been a man at one time.”
Silvia bent down and examined the Condemned. “Daniel, he is as tall as you.”
The height of the individual was only the second thing Daniel had noticed once he had it out in the sunlight. It had two golden lightning bolts on each shoulder. “This thing was a four-bolt Accomplished. I wonder how many Condemneds running around are Aakacarns,” he commented.
Jared opened his suit case. “I packed silk as well as wool for you to work with, since we had no idea which we would encounter, Aakacarn or non-Aakacarn. I figured the boots and belt you can alter to your liking.”
Daniel nodded, pleased by the thoughtfulness of his Account Keeper. “Excellent thinking, Jared you are a treasure. He is a big one but I can create more silk out of what you brought,” he replied and then eyed the area. “All of you need to draw your weapons and prepare to defend me. Restoring this person is going to require all of my concentration and I’ll be removing the shields from around my hands, since physical contact is required.”
“We will guard your back,” Silvia stated firmly.
They quickly formed a triangle with Daniel and the Condemned in the center and each of them facing out. Jared and David stood with their daggerlances ready. Silvia held the crossbow in her hand, ready to send a stream of fiery pebbles at anyone who dared to attack.
Daniel removed a portion of his personal shield, placed his right hand on the Condemned’s forehead and his left on its abdomen, both felt sticky due to the festering sores, and then closed his eyes. First, he cast, Hearts Beat As One, then 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 it. Hearts Beat As One caused him to feel the agony it was enduring, yet he had no trouble concentrating on the task at hand, being no stranger to pain.
Daniel focused on the recipe strands, each helix containing nude three dimensional pictures of what the Condemned should look like at this point in time, and was surprised to see a woman rather than a man. He 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. All of her bodily systems were functioning properly in time with his, and she was feeling pleasure, warm and tingly.
He opened his eyes while letting the spells do their work. The woman was lying on her back and all of the parts that had been ripped from her were restored. Thick black hair began to grow from her head and grew to the length it would be if it had never been cut in her life. An indentation in the shape of a human female had formed out of the ground a pace below where she floated, and was the source the spell, Hunger, had drawn from. He had one more thing to do. “Accomplished, 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.
She was beautiful, statuesque, her brown skin flawless, and muscles well toned, nothing he had not seen after performing nearly a hundred and fifty restorations. The time had come to make her some clothes. He took the topaz blue silk, increased the quantity by drawing dirt using Hunger and Change It, and then shaped each garment to her size, added silver highlights, and a silver belt and gold buckle with the falcon in flight clutching a lighting bolt emblem in the center of the oval. He added two golden lightning bolts on each shoulder and four on the hood of her cloak, and then completed the uniform with a silver canteen.
“Men, as you are. Silvia, would you be kind enough to put these clothes on the Accomplished,” Daniel said while reforming the shields on his hands, and moving to take her place in the defensive triangle.
The acrobat moved with the speed and grace that came naturally to her. “She’s a she!” Silvia stated, upon seeing the Accomplished floating a pace off the ground, a position chosen to make dressing her less of a chore. A short time later she said, “All done.”
“She is obviously of Ecoppian descent,” Jared gave his assessment.
 “Where do we go from here?” David asked while still keeping a sharp eye out for anyone who might threaten them.
Daniel glanced at the coin pouch attached to Jared’s belt and remembered something he needed to do. “We are going to Bashierwood. Tim ordered some horses on my behalf and they need to be collected and paid for,” he replied and then pointed at the floating Accomplished. “She needs to sleep naturally and awaken in her own time. We will rent some rooms in the Polkat for a day or so, and if she has not awakened by the time we need to leave, we will convey to either my estate or my holding in the north, depending on what needs doing.”
He played the spell, Conveyance, in his head and pictured all of them on the main trail leading down into Bashierwood. They arrived three heart beats later and Daniel blinked in surprise at the changes. The community had expanded to three times the size it had been when he left and a full garrison now occupied the area to the east of the town, it could no longer be described as a village. The Polkat Inn, five floors high, and about a hundred strides wide, occupied the center of the town and was by far the largest building in Bashierwood. Chad Grening’s Stable stood ahead on the right.
“We can get our rooms and then, Jared, you can go over and talk with Chad about the horses. We will also need to speak with Donald Laird about the racers,” Daniel said and then walked through the doors of the Polkat. 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 knightly uniform blended well with the green uniforms of the cavalrymen and not so much with the simple buckskins and wool worn by the current patrons of the Polkat, the kind of clothing he once wore. An old-timer sat at the only table with seven seats to spare, table six. 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 explained why he was sitting alone, as he usually does. He scratched the gray whiskers under his chin and raised a tin cup. Darby Jack had not changed a bit and something about that pleased Daniel immensely.
The old-timer noticed him and sprang from his chair, showing no signs of slowing with age. “Why, its Daniel, I barely recognized ye with that fancy uniform and all,” he shouted and walked over.
Daniel watched as word spread of his arrival. “Its good to see you Darby, how are things?”
“Huntin’s good, Henri’s drink is decent, and Matty had pups,” the old trapper replied. 
Daniel smiled. “Stankweed must be thrilled.”
Darby scratched his whiskers. “He seems to be. What’s with that Accomplished floatin behind ye?”
“She’s been sick, I healed her but she needs to rest,” Daniel replied without going into further detail.
Hough Bess rushed through the entrance, made his way over, and stood with a broad grin on his puffy face. His bushy sideburns stopped short of being considered a beard. His light blue-dyed buckskins were clean and unstained. “It is good to see you, Dan.., I mean, Sir Daniel,” he stammered a greeting.
Daniel extended his hand, “and you, Mayor Bess,” he replied just as formally.
At table one, now sitting by himself, Orin Netless, his red wool coat and gray breeches were wrinkled and frayed, smiled and waved in Daniel’s direction. It was the friendliest greeting he ever gave and more than expected.
Henri Polkat, in white buckskins, hurried from the kitchen while brushing a lock of gray hair back into place and was soon followed by his wife, Lydia, in a wool dress. Her dark hair hung half way down her back, like that of most women on Tannakonna. Daniel greeted them and every resident who rushed into the Polkat to see him, even soldiers wanted to meet him, along with Captain BenJamin the commander of the garrison, and about the only two people he did not see was Val and Todd. Their eatery stood down the dusty street on the other side of town, within eyesight. Daniel introduced Silvia, David, and Jared, who then went out with Chad, who had come to see what had everybody excited.
Daniel handed Lydia enough coins to cover the use of four rooms for two nights, all of which were on the second floor, and next to and across from each other. Folks stared, yet no one except Darby mentioned the floating Accomplished. They all knew what the boy who had grown up in their midst had become. The residents seemed far more comfortable acknowledging his title as a Royal Knight of the Realm than mentioning anything to do with spell casting, which suited him well enough. He did not come here to make people uncomfortable.
Henri began waving his arms in an apparent effort to make anyone who is not a paying customer go away, while Lydia quite unnecessarily led Daniel up the stairs to the rooms six months ago she would have been sending him to clean. “Is there anything I can get for the Accomplished?” she inquired while Daniel floated the former Condemned over the bed and then lowered her down gently.
Silvia and David claimed the room across the hall while Daniel had no preference and decided to take whichever one was available after Jared chose his. “For the most part, my friend needs sleep, although it would be good if you can send up six jugs of water. Aakacarns can build up a powerful thirst,” Daniel replied.
Lydia nodded. “Yes, I remember how much you drank after healing the wounded. I will see that she gets plenty,” she replied, and then added, “There is hot food in the kitchen if you or any of your friends want to eat.”
David entered the room in time to hear the last sentence. “I believe a good meal is called for. My wife and I will be down shortly, whether or not the noble knight chooses to do so.”
Daniel smiled, glanced at the Teki, and returned his attention Lydia. “I will be coming down as well.”
The innkeeper’s wife nodded and went back down stairs. Silvia walked to the bed and stood over the sleeping Accomplished. “How long do you think she will sleep?”
“I suspect about as long as Jeremiah and Sherree did,” Daniel replied. “She should wake up sometime tomorrow.”
They headed back down to the dinning room, which cleared out fairly well, and had their choice of tables. Daniel sat at table one and ordered pot roast with all the fixings. Silvia and David ordered chicken and before the dinners came, a tall man with stooped shoulders and a long white beard approached the table. His garments were red on black silk and on each sleeve was a golden lighting bolt. The medallion on his chest had a silver bird of prey.
“Greetings, Accomplished,” Daniel replied, without fear, and stood up smiling. “Please join us.”
“You have come a long way since we met in Dowman’s End,” the elder Aakacarn replied, and sat down at the table.
Daniel motioned towards his friends. “Bella Sander, I would like you to meet Silvia Gerabolli-Cresh and David Cresh-Gerabolli, of the Reshashinni Teki.”
Bella gave each of them a nod of respect, which they quickly returned. There had been a time not so long ago when they were not inclined to show respect to an Aakacarn. Daniel knew traveling with him caused them to adjust their thinking or at least, being Teki, they learned to put on a good show of it.
Dinner came and they all ate, including Bella, who had a bowl of soup and a yeast roll. Silvia and David finished their meals and chose to head up to their room, especially when the conversation turned toward the history of spell casting.
A triple pulse washed through the world, every bit as intense as the first one had been. Tarin Conn again, Daniel had no doubt, and yet every eye in the room suddenly focused on him. “Whatever happened occurred far to the north, not even within Ducuan,” he told them in a calm voice, as if the occurrence was nothing to worry about. People nodded and went back to their private conversations, apparently satisfied with his comment.
“Tarin Conn grows restless. I suspect the time to confront him will come sooner than most of us expected; which was not in my lifetime. Even so, you seem to have a calming effect on the folks here,” Bella commented. “I have learned of your accomplishments and the supposed Silencing.”
Daniel explained as much as he dared about what transpired, leaving out being an Aakasear, the animals in his swirl, his marriage to Sherree, and a few other details his old acquaintance did not need to know. “So the Reshashinni Seer declared me to be the Chosen Vessel and all of the Seers in the world seem to agree.”
Bella leaned forward. “But do you believe it?”
Daniel did not hesitate to answer. “Oh, yes, way too much has happened for me to deny the truth, it would be idiocy.”
Bella let out a chuckle. “I suppose it would. You have thwarted the Serpent Guild at nearly every turn and have seven lightning bolts of Potential at your command. As Ruth told you, the events surrounding you declare you to be the Chosen Vessel to anyone with the time and wit to figure it out. Well, I happen to be such a person. Did you know every guild has scholars of its own and one from each is selected and appointed to be one of the seven scholars of Aakadon?”
Daniel did not know how many were among the Aakacarns. “I learned during my time among the Talenteds that Aakadon has scholars but that is about all.”
Bella nodded his head. “I am a scholar of Aakadon, my repertoire is a match for any Maestro, and I have access to all Aakacarn history.”
There were a few things Daniel had been curious about and never received a satisfactory answer, not even from Terroll whom he respected. “Good, then you can tell me why Aakacarns do not marry, and please do not give me a lecture on traditions.”
Bella ran the fingers of his right hand down his beard while his eyes seemed to twinkle with delight. “You were raised to the level of Accomplished so quickly I am not surprised someone with your background, a mountaineer, would want a real down to earth reason. I am willing to share my knowledge with you, things not normally shared with anyone below the rank of Maestro.”
“Why?” Daniel wanted to know.
“I am talking to someone whose potential is greater than the Grand Maestro of Aakadon, and a person I have come to believe is the Creator’s Chosen Vessel. Although I admit to not realizing this fact when we first met and I do not believe you knew such a thing at the time.”
Daniel nodded his head. “You got that right. I had no clue what was going on. That said, why the sanction against marriage?”
“Two reasons, One has to do with the spell, Ageless, which retards the aging process for one year. Each Accomplished has what we call an Annumday, the one day in the year in which he or she will cast, Ageless, upon themselves. We age about a third of the normal rate using the Melody, which means we live about three times longer than non-Aakacarns. Not many Aakacarns desire to be pregnant for twenty-seven months, nor do they want to miss their Annumday in order to shorten the duration, to do so would cause them to age at the normal rate, possibly a little faster. Especially since only one in fifty births results in the child being an Aakacarn. Oh, there are rarities, but the formula holds true for the most part.”
Daniel would never use Ageless, not since he had a more effective spell in his repertoire. “What is the second reason?”
Bella glanced around the room to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “The one in fifty ratio is the problem and the main reason for the rule against Aakacarns reproducing. In the beginning we were all one race, but that changed for various reasons, and mainly due to the influence of the Creator. There were the Tinys, people the tallest of which were smaller than the average Demfilian, approximately four cubits tall, and there were the Anakim, giants in comparison to the others. Out of the Anakim came the Nephilim, who were called the mighty men of old, each born with extra energy in his or her life force.”
Daniel leaned in closer to the old scholar. “You mean us, we are the Nephilim.”
Bella nodded. “Yes, and what we now call the non-Aakacarns are the Anakim, we are all the same race with the exception that one in fifty of us is a Nephilim. This is what created the problem. When Nimrod, the first Aakasear, your forefather, yes, I know what you are, so close your mouth, when he, Zeus, and the other Nephilim were banished to this world for thinking of themselves as gods, we settled on this new world, a world with only Anakim and Nephilim. When our ancestors began to populate this world, the one in fifty ratio remained fairly constant, and so each Nephilim began favoring their non-Aakacarn children, from which almost all of the commoner dynasties originated. Benia, the original queen of Lobenia, was the non-Aakacarn daughter of Aphrodite. When the various kingdoms went to war, their Aakacarn parents sided with them and nearly destroyed the new civilization. So it was decided to leave the reproducing to the Anakim and any Nephilim born among them were taken to be trained in Aakadon, which is the first city built on this world.”
Daniel admitted, this had to be the most compelling reason he ever heard for Aakacarns not marrying; not that he would ever leave Sherree, and still hoped they might some day have children. What would that do to the world?  “So you figured out I am a composer of spells.” This seemed to be a good time to change the subject.
Bella winked his eye. “It was a working theory you just verified. I am a Senior Soarer after all and getting to the truth of a matter is what we do, so don’t feel bad that I weaseled the confirmation out of you. It even makes sense for the Vessel to be an Aakasear. Be that as it is, you are not another Tarin Conn, this I know, and am confident you are the one who will lead us in the struggle.”
“You did not say, victory,” Daniel pointed out.
“No, no I did not, because such is not guaranteed. I am going to do what I can for you, but understand, the Grand Maestro only sees you as a rival, and Aakadon is not a safe place for you at the present time. It will be interesting to see how your swirling of events will change the dynamics. I hope to live long enough to see it.”
Daniel simply had to ask the question that had been nagging at him ever since he met the elder at Dowman’s End. “If you don’t mind my asking, how old are you?”



Bella chuckled. “I am currently the oldest living man, two hundred ninety-eight years of age, unless you want to count Tarin Conn, in which case I would be the second oldest living man.”
The Chosen Vessel could help this man or walk away and let nature take its course. He made up his mind. “Do you want proof of my being an Aakasear?”
Bella’s left eyebrow rose suspiciously. “That would depend on the nature of the proof?” he replied carefully.
“I can teach you a spell, a harmless spell,” Daniel was quick to add, “of my own making.”
Bella nodded. “I admit to being intrigued. The scholar in me just cannot pass up an opportunity to learn something new.”
Daniel summoned the potential for, Teach Me, and blue beams shot from his eyes into those of the elder Accomplished. Timeless is a spell with a melody line and one note in harmony and is the perfect cure.
He ceased the potential, sat back in his chair and watched his friend carefully, wanting to see his reaction.
Bella licked his lips, he probably wanted to cast it, yet caution seemed to be getting the better of him. “That was a beautifully written piece. What does it do?”
“Timeless stops the aging process completely. I composed it after Terroll Barnes decided I did not need to know Ageless. I never knew about the need to renew the spell, so it did not become a requirement. Cast the spell, add a Da Copa, and you will stop aging. If you want to marry and your Aakacarn wife wants to have a child, you can both simply remove the Da Capo for nine months, age together, and then cast the spell again.”
Bella laughed. “The part about not aging sounds good, the part about marrying and having a child not so much,” he replied and then a beautiful violet glow of potential surrounded him for a brief period and vanished. “Thanks for the addition to my repertoire.”
“Thanks for furthering my education,” Daniel replied and stood while the elder rose up and started for the stairs. Daniel had not realized so much time had passed. Night had fallen and the mark was late.
“You young ones can sit up all night but some of us with a little age under our belt prefer to sleep,” Bella said, and then called out just before going out of sight, “Tomorrow you might introduce me to the Accomplished you healed.”
Daniel shook his head, astounded at the man’s powers of observation, not much had escaped the elderly Aakacarn’s notice, especially since Bella had not been downstairs at the time. Daniel went up stairs, entering the room to the right of the one currently occupied by the Four-bolt, whose identity is yet to be determined. Jared, who must have dined at Val’s eatery, chose the room across the hall. It did not take Daniel long to remove his knightly garb and slip into bed wearing his under garments. No sooner had his eyes closed, or so it seemed, two full marks passed, a triple pulse washed through the world, waking him from a pleasant dream of being with Sherree. He stared at the ceiling for another mark and then put on his pants and decided to check on the sleeping Accomplished. The harmonic waves might well cause her to awaken prematurely and he did not want her to be unduly alarmed.
He sat in the lone chair, near the window, to the right of the bed, and watched her sleeping fitfully. Every once in awhile she would jerk or twist as if struggling against a powerful foe. Dawn came and light filtered in the window, brightening the room. The Accomplished suddenly kicked out with her right leg, her eyes popped open and locked on to Daniel like an archer about to loose an arrow at a target. “You healed me, how?” and then she seemed to notice her clothing. “Blue silks? Who are you?”
Her demand for answers, rather than a request, judging by her tone, caused Daniel to believe she might be a former member of the Eagle Guild. “Give me your name and I’ll give you mine.”
She sat up and swung her legs over the side of bed, facing him. Her countenance softened and an amused smile caused a dimple to form on her darkly pretty face. “I am, once again, Leah Barryn, a four-bolt Accomplished, thanks to you. Now it’s your turn.”
He noticed she neglected to give her guild, yet saw no reason to hold back his identity. “I am Sir Daniel Benhannon, Royal Knight of the Ream of Ducaun, a seven-bolt Accomplished.”
Leah burst out laughing. It had to be the clothes, him sitting around wearing green pants and a cotton undershirt. “I don’t recognize the falcon in flight clutching a lighting bolt on your left breast, your pants could be the bottom half of a Royal Ducaunan Knight’s uniform, but I have heard that name. You are the Talented discovered on Mount Tannakonna, you were involved with the Battle of Bashierwood, and last I heard the Grand Maestro sent you on a mission of some sort.”
A triple pulse washed through the world and Leah’s eyes widened. “Someone just cast a major spell. It came from the north. What is Balen Tamm up to?”
Daniel removed his shirt, it being the fastest way to convince her of his rank, and watched as her mouth dropped open at seeing the seven golden lightning bolts in his skin. He put the shirt back on. “Balen Tamm cannot do anything. What we felt, I believe, is Tarin Conn attempting to break free of his tomb in Kelgotha.”
“You speak of Balen Tamm with certainty while being less so about the Dark Maestro,” Leah commented.
“We have some catching up to do,” he told her and went on to relay to her what occurred from the time he and Tim went on the mission to confront Balen Tamm to how she came to be in Bashierwood. He had done some judicial pruning of the facts, seeing as he did not yet know her plans or how she would react to him claiming to be the Chosen Vessel at the end of his monologue. Now he was about to find out the last. Would she believe what he claimed in his tale?
She stared at him for what seemed like marks, but was actually only a few minutes, and then asked, “What is your guild affiliation, are you on another mission for the Grand Maestro, and more importantly, how did you heal me?”
They sat there, studying each other and then Daniel decided to give her a little more information. “Efferin Tames sees me as a rival, not the Chosen Vessel, so no I am not affiliated with any guild and have enough chores of my own without him adding to them. The Grand Maestro has no say in what I do. I restored you by casting my own version of Condemnation, only in reverse. Ducaun is preparing for the coming war against the Serpent Guild while the other kingdoms and Aakadon seem more interested in us than in the machinations of Tarin Conn and his minions.”
She sat quietly, evidently taking the time to consider what he told her and how to respond. She glanced down and then refocused her dark-eyed stare at him. “Why blue silks?”
He nearly laughed at the lightness of the question coming on the heels of what he just told her. “The shade of my potential is topaz. You can change them to red on black if you want, and maybe alter the belt buckle to show your guild.” He added that last hoping she would get the hint and reveal her affiliation.
She smiled brightly. “Right up until I legally died, I was a Senior Soarer of the Eagle Guild.”
Daniel wondered about her choice of words. “Legally died?”
“When an Accomplished is believed to have been Condemned the Aloe Guild obtains one of the person’s communication amulets and determines if the individual has been Condemned. Once verified, the victim is declared dead, everyone who has an amulet made by that person destroys it in a ceremony, and the person’s name is stricken from the rolls of the guild, except as a memorial. So I, like you, am legally unaffiliated.”
Her situation seemed to be no more than a formality. When she returns to Aakadon, they will see she is alive, and accept her back. “You are free to come and go as you will. The room is paid for, so do not worry about the money, and know I will pay for however long you need to stay. Lydia will send me the bill. If you prefer, I can have my Account Keeper book passage to Aakadon. The choices are yours and you owe me nothing for the restoration.”
She began shaking her head. “There’s where you are wrong. My brain and will are one and my body mine to command, but I owe you a gratuity on a scale I can scarcely imagine.”
Before she could say anymore, Daniel decided to give her more facts. “I am an Aakasear. I can modify existing spells, such as Condemnation, and I can compose new spells. Few people know this truth and Efferin Tames is not one of them. He would see me as another Tarin Conn. Soarers have questioned some of my associates using Truth Speak and I have already been warned by a Senior Soarer that Aakadon is not a safe place for me. I have restored others from Condemnation, including Accomplisheds of Aakadon, all of the spell casters have gone back to the city, and are trying to convince the hard-headed citizens to accept me as the Chosen Vessel. Think about that before you promise to do me any favors.”
Leah placed her hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “The fact you restored me and the others from Condemnation proves to me you are not another Tarin Conn. I could almost see the swirling of events as you described what all has taken place and there is no question in my mind you are the focal point of the vortex. I want to join your muster. I once chose the Eagle Guild so I could be on the front lines of the struggle against Balen Tamm. After being Condemned and restored, why would I throw away the opportunity to serve the Maestro who defeated him and destroyed his headquarters? I want to serve the Chosen Vessel, Daniel, I want to serve you.”
He did not doubt her sincerity, even so, he had to asked, “What if Efferin Tames orders me and all who help me to be arrested? Senior Soars might well come for us and what will you do then?”
Leah brought her face right next to his, looking him dead in the eyes. “You are the Chosen Vessel. They can get out of your way or be cast aside. Either way, I will stand by you.”
Silvia had informed him of the need for Aakacarns in his service and it seemed the swirling of events is presenting him with his first. “I am not a Maestro,” he told her.
“Could have fooled me,” she replied.
Daniel chuckled. “I don’t think you are easy to fool,” he responded while she patiently waited for an answer to her proposal. “Welcome Leah Barryn, you are my first Accomplished.”
 
 



Chapter fifteen: Aakademneds
 
Daniel sat watching Leah drink her fifth jug of water while his mind focused on the list of chores yet to be done, of which there were many. Should he travel to the northwest and meet with Chas or to the southwest and meet with Marcus? He had much to discuss with both of them. At some point in the near future the Captain of the Benhannon Guard needs to meet the Commander of the Chosen’s Sentinels.
“I was near Bolen when forty Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild appeared in a circle containing one hundred Condemneds. The Accomplisheds were facing outward, casting spells, and killed most everyone in sight. Accomplished Munsford, my guild associate, stayed hidden. We were greatly out numbered, yet I felt compelled to intervene, even knowing to do so could result in death or worse. Well, you know the result,” Leah shared her story without having been asked.
Daniel came and sat beside her on the bed. “The experience was the worst,” he agreed. “I am sorry you had to endure months in such a state.”
Her eyes focused straight ahead at the wall, yet he knew the image in her mind was the true focus. “The things I was compelled to do, watching in horror as my body was commanded to kill people, and the things I was forced to eat,” she added and then closed her eyes, took a breath, and continued. “I was originally brought to Balen Tamm, Condemned, and then taken to a holding facility for Aakademneds.”
“What are Aakademneds?” Daniel wondered.
“That is the term Balen Tamm has for Aakacarns after Condemning them. My time at the facility was brief. I ended up back at Serpent Central and stayed there until it began to collapse. Tamm had ordered me to live, so my body was compelled to make every effort to stay alive, and my legs kept moving until stopping where you found me.”
Something in her tale sparked a thought, Daniel had assumed the majority of Condemneds were being kept in Mount Gosian, and that most of them died when the tunnels came crashing down. “Where is the facility you spoke of?”
Leah began drinking from jug number six, gulped about a third of the contents, and then placed the jug on the table. “The Aakademneds are kept in chambers within Mount Tirana.”
Daniel wondered how many other things the Serpent Guild was up to within Ducaun. After awhile he decided to focus on what is known rather than waste time speculating on the wild things his imagination was coming up with. He began briefing Leah on his current mission, the people already in his service, and ended with, “So in addition to raising a muster, I am locating Condemneds with the goal of restoring them, and trying to cleanse Ducaun of the Serpent Guild.”
Leah nodded her understanding. “Your mission is my mission, the tasks will be difficult even working within this kingdom, and I suppose Ducaun must be your focus for now, yet the Serpent Guild’s machinations are not limited to Cleona’s realm. As the Chosen Vessel, you will eventually face your enemies on a global scale.”
A part of him understood his battle with the other Vessel would eventually encompass every nation, yet one man with an Aakacarn wife, a four-bolt Accomplished, and less than a thousand non-Aakacarns simply is not capable of battling the Dark Maestro’s forces at every point. He had to break the chore down to manageable bits; just working within Ducaun kept him busy, the chores to be done in light of this new information will take a major effort, and would only be a step closer to achieving the goals set by the Queen. “Duly noted, eventually the fight will be world-wide. We will begin here. Before I introduce you to Jared, Silvia, and David, I would like to take a mark and work on increasing your repertoire.”
Leah’s eyes swept the room before fixing on him with her lips forming into a smile. “I am always interested in learning new spells and hope you have some instruments, unless you plan on whistling the Melodies.”
Daniel remembered learning the spell, Talon Strike, from Samuel using the method she mentioned. “I have developed a quicker method of instruction. The spell I use is of limited duration so multiple sessions will be required, yet I believe I can impart most of what you need to know within a mark.
Leah’s left eyebrow arched up speculatively. “You have a new method of instruction, something more innovative than is done at Tames Hall?”
Daniel smiled, seriously doubting any innovation had occurred in Aakadon in over a thousand years. “Watch and learn, first Accomplished.”
He summed the potential for, Teach Me and twin beams of light shot from his eyes into hers. He taught her Variable Shield, Conveyance, Find All, and Teach Me, along with instructions on how each spell should be cast and why, and then, Heart’s Beat As One, How Do You Feel, Heal Wounds, Heal Burns, Make Well, and also Vitality.” The Del Segno brought Teach Me to an end and the first session to a conclusion.
Leah’s eyes blinked rapidly and she touched her forehead. “That was incredible. You implanted Symphonic spells right into my mind. I mean, wow, this is fantastic, where did you get the idea?”
Daniel hesitated to answer at first and then decided to go ahead and say, “Tarin Conn gave me the idea. He can link to the mind of anyone who enters the caves on Mount Kelgotha and can control yetis, sasquatches, and Condemneds. I composed a spell which allows me to link my mind to any living thing, including people. Mind Touch allows me to send my thoughts directly into their minds and I figured it would be a good way to teach spells to someone like you. I added a Del Segno in the composition which automatically severs the link after a tenth of a mark, so no one’s mind can be enslaved, and then titled the new version Teach Me.”
“Are you going to teach me Mind Touch?” Leah asked.
Daniel held up his hand so she would know he needed her to wait, then played Mind Touch in his head without summoning the potential, and then added a seventh line in the harmony to make the spell ineffective on humans. “I am ready to teach you the spell and have made it harmless to humans. I’ve found having animals as scouts and agents to be very effective and believe you will too. In fact, it was a falcon named Dart who made it possible for me to find you so quickly.”
He began the second session of her education, teaching her, Mind Touch, Fashioning, Shield All,  What Is This, Refresh, Change It, and Hunger, until the Del Segno kicked in and brought the teaching to and end.
The third and final session, for the time being, allowed him to teach her, Die Now, Personal Shield, Jet Of Air, Lance Of Air, Pebbles Of Fire, Timeless, and Sleep Time.
 “These spells are incredibly advanced and extremely useful. I can convey myself and others to a place far away like the Serpent Guild can, except Conveyance only requires one bolt of potential while they need an entire circle of Accomplisheds in concert,” Leah commented.
Daniel nodded agreement and pointed to her right. “Cast, What Is This, and touch that table.”
An amethyst glow surrounded her as she did as he instructed. “I see what it is made of and deeper down I see little worlds with tiny moons spinning around them.”
“That’s right. Everything is made up of those little worlds with tiny moons and every living thing has what I call recipe strands,” Daniel explained.
Leah’s eyes widened. “This is how you gave me a body in better shape than the original.”
“Yes, I chose to follow what your personal recipe called for,” Daniel replied. “What Is This, Hunger and Change It, are also required. You can heal most anything short of death with the spells I have taught you in these sessions. Restoration is a spell that can be used either way, to restore a person or reshape them into something else that is completely enthralled to the caster.”
“You did not teach me Restoration,” she was quick to point out.
“All of the spells I have taught you are to be kept between us and not to be shared with anyone not associated with us. As my first Accomplished I will likely teach you new compositions, but there are spells in my repertoire no one but me needs to know and Restoration is one of them,” he explained, hoping she would understand this did not mean he considered her untrustworthy.
Leah gave the customary nod of respect. “Every guild has spells that are not to be shared with outsiders and has spells restricted to its Maestro. This is a concept I have become well acquainted with in my seventy-eight year career as an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild,” she replied, slanted her head to the left and said, “I will save you the trouble of asking. I may appear to be thirty-two, but I am actually ninety-seven, and thanks to you, I will never look thirty-three.”
“Glad I could help,” Daniel replied, and when she kept staring at him expectantly added, “I recently turned twenty and have not decided when to cast Timeless upon myself.”
“Don’t wait too long.” Leah gave her unasked for advice. A few quick raps on the door caught her attention and she called out, “Enter.”
Jared, Silvia, and David came in and Daniel stood up quickly after imagining what he, sitting on the bed beside Leah, must look like. He made introductions and the three welcomed her to the swirl of the Chosen Vessel.
“I think we should go eat,” Daniel suggested as much to consume food as to end the awkward moment.
David maintained a totally unnecessary smirk on his face until they reached the bottom of the stairs. Both he and Silvia’s hands were suddenly resting on their daggerlances. People were everywhere, including a few cavalry officers, but mostly folks Daniel had grown up with, and all were armed and staring at him.
Hough Bess stepped forward. “Sir Daniel, we were wondering if you could enlighten us about those waves that have been occurring.”
Captain BenJamin ran a finger along his dark mustache and took his place beside the Mayor. “I have my garrison on full alert, everyone in town is carrying bows and knives, and yet you appear calm as a winter pond.”
Daniel considered telling them they had nothing to be concerned about, yet to do so did not seem right. “Tarin Conn is testing the limits of his prison like a caged animal. For now the bars, as it were, are holding, and what we have been feeling is his attempts to break free.”
Eyes widened and faces grew pale at the news and just when it seemed like people were about to panic, the age old mountaineer spirit took hold and stubborn determination gradually settled over everyone. Now was the time to harden the resolve. “Thunder warns us of a coming lightning storm, think of the harmonic waves as something similar, and likewise understand that swords, bows, and knives affect neither. I am calm because the danger is not in the crackling boom of thunder and I can do nothing about the noise. The Dark Maestro is still trapped beneath Mount Kelgotha and the harmonic waves, while unsettling to experience and dangerous to shaky structures; cannot harm me here. In fact, I see the ripples as a sign the shield still holds.” Daniel watched as people began to nod acceptance of his words.
The residents began talking among themselves and gradually the crowd lessened as folks decided to go about their chores, most of them saying, “Like thunder,” and, “Good to know the shield still holds.”
“You handled that well,” Leah commented. “I would have told them not to worry and something along the lines of, it is an Aakacarn matter, and best to be left up to Accomplisheds to handle.”
Silvia stepped beside the tall Ecoppian. “That would have disbursed the crowd and been as useless as a Teki chief without a troop at calming their nerves.”
Leah stared down at the acrobat. “Point taken, those of us trained in Aakadon often fail to consider the nerves of commoners, and I will work to correct that attitude in me.”
Hough and Captain BenJamin walked out together as did Val and Todd, who must have been as frightened as everyone else to seek out Daniel’s opinion. The officer and the Mayor had both thanked Daniel while the newlyweds gave him a final glance and exited the Polkat. “I have pancakes, sausage, and eggs on the stove if anyone is interested in eating,” Lydia mentioned to anyone within earshot who might be hungry.
Daniel and his friends ordered their breakfasts and waited at table three. He told them about Mount Tirana and what he decided to do about it. “Are you open to suggestions?” Leah asked after he was through explaining to the others.
“I have found him to be one who will listen.” Silvia apparently felt the need to answer for him. She and David both had a habit of taking it upon themselves to spare him the burden of answering questions.
Leah nodded her head and continued on as if Daniel had answered. “You seem to have the desire to convey us directly to Tirana, destroy the nest, and liberate however many Aakademneds are there.”
“That is what I had in mind,” Daniel replied before one of the Teki had a chance to answer for him.
“I suggest that you and I convey to Tirana, use Fashioning to learn the location of every tunnel and chamber, and then get with Chas Herling to plan an assault. I will, of course, follow your decision.” Leah proposed a good idea.
Jared did not offer an opinion. David and Silvia took issue with the idea of only Leah and Daniel going on the scouting mission, and then Bella Sander walked right up to the table before Daniel could announce his decision.
The old Senior Soarer acknowledged all at the table and then sat down when Daniel motioned toward the empty chair on the other side, seeing as his friends were seated to the right and left of him. “It is not every day one gets the opportunity to greet the dead and get a response,” Bella commented while fixing his gaze on Leah.
The first Accomplished opened her mouth to reply but Silvia spoke up first. “You are in the presence of the Creator’s Champion, the Chosen Vessel, and I too had to get used to greeting the dead,” she stated, in obvious reference to her cousin, Samuel, who had been declared dead by the troop chief.
Bella winked at her. “Many things change when the Vessel walks among us,” he said and brought his attention back to the first Accomplished. “Leah Barryn was determined to be a Condemned by a Senior Practitioner of the Aloe Guild and declared dead by the Maestro of the Eagle Guild, yet here she sits eating sausage and eggs.”
“Leah Barryn, Senior Soarer of the Eagle Guild was a Condemned and is dead,” she confirmed without batting an eye. “Leah Barryn, the first Accomplished to associate with Daniel Benhannon is alive and well. Do you find legal fault with the arrangement?”
Bella is an observant and crafty individual without a doubt, yet he did not seem to possess a mean bone in his body, and his sudden smile proved it. “As you well know, I am fully versed in the applicable laws, and know a dead person cannot be charged with breaking guild oaths. Technically, you are free to associate with whomever you choose. I am in reality pleased at your presence here in Bashierwood because it confirms the reports circulating in Aakadon.”
While Daniel normally did not much care what was happening in the Aakacarn city, Sherree being there made him sit up and pay attention like a hungry cat eyeing a bird. “What reports?”
“Accomplisheds of the Stone and Aqua Guilds associated with the Tomlin Project, along with one of the Aloe, one of the Willow, and one of the Eagle, all arrived in a truly remarkable riverboat, and claim you are the Chosen Vessel and restored most of them from Condemnation. I see Leah as the living proof of your ability to heal a Condemned. As your new associate can tell you, each of those who had been Condemned were declared dead, are now in legal limbo, and will likely be confined to their respective guilds. Sherree Jenna and Jerremy DeSuan both claimed to have been Condemneds, yet being initiates whose physical states were unknown and amulets unavailable, their fate was never verified, so they are still legally alive and so have been granted greater freedom of movement,” Bella replied.
Daniel wondered why Sherree never mentioned the situation. She probably did not want to worry him. Wait, Bella said one member of the Eagle Guild. “I understand Samuel Cresh was here in Bashierwood, do you know what has become of him?”
Bella laughed. “You phrased that very well. I might not have suspected you know more about what the Fledging was up to than I, if his part in what happened to Serin Gell had not been in the report I received last night.”
David winked. “You should leave the questioning to me and Silvia. We are better at making people hear what we want them to hear without them perceiving what we don’t want them to know.”
Daniel smiled while giving a slight nod of his head. “I will take that under advisement. Bella, what does the report say about Samuel?”
The elder Accomplished sat back in his chair seemingly hesitant and then leaned forward. “This is not information I am normally at liberty to share, as your new associate can tell you, and yet I will do so because of who you are. The only person with first hand knowledge of your duel with Serin Gell is Samuel Cresh and each of the Accomplisheds questioned reported what he related to them. Sherree Jenna, who gained a second lightning bolt, apparently was not part of the discussion and so had nothing to report on the subject. Samuel confessed to having taught you the Eagle Guild specific spell, Talon Strike, so you could help him subdue Serin Gell, thus allowing you to summon enough potential to sunder the Silencing. They all, including Sherree Jenna, report your increase in Potential, and are convinced you are the Chosen Vessel. No one has a clue as to how you healed Condemnation. I assure you the Aloe Guild would like to know. Be that as it is, our friend Sam is in a great deal of trouble for violating an Eagle Guild confidence. This is an internal matter and Maestro Reese is the person the Fledgling will be judged by. Some leniency might have been shown to him since he is an initiate and was faced with extraordinary circumstances. While the entire Eagle Guild is pleased to know Serin Gell is dead and a member of our affiliation was involved in bringing him to justice, the Grand Maestro is furious over you being freed from the Silencing.”
Leah touched Daniel on the arm. “The politics of the situation will force the Maestro to be harder on Accomplished Cresh than he otherwise might be.”
None of this answered the question now floating in Daniel’s mind. “Where is Samuel?”
Bella stroked his beard and eyed everyone at the table before answering, “I make no accusations, only raise the possibility that a mentor who’s Fledgling went to such lengths to save his life might give him a few words to the wise. We Senior Soarers know what Sam is likely to face when he returns to Aakadon. His freedom of movement will be vastly curtailed, his career damaged to the degree it could be centuries before he is considered trustworthy to have further access to the guild library. His repertoire will be kept small and he may never be permitted to step foot out of Aakadon.”
“What he says is true,” Leah verified. “He should also mention that the Senior Soarer who gave such words to the wise and refuses to reveal having given the advice will likely be subjected to Truth Speak.”
Jared coughed at the last statement, him having been subjected to that very spell. “From my experience your guild shows little restraint when it comes to using such spells, even when the person being questioned is cooperative and has given them no reason to suspect deceit.”
Bella did not look at the Account Keeper, perhaps realizing the truth of the matter about his associates, and instead focused entirely on Daniel. “Samuel did not board the boat. He is believed to be in the vicinity of Port Valeen. Compared to you, he is a minnow they are not likely to spend time trying to catch. What I told you about Aakadon last night has increased four fold this morning. The harmonic waves coming from Kelgotha have made everyone jumpy and monarchs all over the world are sending demands that the Grand Maestro do something to make the ripples stop. Face it Daniel, with the exception of Serin Gell, the Serpent Guild has gone inactive, the harmonic ripples show that Tarin Conn is stirring, but the only Melody Wielder they can do anything about is you.”
Daniel nearly laughed out loud. The Serpent Guild is far from inactive and a major nest was about to be assaulted. “In light of your report, for which I thank you, I and my associates will be collecting some horses and be on our way.”
Bella stood up. “I cannot report what I do not know so keep your destination amongst yourselves,” he said and then glanced at Leah and winked at Daniel. “The way you are swirling events is interesting in deed and I wonder how big your association will eventually be.”
“As big as it needs to be,” Silvia replied just before the elder Accomplished turned and walked away.
Jared paid for the meal out of the money bag and they collected the horses from Chad and Donald after saying farewell to the residents of Bashierwood. Val, in a pale green dress, walked up to Daniel just before he was about to mount Sweeper, one of his new Ducaunan racers.
“Happy hunting,” she said in a tight voice and then walked away without waiting for a response. The gesture made him smile, being more than expected, and he truly wished the best for her and Todd. 
They rode up the north trail, each person mounted on a new steed, and after leading the other horses beyond sight of the town, Daniel called a halt. “We are going to see Chas and plan our assault.”
Leah gave an approving nod. Jared still had no opinion on such matters, and the Teki were ready to follow Daniel anywhere. He summoned the potential for Conveyance and pictured all of them and the horses outside the east gate of his northern holding. Before his heart beat four times they were on the opposite side of the kingdom and staring at the entrance. Two Sentinels, Brad Stoddard and Clem Suleen, were standing guard and recognized their leader immediately. “Greetings Sir Daniel, happy we are to see you back,” they shouted as he waved to them.
“You are spoiling us with these quick jaunts to far away places,” David stated while leading his group of horses through the gate.
Daniel laughed. “Perhaps I should have left you behind to catch up the traditional way.”
Silvia began shaking her head. “By the time he arrived here we would probably be hundreds of spans away on another jaunt.”
The light banter continued as they led the new horses to the corral and turned them over to the grooms. The place was filled with horses taken during the invasion and Daniel listened patiently as the men told him of the things they experienced during the brief siege. Sentinels and support personnel greeted him and he took the opportunity to introduce Leah to all of them while proceeding toward the center court. By the time he walked into building two, Chas, Mallory, Al, and all but one Sergeant came to greet him in the common room. Branson Calver and his squad had gate duty.
“I would like you all to meet Leah..,” Daniel began and then felt a sharp pain. Something sliced into his skin in the space between his neck and chain mail, plunging down, robbing him of the ability to speak as it sank deeper. Chaos irrupted, people screamed, lances of light flashed from every direction as he crumpled to the floor, unable to draw a breath. Lions roared, wolves howled, raptors screeched, every animal linked to his mind voiced their outrage. His eyes refused to stay open and darkness quickly closed in around him.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen: The Assault
 
Leah watched in horror as a blood-covered disembodied hand left a knife plunged to the hilt in Daniel’s chest between his neck and chain mail. Peripherally she was aware of blue lances of light launching at the anatomical likely position of the hand-owner’s body. A man in black silk appeared when one of the lances pierced him and within mere moments his body was jerked to the right, left, and forward, blood spurting from every wound, as blue beams punched holes in his torso. One passed right through his temple, spraying blood and gray matter out to the left, and the last lance pinned his back against the wall. The Accomplished’s death had come upon him fast and furious.
Her main focus was on the Chosen Vessel. She dropped to the floor beside him and summoned Beak Strike. Amethyst light in the shape of a tiny beak, meant for surgical precision, formed at the end of her finger, and she carefully cut through the chain mail and cotton undershirt all the way down to his belt. The right side of the garments fell away and she swept the other part to the left, exposing his bloody upper torso. A flute fell to the floor. Why would he carry a crescendo between his undershirt and chain mail? All questions could wait. She placed her right hand on his forehead and her left palm on his abdomen over his navel and cast, Hearts Beat As One. Even with him being unconscious, the pain his body endured assaulted her as if it was her own, yet she did not allow such to distract from the task at hand. His right lung had been lacerated and was filling with blood. The knife had missed his jugular vein by a hair. She added a Da Capo to the spell and then cast, Heal Wounds. The spell should instantly heal the flesh as the blade slides free, she hoped.
“Someone pull out the knife, straight and fast or you will cut his jugular, and get me two jugs of water, each with a straw,” She called out and heard the sound of feet running to obey as Sentinels and support staff encircled the two of them.
Silvia yanked the blade out in one quick motion. “Daniel’s blood on the flute of Della Lain,” the Teki spoke under her breath. Leah could not allow the statement to distract her, no matter how intriguing the information.
“Will he live?” a Pentrosan man with a pair of gold bars on each shoulder inquired.
“I will not permit him to die,” Leah replied.
A woman, who looked to be in her early thirties with long dark hair pulled back ponytail-styled, squatted beside her with two jugs. “I have the water.”
“Good, place a straw in his mouth and the one from the other jug in mine,” Leah instructed, and silently blessed the woman for not pestering her as to why.
As Leah drank through the straw, Hearts Beat As One, forced Daniel to do the same and she kept drinking until the jugs were empty. The same spell caused his lungs to inhale and exhale in time with hers. Only then did she address those standing around with worry etched on their faces. “Daniel has lost a large amount of blood and while I have healed his wounds, he will be weak as a day old hatchling for a few days. Our bodies metabolize water at a much faster rate than you non-Aakacarns and likewise we produce new blood at a quicker rate. Rest, water, and broth are what he needs.”
The woman who brought the water stood up and spoke in a strong voice, “Wanda, get the pot of chicken broth.”
Leah released the Da Capo from Hearts Beat As One, when she was sure he could breathe on his own, and then stood up. “We need to get him to his room.”
A broad-shouldered Sentinel took hold of Daniel from under the arms while another took hold of his feet. The man with the pair of gold bars on each shoulder nodded approval. “DuArren, Tanner, take him to his bed chamber. I want two guards in the hall and two in the room with him. We don’t know how many invisible assassins are wandering around in this holding. Everyone, not a soul is to know what happened to Sir Daniel. Let it be known a would-be assassin has paid with his life for attempting to ply his trade in the Benhannon Holding,” he ordered.
The two men carried Daniel up the stairs and Leah walked over to the body now lying on the floor. The spell powering the lance must have dissipated. She did not recognize him personally, only as a man wearing the silks of the Serpent Guild. This was the first instance she knew of where an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild cast a spell and became invisible. Presently, most everyone walked around the common room with daggers in their hands and seemed anxious enough to stab at anything out of the ordinary. She did not blame them for the emotions or extra caution.
“I am Chas Herling, Commander of the Chosen’s Sentinels,” the man with the gold bars informed her. His head did not even reach her shoulder, yet he had a dignity that made him seem much taller, perhaps that is why Daniel chose the Pentrosan to lead his army.
Leah gave him the traditional nod of respect even though the man is not an Aakacarn. “I am Leah Barryn and Daniel gave me the honor of being his first Accomplished.”
“I am glad he did. The situation would have ended badly. None of us could have saved him,” Chas admitted.
Leah glanced at the dagger in his hand. “He taught me a number of spells, some of which made it possible for me to heal him, and for that I am thankful,” she replied and then added while pointing at the body, “I could not help but notice lances of light shooting through this reptile of a man, all of which were the color of Daniel’s potential, and yet he and I are the only Melody Wielders in the holding and neither of us attacked the man.”
Chas held out the dagger. “Sir Daniel made this, touch the ruby, and it launches a lance of light. He made it so we Sentinels can wield them along with several other innovations made by him.”
“I think he would want you to hold onto this,” Silvia’s voice came from behind.
Leah turned and her eyes locked onto the object in the Teki’s hand. The instrument no longer had any traces of blood, and there could be no mistaking it for anything else, this young woman held the most famous crescendo ever made. “It really is the flute of Della Lain. You said something earlier about Daniel’s blood being on it as if you are a Senior Soarer whose suspicions have just been confirmed.”
David stepped up, glanced at the dead man, and then apparently decided his assessment was called for. “No, she said it more like a Seer whose revelation has just come to pass.”
Leah accepted the flute and then stared at the tiny woman. Very few Aakacarns look to Seers for guidance, especially since only commoners seemed to have the talent, and no self-respecting Accomplisheds want to admit they need advice from such a source. Daniel had been in Aakadon for only a short time, he apparently never acquired the prejudices inherent in its citizens. Working with him is going to take some adjustments, she understood this, and decided to embrace change rather than hold to the old ways that contributed to her having been Condemned. “I am glad the Chosen Vessel has a Seer who is so accurate,” she said and then turned to the commander. “Daniel told me of his link to the animals, let the wolves and foxes in, perhaps they can smell what cannot be seen.”
“Lieutenant SuKendall, do as the First Accomplished ordered, let’s see if the beasts can locate more of these invisible assassins.” Chas told a woman with a gold bar on each shoulder.
“It will be as you say, Commander, First Accomplished,” she replied, addressing both of them, and then exited along with a mixed squad of men and women.
Leah focused on the commander. “Daniel restored me from Condemnation and I have dedicated myself to his service.”
Chas smiled. “It seems we have something in common,” he replied and went on to tell her his own background and that of the others, along with their names, all of whom had formerly been Condemneds.
When Marge Durayton came out of the kitchen carrying a covered pot, Leah went with her to Daniel’s room and placed one hand on his forehead and the other on his abdomen.
“Put a straw in the soup and one in a jug of water. I have to drink in order to make him drink,” Leah told the Chief of Kitchens.
Marge put one straw in Daniel’s mouth and the one from the jug of water in Leah’s. He needed to consume the broth and then could be allowed to rest. Even though DuArren and Tanner stood watching from the other side of the room, Leah did not want to leave her rescuer’s side.
 
-------
 
Something warm and wet wiped the right side of his face along the jaw line and a sense of concern turning into contentment filled Daniel’s mind as he began to stir back into consciousness. Even before opening his eyes, he knew the wolf to which the tongue and emotions belonged. “Good morning Loper,” he said and was surprised at how weak his voice sounded. He could feel every creature linked to him matching the Alpha male’s feelings as they all sensed Daniel’s awakening.
The wolf’s tail began wagging and he allowed Daniel to stroke the space between his ears. A single lamp provide the only light in an otherwise dark room, meaning  it was no longer morning, and he had been way off about the time. Two Sentinels stood to the right and left of the door while Leah, fast asleep, sat sprawled in a cushioned chair near the window.
“It is good to see you awake, Sir Daniel.” Jax Talmin of Quick Silver Squad spoke in a soft voice.
“You had us worried there for awhile. It’s a good thing you recruited that new Accomplished,” Shella Gabler of Nighthawk Squad added while pointing to Leah.
Daniel sat up in bed and had to admit doing so took some effort. The sheet and blanket covering him fell, exposing his chest and the seven golden lightning bolts on his shoulders. He had nothing on beneath the covers but his underpants. “I remember a stabbing pain, lances of light being launched, and not much after that.”
“A member of the Serpent Guild attempted to assassinate you about twelve marks ago,” Jax began.
“He was completely invisible and all we saw of him at first was his hand with your blood on it,” Shella added. “David’s lance hit the man first, causing him to become visible, and in mere moments I think six lances, maybe eight, went right through the reptile before Silvia’s shot pinned him to the wall.”
“Your First Accomplished healed what she could and told us you had lost a large amount of blood and would be weak for a few days,” Jax continued the briefing.
Daniel had never heard of the Serpent Guild using invisible assassins, yet knew he should not be surprised to learn his much more experienced rival could compose such a spell. An Aakasear is limited only by his talent and imagination. He glanced at the wolf and smiled. So that is why you are here with me.
I guard pack leader from predators in hunting ground. Loper sent back in thoughts and sensations the mental link interpreted into words.
Do you smell any?
Loper’s tongue lolled out and he sat on his haunches, only dead one.
“The First Accomplished ordered us to bring the wolves and foxes in to sniff out and locate invisible assassins. The canines are roaming all over the holding and don’t seem to have found anymore intruders, but it makes me feel better having Loper and his pack around.” Shella explained, no doubt after seeing him smiling at the wolf. While she had the familiarity all Sentinels who were restored had with the animals linked to Daniel, she could not hear their thoughts.
Daniel cast, How Do You Feel, and focused inwardly, discovered no injuries, and found he had only two thirds of his normal blood supply, which his metabolism seemed to be slowly restoring. He ceased the potential and grabbed a jug of water from the night table and began drinking. The more he consumed, the faster his body could recover the loss, and so he drank that jug dry and started on another.
His list of chores did not go away and a Benhannon never drops a set chore just because he is tired. He placed the second empty jug on the night table and focused on his two body guards, four if you count Loper and the still sleeping Leah. “Bringing in the wolves and foxes was a good idea,” he said, seeing as they seemed to be waiting for him to comment. “I want Kater brought to my room.”
The Sentinels stared at each other for a few moments. Shella’s eyebrows arched up questioningly and Jax smiled. “You know he sees through the eyes of the animals, of course he knows what happened to Kater,” he said, to which she nodded her acceptance and understanding of the fact.
The female Sentinel blushed. “I should have realized the animals would let him know what happened,” she replied and then opened the door, revealing two more guards standing in the hall. “Tobin, Sir Daniel wants you to fetch your brother,” she announced in a quiet voice.
Daniel could hear the muffled sound of boots on a carpet moving quickly away from the door. A third of a mark later, Tobin returned leading his brother by the hand. The younger Sentinel had a bandage on his head covering his eyes and ears along with ten smaller ones on his fingers and thumbs. “Take off his shirt and bring him near the bed so I can touch his forehead and stomach,” he instructed and waited while that was being done. He did not have the strength to heal each wound separately so chose what he believed would be the quickest and most efficient method.
After placing his hands appropriately, he cast, Hearts Beat As One, added a Da Capo, and then Heal Wounds, ceased the potential for that spell, and cast Heal Burns. The pain Kater had been feeling in his mouth and fingers turned to pleasure and Daniel removed the Da Capo from Hearts Beat As one, and then immediately passed out.
He opened his eyes to a bright sunlit-room. Loper lay near his bed and the Sentinels were still by the door. Leah glanced in his direction, sprang out of the chair, and in moments stood leaning over him. “How do you feel?” She asked.
Daniel did a quick assessment. “Not quite as energetic as when I woke earlier.”
She licked her lips and seemed on the brink of giving him a scolding and then let out a protracted sigh. “That healing you performed, while being compassionate, could have been done by me.”
He was about to say, a Benhannon does not fob his chores off on others, but decided he could no longer afford to think that way. He had made a good beginning at delegating tasks and needed to continue, especially now that he had another Accomplished to rely on. “I’m not used to having someone like you around to help with the spell casting chores, but I will make the adjustment in my thinking.”
Leah gave a quick nod of the head, “You and I both have mental adjustments to make,” she replied, and then went on to say, “Now, tell me what needs to be done and I will get to work.”
“Where is the flute?” he asked without being more specific.
The tall Ecoppian opened her cloak, revealing the inner pocket, out of which extended about a quarter of the instrument. “Chas briefed me on a good many things, yet did not mention the crescendo. Silvia, your Teki Seer, told me the rest of the tale. The shield you placed on it I determined to be unbreakable unless the Da Capo is tied to your life force. If that is the case and the assassin had succeeded, he could have destroyed the flute. Even so I cannot think of a safer place outside of Aakadon.”
“Thanks for healing me,” Daniel began, deciding that expressing his gratitude should be the first item on his list of things to do. “You can hold onto the instrument until I am stronger.”
“These two briefed you on what happened,” Leah stated while pointing to the Sentinels, who stared back at her respectfully. “I am just glad you took the time to teach me those spells back in Bashierwood rather than waiting until after we arrived here. Your timing was perfect.”
The Chosen Vessel’s swirling of events probably had more to do with the timing being right, Daniel reckoned. Teaching her back on Tannakonna had been an impulse, not part of a shrewd plan. “Do you have any idea how many Aakademneds we will be dealing with?”
“Hundreds or perhaps a thousand or more,” Leah replied.
The holding could not house a group so large and Daniel knew he could not restore such a huge number quickly. Taking down the Serpent Nest and rescuing the Aakademneds would only be half the chore. He needed a safe place in which to work. “Obviously the assault will have to wait until I am fully recovered. It’s blasted inconvenient to be the object of an assassination attempt.”
Leah’s head slanted to the left while her eyes peered into his, as if trying to interpret deeper meaning behind the words. She probably had great skill as an interrogator. “I agree with both points. I can brief Chas on the coming mission but he will probably need our scouting report before he can help us draw up an actual assault plan.”
“We will need a larger facility to house however many Aakademneds survive to be restored,” Daniel informed her.
Leah glanced out the window. “We can use the spells, Fashioning and Change It, to make more buildings like this one.”
Her suggestion had merit yet Daniel hesitated to make the expansion of his facility, any of his facilities, something that can be easily assessed by his enemies. He had overcome his opponents many times in the past because they underestimated him and he wanted his foes to keep doing so, especially about the size and capabilities of his fighting force. “That is a good idea. I think we should give it a flat roof and build it twenty cubits below center court,” he told her and watched as a smile gradually formed on her face.
 “No one will be able to assess the strength of this holding,” she said while nodding her head. “What if we need to expand, how far down can we go?”
“I prefer that we not go near the water table,” Daniel replied. He could seal the facility from leakage. It was the possible consequences of interfering with the underground stream that concerned him. 
Simon had spoken during their voyage aboard the Javelin, on the journey to rescue Sherree and Jerremy from Serin Gell, about 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. Daniel did not want to mess with the interrelationship of the ecological system more than was necessary.
“Then we must expand out,” Leah said, and her eyes widened, causing him to wonder how many ideas were swirling in that shrewd mind. Those dark eyes narrowed and she abruptly slapped the side of the bed and grinned. “We can make additional wings under the ground in the empty space between the existing buildings.”
Daniel loved the idea and pictured in his mind a building four levels deep, beginning twenty cubits below center court, and wings with the same number of levels spreading out under the ground between each surface building, and then created a three dimensional image made of solidified air.
“You should leave the spell casting to me,” Leah said while picking up the blue model. “How is it I did not see you glow with potential or even where you focused the energy to make this solidified projection?”
“Concentration and lots of practice, that’s how I restrict the glow. Before I summon potential, I picture it only coming from my body where I choose. I can focus the beams finer than a hair and the amount of energy also needs to be considered. Even a High Powered spell focused tighter than a hair would glow like the sun,” he explained.
She tried the technique using low power spells yet only managed to restrict the glow to her arms. “I think your seven bolts of potential is a factor. A Three-bolt might be able to restrict the glow to half of his or her body, but I doubt anyone of lesser rank could manage it at all. The amount of potential used in these spells is a tiny fraction of the power you possess where as it takes a proportionally larger amount of the resource at my command.”
Daniel had not considered the matter beyond concentration and practice. By the time he cast his first spell, six bolts of potential filled his vat, and so he had difficulty assessing, from a practical standpoint, what folks of lesser rank were capable of. “While I appreciate gaining a greater understanding of the capabilities of other Accomplisheds, it does little to chip away at our chores.”
Leah straightened up to her full height and gave the customary nod of respect. “Then I will start chipping away while you stay right here and get strong,” she said, and seemed on the verge of giving him an order, yet that is not what came out of her mouth. “Please, do not summon any more potential. Healing Sentinel Kater Brendage has set your recovery back another day. I am not as fast or strong as you when it comes to wielding Potential, but I can do the job.”
The person standing before him had been a Senior Soarer of the Eagle Guild, is more than four times his age, and clearly doing her best not to speak to him as a subordinate. “You can go work on the new addition to this holding while I stay here and consume whatever Marge sends me,” he replied.
“A wise decision,” his first Accomplished agreed and then exited the room.
Later in the morning Daniel was given large amounts of liquid in the form of water and beef broth. Even though he felt better, everyone, including Jared, kept begging him to be patient, and it seemed easier to give in and let them have their way. Not a one of them could have forced him to stay in bed, yet he did so because they cared. General Malcus and the other Royal Knights of the Realm apparently were not told of anything more than an assassin had been caught and killed. They had not even been informed of Daniel’s presence in the holding.
Silvia and David came in shortly after he emptied his second bowl. Jana and Carn Bencain were standing guard at the door while Loper sat sniffing out the window. The Teki Seer smiled and came near the bed. “Have you contacted Sherree yet?” she asked.
Daniel did not see the point in worrying his wife, he had been healed, and time would see him right as a spring rain. “I did not want to alarm her over something that is done and over with.”
Silvia glanced at her husband before saying, “I would be irritated with David if he failed to inform me someone nearly succeeded in killing him. Yes, Sherree will be upset and afraid for your safety, yet do not add to the emotion the fear that you will keep other such truths from her in the future.”
She made a good point, besides which, Daniel wanted to speak to his wife. “If one of you would fetch the amulet from the drawer over there, I’ll contact her immediately,” he replied while pointing at the dresser.
Even though the Sentinels had to have heard the exchange neither of them commented. Daniel was fairly sure Carn thought nothing more than another person who had been restored by the Chosen Vessel was concerned about his health. Jana’s eyes widened momentarily, she gave a quick nod as if coming to a certain realization, and then went to the dresser and brought the amulet to Daniel. “Thanks,” he told her and then placed the gem against his forehead.
“How is my wife feeling this beautiful morning,” Daniel sent through the device just as one of Tarin Conn’s harmonic waves washed once again through the world.
“Your wife is missing you but otherwise feeling fine,” Sherree’s thought came with a sense of longing. Wariness instantly began to mingle with the other emotion. 
Daniel pressed on. “I miss you too. How are things going in Aakadon? Were you and the other Accomplisheds of the Tomlin project well received?”
“I am currently sitting on a couch, waiting for my appointment with the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, and the harmonic waves from Kelgotha, like the one we just experienced, have people here in such a state they are not interested in talking about the Chosen Vessel. Every mention causes them to think of the Vessel under the mountain rather than you. Half of them think you are still Silenced and the rest believe Efferin Tames to be the better candidate, as if their choice counts more than the Creator’s,” Sherree replied. 
The attitude did not surprise Daniel in the least. “What about Lassiter and the others?” he pushed, wanting to confirm Bella and Leah’s speculations.
A strong sense of disappointment attached itself to the longing and wariness. “He and the others have been declared dead and are temporarily staying at Caster Hall.”
Leah and Bella underestimated the reaction, believing the Accomplisheds would at least be allowed back into their respective guild premises until their status could be determined. “But all of them have lighting bolts, why place them with the unaffiliated graduates?” Daniel asked.
“Jerremy and I have been allowed into our guilds because neither of us has been declared dead,” Sherree replied and Daniel sensed she had more to say on the subject in the wordless emotion-filled pause that followed, and then, “What are you not telling me? It almost feels as if your thoughts are being focused through a screen,” her question, after the delay, caught him by surprise. She still did not answer what he asked of her.
His attempt at moderating his emotions only seemed to increase her wariness and made her more anxious rather than easing her concerns. He had hoped to convey the attempted assassination to be nothing more than a tiny setback. “The matter has been taken care of and steps have been taken to insure it does not happen again,” he began.
“What matter will not happen again?” Her question came back in a rush and the sense of wariness coming from his wife hit him like a flood.
“A member of the Serpent Guild, under a spell of invisibility, stabbed me with a knife, almost succeeded in killing me, and then died after David, Silvia, and half a score or so of Sentinels drilled him full of holes. Leah healed my wound and now I am recuperating after having lost quite a lot of blood. I’m feeling fit enough to get back to my chores but everyone insists I need to stay in bed until my blood supply is normal,” he replied and then waited for her reaction.
The tidal wave of emotions that came at him through the link was impossible to sort through although love, fear, and anger, were strongly in the mix. “You stay in bed until every drop of blood has been replaced. Now, tell me exactly what happened, what is being done to prevent this from happening again, and who is Leah, the one who put her hands on you?”
Daniel gave her all the details, how he located and restored Leah, her being the first Accomplished to officially associate with him, the coming assault on the Serpent Nest in Mount Tirana, and the multi-level complex being fashioned by Leah beneath the holding. The more he told Sherree, the calmer her emotions became, as if each detail made her feel closer to what was happening in his life. “So Loper is right here in the room with me and I have my personal shield in place even while lying in bed. I’m concerned about the others walking around so long with their shield amulets draining the life force energy out of them. In another day or so I want to refill their vats.”
Love and concern flowed through the mental link formed by the amulet. “Have Leah refill the vats. A four-bolt Accomplished should have no difficulty performing the task. I am not pleased about you throwing yourself back into danger at Mount Tirana, yet I see why it must be done. The Serpent Guild has infested the world and most of the Accomplisheds in Aakadon believe the rogue guild has gone into hiding. The harmonic waves are another matter. People here are convinced the shield holding Tarin Conn is weakening and steps must soon be taken.”
“Actually, I believe the Dark Maestro is growing stronger and the potential locked into the shield is becoming less and less adequate for the task. If the spells holding him are variable, a Grand Symphony may be necessary to raise the potential far above its current level,” Daniel gave his opinion.
A sense of determination came through the link. “Maybe I will bring your idea up to Terroll Barnes. He seems to be the only one willing to grant me an audience, not even Janna Barroon has agreed to see me again,” Sherree sent along with a sense of frustration.
“I love you,” Daniel sent with all the emotion he could pack behind the words. It was not the reply she would have been expecting, but it is certainly how he feels about her.
“I love you, mountain man, so don’t go and get yourself killed. Stay in bed until you are completely well. I have an amulet to stay in touch and will take steps to insure you do not start on those chores before you are fit,” she replied.
Daniel bade her farewell and placed the amulet on the table beside his bed. “You were right,” he told Silvia, who nodded in total satisfaction.
The day waned on and Daniel continued to grow stronger. Jared visited him for a few marks before sundown and then went about his business. Shella and Jax were once again the Sentinels on night duty, David and Silvia went to bed, and Loper suddenly sat up sniffing with his nose pointed at the window. Your mate comes.
A short time later Sherree entered his bedroom. “Yes, I am his wife,” she told the Sentinels. “Do not make the fact public knowledge.”
“She is,” Daniel confirmed after getting over being stunned by her announcement.
The pair of them saluted her. “It will be as you say, Lady Sherree,” they quickly replied, acknowledging her title as Lady of the Benhannon Holding, and leaving off the last name so as to respect her command.
“Loper and I can protect him. Find something else to do until morning,” Sherree instructed and they quickly complied.
When they exited the room, the beautiful Lobenian turned her attention to matters at hand. She came over to her husband, cast a spell to assess his health, after ordering him to temporarily remove his shield, and then nodded her head. “I just need to hold you tonight. Spells are cast on a near constant basis in the Aloe Guild between the training of interns and healing emergencies, so I found an empty chamber where the harmonic waves from Conveyance will go unnoticed among the other castings.”
Daniel needed no explanations. “I’m just happy to see you.”
She stripped to her underwear, climbed into bed, cuddled up, and they fell asleep in each other’s arms. The shield spells prevented anything more intimate from happening, yet they were necessary with the assassination attempt so fresh on their minds. Even so, having her near made him feel much better.
Sherree woke before dawn, Daniel knew because he had awakened half a mark earlier. She quickly dressed and asked, “Why do you think the Serpent Guild infiltrated the holding?”
Daniel had some fairly strong suspicions. “I think the assassination attempt was an opportunity strike. They are coming after me for two reasons, the flute of Della Lain and the trumpet of Tarin Conn. They know Serin Gell had the flute and was expecting his associate, who I executed, to bring the trumpet. It is logical for them to assume I am in possession of both.”
Sherree stared at him for several moments and then asked, “Are you in possession of both instruments?”
Daniel was not at liberty to discuss the Ducaunan royal family’s ties with Della Lain and the trumpet, not even with his wife, and yet did not want to be dishonest with her. “Leah is guarding the flute while I am recovering and the trumpet is hidden in this holding,” he admitted while leaving out the particulars.
Sherree came back and sat on the edge of the bed. “I am asking you to take both of those instruments to Aakadon. Stop frowning. Hear me out. The Serpent Guild will never stop looking for those crescendos. You and I both know that.”
Daniel still did not trust the leaders of Aakadon to safeguard the instruments. “Serin Gell escaped their custody.”
“I remember. You may recall he Condemned me,” she replied, as if he could ever forget. “If the flute of Della Lain and the trumpet of Tarin Conn are publicly known to be in Aakadon, I believe the Serpent Guild will refocus their efforts away from you to something else. I don’t really care where, so long as you are no longer the focal point. Please, think of one person in Aakadon you trust and take the crescendos to the Accomplished.”
Daniel truly wanted to refuse, his mountaineer steadfastness screamed at him to deny the plea, and keep the instruments where he knew them to be safe. Those emerald green eyes stared into his and he made up his mind. “How did your meeting go with Terroll?”
Sherree blinked several times, no doubt having expected an answer rather than a question. “He came to believe you to be the Chosen Vessel before or during your duel with Balen Tamm, I’m not entirely sure when exactly, but he does believe you to be the champion to lead us in the coming war against Tarin Conn.”
There were only a few people in Aakadon who could be trusted and Terroll was one of them. “In the near future, after I am fully recovered, I will take the crescendos to the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild.”
“Remove the shield from your face,” Sherree instructed him and then kissed him with a passion that made him wish she could stay longer. She moved back from the embrace. “I’m not sure when I can see you, but be assured I will be back and there will be no shields between us.”
Daniel looked forward to that day and was about to tell her so when there was an abrupt knock on the door and Leah walked in. The former Senior Soarer’s eyes locked onto the golden-haired Accomplished of Aakadon and took a deep breath. “You are Sherree Jenna, a member of the Aloe Guild, going by the medallion, and a veteran of the Battle of Bashierwood.”
“I am and you are Leah Barryn, a four-bolt Accomplished recently associated with,” she paused and glanced at Daniel before continuing, “Maestro Benhannon of the Atlantan Guild.”
Daniel chuckled at the joke. “Where did you get that name?”
Sherree shrugged. “She is clearly not a Ducaunan, you will probably be recruiting other Aakacarns from who knows how many nationalities, and your association must be called something. You are the leader, so it all seems to fit.”
Leah did not smile at Sherree’s show of humor; at least Daniel believed it was meant to be humorous. The Ecoppian’s head slanted slightly to the right as if to give her a better angle on the person she clearly did not expect to find in this room. “Have you come to affiliate with us?”
Sherree’s gaze never wavered while she responded. “First, I want to thank you for saving the life of my husband and second, no one is to know he and I are married.”
Leah’s jaw dropped open, her eyes widened, and several minutes went by before she spoke, but not to Sherree. “I knew from the moment I chose to affiliate with you that I would have to make many adjustments. While I admit to being stunned, this is just another adjustment, and I might eventually come to see the relationship as nothing out of the ordinary. You are the Chosen Vessel and I will always serve you to the best of my ability no matter how many of our Aakacarn customs you cast aside,” that said she turned to Sherree. “As far as I am concerned, your marriage is sealed to the office of the Maestro, and I will not betray an Atlantan Guild confidence.”
Daniel grabbed his covers and was about to throw them off, when he realized there was nothing on his body except a pair of underpants. So much for standing eye to eye to deliver the retort, he had to settle for frowning at the grinning pair. “There is no guild and I am not a Maestro.”
Sherree smiled at him. “If you say so,” she said and then grabbed her diamond-bladed knife, glowed amber with potential, and disappeared in a flash.
Leah smiled at him. “There is always something new with you. I doubt boredom will ever be an issue. I came to make sure all is well before I go back to work on the underground project.”
Daniel nodded his head. “And I, like yesterday, will stay here and recover while everyone else goes about doing their chores.”
“Good plan,” Leah replied and then turned on her heel and headed out the door.
The next day he cast, How Do You Feel, and determined his blood supply was back to normal. He sprang out of bed and over to his wardrobe under the watchful eye of Loper. Leah, at some point, laundered and repaired his uniform. He had no idea the spell, Beak Strike, could cut through mail as quickly as Marge can a slice of cheese. That fact and the assassination attempt made him reassess when he should have a personal shield in place.
He sent his bodyguards out of the room, cast, Refresh, to cleanse his body, also Personal Shield, having removed it to clean up, and then quickly put on his field uniform. Do we hunt? Loper wanted to know.
Daniel smiled at the wolf. We will hunt soon, Daniel confirmed, and then stepped out into the hall with Loper at his side. Sergeant Tanner and the Breaker team of his Quicksilver squad quickly saluted, standing ready to obey any command should their leader desire to give one. “I am going to my office,” he informed them.
His escort followed him down the stairs and the trip took twice as long as usual, seeing as everyone he passed felt the need to inquire about his health, to which he would respond, “I’m feeling right as a spring rain.”
Jaim Cutler stood beside Daniel’s desk and held out a bucket of rocks when they entered the office. “Tinum, Coresen, and Henner, stand watch outside the door,” Tanner ordered the three Sentinels, while he and the two remaining members of the team stayed in the office.
Vera Tinum, a slender young woman with her dark braid hanging out from the back of her helmet, clicked her boots together and said, “It will be as you say, Sergeant,” and then led her teammates out.
Daniel accepted the bucket from Jaim. Since the order to fetch rocks had not been rescinded, the doorkeeper always made sure there was a new supply in the office. As it turns out, Daniel did need the contents this morning. “Thanks,” he told the young man, “I can use this.”
Cutler gave a salute and went out in the hall to take up his position as keeper of the door. Loper circled a few times to the right of the desk and then settled onto the floor. Daniel sat down, opened his top drawer, and removed a sapphire stone. He had a gift in mind for Leah and pictured the object clearly in his mind. The spell, Change It, combined with Hunger worked in conjunction, and allowed him to shape a sapphire rod a cubit long and a finger width in diameter. He then took a silver coin and used the same spells to make a cap to place on the end. Lastly he cast, Potentializing the Baton. His shoulders tingled while the spell assessed his lighting bolts of life force energy and created the crescendo with seven bolts of amplification.
He placed the bucket of rocks on the floor to his left and the baton, sapphire, and coin in the top drawer. Time to start hacking at his chores, he thought, and set his priorities. The spell, Find All, played in his head and he decided to extend the potential out to a ten span radius. Two legions, minus three thousand six hundred and seventy-two men, were in the circular fort on the Pentrosan side of the border. Daniel now knew how much the siege had cost the invaders along the perimeter of the walls and among the wagon trains in the forest. General Tallen was in his office at Fort Casum while Malcus was only a few doors down from where Daniel sat. The Knights of the Realm, he had heard, went back to their estates to muster their forces. Everyone, human and nonhuman, in and around the holding were accounted for, except about half a span south and a little to the east. Nine Condemneds and an Aakademned were huddled together within a hill hut similar to the kind Daniel had seen used by Serena and her team in the past. He sensed no Aakacarns, other than Leah, who appeared to be putting the finishing touches on the new underground facility.
It is time to hunt Daniel sent the thought to Loper, who instantly sprang to his feet, and then focused on the human occupants of the room. “Sergeant Tanner, we are going to collect some Condemneds who have moved into the area. Assemble the rest of your squad, we are going for a ride and bring some shovels.”
Jacob gave a quick salute. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel.”
By the time Daniel stepped out of building two, Sprinter was saddled and ready to go, as were twenty one other horses. It was good to see Kater fully restored to health. Daniel mounted the stallion in one fluid motion and all of the Sentinels did the same. “Let’s ride,” he said, and they headed south at a gallop with Loper and eight members of his pack running along beside them. The horses seemed to be more accepting of the predators and Sprinter had nerves of iron. The ashen stallion with black mane and tail had carried Daniel through far worse dangers.
The journey through the forest, over small hills, and bushes, ended quickly as the grassy mound containing the Condemneds came into view. “Daggers out,” Tanner commanded.
Daniel sincerely hoped the weapons would not be necessary, yet knew the precaution needed to be taken, especially with the Serpent Guild using some sort of invisibility spell. He played the music for, Find All, in his mind and focused on the inhabitants, added a Da Capo, and then cast Sleep Time. “The Condemneds are now asleep. Dig an opening right there,” he commanded while ceasing the potential powering the spells, and pointing to the exact spot, “and bring them out.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Tanner replied and then shouted, “Kater, Tobin, Jax, start digging.”
The wolves were sniffing all around the mound and some began digging, paws flinging dirt and soil into the air. The three men dismounted and went to work. As soon as they had an opening big enough to enter, Tanner and the rest of his squad went in and brought out ten people wearing brown cloaks. “Other than being bald, they appear to be unharmed,” Vera commented.
Jana glanced under the robe of the smallest of the ten. “She is naked. These robes are the only clothing they have.”
“It’s more than we had,” Jax commented.
Vera took a deep breath. “They don’t even smell bad. Their handler must have ordered them to bathe.”
Tobin and his brother came out of the hill hut carrying sacks marked, Fort Casum. “I suspect Captain Johannan may want these back.”
“We will take them for now,” Daniel decided. “Sergeant Tanner, in the near future, see to it these supplies go back to Fort Casum with a warning about invisible assassins.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Jacob replied.
“Are you going to heal these people?” Kater asked.
Tobin looked at him cross wise. “No Kater, he’s going to use them as his personal slaves. Of course Sir Daniel is going to heal them.”
“I will restore these people sooner if ten Sentinels lay them across their horses,” Daniel interrupted the small talk. 
Tanner assigned the task and they brought the Condemneds back to the holding at a much slower pace. “Take them into the conference room, place them on the table, and I want guards at the window and doors inside and out,” Daniel commanded, while walking briskly through the common room of building two.
Leah and Chas intercepted him. “I will need to know the types of spells you and the First Accomplished intend to employ during the assault on Tirana in order to form a plan,” Commander Herling said.
Leah glowed with potential and stared at the unconscious people being carried into the conference room. Her life force energy vanished after a few moments. “Nine Condemneds and an Aakademned, I take it they were close by.”
Daniel nodded and told her where the group had been hiding.
“I should have scanned for them days ago,” Leah spoke in a soft tone of voice, filled with recrimination. “Are there anymore?”
Daniel shook his head. “Not within a ten span radius. I suspect they were commanded to stay put by the invisible assassin. In my earlier surveillance of the Pentrosan side of the border, I remember seeing through my scouts a member of the Serpent Guild with ten individuals standing around him, all wearing brown cloaks.”
Chas glanced into the conference room as the last Condemned was taken inside. “The First Accomplished has been to Mount Tirana and scouted the target area. We need to formulate an assault plan so we can take out that nest. The Sentinels you called for can guard this room while the patients sleep.”
Leah nodded her agreement with the Commander. “They can be restored after the meeting, unless you feel healing them now to be the greater priority.”
They would do whatever Daniel wanted, he knew this, and the desire to end the suffering of these victims right away warred with what else needed to be done on his list of priorities. The Condemneds were asleep, not suffering at the moment, and formulating the attack plan was essential. He focused on Leah. “It seems I am not the only one who went off on a quick jaunt.”
The Ecoppian nodded. “I took some time off from working on the new facility yesterday and conveyed to Mount Tirana to learn what we need to know.”
Daniel nodded. “Good job.” It was nice to have someone willing and capable of doing that sort of mission. “Jacob, will you go into my office and bring me the object I created earlier?”
“Certainly, Sir Daniel,” Tanner replied and quickly did as requested.
Leah’s eyes widened as she watched what the Sergeant handed to Daniel. “This is for you,” he told his first Accomplished. “Be careful with the amount of potential you focus through it. This baton has a seven bolt amplification factor.”
She held the crescendo, studied it from every which way and then smiled. “This is a great gift, thanks,” she said, and glanced at his office.
Daniel led his command staff into the office. Leah, Chas, Al, and Mallory took the chairs in front of his desk and the first Accomplished projected a hologram of the mountain with its chambers and tunnels highlighted. “We have five entrances, as you can see, even though we know Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild oft times teleport directly into certain chambers,” Commander Herling began to explain.
They went on to discuss the types of spells to be used and determined what squads would go with whom, Daniel, Leah, Chas, or Al. Lightning squad, under the command of Mallory SuKendall, was given the task of staying behind and guarding the gates. Daniel declared the mission sealed to the association. He remembered the name Sherree had come up with and the title she gave him, but seriously, it seemed grandiose coming from his lips so he used the words, holding, muster, and association. Leah took the opportunity to return the flute into his keeping.
Chas, Mallory, and Al had teams to brief and set off to get started on their list of chores while Leah followed Daniel into the conference room. The Condemneds and Aakademned were laid out on the obsidian table. The first Accomplished and Loper stood guard, along with the Sentinels, while Daniel removed his personal shield and went to work. Silvia and David entered moments later. The restoration process went quickly, seeing as little damage had been done to their bodies. Most of what he did involved giving them back their original faces, growing their hair, and restoring their free will, which is also why he removed the sleep spell rather than allow them to wake naturally. The nine men had the features of Taracopians, four with the sun-tanned skin of the southern coast and five having the lighter complexion common among the inhabitants of the northern half of Taracopa. Leah took them aside after each healing and answered their questions, so Daniel could move on to the next patient without delay. The last person he restored was the Aakademned, a one-bolt Accomplished. Her flame red hair and freckled face reminded him a little of Joanna, a Talented he met back in Aakadon. 
A pair of lids opened, green eyes shifted right to left, and then stared fixedly into the eyes of her healer. “You seem as familiar as a twin brother, yet I have never laid eyes on you before, and do not know your name. However, I do know you saved me.”
“I am Daniel Benhannon,” he began the introduction and noticed her eyes widen in recognition of the name. “I see you have heard of me.”
“You defeated Balen Tamm and were Silenced by the Grand Maestro. The last reports I read mentioned you being knighted by the Queen of Ducaun. The uniform you wear confirms that much. Are you really a seven-bolt Accomplished?”
Leah walked away from the Taracopians, who were now sitting around the other end of the conference table, and came to stand at Daniel’s side. “This man is more than a Seven-bolt, he is the Chosen Vessel, and has restored from Condemnation nearly everyone in this room, along with many others.”
The young woman stared at Leah and blinked several times before speaking. “You are Leah Barryn. I remember hearing the announcement of your demise. Why is a Senior Soarer of the Eagle Guild wearing those blue silks?”
“These are the silks Daniel made for me, which I proudly wear, seeing as I have devoted myself to the service of the Chosen Vessel. Tarin Conn is even now stirring in his mountain tomb and the battle of ages will soon be upon us,” Leah replied without hesitation.
“How can you break oath to the Eagle Guild?” the woman demanded to know. “Vance Cummin is in line to be the next Maestro of the Serpent Guild and now you abandon your high position as well.”
Daniel did not know the name, not so Leah, judging by the widening of her eyes and the sudden frown. “We are dead to the Eagle Guild, yes I know who you are, and I choose to serve the Creator’s champion. The dead break no oaths and make no mistake, Aakadon considers us to be dead. Daniel and I will soon be assaulting a major Serpent Nest and continue from there to work at eliminating them from Ducaun and then wherever the fight takes us. Now, what makes you believe Vance is a traitor?”
“But first, I would like to know your name,” Daniel stated, Leah may know her but he sure did not.
The young woman sat up and hopped off the table. “I am Sandra Treena, formally a one-bolt Accomplished and Soarer of the Eagle Guild. I owe you a gratuity, even up to indentured servitude, if that is what you require,” she replied and refocused on the Four-bolt. “Vance Cummin is the one who Condemned me and he made no secret of his ambitions before doing so.”
The information she gave was important and would be discussed in greater detail later. It was the question of gratuities he wanted to answer. Daniel broadened his gaze to include the nine Taracopians. “You are all free to go about your lives. Nothing is required from you for the healings; doing so is part of my duty as the Chosen Vessel. I am gathering a muster of Aakacarns and non-Aakacarns to fight in the coming war. These brave men and women in the blue wool uniforms you see here are the Chosen’s Sentinels and you can join them or not,” he stated for all to hear and then focused on Sandra. “Leah is the first Accomplished to associate with me. You can join with her or go back to Aakadon and see if the Eagle Guild will take you back. To say that my having broken the Silencing placed upon me has made me unpopular with Efferin Tames would be an understatement. Anyone who associates with me is practically guaranteed to inherit the wrath of the Grand Maestro.”
One by one the nine men in brown cloaks came forward, introduced themselves and asked to join the Chosen’s Sentinels. Daniel welcomed each person while Sandra quietly eyed him as if trying to come to some decision. She made up her mind, walked right over to him, and looked up into his eyes. “Phil Nettle is a one-bolt Accomplished of the Serpent Guild and has a spell in his repertoire that renders him invisible. Vance Cummin made him our handler and the man is deadly dangerous,” she revealed.
“Well, at least we now have a name to go with the face,” Daniel replied, although he never actually saw his attacker.
“You mean he is here?” Sandra asked and her eyes suddenly blazed in a fury, no doubt she had some nasty spells in mind for the man.
Daniel swept his hand around the room. “These are the very people who killed him,” he said, and then went on to introduce each person.
Sandra gave them the customary nod of respect normally due a fellow Accomplished and then turned to the first Accomplished. “I am tired of this brown cloak, where do I get silks like yours?” she asked, and then turned to Daniel before a response could be made. “I choose to serve the Chosen Vessel of my own free will, I want to associate with you, and will go wherever you command.”
 
-------
 
The strike force gathered in the general assembly hall within the new underground complex. Spheres of light near the ceiling provided the illumination and the immense room was big enough to hold thousands, yet presently hosted a force so small the staging area seemed empty. Silvia and David were at Daniel’s side along with Sergeant Tanner and the Anchor team of his Quicksilver Squad, the remaining three of which were assigned to Leah, who had Breaker and Clipper team, and Chas, who led Dasher team combined with the entire Nighthawk Squad. Lieutenant Benkorren led the Stormcrows. 
“First Accomplished, we convey at your discretion.” Daniel’s voice echoed in the cavernous room. He had never seen the target location and did not want to take the time to send one of his feathered scouts.
An amethyst glow surrounded the tall Ecoppian woman as she held up the sapphire baton he had given her, darkness enveloped him for the space of three heart beats, and then he stood looking at a jagged mountain surrounded by a black forest with a winding trail leading to the base of Tirana. “This is where I was brought in,” Leah stated. 
Daniel cast, Find All, focused into the mountain, and sensed one hundred thirty-six Aakacarns, two hundred yetis, and thirteen hundred twenty-three Aakademneds, all in chambers throughout the complex. The numbers had changed slightly since Leah’s scouting mission, yet were about the same, especially in how the groups are divided. Vast numbers of yetis with a small number of Aakacarn handlers occupied the lowest level. Most of the chambers on the second level were filled with Aakademneds and forty-six handlers scattered between them, and the upper chambers were where the majority of Aakacarns lived and currently congregated. Each level had a cavern from which traveling teams would come and go.
“The numbers have changed slightly but your target chambers are the same.  Make for your assigned entrances. Strike force leaders have your communication amulets against your foreheads and notify my first Accomplished when you are in position. The assault is to be simultaneous,” Daniel commanded, and he ran with his team to the cave opening on the southern base, while the others went to the west and east. Leah and her team stayed put; their part would come after everyone else was in position.
Daniel placed a Da Capo on, Find All, and then summoned the potential for, Die Now. He placed Leah’s amulet against his forehead, notified her they were ready, and then waited for the signal to attack. Time seemed to slow down as the other teams, which he could sense through his spell, moved to the other entrances. “Go!” Leah’s mental shout came and her team vanished from the trail and appeared in the traveling chamber on the second level.
Daniel led his team into the cave through an area filled with stalactites and stalagmites. After about a hundred strides, the roughness became a well-lit perfectly paved tunnel. They were coming to a fork that split in five directions, three up and two down. Al’s team would go low, approaching from the west entrance and eliminate the Aakacarns controlling the yetis, so Daniel took the tunnel on the right leading up to the highest concentration of Melody Wielders. As they approached the first chamber, occupied by eighteen Accomplisheds, he hand signaled for David and Silvia to move to his right while Tanner nodded and led Kater, Tobin, Jax, Jana, and Carn, to his left.
Daniel focused, and beams of light shot from his hands, penetrated the granite wall, and the spell, Die Now, instantly dropped ten of the inhabitants to the floor. Silvia, David, and the Sentinels entered the doorway and sent lances of light into the remaining Aakacarns.
“That was easy,” Kater whispered to his brother.
Alarm gongs sounded and the clanging noise seemed to echo throughout the mountain.
“Ain’t going to stay that way,” Tobin replied.
They both quieted when Jacob’s hand moved in a slashing gesture.
“Guard my back,” Daniel ordered as he prepared for the next step in the plan.
Tanner stood near the door while the rest of the team surrounded Daniel, leaving a space for him to reach out and touch the wall. He visualized his personal shield vanishing from his right hand and then placed his palm against the cool granite. He cast, Fashioning, and sent his awareness through the stone of the entire mountain, sensing the tunnels and chambers, as well as the whereabouts of the other teams through Find All. He focused on the traveling chamber and sensed Leah had just vacated it and so raised the floor seven cubits. He did this to each of the traveling chambers on all of the levels, sealed the north entrance, and then cut off a group of twenty Aakacarns who were heading toward Al’s position by creating a wall where the tunnel was and a tunnel that would eventually lead them in a circle. He figured they would run several spans before ending up where they started and then hoped they would decide to Teleport into one of the traveling chambers, where they would materialize inside solid granite, and death would be instantaneous.
 
-------
 
“Be ready with your daggers out.” Leah commanded, summoned the potential for, Conveyance, and pictured her and the ten Sentinels all standing in the chamber from which she had once been teleported in her days as an Aakademned. In the speed of the down stroke of an eagle’s wing, she and her team vanished from the trail and appeared deep in the second level.
Ten Accomplisheds jumped back in surprise at the abrupt entrance and blue lances of light flew at them before they could further express their dismay, although the tall one on the right managed a gurgle after a lance went through his throat. “Move,” Leah commanded, knowing what Daniel would soon be doing to this chamber, and wanting to be well away when he did.
They ran out into the tunnel while she scanned ahead using Find All, to locate the largest concentration of Aakacarns in her assigned area. The sound of clanging gongs reverberated in the tunnel as they hurried along to confront a group of thirteen enemy spell casters two corridors away. Part of the vibrations they were feeling probably had something to do with Daniel reshaping the chambers, a task he was far faster at, him being a seven-bolt Accomplished. She needed to kill every handler on this level before they could combine their Potentials’ with that of their Aakademneds, then the wretches needed to be put to sleep until they can be conveyed to Daniel’s holding. Chas and his force would soon arrive to join the fight from the east entrance, then they would combine forces and help Al secure the yetis.
 
-------
 
Barnum Kentorum sat in his office admiring his reflection in the mirror over to the right of his desk. He liked the way his red mustache curled up at the ends and highlighted what he considered to be a flawless cream complexion. Unlike his predecessor, he was a person to whom details mattered, which is why he chose to make his living quarters on the second level rather than up with his underlings. Tirana is primarily a nest of Aakademneds and so he stayed near the wretches, put up with their stench, and made sure all was running as it should be. Nolan Bygin had little to do with the actual running of the complex, leaving it all up to Barnum. The former head of the nest spent most of his time at Serpent Central, which is where he was when Daniel Benhannon brought half the mountain down on his head, and thus a useless leader was replaced. Barnum chuckled until hearing shouts echoing up the corridor.
He ran out into the hall. Four of his Accomplisheds had their batons out and were launching spells at a group of people farther down the corridor. A solidified blade of air struck a woman in the neck and then bounced away as if it had just hit a stone. Why would Accomplisheds of Aakadon be wearing sky blue uniforms made of wool? They were casting streaks of light at his people, blue beams that punched holes in Carlile Trun. A beam of light bounced off the forward shield cast by Cara Werner. Ban Caste cast, Agony at a Pentrosan man. The beam struck him in the chest, causing him to glow bright blue, and yet remain completely unharmed and able to go on the attack. Cara took advantage of the man being on the offensive and quickly launched a blade of air at him. It struck his chest, ripped a slice through his jacket, yet did not prevent him from launching a blue beam that shot right through Cara about where her heart should be, killing her instantly.
Barnum ran back into his office, sounded the alarm, and then grabbed the highest level communication amulet in his possession. “Maestro Cummin, this is Nest Leader Kentorum. Tirana is under attack by an as yet unknown number of Aakacarns. I am requesting emergency aid,” he sent through the device.
“Nest Leader, describe your assailants,” Vance’s calm thoughts flowed through the link.
“Aakacarns wearing blue uniforms have entered the complex and are heading toward my office. This must be a special assault team from Aakadon. I am going to gather my personal Aakademneds and deal with the aggressors in my corridor.”
“Your request for assistance is granted. Multiple teams will be arriving shortly. Try not to kill all of the offenders, we need to learn more about them,” Vance replied.
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” Barnum acknowledged and then set aside the amulet.
He ran back out into the hall and then down to the chamber where his one hundred Aakademneds resided. Grotesque faces stared blankly at him. “All of you step out in the corridor and lend me your potentials,” Barnum commanded, and they obeyed. Seven more of his Accomplisheds had come at the sound of the gongs. The hall was filled with balls of flame and solidified blades of air, all shooting towards the invaders while lances of light shot back. These Aakacarns seemed to have only one spell, yet Barnum admitted it was effective since a third of his Accomplisheds were now lying dead on the floor. He lost track of time and how many of his people responded to the emergency call and died, the number was unacceptably high. He counted twenty-seven members of the assault force before the rapid exchange and as the smoke cleared he could see the number had not diminished. One big difference he noted between this force and those of the Eagle Guild he had encountered in the past, these did not ask him to surrender, not that he would have. Another thing he noticed was the uniforms were all slashed and scorched while the wearers were apparently unharmed.
Shakka Keepler aimed and sent, Lightning Tap, from the tip of his baton. The jagged bolt went straight into a female Aakacarn, a bright blue glow formed around her as it had the Pentrosan, except she suddenly stiffened and fell. Unfortunately Shakka paid with his life, dropping his shield in order to go on the offensive allowed several men in blue to pop him full of holes.
Barnum smiled. “Keepler my departed associate, you did not die in vain,” he whispered.
The new shields these Aakacarns are using are extremely good, but they have a weakness that can be exploited. He summoned the potential for, Corrosive Light, and focused at the four men pointing daggers at him. The woman hit by the lightning strike lay a short distance from them, but she was no longer a concern, so he concentrated on the men, and released the Potential. His two bolts amplified through a baton, backed by a hundred Aakademneds, formed a sphere large enough to fully engulf the four men. Their uniforms, boots, helmets, and all dissolved instantly. At first the light did not seem to touch their naked skin, but then they began to scream as their eyes melted in the sockets and each man fell to the floor. Moments later the blue shields vanished and skin and bone dissolved, leaving the corridor scoured clean after the sphere winked out of existence.
“Everyone, take cover!” the Pentrosan shouted.  He and his people dived left and right into the side chambers.
Barnum laughed. “Those chambers have no exit. You are all going to die,” he promised them and ran to the smallest chamber while focusing Corrosive Sphere into the room even before looking inside. He did not want to give them a target. The screams told him all he needed to know as did the sudden quiet. He glanced in the now empty chamber. The Aakacarns and all of the furnishings, everything that had been in the room were all dust. Now it was time to deal with the rest of these intruders, kill most of them, and take the Pentrosan Aakacarn captive for questioning.
 
-------
 
Shella opened her eyes, feeling numb all over, and realized she was lying on the floor. Aakademneds filled the hall and were staring at someone on the other side of her. She moved not a muscle as a man gloated about single-handedly killing her fellow Sentinels. That lighting strike had penetrated her weak spots and the result was literally stunning, but she was fully awake and mostly functional now. Slowly, oh so slowly, she turned her head in the direction of the voice. A two-bolt Accomplished of the Serpent Guild stood by the door on the left.
“Your only option is to surrender to me,” the man with the red hair hollered into the room.
Chas Herling sprang out into the hall, grabbing at the man just as the enemy Aakacarn launched a ball of light, engulfing the Commander’s right arm, dissolving that part of his jacket and shirt before he could get completely out of the way.
Shella raised her dagger and pressed the ruby. “You will..,” the man began to say when her lance shot through the back of his head and ended his miserable life.
Dead people learn no lessons but she felt compelled to say, “That is what happens to anyone who strikes down a Sentinel.”
Commander Herling rushed over to her. “It is good to see you still alive,” he said and helped her up.
The Aakademneds did not move, not that Shella was surprised by their lack of response. The First Accomplished had briefed everyone in the strike force about the nature of these Condemneds. If you do not attack them, they will stand and do nothing. From what Shella could see Leah had been spot on. “How many of us did he kill?”
Chas glanced at the body. “All of Clipper team and four of your Dasher,” he replied grimly.
Nine out of twenty fellow Nighthawks were dead, yet the rest of the strike team came out from the room, and all had the same determined look on their faces she knew reflected that of her own. “Let’s go kill some reptiles,” she suggested.
The Commander nodded. “It is time we met up with the First Accomplished. Everyone, move out,” he said and began a quick pace down the corridor where the rendezvous is scheduled to take place.
 
-------
 
The final grouping of Accomplisheds on the upper level sent spell after spell, mostly fireballs and solidified blades of air, hurtling down the corridor at Daniel and his strike team. Lances of light shot back at the enemy, killing a few and mostly bouncing off forward shields. This bunch fought as a team, unlike the others Daniel had encountered. The earlier groups fought as individuals and died quickly while these worked together with some casting offensive spells and the rest projecting shields.
Silvia sheathed her dagger and raised the hand-sized crossbow. Pebbles of fire streamed across the divide and bounced off the shields. Fireballs came back and she aimed at the source and managed to get a stream of fiery pebbles through the tiny opening from which the fireballs passed, killing the caster.
Daniel played the Spell, Lightning Bolt, focused through his diamond-bladed knife, and a blue bolt crackled and boomed out of his crescendo in a brilliant flash, backed by fourteen bolts of potential, and slammed at the shields like an arrow through paper. More than half of the thirty Accomplisheds lay dead, burnt to a crisp, and the rest fled into the chamber to the left.
“He could let a person know when he is about to do something like that,” David commented to his wife. “My ears are still ringing.”
“The fight is not over,” Jacob Tanner reminded everyone, and well he should, the chore is far from completion.
Daniel led the way to the chamber and raised his hand, indicating the others should wait, and then cast a forward shield large enough to cover the entranceway. He stepped in front of the opening and a barrage of spells flew at him. Fire balls, solidified blades of air, smaller lighting bolts, all were absorbed by the shield which took in the life force energy and grew stronger with each hit. He moved forward into the chamber with his shield before him. While all of this was going on, he sensed his forces battling in their assigned zones within Mount Tirana. The fighting was fierce on all levels, especially on level two where Commander Herling and his unit battled in a corridor and managed to kill all but two Aakacarns. Suddenly, one of the Sentinels fell, moments later, the one who struck her died, four Sentinels died instantly, and then all of them were diving into chambers. Daniel could do nothing for them while engaged with the thirteen in the room with him.
A short two-bolt Accomplished launched a ball of light, Daniel shoved his forward shield farther ahead, slamming the sphere back into the face of the caster. The black silk of the man’s hood vanished along with his skin. Blood from his jugulars painted the sides of his skull as he dropped to the floor. Meanwhile, five more Sentinels died on level two. Having a one on one battle with each Aakacarn in the room is taking too long Daniel decided, and then summoned the potential for a spell he had not used since the Battle of Bashierwood to bring down Binkman’s Cliff. He focused, Shatter, in a conical beam that took in the entire other half of the chamber. The blue beam spread out from his crescendo and shattered everything within the light. Aakacarns burst apart, cracks appeared in the walls and floor, and then the ceiling came crashing down, burying the bloody bits of skin and bone.
 Daniel sensed Shella move slightly and the remaining enemy Aakacarn, who was struggling with Chas, fell dead. Daniel sensed no living Aakacarns on that level other than Leah, who was putting to sleep the Aakademneds and would soon be meeting up with Herling’s unit.
“I take it our enemies are buried under all that granite,” David apparently felt the need to point out the obvious as he and all of the others entered the chamber.
Daniel was about to comment when his attention was drawn to the twenty Aakacarns who he earlier sent traveling in an endless circle. Apparently they chose not to teleport. One Accomplished began tunneling and led his team out into the main corridor. They were headed for Al and his team, who were engaged in a heavy battle against nine Aakacarns and scores of yetis. Two Sentinels died right then and Daniel could not determine how many were wounded, only knowing that five had fallen and two of them did not survive.
Daniel turned to Sergeant Tanner. “We need to get to the lower level. Lieutenant Benkorren is having a tough fight, twenty Accomplisheds will soon be reinforcing the ones he is battling, our other units are on their way, but it is going to be a race.”
“Can you convey us there?” Silvia asked a good question.
While Daniel can sense where everyone is through, Find all, and the entire mountain structure using Fashioning, neither of those spells gave him a clear enough picture of the desired location. “The best I can do is to convey us to where the lower tunnel forks and then we will have to run,” he replied.
“We can run,” Jacob assured him, as did all of the Sentinels.
Daniel nodded and pictured all of them standing in the tunnel, and then summoned the potential for Conveyance. They arrived three heart beats later and took off running down the left fork. The twenty enemy Aakacarns joined their comrades, yet Al and his team managed to hold. Daniel and his team were sprinting all out, aided somewhat by the downward angle, yet it was the combined team led by Leah who arrived and engaged the enemy from the rear.



The fighting was over by the time Daniel and his unit came rushing into the yeti filled chamber. While the shaggy cousins of the sasquatches slept under the spell of his first Accomplished, Leah finished healing all of the Sentinels of their wounds.
“Sir Daniel, I know part of my assignment was to keep alive as many yetis as possible,” Lieutenant Benkorren stepped up to begin his report. “But scores of them were under the control of that Accomplished and we had no choice but to kill many of them,” he said and pointed to a man whose abdomen appeared to have been ripped open by a giant raptor. “The First Accomplished put an end to him.”
“You did well with what you had. Actually, you did great. All of you, every person involved with this mission has reason to be proud of the job done here,” Daniel replied.
The Sentinels gave up a cheer, thrilled that their first major offensive had been a complete success. Daniel’s joy was tempered by the loss of eleven people who died in service to him. “I want the dead yetis and Aakacarns out of this chamber and everyone ready to depart in a tenth of a mark,” he ordered.
Chas and Al soon had the Sentinels moving in preparation to be conveyed home. Silvia, David, and Leah apparently felt Daniel needed company, seeing as they came over to stand next to him.
“The Serpent Guild has just been evicted. Do you think they will come back?” David asked.
Daniel shrugged. “Ask your wife, she could probably tell you more.”
Silvia closed her eyes for a few moments and then focused them on the Chosen Vessel. “Yes, they will come here in small groups for awhile, mostly to learn what happened, but I do not see them reestablishing the nest or any in the area.”
Leah nodded her head. “The loss of this nest and the Aakademneds is a major defeat for them and I doubt they will waste the resources and assets it will take to rebuild, especially since we will come back at them harder if they do try to establish another such base here.”
Chas Herling came forward. “Sir Daniel, all is ready for departure.”
“Thank you, Commander,” Daniel replied.
Three trips would be required, one for every living being in this chamber, along with the two dead Sentinels, another to collect the Aakademneds sleeping on level two, and a third to collapse all of the tunnels and chambers. He summoned the potential for Conveyance and began the task of taking home the spoils of victory.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen: Secrets Revealed
 
Rex Badger took a seat in Prince Trogan’s waiting room in Port Kaylor, in the top center of the anvil-shaped peninsula extending out into the Northern Ocean. The home port of the Ecoppian navy hosted the largest military base in the world. It housed, in addition to the navy, three of the nation’s ten legions. King Jame Ecoppus did not bother with the day to day running of his ships and armies, preferring to leave such details to his younger brother, who ran the complex organizations from the office ten paces from where Rex now sat.
Many citizens, especially those in the military, believed King Ramos made a mistake when he chose Jame over Trogan to rule. By Rex’s estimation, Jame is a diplomat and politician loyal to Aakadon, making him impossible to deal with. His brother is a fighting man who has little patience with things like diplomacy, all branches of the military are loyal to Trogan except the Ecoppian Royal Guardsmen, and more importantly, the younger prince is a seeker of power, making him the one to whom the Serpent Guild could forge an alliance.
“Rex, make your report,” Vance’s words sounded in his head.
“Maestro, I am about to meet with Trogan Ecoppus. I have visited our allies in Aczencopa, Zune, Demfilia, and Fon Kay. All is going according to plan,” Rex responded without hesitation.
A sense of caution came through the mental link ahead of Vance’s reply. “What news of General Kall, is he in position?”
“His brief invasion into Ducaun was a bit costly but it did achieve the objective. Everyone believes the regular cavalry has gone back to Los Collins and both legions of the Sutton Guard are based at the border shared with Ducaun. His attack will come as a complete surprise,” Rex told him and was astonished to feel the cautious emotion still coming from his leader, especially since the report is one of success. Something must have happened.
“I have convinced our allies to stuff every person they can into a uniform and place them at their shared border with Ducaun to show their displeasure about Cleona’s kingdom gearing up for war. The Grand Maestro has been demanding that the young monarch send Daniel Benhannon to Aakadon for questioning and has been leaning on the other world leaders to place their legions on her border for additional pressure. Efferin is doing half my work for me,” Vance informed him.
Rex knew the plan, having been involved with the formulation, and was pleased to know of the success, along with Aakadon’s unwitting assistance. “Fon Kay has pulled all of the legions away from their bases on the border with Battencay and placed half of them at their ports, as if preparing for an amphibious assault on Ducaun. General Kall and his legion are aboard the boats and he is ready to spearhead the assault on the Battencayan port city just as soon as I can confirm the kingdom has followed Efferin’s suggestion to move their legions to the border they share with Ducaun.”
“Excellent, when King Josher sees Fon Kay’s legions have moved off their border to the ports, he will feel free to draw his legions from his side of the border and place them near Ducuan as Aakadon is pressuring him to do, thus having them badly out of position when the invasion comes,” Vance replied.
“After he takes Port Sharon, Kall will lead his and the Fon Kayan legions through the Colvar Valley and then ride the several hundred spans south to capture Trevica. With the capital taken, Josher will have no choice but to surrender the realm to Queen Gloria, and her dream of making the two kingdoms one will have come to pass,” Rex confirmed his knowledge of the plan.
“Order Kall to begin the moment you confirm Josher has moved his forces to where we want them,” Vance commanded. “What else have you to report?”
“Civil war has broken out in Taracopa. Lord Van Kestral has joined forces with our ally and the kingdom is effectively split in half. The navy has fled the port of Joppa and is currently at sea with no nation offering them refuge. The other kingdoms are upset with Van Efery over all the ships that have gone missing except those flying his flag. While the officers and elite forces are siding with the king, many of the average soldiers and cavalrymen are breaking ranks to join the rebels. The abductions have continued in the northern half of the kingdom, while the southern area ruled by Van Joppa and Van Kestral seem to be no longer plagued by the problem, making the king appear weak and ineffective. As I said, all is proceeding according to plan,” Rex sent, while wondering what could possibly have happened to cause the unflappable Vance Cummin to allow any emotion, miniscule as it is, to be transmitted in a communication. “I sense a problem, is there anything more you wish to make known to me?”
A strong sense of amusement flowed ahead of the words. “We know each other too well. I was not going to end this communication without briefing my Vice-Maestro on a troubling development,”
Rex was glad to hear it. “What has happened?”
“Our Nest in Tirana came under assault several marks ago and requested assistance in fighting off an unknown number of Aakacarns wearing blue. I sent my fourth circle of one hundred a mark ago and have not heard back from any of them. They are either dead or the amulets I gave the strike leaders have been stripped from them,” the Maestro sent.
“Since when does Aakadon send Accomplisheds wearing blue? Is this a new elite force?” Rex wanted to know so he could plan accordingly.
“After carefully questioning my misguided colleagues in the Eagle Guild, I have discovered no such force. Either the assault team does not exist or knowledge of them is so secret not even a Senior Soarer can discover the truth. With the exception of the mess made by Serin Gell, Aakadon knows nothing about the activities of our guild. No, I can only think of one person who has been a consistent irritation,” Vance replied.
Rex had a fairly good idea who the Maestro meant. “I thought Phil Nettle was watching him.”
“Nettle missed his last scheduled report, I have not heard from him in days, and his amulet has gone dead,” they both knew what that meant without stating the obvious. “My sources inside and outside of the Serpent Guild report that Daniel Benhannon has gained a seventh lightning bolt.”
Rex took a deep breath and let the news seep in without showing any outward signs of being startled. “A seven-bolt Accomplished with a matching crescendo could potentially cause massive cave-ins, burying everything within Tirana. If so, our Accomplisheds might well have teleported into solid stone. We may have lost seventy percent of our Aakademneds along with the Accomplisheds based there and the four hundred sent to fight. If you wish, I will teleport to the outer base of the mountain and see what can be determined.”
A delay in meeting with Prince Trogan would be a small price to pay for confirmation of that sort. Rex and his team could be there and back fairly quickly.
“I agree with your conclusion, except the loss was more like fifty percent, and minutes ago I dispatched Olivia SuCalla and Jordan Simms along with their traveling team to investigate and report back. They are eager to be in my good graces after briefly siding with Gell and frankly not smart enough to be afraid of encountering whoever assaulted the Nest,” Vance quickly replied.
The team sent on the mission is both eager and expendable, Rex thoroughly agreed with the choice. Perhaps now would be a good time to confirm or strike down one persistent rumor. Vance is the only person, with the exception of Tarin Conn, who would know the answer. “My sources believe Daniel Benhannon has learned how to bring a person back from Condemnation. Is that possible?”
A profound sense of laughter flowed uncharacteristically out of the Maestro. “All of the evidence indicates that our young foe has regained his old repertoire and among those Melodies is the spell, Condemnation. Daniel is healing no one. He is using the same spell to reshape the Condemneds to the image that pleases him. I could take a man with slightly more mass than you, form a hologram of your image, and shape the person to look like you, using the extra mass to make him appear to have the body parts lost in the original condemnation. Daniel is an Aakasear and has evidently modified the spell to allow him to grow hair on his pets, but that is the only difference. Everyone he claims to have restored has apparently been commanded to behave as if they have self-will and give the appearance of being in control of their own actions. The fact is they cannot disobey him any more than those who I Condemn can disobey me. Isn’t it interesting how the child Aakasear imitates the adult?”
Rex was glad to know the truth and had to admit Daniel Benhannon seemed to be following in the footsteps of Tarin Conn. Will the Ducaunan establish his own guild? “I find the similarities to be interesting in deed. If he has destroyed our nest in Tirana, he should pay a price. We can send teams and attack his estate in the south as well as his holding in the north.”
  “Why bother when Efferin Tames will do the job for us? The time has come for the world to learn the truth about Daniel Benhannon. No, we will take no action against him for now. I am deactivating all nests within Ducaun, our spies will remain, and all other plans must proceed as scheduled. You are to convince Prince Trogan to seize the crown from his brother.”
Rex did not bother to keep his amusement from being transmitted. “I will never be able to persuade him to kill his brother, but Trogan wants to be king and we, after all, are the kingmakers. He will wrest control from Jame and the vast majority of Ecoppia will stand with him. When the prince comes to power, all five kingdoms on the northern half of the continent will be allies of the Serpent Guild while the fools in Aakadon are still chasing after the rogue Accomplished from Ducaun.”
 
-------
 
Daniel sat in his office with his gaze fixed upon a Teki dressed in a red shirt, a black coat with matching pants, who was fidgeting with a wide-brimmed hat, and turning it around and around in his hands while trying to explain his presence. “Go on.”
“So I bought these clothes in Port Valeen, burned my silks, and decided to fulfill my destiny,” Samuel finally got to the point. “Back before my Potential was discovered, my mother’s mother, the one who proclaimed you, told me it was my fate to serve the chosen. I originally believed Aakacarns to be the chosen she spoke of and it was my fate to serve them, so I devoted myself to learning all that I could in Aakadon. When our paths crossed in Tomrus and you delivered her message to me, I finally knew my mistake. It is you I am destined to serve. I just could not figure out how to serve you and the Eagle Guild without violating my oath. It turns out I could not do both. Jeremiah Lassiter warned me what will happen if I ever set foot in Aakadon again. I know in accepting me you would be taking a huge risk, especially if word gets back to my former associates that you are harboring a fugitive, but we worked together well when we infiltrated Serin Gell’s Nest. I helped defuse the situation at the border and I have a valuable skill set acquired during my time as a Fledgling.”
Daniel had no intention of turning his friend down, not with over thirteen hundred Aakademneds to restore, who knew how many Condemneds still to be found by his feathered scouts, the reported sightings Jared was even now poring over, all of which needed to be investigated, and he liked the Teki’s tenacity. “You would be the third Accomplished to formally associate with me and there are things you need to know before this conversation goes further,” he began, and then revealed some general information, his being an Aakasear and the assault on Tirana among them, leaving out his marriage to Sherree and other things that did not need to be made known at this point. “I did not use what you taught me to break the Silencing. No one in Aakadon should hold what I did against you. And Sam, I am the one Efferin truly wants to get his hands on, so if you think associating with me is giving you safe harbor, you have docked in the wrong port.”
Samuel placed the black hat on the empty chair to his right. “Just because you did not use the spell I taught you to break the Silencing, does not change the fact that I did teach you Talon Strike. What is done is done. Even the possibility of invisible assassins and you being in more trouble than I am does not change my mind. My offer stands. However, I do wish you had trusted me enough to mention that ability of yours to compose spells.”
“Trust has nothing to do with it. From the time we met up in Tomrus until you walked out of this holding to go back to Aakadon, you made your affiliation clear. While you have been a help, you never gave me reason to believe you would part company with the Eagle Guild or that you wanted to continue working with me. Some Accomplisheds did make their intentions known, are secretly helping me, and as a result I shared information with them that I did not share with you,” Daniel explained without feeling a trace of guilt.
Samuel’s eyebrows came together as he contemplated the response. His sudden shrug of the shoulders caused Daniel to think of Tim Dukane. “Well, as I said, done is done. I’ve told you my intentions and you have shared your secret. I assume revealing your talent is a round about way of letting me know my service is being accepted,” the Teki replied, clearly confident in his assumption.
Daniel released the smile he had been holding back. “I was willing to accept your services the moment you set foot back in this holding. All you had to do is announce your intention.”
Samuel leaned forward. “I intend to serve the Chosen Vessel; that would be you.”
“Here are the basic rules. What happens among us stays among us. The spells you learn here are never to be shared with anyone not of our association and never perform a spell on an instrument where it can be overheard by a non-member. We have and will continue to fight the Serpent Guild, yet they are not our only opponents. The Grand Maestro of Aakadon is not going to look kindly on our little association, if he should learn of its existence.”
“I am eager to meet my fellow members and nothing short of Truth Speak will be able to make me reveal the secrets of our association,” Samuel promised, and then frowned. “I know my current legal problems and your breaking of the Silencing have created tensions, but surely you don’t consider the Accomplisheds of Aakadon to be enemies, at least not on the same scale as the Serpent Guild?”
“Enemy is too strong a word. Opponent is what I said and what I mean. Your cousin tells me I cannot win without the backing of Aakadon and yet I will never have it so long as Efferin Tames is the Grand Maestro,” Daniel stated a truth he felt from his gut, yet never voiced or pondered before. 
Samuel rubbed his chin. “I don’t pretend to understand the nature of the Chosen’s swirling of events. However, I am confident a way will be found. Now, do I have to dress up like a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm or do your associates wear less formal attire?”
Daniel stood. “Come and see,” he said and then the bell rang and he called out, “Enter.”
Jaim Cutler escorted Sandra into the office along with Lessa the alpha female of Loper’s pack, who came to sniff out intruders. The one-bolt Accomplished now wore silks like those of Leah. “I took the liberty of questioning the Pentrosan Lieutenant captured in the forest during the invasion,” she stated, glanced at the Teki, and then continued. “I also filled the vats of everyone in the compound. The fear of invisible assassins has them wearing their shield amulets nearly all the time.”
Her doing the task he intended to do did not surprise Daniel as much as the fact that she could do so without him teaching her the appropriate spells. “How much has Leah taught you?”
Her lips formed into a tiny smile. “Most of what you taught her but I think not all. I have been linking to animals not part of your group, have acquired vastly superior shield and locate spells, and some healing spells. She also gave me this,” she said and held up a baton made of topaz with a silver cap. “It is a level four.”
“An Accomplished should make his or her own crescendo,” Samuel entered the conversation, echoing the doctrine drilled into him in Aakadon.
Sandra’s smile disappeared and her green eyes blazed momentarily with an anger she quickly suppressed. “Speak not of matters that do not concern you, Teki.”
Daniel decided introductions were in order. “Sandra Treena, meet Samuel Cresh, a two-bolt Accomplished who has recently joined our association. Sam, the gift of a crescendo from a higher ranked Accomplished is not looked down upon among us. Especially since we are small in number and need all the advantages we can get. Every member of our association is a wielder of potential even the non-Aakacarns, as you know after helping with the installation of the CAFs,” he said and then focused on the temperamental one. “What have you learned from the Lieutenant?”
“There is only one legion of the Sutton Guard on the border. The second legion within the circular fort is of the Pentrosan Royal Cavalry, the troops at Los Collins are raw recruits, and Reen Howcum does not know where General Kall led the other half of the Sutton Guard,” she informed him. 
This meant there was an entire legion of Pentrosa’s elite fighting force poised to strike and Daniel had no clue where they were and could do nothing more than spread the warning for now. His limited resources were needed to locate Condemneds, recruit more Sentinels, uncover and eliminate nests of the Serpent Guild, along with restoring all of the Aakademneds, and those chores held the priority. “At least we can be on the lookout. Inform Chas and General Malcus, word of this must be spread throughout the kingdom.”
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” Sandra replied.
Daniel restrained from rolling his eyes and ignored the title. “I am going to take Samuel into the complex and introduce him to Leah. After you inform Commander Herling of your discovery, I would appreciate it if you would come and join us below. Sam needs silks and to be educated about our organization and be taught the spells Leah has added to your repertoire.”
Sandra went to do as asked and Daniel led the way down the hall to an inconspicuous door. Inside the small room was another door, leading to circular stairs that spiraled down to a hall, which led to the upper level wing of the underground complex.
“I see you have expanded the holding since I was last here,” Samuel commented as they made their way along the corridor and into the general assembly hall.
“I designed it and my first Accomplished fashioned it with a few additions of her own,” Daniel agreed while noting Lessa plop down near the entrance, showing no desire to enter.
The smell of the Aakademneds and yetis was diminished by, Freshen Air, a spell Daniel composed after his last trip from Tirana, but it did not help much when standing in the middle of both packs, and also explained the wolf’s desire to stay out.
“I get that you want to restore these people, but why are the yetis here and why aren’t they attacking, did you add them to your swirl like the panthers?” Samuel asked while holding one hand over his nose and breathing through his mouth.
Daniel was about to reply when Leah’s voice answered, “All one hundred seventy-two of them are linked to me,” she said after two of the white shaggy creatures stepped aside to let her pass between them. The tall Ecoppian glanced at the newest member. “You are Samuel Cresh, a Talented sent to discover the source of the high power spell centered on Mount Tannakonna. You took part in the defense at the Battle of Bashierwood. Close your mouth. I was a Senior Soarer before becoming a Condemned of Balen Tamm,” she stated and then chuckled with a slight shake of her head and focused on Daniel. “Bring in Jerremy DeSuan and you will have recruited all of the Talenteds sent by the Grand Maestro to recruit you.”
“I think he really does enjoy making me learn these things as I go along. My only real surprise is that Sherree isn’t here,” Samuel mumbled.
Daniel chose not to elaborate on his relationship with his lady just yet, Sam was in for enough surprises and it seemed best to let him gradually learn what he needed to know. “Leah Barryn is a four-bolt Accomplished, as you can see by the lightning bolts on her cloak, and she is the first Accomplished to formally associate with me.”
Samuel gave her the customary nod of respect. “I am pleased to meet you and to know the Chosen Vessel has such a powerful and experienced Accomplished in his service,” he told her and laughed for reasons Daniel did not know until the Teki glanced at him and added, “Thanks for not laughing at me when I offered you all the experience of a Fledgling. Had I known the background of your First Accomplished, I would have left that out of my sales pitch.”
Leah smiled, “Did he tell you Sandra was a Soarer?”
Samuel’s eyes glared in an over exaggeration of being put upon and he placed both hands on his hips. “You really do enjoy making me learn things as they unfold.”
“Yep,” Daniel admitted just as Sandra joined them. He viewed the Aakademneds sleeping around him. “I have chores that need doing and you have an appointment with Accomplished Treena.” Turning to her he added, “Teach him well, I will have a list of chores for both of you by the end of the day.”
“You’re not wasting time,” Samuel commented. “I like that.”
Daniel watched as the two departed and wondered how well the impatient Teki would get along with the irritable Sandra. He felt confident they would forge a working relationship and nodded as Leah prepared to defend him while he worked on the restorations. The Nighthawk Squad, with the nine recently recruited Taracopians serving as replacements for some of the Sentinels who lost their lives in Mount Tirana, had been assigned the task of dressing and carrying the people restored from condemnation to individual sleeping chambers on the second level.
He could only devote a certain number of marks in his day to the restoration process, averaging about two hundred Aakacarns each day. He actually finished healing the last one from Tirana on the seventh day. A routine soon was established during that time with him waking and going through the sword forms. Who he sparred with depended on the day. One morning it would be Chas, Mallory, and Al, and the next all four Sergeants at once. He also took turns sparring with a team from each of the squads.
His feathered scouts were finding Condemneds and Jared also informed him of all the confirmed sightings. The falcons and hawks gave Daniel the ability to convey to the seen, collect the Condemneds, and convey them back to the holding. His day was mostly spent at that point and sometimes part of his evening. Leah met and spoke with each person restored when they awakened and would later introduce them to Daniel. He communicated with Sherree often, but she had difficulty securing a room from which to convey so they did not meet. His concern for her caused him to send some feathered friends to Aakadon, so he could at least see her through their eyes.
Samuel, wearing blue silks with a canteen and a topaz silver-capped baton in his belt, and Sandra similarly dressed; both entered Daniel’s office and sat in front of his desk while he contemplated his meeting with them, the next one with Leah, and the restorations to be performed on the Condemneds he collected over the past several days. Sam fidgeted and Sandra sat calm as a stone in a stream while waiting for him to begin. After a few more moments of mediation he asked, “It has been eight days. How far along are you at completing your chores?”
Even though Samuel is the higher ranked in potential of the two, Sandra has the seniority, so she spoke up first. “I have sixty-six eagles, eighty hawks, one hundred owls, and over three hundred sparrows.”
“I have linked to seventy-five hawks, one hundred fifty owls, two hundred swallows, a colony of mice, two colonies of rats, and four hundred crows,” Samuel stated formally. “Give me time and I will have eyes all over Ducaun.”
“Excellent, now I want you to use them to hunt Condemneds, convey to the scene, capture the poor souls, and bring them here for me to restore,” Daniel wasted no time assigning the next chore. “I will soon be conveying to my southern estate for a short while and will need both of you to help round up all of the Condemneds in the realm.”
Samuel began rubbing his hands together, clearly eager to get started. “Conveying to those far reaches will also give me the opportunity to increase my flock.”
“I also look forward to the task,” Sandra stated in a more sedate manner.
It was obvious as a rooster among hens they both wanted to be out and about and this was the perfect assignment for them. Daniel leaned forward at his desk. “Send out your scouts and be ready to travel.”
“It will be as you say,” they both replied. Neither of them spoke the word, but their eyes locked onto his and the pause before leaving the room conveyed the title, Maestro.
Winter was upon them, snow covered the ground, and Leah’s yetis naturally loved the weather, the sasquatches not so much. As Daniel sat in his office, waiting for his next appointment, he sensed them longing for their beloved swamps. You are free to go, he sent to all of their minds at once. They acknowledge, Daniel Alpha, and began the long journey through the wilderness that would take them to the southern reaches of the kingdom. With the ability to convey to them at any time, he could think of no good reason to make them stay where they are uncomfortable, so it seemed reasonable to give them leave to go.
Leah entered his office and took a seat half a mark later. “Every former Aakademned has requested to join us, yet few of them are Accomplisheds,” she began the conversation.
Daniel had met with them all briefly and knew that much, even though Leah spent more time with each person, and therefore was better acquainted. “Ninety percent of them received no training and cannot summon potential, having been Condemned for refusing to join the Serpent Guild.”
Leah sat forward in her chair. “True, we have a major task ahead of us. Your new method will speed up the process, allow them to learn spells without knowing how to play an instrument, and yet they must eventually be taught to master the class two crescendos.”
Daniel nodded agreement with her assessment. “The other ten percent can help, seeing as they are former Accomplisheds of Aakadon. I think it strange the vast majority of this group is of the Willow and Aqua Guilds, with a good chunk from the Eagle and only a few from the Aloe, Sun, and Zephyr.” Where as, finding no one among them from the Stone Guild did not surprise him at all. The fancy designers built their structures for members of the nobility, seeing as only they could afford the gratuity.
Leah shook her head, clearly disagreeing with his statement. “Accomplisheds of the Willow and Aqua Guilds are sent out the most often to help with famine and droughts and the Eagle actually seeks members of the Serpent Guild, so it is not so strange. The Aloe Guild rarely sends a Practitioner outside of Aakadon and the Zephyr, Sun, and Stone do so even less. When they do go out it is usually with a large flock of Soarers.”
Her explanation was reasonable and he nodded acceptance. The task ahead seemed enormous, yet Daniel felt confident they could manage the chores successfully, and in a shorter time than would be accomplished in Aakadon. “We have a lot of Aakacarns to organize and educate.”
“I’ll say we do, over twelve hundred Talenteds to train, and even the hundred and thirty-four Accomplisheds will need some orientation,” Leah voiced her agreement. “Very few of our new recruits are of your age group. Most of them are old enough to be your parents and perhaps a few could be close siblings of mine.”
She revealed nothing Daniel did not know after seeing each person’s recipe strands, they all had aged normally. “Sero Bagget, the Demfilian, is sixty-three, and is in the best possible physical condition, stronger than many men in their prime; even so, he still looks like a man who could pass for fifty at best. But that is what you see on the outside. The man was Condemned at age twelve, had been in that state for over five decades, and his vat is nearly as big and full as yours.”
Leah’s eyes widened and she gave a quick shake of the head. “Yet he has had no education. He cannot read, write, or do sums, much less read music off a page. He may well be a Four-bolt and we may have a good many Two and Three-bolts in this group, but few of them had the benefit of even a basic education before being Condemneds. I experienced Condemnation for only a few months, most of these people have done so for decades, from an early age, and even the younger ones have lost years of their lives in that condition,” she paused, took a breath and then added, “While you have restored our self-will, there is no denying the fact that you retain a strong influence on our minds.”
Daniel found the thought troubling. “Are you saying I am controlling your mind? If so it was never my intention.”
Leah gave a negligent wave of her hand. “No. I have performed tasks you never thought of and made suggestions that never occurred to you. I healed you without being ordered to do so. My will is my own, yet your opinion holds great sway with me, and your suggestions have the strength of orders. Well, you are our leader so naturally we are going to obey your commands. I guess what I am trying to say is, we, including the Sentinels, are devoted to you, and the new recruits would benefit if you make some suggestions that will help them adjust to their new life. Daniel, they have spent far more time being inhuman, and need you to help them regain their humanity.”
She made some valid points. Perhaps it is not enough just to tell someone who has been completely enslaved and dehumanized that their brain and will are one, their bodies are their own to command. “Set up an appointment for each one to visit me and I’ll suggest that they feel no guilt for whatever their bodies were forced to do, they now have a new beginning, a clean slate, and that it is good to have compassion on people.”
Leah nodded and smiled. “You might also want to mention respect for others, punctuality, good manners, seeing each other as a family rather than a pack of rivals, and the virtue of cleanliness.”
“See, this proves your mind is your own. I probably would not have mentioned those things,” Daniel replied, and then had some orders to give. “I will be conveying to my southern estate soon. Our society needs educators, provisioners, healers, and a fighting force. After I heal the twenty-six Condemneds lying below and have those meetings we just discussed, I want you to begin organizing this mass of people into those areas.”
Leah did not hesitate. “The seven former members of the Aloe Guild not only want to be healers, they have also expressed the desire to educate the untrained Aakacarns in the basics. The curriculum would include, reading, writing, history, geography, sums, spell theory, mastering musical instruments, how to focus potential, and the one hundred forty spells required to graduate to the level of Accomplished. I will get it all sorted out and organized by the time you get back from your trip to the south.”
Daniel did not consider her words an idle boast. The determination in her dark eyes and the competence she continually displayed caused him to accept her word without question. “Leah, you are a treasure. I could not do this with out you.”
 
-------
 
One month led into another, which led to another, and his association grew while he conveyed back and forth from his holding in the north to his estate in the south. Daniel only managed to be with Sherree twice during the time period, although caught glimpses of her through the eyes of his feathered friends whenever she stepped out of the topaz building of the Aloe Guild. She must have felt the familiarity with the birds because she would wave or blow a kiss whenever she saw them. Harmonic waves continued to emanate from the Dark Maestro, most often at night, no doubt to deliberately keep folks from having a good night of sleep.
He sat in the conference room of his southern estate. Gina and Tim were reportedly on their way after another successful recruiting run and would hopefully be joining them soon. Silvia and David were standing to the right and left of the door. His parents were sitting on the right side of the table and cautioning him on the need to be careful of assassins as they waited for the other attendees to make their appearance.
“Always remember you are a target and those Serpents will keep coming at you,” his mother reminded him again.
“That flute and trumpet you are protecting attracts them like flies to horse droppings. If you can’t get rid of the things, can you at least send your predators down a false trail?” Ronn Benhannon added his opinion, which was not far from what Daniel had on his mind.
“I agree with both of you,” he replied.
The two empty chairs beside them were for Tim and Gina. The four chairs on the left side of the table were for the First Accomplished, Sentinel Commander, Captain of the Benhannon Guard, and the Account Keeper. The whip crack of displaced air outside the door gave the first clue Leah and Chas had arrived and also brought an end to the parental lecture. Moments later the pair walked in along with Marcus and Jared.
“I’ll begin by saying, good job everyone. From the fifty men originally recruited by Captain Bower we have grown to well over twenty-eight hundred members with mounts for each person,” Daniel opened the meeting after everyone had taken a seat. “I would like to hear from each of you beginning on my left.”
Leah gave a quick nod of the head. “For those who do not know, we have one thousand three hundred thirty-six Aakacarns, including myself. While only a hundred thirty-six of us are Accomplisheds, the rest are already on a par with level four Talenteds, and our first graduates will be ready in ten days. This is due to the teaching and memory spells composed by Daniel, which speed the process greatly. I dare say in another month we will have well over a thousand graduated to the level of Accomplished,” she said while shifting her gaze from one attendee to another and then focused on Daniel. “Assignments have been made in accordance with the requirements you gave me. There are currently fifty Accomplisheds in your fighting force, ten of which are assigned to live and work here. More will be added as the Talenteds graduate.”
“Excellent,” Daniel replied, and then nodded to Chas.
Commander Herling cleared his throat. “Even though we lost eleven Sentinels during our raid on the Serpent Nest within Mount Tirana, the Chosen’s Sentinels now stand at three hundred. While our liege began the process and is responsible for the initial growth, the increase is largely due to Accomplisheds Treena and Cresh, who regularly bring us Condemneds to be restored by Sir Daniel, and because the grateful recipients of his healing have all decided to join us,” he announced and then glanced at Leah. “The Accomplisheds are doing a fine job,” to which she acknowledged with a dignified nod.
Marcus opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted when Tim and Gina Dukane walked into the room and took their places beside Daniel’s parents. “Go ahead Captain Bower,” Daniel encouraged him, seeing as the meeting had ground to a halt.
“The Benhannon Guard has grown to twelve hundred men with two hundred assigned to defend the Northland Holding, well above our original goal. I have promoted two of our newest recruits to the rank of lieutenant. Roder Keenan and Chuck Carlin, they both resigned from the Royal Guardsmen to serve the Chosen Vessel, which would be you Sir Daniel. I stopped recruiting locally so as not to interfere with the musters of the neighboring jurisdictions and have been relying on the efforts of Captain Dukane and his First Officer to increase our numbers,” Marcus reported and then tapped Jared on the shoulder.
The Account Keeper stood up, even though such was not required, apparently he wanted to be sure everyone could hear him clearly. “As Sir Daniel stated at the beginning, we have horses for every member. We moved the quickest when it came to ordering horses from the ranches in the area. It took time for the other Lords of the Land to even begin their war preparations. Consequently, we bought out the stock of the local breeders and the other nobles must look farther and wider to fill their needs. I have made deals with Taracopian breeders, who are anxious to do business with us.”
“I would think the civil war would bring a crashing halt to that,” Daniel’s father commented. “King Van Efery surely needs the horses.”
Jared eyed the tall backwoods-carpenter. One can put Ronn Benhannon in blue wool but no one could take the mountaineer out of him. “The ruler of Taracopa needs money more than horses at the moment and we seem to be among the few who are willing to do business with his kingdom,” the Account Keeper explained. “My concern right now is the overcrowding of this estate. The manor house and guardsmen’s dorm are at capacity and the stables have already been expanded once. We do not have room for the horses I have on order from Taracopa or the ten racers we will be collecting in the next few days from Breeder Laird.”
“We can expand underground,” Leah suggested.
Daniel could see no alternative unless he wanted to make the growth obvious, which he did not. “We will create a design and have the project finished by the time the first horses arrive. I plan on casting a spell on the underground complex in the Northland Holding and will do the same on the new one we make here. Hidden Shield will cause them to be undetectable to spell casting,” he decided, and then nodded at Tim when Jared sat down.
Tim lounged in his chair. Two golden anchors on the broad silver stripe on each shoulder is what he and Gina came up with to display his rank. “Gina and I have just brought in an additional twenty men and we plan on directing our future efforts along the Hirus River north of Ducanton,” he reported and then sat up straight. “I want to propose we start building more boats like the Wager, only not so much for recruiting purposes. The Taltin Sea is getting dangerous from what I am hearing from the other riverboat captains and crews. The tiny Ducaunan Royal Navy is incapable of protecting the ports along our coast and word has it the Fon Kayan Navy is poised for an assault.”
The inland Taltin Sea was shared by Ducaun, Battencay, Fon Kay, and 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.
Chas and Marcus both nodded grimly. “I have heard the same,” Gina confirmed. “You could mount some permanent crossbows and daggerlances on the bow, stern, and inside the arrow slits.”
“Having patrol boats with the size and speed of the Wager and RiverDancer would give us the ability to project power quickly should any of our ports along the rivers come under attack as well as defend the ports on the Taltin Sea coast,” Marcus added his opinion.
Daniel had not given the matter any thought. Ducaun is the only kingdom that does not touch an ocean and so the idea of creating even a small navy simply did not occur to him. “Tim, Gina, I will promote you both to the rank of admiral if you recruit and train the people to crew such boats, and will make vessels enough to match your success.”
Gina’s lips formed into a smile, apparently pleased she had been promoted right along with her husband, and possibly looking forward to the challenge. She leaned forward. “Be prepared to make a lot of patrol boats because Tim and I are going to bring in scores of people to crew them.”
Daniel was pleased by her display of confidence, especially since it was backed up by past performance in recruiting. “I want suggestions on viable locations to construct a port of our own.”
“Your mother and I can help with that,” Ronn Benhannon volunteered. “Since the creation of your miniature crossbows and daggerlances, we have ceased training on the longbows which have fallen out of usage.”
“We have recruited a crew of our own, beginning with Duncan Hawk, the young Royal Guardsmen who accompanied us on our journey south. He has also resigned his old position and wishes to serve you,” Miriam Benhannon announced.
Daniel was pleased to have the young guardsman as part of his muster. “Duncan is a good man, I am sure he will serve you well, and me by extension. As for the longbows, I agree with your assessment. Chas, Marcus, do either of you wish training on the weapons to be continued?”
Commander Herling shook his head. “The only use I have for the longbows is to cover the fact we have daggerlances from the uninitiated. I can do without them.”
Captain Bower nodded his head in apparent agreement with the Sentinel commander. “I will keep what I have on hand for decoys, as my esteemed colleague mentioned, but there is no reason to make more or continue training on a weapon we are unlikely to use in an actual fight.”
The meeting ended with everyone in agreement. Chas and Marcus exited together, deep in conversation about the best way to coordinate the defensive and offensive forces. Gina and Tim exited with Daniel’s parents, both pairs excitedly discussing the navy, currently two boats strong, and what the port should look like.
“That went well,” Leah commented.
“We have made progress,” Daniel agreed and then fixed his gaze on the female Teki. “How goes the foot race?”
Silvia came forward. “While Tarin Conn is still far ahead, you are at least on your feet and running.”
Daniel decided to take what he could get, no point in asking specifically how far behind he was.
“Sir Daniel,” Cleona’s voice sounded in his head.
“I am here, my Queen,” he replied mentally and silently signaled to Leah and his Teki escorts that he was receiving a message and then sat down.
“The other nations have placed their legions against the borders we share with them, causing me to move my legions accordingly. Our own Lords of the realm are upset and suspect you took control of my mind during the healing process, which is outrageous. I know my own mind. The fools are just looking for an excuse to disobey me, even after I informed them you have never given me an order, and we have not communicated in months. I will deal with them, don’t you worry,” there was a mental pause as if she just sighed. “Many people seem to believe the Grand Maestro is the true Chosen Vessel and you are nothing more than his tool, not much more than a glorified errand boy who has turned rogue. Efferin seems to be encouraging the idea and has declared sanctions against Ducaun after I refused to deliver you to him. He ordered Fenton and Randall to return to Aakadon. Accomplished Chen will be on the first boat out within the mark and Accomplished Kamis, I understand, has already set sail from Zoltair. Nobles of the realm, Lord Payden Sharmine of Keffer Greens and Lord Gabriel Tamkin of Valeen, foremost among them, are angry over the embargo. It seems no nation will do business with us except Taracopa, which is also experiencing an embargo for different reasons. Some Lords of the Land believe all of the troubles we are currently experiencing are your fault, including those pulses coming from Tarin Conn. Only Taracopa is maintaining full diplomatic relations with Ducaun, ten kingdoms have cut us off completely, Lobenia has recalled all but one ambassador, leaving Boris Samna only because Queen Clarees and I have been friends since childhood, and she has moved one of her legions for political expediency to the border we share with Lobenia and Battencay opposite of Bolover,” Cleona explained in a rush of thought.
“How can I control your mind when I have no head for politics and no idea what it takes to run a kingdom?” Daniel sent back along with a sense of calm. “We knew folks would not like our decisions,” he sent and then went on to tell her of the Serpent Nest in Mount Tirana, the missing legion of Pentrosa’s Sutton Guard, and much of what has transpired.
“You are doing a fine job of scouring the Serpent Guild from my realm, keep up the good work. Twenty-eight hundred is a fine muster, about a tenth of what Lord Bolover has, and my husband’s father will be glad to know you have destroyed a major Serpent Nest that has been festering unknown for years within his jurisdiction. He has nearly as many guardsmen as Bolover. My navy has twenty-seven vessels patrolling the Taltin Sea and I can confirm your Captain’s report about the huge fleet that seems ready to launch from the Fon Kayan coast. That said; I believe the massive build up is merely an effort of the Grand Maestro to make me stand down from a war footing and send you to him. I will do neither. This does not mean we can afford to ignore the potential threats, particularly since General Kall and his legion are yet to show themselves. Much as I would like to see you, I think it best if you stay out of the capital for awhile, give me time to show people I rule Ducaun and no one controls my mind,” she sent along with the strength and determination of will that made Daniel seem indecisive by comparison.
The connection ended and he briefed Leah on the current political events. “I think we need to train some Accomplisheds to be emissaries and assign a pair to be near the Queen, various lords loyal to her across the kingdom, your fellow Knights of the Realm, and the legion generals,” she put forth the idea.
Daniel leaned back in his chair, holding back his first thought, not wanting to reject her notion too quickly. “Why do we need Accomplisheds to be diplomats?”
Leah shook her head. “Not so much to be diplomats, although the people we choose should have those skills. The main reason for the assignments would be protection and communication. As it stands today, the Serpent Guild could teleport a traveling circle into Ducanton and kill Queen Cleona. They could eliminate the entire Ducaunan command structure within a single day. Daniel, there could be invisible assassins in place as we speak. If you and I were to exchange amulets with each Accomplished assigned, we will be able to communicate important information instantly across the realm. It currently takes days and sometimes weeks for orders, inquiries, and verifications to travel back and forth across Ducaun. General Malcus of the Northwestern Legion would be able to get a message through us to General Loomis of the Southeastern Legion in moments.”
Daniel was suddenly glad he chose to listen rather than dismiss her idea out of hand. “I agree with your reasoning and believe the former members of the Eagle Guild to be the best candidates for the task, at least for now. Be that as it is, this is not something I can make happen without Cleona’s royal seal of approval.”
Leah grinned. “I just gave more proof of my independence of mind. You obviously did not want to do this at first” she rightly guessed, “All you have to do now is go and convince the Queen. I am sure she will see the need and be anxious to get our Accomplisheds into place.”
Daniel began shaking his head. “I have been asked by Her Majesty to stay out of the capital until further notice. People seem to think I have undue influence over her mind.”
“So she must die because simple minded people do not understand what is at stake?” Leah replied, losing the grin and replacing it with a hard-eyed stare.
Daniel relaxed and placed both hands behind his head. “Not if we send Jared to propose the set up. Our association’s Account Keeper comes and goes from the capital frequently, his reputation as a shrewd negotiator is well known, and he can get an appointment to see the Royal Treasurer, who can get him in to see the Queen.”
“What about invisible assassins?” David asked while stepping away from his position by the door and coming to stand next to his wife.
“Do you expect Jared to convince your Queen to allow wolves into her palace?” Silvia politely inquired.
“I expect to do what I should have done months ago, which is to focus my awareness into Loper, get a sense of his keen ability to smell, and see if I can compose a spell to make it possible for an Accomplished to sniff out what our eyes and find-spells cannot detect,” Daniel replied. “Leah, go choose the emissaries, Silvia, please ask Jared to come in here, and David, tell my parents I am shielded and currently about as safe as is humanly possible.”
They all acknowledged his instructions and went about their assigned tasks, leaving Daniel alone with his thoughts. Moments later, Jared came in and was given his assignment.
“I know just what to say and to whom,” the Account Keeper stated confidently, while rubbing his hands together, and then headed out the door with an apparent eagerness to get started on this new and important chore.
Daniel focused his awareness on Loper, who was hundreds of spans to the north, and gave the wolf no instructions or requests. He simply linked with the canine as the furred scout patrolled the Northland Holding, warm under a shaggy coat, loping through the snow, and sorting out the scents on the wind with Lessa running alongside him. Experiencing the world through the senses of a wolf gave Daniel a new perspective and the sensation inspired him. A Melody began to take shape in his soul, after a short while he thought of how to play the new tune on a guitarn, and added a six note harmony. He titled the new Symphonic, Running With The Wolves, withdrew his awareness from Loper, and cast the spell upon himself. Not only could he smell the scents in the room and the various aromas wafting in under the door, his sight and hearing were vastly improved. David exhaled from the other side of the room, him and his wife having returned from the carrying out their assignments, and it sounded as if the man had blown in Daniel’s ear.
“What? You are staring at my husband as if he has just done something rude,” Silvia’s voice boomed as if she had spoken at the top of her lungs right into Daniel’s ear. “Are you alright? Why are you covering your ears?”
Daniel ceased the potential for, Running With The Wolves, and his senses went back to normal. “I am right as a spring rain. I just composed a spell to sniff out invisible intruders and it seems to enhance my other senses as well.”
“Is it for Aakacarn use only or can we gain this ability too?” David asked, his eyes widening in anticipation.
Daniel nodded his head. “The spell is an extremely low-powered Symphonic, meaning I can infuse it into an amulet and folks like you can use it with minimal drain on your life forces. I’ll shape the gem like a wolf head to make it easy to distinguish from the shield amulet and you will both get a pair. I will see to it more are distributed to our other non-Aakacarn members. Believe me when I tell you, you will not want to wear them often. However, everyone on guard duty and at least one person in each patrol should use the amulets.”
Silvia grinned. “We look forward to using the new device.”
“Maestro,” Artisan Marsha Obennen of the Stone Guild called in his head. This is the first time she communicated with him in such a fashion. He had given her an amulet to let him know how well she was doing at preparing the citizens of Aakadon for the arrival of the Chosen Vessel. The distress he sensed coming from her indicated the news would not be good.
He signaled for the pair of Teki to wait while he proceeded with the mental communication. “Accomplished, David Svennar is the Maestro of your guild, I have no guild,” he felt the need to make clear. “What do you want to tell me?”
Anxiety flowed ahead of her words. “I have failed to convince even a single member of the Stone Guild that you are the Creator’s Chosen Vessel. They all believe Efferin Tames to be the more likely candidate. All of us, even Oceanic Martin Varroon, have been declared dead and have not been allowed back into our guilds after being questioned by our respective Maestros. Most of us are living in Caster Hall, only Accomplisheds Jenna and DeSuan have been allowed back into their guilds and even their movements have been somewhat restricted. Daniel, everybody here believes you control our minds, and so our careers are effectively over. If we could, each and every one of us would return and serve you in whatever capacity we can.”
Daniel could not say the news came as any great surprise, not after what he learned from Sherree and Cleona. The only new thing was the desire of those Accomplisheds to serve him rather than their now former guilds. “You are not a failure. The task was simply greater than expected and frankly, I never believed persuading the citizens that I am the Chosen Vessel would be easy, only possible. Are the others from the Tomlin project with you right now?”
A lessoning of anxiety came through the link along with a sense of growing curiosity. “Yes, even young Jerremy is here, having stopped in to share lunch with us. The only person missing is Accomplished Jenna.”
Daniel needed to be absolutely sure of each person’s commitment before he acted. “Marsha, I will accept you into my service, and will soon come and get you after I complete a few projects. I also have certain promises to keep. I want each person among your group to use the amulet I gave you and tell me directly of their intent to enter my service. Once I know where everyone stands, arrangements for transportation can be made.”
A strong sense of pleasure and gratitude flowed through the mental link. “It will be as you say and thank you for accepting me. I will pass the amulet to Jerremy, who is standing closest to me.”
The amulet went from one Accomplished to another and each affirmed his or her intention to be a part of Daniel’s association. He gave them no details about his growing organization. They would learn about that when they were safely away from the Soarers and their zealous use of Truth Speak. 
Daniel nodded to his Teki escorts and headed out of the conference room. He had lunch with his parents, Tim, Gina, Silvia, and David. After eating, he met with Carlin, Keenan, and Duncan Hawk to welcome them into his service, became acquainted with about a hundred people who joined since his last visit in the south, and then Conveyed to the Northland Holding, taking with him Silvia and David.
They arrived in his office. “I need to be alone for a little while and would appreciate it if you find something else to do,” he spoke to the couple.
They both drew breath as if to speak and then David glanced at Silvia and nodded. “We will return in a mark,” she said and then they both exited.
Daniel pictured his hand without the personal shield, reached over, and touched the cool stone wall. He summoned the potential for Fashioning and sent his awareness down into the new complex, added a Da Capo, and then cast Hidden Shield. Suddenly, he could no longer sense the new addition through Fashioning and ceased the potential. He cast Find All, and focused where there should be well over a thousand Aakacarns living and moving in the complex below, all he could sense was solid ground. “That chore is done and now for the next,” he spoke softly.
Moving to stand behind his desk, he cast potential at the floor, and opened the narrow hole leading down to where the trumpet of Tarin Conn lay hidden. He levitated the object lusted after by so many up out of the hole and onto his desk beside the huge bucket of rocks, provided faithfully by Jaim Cutler. This is where the rocks will come in handy and why the order to bring them had not been rescinded. Daniel removed the shields and touched the trumpet, cast Change It, making a duplicate of the crescendo and did the same with the case. He seriously doubted the original owner could tell the difference. Not even with a spell could Daniel distinguish between the objects. This is no copy. It is exactly the same as the original. He then placed the actual trumpet of Tarin Conn back in the case, replaced the shields, lowered it down the hole, closed the opening, and then cast, Hidden Shield, to keep anyone from sensing the crescendo. The Queen and Jonah were the only people he would inform of what he just did. Now all he had to do is take the duplicate trumpet and the flute of Della Lain to Aakadon.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen: A Trip To Aakadon
 
Terroll Barnes sat in dinning area two of the ten located on the ninth floor of the Zephyr Guild, the outer walls of which were made by meticulously spell-binding millions of diamonds into a four hundred cubit high structure, giving it a translucent quality. Half way up the huge building split into twin towers stretching up another two hundred cubits. Unlike his predecessor, who dined alone and often stayed in his office, Terroll preferred to eat with his association members and circulate among them. Bernie, his Chief Aid, sat nearby and kept glancing at the chrono disc on the far wall, a silent reminder of the time. The two-bolt Accomplished had yellow-gold hair, a neatly trimmed mustache, and a keen detail-oriented mind.
“Randall Kamis should be here sometime in the evening,” Terroll informed those who joined him at the table.
The two three-bolt Accomplisheds and the Four-bolt were all Senior Cyclones, the highest rank that can be achieved below Maestro in the Zephyr Guild. Chelton Freemin, a Cenkataaran with three lighting bolts shook his head in disgust. “It is not enough that our guild has been excluded from one of the biggest operations in centuries, now the only member we have officially posted outside of Aakadon is recalled for political reasons.” He sniffed disdainfully through his prominent nose.
“Maestro, our distinguished colleague does have a point,” Simeon Traysellon shared his agreement with his fellow Three-bolt. His shiny bald pate reflected the rainbow light filtering in through the diamond wall.
They both clearly felt free to voice their discontent with the treatment the guild had been receiving since the officially dead Accomplisheds arrived months ago on a truly remarkable riverboat built by a member of the Willow Guild. The thoughts these men expressed were not exclusive to them, most every Zephyr had mentioned the slight, and Terroll encouraged such communication among the members. He wanted them to speak freely to him.
Rondara Kapes glanced at the lunch partners and shook her head. “So they do not need us to fill their sails with wind to speed the journey, what reason do we give them for including any Accomplisheds from our society on the mission?” the Four-bolt inquired in a calm tone devoid of sarcasm. Her black silky hair shimmered in the light as her ovoid eyes focused on Terroll, who was in the middle of chewing his last bite of turkey.
He swallowed and focused on her. “Politics is the reason you will be selecting nineteen Cyclones to accompany you on another mission I am not at liberty to discuss at the present time. If the other guilds want to travel on riverboats modeled after the one built by Accomplished Trenca, pushed by a waterwheel, rather than boats driven by the wind, I say let them. No guild has suffered a greater loss of Accomplisheds to the Serpents than the Willow, they have always been excluded from missions of significance, and finally one of their members has made something great, taken part in catching Serin Gell, and helped in the taking down of his Nest.”
Rondara nodded her head and her eyes seemed to brighten, yet she did not allow her lips to form a smile to reflect her apparent amusement. “The current thinking is; if a Sapling can accomplish so much, just think how much more a Forester or Senior Forester can achieve. Be that as it is, I will have that list of Cyclones for you by the end of the day.”
Terroll stood up. “The way my aid keeps glancing at the chrono disc, I can see he is trying to remind me of several appointments that begin at half past thirteen. I am going up and take half a mark to prepare, so enjoy your meals and we will meet formally at the eighteenth mark.”
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” they all quickly replied while giving the traditional nod of respect.
Terroll made his way out into the hall, down the corridor, to a sliding door, which slid open when Bernie cast the appropriate spell. They stepped within the small room and the platform began to rise smoothly up the shaft to the top floor. The Chief Aid long ago mastered the wind spell that controlled the lift in such a manner. From there they went to the office of the Maestro. Bernie took a seat behind his desk in the outer office. “I will be meditating until the next appointment. You know what that means,” Terroll both informed and warned him.
“It will be as you say, Maestro. Emergency cases only,” Bernie replied and picked up some papers.
Terroll casually cast a spell to open and then close the door after entering his office. He looked up and froze in place, unable to move. Years of experience and iron control had kept him from showing any further sign of being startled.
“Good afternoon Terroll,” said a tall young man in the field uniform of a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm, while casually leaning on the desk, upon which sat a bulky silk sack. The seven golden lighting bolts on his sir coat and helmet confirmed all of the reports about his increase in potential. He had a sword with lighting bolts on the hilt and scabbard on his right hip and two knives on his left, one completely encased in black leather, and the other looked to be the same one the former mountaineer always carried. Terroll suspected the hidden one to be a crescendo.
Extraordinary efforts were being made by the Grand Maestro to force the Ducaunan Queen to send Terroll’s former pupil to Aakadon and here the young man stands. “Greetings to you, my friend, have you come to request admission to the Zephyr Guild, if so, I will be glad to have you?”
Daniel smiled broadly and reached out his hand. “Can’t a former student stop by to see his old tutor?”
Terroll shook hands with the young man. “It becomes a tad difficult when the one tutored has exceeded the skills of the teacher and is the Vessel Chosen by the Creator to lead the coming conflict against Tarin Conn, especially when Efferin Tames considers that former student to be nearly as dangerous as the Dark Maestro.”
“Be that as it is, the Queen and I are preparing for the very conflict you spoke of,” Daniel replied. “I wish I could say the same for Aakadon, the current leadership of which seems to prefer being a hindrance.”
There were some things Terroll needed to know or at least wanted to have confirmed before this conversation could go further. “How did you get in here and more importantly, how did you heal those Accomplisheds who were formerly Condemneds? It is said you altered Tarin Conn’s spell.”
“I have been in this room before and transported directly here. As for the restorations, the process is more complicated, requiring a number of spells, but essentially and simply put; I restored them by modifying the spell composed by the ancient Aakasear. The only way I could think of to give them back their free will was essentially to command them to do have one. From that time forward each individual has been making his or her own decisions independent of me. Even their decision to return to Aakadon was made on their own without my influence. If I had my way, they would have been in my Northland Holding to help defend against Pentrosa’s brief invasion. By the way, there is a legion of the Sutton Guard poised to strike, and I have no idea where it is,” Daniel surprised Terroll with the frankness of the reply. The young man used the term, Aakasear, admitted to modifying and using spells composed by Tarin Conn, including teleporting directly into this office, and offered up no apologies for doing so. He deserved to have the same courtesy extended to him.
“I feel you should be made aware of some facts,” Terroll made a decision that could get him arrested. “Everyone healed by you is under suspicion and believed to be under your control, especially since you used the Serpent Guild spell to heal them, a conclusion made and reported by Vance Cummin, a Senior Soarer quoted by Talmon Reese in the last meeting of the Maestros.”
“Vance Cummin is high up in the Serpent Guild. I have recently restored a Soarer who can confirm the man admitted his ambition to be the next Maestro just before casting Condemnation on her,” Daniel spoke up. “Do not trust anything Vance Cummin says.”
“I will start by saying that I believe you. Be that as it is, no one will accept the word of a person restored by you over that of the Senior Soarer, I am sorry to say, especially with you making the accusation of him after I told you what he reported. Most everyone will believe you are simply besmirching his character in order to ruin the credibility of his words,” Terroll replied, believing it better to reveal the truth of how the news would be perceived rather than letting the young man be deluded into thinking anyone here would view his accusation as being credible.
“Some people believe Efferin is the Chosen Vessel rather than me. Their belief changes nothing other than to make my chores harder than necessary. I have told the truth about Vance Cummin and those who disbelieve will eventually discover for themselves what is true, hopefully before it is too late for them to act,” Daniel replied, showing no sign of surprise. This is a man who has learned to accept what is, rather than waste time wishing things could be different, much more mature than the young man Terroll discovered on the top of Mount Tannakonna not so long ago.
“I would consider it a great favor if you do not reveal the information I am about to impart. The Tomlin project has been cancelled because a great deal of Aakadon’s resources is being used to find you rather than continue exploration of the sunken city. A team from the Eagle Guild is ready to move against your estate if Efferin Tames decides it is the only way to bring you here. A special team has been dispatched to Kelgotha consisting of the Eagle, Sun, and Aqua Guilds, due to the harmonic emanations. They have sent one hundred Accomplisheds from each of the three guilds in addition to five Senior Soarers, five Coronas, five Oceanics, along with enough Foresters of the Willow Guild to transport them up the Gosian River in twenty boats designed by one of their Accomplisheds. The strike force will disembark and head into Ecoppia and try to bring an end to the harmonic pulses. People all over the world are frightened and demands from every nation are flowing in daily for we of Aakadon to do something about the problem,” Terroll revealed specifics that should only be discussed among his fellow Maestros.
Daniel nodded grimly. “I take back what I said; Aakadon is contributing something to the conflict. Be assured no one in Aakadon will hear any of what you just revealed to me. You are chief among the few Accomplisheds I trust in this city.”
Terroll took some comfort in being one of the trusted few. “Twenty Accomplisheds from each guild, led by Talmon Reese will soon be heading to Mount Shantear to strengthen the shield holding Tarin Conn,” he said and then smiled. “I have had two meeting with Accomplished Jenna, who is a fellow believer in your being the Chosen Vessel, and also one who claims to have been restored by you. At some point you gave her an opinion to pass on to me. I hope you do not mind that I proposed a Grand Symphony be performed to increase the potential powering the shield as if it was my own idea. Your opinion is highly suspect at the moment and mentioning Accomplished Jenna as the source of the communication would not only cause immediate rejection of the idea; it would place your young friend in a bad position.”
Daniel reached for the blue sack and said, “You did the right thing,” and then opened the silk. “The contents of this sack are one of the major reasons I came here today.”
Terroll watched as his former student removed a flute case and a trumpet case and wondered if his eyes were deceiving him. The Ducaunan did not leave him speculating for long, he came right out and said, “I am formally giving custody of the flute of Della Lain and this trumpet to you, the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild.”
Terroll accepted both instruments. “Are these real?”
“I will remove the shields so you can open the cases and authenticate them,” Daniel replied.
Terroll did as the young man suggested and after casting a few spells had no doubt these were two of the greatest and most sought after crescendos of all time. “Why are you giving them to me? I suppose you want me to keep this all a secret.”
Daniel shook his head. “On the contrary, I want the whole world to know that Daniel Benhannon came to Aakadon and presented these crescendos to you. Let it be known I came willingly as a show of good will on my part. You can also feel free to let people know I admit to modifying spells composed by Tarin Conn, I am not ashamed of being an Aakasear, and I am the Creator’s Champion. My enemies know this, why shouldn’t everybody else?”
Terroll closed both cases. “I accept the care of these crescendos on behalf of Aakadon as a show of good will on your part. I will make clear how this action demonstrates your cooperation in coming to this city as requested, and will publish the rest of what you want made known,” he stated formally and then added, “I must make this proclamation before the Grand Maestro finds out and orders the matter sealed to his office. Speaking of him, Daniel you must know there can be no victory for you over Tarin Conn and his illegitimate guild without the firm backing of Aakadon. I have been giving the matter serious consideration and feel you will never have that backing so long as Efferin Tames rules this city,” this is the part that could get him in serious trouble if it were not for the fact that the young man in front of him is the Creator’s champion, “I was serious when I invited you to join the Zephyr Guild. Don’t shake your head, hear me out. You can become a member of the guild today. Once you have been introduced to all of the other members, I will step down as Maestro in favor of you. At that point you will be a Maestro of Aakadon and can gain experience running a guild. I could be your Chief Aid and help you. You will also have the opportunity to meet and get to know the other Maestros. Daniel, you could then challenge Efferin, defeat him, and become the Grand Maestro. I can think of no other way.”
Daniel stood there staring at him while the hands on the chrono disc moved closer and closer to half past thirteen. “Terroll that is about the most unselfish proposal I have ever heard from anyone in this city. Most of the people I have met here are so arrogant and such graspers and clingers to power that I cannot trust them the way I trust you. I will keep your plan in mind because I think it is a good one, but I am sure, at this point in time, Efferin is likely to order both of us arrested, and then I would be forced to take hostile actions. I do not say this as a threat, it just that I am the Chosen Vessel, I must be free to face the other vessel, and letting Efferin imprison me or use a Grand Symphony to shield off my potential is something I cannot allow.”
Terroll had to admit the young man made a good point and for the time being it might be wise for Daniel to avoid spending over much time in Aakadon. However, if the former student wants the world to know he came here, then their must be witnesses. “Daniel, what you want me to do must be done quickly and in front of as many witnesses as we can get,” he made known and the young man began nodding approval half way through the plan. “Now, grab that blue sack, put the crescendos back inside, and follow me.” The young man did as instructed.
Terroll cast a spell, opening the door, startling Bernie, whose eyes widened when he saw who exited behind his Maestro. “I want you to find Accomplished Benhannon a cloak, gather as many of our associates as you can assemble, and have them meet us on level one. We are going to the coliseum,” he commanded and then withdrew a communication amulet from his inner pocket and pressed it against his forehead as he and Daniel walked toward the platform lift. “Maestro Barroon, there is going to be a presentation of historical significance taking place at the coliseum at half past thirteen. I suggest you be there along with as many members of the Aloe Guild as are interested.”
“Maestro Barnes, what presentation will take place? This is extremely short notice.” She sent back through the mental link formed by the amulet.
“The event is going to happen quickly and without delay. The most sought after Accomplished in the world is the presenter,” Terroll replied, provocatively, and then placed the amulet back in his pocket.
Bernie met him as they were about to enter the shaft and step onto the platform. “You can use mine,” he said while handing the scarlet on black silk cloak to the Ducaunan.
“Thank you Accomplished,” Daniel replied while donning the cloak.
The Chief Aid lowered the platform and by they time they reached the first floor, thousands of Zephyrs were waiting. “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Terroll spoke in a voice that carried across the vast room.
He led them out into the street with Daniel well hidden within the hooded cloak. No one could identify him in the middle of so many people similarly dressed. They passed the turquoise building of the Aqua Guild, hundreds of cubits high and touching the clouds. Many of the Aakacarns on the street glanced at the thousands of Zephyrs moving up the street and most of those onlookers joined the procession out of sheer curiosity. By the time Terroll walked briskly by the topaz building of the Aloe Guild, thousands of its members were filing out to join the Zephyrs. He led them to the coliseum, where even this large group of Aakacarns could easily fit beneath the vast dome that filtered in sunlight, yet kept out the harsh glare and heat. The rows upon rows of seats were currently unoccupied yet could accommodate more than one hundred thousand Aakacarns.
The Zephyrs were by far the best represented with over five thousand members in attendance, followed by the Aloe with three thousand or so. Members of the Eagle, Sun, Aqua, and Stone guilds were also in the crowd, yet they all together amounted to a thousand, and they were scattered and mixed with the two greater groups. Standing in the forefront of the Aloes was a young woman of Lobenian descent with yellow-gold hair and whose green eyes were locked onto Daniel as if she knew for certain who was within that cloak. Terroll did not find it surprising to see Sherree Jenna in the crowd.
On the center grounds of the coliseum stood a platform, about a cubit in height and ten in diameter, upon which thirty-seven Talenteds graduated yesterday to the level of Accomplished. Terroll led Daniel up on it just as Maestro Barroon arrived. “I have to admit your invitation was intriguing and hope the reality meets the expectation,” she stated to Terroll while eyeing the tall figure whose face remained hidden within the hood.
Daniel shrugged out of the cloak and tossed it to Bernie. A gasp tends to be soft, barely audible, yet coming from more than nine thousands throats, the collective gasp that erupt when everyone recognized the man standing next to Terroll sounded forth like a mighty wind.
“Maestro Barroon, would you do the honor of making this presentation audible to the city at large?” Daniel requested as his attention flicked briefly to her and then in the direction of the Lobenian in the audience.
“I will,” she replied and then cast the spell.
“I, Daniel Benhannon, a seven-bolt Accomplished, have come of my own free will to present these crescendos to the city of Aakadon and in particular Terroll Barnes the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” he announced in a strong voice that boomed in the coliseum, rang through every street, and sounded within every building. He then removed the objects from the sack and handed them to Terroll.
“I, Terroll Barnes, Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, on behalf of Aakadon, as a token of your good will, do accept from your hand the trumpet of Tarin Conn and the flute of Della Lain.”
The shouts of joy from the crowd thundered across the city and surely out into the surrounding country side, being amplified by the spell cast by Maestro Barroon. Terroll knew the other Maestros were even now hastily making their way to the coliseum, Talmon Reese foremost among them, and no doubt accompanied by many flocks of Soarers. Their arrival in the coliseum was currently hindered by the many thousands of Zephyrs who happened to be congregated near the entrances.
“I bid you all farewell,” Daniel called out, touched the handle of his hunting knife, and then vanished in a bright flash of blue light just as Talmon and a flock of Soarers managed to gain entrance into the coliseum.
The flash stunned the crowd to silence and they stood blinking and unmoving as if they could not believe what they just witnessed. Talmon hurried to the platform. “Maestro Barnes, why did you not detain him?”
Janna stepped up and all three Maestros were now sharing the platform. “On what grounds should either of us have detained Accomplished Benhannon?” She politely inquired in a show of unity with Terroll.
“You know the Grand Maestro wants him for questioning.” Talmon eyed both of them.
“The Grand Maestro’s will has been done. Daniel presented himself here in Aakadon, he submitted to questioning, and has of his own free will given us two of the most sought after crescendos of the millennium,” Terroll replied calmly.
“What questions, what answers, and who made the inquiries?” Talmon demanded, even though, speaking to an equal, he had no authority to demand anything.
“I asked him specific questions and he gave straight forward and honest answers,” Terroll saw fit to reply.
“Maestro, what did you ask and how did he answer?” Talmon requested in a more respectful tone.
“To keep it short for this venue, he admitted to restoring our Accomplisheds by using a series of spells, one of which was a modified version of the spell Condemnation, composed by Tarin Conn. Daniel Benhannon declared himself to be a seven-bolt Accomplished and the Creator’s Champion. His entire repertoire has been restored and he freely admits to being an Aakasear. Are these not the questions we wanted answered and has he not come here and given his reply?” Terroll asked after making known the things Daniel wanted the world to hear.
“Then he admits to re-condemning the poor souls, conforming them to a similitude of what they were, and being in control of their minds,” Talmon replied as if pronouncing judgment.
“From what I have seen of those Accomplisheds Daniel has restored, he did an excellent job of giving them the bodies they once had. He told me the only way he could think of to give them free will was to command them to have one. Maestro Barroon, can anyone in your guild restore a person who has been condemned? Can you think of a better way to restore their free will?” Terroll replied while turning to the leader of the Aloe Guild.
“Members of my guild have examined all those who were formerly Condemneds and determined them to be in perfect physical condition. No spells in our library can achieve the level of healing performed on these people and I do not have the expertise to comment on the best way to restore the free will of a person under the influence of Condemnation, seeing as it is a spell of the Serpent Guild and only someone who knows it well could even say if such is possible,” Janna replied.
“I would like to know how he managed to get into this city,” Talmon said while staring out at the crowd.
“I told you his entire repertoire has been restored. He transported himself directly into my office. It seems he can appear in any place he has visited at least once and I suspect distance has no meaning. He might well be somewhere in Ducaun even as we speak,” Terroll replied and smiled inwardly, hiding his true feelings. Let them all think about the places his former pupil visited while living among them and wonder where Daniel might choose to make a future appearance.
 
 -------
 
Daniel appeared in the center of the maze in the rear gardens behind the immense Jade building known as Caster Hall, a location provided by Fletcher the snowy owl whose keen eyes made the trip possible, seeing as Daniel had never been in this part of the city. Terroll’s amplified voice, along with those of Talmon Reese and Maestro Barroon boomed throughout Aakadon. Daniel smiled as his former tutor explained what had occurred and wondered if the Maestro of the Eagle Guild realized the entire conversation was being broadcast.
   In a white gazebo stood Marsha, Daria, Jerremy, Martin, Franklin, Joel, Michael, Salla, Sharon, and Jeremiah Lassiter. Daniel stepped in out of the sun and they welcomed him. “Did you really give them the flute?” the former Senior Soarer asked.
Daniel nodded. “They are questioning whether or not you have a mind of your own and here I ended up doing what you originally wanted rather than keeping the instrument with me.”
Lassiter gave a quick nod of the head. “It only matters that you came to agree, not how long it took you to change your mind. These fools really believe you have complete control of me,” he replied and shook his head in disgust. “What they think no longer matters. I am glad to see you and ready to be of service.”
“I admit to having been somewhat worried for you when your voice began to sound throughout the city,” Jerremy said, while shaking hands. “They might have arrested you.”
“I knew you would come for us just as planned,” Marsha stated with a satisfied nod of her head.
Franklin Togan leaned against the railing. “I knew you would come yet admit to being surprised you made the trip so public.”
A tall young Ecoppian-born Accomplished entered the center of the maze and came to a halt. Reginald had no lighting bolt on his silks because he lacked sufficient potential in his vat and was therefore a resident of Caster Hall. “Why are you all here when so much is going on at the coliseum?” he asked and then his eyes widened at seeing who stood with them. “You, why are you here?”
“This is none of your concern young man,” Salla informed him.
“Daniel is the Chosen Vessel and he has accepted us into his service,” Jerremy lowered his nose and told his former dorm-mate.
Reginald looked to Daniel. “I don’t suppose you can use a person who has no lightning bolt,” he muttered.
Daniel motioned for him to come closer. “Why would you suppose that? There are people in my service who have no extra energy in their life forces. Loyalty and trustworthiness is what I require. The rest we can build on over time. We are about to depart this city so if you are coming with us, you must make up your mind quickly.”
Reginald stared at the Accomplisheds standing in the gazebo and then back at the hall where he would be living until such time as he gained a lightning bolt and would be allowed into a guild.
“Our Maestro has extended an invitation, he has included you in this moment, making this your concern, and I suggest you seize the opportunity presented,” Salla encouraged him.
Daniel was about to correct her inappropriate use of the title when the Ecoppian nodded eagerly. “I want to serve the Chosen Vessel,” Reginald declared.
“So be it,” Daniel replied. It was past time to be gone.
He pictured everyone in the gazebo and the no-bolt Accomplished standing in front of it, at the lake on his estate. The potential flowed through Daniel and three heart beats later they were 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. They were all standing in ankle length blades of green grass, and watching mallards and mergansers swimming in the pristine water. Two boys, brothers belonging to one of the fourteen tenant farmers within the jurisdiction, were fishing on the other side of the lake. They waved and Daniel held up his hand in greetings to them.
 
-------
 
The summons to appear before the Grand Maestro came as no surprise to Talmon Reese, not on the heels of the occurrence half a mark ago in the stadium. He had only gotten a glimpse of the former mountaineer before the young man vanished in a brilliant flash. The trip up the main shaft to the top of the ruby pyramid went by quickly and moments later Bran Tippen was ushering Talmon into the office.
“Grand Maestro, how may I serve?”
Efferin sat drumming the fingers of his right hand on the desktop and otherwise doing a good job of hiding his irritation. “Maestro Reese, we have much to discuss concerning your up coming trip to Lobenia. Leaving that aside for the moment, how can the most wanted man on the continent stroll into this city, deliver his parcels, and leave without the illustrious Eagle Guild even managing to ask him a single question?”
Since the entire conversation at the coliseum had been broadcast, the answer was obvious and the Grand Maestro knew it. Even so Talmon had no choice but to respond. “As was explained publicly, Daniel Benhannon has regained his former repertoire and can transport himself, evidently, to wherever he has been at some point in the past, including, but not limited to, this very office. No one in any guild of Aakadon could have prevented his coming and going. You heard my conversation with Maestros Barnes and Barroon. The young man came and answered the questions quite candidly. Unless you want to issue a decree or submit a new law to be passed by the Maestros of Aakadon, no crime has been committed.”
Efferin snorted. “He is another Tarin Conn, an Aakasear, and unashamedly using spells composed by the ancient Accomplished, these are reasons enough for me. I also consider the possibility that a seven-bolt Accomplished can appear right in this room at any moment to be problematic.”
“His being another Tarin Conn is opinion, not fact, and while discussing Melody Composers is frowned upon in our fair city, being an Aakasear is not a crime. Be that as it is, I too am uncomfortable with Benhannon possessing the ability to come and go from Aakadon at will, and without us ever knowing. How many times in the past few months has he been here? I agree the situation is problematic,” Talmon replied.
Efferin steepled his hands and said, “I am glad we agree on that much. Even though the young man has presented himself as summoned, answered the questions we truly had about him, his repertoire, strength in Potential, and his talent at composing spells, I am not going to return Accomplisheds Chen or Kamis back to their posts. I want Cleona to know and understand there is a price to be paid when the demands of the Grand Maestro are ignored. Her military build up is unacceptable. The embargo stands and for the same reason. However, I am pleased Daniel brought us the crescendos. The trumpet must be kept out of the hands of the Serpent Guild but the flute, which is the real prize, is something you will need on your mission.”
Talmon made no mention of his having kept Bella Sander in Bashierwood as a back door communication, just in case the Benhannon boy does turn out to be the Chosen Vessel.  His reply was suddenly cut off when harmonic waves began rippling through the world, one, two, three, four, and five. The emanations from Kelgotha stopped as suddenly as they had begun, proving the mission to Shantear is important, perhaps more vital than the one on its way to Ecoppia.
“I agree, being in possession of a crescendo with eight bolts of amplification will bolster our efforts in the Grand Symphony to increase the power to the shield,” Talmon replied and could no longer put off asking the most critical question. “Are you going to present the spell to me at this time? I’ll be leaving soon and will need to know so all of us can learn whatever musical parts are required.”
Efferin sat back in his chair and closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then spoke in a soft voice. “Trevor Keen died without revealing the whereabouts of the flute of Della Lain. Daniel Benhannon has solved that problem. I will give him credit for that. Trevor also died before he could teach me the spell maintaining the Dark Maestro in state within the chamber designed to hold him. I do not know the nature of his tomb or the spell or series of spells that are keeping Tarin Conn locked away from the world.”
The revelation stunned Talmon more than the abrupt arrival and departure of Daniel Benhannon. This is perhaps the worst news he ever heard, and that is saying something, given the fact that as Maestro of the Eagle Guild he is privy to many distressing facts and occurrences. When Efferin finally opened his eyes, all Talmon could think to ask was, “What are we going to do?”
“That, my friend will be up to you. I can think of no one, including me, with more knowledge of shields. Talmon, you are the best chance we have of keeping the world safe from the Dark Maestro.”
The weight of responsibility slammed down on Talmon’s shoulders and yet it is a burden he could not shrug off. “I will choose the spells to be used. I want the best Accomplisheds we have riding with me. Barnabas Galloway of the Willow Guild and Fenton Chen of the Aloe are to be included on this mission. I understand Maestro Barnes, who came up with this idea, is selecting nineteen of his most powerful Cyclones led by Rondara Kapes. He is sending his best people and so should the other Maestros. We can afford no mistakes.”
Efferin nodded, his face wrinkled by the stress. “I assume you have included Jerrian Tobermin. I will see to it you also have Janice Footner of the Sun Guild and Ralpen Pentrago of the Aqua, this will give you every available five-bolt Accomplished in Aakadon below the rank of Maestro. And may the Creator bless your endeavor.”
“Yes, Grand Maestro, Jerrian will be coming with me, and I thank you for the additional Five-bolts. If there is nothing more, I will go prepare for the mission,” Talmon replied.
Efferin extended his right hand. “Go, do what you must,” he said and they shook hands. “Maestro, I will soon be making a decree concerning Daniel Benhannon.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Talmon replied, and then exited the office with his mind awhirl with possible spells to be used. 
He barely remembered leaving the ruby pyramid and arriving at his own office within the Eagle Guild. He felt so desperate even the possibility of acquiring the help of a seven-bolt Accomplished did not give him pause, no matter the decree.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen: Rogue
 
Sherree Jenna, Benhannon, she always added that last in her mind, sat alone in the office of Janna Barroon. The Maestro of the Aloe Guild summoned her and has yet to arrive, having been called to an unscheduled meeting in the ruby pyramid. All prior requests for an appointment with the guild leader had been denied up to this point and after one quick visit from a certain seven-bolt Accomplished, suddenly the intern who has been announcing the Chosen Vessel to anyone who would listen is the one the Maestro wants to see.
Sherree had not stopped smiling since Daniel made his presentation. Just seeing him standing up on the platform filled her heart with joy and what he did added much relief. She sincerely hoped the Serpent Guild will now direct their efforts away from her husband. News will spread of his visit and the handing over of the crescendos, within ten days there will not be a soul in all of Atlantan who does not know what transpired today. Even now Accomplisheds from every guild were scurrying about and talking of Daniel and thinking of them made her smile deepen. Two marks had gone by since his visit and still the citizens of Aakadon were behaving like ants whose mound has been whacked by a mighty club.
While she expected him to eventually bring the crescendos, his admitting to being an Aakasear to Maestro Barnes caught her completely by surprise, and the possible consequences of the revelation made her smile vanish as she sat waiting for the leader of her guild. The chrono disc on the wall to the right read three quarters past fifteen and just as the hand moved one notch; Janna swept into the office and went straight to her chair behind the mahogany desk. “I directed Lara,” her Chief Aid, “to have you in my office by the time I finished with my emergency meeting of the Maestros,” she stated while fixing a blue-eyed stare. Her wheat-colored hair hung over her right shoulder in a twisted braid.
“How may I serve, Maestro?” Sherree responded properly.
“You admitted to having been a Condemned and then restored from that state to perfect health and given a second lightning bolt of potential by Accomplished Benhannon, whom you also declared to be the Chosen Vessel. You should know the only reason you were not declared dead right along with most all of the members of the Tomlin Project is your lack of communication amulets. Being recently raised from Talented to Accomplished and accepted as an Intern of the Aloe Guild, few amulets of your making were in existence, and so with no amulets available to us for analysis, your Condemnation and death were unverifiable. It is one of the reasons interns do not usually venture out of Aakadon on healing missions,” the Maestro stated in a matter of fact way.
“I believe we discussed this in our first meeting,” Sherree replied. Surely she had not been summoned here to review her previous interview with the Maestro.
“I am merely establishing where we left off. Now we will talk of current events,” the Maestro said while leaning forward slightly. She seemed just a bit surprised by the abrupt and dismissive response to her words from an Intern, going by the quick rise and fall of her eyebrows. “I observed you in the forefront of our assembly in the coliseum and noticed where Accomplished Benhannon’s eyes were focused when he made his announcement. He was looking at you, picked you right out of a crowd of thousands as if you were a vibrant flower among ferns. His gaze fixed on no one else.”
Sherree leaned forward in her chair. “My eyes were locked onto him, right along with those of everyone else. Your announcement of a truly historical event about to take place proved accurate.”
Janna smiled, it was a practiced smile, reflecting neither joy nor amusement. “His reaction to your presence confirmed your account of what happened to you as far as I am concerned. No, I am not suggesting anything improper, so do not give me that look as if I insulted you. There is just no longer any question in my mind of how you came to have that second lighting bolt.”
“So you have come to believe he is the Chosen Vessel?” Sherree did not see any reason to dance around the issue.
“I do not believe I have met an Intern as feisty as you. I consider Daniel Benhannon to be an extraordinarily gifted Accomplished who might turn out to be who you say.” The Maestro replied. “Enough has been said on that subject for this meeting. I called you here to give you a warning along with your new assignment.”
Why a warning? Sherree did not like the sound of that and resented how Janna Barroon stubbornly refused to come out and say firmly where she stands on the issue of the Chosen Vessel.
“Are you aware of the fact that all Accomplisheds, except for you, who have been healed by Daniel, have vanished from Aakadon?” Janna inquired in a professional manner.
Sherree did not know about the vanishings. “This is news to me. Jerremy DeSuan and I have been friends for awhile and I have had lunch with him a few times since we returned to Aakadon, but where he or the others went I have no idea. He never discussed leaving the city, at least not where I could hear.”
The Maestro’s eyes bored into her as if they could sort through and discover any falsehood in the statement. She finally nodded her head. “I believe you. The Grand Maestro is furious over Accomplished Benhannon coming and going from Aakadon using spells of the Serpent Guild. He will only allow the usage one more time and that is so the young man can comply with the official decree declared and witnessed before all seven Maestros of Aakadon,” she paused as if giving time for her words to sink in. “Daniel Benhannon must renounce his citizenship as anyone who has been found to possess extra energy in their life force is required to do, return to Aakadon in no later than three days, and give oath as is required of all Accomplisheds. Failure to comply will result in him being declared a rogue. A warrant for his arrest will then be issued and all who assist or associate with him shall also be arrested. You know Daniel better than anyone in the city, accept possibly Maestro Barnes and Accomplished Trenca of the Willow Guild, and I do not have either of them to ask this question of. Will the decree be honored or ignored by your healer?”
Sherree knew from the depths of her being Daniel should not have revealed his talent and certainly not admit to using spells composed by Tarin Conn. The Grand Maestro is surely convinced her husband is a younger version of the Dark Maestro and this decree is just the first step in thwarting the supposed problem. Not only would Daniel refuse to renounce his citizenship, which would mean resigning his knighthood, he would never believe coming to Aakadon and giving oath would satisfy Efferin. Once here, another unreasonable decree would follow and then another with each designed to force Daniel to comply or be arrested. The decrees would not stop coming until Efferin found justification to shield off and imprison her husband and Sherree could not allow that.
“I see you are troubled by the decree as am I. Neither of us believes Daniel Benhannon will comply. He will be declared a rogue in three days so consider this fair warning should you choose to help him. Now for your assignment, the Grand Maestro requires each guild to send twenty of their most experienced Accomplisheds on an up coming mission led by Maestro Reese. You will learn the destination while on the journey.” Janna obviously took Sherree’s silence for an answer and drew her own accurate conclusion.
“As you pointed out, the mission requires the most experienced Accomplisheds, I am an Intern, so why am I being included?” Sherree wondered.
“Quite frankly, you are not being counted even though you are technically the twenty first Accomplished of the Aloe Guild to be assigned to the mission. You are going because Senior Practitioner Chen has been hand-picked by Maestro Reese for this mission and Fenton is still your mentor. Now, the warning and your new assignment have been delivered, all topics for this audience have been covered, and I suggest you begin making preparations for an extended journey on horseback. Good day,” Janna Barroon stated with the dismissal clear in both tone and words.
“Your will be done, Maestro,” Sherree replied and quickly exited the office and headed for the stables. Misty, her white stallion, had not been ridden in quite awhile, and is likely to be frisky.
The stables of Aakadon were multi-storied and massive with winding inclines, for the horses, leading up to each level. She chose the stairs. Horses belonging to Talenteds were at ground level, half of which was taken up by the grooms’ residences; where as areas dedicated to members of the Aloe Guild were on level three, nine tenths of which were shared with the Willow Guild, they being the society having the most equines. The mounts of the Aqua Guild took up most of the second level with a small fraction of the stalls reserved for members of the Stone Guild. Level four was equally shared by members of the Zephyr and Sun Guilds, while the Eagles had the entire fifth level to themselves.
Misty’s stall was about as far from the flight of stairs as possible and still be in the area dedicated to the Aloes. Most of the horses ignored her presence as Sherree walked silently, mulling over the troubling turn of events, and wondering how she could make everything well again. After all, being an Aloe is all about making people well again, and the decree sickened her heart. She needed to find a cure.
“Fancy meeting you here,” a familiar voice called from the next stall, in the area dedicated to the Willows.
Sherree went into Misty’s stall and rubbed the stallion on the nose before answering the voice on the other side. “I certainly did not expect to find the most celebrated Sapling of the decade lingering in the stables.”
The young man came around and peered into her stall. “Sure, they liked my boat and my use of spells in southern Pentrosa, but now that they have made boats of their own modeled after mine, I am pretty much ignored. These days, my fellow Willows pat me on the back once in awhile, when they happen to notice me, and I spend most of my days in the library. I certainly did not expect to see an Intern lingering in the stables,” Simon Trenca replied without a trace of complaint in his tone, as if his being forgotten was nothing out of the ordinary. “Why do you look so troubled?”
Sherree had nearly forgotten the unobtrusive fellow had a tendency to be keenly observant. “Did you hear about the Grand Maestro’s new decree?” She inquired without being specific.
Simon nodded affirmatively. “Maestro Cransur made the announcement a short while ago. You and I know Daniel will never comply.”
Sherree and Simon discussed the possible ramifications and the risks they were both willing to take, seeing as neither of them would stop helping Daniel and Sherree was pleased with Simon’s level of commitment. “And so I am essentially tagging along on the mission because Senior Forester Galloway, my Mentor, told me he was chosen by Maestro Reese to be among the twenty Willows assigned to the task. I needed to make sure Spud was ready for the journey,” the Sapling finished his explanation of how he came to be in the stables.
Sherree told him all about her meeting with Janna Barroon and finished adding, “It seems we are both going on the same journey and for similar reasons,” giving her own explanation.
Simon licked his lips, which slowly formed into a secret smile, as if he found a peace of a puzzle and just realized where it fit. “Your Maestro knows Daniel is the Chosen Vessel. I think she sees you as a means to get the message to him and for you to do so sooner rather than later, seeing as you would be breaking the law after three days.”
His idea involved a great deal of guess work and Sherree could not as yet make herself come to the same conclusion. “I fail to see why you believe that.”
Simon shrugged his shoulders and then leaned on the stall to the left. “A Maestro would not have summoned you just to reveal your new assignment, something any Practitioner could have told you, for one thing. And for another, she reminded you only one person remains in Aakadon who has been restored from Condemnation by Daniel. In fact, according to you, she went out of her way to remind you of your previous interview at the beginning of the audience. I am probably the only Aakacarn in Aakadon who believes your will is entirely your own. After he confessed to using a modified version of Tarin Conn’s spell, even those supportive of Daniel believe he could easily take your free will away by reversing the command.”
Sherree considered her brief audience with the Maestro and decided the Sapling had pieced together what she failed to see. Janna Barroon went out of her way to speak of the intimate connection she observed between Sherree and Daniel, how he had eyes for no one else in that crowd. Thank the Creator the Maestro did not seem to suspect just how intimate that connection is, Sherree thought and did not dare speak out loud, not even in front of Simon. She smiled, unable to hold back the brief flare of positive emotion in the midst of her internal turmoil. “I agree with your conclusion and begin to see why Daniel holds you in such high regard.”
Simon waved the compliment away with a casual sweep of his hand. “He has never failed to notice me.”
Sherree removed the communication amulet from the inner pocket of her scarlet on black silk cloak. The topaz stone with a sapphire falcon clutching a diamond lightning bolt in its talons always reminded her of the uniqueness of the man who made it. With the gem touching her forehead she sent, “That was quite a show you put on.”
A sense of love and amusement came through the connection ahead of the reply. “Did you like it?”
“All but the part where you revealed more than you should,” she sent back and then went on to explain in detail what transpired since he came and went. “How are we going to fix this?”
A tight mental focus, along with and a strong sense of musicality, flowed through the connection, and then the whip crack sound of air being displaced startled all of the horses on this end of the stable, as well as some familiar owls perched nearby. Daniel suddenly stood directly behind Simon, who jumped nearly a cubit straight up, and then asked “What held you up?” after his feet hit the hay-strewn floor.
It took all of Sherree’s self control not to throw herself into her husband’s arms in front of the Sapling. “Can you warn a person before doing that?” she scolded without a trace of rancor. She wanted to kiss him and drat the man for knowing it and smiling at her like that.
“Greetings Simon, it took a few moments to fix the location through Flit,” Daniel replied while pointing to a barn owl clutching the top of a nearby stall. He made no mention of giving warning ahead of time in the future, but confessed to transporting the Accomplisheds of the Tomlin project to his southern estate along with Reginald. “Sherree, Simon, I can take you both with me right now. If Maestro Barroon suspects the connection then you can be sure Efferin will eventually come to the same conclusion. It is not safe here for either of you. A Sapling who has been so closely linked with me from the time he was a Talented is likely to draw suspicion.”
Sherree came close to agreeing with him and a large part of her heart wanted to go immediately, move on to the next faze of her life with the man she loves, and who loves her in return. The Maestro of the Aloe Guild knows of the connection and will, no doubt, from this day forward, question the loyalty of an Intern who had been watched so closely in the coliseum by Daniel Benhannon. Sherree had to admit, her career is essentially over, yet there was something compelling about the mission, and she hesitated to abandon the Aloe Guild at this point.
“Daniel, our Mentors have been assigned a mission, something important, and whatever it is will be taking place in Lobenia,” Simon replied. “I have learned that much about it. Maestro Reese is going to be the leader so it must be significant.”
Daniel glanced away as if taking a moment to think and then focused on Sherree. “It must be Shantear.”
Those four words triggered the understanding in Sherree’s mind. “They are going to perform the Grand Symphony you proposed.”
“What?” Simon blurted.
Daniel nodded affirmatively. “We all have a vested interest in the mission being successful. The spells holding Tarin Conn need to be strengthened.”
Simon’s eyes flickered back and forth between Sherree and Daniel before settling fixedly on her husband. “The idea makes perfect sense. I am surprised they listened to you.”
Daniel chuckled, unable to suppress his amusement, so Sherree decided to answer. “I mentioned it to Maestro Barnes and he must have proposed the idea to the other Maestros.” The Sapling nodded his acceptance of the fact.
She pondered the matter, weighed her desire to be with Daniel, along with the importance of the mission, and made up her mind. “I will sever my ties with the Aloe Guild and be at your side all the way,” she began and then raised her hand when it looked like he was about to interrupt. “I will do so after the mission is completed. This is something I must be a part of, I can feel it, and know in my heart it is my destiny to be at Shantear.”
“I feel the same way,” Simon quickly gave his answer and then added, “I think you feel it too.”
Daniel nodded his head. “I do,” he admitted and then hugged Sherree.
Just when it seemed he would never let go, not that she wanted him to do so, he stepped back from the embrace, and then turned to Simon. “Watch each other’s backs. Be sure I will be watching both of you,” he said, clapped Simon on the back, and then added, “Close your eyes.”
Sherree realized she had been given the warning she asked for and closed her eyes. The sound of displaced air snapping back signaled his departure, yet even with her eyes closed the flash lit the inside of her eyelids.
 
-------
 
“Three days are up, you are now officially a rogue Accomplished,” Jeremiah Lassiter announced as he entered Daniel’s office on the southern estate, just after the first nightstick had been created. The blue silks suited the man well with a golden lighting bolt on each shoulder. He had been given a level four baton and an increased repertoire, courtesy of Leah. She had come and educated all of the newly recruited Accomplisheds from Aakadon, not that they needed much training, and then conveyed back to the Northland Holding.
Daniel shrugged off the arrest warrant, being in trouble with the Grand Maestro was nothing new; this was just an added wrinkle, another task on his list of chores. “So are you, for associating with me. At least I am in good company.”
Lassiter nodded agreement with the response and yet his frown did not go away. “According to my feathered scouts,” the man had taken to linking with animals like a frog to a lily pad, “a flock of twenty Soarers is on its way to carry out the warrant. I estimate they will be here within two marks.” The estate is a rectangle twenty-five spans from east to west and sixteen and a half spans north to south, which means the flock is within Daniel’s jurisdiction. “You have twenty-one Accomplisheds with superior spells and armed with type one level four crescendos,” Jeremiah went on to say, “so I have no doubt we will win if this confrontation turns ugly. My question is how are you going to handle it? There will be no going back once blood is shed between our association and Aakadon.”
The former Senior Soarer was trying to be helpful, Daniel understood, and had no doubt the man would shed that blood if ordered to do so. The words were meant as a caution. “They will attempt to arrest us, we will resist, and they will resort to spell casting. This is inevitable, which is why every Guardsmen and Sentinel will be issued one of these nightsticks, both here and in the Northland,” he replied while holding up the black copper-capped club.
Lassiter’s eyes widened as they fixed on the object in the hand of his leader. “I see where the non-Aakacarns would find such a weapon useful as a form of deterrent, yet must admit I fail to see how these will help solve our problem with the flock.”
“This is a CPA and has the spell, Sleep Time, within the gem,” Daniel replied while holding it out for inspection.
Lassiter took the device, about a cubit long, narrow at one end and tapering out to the thickness of his wrist before rounding on the other end. He took a few swings as if testing the balance. “Nicely made and it gives our people the ability to use non-deadly force. I gather from this that we Accomplisheds will be using non-lethal spells on the flock.”
Daniel nodded his head. “You have gathered correctly and with folks armed with these, that flock will be facing a thousand Guardsmen as well as twenty-two Accomplisheds, counting me,” he replied and then led Jeremiah out and down the hall, into the north wing, and to the room assigned to Reginald Bercop. 
The sign above the door read, Benhannon Estate Provisioner. The southern estate had no such title until two days ago and had depended mostly on Daniel to supply whatever needed to be duplicated through spell casting. The task did not require a great deal of potential, yet it was time consuming.
The new recruit stood up from his worktable when he noticed who came through the door. “Maes.., Sir Daniel, how may I serve?”
Half of the room was filled with rocks, gems, precious metals, and tubs of water. The other half contained many shelves full of finished products.
Daniel chose to ignore the slip of the tongue as if it had not occurred and handed his new creation to the Provisioner. “This is a nightstick with a CPA infused with Sleep Time. I need you to make one thousand of these within the mark and will want an additional three thousand made within the next few days. Half of these are to be sent to the Northland Holding.”
“Are the nightsticks to be used on the Soarers?” Reginald asked, his eyes widening with anticipation. His lack of a lightning bolt did not mean he was feeble minded. He obviously knew what was going on around him.
“Yes, Accomplished, when you finish the first batch, have the Guardsmen pass through, collect one apiece, and then join us at the East Gate. I want you to be a part of this,” Daniel replied.
Pleasure radiated from the Provisioner at hearing he was being included. “I will get to work right away,” he stated, held the nightstick in his right hand, and concentrated on the thirty rocks currently on his table. He glowed with potential and after about a minute, the rocks formed into thirty nightsticks.
“Keep up the good work,” Daniel encouraged the Provisioner, and then headed outside with Lassiter keeping step right behind him.
The four-storied manor house, facing south, with a lookout tower rising thirty cubits from the center of the roof had 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, two thick with ledges facing inward about half way up for people to stand on, and step ladders at various intervals for access, for those who did not simply hop on. Fruit trees, squared off hedges, and beds of flowers decorated the lawn most of the year. Snow would soon be falling and the air had a chill, so there were no flowers, just a promise of a white blanket covering the ground in the near future. The stables were on the west side of the estate and had recently been expanded to twice their original dimensions with an additional four levels below ground. Jerremy and his recently recruited associates of the Stone Guild were working on the large complex beneath the grounds Daniel had approved of in the meeting not many days ago. He and Leah both decided they did not need to do the work themselves after teaching the Accomplisheds, Fashioning. The former members of the Stone Guild were happy to take over the project.
Reginald finished duplicating the nightsticks about three quarters of a mark later and Marcus had the Guardsmen assemble at the north gate. All one thousand were given time to get acquainted with the use of the new weapon while the twenty other Accomplisheds now living and working at the Southern Estate gathered around Daniel and Lassiter.
“The flock of Soarers will be coming into sight shortly,” Jeremiah announced to the assembly.
A Melody was taking shape in Daniel’s mind while the former Senior Soarer explained the plan. Half way through the instructions, the tune reached the point where Daniel knew it would do as he desired after adding a three part harmony. A fourth part entered his mind that would cause the person to forget his repertoire and a fifth line erasing all of the person’s memories. He chose to drop the last two harmony lines, having no desire to Silence the Accomplisheds or reduce their minds to those of infants, but those two versions were locked into his memory. The Melody with the three part harmony he titled, Forgettable.
“Everyone, take your places on the wall and stay low until Sir Daniel gives the signal,” Marcus commanded and a thousand Guardsmen spread out in an orderly fashion and then climbed the ladders. Towering Roder Keenan and low-browed Chuc Carlin, who spit out a wad of tobacco, split the company between them. Every person on the wall crouched down out of sight.
Daniel and his twenty-one Accomplisheds stepped outside of the spell-enhanced brass gates and then watched as the flock of Soarers, half One-bolts and the rest Two-bolts; approached on their steeds. A corpulent man dressed in the red on black silks of Aakadon, as were they all, rode forward of the two columns. His brown eyes widened as his gaze took in the people wearing blue silks, most of which had two or more bolts on the hoods of their cloaks. Four of the restored Aakademneds had three bolts of potential at their command. He cleared his throat and spoke up in a spell-amplified voice, no doubt so everyone in the estate could hear him.
“Daniel Benhannon, I am Jerroam Karfen, Flock Leader and Soarer of the Eagle Guild, a two-bolt Accomplished. For failure to follow decree number three-two-eight-nine-seven-one, issued by Grand Maestro Efferin Tames, you are hereby declared a rogue Accomplished and I have a warrant for your arrest, signed by Talmon Reese, the Maestro of the Eagle Guild. You must come with us immediately.” The warrant signed by Reese had to have been written days ago, meaning no one believed the decree would be honored.
Reginald walked forward, stood in front of the mounted man, and introduced himself, “I am Reginald Bercop, the Benhannon Estate Provisioner and Accomplished.” He pulled out a fancy sheet of parchment and stated, “You are in the kingdom of Ducaun, Aakadon has no authority here, and all of you Soarers are trespassing on the property and jurisdiction of Sir Daniel Benhannon, the twenty-first Royal Knight of the Realm, and Lord of the Land, a seven-bolt Accomplished,” he finished and then handed the paper to Karfen and added, “This is an official notice of trespass. I suggest you vacate the jurisdiction at once.”
Karfen shook his head and looked beyond Reginald to Daniel. “I am not surprised you have chosen to follow this course of action. However, Jeremiah, I am surprised to find you here associating with the rogue. I do not blame you for leaving Aakadon, given your circumstances, but to stand against us, members of your former guild, I confess to being disappointed.”
“Jerroam, the Maestro of the Eagle Guild declared me to be dead and refused to allow me back into his society. Sir Daniel has restored and welcomed me into his service. I am proud to serve the Chosen Vessel and strongly suggest you follow the advice of Accomplished Bercop and exit the premises,” Lassiter replied without hesitation.
The nineteen mounted Accomplisheds drew their batons and the move seemed to embolden Karfen, seeing as no one on Daniel’s side moved a finger. The Flock Leader leaned forward in his saddle. “You are all under arrest. The Grand Maestro is correct. Daniel Benhannon, you are a rogue and attempting to establish your own guild, just like Tarin Conn. Come with us peacefully or you will be compelled to do so.”
Daniel raised his right hand and one thousand Guardsmen, five hundred on the wall to the right of the gate, five hundred to the left, stood up with nightsticks in hand, and blue beams of light shot into the Soarers. So startled were they by the abrupt appearance and surprise at seeing non-Aakacarns wielding potential, they fell asleep without managing to cast a single spell, much less put up a fight. Cushions of air in various colors appeared as multiple estate Accomplisheds decided to have compassion and break the Soarers’ fall to the ground. A cheer broke out from those on the wall, yet Daniel did not see this as any great victory, only a chore that needed taken care of. He summoned the spell, Forgettable, and focused on the sleeping Aakacarns while Jared, Keenan, and Carlin ordered the walls cleared.
“What are you going to do with them?” Jerremy inquired.
Daniel knew the journey to Shantear had begun and truly wanted to track the progress through his feathered and furred scouts. He also had more than thirty Condemneds and two Aakademneds to restore at the Northland Holding, courtesy of Samuel and Sandra, and a host of other responsibilities to the association. While he did not consider himself to be a Maestro, he sure felt the weight of leadership. People like Leah, Jared, Marcus, and Chas, helped a great deal, and yet the ultimate decisions always came back to Daniel. “I will convey them to an isolated area in Aakadon,” he answered, confident he had enough scouts in the city to find a suitable location.
Lassiter stepped up, gave the traditional nod of respect and said, “I request permission to use the spell, Cleansing The Thought, to make them forget this encounter and then convey them to a quiet place I know of within the Eagle Guild.” His memory loss spell was a specialty of his former association.
“I have taken care of your first request. They will not remember anything that happened over the last mark of time,” Daniel replied.
“And the other request?” Lassiter pressed, seemingly eager to take over the chore.
Daniel could think of no good reason to refuse and the chores waiting at the Northland Holding were not getting done while he stood here. “You may take them to Aakadon, but do not linger. I don’t want you to be arrested.”
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” Lassiter replied.
“I am not a Maestro,” Daniel stated for all to hear.
The former Senior Soarer smiled “If you say so,” he said and then vanished, taking with him the sleeping Accomplisheds of Aakadon.



The other Accomplisheds went back to their tasks, Jeremy DeSuan, Franklin Togan, and his team went back to work on the underground complex. Reginald had his chores set, the incident with the Soarers ended well, Daniel’s parents were on the RiverDancer scouting out possible locations for a port, and he decided it was time to head north in order to start chipping away at the chores waiting for him. Potential for Conveyance filled his being, and three heart beats later he arrived in the office of his northland holding.
 
 



Chapter Twenty: Too Late
 
Daniel sat behind his desk, eyes closed, and viewing a fleet of five sailing vessels through the eyes of Flex, one of eight eagles recently linked to him. The wind beneath his wings provided a lift above the world and a freedom most folks can scarcely imagine. Being one with the great bird allowed Daniel to experience the sensations. Whether it is running with the panthers and wolves or soaring with the birds, he found focusing on one of them and just tagging along for the ride to be relaxing, a great stress reliever. While he considered going through the sword forms and sparring to be great for the body, gliding on the wind was great for the soul.
The vessels below were transporting the Accomplisheds assigned to the Shantear Mission, along with their horses and supplies, yet it was the second boat with a pair of Aakacarns relaxing at the bow that held Daniel’s interest. Sherree and Simon were leaning against the rail, she pointed into the sky, and they both started waving at Flex, who let out a screech.
The small fleet was hundreds of spans west of Aakadon, moving up the Mighty Hirus, speeding against the current, driven by winds conjured by Accomplisheds of the Zephyr Guild. Daniel did not know the route Talmon Reese had in mind, only the destination. The vessels were sailing toward Hiac, a large town, at the junction where the Aczen River originated, flowing south out of the Mighty Hirus.
The bell rang and Jaim Cutler announced, “Sir Daniel, your Teki Seer wishes to speak with you.” 
“I have a revelation,” Silvia spoke right up. Both of them interrupted the scouting mission. “Sorry if I woke you, but this is important,” she added.
Daniel opened his eyes while withdrawing his awareness from Flex. Chas had joined the meeting, which meant she wanted the Sentinel Commander to hear this as well. The Teki Seer did not sound sorry, not by her tone. “I was watching Sherree,” Daniel admitted. “What do I need to hear?”
“Then I truly am sorry for interrupting,” Silvia stated with a knowing smile that slowly faded into seriousness. “I see General Kall and his legion surrounding Trevica along with five Fon Kayan legions.”
Chas nodded his head as if it all made perfect sense. It made no sense to Daniel. The Pentrosans already invaded Ducaun once and all the inter-kingdom fleets on the Taltin Sea were poised to attack this kingdom, why would Battencay suddenly be the target?
“Now we know the other half of the spin off maneuver,” Chas said. “Ducaun is the strike Kall wanted the world to see while his attack on Battencay is the deadlier one he wanted concealed. I have to admit, he pulled it off well. Even with us knowing half of the two legions based north of us are regulars, we only knew to be on the lookout for the missing legion, and even then we thought the target would be somewhere in Ducaun. Yes, Kall executed his plan well.”
Daniel turned to Silvia. “Is your viewing a future event or happening even as we speak?”
The Seer looked him straight in the eye without biting her lip, which meant she had a perfect understanding of this revelation. “It is happening now. I see this as something more than political. If King Josher surrenders Trevica, this is not only going to be a victory for Fon Kay and Pentrosa, it will be a great victory for Tarin Conn as well.”
Daniel knew the Battencayan legions were at the border shared with Ducaun, thanks to the folly of politics, and were therefore incapable of reinforcing the capital. If it were not for the fact that this would also be a victory for Tarin Conn, Daniel would not feel compelled to act. As the Chosen Vessel, he had responsibilities beyond his role as a Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm. The choices are, walk away, stand and watch, or lend a hand. He decided to lend the hand.
Silvia closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and shook her head. “I see Josher Noon exiting the city and he is going to surrender his sword to General Kall. We are too late. There is nothing we can do,” she informed and then squeezed her eyes tighter. “Now I am getting a glimpse of the future. The Battencayan legions will soon be absorbed into the Fon Kayan legions and I see trouble ahead for Lobenia and us.”
“Do you mean Lobenia and Ducaun or Lobenia and our association?” Daniel wanted clarification. He felt sad at the fall of Battencay, in which he did have cousins on his mother’s side, and sorry he could not save the kingdom, but worse over how it might affect the realm or his association.
Silvia opened her eyes. “There is no doubt in my mind, what will trouble Lobenia in the days to come will also involve our association. In fact, the Accomplisheds of Aakadon cannot succeed in their mission to Shantear without us, and we might well need them.”
Her previous revelation made known to him the importance of cooperation with Aakadon. Perhaps helping Maestro Reese strengthen the shields or at least helping him and his team arrive at Shantear is what her vision meant.
Daniel could think of no alternative but to provide an escort to Shantear. The arrest warrant he had considered to be a small wrinkle just grew much bigger. How is he going to protect people who will attempt to arrest him on sight?
“I recommend we take steps to assist and insure the safety of the Accomplisheds from Aakadon while not allowing them to arrest us,” Chas gave voice to a similar line of thinking.
Daniel nodded his head. “In a matter of days we will have a thousand Accomplisheds with a hundred or so Talenteds graduating within a month. We will find a way,” he replied and turned to the doorkeeper. “Jaim, ask Leah to join us.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Cutler replied with a salute and then exited the office.
Chas cleared his throat. “With that many Accomplisheds, we should have no problem assigning the tasks, and those chosen should each be able to convey a squad of Sentinels to assist them.”
Daniel had only thought of using Accomplisheds on the Shantear Mission, yet decided to give Commander Herling’s proposal some serious thought, and was about to say so when a communication interrupted his response. He raised his hand, signaling an in coming message. Chas and Silvia nodded their acknowledgment.
“Sir Daniel, Queen Cleona has agreed to the Emissaries,” Jared Benfyllon sent along with a strong sense of satisfaction. “She is aware of your rogue status and suggests, for the time being, that the Accomplisheds assigned as Emissaries wear the uniform of the Benhannon Guard. She believes Aakacarns in association with you, wearing silks, and displaying lightning bolts might give people the impression you are creating your own guild.”
 “Thanks for your help in bringing this matter before the Queen,” Daniel sent his gratitude to the Account Keeper. “Unfortunately a goodly number of people already believe I am creating my own guild, including a few who should know better. Be that as it is, our Emissaries will have to wear the light blue wool and dark blue stripes of the Benhannon Guard, at least while at their posts.”
“I am happy to be of service,” Jared replied, making no comment on the creation of a guild. “I will be meeting with Accomplished Bercop about producing some precious gems for me to sell on behalf of your estate. I am glad you gave him the position,” he added and then ended the communication.
Leah joined the impromptu meeting, Daniel told her of the Emissaries, General Kall, and the Shantear Mission. “So you can assemble the Accomplisheds you selected and place them accordingly,” he finished.
“Samuel and Sandra are hunting Condemneds and I have already given assignments to all but one of our Accomplisheds formerly of the Eagle Guild, so I recommend Jeremiah Lassiter to assist you on the surveillance of the Aakadon expedition,” Leah suggested.
Daniel nodded agreement. “Since I am the only one who has scouts in the area, I will need to convey Lassiter and some of his feathered scouts into the vicinity so he will be able to track the Shantear team.”
“What about the Sentinels?” Commander Herling inquired.
Daniel made up his mind. “Assign a squad to work with me and one to work with Accomplished Lassiter. Every time I add an Accomplished to the mission you can assign a squad.”
Herling snapped a salute. “It will be as you say, Sir Daniel.” He then exited the office, no doubt to begin making the selections.
Daniel reached into his desk to remove the new communication amulet given to him by Jeremiah when he noticed Leah already had one against her forehead. He closed the drawer without removing the device and waited.
“Accomplished Lassiter has been informed. I will convey to your estate and bring him here while you work on your next set of chores,” she told him while returning the amulet to her pocket. “I will begin placing the Emissaries after I return. Transporting each pair will take time with some of the postings being in areas of Ducaun I have never visited.”
“Do like me, send your birds ahead, and then convey to the new locations,” Daniel advised.
Leah smiled. “It will be as you say, master of masters,” she replied and then walked out of the room.
Cute, very cute, as if he did not know a Maestro is considered to be a master of those who have mastered potential. If she and the others keep up this running joke, people will believe he actually is establishing his own guild. Daniel glanced at his Teki Seer. “If you intend to convey with Jeremiah and I, you might want to brief David on what we are doing.”
“I will do so immediately,” Silvia replied and then moved swiftly to wherever she is likely to find her husband. The man was probably throwing knives at something.
Daniel went down into the Health Wing of the underground complex. The Aakademneds and Condemneds had been grotesquely disfigured and gave off pungent odors. Even so he ignored the unpleasant feel of physical contact and took on the pain caused by the restoration process. After restoring them to health, he provided them with individual chambers to sleep in. A mark before sunset, He met Jeremiah Lassiter and a wide assortment of birds in the General Assembly Area beneath center court because the surface was coved by half a cubit of snow. Silvia and David were also present, each wearing gaudy clothes, a nightstick, daggerlance and crossbow. The Sentinels would not be making this trip, seeing as Daniel considered the tour was likely to be quick and uneventful.
He focused on Flex and through the eyes of the eagle looked down on the Accomplisheds of Aakadon who had disembarked and were now setting up camp a couple of spans west of the Aczen River. Flex began a spiral pattern in the sky, continuing to circle, until spotting a clearing about four spans distant and then landed in a tree. Daniel summoned the potential for Conveyance and three hearts beats later arrived in the shade beneath the branches along with the others.
Lassiter’s flock took to the air immediately and scattered. He glowed with potential and mumbled, “That does not look good.”
“Where are we?” David asked while eyeing the surroundings.
“We are in the northern frontier of Taracopa, about half a span south of the Hirus River, and a little over four spans on the west side of the Aczen. This is the extreme eastern edge of the Swamps of Append. It does not seem so because this is the dry season and the wetlands are much farther southwest,” Daniel replied in a tone similar to an instructor of Aakadon, while focusing his awareness from Flex into the other flying scouts he had in the vicinity.
“I was told there are one hundred forty-three Accomplisheds assigned to the Shantear Mission,” Lassiter remarked. “Yet I am sensing through that wonderful, Find All, spell you composed, four large groups of Aakacarns at the compass points with our friends from Aakadon at the center.”
Daniel cast, Find All, added a Da Capo to keep it going, and immediately sensed four groups of forty breaking up into smaller groups of ten, and spreading out chrono disc-wise. Each of those had an Aakademned and nine Condemneds, proving these Aakacarns were of the Serpent Guild. It was a good thing Jeremiah thought to scan the area. “The surrounding groups are hostiles. We must act now. Lassiter, you stay here while I convey to the opposite side of their formation. When I arrive, you cast whatever spell suits you, so long as it gives off enough ripples to alert the Accomplisheds in the camp. At that point, we will attack the Serpents, and save as many of the Condemneds as we can. David, Silvia, stay close to me.”
Lassiter nodded his head. “Good thinking, the plan will remove the element of surprise those Serpents are apparently counting on.”
Daniel focused on Skyler, an osprey, and then conveyed to the other side of the enemy formation, taking David and Silvia along for the ride. The juggler and acrobat had their weapons drawn, he with a daggerlance and she with the crossbow.
“I’ll use the nightstick on any Condemneds I spot,” Silvia stated while turning her head right and left, clearly looking for a target.
Daniel summoned the potential for, Sleep Time, and let it build up until he was sure the harmonic waves would spread out at least thirty spans, and then released the energy in a cone that fanned out to the right of the Aakadon encampment. Nearly a quarter of the Serpents fell to the ground along with scores of Condemneds and a host of tiny creatures that happened to be in the way. Surprise! Daniel thought as he felt harmonic pulses coming from Lassiter’s direction.
“Let’s run,” Daniel told his escorts.
They ran between trees, leaped over bushes, and soon reached the nearest band of Aakacarns. Daniel focused Sleep Time and his blue beam struck five shields, rendering his strike ineffective while fireballs, solidified blades of air, and lightning bolts flew back at him. Silvia dived to the right behind a tree, quickly took aim, and sent a flaming stream of pebbles at the enemy. Her attack bounced off their shields. David dove to the left while launching lances of light. Condemneds ran screaming towards them, brown cloaks flowing behind them, and covering the ground quickly. These were not grotesque or disfigured, merely hairless. Silvia shot one with a blast of light from her nightstick and the mind-slave tumbled to the ground in a heap.
Daniel sent streaks of lightning from both hands, backed by four bolts of potential, and blasted through the shields, killing the first five. The remaining Aakacarns scattered and ran. David sent a lance of light through the lower back of a thick-bodied spell caster, causing the Aakacarn to immediately drop to the ground. Spells flew back and forth as the remaining four Aakacarns hid behind trees and continued the battle.
Through Find All, Daniel sensed the Accomplisheds of Aakadon moving into action, Eagles going on the offensive and the rest establishing shields of different sorts. The only people he could identify in the camp through the spell were Sherree and Simon, seeing as Daniel had never physically touched any of the others. They stood together, guarding each other’s backs, and focusing potential at the attackers. Daniel had no doubt her repertoire would be more than a match against anything the Serpents could throw at them and knew both Accomplisheds had powerful crescendos. Lassiter seemed to be mowing down any Aakacarns foolish enough to engage him. Silvia launched fiery pebbles, striking an Accomplished in the face, causing a great deal of screaming, moments later the cloaked figure fell dead with his head all aflame. The acrobat spun around, nightstick sweeping out, and struck asleep a male Condemned a mere six paces away from reaching her.
A bush to Daniel’s right suddenly burst into flames and a lighting bolt struck the tree next to him, sending burning fragments of bark into his face, and blinding his left eye. He spun to the right behind a tree while ten Aakacarns sent a constant barrage of spells in his direction. He ignored the pain throbbing in his eye and used Find All to aim, Die Now, at his attackers. This spell required an extremely narrow focus, rather than a broad beam, to avoid killing indiscriminately. Ten beams shot from his fingers, passing through the tree he was hiding behind, striking each Aakacarn, and killing them instantly. His only regret was that the tree also died. He took the time to heal his eye while David and Silvia began using their nightsticks on the Condemneds. In his mind, with the use of Find All, Daniel could see multiple circles of ten vanishing as the Serpents realized they were not going to prevail against the Accomplisheds in the camp. Bright flashes lit up the forest in every direction, while the harmonic waves of their teleportation spells washed through the entire area.
The whip crack of displaced air announced Lassiter’s presence along with ten sleeping Condemneds and three Aakademneds. “I managed to kill twenty-three Serpents and rescue these,” he said while eyeing his surroundings.
“We have rescued these,” Silvia informed him while pointing to the sleeping Condemneds scattered over the area. “Daniel killed fifteen Aakacarns, David killed three, and I roasted two.”
Daniel had not witnessed all of the kills and really was not interest in the numbers, except of those he hoped to restore. “The attack seems to be over for now. We have about half a mark before dark and I image Reese will use the time to move their camp.”
“To move after such an assault is standard Eagle Guild practice, else the Serpents could teleport right back in,” Lassiter confirmed. “The spell you focused to the right of the camp proved to be quite effective, I suggest we collect the forty or so Condemneds on the ground in that area and leave the rest to Maestro Reese.”
Daniel nodded his head. “The Accomplisheds will be asleep for a day or so and we can let your former associates deal with them. You and I need to convey the Aakademneds and Condemneds to the Northland Holding before our presence here is discovered.”
Silvia came and stood next to him. “If it had not been for the necessity of bringing Accomplished Lassiter here to assist in surveillance, we would have arrived too late. The element of surprise would have come from the Serpents.”
Daniel glanced at Flex and Skyler circling in the sky above. He would have seen the attack through their eyes and joined the fight, but she was correct. The Serpents would have been able to overwhelm the sentries, flood the camp and the fighting would have taken place right in the heart of it, rather than outside as the incident had played out. “The swirling of events worked in our favor this time,” he agreed. “However, I don’t think we should count on something like this happening every time. Now, Jeremiah, the sooner we get these patients of mine out of here, the sooner I can contact Accomplished Jenna.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” Lassiter replied.
Daniel pictured the receiving area in the Health Wing of his Northland Holding, added his Teki escorts and the first group of patients to be restored, and then summoned the potential. The deep dark of in between here and there swallowed him. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One: An Accommodation
 
As the sun sank lower in the sky, Talmon Reese considered calling a halt to allow his fellow Accomplisheds time to conjure their huts of solidified air and tend to the horses before dark. Most of the trees were pine and cypress, the latter reminding him this is the northern fringe of the Swamps of Append. Barnabas Galloway rode in the lead. His mental map of the continent is the most extensive of any Accomplished and he had led the way unerringly from northern Taracopa into southern Ducaun, his path only seemed to be random and wavering while in fact each segment had been carefully planned. The other twenty members of the Willow Guild were riding to the rear of the twin columns of horses. Ahead of them were the members of the Stone, Aqua, Aloe, Zephyr, Sun, and Eagle Guilds, with the Senior Soarers naturally in the lead.
“Maestro, we experienced three attacks in five days since disembarking at the river,” Jerrian Tobermin spoke in a quiet voice from his horse to the right.
Talmon did not need the Lead Investigator to remind him. “Since you are stating what would be obvious to a Fledgling, I assume there is a reason for the comment.”
Tobermin gave a quick nod of the head. “I believe we have a spy among us. How else can the Serpents know in advance where we are? We certainly feel the harmonics when they teleport away, yet we have never heard the thunder cracks announcing their arrival, and that means they had to be in each of those ambush positions before we came into those areas.”
Talmon eyed the surrounding woods. He noticed an eagle soaring in the cloudless blue sky and smiled at the namesake of his guild. “I suspected a spy among us after the first attack and became certain after the second,” he replied and then focused on the Lead Investigator, also known as the Vice-Maestro. “What I want to know, beyond the identity of the person or persons betraying us, is who has been spoiling the attempts to surprise us, and why are the Serpents sending insufficient resources to accomplish their goal?”
Tobermin ran one finger across his dark brown mustache. “Now that you mention it, their actions mimic a military force battling two sides at once.”
Talmon nodded his head. “I will add the idea of the second force being unpredictable in size and capability, making whoever is joining the fray difficult to plan for and counter.”
The sudden intake of air through Tobermin’s nostrils could be heard from two horses away. “I admit to focusing more on the idea of a traitor among us and not so much on why the Serpents were so inept at managing their assets. Perhaps if you had allowed me to investigate the areas after the skirmishes rather than ordering us to move out immediately, I could have pieced together exactly what transpired.”
Talmon knew his second in command was still brooding over the decision to press on. The man would ordinarily be correct about the investigations if it were not for speed being of the essence. The unnecessary expenditure of time at each of those scenes would have endangered the entire mission. “The risk of them Teleporting superior assets into the region was simply too great. Our resources are limited to what we have brought with us, we cannot abort the mission, and so we must keep going. Even now we are under constant threat of attack.”
“What about Accomplished Jenna?” Tobermin responded with an inquiry beyond the original scope of the conversation.
“She is here because Fenton Chen is her mentor,” Talmon was quick to respond. He knew quite a bit about the young Accomplished of the Aloe Guild, yet decided it would be interesting to hear the Vice-Maestro’s opinion. “She along with the other Aloes did a good job healing our Accomplisheds of the injuries suffered during the assaults.”
“I know why she is here and about her healing skills. In that respect she is a credit to her mentor,” Tobermin said while brushing a gnat away from his face. “I brought up Accomplished Jenna because she is one on a growing list of Aakacarns who believe the rogue, Daniel Benhannon, is the Chosen Vessel, and someone, given her recent history, over which he could exert a measure of control.”
“I see your point about her possible mixed loyalty,” Talmon would give the speculation that much credibility. “Yet, I do not see her as a spy for the Serpent Guild.”
A smile appeared briefly on the dark-haired five-bolt Accomplished. “Neither do I, at least not for the Serpents.”
“So you believe we have spies working on behalf of Tarin Conn and Daniel Benhannon,” Talmon replied. That line of speculation seemed plausible.
Tobermin spit on the ground in disgust. “Two flocks of Soarers have been sent to Ducuan with orders to arrest the rogue. Each group has awakened back in Aakadon, within our own guild headquarters, and with no memory of how they came to be there. I remind you of those reports only to make a point. Accomplished Benhannon can transport resources from place to place just like the Serpents and a few well placed spies is all he would need to interfere with our mission.”
“Or help it,” Talmon spoke under his breath. “The last group of Soarers appeared in our Recreation Room. He is tweaking our beaks to be sure, yet a Seven-bolt is capable of much more, and his behavior toward us has not been hostile. I do not believe he would hinder this mission, not if he understands the importance. As in regard to Accomplished Jenna, she is not among the few who know the exact route we are taking, and could not tell Daniel Benhannon where to lay an ambush. As you said, we only feel the harmonic waves and hear the thunder cracks when the Serpents exit the scene.”
“A valid point,” Tobermin conceded. “Have you considered Barnabas Galloway?”
A chuckle escaped before Talmon could stifle it. “The most respected Senior Forester in the Willow Guild, why would I consider him a spy?”
Tobermin’s green eyes flicked to the rear of the procession. “A Sapling resourceful enough to form a riverboat out of a living tree could probably figure a way to learn just about anything he put his mind to knowing.”
Talmon truly doubted Accomplished Trenca would spy for the Serpents. Even so, the young man did seem to be closely involved with recent events, and particularly those centered on Daniel Benhannon. “Signal the stop for the night. After the camp is set up, I want you to bring Simon Trenca to my hut along with his mentor. We shall find out whether or not the Sapling is a transgressor of our laws.”
“Your will be done, Maestro,” Tobermin replied and then launched an apple-sized sphere of light gently ahead of the Senior Forester, high enough for each rider to see.
The trees were thick in this spot. Talmon had given up choosing broad clearings, which are obvious choices for campsites. The pines along this particular trail were so close not a single hut could stand side by side, yet were close enough for mutual protection. With the Vice-Maestro and nineteen Senior Soarers it did not take long for them to establish shields along the perimeter. Talmon did not pretend to have an in depth understanding of the teleportation spell used by the Serpents, yet knew one element requires the caster to have been in the location at some point in the past or perhaps within sight of it. A traveling circle attempting to appear in this area could materialize in side a tree, making this spot deadly for them, and therefore a secure campsite for the Accomplisheds of Aakadon.
Talmon chose a place between two pines near the center of the camp and played the Melody, Hut of Air, conjuring his abode for the night. Snooper, his black stallion, was led away by Senior Soarer Winthrop, who would groom the Taracopian war horse along with his own Battencayan-bred mare. Tobermin arrived half a mark later with Barnabas Galloway. The Demfilian born, three-bolt Accomplished was stocky, clean-shaven with short white hair, and pale blue eyes. The old man did not look a day over sixty, yet has celebrated two hundred-nineteen years of life. Behind him walked a quiet young man with hazel eyes and sand-colored hair, whose presence would be easy to overlook if not for the fact that he once shared a dorm with Daniel Benhannon, was present when Jeremiah Lassiter had been shielded and suspended, and went on a mission to help rescue the lost members of the Tomlin Project. Talmon fixed his gaze on the Sapling and decided this interview is well over do.
“I am here and have brought my Sapling, as requested, how may we serve you Maestro?” Barnabas inquired.
“I apologize in advance for the method,” Talmon began and then nodded to Tobermin.
A nimbus the color of jade formed around the Five-bolt and he focused the spell at the Sapling’s forehead. Galloway’s good-natured countenance hardened. “What is the meaning of this? To strike at my Sapling as if he is untrustworthy and a suspect of some misdeed is an action unbefitting a person of your station. You could at least have asked a question before resorting to such a measure.”
Tobermin stepped closer to the Three-bolt. “I did not hear the honorific. You are addressing the Maestro of the Eagle Guild.”
The Senior Forester barely glanced at the Five-bolt before addressing Talmon. “The omission was intentional. The action you ordered moments ago was not honorable and I demand the spell be lifted immediately.”
“Simon Trenca, are you a spy for the Serpent Guild?” Tobermin asked, rightly ignoring the demand.
The slim young Accomplished did not hesitate to answer, “No,” not that he could refuse while under the influence of Truth Speak.
“There, are you satisfied?” Barnabas spoke with unveiled contempt.
Tobermin ignored the Senior Forester and continued the questioning. “Simon Trenca, have you in the past and are you now working with the rogue Accomplished?”
The young man actually smiled. “No and No.”
Talmon had been so sure the answer would be in the affirmative. A person being questioned cannot lie while under the spell, yet the look in those hazel eyes and that smile. “Vice-Maestro Tobermin, rephrase the question. He may not share your definition of rogue.”
“Simon Trenca, have you in the past and are you now working with Daniel Benhannon?” the second in command compelled the truth.
The young man clamped his mouth shut, striving mightily not to answer, and his face flushed a deep shade of red. A tear flowed from his right eye from the strain, yet he could not hold back the truth. “Yes and Yes.” The reply came in a tight voice.
“Simon, I respect devotion to a friend, but not to the point of throwing away a promising career. Did I not make it clear to you that any fraternizing with Daniel Benhannon after he failed to honor the decree of the Grand Maestro would be a criminal act?”
Trenca had such respect for his mentor that he answered without being compelled by Tobermin. “You gave me fair warning.”
“Why are you helping Daniel Benhannon?” The Vice-Maestro demanded before Galloway could ask the obvious question.
Trenca showed no signs of trying to hold back his answer, clearly not one bit ashamed of his violation of the law. “Because Daniel is the Chosen Vessel, the Creator’s Champion, and his destiny is to lead us against the forces of Tarin Conn. It is we Accomplisheds of Aakadon who are currently the rogues. The battle of ages is upon us and you are hindering Daniel, thereby helping the Dark Maestro.”
Tobermin backhanded the Sapling right in the mouth. “How dare you speak such things?”
The young Accomplished smiled as blood trickled from his split upper lip. “Because I speak the truth, you made sure of that, and I am not afraid of you. Go ahead, hit me again.”
“Hold,” Talmon spoke up when the zealous Vice-Maestro raised his hand in response to the taunt. “There is no need of slapping, I need answers, and this clever Sapling is baiting you with a delaying tactic. Now, is Benhannon assisting us? Is he helping to drive off the assaults of the Serpent Guild?”
“Answer the Maestro’s questions!” Tobermin demanded, even though the Sapling had already opened his mouth to reply. The command ensured the answer would be truthful.
“Yes. When I told him we were going to Lobenia and about Maestro Reese being the leader, Daniel figured out the rest, and decided to contribute to the success of the mission,” Simon Trenca replied more thoroughly than the compulsion spell demanded.
“Surely you do not believe him,” Tobermin said, even knowing the young man could only speak that which he believed to be true.
“Barnabas, what do you think?” Talmon asked of the Senior Forester, who had become quiet all of a sudden.
“As a mentor, I believe my Sapling speaks the truth,” Galloway replied and stared at the young man for a few moments before continuing. “As an experienced Senior Forester and next in line to be a Scholar of Aakadon, I believe Daniel Benhannon is the Creator’s Chosen Vessel.”
“But he defies the Grand Maestro. The true Champion would have come to Aakadon and taken oath as every Accomplished should,” Tobermin insisted.
“Aakasears, historically speaking, have a difficult time conforming to the strictures we Aakacarns must follow. I am not surprised we are temporarily at odds with each other, yet an accommodation must be made for the good of the mission,” Barnabas replied.
Talmon made a decision, the ripple affect of which will carry all the way to the Grand Maestro, and then prayed, may the random notes eventually come together in harmony. “Vice-Maestro, remove the spell from Accomplished Trenca.”
“Thank you,” the Sapling spoke in a soft voice as the order was obeyed.
Talmon sat down on his solidified chair. “How is Accomplished Benhannon tracking us?”
Trenca shrugged his shoulders. “He has not shared with me whatever resources or methods are involved,” he replied and glanced at Tobermin. “Daniel is aware of Truth Speak.”
“Can you get a message to him?” Talmon needed to know.
Trenca started laughing and Tobermin seemed on the verge of once again slapping the Sapling. “Be respectful,” Barnabas chided.
The young Accomplished stifled his laugh and assumed a more dignified demeanor. “No, Maestro, I cannot communicate with Daniel directly.”
“I want to meet with Accomplished Benhannon and see if we can reach the accommodation suggested by your Mentor,” Talmon replied, earning widened eyes from Tobermin and Galloway.
The Vice-Maestro audibly drew air through his nostrils and focused on the Sapling. “Is Sherree Jenna also in league with Daniel Benhannon?”
When Trenca kept his mouth shut, Talmon drew his own conclusion. “I want Accomplished Jenna brought to my hut immediately.”
Tobermin smiled. “Your will be done, Maestro,” he replied and went off to carry out the task.
“I didn’t say anything,” Trenca blurted.
“Your silence spoke volumes and I find it incredulous at this point to believe Accomplished Jenna, one of Daniel Benhannon’s most ardent supporters, is not working with you. I also find it interesting how the two individuals considered to be the least significant to this mission are now in the center of this particular swirling of events,” Galloway remarked in a scholarly manner.
Silence prevailed until Tobermin returned with Sherree Jenna and Fenton Chen, 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 into a thin beard along his jaw line. His gaze met the eyes of each person in the room before locking onto the highest ranked Accomplished. “Maestro, how may we be of service?”
Talmon nodded to Tobermin and the jade nimbus appeared around the Vice-Maestro and he focused the spell at the forehead of the Lobenian-born Accomplished. She stared back at him as if he was nothing more than an annoying insect. “If you have a question, ask it,” Jenna chided him.
“The spell did not work on her,” Tobermin spoke the words as if stating something clearly impossible.
“I concur with my Intern. If you have a question, ask it,” Chen spoke in a calm voice and with a face devoid of expression. The man rarely displayed emotion.
“They used Truth Speak on me,” Trenca had the nerve to say without being prompted, clearly not knowing when to be quiet.
Jenna nodded to him. She must be shielded in some way, a spell to blocked Truth Speak, and a reason why she did not seem intimidated at being in the presence of two Five-bolts, one of which is a Maestro. Talmon decided to proceed and judge the truthfulness of her answers based on his decades of experience listening for lies. “I know Daniel Benhannon has been helping us fight off the Serpents. We know Simon Trenca has been working with the Ducaunan and suspect that you are as well. I want to arrange a meeting with Accomplished Benhannon.”
“Daniel has no reason to trust you. After all, it is your signature on his arrest warrant,” Jenna replied.
“If he had come to Aakadon as instructed and given oath, Accomplished Benhannon would not be an outlaw and neither would Accomplished Trenca. You stand before a Maestro of Aakadon and accuse him of being untrustworthy, while it is your loyalty to your own guild that is in question,” Tobermin responded to the Intern’s disrespectful tone, and justly so.
“I know Daniel is the Chosen Vessel and have openly stated my belief. My mentor can attest to the fact, having heard me speak on the subject often, and I have spoken plainly of this to Maestro Barroon. You do not need to cast Truth Speak on me to learn that I am a supporter of the Creator’s Champion. I say it plainly.” The girl had plenty of audacity, far more than one would expect from a recent initiate to any guild.
Talmon set his gaze on Chen. “What can you attest to us concerning your Intern?”
The Senior Practitioner did not bat an eye or show any reaction during the questioning, as if she had revealed nothing he had not heard before. “Accomplished Jenna’s past is well known, she has spoken of it candidly, and I believe her accounting of events. Since reuniting with my Intern days ago, I have observed her closely, and have seen no evidence to support the belief that Accomplished Jenna is working with Daniel Benhannon to interfere with the mission. She was in my direct line of sight before, during, and after each assault and I can attest to the fact that she showed no outward signs of communicating with anyone.”
Tobermin pointed to the Intern. “So you believe her story about being a Condemned and then fully restored to health, does this mean you believe Benhannon can control her actions?”
To Talmon’s great surprise, the Senior Practitioner nodded affirmatively. “I believe Sherree Jenna is a mind-slave of Daniel Benhannon and is incapable of disobeying him, which is probably why Truth Speak does not work on her.”
The Intern flinched at hearing the words of the Senior Practitioner and her eyes widened in disbelief. “Then why did you accept me back?”
Talmon wanted to hear the answer to that question as well. “I too would like to know why you would bring someone you consider to be a mind-slave on such a vital mission.”
Chen stared at his Intern the way a researcher might examine a newly discovered species of insect. “I have had the opportunity over the years to examine Condemneds and find this one to be unique. A neophyte Aakasear has modified the spell composed by Tarin Conn and used the Melody to refashion this creature to her original form. I have never seen a Condemned who can act of their own free will, yet this one knows everything Sherree Jenna knew before she encountered Serin Gell, is able to learn the spells I have taught her in the last few days, and can function independently of her master. She is a fascinating study and has provided me the opportunity to better understand what Benhannon has accomplished. Look at her hands and that face. His work is flawless and while I am disgusted by what he has done, I admire the skill. I am a Scholar of the Aloe Guild and my intellectual curiosity needed to be satisfied.”
Chen offered an explanation with no apology and Talmon would have reprimanded the Senior Practitioner if the circumstances had been different. Accommodations must be made and much more than this breach in protocol would need to be smoothed over before this mission is completed. Talmon observed how the set of Jenna’s eyes went from shock, to sad, and now was beginning to harden. It must have been difficult to be spoken of so dispassionately by someone she clearly respected and be referred to by him as a creature and a mind-slave. Her reaction proved to Talmon she had control of her mind, enough to make her own decisions. “Accomplished Jenna, I still want to meet with Daniel Benhannon, and will sign a temporary stay-of-warrant. This mission is vital and since he is demonstrating a willingness to assist us, I believe we have a greater probability of success if we work together.”
Jenna’s green-eyed stare fixed on him as if she was looking for any trace of deceit. She gave a quick nod of her head, removed an amulet from her cloak, and held the gem against her forehead, an action instantly proving her guilt in associating with Benhannon. She kept the conversation private, did a good job of controlling her facial features and even so Talmon could tell by the widening of her eyes that she was not in full agreement with Benhannon’s decision. She put the amulet away, deliberately did not look at her mentor, spared a glance at Trenca, and then focused on Talmon. “He is coming. The nearest clearing is spans away so his arrival will not be instantaneous. Alert your Senior Soarers to expect him and not to focus potential at him or his Sentinels. If this is a trick to arrest him, you will regret it.”
“You are addressing the Maestro of the Eagle Guild, whose word is beyond question. Your master should know better than to end such a communication with a threat,” Tobermin was quick to correct her show of disrespect.
Jenna smiled at the Five-bolt. “The agreement to meet was from him. The threat is from me.” Feisty in deed, is how Talmon judged her demeanor. The Vice-Maestro frowned, yet held back from dignifying her remark with a response.
Trenca chuckled, but no one else found the situation to be amusing. Talmon took some comfort from knowing Benhannon could not transport himself directly into this campsite, it confirmed the theory about the Serpents and their traveling circles being afraid of materializing inside a tree. “Vice-Maestro, go inform our Senior Soarers of the imminent arrival of our guest. Brief everyone in the camp of what we have learned about Benhannon and have the Sun, Aqua, Stone, and Zephyr Guilds each send a representative to this meeting. No one in this camp is to focus potential at Accomplished Benhannon or the people in his company.”
“Your will be done, Maestro,” Tobermin replied and exited the hut.
Talmon took the time to create and sign the official stay-of-warrant. He knew when Jenna began staring off to the north that Benhannon had entered the region. Trenca took the opportunity to heal his lip and a short time later the sudden hush of private conversations throughout the camp signaled the approach of the rogue clearer than would a trumpet blast.
“Shall we go greet our guest?” Talmon suggested, and led the way out.
Jenna and Trenca walked out together with Galloway right behind them. Chen lingered in the hut for a few moments and then came to stand next to Talmon.
Tobermin and fifteen Senior Soarers escorted a tall Ducaunan Royal Knight of the Realm between the trees of the camp along with twenty-one soldiers in light blue wool uniforms, each with a broad silver stripe on their shoulders and pant legs. These troops were armed with black nightsticks, daggers, hand-sized crossbows, and swords. The helmets were blue with the symbol of house Benhannon at the front, other than the head gear they appeared to have no protection. The vice-Maestro also brought Janice Footner, Rondara Kapes, Lucia Trotta, and Ralpen Pentrago, a squat muscular man from Demfilia. Every Five-bolt in the camp will be at this meeting and the two Four-bolts were also useful as a show of strength. 
“Greetings Accomplished Benhannon, I am pleased you agreed to meet with me,” Talmon stepped forward with his hand extended.
The Seven-bolt shook hands while fixing a dark-eyed stare that made even a Maestro feel his every secret is being laid bare. “I greet you as well, Maestro Reese,” Benhannon replied and then smiled as if something amusing had just occurred to him. “I only caught a glimpse of you at the stadium.”
Talmon responded with his practiced smile, used for polite conversation. “The timing at the coliseum was entirely yours and it would have pleased me immensely if you had stayed longer. We now have an opportunity to make up for lost time. Please, come into my hut and we will begin the discussion.”
“I would be glad to do so, right after you give me that signed stay-of-warrant,” Benhannon replied.
Talmon handed the parchment to the rogue, who read the document and then folded it neatly and placed it in the inner pocket of his sir coat. “This says you agree not to arrest me until one day after the mission at Shantear is completed,” the rogue apparently felt the need to state out loud for all to hear.
“You have read the stay correctly,” Talmon confirmed. “Shall we proceed?” he added and motioned toward the hut.
After the representatives of the remaining guilds arrived and seats of solidified air were formed for everyone, Talmon began the informal meeting. “I asked you here, Accomplished Benhannon, so we can better coordinate our efforts to bring about a successful mission.”
Trenca and Jenna were sitting to the right and left of Benhannon. His soldiers were positioned outside the hut. The Seven-bolt eyed the attendees but addressed the speaker. “I have and will continue to help you get to Mount Shantear and if need be, add my potential to the Grand Symphony. My differences with Efferin aside, strengthening the shields keeping Tarin Conn beneath Kelgotha takes precedence, especially since I am not yet ready to take on the Dark Maestro should he escape.”
“I suppose you want to be the Conductor,” Tobermin said with barely disguised contempt. The man still fretted over the incidents with the two flocks.
“Maestro Reese should be the Conductor. Most of what I know of Della Lain’s work at Shantear is that which is taught to Talenteds. I know from other sources about the threefold nature of Tarin Conn’s prison and that those spells need to be strengthened, not because they are weakening but because the life force energy within the Dark Maestro is growing,” Benhannon responded, demonstrating greater knowledge of the mission than was suspected.
“I am pleased you recognize the Maestro as being the most qualified to conduct the spell,” Tobermin replied, and he did seem placated by the concession and show of respect.
Not even Efferin knew of the threefold nature of the prison, how could this man? Talmon began to ponder the best way to glean the information without anyone suspecting he did not have the answers and needed to gather whatever scraps he could find. “Describe what you know of the prison and I will correct any gaps in your understanding.”
Benhannon nodded his head. “Tarin Conn’s body is immobilized by a Symphonic spell cast with more than thirty bolts of potential, the crystalline properties of the vault in which he resides prevents all but a trickle of life force energy from leaving the tomb, and a Symphonic shield, with more than thirty bolts of potential, focused into amulet crystals embedded in his skin, are what is keeping him from teleporting to freedom.”
The young man is a goldmine of information. Talmon now knew the minimum amount of potential to be conducted into whatever Melody he eventually chooses and that there are two different spells requiring more than thirty bolts. Silence prevailed as everyone waited to hear whether or not Benhannon’s knowledge matched that of the Maestro. The situation was laughable if not for the seriousness of the occasion. “What you have described is accurate,” Talmon stated authoritatively.
Benhannon went on to say, “I don’t understand about the crystalline cell or exactly how Della Lain cast a spell all the way from Mount Shantear to Mount Kelgotha.”
“All you need to know is how to help keep the Serpents off our backs and play your part when the Maestro so instructs,” Tobermin said.
Talmon wished he understood the crystalline cell and exactly how Della cast her spells. He might as well wish for the Melodies while he was at it.
Galloway cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “This is the most productive meeting we have had to date. Accomplished Benhannon is not officially a part of this mission and yet he knows more about the Dark Maestro’s prison than any here save the Talmon Reese. I believe it is time for us to have a thorough discussion on the topic. As a scholar of the Willow Guild I would like to provide information about Tarin Conn that has been suppressed and offer an educated guess on how Della Lain could cast spells across the continent.”
Talmon felt gratitude for the interruption, it gave him time to think, and might provide much needed answers. “I hereby lift from you the restraint of information regarding Tarin Conn for the purposes of this meeting. State what you will and feel free to give us your hypothesis.”
“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. These facts are no longer to be taught in Aakadon. His being a composer of Melodious spells was also suppressed but has come to light in a very public way since the appearing of our distinguished guest. There are many theories as to what happened to turn Tarin Conn against Aakadon and I do not think it would be productive for us to delve into those theories at this time. Consider this, 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 and Della Lain were alike in their vision of the world and pursued such knowledge. I believe the clue of how she did what she did lies in how he has managed to survive. I believe the Dark Maestro 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. Della Lain was the Maestro of the Stone Guild before attaining the position of Grand Maestro and would have had an extensive knowledge of geology.”
Lucia Trotta, a Senior Master Artisan and four-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild raised her hand. Her light brown eyes fixed on the Senior Forester. “Are you suggesting Della Lain focused the potential of her spells down into the mountain and through the titanic plates of the continent?”
Talmon noticed a grin on the rogue’s face. “That would make sense given the interconnection of the world as Simon once explained to me,” Benhannon blurted out before Galloway could answer the question put to him. Now all eyes were on the Sapling, who shrugged off the attention.
“I read a lot and have a good mentor,” Trenca said and then sat back quietly.
Galloway glanced at his Sapling and Benhannon before giving his reply. “I am suggesting a way she could possibly have done it. I do not know if such a spell exits in your library, so you are more qualified to comment on the plausibility.”
Trotta hesitated before speaking. No member of another affiliate is comfortable about discussing spells from the restricted sections of their libraries, which is where a Melody of that type would be. “There are spells in my repertoire that can be focused into the bedrock and extended out a few spans, but none so powerful as to cross the continent. If such a spell exists it is restricted to the Maestro and possibly the Grand Maestro. In my opinion the same can be said for knowledge concerning the crystalline properties of the Dark Maestro’s chamber.”
Janice Footner stood up facing Benhannon. “While I am glad to know your intention is to help rather than hinder the mission, I would like to know how you found us. How deep is our breach in security when a rogue Accomplished locates us so easily?”
Talmon did not intend for this meeting to end before making the same inquiry and so had no objection to her bringing up the topic now.
Daniel glanced at Tobermin before answering. “No one here betrayed your route nor did anyone in Aakadon. Your exact trail is deliberately unpredictable but your destination is not, so your whereabouts was not difficult to determine once you began skirting the Swamps of Append. There are only so many twists you can take without losing valuable time.  I have scouts out wide and way ahead of you. This is how we have been spotting the Serpents, who seem to have a reasonably good idea of the path you are likely to take. From what we have been able to determine, Tarin Conn’s Accomplisheds traveled to their camps by foot and well in advance of your arrival into the area.”
The Vice-Maestro glanced at Talmon before addressing the rogue. “Are you saying there is a spy among us?”
Benhannon shrugged his shoulders. “There might well be a spy in your company. A person I trusted turned out to be a spy for Serin Gell. Do you remember when Balen Tamm sent all those traveling circles searching for me? I’m sure you do. My point is, do not underestimate the resources of the Serpent Guild. They could have placed these circles all over southern Ducaun and northern Taracopa and have huge forces in strategic positions so that no matter what route you had chosen they would have a sizable force in striking distance of your company. What they did not and could not anticipate are my forces. Just so you know, we have killed over a thousand Aakacarns and taken out more than four thousand Condemneds in four battles.”
“Just how extensive are your forces?” Tobermin’s question sounded more like a demand.
Daniel smiled and with a casual shake of his head replied, “Much bigger than when we started this mission. I don’t trust you enough to give exact numbers but I will say it helps having a former Senior Soarer on my team. Those men and women out there are the Chosen’s Sentinels and they have fought on your behalf against horrors most non-Aakacarns would run from.”
Talmon immediately thought of Lassiter, a possible mind-slave to the rogue, and probably the former Eagle referred to as being on the team. “Please express our gratitude to the Sentinels for their efforts.”
Horses whinnied, wolves howled, and a harmonic wave washed through the world. No one in the hut reacted. The emanations given off from the Dark Maestro as he struggles against his bonds were becoming commonplace. After the fifth wave in a row with no sign of them diminishing, eyes began to widen as it became obvious the current attempt is not like the others. Talmon became concerned the Serpents would seize the opportunity and attack.
“While this is the worst episode to date,” Benhannon’s baritone voice sounded amidst the ripples. “We are in no direct danger. I am not sensing any Aakacarns within a five span radius beyond this camp and the last reports from my scouts indicate the path from here to the Tollus River is clear of Serpents, at least for now.”
The confident manner in which the rogue spoke impressed Talmon and made the report sound believable.
“You gave off no nimbus of potential yet claim to have cast a spell to detect every Aakacarn within a five span radius of this camp,” Tobermin was the first to question the validity of the report. “And you seem certain we have a clear path ahead.”
The harmonic emanations ceased after what seemed like an eternity, but only lasted about a tenth of a mark. The crickets and frogs resumed their nightly chorus and the world settled uneasily back into nocturnal life.
The rogue smiled again and with a casual shrug of his shoulders dismissed the doubts expressed by the Vice-Maestro. “If Accomplished Galloway leads this procession directly west without veering north or south, in twenty spans you will come across a battle site where my forces encountered those of Tarin Conn. If the scavengers have not dragged off the carcasses by then, you will find hundreds of dead Aakacarns and Condemneds. As for my report, go ahead and dismiss it. I don’t want you to become complacent about your safety. Remember, I told you the path is safe for now, this does not mean it will remain so.”
Talmon agreed with Tobermin’s observation concerning the lack of a nimbus and found the very idea of a spell granting the caster the ability to sense every Aakacarn within a five span radius to be ridiculous. The rogue is clearly trying to cloak himself in mystery and was doing a good job of it, going by the affirming nod of Rondara Kapes and those of fully half of the Accomplisheds present. Chen’s blank expression was impossible to read.
“I think this went well as first meetings go,” the rogue announced while rising from his solidified chair. He tossed an amulet to Senior Forester Galloway. “There is a huge gap filled with mistrust between us that cannot be ignored after one visit. I don’t know you, Senior Forester, but Simon regards you with respect, and so I am choosing you to bridge the gap.”
Talmon was pleased when Galloway looked to him before agreeing to anything. “As a Maestro of Aakadon and leader of this mission, I believe what you propose has merit and have no objection to the Senior Forester acting as the first bridge over the chasm of distrust between us. Accomplished Galloway, will you give our temporary ally one of your communication amulets so he can advise us of any dangers ahead?”
“I am willing, Maestro, and hope to prove worthy of the trust you both are placing in me,” the Senior Forester replied formally, and then handed an amulet of his making to the rogue.
“Since it is clear you are preparing to depart, there is one other detail I would like to bring up before you go,” Tobermin spoke up. The rogue leveled a dark-eyed stare at the Vice-Maestro that caused the tough and experienced Lead Investigator to swallow before continuing. “The stay-of-warrant does not apply to Accomplisheds Jenna and Trenca. The Intern and the Sapling must decide whether to go with you or stay here and be arrested for violation of decree number three-two-eight-nine-seven-one, issued by Grand Maestro Efferin Tames.”
Jenna sprang to her feet. “I am going with Daniel,” she boldly announced.
Trenca glanced at his mentor and stood up slowly. “My deepest ambition is to serve the Chosen Vessel and I will go with him now.”
The only thing about the choice made by the two young Accomplisheds that surprised Talmon was the fact Tobermin gave them one. This had to be an attempt by the Vice-Maestro to gain the trust of Daniel Benhannon and also remove the pair everyone knew to be associates of the rogue. If so, it was a good ploy and Talmon chose not to interfere.
The rogue Accomplished of Ducaun smiled at his associates and they exited the hut together. Ralpen Pentrago, five-bolt Accomplished of the Aqua Guild, stood up as his chair of air vanished. “Maestro, do you actually intend to honor the stay-of-warrant and give him a full day to get away? You know he can teleport instantly back into his stronghold along with however many Aakacarns have associated with him.”
Talmon looked each Accomplished in the eye before choosing to reply. “What I have written and signed carries the full authority of my office and cannot be countermanded by any lesser or equal authority. Daniel Benhannon and his associates will have the time I have granted them and any of you who take action against him will be arrested. Have I made myself clear?”
Every Accomplished quickly assured him of their understanding, but it was Tobermin who asked. “You said lesser or equal authority. What if the Grand Maestro orders us to arrest the rogue and his associates sooner than you promised?”
Talmon rubbed the side of his nose. “I would of course obey the Grand Maestro.”  
 
-------
 
According to the Great Tarin Conn, the army of Accomplisheds from Aakadon had just set up camp ten spans south of the mountain and no doubt planned to venture the rest of the way to it early in the morning. Serena Lowell stood facing them at the top of Mount Kelgotha, fingering her piccolo, and following the notes flooding her mind, coming from the Great One himself. The three members of her team faced north, east, and west, each playing the Melody on their instruments. She could hear Ferren’s trumpet, Ana’s flute, and Ursula’s Serinian horn as each person performed in perfect timing with the Supreme Maestro. The multiple links he had formed to their minds made it possible for him to guide them while each was wide awake. He took their combined crescendo-enhanced potential and focused it one eighth of a full radius to the south, forming a cone of light fanning out to a distance of thirty spans.
The radiant energy of the spell coincided with a continuous flow of harmonic waves which did not stop until Tarin Conn formed a link to the mind of each person in the camp. The spell within the Supreme Maestro creating the ripples and the one in which Serena participated, both lasted a tenth of a mark, and ended at the same moment, she estimated. The fools from Aakadon will not understand what happened to them until they sleep and Tarin haunts their dreams, the thought amused Serena greatly.
“You did well,” his voice sounded in her head, and then nothing, as if he had cut her out of the link. She held her piccolo in the rest position and was about to address her team when his presence returned. “I have erased the Melody from the minds of your crew. Only you will be permitted to know and use the spell.”
“I will use it to your glory,” Serena assured him.
“I expect that you will,” Tarin replied. “Today we have created a safety zone for my guild to create a base the Accomplisheds of Aakadon will not dare approach closer than thirty spans. They might not even venture beyond the Troas Mountains.”
“They will tremble at the sound of your name and this group will have to travel all the way back to Aakadon where Efferin Tames will then be forced to sever the link one soul at a time,” Serena replied and could not restrain from laughing.
She closed her eyes and Tarin appeared, standing in all his glory. “The multiple links I have formed to your mind will now be put to better use,” he told her. “I want you to form links to as many minds as you can, starting with the monarchs who are allied with Vance Cummin, and all of the high Lords and Ladies of the Land, along with legion generals and fleet admirals. Start with Pentrosa and then I will guide you where to go from there.”
The new assignment and accumulation of power sent a thrill surging through Serena’s soul and made her breathless with anticipation; even so she managed to regain enough control of her emotions to give thought to the practicalities. “Great One, Vance Cummin has reached agreements with King Xavier and all of the monarchs ruling Fon Kay, Demfilia, and Zune. He has similar ties with Lord Joppa in Taracopa and Prince Trogan of Ecoppia. While, as always, I will do as you say, may I know why you would have me link those rulers and military commanders to my mind?”
Tarin smiled at her, causing a thrill of a different sort to flow through her. “The links I have formed to you will bind them to me by extension. Each of those people has their own reasons for allying with Vance but they are not yet fully loyal to me. You just witnessed the maximum distance in which I can link to the mind of a person and that is with the help of you and your team. With you as my agent, I can reach any mind that comes within twenty paces of you, which is what I estimate to be your personal limit. Therefore, you, your team, and the traveling circle assigned to you will teleport to the various capitals. You will attend the balls, social functions, any gatherings where the people of importance are likely to be, and link them to your mind.”
The magnitude of the assignment was not lost on Serena. Yes, all those people will be servants of Tarin Conn, but they would also be hers as well. “I am honored to be given such a task and anxious to begin linking those minds.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-two: Sherree & Simon
 
In the three days and wonderful nights spent in the Southern Estate with her husband, Sherree had marveled at the underground complex beneath the grand surface. Daniel had told her his muster had grown some since she went to Aakadon not many months ago. Seeing as his house guard went from fifty to a force of over sixteen hundred, she felt he understated the growth more than a smidgen. She expected to see Jerremy, Reginald, Lassiter, and the Accomplisheds formerly of Tomlin Project living at the manor, and they were, just not only them.
When Daniel conveyed her and Simon from the meeting in the wild, they appeared in the southern estate and her husband called for a general assembly. Household staff, groundskeepers, grooms, and the entire southern compliment of the Benhannon Guard came running along with two hundred Accomplisheds who were living and working at the estate. The man she married announced in a strong voice, “I want to introduce to you all, Simon Trenca, a one-bolt Accomplished who is now one of us.” Polite greetings were exchanged as people acknowledged the newest member and then everyone began looking at the Two-bolt who was yet to be introduced. Sherree had stared into Daniel’s eyes and recognized the silent question he had for her, so gave a quick nod of her head and he looked out over the crowd and said, “You are in the presence of Sherree Jenna Benhannon, a two-bolt Accomplished, and my Lady of the Land.”
The crowd had burst into cheers with shouts of congratulations, including the vast majority of Aakacarns, all but those who were trained in Aakadon, even Simon’s jaw dropped at the revelation, and yet not a one voiced a negative word. That had been just the beginning of three hectic days of getting to know everyone and becoming familiar with the estate, above and below ground.
Touring the southern estate had been exciting and gratifying, yet none of it struck her as profoundly as the Northland Holding. Oh, the four buildings, stables, and the corral were the same; it was thousands of people in the huge complex under the ground that made her jaw drop. Hundreds were wearing blue silks like the ones she and Simon were now wearing, with the vast majority dressed as Sentinels. “Daniel, where did all these people come from? I thought we agreed you were not going to make me pump you for information,” She reminded him.
Her husband grinned while leading the way down the corridor, not the least bit contrite. “These people were formerly Condemneds and Aakademneds. Samuel and Sandra, I’ll introduce you to her later, have been tracking them down and bringing those they find here for me to heal,” he began to explain and winked at her before continuing his answer. “The growth has been so fast we would have to be in constant contact with each other for me to keep you informed, not that I would mind being in constant contact with you,” he added playfully. “You heard me say at the meeting we eliminated over four thousand Condemneds. We did not kill them all, only when the Sentinels had to choose between kill or be overwhelmed. The rest are here, over three thousand of them and I have been spending most of my time in the Health Wing. That’s where I was when you contacted me with news about Talmon wanting a meeting.”
Leah joined them from a side corridor. “I have interviewed the people you healed and each of them has expressed their desire to serve you. If the remaining Condemneds and Aakademneds feel the same after being restored, we will have a little over thirty eight hundred Sentinels and about seventeen hundred Aakacarns. The Stone Guild, fewest in number, has around seventeen thousand members, so we are still small in comparison, and yet growing.”
“With the weapons Daniel designed for the Chosen’s Sentinels and the Benhannon Guard, the strength of the Atlantan Guild is far greater than it seems,” Sherree pointed out. Her husband preferred to call his muster an association and only his wife could get away with using the name she had chosen without hearing some sort of correction or denial.
Leah gave the traditional bow of respect. “I agree with you, First Lady. The Atlantan Guild is growing by leaps and bounds, much stronger than we appear to be.”
Daniel’s eyes shifted between his wife and his First Accomplished. “Leah, set up appointments so I can meet the new recruits. I will be in the Health Wing,” he instructed in a flat tone, indicating he was not amused and it was time to tread lightly.
“It will be as you say,” the Four-bolt began to respond, looked carefully into his eyes and added, “Sir Daniel,” before turning away. There were times when the intensity in her husband’s eyes could give anyone pause, even the First Accomplished. Sherree would have bet the woman had been about to call him, Maestro. 
Commander Herling, now possessing six gold bars, three on each shoulder, caught up to them just as they entered the Health Wing. “Sir Daniel, I understand you wanted to speak with me.”
Daniel stopped and faced the commanding officer. “You will soon have over thirty-eight hundred Sentinels. Sherree and Simon here will be involved with the Shantear Mission and I want you to assign a squad to each of them. I have decided to dedicate an additional hundred forty Accomplisheds to the taskforce with Jeremiah Lassiter as the commander.”
Herling nodded his head. “The First Accomplished told me of the new recruits. I will see to it their training begins today,” he replied and then raised his left eyebrow speculatively. “Something momentous must be on the horizon for you to go from ten Accomplisheds to one hundred fifty.”
“The Serpents were taken by complete surprise by our interference at their first attack on the Aakadon team. The second time they were not surprised, except for being hit with eleven Accomplisheds and two hundred and thirty-one Sentinels armed with daggerlances and flaming crossbows. The third time I had to call in a hundred extra Accomplisheds and the most recent time we needed every single Sentinel,” Daniel explained.
“I led the reinforcements and so have a firm recollection of the encounter,” Commander Herling replied.
“Good, because I do not want to underestimate the resources of the Serpent Guild and my gut instinct tells me our next clash of forces will be even more intense. I know what I am asking is difficult, but I want every Accomplished and Sentinel, including this batch of new ones, ready to travel on the scene whenever the call comes,” Daniel told him with all the intensity his dark-eyed stare could convey, something he did without trying. Most of the time Sherree viewed this man as her loving husband, yet moments like these occurred, reminding her she was in the presence of the Chosen Vessel, and Chas Herling must have felt it too, for he snapped a salute.
“Sir Daniel, I promised to train a special assault force, and with the weapon systems you developed and the able-bodied recruits currently in service, we have made a great deal of progress. The Sentinels will be ready when the call comes. I have never shied away from a difficult task in the past and will not now,” the Sentinel Commander stated confidently.
Daniel gave the man a nod of respect. “You have delivered and answered the call each time,” he said and glanced at the Teki Seer. “Silvia keeps reminding me how far ahead Tarin Conn is and how much catching up we have to do.”
“You will catch up and surpass him,” Simon broke his long run of silence. The man stays so quiet it is easy to forget his presence. “Judging by the compositions you added to my repertoire and the innovations with the amulets and crescendos, I have no doubt you will out perform the Dark Maestro.”
“I find myself in agreement with Accomplished Trenca,” Commander Herling voiced his opinion. “Unless you have more instructions, I will go select the squads for him and the First Lady.”
Every time someone in the guild used that title, Sherree wondered when the second or third lady might appear. Daniel had made reference so often to Leah being his first Accomplished, that it had become a title. No one else in the association has ever been referred to as the second or third Accomplished so Sherree chose to look at the title they had given her in the same way. There will be no second or third lady of the guild.
“That is all for now,” Daniel told the officer.
The commander went off to perform his duty and Daniel led the way to a room filled with Condemneds. The majority of these was bald but not disfigured and did not require as much of Daniel’s time. Sherree enjoyed watching him work on each patient and seeing the stunning results, particularly on the mutilated ones brought in by Samuel. The extreme cases took more time and concentration to restore and needed more sleep after the physical ordeal. Since Leah was busy elsewhere, Sherree decided to speak with each patient as they awakened and answer their questions.
 
-------
 
“Sherree and Simon here will be involved with the Shantear Mission and I want you to assign a squad to each of them,” Daniel had said, and then everyone looked at Simon as if noticing his presence for the first time. Sometimes a mark or more would go by with him following Daniel and his entourage before Simon would voice his opinion or the Maestro would make mention of him and then the group would notice his presence again. A good many people might find their reaction to be annoying, Simon found it amusing, and often tried to see how long he could go unnoticed. This did not mean he wanted no part of the events swirling around him; to the contrary, he enjoyed getting involved, and being of help in his own way. 
This was the first time Simon heard what his assignment would be and a good thing he spent his spare time over the last three days linking his mind to all sorts of creatures, furred, feathered, scaled, and some with exoskeletons. He had begun his menagerie in the area around the southern estate without a particular focus, not knowing specifically what his tasks would be. Now he had a role to play and could build his flocks with an eye toward Shantear.
He touched the six-bolt crescendo given to him by Daniel, thought of the spells that would best help achieve the task, mulled them over in his mind until the answer came, and then he quietly slipped out of the room while the Maestro worked on restoring a large hairless man. Sherree was too busy staring at her husband to notice the departure.
Simon had known for a long time that his friend was in love with the beautiful Aakacarn, yet had failed to see the emotion in her. He laughed while making his way along the corridor to the quarters assigned to him and figured, why not? His friend had broken so many traditions held dear in Aakadon, the one on marriage was just another, and hardly mattered at all.
His quarters had a study, bathing room, greeting room, and a bedroom with a comfortable bed, chest-of-drawers, table, chairs, and wardrobe. He sat at the desk in his study and concentrated on Virgil, the strongest flyer of all seven species of birds linked to him. The falcon was not the fastest, that was Chester his hatch mate, it was Virgil’s endurance that made him the bird for the job, and Simon knew exactly where to send him. He chose one of the many map spells he had learned from the Willow Guild and played the Melody in his mind, creating a vivid three dimensional image of the world.
Virgil, I want you to fly as quickly and safely as you can to this place, he sent to the falcon while showing the path on his mental map, passing beyond the Tollus River, over trees, hills, an entire forest of sequoias, and all the way to Mount Shantear. What came back through the link was a desire to do the very task requested and Simon could feel the bird take flight.
He sent Chester to the west side of the Tollus River, the area Reese’s company should reach in a day or so, Shocka to the border between Ducaun and Lobenia, and Blossom to Mount Jessup, the first in the seven mountain chain, stretching east to west, at the end of which, more than a hundred spans away, was the largest of the group, Mount Shantear. The map Melodies of the Willow Guild were the best ever made and yet not quite good enough to use in conjunction with Conveyance. The falcons, once at the destinations he assigned to them, would give him the ability to travel to those locations, and not only add more creatures to his menagerie; he would be in a position to gain information and supply Daniel with options.
A knock on the door interrupt his focus on Chester, who would be the first falcon to reach his destination point. Simon withdrew awareness from the bird and called, “Enter.”
A tall dark-eyed woman with a pair of gold stripes on the sleeves of her blue coat, marking her rank as Sergeant, entered the room along with twenty other Sentinels. He remembered her from his earlier time at the holding. “Accomplished Trenca, Commander Herling has assigned Vapor Squad to you. I am Shella Gabler and this is Gloria Striffer,” she informed him, and then went on to introduce the rest of the men and women in the room, ending with a Taracopian man named, Jerome Tarkona. He and Gloria were the newest to the team, from the group of Condemneds rescued a mere five days ago. Evidently Commander Herling was promoting the original Sentinels and placing them in charge of the recent recruits.
Simon acknowledged each person and it occurred to him that none of these people would fail to notice his presence, he being the Accomplished who would be taking them into battle and out again. Even now he had their undivided attention and they seemed to be waiting for him to make a statement or perhaps give an order. He handed each of them an amulet of his making. “I am giving you all the means to stay in touch with me should we become separated. We will be traveling frequently in the next few days, beginning this afternoon. Horses will not be necessary on these trips since we will not venture far from our arrival points. The trips we take will be in addition to those assigned to us.”
“It will be as you say, Accomplished,” Shella replied. “I am pleased you plan on traveling so soon. Vapor Squad needs the experience.”
Simon acknowledged her with a nod of respect. “I am going to have my midday meal and you are all welcome to join me.”
“Our duty at this point, until Commander Herling orders otherwise, is to be with you,” Sergeant Gabler replied, and then glanced at her squad. “On a personal level, I have been drilling these Sentinels since before dawn, and I am quite sure a break involving the consumption of food will be welcomed.”
Simon led the way to the dinning area and earned more than a few raised eyebrows from his squad when he passed the one in the East Wing and continued on up into building two. The dinning room in this building had ten tables but only three tables large enough to accommodate the entire squad and two of those were occupied by Captains Mallory and Benkorren, along with Lieutenants, Tanner, Cossings, Calver, and DuArren. Commander Herling sat at the other table with Daniel, Sherree, Leah, Tim Dukane and his wife Gina, along with a female Accomplished whose back was to Simon. The only empty table large enough for him and his squad was between the two groups. Apparently no other Aakacarns brought their squads with them. Marge Durayton, Chief of Kitchens, noticed Simon and smiled radiantly while making her way over to him.
“Accomplished Trenca, it is a pleasure to see you again. Won’t you please come have a seat,” she said while ushering him towards the large empty table. “We are enjoying the use of those wonderful CAFs you installed. You and Sir Daniel have made our work so much easier. Why, there isn’t a day goes by when at least one member of my staff blesses you both for the water-drawing devices.”
Simon sat down while his squad took their places at the table. “I was happy to help,” he assured her.
Each person placed their orders and the staff served them promptly. Daniel gave Simon a nod of acknowledgement and most everyone else at the other tables ignored him. They apparently were more interested in Tim’s presence.
“So Accomplished Obennen conveyed us here,” Admiral Tim Dukane had just finished saying, along with putting a name to the unknown Aakacarn.
Gina smiled with a twinkle in her eyes and leaned towards Daniel. “We have recruited Saul Tarpon, a former captain of the Lobenian Merchant Marines, and a full crew. You owe us another Wager class patrol boat.”
“I just made you a fourth boat last week. Remember, you must have a captain and crew trained and ready before I make you another one,” Daniel replied. 
“That’s why we asked Marsha to convey us here,” Gina went on to explain. “Tarpon has more experience than all of us put together and much of it is oceanic. The rest of the crew are fishermen and have spent a good part of their lives fishing the Hirus River and a few earned their sails on the Taltin Sea.”
Simon ate while listening to the multiple conversations at his table as well as the one taking place at the command table, which is any table where Daniel is sitting. Simon doubted his friend even realized how his swirl affected something as minor as the seating arrangements.
“I have your composition in my repertoire and understand the duplication process. I am willing to attempt working the spell in order to create a new Wager class patrol boat,” Marsha Obennen volunteered. 
Daniel’s eyes focused briefly on the single golden lightning bolt on the hood of her blue silk cloak and Simon knew his friend was wondering if the One-bolt could carry out the task, or chore, as the former mountaineer would phrase it. “I appreciate the offer, but I made the promise, and the chore is mine. A Benhannon never fobs his chores off on anyone,” he told her and then fixed his gaze on Gina. “You have convinced me and I will make you a boat right after lunch. Simon, if you have nothing planned for the next mark, I think you might like to get a look at a Wager class patrol boat.”
The moment Daniel had said the name, every eye at his table widened in surprise, while staring at Simon and waiting to hear his reply. Really, as if he would turn down the opportunity to see the boat Ronn and Miriam had designed for the Atlantan Guild. “I can squeeze a visit south into my schedule if it only requires a mark of my time and I can bring my squad,” he replied.
His reply widened the eyes even more, this time at both tables, and earned a laugh from Tim and Daniel, who nodded and said, “I promise not to mess up your schedule and Vapor Squad can come. I suppose this means my Lighting and Sherree’s Quicksilver Squads will also want to come along.”
Commander Herling cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention, “I think three squads of Sentinels to be an appropriate number.”
After lunch Daniel conveyed all who wanted to go, including Marsha, to a hidden channel leading half a span from the Hirus River to a small spell-formed lake where the Wager and five large blue identical boats were docked. The RiverDancer was docked there but not counted as part of the fleet of patrol boats. Not one of the vessels had a sail or a waterwheel. How were they propelled? Ronn and Miriam Benhannon were in the bungalow from which the docks extended. Simon soon learned about the six levels below ground and Daniel’s parents explained about replacing the waterwheel with jets of air at the bow and stern. His friend had a real talent for making new and innovative devices. 
He watched as Daniel touched the hull of the Wager and then focused on the mud and rocks on the right side of the small lake, gradually making the body of water wider. The more boats he makes the larger the lake would eventually be. Topaz light formed in the shape of the boat, drawing mud into the image, and converting the substance to match that of the original. Simon marveled over the speed in which the Seven-bolt accomplished the task. Captain Tarpon and his crew applauded and Admiral Gina Dukane whispered in Daniel’s ear. He nodded and then the name, Cleaver, appeared on both sides of the bow. Simon figured the patrol boat would in deed cut through the water swiftly.
By the time Daniel brought them back to the Northland Holding, it was time for Simon to check in on Chester’s progress. Simon entered the study, the ever present squad with him, and focused his awareness at the falcon, who was winging his way west through the azure blue, and over dense woods. The caravan from Aakadon came into view, he circled the riders once so Simon could memorize the area, and then continued on over spans of wild terrain and was exhausted by the time he flew across the Tollus River. Simon encouraged him to spiral down and perch on the branch of a cypress. You have done well my friend. Rest as long as you like and fly whenever you will. The falcon sent back a strong desire to rest and also a sharp image of the area around the tree.
“Sergeant Gabler, stand ready, we are about to take the trip I promised you earlier,” Simon spoke up after withdrawing his awareness from Chester.
“Vapor Squad, stand ready,” she called out in a voice louder than Simon considered to be necessary given the size of the room and the close proximity of each person to other.
The Sentinels sprang to their feet, Simon held his baton high while playing Conveyance in his mind, picturing himself and each person in the room standing by the cypress tree on the west bank of the Tollus River. The black void in between here and there swallowed them up and spit them out three heart beats later. The arrival was neither rough nor violent, yet that is how he viewed the process.
His gaze swept the area until settling on a flock of buzzards circling in the sky above the trees over to the left.  Some creature or other must be dying, he reasoned while the Sentinels immediately spread out, daggerlances in hand, and established a small perimeter with Simon at the center. He walked in the direction of the large black birds and his squad moved with him through the trees and bushes. They went a quarter of a span and Simon came upon a dying old stag, moments later it stopped breathing and the buzzards began to descend. He did not need the crescendo for the next step and so mentally played the spell, Mind Touch, and began adding the carrion eaters to his menagerie as they came down to feast. They would be his permanent scouts in this region.
“We are finished here,” Simon informed his squad after linking his mind to the last bird, and then conveyed back to his study with the Sentinels.
“We went, we walked, and we stared at a bunch a buzzards a feedin on an old stag. I suppose there must be a reason,” Jerome Tarkona commented
“A Sentinel must always be ready to answer the call. We do not question the whys and wherefores. You should be glad Accomplished Trenca included us on a trip to the naval base and to the woods. Our squad traveled twice in one day, that’s more than most Sentinels are fortunate enough to be conveyed,” Shella corrected him.
Simon faced his squad. “Those buzzards are now my scouts. The Accomplisheds of Aakadon are east of that region and will be crossing the river near there sometime tomorrow. What we did today gives us the ability to answer the call right now while the other newly assigned Accomplisheds to the taskforce and their squads must wait until one of the ten original teams takes them for the first time.”
His answer earned a smile from each of the Sentinels, who seemed just as determined as he to serve the Chosen Vessel, and be at the forefront of events. Jerome scratched his right sideburn. “Like I said, I supposed there was a reason, and I am glad Commander Herling assigned us to you.”
The rest of the Sentinels expressed much the same attitude and were pleased when Simon gave them the order to stand ready early the next morning. One mark after sunrise Shocka sent a mental peck to get his attention. Simon focused on the falcon, which was exhausted and perched on a hickory. Simon viewed the area below and Conveyed to Lobenia, one span from the Ducuanan border. His Sentinels established the perimeter around him while he added a flock of crows and some buzzards to his menagerie. The next day Blossom gave him an excellent view of Mount Jessup. He and his squad conveyed to the high reaches and he spent half the day adding condors to his menagerie.
“I know this mountain,” Shella said as Simon linked his mind to Rufus, the last of the condors in the area. “This is Mount Jessup in Lobenia. You intend for us to be advance scouts for the entire mission.”
Simon nodded affirmatively. “I intend to supply our Maestro with options and I cannot do it by following the other one hundred forty-nine Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild who are watching over the Accomplished of Aakadon. So yes, you could say we are advance scouts, advancing all the way to Shantear.”
“I agree with Sentinel Tarkona. I am glad we have been assigned to the most active Accomplished on the taskforce. Sleet Squad hasn’t traveled at all. Their Accomplished is not scheduled to be conveyed to the area of the Aakadon caravan for another day,” Gloria Striffer commented.
The approval of the squad assigned to him did mean something, but Simon would have continued with his plan even if they had disapproved. “We are likeminded in our service to the Chosen Vessel, which is a good thing,” he replied, while motioning with his hands to include each member of the squad, and then gripped his baton. “I think it is time we go back,” he announced, and then conveyed to his study.
Two days later, in the early marks of the morning before dawn, Crom the buzzard woke Simon out of a deep sleep with an image of armies on the move. The large black bird sat perched in an elm while multiple legions moved on the ground below, some on foot and most on horseback. Thanks, Simon sent and received a sense of anticipation from the carrion eater. The bird knew good eating always came after groups of the predatory two-legs met.
Simon sprang out of bed, put on his silk pants and shirt, and rushed out of his quarters. He figured Daniel would be either in the Health Wing or with Sherree and so chose to avoid building two. The news was important, yet did not warrant interrupting the couple in their bedroom. Simon climbed the spiral stairs up two levels and over to the Health Wing.
A door on the left side of the hall opened and out stepped the First Accomplished, tall, dark, and frankly, beautiful. “Accomplished Trenca, what has you up so early and in such a hurry?” she inquired and paused with both eyebrows lifting in a momentary show of astonishment, “and without a cloak. If you have come to request to be scheduled for a trip south, I have assigned Accomplished Lassiter to take you near the current location of the Aakadon expedition the day after tomorrow.”
Simon knew he had to work on his decorum, having a tendency to lose it when he grew overly excited. He took a deep breath and did his best impression of Barnabas Galloway. “I know where they are camped. I sent Chester, my falcon, to the region days ago, so you can have Accomplished Lassiter take someone who needs to go,” he began to explain. While his voice held sure and steady like that of his former mentor, Simon could feel the heat flushing his face.
The set of Leah’s eyes softened and he could tell she was suppressing a smile. “No need to be embarrassed. The absence of your cloak is not such a huge deal and while I am not impressed with the image you are projecting at the moment, I am truly impressed by the initiative you have taken in preparing for your assignment. Seeing as you do not need to be on the schedule with Accomplished Lassiter, might I know why you hunted me down?”
Simon knew the flush in his face must have turned several shades redder. It probably did look as if he had sought her out, he never thought of doing so, yet should have respected the chain of command, and come to her first. He had forgotten more than just the cloak and fate saved him from breaking protocol and bypassing the First Accomplished. “Crum, my buzzard, showed me Fon Kayan and Battencayan legions marching in and setting up camp within Lobenia, and only a span west of Ducaun. A legion of Pentrosa’s Sutton Guard seems to be the driving force with hundreds of Accomplisheds within sight of my feathered friend.”
Leah blinked her eyes several times before speaking. “Are you telling me you have feathered scouts that far ahead, all the way into Lobenia?”
Simon nodded his head. “Virgil should reach Shantear in the late afternoon or early evening. He is resting now but will resume the flight after dawn.”
The First Accomplished stared up and to the left. “The report is important. Should I disturb the Maestro?” she asked, in a soft voice, probably to herself.
Simon chose to answer even if the question was not meant for him. “The Aakadon caravan has yet to cross the Tollus and has hundreds of spans to cover before reaching the border, so I think the information can wait a few marks.”
Leah’s dark eyes fixed on him. “Resourceful and wise, I am going to keep my eyes on you.” Her words sounded more like a promise than a threat, so he took them as a compliment.
Simon figured she would be like the Accomplisheds of the Willow Guild, praise him and soon forget he is even in the room. He shrugged off the compliment and smiled, pleased to have passed on the information. Daniel would soon learn about the army in his path and that was the important thing, not who would get the credit. “A six-bolt Accomplished once asked a fourth level Talented for help. I did what little I could for him then and will continue to do so in the future. Well, you have my report and I will go back to my quarters,” he replied, and then added before turning away, “Daniel never promised to keep an eye on me, he just does.”
Four marks later Simon and his Sentinels were among the large group of people conveyed by Daniel to a meadow within walking distance of where the Aakadon caravan had camped for the night. The First Accomplished, Commander Herling, Accomplished Lassiter, and Sherree stood facing Maestro Reese, Vice-Maestro Tobermin, Barnabas Galloway, Janice Footner, Rondara Kapes, Lucia Trotta, and Ralpen Pentrago. The squads of each Accomplished of the Atlantan Guild in attendance quickly spread out and encircled the meeting place.
“We have come as you requested through Senior Forester Galloway,” Maestro Reese spoke up after everyone had finished exchanging the customary nods of respect. He had a difficult time taking his eyes off the First Accomplished while addressing Daniel.
Tobermin was dividing his stares between Leah and Lassiter. His face reflected distaste at seeing them here, and the silent projection of his feelings was clearly intentional. Simon expected to see him spit on the ground in front of their feet. The First Accomplished and the former Senior Soarer ignored the Vice-Maestro.
“I asked you here to discuss a problem,” Daniel began to explain the purpose for the meeting, even though it should not be necessary. Simon knew the information had been relayed to Barnabas. “There are six legions just across the border and they are backed by more than a thousand Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild,” he relayed Crom’s most resent report. Simon was glad his friend did not reveal the source of the information to the Accomplisheds of Aakadon.
“We do not have the resources to defeat the force you just described,” Tobermin stated. “Do you?”
Daniel looked directly at Talmon Reese. “I asked you here and brought my most experienced associates so we can plan how best to solve this problem. Chas Herling is the Commander of the Chosen’s Sentinels, Leah Barryn is my First Accomplished,” he paused and Simon observed Sherree give a quick negative shake of her head, “Jeremiah Lassiter is my Taskforce Commander, Accomplished Trenca is my Chief Aid, and Accomplished Jenna is one of my advisors,” he finished without mentioning her being the First Lady.
Simon knew his friend made up that title for him on the spot, this being the first time he heard it, and appreciated how the Ducuanan always treated him as if he was important. Even so, a title without responsibilities is empty, and Simon preferred his work to be meaningful.
Tobermin eyed each person, glanced at the Sentinels, and his mouth twitched as if he was suppressing the urge to smile. “Assuming your information is correct, I am not surprised a handful of Accomplisheds and a little over a hundred household men-at-arms would seek a true Maestro’s advice.”
Daniel ignored the man and projected a map slightly above the ground, using the Melody Simon gave to him earlier. A three dimensional image of the border area displayed the legions and the huge number of Accomplisheds allied with them. “This would explain why the Serpents have not attacked you since we last met. They were planning to stop us here,” he told the Maestro. “My Teki Seer warned me of the fall of Battencay and that this combined force you see would pose a problem for us in Lobenia. Vice-Maestro Tobermin is correct, neither of us has the resources to take on the full might of this army,” his arm swept across the image as he spoke, “but we can come up with a plan to punch through at their weakest point.”
 “The biggest problem as we see it,” Commander Herling joined the conversation. “Is that the Serpents will have been in the region long enough to allow many traveling circles to come and go.”
Talmon Reese began nodding his understanding of the problem. “This means they can teleport as many reinforcements into the area as they need. Even after we determine the weak spot, soon after we strike, the Serpents assigned to that company will see our forces, and call in enough of their associates from around the continent to over whelm us,” he stated and then glanced at his Vice-Maestro. “Accomplished Benhannon is absolutely correct in bringing this problem to our attention and to do so in such a timely way.”
The First Accomplished spoke up, “Our forward scouts will continue to watch the enemy troops and give us current information. We have time to plan, but our strike, when it comes, must be fast and furious.”
Maestro Reese stared at her briefly before making his reply. “You always favored the fast and furious approach. Be that as it may, I see your time as one of the Condemneds has impressed upon you the need for proper planning before taking action.”
Tobermin moved a step closer to Leah. “Accomplished Benhannon has done an excellent job of keeping his forces hidden from our Senior Soarers, even with us knowing your scouts are all around us. Discovering you are one of his advisors goes along way in explaining how he managed it,” he told her in a tone that almost sounded respectful. “A person with your experience knows the battle ahead will take our combined forces and that means at some point in the near future we will need to know what strengths your side is bringing to the fight.”
Leah looked to Daniel. “He has a point. We will not be able to keep the forces we commit to the campaign hidden from our allies.”
The former mountaineer sighed and nodded his head, clearly not pleased about revealing his strengths to the Accomplisheds of Aakadon. “The danger will not be over after we punch through. Once we reach Lobenia it may be necessary for our forces to ride with those of Maestro Reese.”
The leader of the Aakadon expedition smiled, perhaps anticipating all the arrests he hoped to make after the mission ended. “I see no other way to proceed. We must combine forces in order to succeed.”
“Our success will also require a unified command,” Tobermin was quick to add, “And Maestro Reese is the most qualified.”
The suggestion went over well with the Accomplisheds of Aakadon, but not so much with Daniel’s followers, and the discussion grew louder as both sides expressed their point of view. Planning battles is not what Simon considered to be one of his talents and so he had nothing to add along those lines. He knew full well Daniel would never place the Atlantan Guild under the command of Talmon Reese and so the current line of discussion truly was not solving the problem. The Accomplisheds of Aakadon were untrustworthy allies and Simon knew he had to word his suggestion carefully, so as not to reveal more than what his friend wanted these people to know.
“Why should we punch through the enemy lines when we can teleport?” Simon began, using the terms known to the Accomplisheds of Aakadon. “We can form a traveling circle and transport our forces and our allies well beyond the Serpents. They’ll still be sitting there waiting for us while we ride on to Shantear.”
Everyone stopped talking and stared at Simon, most of them blinking in surprise, half of which probably did so because they had forgotten he was there, and the rest were no doubt shocked he had any suggestions at all. Except Daniel, who grinned, “Simon, excellent thinking, you are definitely a problem solver.”
Simon shrugged his shoulders and smiled back. “My idea is not as exciting as the Chosen Vessel smashing those who get in the way of his swirl, but it will save a whole lot of time. I mean, it was different when you were providing a secret escort, you had to go slow, but at this point, everyone here knows we are helping and that we can teleport. We are standing east of the Tollus River and Maestro Reese and his team has hundreds of spans to travel just to reach the border.”
Daniel faced Maestro Reese. “Now you see why I made him my Chief Aid. He is correct. We can all be in Lobenia today, well beyond the army waiting for us, and well ahead of your schedule.”
Tobermin loudly inhaled and began shaking his head. “You expect us to place the entire fate of the mission in your hands? Maestro, he could transport us anywhere, and possibly destroy us all in the blink of an eye.” The man obviously did not realize Daniel could do that right now, if he had been so inclined.
For a moment it seemed the Maestro of the Eagle Guild was about to agree with his second in command, but then he shook his head. “I received the report days ago. The Kelgotha Mission has failed, even though the team never came closer than ten spans from the mountain, each member is now linked to the Dark Maestro as Accomplished Benhannon once was. They are on their way back to Aakadon so the Grand Maestro can sever each connection,” he paused and fixed his gaze on Simon. “A Sapling resourceful enough to form a riverboat out of a living tree could probably figure a way to learn just about anything he put his mind to knowing, as you once told me, Jerrian, and that very one has offered a solution I do not like one bit, yet must agree with. There will be no more teams sent to Kelgotha, so keeping Tarin Conn entombed is up to us. Accomplished Trenca’s idea saves us valuable time and I would think it worth trying even if there was no army between us and Shantear,” he admitted, and then looked to Daniel. “We will break camp within the mark and meet with you at the first clearing Senior Forester Galloway can find that will be large enough to accommodate all of us, including your traveling circle.”
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” Daniel replied. “Accomplisheds, form a circle, Sentinels, inside the perimeter, and stand ready. I will conduct.”
The Accomplisheds of Aakadon moved back while everyone else obeyed the commands. Once people were positioned to his liking, Daniel drew a diamond-bladed knife identical to the one sheathed in Sherree’s belt, and the blackness of in between here and there swallowed them all.
Simon was about to guess the destination when the world flashed back into existence and he stood facing Lake Benhannon. Everyone, Accomplisheds and Sentinels were looking at him. “How far into Lobenia can you take me?” Daniel asked.
“I can get you to Mount Jessup right now,” Simon replied. “Give me to the late afternoon and I can get you to Shantear.”
“He sent his feathered scouts out many days ago,” The First Accomplished informed the group.
Daniel divided his attention between his First Accomplished and his new Chief Aid. “Leah, you only told me about Crum being a span across the border. Simon, you are on the verge of giving us the ability to reach Shantear within a day. Did it occur to either of you that I might have wanted to know these things?”
Simon shrugged his shoulders. “You didn’t ask until now and I wanted to gather as much information as I could before bothering you with the minor details.”
Sherree laughed. “See how it feels when you have to pump someone for those seemingly minor details.”
Daniel opened his mouth, shook his head, and then his jaw snapped shut; evidently thinking it better to leave whatever was on the tip of his tongue unsaid.
“If it makes you feel any better,” Leah offered. “Simon did not inform me of his plans until early this morning.”
“Well, we know now and Accomplished Trenca’s resourcefulness has furthered the mission greatly,” Jeremiah Lassiter commented and then looked at Simon askance. “In the future, however, it would be good if you include your taskforce commander on the list of those who should be kept informed.”
Leah smiled at Simon and he noticed the dimples in her cheeks. She patted him on the back and focused on the Taskforce Commander. “I will be assigning a new Accomplished under your command to replace Accomplished Trenca, who is now the Chief Aid of our,” she glanced at Daniel, “leader,” she finally said and Simon would have bet his horse, Spud, that she had been about to use the title, Maestro, and changed her mind at the last instant.
Daniel nodded affirmatively but Simon could tell by the far away look in his friend’s eyes that his mind was whirling with thoughts on how to use the options now opened to him. “Simon I like the way you gave the suggestion at the meeting in Serpent Guild terms. We must assume there is at least one spy in the Aakadon camp and I don’t want them to know about our improvements and innovations,” he stated, bringing the discussion back to what Simon considered to be important.
“It is best to make our plans assuming the presence of a spy,” Jeremiah Lassiter gave his opinion in a professional manner.
Daniel looked to the Taskforce Commander. “Our allies only need to know we will be transporting them beyond the enemy line,” he began to say and then his gaze took in Sherree, Leah, and Chas Herling. “I want to move Reese and his caravan to Mount Jessup when they stop at whichever clearing they choose. I am sure Senior Forester Galloway will recognize the region right away, so the location will not remain a secret, but the Serpents will be caught completely by surprise by the move, and hopefully have difficulty bringing forces in time to stop us from reaching Shantear,” the reluctant Maestro announced his decision and then glanced at Simon. “When my Chief Aid’s feathered scout reaches Shantear, he and I will survey the mountain, inside and out.”
“How many Accomplisheds do you want involved in the conveyance to Jessup?” Lassiter requested after nodding his understanding.
Daniel’s gaze took in Leah as well as Lassiter. “Go ahead and assign that new Accomplished to the taskforce because all one hundred and fifty will be going,” he said and then turned to Chas Herling, “along with their squads. All of them must be mounted. That large of a force may not be necessary, seeing as we will be avoiding the army on the border, and yet my instincts tell me we should be prepared for more than just a skirmish.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” the Sentinel Commander replied.
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” the Taskforce Commander dared to use the title Leah had refrained from using, and then quickly added, “Only a Maestro or a Grand Maestro has a Chief Aid.”
The intensity of Daniel’s dark-eyed stare actually caused the man to sweat even while being safely shielded from the elements, as were they all. It was moments like these when Simon’s eyes were drawn to those seven lighting bolts on Daniel’s helmet and shoulders. After what seemed like an eternity, but was in reality only a few moments, his lips formed into a closed mouth smile, and cleared the tension like sunlight cutting through dense fog. “Point taken, Commander, I virtually declared myself Maestro of the Atlantan Guild right in the presence of Talmon Reese and all those senior Accomplisheds of Aakadon.”
Simon never asked for the title, although he did feel a little bad his friend would pay a high price for trying to do him what he thought was a favor. What had been said at the meeting can never be taken back.
“Simon, I am feeling Danielish,” Leah told him while Sherree and Lassiter continued their conversation with the Maestro. “I want to try something none of us has done before,” she spoke softly and drew closer to him. “We learn new locations through the eyes of the animals linked to us. I want you to summon the potential for, Teach Me, and show me your memorized vision of Mount Jessup.”
Simon thought about her request and smiled. Daniel had used that spell on him to increase his repertoire, might it be possible to transmit a mental picture? “Let’s give it a try,” he told her, and then focused his attention on Rufus, thinking to take the innovation one step farther.
The condor gave him a current and highly detailed view of the area half way up Mount Jessup that was large enough to fit the entire group. Simon played the Melody in his mind and cobalt blue beams shot from his hazel eyes into her brown. He relayed the image from Rufus directly to her. Thank you Rufus, he transmitted to his feathered friend,
and then ceased the potential for the spell and withdrew his awareness from the condor.
Leah blinked her eyes and flashed those dimples at him again, which gave him the clue she was happy before she said, “It worked!” loud enough to draw everyone’s attention. “Simon and I just proved we can use Teach Me in order to learn locations well enough to be used in conjunction with Conveyance. Daniel, I can conduct the spell and convey everyone to Mount Jessup while you and your Chief Aid do a survey of Mount Shantear.”
“Leah I like the way you and Simon keep thinking of ways to forward the mission,” Daniel replied. “You and Jeremiah can lead the force while Simon and I do the scouting. Sherree, I want you to be ready to back them up with a thousand Accomplisheds should it become necessary and Chas, have every Sentinel ready to move with her.”
The Sentinel Commander saluted and assured him they would be ready, but the First Lady took hold of the Maestro’s hand and said, “Chas and I will also be ready to back you up. Everybody here knows the team of Daniel and Simon is strong and capable, but you are not invincible and neither of you should forget that.”
“I will remind him to be careful, if he needs reminding. Besides, this trip is going to be easy,” Simon assured her, knowing how protective she is of Daniel and remembering how she threatened two five-bolt Accomplisheds, promising they would regret trying to arrest him.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three: Shantear
 
Daniel had no regrets about spot promoting his friend, who deserved the new title. It was the place where he had spoken that bothered him and the failure to guard his tongue in front of people who will use his words against him. Now he had to live with the consequences. The thought took longer than the time spent in the black void of Conveyance between his estate and the summit of Mount Shantear. He arrived as Simon’s passenger, seeing as the sandy-haired Chief Aid is the only one who had the foresight to send a feathered scout this far ahead.
Lassiter had made a solid point by using the title, Maestro. Talmon and especially Tobermin would now be convinced beyond any lingering doubt another guild has been established. Daniel thought about it for a few moments longer while looking out over the forest of giant sequoias surrounding the tree-covered mountain and extending well beyond his visual range. To the east spread the six smaller mountains of the chain. This is the Lobenian frontier, wild and untamed. He started laughing and Simon smiled.
“The air is crisp and cool and the view is spectacular,” the new Chief Aid said. “What about it strikes you as funny or are you just happy I got us here alive?”
Daniel took a deep breath and swallowed his mirth. “I never doubted your ability to get us here,” he was quick to assure his friend. “The laughter was because I actually worried briefly over the fact that Talmon will believe I have established my own guild after hearing me introduce you as my Chief Aid. I also laughed because once he sees the one hundred fifty Accomplisheds I sent, what other conclusion would he make?”
“You were my friend way before you became my leader so I am going to speak to you as a friend,” Simon replied while looking him in the eyes. “You have established a guild, the only one associated with you who doesn’t seem know it is a stubborn mountaineer, and I’m not talking about Tim or your father.”
“I know it and as I said, that’s why I was laughing,” Daniel told him while kneeling on the ground. He summoned potential and began shifting the soil, exposing the solid rock beneath. “I didn’t want people to think I am another Tarin Conn, but they do anyway, and it was easier to fool myself when there was only me, Sherree, and Leah. My wife is the one who came up with the name that is on everyone’s lips when I am not in the room. You do realize that little meeting back there was the first time I spoke that name and title out loud.”
Simon dropped to the ground and began shifting the soil away, following the example of working while talking. “In doing so you have made it all official. From now on each Accomplished in our association will refer to you as the Maestro of the Atlantan Guild. Is that so terrible?”
Daniel placed his unshielded hand flat against the exposed rock and summoned the potential for Fashioning. He focused the energy down into the mountain with the idea of locating the Crystal Chamber from which Della Lain famously cast her spells. “I suppose not, seeing as everyone treats me like one,” he replied as his awareness spread deep into the granite, showing him caves and cavities, nooks and crannies. He came across a blockage, which was strange, and then another, and still more, and some were taking up huge areas his life force energy could not penetrate. “Simon, are you sensing blockages?”
“I am,” Simon confessed and his face scrunched into that puzzled expression, meaning he was just as baffled. 
Daniel focused his attention around the closest and smallest sensory block and used Fashioning to push it up to the surface. The ground near his hand parted and out of it popped a fist-size quartz crystal. He caught it in the air and began examining the curious stone.
“It has been said that Della amplified her spells in the Crystal Chamber. If the chamber has the same properties as this one, how could she have done so? These little crystals toward the surface block our life force energy, as do the much larger ones I  sensed a moment ago,” Simon commented while squatting beside Daniel and peering intently at the multifaceted-translucent rock.
Daniel drew his hunting knife, placed the point against the crystal, and twisted the handle back and forth. His spells had strengthened and sharpened the blade long ago, although this was the first time in a long while he used the crescendo for something other than as a life force energy amplifier. A hole began to form and he continued to dig deeper until he was about half way through. He dropped the knife on the ground and held up the crystal, aiming at the six bolt crescendo. He focused the potential for Sheet Of Air into the hole. The energy was blocked as sure as if he had placed a shield on the thing. He then stuck his finger in the hole and then cast the spell. Life force energy shot out from the crystal and enveloped the knife, which then rose in the air. He then lowered it back to the ground.
“It can only be used as an amplifier from the inside through physical contact,” Simon declared, having watched the experiment closely.
The discovery sparked a whole new line of thinking in Daniel and certain pieces of information he had picked up over the last six months began to fit together. “Della must have carved out a place in one of the larger crystals, stepped inside and then focused her series of spells down into the depths of the mountains, to the bedrock, and out over the continent,” he shared his thoughts while sheathing his knife.
“It would make sense. She focused the potential through her flute, meaning both of her hands would have been occupied. Maybe she was barefooted,” Simon offered his assessment of the theory and added a thought of his own. “But you said Tarin Conn’s tomb is made of crystal, and if it originated from here, one would think he could amplify his potential rather than having it contained.”
Daniel shook his head. “Not if he was surrounded by hundreds of these,” he said while holding out the crystal. “If you embedded these in a wall around me, I would only be able to send minutely thin beams through whatever flaws I could find in the setting.”
Simon smiled as the pieces must have come together in his mind as well. “That sounds exactly like what Tarin Conn is doing. I think you figured out one of the three parts of his prison.”
Daniel nodded and then squatted back down, placed his hand against the naked stone, and sent Fashioning back into the mountain. He found a network of caves and vast chambers deep inside the mountain amid the crystal formations, which were easily identified since his life force energy was forced to go around them. About a quarter of a span down and half a span south, he sensed a cave opening from the side of the mountain, and followed the twists and turns around crystal formations to one really huge crystal. A section seven cubits high and ten cubits in diameter had been roughly carved into the quartz. He then followed the formation down deep below the base of Shantear and into the bedrock of the world. This had to be the Crystal Chamber. He sensed six other caves opening to the outside world and chambers within the mountain but this is the one that mattered most.
“Remember when I told Sherree our trip was going to be easy,” Simon spoke up from several paces away, where he squatted with his hand on the ground.
“Yes,” Daniel replied. “I usually regret saying such things because statements like that just seem to be asking for trouble.”
Simon stood up and faced him. “Well, this time is no exception. Try focusing Find All into the mountain and tell me what you sense.”
Daniel summoned the potential and focused the energy into and around the base of Shantear. It was a good thing his spells were below the range of fellow Aakacarns because he was sensing ten thousand of them, along with over five thousand Condemneds, and about eleven hundred Aakademneds. This is not a Serpent nest; this is a fully functional base of operations. He had been so busy learning the geology of the mountain; he did not stop to think what might be living in those caves and chambers. Find All also showed him the wild life both within and living on Shantear.
“What are we going to do?” Simon asked after sufficient time had passed for a thorough examination to have taken place.
“We are going to evict them,” Daniel replied while his mind went into high gear, “by continuing to map this mountain so our experts can help us plan the eviction. We seem to be in an isolated spot so I am going to fashion a chamber beneath where we are standing for a staging area. We will only be able to enter it through Conveyance and I will place Hidden Shield on the chamber.”



Simon nodded his understanding. “What do you want me to do?”
“Start linking your mind to every crawling critter you can and send them to learn the caves and chambers so our teams can convey directly into those locations, especially the chamber containing the Great Crystal. I will do the same thing after I finish my first chore, that would be fashioning the staging area,” Daniel replied and then went to work.
He formed a picture of a chamber in his mind and the spell, Fashioning, shifted solid granite as if it was putty, in accordance with his imagination. The vast opening did not displace the surrounding stone it merged with it, making it denser and less likely to cave in. Daniel was careful to restrict the potential to only the area to be affected so as not to disturb the current residents. “Let’s go inside,” he told Simon and then conveyed into the new staging area, taking his sandy-haired friend with him.
His Chief Aid summoned a cobalt blue ball of light and Daniel cast the spell, Freshen Air, so the breath they exhaled would be filtered back into breathable air. “I take it you want us to finish our chores from here,” Simon rightly assumed.
“You got it. Start linking,” Daniel replied, sipped from his canteen, and then took up the chore.
On the surface he linked with birds, squirrels, and raccoons. Within the mountain, he linked with rats, mice, bats, spiders, beetles, and scorpions. “I find it a bit dizzying to look through the eyes of spiders and bugs,” he commented.
Simon kept his eyes closed, but his sudden smile showed he was listening. “I did too at first, days ago, when I linked to my first scorpion. The trick is to think of each facet of their eyes as a window, pick one or two, and ignore the rest.”
Daniel sent his awareness into one of his spiders, a brown recluse he named Barney, and concentrated on only one facet of his eyes. He could see the Crystal Chamber and Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild walking around in the area that imperfectly surrounded the Great Crystal. Whoever formed the area, probably ancient Accomplisheds of Aakadon, had to work around other huge crystal formations, which is why none of the chambers and tunnels were symmetrical. “Thanks for the tip. Your way is much better,” he told Simon in a soft voice.
“That’s what Chief Aids are for,” the sandy-haired Accomplished replied.
They linked with more of the non-human inhabitants for several marks and then Daniel decided enough ground work had been done for planning purposes. “It is time for us to go,” he announced.
“Sounds good to me,” Simon agreed quickly, indicating he was more than ready to leave.
Daniel summoned potential and pictured him and Simon standing in the green grass, facing Lake Benhannon, and arrived there moments later. The evening ahead promised to be busy and the night long, but they would soon have to convey to Mount Jessup where Leah and Lassiter camped beside Talmon Reese and his team. Daniel cast Find All and sensed Sherree, Chas, Marcus, and Jared sitting in the Account Keeper’s office. He decided to meet with them first, used an amulet to warn Sherree, and Conveyed to the right corner of the room, bringing his Chief Aid with him.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four: The Crystal Chamber
 
“Am I interrupting your meeting?” Daniel asked while Sherree quickly placed an amulet in the inner pocket of her blue silk cloak, the hood of which was down, revealing her long yellow-gold hair. She must have seen the need to communicate with someone in the brief time it took him to convey in from the lake.
Jared’s mouth was open and his facial expression reminded Daniel of a child caught sneaking a treat before dinner, and Marcus’s eyes widened, making him appear innocent, too innocent. Chas did not so much as bat an eye, keeping his facial features smooth, and then a drop of perspiration leaked from his brow. It seems they had not been informed of their leader’s impending arrival.
Sherree had a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, leading Daniel to conclude their meeting had been about him. “Not at all,” his loving wife answered. “How can the Maestro of the Atlantan Guild be interrupting a meeting in his own association?” That had been a probing and provocative question, clearly designed to see how he would react.
“You gave the title and name legitimacy,” Simon apparently thought a reminder was necessary.
They were obviously not sure how far Daniel would let them go with the title and name, seeing as his offhand remark had not truly been an official declaration, and they knew it. He started laughing, not because it was all that funny, but because their concern over his reaction was miniscule next to what they really should be worried about.
Sherree stamped her foot and affected a pout that was so adorable he wanted to kiss her. “Why are you laughing at us?” She demanded to know.
His laughter evaporated the tension in the room like morning fog in the noontime sun. Before Daniel could explain, Reginald Bercop entered the office carrying blue silk garments with silver trim and a golden belt. All of the Accomplisheds in the association wore silver belts, Sherree and Leah wore silver belts with gold buckles, and yet this one was gold, buckle and all, and had a gold sheath. Even the canteen was gold rather than silver. Daniel stopped laughing and eyed Reginald. Is this who Sherree had been communicating with?
A few chuckles escaped from Simon before he managed to stifle them enough to share what was on his mind. “I think they expect you to dress according to rank.”
“Simon is correct,” Sherree said, and walked right over and looked up into her husband’s eyes. “The uniform you’re wearing marks you as an official representative of Queen Cleona. You knew enough not to wear it into Pentrosa, why would you wear it while traveling with our Accomplisheds in Lobenia?”
They were clearly attempting to maneuver him into doing what they wanted and Daniel admitted to himself she was the one best suited to the task; that is probably what had been decided in their little meeting. Their priority is mixed up and he wanted to get on with the more important chore. “I am going to settle this matter quickly because what we need to be discussing is far more important,” he replied, and caused her to blink and take a step back. His facial expression must have been grim to provoke that kind of reaction from his wife. “Point one; I was planning on changing into my blue silks, so that part of your concern is now taken care of. Point two; Simon and I briefly discussed my offhand use of the terms, which you all know were not meant as a formal declaration,” he continued and watched each of them sink a little lower in their chairs, except Reginald, Sherree and Simon, who were standing. The Chief Aid was clearly trying not to smile and the First Lady started to look a little worried, maybe a tiny bit guilty for trying to manipulate her husband, and then glanced at Simon, read his expression, and visibly relaxed. The Benhannon Estate Provisioner had hunched his shoulders and was staring at the floor.
Daniel extended his hand out to him. “Reginald, let me take a look at what you made.”
Accomplished Bercop handed him the garments and Daniel looked them over. The hood had seven lightning bolts with the center one being the largest. The shirt had four golden bolts on the right shoulder and three on the left. Each boot was the same topaz blue as the silks and had a falcon clutching a lightning bolt stylized into the leather. He examined the gold sheath and thought of making two more for his old knife and sword, but then decided not to change a thing. A sword and a hunting knife would be inappropriate for this attire. “This is perfect. Well done Accomplished,” he affirmed, expressing his approval. “I will change into these silks before we go back into Lobenia.”
Reginald looked up, straightened his shoulders and smiled. “I am glad you approve, Maestro,” he replied, but used the titled tentatively.
Daniel’s gaze took in everyone in the room. “Here is my final point on this subject; from this moment forward the official title of our association is the Atlantan Guild, of which I am the Maestro.”
Those seated sprang to their feet and applauded and those who were already standing joined in. Everyone was all smiles and Daniel allowed the merriment to continue for the moment. He looked to Simon, who nodded his head as if to say, why not let them be happy for a little while longer.
Sherree slammed into Daniel, throwing her arms around his waist, and he hugged her. “I knew you would come to accept this new role, eventually,” she spoke softly into his chest.
He allowed the rejoicing to continue for a quarter of a mark, which was plenty of time for the news to spread throughout the guild using communication amulets. He removed his arms from around Sherree and said, “Sit down people we have a battle to plan, seeing as we might be taking on the full might of the Serpent Guild tonight.” That got everyone’s attention and wiped away the smiles. His tone and the firmness in which he delivered the news made it clear this was no jest.
He summoned the potential and focused a three dimensional, transparent image of Mount Shantear, along with its current residents. There was a chorus of groans at the sight yet it was Commander Herling who spoke first. “I’m estimating we will be facing about ten thousand Aakacarns and roughly six thousand Condemneds, not counting the forces that could be teleported into this major base of operations after the battle has begun.”
Silence held sway as everyone stared at the image while shaking their heads.
“The defenses here at the estate, in the naval facility, and in your Northland Holding, will need to be on full alert once the assault on Shantear begins,” Marcus pointed out, breaking the silence.
“Absolutely and with enough Accomplisheds at those locations to help with the defense, because the vast majority of Aakacarns will be involved with the assault,” Daniel agreed, hoping to keep the dialogue going.
“What did you have in mind?” Sherree asked, hesitantly, as if she might be afraid of the answer.
Daniel glanced at the Sentinel Commander. “I was hoping Chas would have some ideas.”
Everyone’s attention was now on the former Major of the Sutton Guard. He remained silent for so long, studying the image of Shantear, Daniel thought the man did not realize this was his moment to speak. Chas raised his eyes from the map, licked his lips, and then began a verbal checklist. “The Atlantan Guild has the same offensive and defensive spells we had for the Tirana campaign, the Sentinels have the dagger lances, flaming crossbows, and nightsticks. We have one hundred fifty Accomplisheds with three thousand one hundred fifty Sentinels in Lobenia, which leaves us six hundred fifty Sentinels and one thousand five hundred fifty Accomplisheds in reserve, not counting the forty Emissaries. Aakadon has one Maestro and one hundred forty Accomplisheds. This is what we have to work with.”
“The Benhannon Guard is sixteen hundred strong here at the estate, has an additional four hundred in the Northland Holding, and fifty at the naval arena,” Marcus added his numbers to the mix. Nobody mentioned the five patrol boats, each with crews of twenty, or the RiverDancer. They would not be a part of this mission, other than to be on alert, and the same held true of the Emissaries defending the Queen and other dignitaries.
Simon and Jared remained quiet while Sherree’s brow wrinkled as she stared at the image of the mountain. “Even if the Serpent Guild fails to send one additional Accomplished to defend their base, this force is formidable, the numbers just don’t add up for us, and I don’t see how we can win,” she paused, took a breath, and continued her assessment. “You are asking Chas to plan the impossible. Shantear looks like a deathtrap.”
Daniel had faced overwhelming odds before and this truly did seem daunting, yet the mountaineer inside him was too stubborn to quit. “Simon and I linked with the critters living on and within Shantear,” he told them and went on to explain about the staging area he created and the visuals collected from the assorted scouts.
Commander Herling began to smile. “General Kall is not the only one who can plan a Spin Off maneuver,” he began and his eyes seemed to shine with an inner fire. “We plan two battles, one with the forces we have committed to escort the Accomplisheds of Aakadon, and one within the mountain. Simply put, the outside force will be the assault the Serpents see while the one they cannot see will be conveyed directly into strategically assigned locations within Shantear. There are many details to work out, but each team will have an objective, some will fight, with a certain amount rearranging tunnels and chambers while others go after the Condemneds.”
The changing of the internal passages within the mountain would make teleporting hazardous for any reinforcements of the Serpent Guild, Daniel knew, and as Chas went into greater detail, even Sherree no longer thought taking mount Shantear was impossible.
Daniel approved of the plan. “You all understand I must seize control of the Crystal Chamber with enough support to hold it, or all is for nothing. At that point, I can convey Maestro Reese into the chamber so he can cast the spells to strengthen the shields holding Tarin Conn.”
Everybody nodded their heads, except Sherree. “That is the whole point of the mission, but I don’t think we should inform our allies of the simultaneous strike until after we have secured the chamber and the spells you cast to help those outside have succeeded.”
“I must agree with the First Lady,” Jared spoke up for the first time in the current meeting. “Any spies among our allies would immediately alert the Serpent Guild as to what we are planning. Enough of our people will be injured and killed in this campaign even with the element of surprise on our side; we risk the casualties being magnified by giving our slippery friends too much information.”
Daniel knew his Account Keeper did not trust the Accomplisheds of Aakadon, especially after being interrogated by a Soarer of the Eagle Guild. Even so, the thinking was identical to his own on both the trustworthiness of his allies and about the likelihood of spies. “I agree with both of you,” he announced.
Chas worked out the details, contacting Accomplisheds and officers, assigning tasks, deciding who would be involved in the initial assault within the mountain, and what groups would serve in a third strike along with the reserves. Daniel assigned Sandra Treena to lead the third assault. He and Simon used Teach Me to give the visuals of the tunnels and chambers each Accomplished would need to convey to their assigned locations. Seventy Accomplisheds were assigned to the southern Estate and seventy to the Northland Holding to help the Benhannon Guard with the defenses. Ten Accomplisheds were chosen to defend the small but growing navy base and the Emissaries were all alerted. All other assets of the Atlantan Guild were dedicated to the task of evicting the Serpents infesting Mount Shantear.
While Commander Herling went about preparing for the assault, Captain Bower worked on the defenses, and Sherree volunteered to bring Leah up to date. Daniel went to his room and changed into his silks. They were certainly more comfortable than his uniform and Reginald had sized them perfectly. Daniel placed his diamond-bladed knife in the sheath and went down into the vast underground assembly area designed by Jerremy DeSuan and Franklin Togan. Lightning Squad was there along with Sherree’s Quicksilver and Simon’s Vapor. The two of them arrived moments later with Silvia and David. “The First Lady conveyed us from the Northland Holding,” the Seer informed him.
“I am glad she did,” Daniel replied and then nodded to Simon, giving him the go ahead to convey them, seeing as it was the Chief Aid’s resourcefulness that made the trip possible. In the space of an extended blink of the eyes, they were in the Atlantan Guild camp more than half way up mount Jessup.
“Maestro, those silks look good on you,” was the first words out of Leah’s mouth.
Lassiter nodded his agreement and his grim face managed a twitch that could be interpreted as a smile. “We have been fully briefed on the up coming mission and each of us knows our parts. I will be leading the visible strike and am pleased to know my Maestro will be leading the Spin Off within Shantear.”
Sherree and Simon continued the conversation while Daniel’s gaze swept the entire camp. One hundred fifty Accomplisheds took up a lot of room but three thousand one hundred fifty Sentinels made this place appear to be a small town. There were too many trees for any extensive dwellings, so a large number of individual solidified huts of air filled the space in between the massive trunks. He waved greetings to every person who made eye contact with him and then focused his mind on events to come. Evening was two marks away and he would soon be involved in yet another meeting.
“Strike Commander Lassiter, there is to be no mention of Atlantan Guild forces beyond what is here or talk of what else we have planned in front of Reese and his team,” Sherree stated firmly.
Jeremiah gave her the customary nod of respect. “I understand, First Lady, and have so informed each person under my command, as the First Accomplished instructed.”
Daniel listened to the conversations going on around him while his command staff spoke of the coming battle. The title, Maestro, was most often used by the Accomplisheds, and Sir Daniel, came from the tongues of his Sentinels. Both groups glanced at him frequently, since the vast majority could sense his presence and point in his direction from anywhere in the world. These people were loyal to him and he trusted them completely. Leah conducted the spell that brought all his associates to Jessup and he wondered what their ally’s reaction had been upon seeing them. He turned to the First Accomplished. “What did Talmon Reese do when this army of blue suddenly appeared before his eyes?”
The image conjured in her mind must have been amusing. It brought a smile to Leah’s face. “The Maestro of the Eagle Guild is a master of self-control and acted as if our numbers were exactly what he expected them to be. Tobermin is a different story. The man’s eyes nearly popped out of his head and the inhaling of air through his nose could be heard half way across the camp. I have no doubt the Grand Maestro has been informed of our numbers and has issued orders concerning us.”
Daniel did not trust Efferin as far as he could throw him, seeing as even half that distance is way beyond the limit of the man’s credibility. “Am I wrong in believing the stay-of-warrant signed by Maestro Reese can be overridden by the Grand Maestro?”
Leah’s head began to shake before she spoke the words. “No, you have rightly assessed the situation and can assume the stay will be honored for the exact length of time they need you.”
Daniel smiled. “And now you know Sandra’s force is not coming just to deal with the Serpents.”
“Our allies are here,” Simon informed them while pointing to the southwest.
Maestro Reese, Vice-Maestro Tobermin, Barnabas Galloway, Janice Footner, Rondara Kapes, Lucia Trotta, and Ralpen Pentrago walked calmly through the encampment, ignoring the Sentinels, and eyeing the Accomplisheds as if memorizing the faces. They would probably be taking names if not for the fact that none of the Atlantan Guild Aakacarns in sight had ever been to Aakadon. Leah Barryn, Jeremiah Lassiter, Sherree Jenna, and Simon Trenca, were here and already known to them, so they would learn no new names on this visit.
Tobermin stepped forward, ahead of the Aakadon party, and stood right in front of Daniel. “I see the masquerade is over and you are openly flaunting the fact that you have established an illegitimate guild,” he spoke in a tone dripping with contempt.
Daniel gazed down at the five-bolt Accomplished. “I have accepted the fact that I am the Maestro of the Atlantan Guild. As for the legitimacy, I am the Chosen Vessel, and what I need to defeat Tarin Conn is drawn to me, regardless of how you in Aakadon choose to perceive my accumulation of assets,” he calmly replied. The man opened his mouth but Daniel had more to say. “Your Maestro is afraid to accept me into his guild for fear I will eventually challenge him and take the leadership; he is not the only guild leader to feel that way. I am a seven-bolt Accomplished, an Aakasear, and even your Grand Maestro fears I will challenge and replace him. As for flaunting, you were the one who first spoke of the need to see our capabilities. It is not my fault if our numbers are greater than you anticipated.”
The rest of the Aakadon party drew near. Talmon remained quiet, yet only a fool would believe he did not order his second in command to speak first so the Maestro could study the reply. Daniel looked right at Eagle Guild leader. “I have no interest in challenging you or Efferin, difficult as it is for either of you to believe. Both of you cling to power like a baby sasquatch to his mother and cannot conceive of me not sharing that same desire,” the words earned nods of agreement from Lucia Trotta and Rondara Kapes. “Be it as it may, I cannot win the war I was chosen to fight without the cooperation of Aakadon and you cannot win without me, so we better find a way to work together,” Galloway, Footner, and Pentrago, began nodding their heads. Daniel decided to give them more food for thought. “Think about this, if I had not assembled the people you see here, there would be no hope of you getting to the Crystal Chamber. Leah has told you about the Serpent Base, which is the reason you are in this camp right now, and I believe your help in planning the assault is more important than how you feel about what I have done.”
The Vice-Maestro’s face turned bright red, his mustache twitched, and he puffed out his chest, but was smart enough not to summon potential. “We only have Barryn’s word concerning an alleged Serpent Base in Shantear. What proof do you have beyond words?”
Simon stepped forward and a few moments later a solid three dimensional image of Mount Shantear appeared on the ground. “The fact that you are standing on Lobenian soil should lead you to conclude we can get to Shantear, scout the area, and create this current, highly detail map of the mountain,” he declared and then faced his former mentor. “Accomplished Galloway, will you verify the accuracy of this conjuration?”
Barnabas came forward, after receiving an affirmative nod from Talmon, and then bent over and studied the image. “Good work,” he spoke softly to Simon and then straightened up. “I have studied numerous maps of the world, depicting each season, and can say this is an accurate image of what Shantear should look like at this time of the year. I can also say this is not a map from the Willow Guild library,” he added and then went on to point out the technical differences. “In short, I conclude the person who made this map has visited Shantear recently.”
“Thank you Senior Forester,” Talmon entered the conversation. His eyes met Daniel’s. “For the record, I do not approve of the establishment of this Atlantan Guild, as you named it, no matter how justified you consider yourself to be in forming it, and even if you are the Chosen Vessel, uniting rogue Accomplisheds is illegal. Be that as it is, you are correct, we must find a way to work together, and the fact that you called us to help plan the assault encourages me to believe a way can be found.”
Daniel reached into his pocket and removed the crystal he had taken from Mount Shantear. “Here is your physical proof of our visit,” he stated and handed it to Talmon Reese.
The Maestro studied the fist-size piece of quartz and nodded his head. “Let the meeting begin.”
Sherree formed a command post made of solidified air around them, complete with a round table and chairs. Simon recreated his image of Shantear on the table while everyone took a seat. The First Lady sat beside Daniel in the chair to his right while Talmon sat to his left. Consequently, each representative of the Atlantan Guild followed Sherree’s example, seating themselves to the right, and the Accomplisheds of Aakadon began seating themselves to the left.
“The cave entrances are here,” Chas started the briefing, and each of the seven openings began to glow, courtesy of Simon. “And this one leads to the Crystal Chamber.” He went on to give them the number of Serpents assumed to be in each location that were likely to swarm out once the battle began. “And so you see what must be overcome in order for us to secure the Crystal Chamber. If any of our teams of Accomplisheds reaches the chamber ahead of yours, they have been ordered to locate and inform Maestro Reese, who can be transported directly into the chamber with whatever assets he requires.”
The Accomplisheds of Aakadon began suggesting strategies, offering tactics, and pointing out that horses would not be necessary due to the ability to teleport to the battle zones. Daniel sat back and watched while Jeremiah, Leah, and Chas, did most of the talking on his behalf. Many of the ideas were good and the First Strike Commander incorporated them into his battle plan. Tobermin made a few more suggestions, as did Ralpen Pentrago, Barnabas Galloway, and Rondara Kapes. These were also worked into the battle plan. 
Talmon tapped Daniel on the shoulder, drawing his attention. “You transported an army of non-Aakacarns to be in a battle where swords and crossbows are virtually useless. Either you intend to use them as fodder or there is more to them than meets the eye,” the Maestro mentioned a huge detail none of the other Accomplisheds of Aakadon apparently bothered to ponder, probably because they had dismissed the soldiers as mere commoners.
“I am an Aakasear and we tend to think creatively when it comes to spell casting,” Daniel prefaced his answer. “A Sentinel’s dagger can launch a lance of light that penetrates anything that is unshielded and the crossbow, in addition to launching a bolt, can send a stream of fiery pebbles at whatever it is aimed at. I assure you, Maestro, the Chosen’s Sentinels will be casting spells at the Serpents.”
Talmon gave a quick shake of his head, glanced upward, and then refocused on Daniel. “You have broken so many rules, laws, and customs that I do not know why I am surprised you would give such power to commoners,” he paused, briefly, and glanced at everyone else involved with putting together the battle plan. “I do not fully approve of what you have done, but will admit, in this particular situation, I am glad you did. We would not have a chance at reaching the Crystal Chamber otherwise,” he had enough wisdom to see the necessity. He handed the crystal back to Daniel. “Let us leave this planning session briefly so you and I can discuss the nature of the Dark Maestro’s prison.”
Daniel had no objection to honoring Talmon’s proposal, so informed Sherree, and then went outside with the Eagle Guild leader while those at the table worked on incorporating the capabilities of the Sentinels into the final battle plan. He and Talmon came to a stop beside the trunk of a sequoia where the Maestro of Aakadon took a deep breath and began the discussion. “There was a certain amount of speculation in our last meeting concerning how Della Lain cast her spells and little about the nature of the crystalline structure, the actual vault where lies Tarin Conn. Did you learn anything during your scouting of Shantear to expand on what we discussed?”
Daniel had no idea what spells the Maestro would be using once inside the Crystal Chamber, but had learned enough on the scouting mission to say what he would do if the castings were his responsibility. He held out the crystal. “This is what I believe is embedded in the vault, potential cannot be focused through it, and so if I were you, I would be thinking of a way to penetrate the structure. These quartz crystals not only stop Tarin Conn from focusing his full might out into the world, they also prevent potential from being focused inward.”
Talmon gave a slight negative shake of his head. “If the integrity of the vault is violated, the Dark Maestro will be able to project his full might.”
Daniel nodded his acceptance of the fact. “I agree, but see no other way for you to strengthen the shield keeping him immobilized or strengthen the spells inside the gems preventing him from teleporting,” he replied and then threw up his hands. “I honestly don’t know how you will accomplish the last. Those gems must have been placed in his body, after the immobilization spell, by Accomplisheds who were in the vault. I’m guessing each stone had to have been powered by Della Lain, who was within the Great Crystal during the procedure, and then the team exited and sealed the crystalline vault.”
Talmon licked his lips; his mouth must have gone dry. There would be no team at Kelgotha this time, the man had said so. “These crystals block potential, how do you suppose Della used them to cast her spells?”
Again, Daniel could only state how he would do it. “I cannot say exactly what she did, but I will tell you how I think it can be done.”
Talmon nodded his head vigorously, like a starving man who had been offered a biscuit. “I would like to hear your ideas,” he spoke in a calm voice that did not match the strain wrinkling his brow.
Daniel chose to share his ideas rather than waste time speculating as to what was stressing the Maestro. “I would take off my boots and enter the Great Crystal carved out by Della Lain, seeing as physical contact is required and potential can only be focused from inside the crystal. I would cast at least two High Powered spells, one to send my awareness all the way to Kelgotha, and the other to give me the ability to sense Tarin Conn’s physical body. These would need to be cast simultaneously. I would then penetrate the vault and cast whatever shield spells Della used with enough potential to keep him imprisoned for another thousand years.”
Talmon’s eyes had closed half way through the telling. He opened them after a few moments of silence. “I counted a minimum of four High Powered spells, two in order to reach the target, and two involved in strengthening the shields. If the potential in each gem must be strengthened individually, we are talking about maintaining all of those spells for an extended period of time, two of which must be sixty bolts of potential if we hope to keep the Dark Maestro imprisoned for another thousand years.” The man could not keep the glumness from his voice. He looked straight into Daniel’s eyes. “You are an Aakasear. Has your talent developed to the point where you can compose a Symphonic?”
The grimness in which the question was asked kept Daniel from smiling. His very first spell had been a Symphonic. He had reservations about sharing guild specific information with Talmon Reese, yet felt this was one of those pivot points Silvia had spoken of in the past, where his decision would have a great impact on the future course of events. He made up his mind. “It has. You seemed to doubt my ability to sense every Aakacarn within a five span radius back when I mentioned it in our last meeting. I composed the spell and it is a Symphonic. I also composed one that allows me to send my awareness into the bedrock, and both spells are variable and limited only by the amount of potential fed into them.”
A tenth of a mark went by with Talmon staring at Daniel without saying a word, as if the Maestro was also at a pivot point. He finally nodded his head, having come to what for him must have been a difficult decision. “Maestro Trevor Keen died without divulging the spells necessary to keep Tarin Conn imprisoned. Frankly, you know more about what needs to be done than anyone I can think of. I’m telling you this because I have come to agree with Barnabas. You are the Chosen Vessel and there is nothing I can do about it,” he had dropped a scorching fireball of news and then spoke the last sentence with an ironic smile. “I disapprove of your lawless behavior and inability to conform to the standards of Aakadon. Even so, you are the one who must enter the Crystal Chamber and fulfill your destiny.”
Emotions boiled and conflicted within Daniel as he thought about how badly the Grand Maestro failed the world. He grew angrier as he thought about the near worthless stay-of-warrant signed by the man in front of him. These people would let him risk his life, along with that of his friends, in an attempt to keep Tarin Conn contained, and then cheerfully consign Daniel to a similar fate if he manages to succeed. He had no doubt they would try to shield off his potential and arrest the members of his guild. Those thoughts raced through his mind in a matter of seconds, but were set aside when he considered what would happen if he did not act. Walking away would be adding failure upon failure. “You have the flute of Della Lain,” he spoke softly.
Talmon had been looking at the seven lighting bolts on the hood of Daniel’s cloak when the words were spoken. He blinked and wiped perspiration from his brow. “I have it. The crescendo will be turned over to you if such is required.”
Daniel knew the eight-bolt crescendo would strengthen the casting, but weighed that against the forces his guild would be battling alongside the Accomplisheds of Aakadon on the surface of the mountain. They needed the extra potential more than he did. Talmon had done one thing right, his wanting Daniel to share how he would work the spells in the Crystal Chamber ignited the creative spark that was now growing in his mind. “I believe you should be the one to wield the flute in battle. I will get a team into that chamber and do whatever I can to stop Tarin Conn from breaking free.”
Talmon’s left eyebrow arched up quizzically. “You will be conducting at least two Grand Symphonies, why would you not use the most powerful potential enhancer in the world?”
Daniel touched the handle of his diamond-bladed knife. “This is a level four crescendo with seven bolts of amplification. I will be wielding fourteen bolts of potential and you would be wielding ten using your personal crescendo. The flute of Della Lain will increase your power to thirteen bolts and I think our side needs that advantage.”
Talmon nodded his acceptance of the reasoning. “You must get to the Crystal Chamber in order to do what has to be done and my having possession of the flute might be necessary in order to hold back the Serpents long enough for you to complete the task.”
“Precisely,” Daniel replied.
Talmon glanced toward the hut created by Sherree. “We have reached an understanding of what needs to be done. Unless there is something more you wish to discuss, I think we should go inside and finalize the details.”
Daniel agreed and went back to his seat at the table. At this point Leah and Tobermin were doing most of the talking, Sherree and Simon were among the first to notice the return of the Maestros, giving respectful nods, which caused the others to pause and do likewise. The meeting went on into the night and Daniel was glad when it was finally over. Talmon never brought up the failure of Grand Maestro Keen to pass on the spells and Daniel wanted to share his ideas with the people he trusted, which did not include the Accomplisheds of Aakadon, and so he let the meeting draw to a close without mentioning the major miscarriage of responsibility.
“It is agreed,” the Maestro of the Eagle Guild stated. “The attack will begin at midnight.”
“It is agreed,” Daniel affirmed.
The Accomplisheds of Aakadon headed back to their camp and Daniel revealed what Talmon had told him. “The only real change in the Spin Off is that we will not be conveying anyone from Aakadon into the chamber. I cannot do anything about the crystal amulets within Tarin Conn, so I will have to find a way to shield off his potential.”
“I vote that you kill him,” Jeremiah Lassiter did not hesitate to make his opinion known, nor was he alone in the sentiment.
“Kill the Dark Maestro and we need no longer worry about him breaking free,” Chas Herling expressed right on the heels of the last suggestion.
Daniel seriously doubted the Dark Maestro would be easy to kill. “All options are on the table, yet I will not know what can be done until after I penetrate the crystalline vault, and at that point I expect that he will fight back with all of his might.”
“What do you have in mind for the Grand Symphony?” Simon inquired. “The shield spells of the Eagle Guild must be inadequate for the task or Reese would not have passed the burden onto you.”
Talmon had been correct to pass on the burden and for the reason he gave, Daniel knew which of them must enter the Crystal Chamber in order to fulfill destiny. “The chore was rightly mine from the start,” he replied. “The two spells we will be using each have a melody and a six part harmony.”
“So fourteen Accomplisheds will be in the Great Crystal with you, who will they be?” the First Accomplished wanted to know.
“Leah, you will perform the Melody line and each of the six Accomplisheds will perform one of the harmony lines of the spell, Find All. Sherree and the Accomplisheds in her group will do the same for Fashioning,” Daniel decided, and was about to go into greater detail when the Sentinel Commander coughed to gain attention.
“The area around the Great Crystal will be the most dangerous,” Chas cautioned. “The Serpents could teleport into the area, seeing as there is little room for drastic alterations of the floor or roof of the cave.”
Daniel nodded his understanding of the problem. “Then we do minor alterations. Raise the floor half a cubit or so where it is feasible, narrow the passages, and create alcoves in the unaltered walls from where our people can launch their spells. I want Joel Glader to lead a team of ten Accomplished and Michael Kayten to do the same,” he replied, took a sip from his canteen, and then continued to unfold his plan. “Simon Trenca along with Accomplisheds Carmen Duguarren, Joseb Benjoslin, Jaxon Green, Frieda Sparrow, Capis Benning, and Daria Copa, will take part in the Symphony conducted by Leah. Accomplisheds Sero Bagget, Samuel Cresh, Jeremy DeSuan, Berren Koppach, and Martin Varroon, will perform with Sherree. Chas, that means we will also have Lightning, Quicksilver, and Vapor squads to help defend the chamber.”
“It will be as you say, Sir Daniel,” the Sentinel Commander replied.
Silvia and David entered the hut just as Daniel gave the list of names of the people who would be defending the Crystal Chamber. “Naturally my wife and I will be right at the entrance to the Great Crystal from which you will be casting your spells,” the knife-throwing former juggler stated confidently.
Daniel shook his head. “No, I think you both should be inside with us to keep anyone who manages to gain entrance from interfering with the castings.”
Silvia had frowned at the use of the word, no, and then gave a satisfied nod when he finished speaking. “We are honored to serve, Chosen One,” she declared.
“Well, that didn’t take long. The Accomplisheds of Aakadon have only been gone a mark and already the Serpent among them has alerted his associates within Shantear. Leafer, one of my opossum scouts is showing me Aakacarns filing out of the lower cave at the southeastern quadrant. I have already counted a hundred. They are taking up positions in the forest.”
Daniel sent his awareness into Grover. The raccoon was high up in the branches of a sequoia. He could see very well in the moonlight. The cave three quarters of the way up the eastern slope of the mountain also had a large number of people in shiny black exiting the cave and filtering into the forest. A quick shifting of awareness to his other scouts at Shantear showed him the base was on full alert. “Simon is correct, it is as we expected, the spy has let his fellow Serpents know we are coming,” he confirmed, and then put his hand on Lassiter’s shoulder. “Strike Commander, you know what to do.”
Jeremiah nodded and a small smile forced its way onto his dark visage. “Yes, Maestro, I am to create the biggest distraction I can while taking out as many Serpents as I can.”
“Good man,” Daniel said and eyed those who would be traveling with him.
Sherree and Leah both had amulets against their foreheads, communicating orders, and about an eighth of a mark later the whip-crack sound of displaced air snapped all around them until every Accomplished Daniel had named was standing around him. He pictured the staging area hidden within Shantear, summoned the potential for Conveyance, and they were all swallowed up in darkness.
 
-------
 
Jere Lassiter eyed the seventy pairs of Accomplisheds from Aakadon getting into position among his Aakacarns and Sentinels. The shields used by his allies blocked potential both ways and so one Accomplished must work defensively, raising and lowering a shield for both, while the other launches offensive spells, and the coordination between the partners must be precise. The members of the Atlantan Guild were trained to work together, but did not need to work in pairs because of the superior shields.
Talmon Reese, standing with the flute of Della Lain in his hands, had no partner, but he did not stand alone. A pair of Aakacarns stood to his right and left. Fenton Chen and his fellow Aloe, Jude Scarott, would be by the Maestro’s side during the fight, along with a pair of Senior Soarers. Renford Winthrop and Elias DeSumma had worked together for nearly a century and their coordination was legendary, they would work to keep safe the Maestro, and in particular the key to Tarin Conn’s prison. All four Accomplisheds seemed more interested in the flute than they were the guild leader, especially Fenton.
“Jeremiah, the Serpents have encircled every arrival point we discussed in the meeting with Talmon and his team, just as we expected,” Maestro Benhannon sent as midnight drew near. “Simon and I have determined there to be five thousand Aakacarns on Shantear and hundreds at the mouth of each cave,” Daniel went on with the final briefing.
“What happened to the rest of the Serpents?” Jere sent in reply. The number should be double what is being accounted for.
“Teams of Serpents have been teleporting in and out of their designated chambers within Shantear over the last mark, which makes their over all numbers fluctuate. I am proceeding with what we planned, while keeping in mind the possibility of five thousand or more hostile Aakacarns joining the fight at any moment, and suggest you do the same,” the Maestro replied.
Jere had already figured on the Serpents teleporting huge numbers of reinforcements into the battle and so the possibility of five thousand more came as no great surprise. “I expect most of the Serpent Guild to attend, plus or minus a few thousand, and we will kill as many as we can. How do you want to proceed?”
A sense of calm and tight focus came ahead of the reply. “Go with Scenario Circle-three, kill zone one-ten, and then adapt with the flow of battle,” Daniel sent, using terms Jere had taught him.
He appreciated the fact that Daniel Benhannon sought and listened to the advice of experts and people who possessed greater experience. “It will be as you say, Maestro.”
The connection ended and Jere put on his communication array. The gold setting fit perfectly with the twenty gems touching his head. Each amulet stone belonged to a team leader and each leader had an array, so commands could be issued clearly during the battle to each Aakacarn. “All Accomplisheds advise your Sentinel’s, Scenario Circle-three, kill zone one-ten, will be initiated at midnight, and with extreme prejudice,” he sent through the device.
“It will be as you say, Strike Leader,” the reply came from twenty minds, along with the echoes of the many minds responding through each of their arrays. 
Jere glanced at Talmon Reese, who nodded his readiness as the time to convey approached. The allies believed Leah and Daniel would be leading a strike on the opposite side of Shantear, so did not question their absence from this departure point. The only surprise will be the slight alteration in arrival points, but Jere had no doubt his former associates would adapt quickly.
Beside him stood Lou Zuallo, a three-bolt Accomplished of the Atlantan Guild. The Ducaunan-born Aakacarn was light-skinned in coloration and had the dark hair and eyes prevalent among his countrymen. He was in fact seventy-one years old and appeared to be fifty, as a side affect of the restoration process. This will be his first battle and Jere wanted the powerful, but inexperienced spell caster by his side. “Stay close to me and have the potential for your first spell summoned and ready to be focused the moment we appear at our arrival point,” Jere told the man while sending the command to be focused and ready through the array.
“It will be as you say, Strike Leader,” Lou replied.
At midnight, Jere summoned the potential for Conveyance, pictured all assigned to him at the arrival point, and in the time it takes for a cobra to strike, they were on the upslope in the midst of towering trees above cave number two. At the exact same moment, his entire strike force arrived at their designated positions in thinly spread-out circles two hundred paces across. Each team surrounded a circle of Serpents. The mountain glowed in rainbow light as the spell, Die Now, focused precisely one hundred ten paces into the seven kill zones, by a multitude of Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild, shot forth in cone-shaped beams. Everything unshielded instantly died. Jere nodded in satisfaction. They had successfully turned the tables and ambushed the would-be ambushers and he was pleased, yet nowhere near ready to celebrate. The Serpents had to have heard the massive displacement of air and so were given a few moments to react.
Jere summoned the potential for, Find All, added a Da Capo, and focused out to a forty span radius, not caring at this point that every Aakacarn would sense a spell was being cast. He estimated about a third of the enemy Aakacarns were now dead, along with all plants, trees, and wildlife that had been within the circles of death. Lances of light shot into the kill zones and deflected harmlessly off the shields of the Serpents who survived the initial assault. Streams of fiery pebbles from the Sentinels’ crossbows raced at the enemy and bounced off their shields, this did not bode well. Dead trees and bushes suddenly went up in flames and thick smoke spread out, clouding the area, and giving Jere a reason to feel somewhat optimistic. Will the indirect results of the castings be more successful?
Members of the Serpent Guild scattered and ran out of the kill zone in Jere’s direct line of sight under the cover of thick clouds of billowing smoke. Balls of fire and lighting bolts shot into the dark mass from Accomplisheds of the Sun Guild, who could only hope to randomly strike some of the enemy force. Darts of stone were launched by Master Artisans and Beak Strikes from the Eagles, yet they had to know their success would be limited. The fast and violent hurtling of spells continued to be focused into the smoke. With visibility so poor, only the spell, Find All, made it possible for Jere to sense what was happening. The success of the Chosen’s Sentinels was just as random, but the one hundred fifty Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild enjoyed the use of Find All, and rarely missed what they were aiming at.
Cherin Colegus, a Two-bolt Ducuanan Accomplished, standing six paces from Jere, raised her baton and a bolt of lighting short out and struck an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild in the chest. The man flew backward ten paces and did not get back up. His partner aimed his baton at her and a yellow beam of light struck her in the face. A bright blue glow formed as her shield took in the potential, yet she screamed and fell to the ground. Jere ran over to provide assistance with Lou right behind him.
The forty year old Ducaunan was still breathing. Jere looked into her eyes, which were wide open and frozen solid. “Lou, Convey her to the North Wing,” he ordered, since Cherin was barely conscious.
“It will be as you say, Strike Leader,” the seventy-one year old replied, and then vanished.
Petrin DuCollus engaged the Accomplished who had injured Cherin. Petrin dropped to the ground just as a yellow beam passed through the air where his head had been. It struck a sequoia and formed a large white splotch on the bark. From his baton shot a jet of flame that bathed the offender, who screamed and collapsed on the ground.
From the Serpents came blades of air, lightning bolts, and fire balls. The enemy Aakacarns were filtering through the trees and launching their spells. A Two-bolt aimed his baton and Jere ducked his head just as a crimson beam shot out and struck the tree behind him. The sonic boom caused a loud ringing in his ears and blew a massive chunk out of the base of the tree. Pieces of bark and wood splinters flew at him, tearing his cloak, but otherwise doing him no harm. He cast Die Now at his opponent but the fellow’s female partner managed to get a shield in place, rendering the counterstrike ineffective. A ball of fire struck Jere in the back of the head and he was forced to throw off his cloak as the flames devoured the silk. By the time he turned, the pair was no where in sight.
He sensed, through Find All, Aakacarns flowing out of the lower caves, and knew the enemy force outside the mountain was now larger than when he arrived, regardless of the amount killed up to this point. Many people had died and were dying as the fight intensified and Jere wished he could say none of the casualties were among the Sentinels and Aakacarns of the Atlantan Guild. He began issuing orders, adapting to the dire developments.
 
------- 
 
Thirteen years ago Judas Scarott interned under Fenton Chan and was recruited into the Serpent Guild. Being an Aloe and a servant of Tarin Conn had not been difficult until today. It was clear as a Cenkataaran sunrise that Benhannon had deliberately misled the Accomplisheds of Aakadon about the arrival points. Most people paid more attention to Fenton and ignored Judas, which had given him the opportunity to report the battle plan to Nest Leader Bellomy Brockhouse. The Commander of Serpent West will be angry with him, not Fenton, over the losses taken during the first exchanges of the battle raging around them. Judas shifted the shield to cover the Senior Practitioner, who was supposed to be launching offensive spells at the defenders of the mountain. Chen missed every target but no one else was paying him enough attention to notice at this point in the conflict. They were both staying close to Maestro Reese and eyeing the flute.
“He uses his baton more than the flute,” Chen’s monotone voice sounded in his head.
The man actually wore the amulet Judas had given him on the back of his neck where it is well hidden inside his cloak. “I am guessing there is a reason you are sharing this observation with me,” Judas sent back in reply.
“He retrieves the baton each time from his belt using his right hand, while the flute remains in his left,” Fenton’s unemotional response gave no hint of what he might be feeling.
The usual reason for switching from an instrument to a baton was to use a Melody the Accomplished does not want broadcast before the spell is cast, even a level one Talented knew that much. Judas worked well with the man for many years and trusted him to a degree, yet he wanted an answer beyond the obvious. “You are giving me more observation instead of the reason I queried you for.”
Fenton’s reply came back instantly. “Brockhouse will be furious with you when this is all over. We will be successful, yet the initial losses on our side will be ascribed to you. We are so close to Maestro Reese that either one of us could snatch the flute of Della Lain and destroy it, thus depriving him of the ability to strengthen the shields. More than that, the destruction of the cursed crescendo will free the Supreme Maestro from Kelgotha.”
Every member of the Serpent Guild longed to be the one to find and destroy the cursed flute. Judas thought about the honor. If he was the person to obliterate the crescendo, Tarin Conn would reward him, and the loss of a few thousand members would be over looked.
 Maestro Reese aimed his baton and launched an Eagle Guild favorite, the Talon Strike. Potential flowed out like a giant talon and snatch up a loyal member of the Serpent Guild. The flute was right where Fenton said it would be and less than a pace from Judas. While the Five-bolt’s attention was on his prey, Judas reached out, snatched the flute, and took off running while summoning the potential for Corrosive Light. He could only manage a small sphere, but it would be big enough to do the job. He focused the potential at the flute and then lost his focus as his legs gave way and he fell to the ground. His arms trembled as he did a push up and looked back to discover what tripped him. Oh, my legs are over there, the thought entered his mind just before the Maestro’s Beak Strike took off his head.
 
-------
 
Jere caught a glimpse of Maestro Reese launching a Beak Strike at Fenton Chen’s partner. The temptation to free his master must have gotten the better of Scarott. At least we now know who the spy is, Jere thought as the first mark of the fight rolled into the second. An Accomplished of the Serpent Guild suddenly appeared right in front of Sentinel Rollen and launched one of those sonic beams of light right in his face. His shield absorbed most of the potential, but was no protection for the eyes. He screamed and fell to the ground, hopefully not dead. A tree branch swung down with a whooshing sound and smashed the assailant flat. The twenty Senior Foresters of the Willow Guild were manipulating the trees and Jere would have admired their effectiveness if the over all battle had been going better.
In every direction he looked, scores of Accomplisheds suddenly appeared from seemingly nowhere. He did not hear the sound of displaced air, so they could not have teleported in. A sonic beam struck a Senior Practitioner and the man exploded in a spray of blood and gore. The horrific death had one benefit. The outlines of three cloaked figures were now covered in bodily fluids and other bloody bits. The missing five thousand Accomplisheds had cast spells to become invisible and then quietly strolled in among Jere’s forces. The results were devastating. Three Senior Artisans each sent a beam of light at the gore covered Accomplisheds and petrified them, but the little victory was small next to the many lives being lost.
A huge wave of harmonic energy struck Jere, knocking him to the ground. He began to push himself up when yet another wave washed over him. All around people were getting to their feet, some had fallen back down from the affect of the second wave, and others were standing. The entire battle had come to a stop. Everyone, Serpents included, looked to Shantear, and all was quiet. Whatever happened did not change the mission. Jere stood up straight and shouted, “Attack,” while sending the same order through his array.
 The lull was over and the battle resumed. Spells flew back and forth and Jere began to worry. If the Maestro does not secure the Crystal Chamber soon, this battle will be over shortly. An Accomplished of the Serpent Guild appeared four paces away and Jere summoned the potential for, Die Now, through his baton and sent six bolts of deadly life force energy into the Aakacarn. The beam blasted through whatever inferior shield had been in place and killed the man instantly. It was the first time in this battle Jere threw his full power into a spell. He had been trying to conserve his energy to keep the fight on the surface going longer, but he expected to exit this world soon, and decided to take as many Serpents with him as he could. Blue light radiated up out of the ground, turning night into day. He smiled at the sight, and then fell into a deep sleep.
 
-------
 
Joel Glader was pleased when the Maestro chose him to lead a squad of Accomplisheds. He had only spoken to Daniel twice since being restored and was more surprised than anyone else at the assignment. Joel recently overheard Simon Trenca telling the First Accomplished that Daniel never promised to keep an eye on him, he just does. Joel had not realized until his selection to be a leader, that the statement was true about him as well.
He stood in the cavernous staging chamber created by the Maestro. “At midnight the battle begins,” Daniel stated, and then walked right over to Joel. “This is your arrival point,” he said, and then blue light flooded into Joel’s eyes and he saw the chamber containing the Great Crystal through multifaceted eyes.
The focus narrowed to one facet and he could clearly see Accomplisheds in their black silks illumined by glowing spheres spaced throughout the roof of the chamber. Barrels of water were stored in a small chamber to the right, which is where he and his team were supposed to convey. To the left, in front of the Great Crystal, stood a group of Serpents gathered around a short man with broad shoulders. The stout two-bolt Accomplished seemed to be issuing orders and receiving nods of respect in reply.
The spell ended and the Maestro went on to Michael Kayten, but the scene remained in Joel’s mind. Time passed and each Accomplished had been shown where to appear. Leah Barryn went over the plan until she was satisfied everyone knew what to do, even the Chosen’s Sentinels. Joel spoke to each member of his team, all were Ducaunans and taller than him. “Be ready to focus your first casting on my command,” he told them and received, “It will be as you say, Team Leader,” from ten voices at once.
The youngest was Joel’s age, forty, yet he appeared to be twenty while she looked her age, as did they all. The six women and four men were Two-bolts, like him, but without experience. And like him, they all had been issued level four batons by the First Accomplished and thereby would be wielding up to six bolts of potential. By the time he finished reviewing the plan to each person on his team; Daniel Benhannon’s baritone voice filled the chamber. “Summon potential for conveyance,” he paused, gave sufficient time to comply, and then added, “We go in three, two, one.”
Joel and his team appeared in the chamber with the water barrels, facing a large group of Accomplisheds who were standing in the main chamber. “Now,” Joel commanded and focused, Die Now, through his baton, as did his team. Eleven beams of light shot across the room like a horizontal rainbow, striking the startled group of Accomplisheds. Each of the men and women in the direct line of focus fell dead, but the ones behind them had time to raise their shields and scatter.
Daniel and his team were out of sight on the other side of the chamber near the opening of the Great Crystal. Scores of Serpents were dead all over the battle area, some burnt to a crisp by Sherree, while others were flattened to pulp by Leah, and many simply died without any wounds, like those killed by Joel and his team. He estimated the Serpents had lost about a tenth of what had been in the chamber. His team continued to cast spells at the opposition, but was making little progress against the shields.
Simon cast what looked like dust at a group of shielded Accomplisheds. The dust surrounded the shield and then coalesced into minute areas and flowed through what were probably air passages. The dust then scattered within the shielded area, floating in the air, settling on each Aakacarn, and suddenly plants sprouted out of their noses and mouths. The shield vanished and they all fell dead as flowers bloomed and covered their corpses.
A blade of air struck Joel in the forehead and harmlessly ricocheted into a water barrel, slicing a wide path, and sending water spraying out onto the floor of the chamber. Being a former Reservoir of the Aqua Guild, Joel hated to see water being wasted. He created a barrel out of solidified air, placed a Da Capo on the spell, and then drew the water into the new container.
Samuel wielded Beak Strike, focused through his baton, at a fat-faced two-bolt Accomplished who was batting aside each strike with a conjured staff. The contest seemed to be at a stalemate. Sam raised his empty hand and a lightning bolt shot out, striking his opponent on the hip, and slamming the Aakacarn against the chamber wall. The silks were scorched away, exposing third degree burns. Even so, the strike had not been aimed at his chest, which would have been lethal, but it clearly inflicted a lot of pain, judging by the stream of profanities coming out of the man’s mouth. The beak portion of Sam’s spell came down and cut fat-face from sternum to groin, ending the offensive vocalizations.
Joel stepped behind his team in preparation for the next phase of the plan. He backed against the wall of the chamber, removed the shield from his left hand, and placed it flat against the cold stone of the mountain. The spell, Fashioning, played in his mind and he focused his awareness into the granite. Large deposits of quartz blocked his senses to a degree but he was able to go around those and get a feel for the entire cave. He knew Michael and the Sentinels were fighting near the entrance and that battles like the one he was in were taking place in chambers and caves throughout Shantear, as well as on the surface. He formed alcoves for each Accomplished to step into, from which they could cast their spells in relative safety.
“Phase, two,” his amplified voice filled both the small chamber and the main one. The echo reverberated throughout the entire cave.
Each person instantly retreated into the alcoves made for them, as did Joel’s team. The spaces were shallow and they provided an excellent view of the target areas. He summoned a shield from top to bottom and side to side. This also had the effect of cutting off his air. He placed a Da Capo on the spell and then cast, Freshen Air, so what he exhaled would be filtered back into breathable air.
A female Accomplished with black stringy hair launched a head-size sphere of light at him. The ball hit his shield and stopped. He smiled, reformed the shield to cup the sphere, and shoved it back toward the caster. Her eyes widened and then the ball vanished before it could reach her. She grinned; evidently satisfied the danger had been dealt with. Joel instantly reshaped the shield vertically and thrust it forward, crushing her against the chamber wall.
A fire ball came streaking in and slammed against his chest before he could reestablish the shield on his alcove. Even with the protection of the shield amulet against his skin, he was forced to throw off his cloak with his right hand and stomped out the fire, feeling thankful the shot missed his unshielded left hand. He recreated the shield on the alcove and mentally prepared for the next assault.
Ten more Accomplisheds appeared in the main chamber and again rainbow beams shot into the group from his team. Three Serpents fell dead but the rest managed to get their shields in place. Balls of fire, lightning bolts, and a beam that created at great deal of frost came hurtling alternately from four of them while the remaining three manipulated the shields. Joel admired their coordination, especially since not a spell from his team was reaching its target. Admiration of teamwork was not enough to keep him from acting. He eyed the barrels around him and could not help but think like a Reservoir of the Aqua Guild, seeing as he had been one of them far longer than his time spent as an Atlantan. He released the Da Capo from the spell maintaining the solidified water container and the contents gushed out all over the chamber floor. The spell, Divert, played in his head and he drew the water up into the air and sent every drop out into the main chamber, over the heads of the seven Accomplisheds, and then let it fall while his team kept up their assault.
Most of the water flowed over the shields and onto the floor, but a good amount sprinkled down onto the Accomplisheds through gaps in their alternating defense and offense. Joel drew water from three more barrels and dropped it on the Aakacarns, who were casting every spell they had at him, personally, balls of fire, spheres of corrosive light, and blades of air. Evidently they did not appreciate being soaked to the skin or standing in the middle of the floor with water pooling around their feet. Joel summoned potential for his next spell and sent a sustained sapphire blue lighting bolt at the puddle. The shock traveled through the water, to their feet, and they all suddenly went rigid. All spells immediately ceased and their limbs began to twitch until smoke began wafting from their silks. He released the potential and they all fell dead.
“Great move, Team Leader!” Tanya Hartler, one of the six women on his team shouted.
“Impressive,” agreed Adeam Bobcat, one of the four men, as he launched a deadly beam at a Serpent over to the right. The spell slammed against a shield, ineffective, but the sentiment was appreciated.
Joel gave each a quick nod of respect, but had little time to worry about praise. “Stay focused on your tasks everyone, I am about to initiate phase three.”
He placed his unshielded hand against the wall of his alcove, summoned the potential for, Fashioning, and focused his awareness into the granite and out into the floor of the main chamber. It was time to put a stop to enemy Accomplisheds teleporting into the chamber, like the last ten had done. He pictured the floor being three quarters of a cubit higher and began making the change gradually, like water slowly seeping between cracks. He doubted anyone in the chamber, friend or foe, could feel the alteration.
A sixth of a mark passed, his team had killed every enemy Aakacarn in sight, and another group of ten Accomplisheds arrived with loud whip cracks of displaced air, and every one of them looked down and screamed in pain and horror, judging by the grimaces on their faces.
“Now,” Joel commanded and ten beams of light shot into the Aakacarns, killing them instantly.
They had been bunched together, back to back, and could not fall because they were up to their shins in solid stone. A short while later a muffled sound came from the standing corpses and they burst open, meaning a second team had teleported in and died as their substance attempted to displace that of their dead associates.
“That was not a pretty sight,” Sylvester Dulighter commented from his alcove two paces away.
“Just be ready to cast, Die Now, the instant the next group appears within the chamber,” Joel ordered.
“But any who appear in this spot will be instantly melded with the corpses of the previous group and die quickly without our help,” Laannie Shaferon decided his opinion had been called for.
“The next group may not appear right in front of your face,” Brandolf Solenin gave the correct answer.
Ten more Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild appeared inside the chamber, twenty paces from the standing corpses, and ten beams of light shot from the alcoves, killing the Aakacarns while they were drawing breath to scream. Like the others, these were standing back to back, each with their shins part of the floor, and unable to fall. Muffled sounds, followed by bursting corpses, indicated Serpents were being sent to reinforce their associates at both arrival points, and consequently died.
Through Fashioning, Joel could sense other Atlantans involved with phase three, reforming chambers and passages into teleportation deathtraps throughout Shantear. Phase four was up to the Maestro and Joel stepped out of his alcove, wanting to be of help. Harmonic waves washed through him as he made his way out into the main chamber and around the corpses littering the floor. All of the spell casting was taking place on the other side of the Great Crystal, so he went over there.
“That is one solid shield. I can’t find an air passage for my seeds to get through,” Simon Trenca said disgustedly, while standing beside Leah Barryn.
On the other side of the shield stood twenty-three Aakacarns, one of which was the short-stout fellow who had been shown so much respect from his fellows. His hood was laid back, revealing short white hair. Red veins shot through his bulbous nose and a twisted smile revealed white teeth. The smugness of the man gave Joel the urge to reach in and slap him. Behind the enemy Aakacarns was the entrance to the Great Crystal and the apparent reason for the attitude.
Jerremy DeSuan aimed his baton and a purple beam struck the shield and accomplished nothing. “I think the shield is being sustained by a Grand Symphony.”
Daniel, with Sherree Jenna at his side, aimed a diamond-bladed crescendo, launching a topaz lighting bolt so bright Joel had a difficult time blinking the after image from his eyes. His vision cleared and he was sorry to see the Maestro’s full power blast had been just as in effective as the tall Serinian’s.
Letters appeared above the head of the stout, apparently Demfilian-born, Accomplished. I AM NEST LEADER BELLOMY BROCKHOUSE, THE COMMANDER OF SERPENT WEST. YOUR ATTEMPS TO BREAK THIS SHIELD ARE FUTILE. YOUR PEOPLE ARE DYING ON THE MOUNTIANSIDE AND THE GREAT TARIN CONN WILL SOON BREAK FREE. HE COMPOSED A HIGH POWERED SHIELD SPELL THAT KEEPS THE AIR FRESH. WE SHALL BE HERE AS LONG AS IT TAKES AND YOU WILL NOT GET TO THE CRYSTAL CHAMBER BEFORE HE IS FREE FROM KELGOTH.
More letters appeared but Joel paid them no attention. He went to the wall of the chamber, placed his left hand flat against the stone, and cast the spell, Fashioning. His senses went into the substance of the mountain, revealing all of the minerals and quartz deposits in the chamber. The crystals in this section of the chamber were larger than on the other side, but he managed to feel his way around them, pushing his awareness down into the floor, beneath the shield, and under each Aakacarn standing smugly in front of the Great Crystal. An image of what he wanted to change came into his mind and the spell complied. Twenty-three pointed ramrods shot up right between the legs of each Accomplished, puncturing flesh and shoving needle sharp points all the way up into their lungs, instantly impaling each and every one of them. The impenetrable High Powered shield composed by the Dark Maestro vanished as the potential feeding it was suddenly cut off.
“Great job!” the Maestro blurted. “Joel, you are a treasure. I like the way you think.”
Sherree applauded while Jerremy smiled and said, “Not bad thinking for a common-born.”
The remark reminded Joel of the time he and the Serinian had spent with Sherree Jenna down beneath the waves in the sunken city of Tomlin, bringing a smile to his face. “It was certainly more effective than what the son of Lord Jerrome and Lady Aurora came up with.”
Jerremy and Sherree laughed. Leah, Simon, and Samuel, were shaking their heads, not understanding the inside joke, while the rest of the Accomplisheds began examining the bodies. They probably wanted to be sure, but Joel had no doubt these Serpents were dead. One would think vacant eyes and slack jaws dripping blood to be evidence enough of their demise.
“I approve of your architectural modification of the space in front of the Great Crystal,” Jerremy commented. “But the decor is not to my taste. You might want to consider lowering the skewers so we can hang something else that might come along.”
Joel touched the wall and used Fashioning to sink the ramrods back into the floor. The two teams of Accomplisheds who had been selected to perform the Grand Symphonies took up the task of removing the bodies, but naturally not by hand; they used levitation.
Daniel removed his boots and stepped into the Great Crystal. Blue light radiated from his bare feet into the giant quartz and Joel knew every living thing beneath this chamber and within fifty spans of Mount Shantear had just fallen asleep.
 
-------
 
Sandra Treena waited in the grand assembly hall beneath center court at Daniel’s Northland Holding. She had been watching the battle taking place in the number three teleportation chamber, where Accomplished Lexus Bencover and his team were on the verge of achieving their objective, when Carlos Tiran, standing beside her said, “Strike Leader, you really need to take a look at what is happening on the mountainside.”
Sandra withdrew her awareness from Riccus, her rat, and focused on the only scout she had above ground. Fires burned in seven brown circles, two hundred paces across, all near the cave entrances, and spells lit up the night in more colors than she had time to count. A thousand Accomplisheds were with her, anxious to join the battle she was now viewing through the eyes of Prescott. The owl flew from tree to tree, allowing her to look down upon the fighting taking place from the lofty sequoias. Beams of light, fire balls of all sizes, including jets of flame, and lighting bolts, were blasting back and forth. Wild fires were burning as a result of the battle and clouds of smoke billowed into the air. It seemed as though the entire mountain was on fire. Prescott was forced to take off or choke. He flapped a few times and soared to the lower branch of a sequoia that was not far from cave number two. On the ground far below, Maestro Reese cut the legs off one of his own fleeing Accomplisheds and then removed the man’s head.
An Accomplished of the Serpent Guild suddenly appeared right near an Atlantan in blue silks and blasted a spell into the Aakacarn’s face. His or her identity was impossible to determine from Prescott’s point of view, so Sandra did not know who had just fallen. Jeremiah Lassiter took a step toward the new threat and then stopped as more and more Serpents, thousands of them, materialized around him. People in blue wool and silks were dropping as well as many Accomplisheds of Aakadon.
“We need to go now, before it is too late, or there will be nobody left to save,” Quala Robin blurted while wringing her hands. The woman has lived sixty-five years, had been Condemned at the age of nine, and remained in that state until Sandra brought her to the Maestro. Her sentiment was no doubt shared by all.
“We stay until ordered to move,” Sandra made clear to everyone under her command, verbally and through her array.
Prescott gave off a sense of panic and launched into the air, flying as fast as he could, and so were many other birds. Sandra increased her focus on the owl until she could feel everything he could feel and hopefully determine what had frightened him. The harmonic waves of a major spell were rippling out from near the top of Mount Shantear. She had no doubt the concentrated focus and tremendous power could only come from her Maestro. She encouraged Prescott to fly back to the tree he had vacated.
Fires raged below, yet the battle had come to a stop while the combatants all seemed to be staring in the direction of the mountaintop, which no longer gave off any ripples. Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild and the Chosen’s Sentinels sprang to their feet and began launching spells at the Serpents, killing some. The battle resumed and Sandra was tempted to Convey to Shantear with all of the forces under her command. The men and women around her, many seeing the battle through the eyes of their own creatures, were staring at their commander and she knew they were wondering what was stopping her from giving that order, even after she had made clear they were not going to jump into the area prematurely. The discipline from having once been a Soarer is what held her back and is probably one of the reasons she had been selected by the Maestro to command the third strike. After a few moments more of staring through the eyes of an owl, a blue light radiated from the ground, giving off harmonic ripples, and people as well as animals collapsed and fell asleep. A thrill of relief surged through her body as she realized she had just witnessed the implementation of phase four; Sleep Time focused broadly through the Great Crystal with enough amplification to overwhelm shields and seep through any openings for air. Every single member of the Atlantan Guild actually glowed brighter as their shields absorbed the energy and strengthen, but they would be asleep due to the flooding of potential reaching their eyes, ears, and mouths. The numbers on the battle fields were simply too great for Daniel to discriminate between friend and foe.
“Go,” the one word command from the First Accomplished sounded in her head and Sandra relayed the order through the communication array which sat on her head like a crown. A double row of twenty-five gems sent the command to fifty team leaders and everybody cast the spell Conveyance.
Sandra appeared with two teams of twenty by her side, thirty paces from where Lassiter had fallen. “Kill the serpents and gather our people. Leaders, cast the spell, Running With The Wolves, there might be invisible assassins among the sleepers,” she said while walking over to check on Jeremiah, whose silks had been torn and singed. “The Accomplisheds of Aakadon, both dead and alive, must be conveyed to the staging chamber,” she added after casting the spell, How Do You Feel, and determining the First Strike Commander had not been harmed. “Begin healing the most severe injuries first, including those of our allies,” she ordered verbally and through the communication array. “All teams within Shantear stand ready to kill the Serpents who will soon be teleporting into your locations.”
She expected the battle for Shantear to be a difficult, take no prisoners, proposition and that is exactly how it turned out, but all would be for nothing if the Maestro and his Grand Symphonies cannot complete phase five. Her gaze swept the field as her orders were being carried out by Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild, most of which had been brought in as Aakademneds to be healed by Daniel Benhannon. That young man had done the impossible before and she was confident he could do it again.
 
------- 
 
Daniel motioned with his hand for Sherree and Leah to enter the Great Crystal along with their teams. Silvia and David were the last to step into the tight space. “Cozy,” the knife thrower commented in what was a clear attempt to lighten the mood of the people around him.
All of their faces were grim, and yet Sherree managed a weak smile and a nod of encouragement. Daniel was the only one barefooted, since the Potential of both Grand Symphonies would be focused into him. He made eye contact with each Accomplished, who were holding their level four batons, six aimed at Leah and six at Sherree. The First Lady and First Accomplished both had their crescendos aimed in his direction. He did a quick assessment of the amount of potential about to be focused into him. Leah would be contributing eleven bolts with the crescendo he had given her and Simon would be wielding seven with the baton given to him. Carmen, Joseb, Jaxon, Frieda, Capis, and Daria, were all Three-bolts and would each command seven bolts with the crescendos given to them by the First Accomplished. Daniel closed his eyes, gave the command, “Find All, begin,” and their combined life force energy flowed into him and he channeled it out from his feet, amplifying his potential through his diamond-bladed knife, focused the energy through the Great Crystal, where it was more than doubled, and sent it deep down into the mountain. The thrill of possessing so much power was tempered by the importance of the chore he had willing taken on.
He instantly became aware of everything in and on Shantear. The thousands of living and dead Serpents were only recognizable to him as Aakacarns, since he never had physical contact with any of them, and so he could take their deaths impersonally as casualties of war. His people were a different matter, they all had been restored by him and he knew each and every one who had died. Seven hundred sixty-three Sentinels were dead along with thirty-three of his Accomplisheds, and the wounded among all members of the Atlantan Guild numbered into the thousands. Sandra and her thousand Aakacarns were in the process of transporting Accomplisheds of Aakadon into the staging chamber, healing the wounded men and women, and waiting in the chambers and caves to kill any Serpents who appear. He did not have time to grieve over the losses or continue assessing the battle fields around Shantear and so commanded, “Fashioning, begin.”
Sherree sent him her nine bolts of potential using the diamond-bladed knife, and that of the rest of her team, who were using batons created by Leah. Sero contributed eight bolts, Sam six, Jerremy five, Berren, Lara, and Martin, each commanded seven. Their combined energy flooded into Daniel and he channeled it out through his feet just as he had Find All. He sensed the minerals, quartz, dirt, and stone, of which Shantear was made. The power to reshape the mountain at will was at his command, although he could do little with the sensory-blocking deposits of quartz. He began gently raising the ground, with everything on it, until it was seven cubits higher than it had been. The casting did no harm to the sleepers, but Sandra and those under her command staggered around as if drunken when the harmonic waves began rippling through them.
His awareness was the width of the mountain, deep as the bedrock, and he projected it out in a straight line to the northeast. Bugs scurried in a general panic, animals ran in all directions, birds took to the sky, bushes and trees shook, and people staggered as the world trembled in protest against the power being channeled at and below the surface. His awareness went beyond the border of Lobenia, into Battencay, through the town of Cherico, and on past the Fon Kayan legions surrounding Trevica.
He became conscious of people, animals, and creatures beyond his ability to count as the dual spells took his mind through Battencay’s Mount Catterus, beneath forests, and out into the extreme eastern edge of the Taltin Sea. Fish and aquatic creatures of all types flooded his mind, and they scattered as the huge swath of energy shot through their watery homes faster than any bird ever flew.
His awareness passed through the southern end of Pentrosa and into Ecoppia. Daniel knew the harmonic waves given off by the dual spells, amplified through the Great Crystal, were being felt by every living thing in the world. Mount Tumerious and the wildlife living in and on it came into his mind and a few moments more he reached the desert created by Tarin Conn.
“It’s the first time I have ever held my full potential for half a mark,” Daria remarked. She could not sense what Daniel could, but the drain on her reservoir of life force energy was taking its toll.
Each participant had to be feeling the strain and Daniel was no exception. He remembered casting full power spells intermittently in various battles, but never had he held the potential for this long, not even during his duel with Balen Tamm. “Don’t lose heart, we are nearly there.”
“We are with you all the way,” Samuel assured him.
As the spells brought his consciousness closer and closer to Kelgotha, Daniel sensed thousands of Aakacarns, and knew they were feeling his castings. Large groups of them began disappearing and reappearing at Mount Shantear, seven cubits below the ground, and into the caves and chambers. The first group died instantly, seeing as dirt and rock do not displace as easily as air, and the second group had various parts of their anatomy fused into floors and cave walls. Joel and his team sent deadly beams of light into the ones who materialized in the Crystal Chamber while the other Atlantans throughout the mountain put the rest of the suffering Serpents out of their misery.
“I hear people dying,” Carmen said, as if no one else could hear the screams. Daniel did not have the time or inclination to determine how many people were teleporting to their deaths, but was sure the number had to be in the thousands.
The Serpent Guild was throwing their might at Shantear in a clear attempt to stop the great casting they knew was meant to prevent their leader from breaking free. Thousands more of them were at Kelgotha, but Daniel had no time to waste dealing with them. He sent his awareness into the mountain and down to the crystalline vault containing his fellow Aakasear. His consciousness found the minute flaws in the setting between the tiny chunks of quartz, through which the Dark Maestro touched the world, and proving it was made of thousands of crystals like the one Daniel had shown to Talmon Reese.
Daniel licked his dry lips as the potential flowed from his body and from those helping to maintain the spells cast from the other side of the continent. He had to think of a way to break into the vault before they all died of mummification. “Joel, I like the way you think,” he remembered saying and suddenly knew what to do.
He reformed the section of the granite above the center of the vault, opening a round tunnel about a cubit across, back twenty paces, and then formed a ramrod as wide as his forearm with a needle sharp point. He thrust the granite skewer at the crystalline cover and the point came to a dead stop, shattering on impact.
“A shield, of course Della would have protected the outside of the vault,” he spoke out loud.
“How are you going to break it?” Samuel asked, and then gave off what sounded like a dry cough.
“I am willing to hear suggestions.” Daniel did not open his eyes, preferring to keep his concentration focused on the tomb beneath Kelgotha.
“You could try a lance of solidified air,” Sherree offered, no louder than a sigh.
“Cast a lighting bolt at it,” Leah suggested in a tight voice that reflected the strain of maintaining her full potential for an extended period.
Daniel shook his head. “The bolt would be launched from here and kill everything it contacted between the two mountains and so would the lance.”
“What did you try to strike the vault with?” Jerremy asked, weakly. It did not sound as if he could go on maintaining his part of the harmony for much longer.
“I borrowed Joel’s idea and hit it with a pointed ramrod,” Daniel replied.
“You are directing two Symphonies at once, so I know this will not be easy, but if you can place a shield spell on the rod, with all fourteen bolts at your command, it might be strong enough with the amplification of this Great Crystal to break through.”
Daniel had cast multiple spells simultaneously back on Tannakonna, before he had gone to Aakadon, and learned about the Da Capo. “I can do it,” he replied, also knowing this spell would be cast by him alone and seriously deplete his vat of life force energy. It was doable because casting a shield spell across the continent would cause no harm.
He summoned the potential for, Variable Shield, and focused the fourteen bolts, while maintaining the same amount in the Grand Symphonies, sending the extra energy down into the Great Crystal. The power surged across the continent, providing protection for everything at and below the ground in a path as wide as Mount Shantear, and all the way to the ramrod. Daniel reformed and thrust the point at the crystalline cover and the shield placed by Della Lain ceased to exist. The rod burst through the crystals and deep into the vault.
“It worked!” Daniel announced as his awareness flooded into the tomb and he became conscious of the extremely powerful Aakasear lying on a stone slab directly below his ramrod. The temptation to end this struggle once and for all was just too great. He sent that point down toward the heart of Tarin Conn.
A massive fist of potential smacked aside the rod as if it were a child’s play toy and Daniel could not think of a way to kill the Dark Maestro without killing every living thing between Shantear and Kelgotha. Life force energy was pouring out of his vat, helping to power the symphonies, and maintain the shield, his time was running out. He kept on stabbing down, and each attempt to skewer the ancient Aakasear was thwarted. Worse, Tarin Conn now had the ability to touch the world with his full might, thanks to Daniel. He kept up the effort for another quarter of a mark and then released the potential for Variable Shield, since stabbing at the other Chosen Vessel was proving to be woefully ineffective.
He drank his canteen dry and it did nothing to quench the deep thirst growing inside him and yet he knew the chore was not done, a shield must be placed on Tarin Conn’s potential. The spell once used on Jeremiah came to mind and he summoned the potential for, Shield Potential. This spell only needed a trickle of energy and he sent that out across the distance, in a beam thinner than a human hair and virtually invisible. The fist of potential coming from the Dark Maestro remained stationary as the great Tarin Conn waited to bat aside the next assault. Daniel thrust the ramrod, the fist batted the skewer aside, this time shattering it, and the thin beam passed right on through to the ancient Aakasear. His potential was instantly cut off and Daniel smiled, Chas is not the only one who can plan a Spin Off maneuver.
Daniel had successfully re-shielded the Dark Maestro, but the victory was far from complete. He added a Da Capo to the spell and now needed to tie it off onto his life force or crescendo. The thirst went deeper and was greater than Daniel had ever experienced and he knew his vat had to be nearly empty. What good would it be to establish a shield that would end the moment he died?
He wanted to say, goodbye to Sherree, but could not make his mouth move or his dry tongue form the words. “I guess this teaches me a lesson,” he considered and then the idea came to him. He summoned the potential for one more spell. Teach Me flowed across the world to the Dark Maestro, linking their minds.
The first thing Daniel sensed was the thirty bolts of life force energy possessed by the mighty Tarin Conn. Daniel touched that force, tied the Da Capo to it, and then ceased the potential for all other spells, including the Grand Symphonies. His lungs no longer worked. You are as powerful as I feared you would be. He spoke directly into the mind of the ancient Aakasear.
You were not ready to confront me and soon will be dead. That was a clever trick but the shield you placed on me will..,” Daniel’s heart stopped.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five: I Forbid It!
 
Sherree stared in disbelief while Daniel collapsed to the floor of the Great Crystal. His skin was as white as winter’s first snow and tight to his skull. The Grand Symphonies had taken their toll on each participant and all of them had to be as exhausted as she, yet he had done the same and cast the last few spells on his own. “Daniel is dead,” one of the men said.
“I did not see his death coming,” Silvia stated in a voice quivering with grief.
Sherree dropped down beside her husband. “You are not aloud to die. I forbid it!”
She cast a spell, ripping away the silks from his abdomen, and blinked at the sight of the dry skin tight against his chest, tears flowed down her cheeks. She could count every rib.
“Death cannot be cured,” Daria spoke through sobs.
Sherree placed one hand on Daniel’s forehead and the other flat on his tummy. He only stopped breathing moments ago and she was not ready to give up. She cast, Hearts Beat As One, but his blood and organs had dried up, and there was nothing to pump. “Martin, get water and immerse every part of Daniel except for his face,” she commanded.
The sound of wood bursting apart echoed throughout the chamber and water flowed in a thick steam through the air and wrapped around Daniel, sustained by nothing but Martin’s will. Sherree placed a Da Capo on Hearts Beat As One, and then cast, What Is This, and Hunger. She closed her eyes and perceived the vat Daniel had spoken of that contained a person’s life force energy. His was enormous and completely dry. She summoned the potential for Vitality and began focusing her own seriously depleted life force energy into his reservoir. She gave him about a tenth of the amber flow available to her, which appeared like a small puddle in a dry lakebed, and yet would be enough to power his body if she can get him re-hydrated.
She used, What Is This, to look deep into his being, and the tiny recipe strands appeared. Each helix had little nude pictures of what Daniel ought to look like at this point in his life and she focused potential into the strands, while using Hunger to draw from the water provided by Martin.
“Here, drink this,” Leah said while inserting a straw made of solidified air into Sherree’s mouth.
Sherree gratefully sipped water while concentrating on healing her husband. She cast, How Do You Feel, and through all of the combined spells could see his body begin to respond. His organs were moistening and the dry blood began to liquefy. His heart beat once, twice, and then began a rhythm matching hers. His lungs took in air and he exhaled when she did. Blood coursed though his veins and she dared to open her eyes. Most of the water had been consumed by Hunger.
“I think its working,” Jerremy offered his assessment.
Daniel’s skin regained its elasticity and his muscles were developing before her eyes, consuming the rest of the water. She could feel his recovery.
“You seem to have done it,” Martin stated. “But will he be functional?”
That was a good question on many levels and Sherree wished she had all the answers. “His vat was completely empty, I gave him what I could, but I don’t know how long it will sustain him.”
Martin bent down and touched Daniel’s chest. “I will send some of my potential into his vat,” he said and then a midnight-blue glow formed around him and life force energy went into Daniel.
“I will be next,” Leah stated firmly, as if anyone would deny her the opportunity.
Each Accomplished in the Great Crystal contributed a tenth of what was left of their life force energy to Daniel’s vat. The effort created mixed colors that pooled in his reservoir, yet none of them were topaz blue, and so Sherree knew her husband was living on borrowed energy. The exhausted teams had given all they could for the time being and Daniel’s body was perfectly healthy inside and out. She ceased the potential for every spell except Hearts Beat As One. He was actually strong enough to live without her help, yet she felt the need to be connected with him for a little while longer.
“He seems strong enough now and I think it is safe to end the spell,” Leah suggested while placing her hand on Sherree’s shoulder.
“How do you think he will feel when he wakes to see you died from maintaining that spell,” Simon told her.
Sherree ceased the potential for Hearts Beat As One, and then folded her legs and sat back while taking hold of Daniel’s hand. She glanced at the Teki Seer. “You did not see his death coming because we were here to keep him in this world.”
Silvia wiped her eyes. “He is still with us because you refused to accept what we all believed.”
“It is the same tenacity that kept her number one in the class during our time as Talenteds,” Jerremy said.
Samuel nodded. “Nobody got in the way of Sherree when she commenced casting spells, not twice anyway.”
Joel poked his head into the Great Crystal and then blinked in surprise when Silvia and David whirled around with daggers ready to send lances into his face. “I was just curious to know why several barrels burst apart and their contents flowed through this opening,” he said and then his eyes glanced downward. “Is the Maestro alright?”
“He is alive but his potential is so low he cannot be aloud to cast any spells,” Sherree replied and looked at Leah, who nodded her understanding. They would both see to it Daniel did not decide to take on any chores for awhile.
Screams came from the outer chamber and Joel withdrew his head momentarily and then came all the way inside. “The Serpent Guild keeps sending their teams in and my Accomplisheds and your three squads of sentinels keep killing them. I don’t know how long it will take whoever is in command to determine entire traveling circles are being sent to their deaths.”
“I hope they send every last member,” lanky Joseb Benjoslin shared an opinion Sherree did not blame him for having. 
She agreed in a practical sense but could not be joyful for the deaths of so many, even those of her enemy. “Leah, how goes the battle?”
The First Accomplished put on a communication array that made her look like an Ecoppian Queen. After taking time to receive what would be multiple reports, she sipped from her canteen, and licked her chapped lips. “The caves and chambers are completely under Atlantan Guild control. Enemy Aakacarns are arriving in the teleportation deathtraps Chas is so fond of. Hundreds of our people have been healed along with Accomplisheds of Aakadon, who are all in the staging chamber,” she paused, drank a little more, and then continued. “Ninety percent of the people injured in the battle are yet to be healed. Sandra has control of the mountainside and every being Daniel put to sleep will remain so until some time tomorrow, unless he awakens sooner. The six thousand people suffering from condemnation are secured and will have to be kept asleep until such time as our Maestro is strong enough to restore them.”
“No one is to wake him prematurely,” Sherree was quick to make clear. “Daniel is to be allowed to rest until his eyes open naturally.”
Not a soul disagreed with her, which is wise of them. She was in no mood to be trifled with and would not allow Daniel to be disturbed no matter how dire the circumstances.
Simon lowered the canteen from his lips. “They would have to get through me.”
Jerremy gave him a pat on the back. “I admire your spirit, but you do not have enough in reserve to put up much of a fight,” he stated in his usual pompous manner. Sherree knew the attitude came natural to him and that he truly meant the compliment, or he would not have said so. The other part of his statement was also valid. They were all as weak as newborns.
“Maybe a few of those Three-bolts who came with Sandra can come see that the Chosen Vessel is not disturbed,” Samuel suggested.
The third strike Leader came walking briskly into the Great Crystal the very moment the former Teki finished speaking. Her hood was down, revealing long shimmering strands of red hair.
“I issued the command before the First Lady finished healing our Maestro,” Leah said.
 “No one has yet asked the most important question,” Simon pointed out. “Did our effort succeed? Is Tarin Conn safely shielded beneath Kelgotha?”
Sherree had no answer, having been more concerned with the Ducaunan she had married. “I succeeded in shielding his potential, but once he eliminates each crystal embedded in his body, he will be able to teleport out of the vault,” that very man spoke and the sound of his voice electrified her as sure as a lighting bolt.
She kissed him and he sat up, giving her the opportunity to wrap her arms around him. People began speaking at once and were so excited it took quite a while for the celebrating to wind down to the point where her husband could be heard in the confines of the Great Crystal.
Harmonic waves washed through the world from the direction of Kelgotha and Daniel smiled while getting to his feet, which he did on his own. “He will never overpower that shield,” he said, confidently.
Simon’s left eyebrow arched quizzically. “I’m certain you expected to die, onto what did you tie the Da Capo?”
“I will tell you after the Del Segno kicks in and ends, Teach Me,” Daniel replied. His gazed fixed on Sherree. “You saved me so fast, it is still in effect,” he paused to sip from a borrowed canteen. “I just sent Tarin Conn a message. Oops, there it goes, the spell has ended.”
“What did you say to him?” Samuel was the first to ask the question on everyone’s mind.
“I’m not dead yet,” Daniel replied.
Silvia went to him and the diminutive Teki flashed her dimpled smile. “When a wife forbids her husband to do a thing, he is better off not going ahead with it.”
“She said, you were not allowed to die, and forbade you to do so,” Simon apparently felt compelled to clarify Silvia’s words of advice.
Sherree was about to issue orders when Daniel embraced her, and said, “I love you,” causing her to forget whatever it was she thought to be important just a moment ago.
“Maestro, your vat was completely dry and the energy sustaining you now is only what we could afford to give,” Leah interrupted with a matter he needed to hear.
Sherree could tell by the look in his eyes what he was about to do. “No, don’t cast any spells, not even, How Do You Feel, upon yourself. You have less energy than a non-Aakacarn.”
Martin Varroon cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Even taking in the remarkable speed in which your potential grows, it took twenty years for you to gain seven bolts, and it could take another twenty to gain it back.”
“Are you saying, if I cast, Ranking, I wouldn’t even have a single bolt on my shoulder?” Daniel asked.
Martin frowned. “I am saying you possess far less than a bolt of potential,” he replied. “Worse, you would not survive the casting of that spell.”
“So you see why either Leah or I will be by your side at all times, and for now, so will whichever Three-bolt Sandra assigns the task. We are also depleted and so the extra protection is necessary,” Sherree explained. She was terribly afraid his mountaineer attitude would convince him he could do more than he actually can.
His eyes went to the Seer. “Silvia, is it over, have I defeated the other vessel?”
The Teki closed her eyes and seemed sad when they opened. “You have won a victory, caused him to fall on his face, but he will find a way to fight back eventually. I see much fighting, pain, and death ahead, so enjoy the moment because the war is not over.”
Daniel nodded and led the way out of the Great Crystal. Sandra and several of her Accomplisheds formed quarters in a chamber far from the ones where members of the Serpent Guild were unsuccessfully trying to displace solid stone with their substances. It was not until Sherree lay on a solidified bed of air beside Daniel that her fatigue made it impossible for her eyes to stay open.
She awakened not knowing if it was day or night or how long she had been asleep. Daniel lay beside her and his presence made her feel content. They both had fallen asleep in their silks, which were now wrinkled. She reached over and brought a pitcher to her lips, drank it dry, and then another before her thirst was satisfied. Daniel woke a little later and he also drank his fill, six pitchers worth.
She laundered her silks and then his. He could not even be allowed to cast a Melody any first level Talented had no difficulty performing. Silvia, who was waiting at the door, informed her that it was late afternoon of the following day and everyone Daniel had rendered unconscious was now awake. Eighty-three of the one hundred forty Accomplisheds of Aakadon had died and only Talmon Reese had survived uninjured. Many Accomplisheds and Sentinels would have died if not for his wielding of the flute. Everyone who could be healed had been healed, so Sherree did not have that problem to deal with. Standing next to the Seer was Carlos Tiran, a middle-aged three-bolt Accomplished recently assigned to Daniel’s security team.
“Maestro, our allies have been demanding to see you,” Leah informed upon seeing them enter the dinning area with Silvia and Carlos.
“Before we eat, I would like to address Maestro Reese and the surviving Accomplisheds of Aakadon,” Daniel said.
Sherree would have preferred to eat first, but had no objections, and so nodded her head. She could tell by the look in his eye he did not like being given permission, and yet he made no complaint when Leah looked to her before acknowledging him. Simon joined them at the last moment; apparently sure Daniel would have his way.
“It will be as you say, Maestro,” the First Accomplished replied, and then conveyed them, along with Carlos and Simon, to the staging chamber.
“They have been told of the shield you place on Tarin Conn,” Leah spoke in a soft voice.
Talmon Reese stood in the center of the chamber, surrounded by the eight surviving Senior Soarers. Only two members of the Stone Guild, Lucia Trotta and Carmen Frank, lived and they were standing among the Willows, talking with Barnabas Galloway. The rest were clustered among members of their own guilds, perhaps mourning their losses. A hush settled over the room as all conversations came to a stop. The presence of the Chosen Vessel sometimes had that effect and Sherree was becoming accustomed to it. She took some comfort in the fact that there were several hundred Accomplisheds of the Atlantan Guild, including Jeremiah Lassiter, between the people of Aakadon and Daniel, along with over a thousand Sentinels who sprang up to give their leader a proper salute.
Talmon Reese started over, bringing Renford Winthrop and Elias DeSumma, along with Jerrian Tobermin, right toward the man who was now the center of attention. Daniel whispered something to Carlos and then waited calmly for the quartet to arrive. The Atlantans parted, permitting them to approach after a single nod from Leah.
“Congratulations on the victory,” Talmon said with a closed-mouthed smile.
“A great victory, yes,” Tobermin added with no smile at all. “You tricked the serpents and us. Yes, very clever.”
Sherree did not trust the man and kept her hand on the diamond-bladed crescendo, ready strike with a spell if the Five-bolt so much as flickered with potential.
Jeremiah stepped forward. “Seeing as you did not discover Accomplished Scarott was a spy for the Serpents until he snatched the flute of Della Lain from your Maestro’s hand, I think the precaution was warranted.”
“You are treating us as prisoners of war,” Winthrop complained.
“You were healed of your wounds, your dead have been placed in preservation spells, and you have been provided with food and beverages,” Leah replied. “For the record, we have taken no prisoners.”
Talmon held up the flute of Della Lain. “This is no longer connected with the shield on Tarin Conn’s potential. As you did with this, will you now entrust the new one to us, whatever type of crescendo that might be?” he asked while eyeing the diamond-bladed knife sheathed in Daniel’s belt.
“Good luck with that,” Simon told him, derisively, earning a smile from Daniel and Leah.
The Maestro of the Eagle Guild ignored the Chief Aid and his facial expression grew grim as time went by without receiving an answer. Sherree loved her husband to the point of distraction, but there were times when he did push the envelope, and said too much, like when he confirmed his being an Aakasear to the world. Then there were times like now when he holds back on giving information for no reason she could see, and tended to make the situation feel awkward. If he had a full vat and could defend himself, she would not mind seeing him tweak the beak of the king Eagle, but he was weak and Sherree just wanted to get through this meeting without spells flying.
Daniel’s eyes swept the chamber and then his dark-eyed gaze locked onto Talmon with such intensity the man began to sweat. “What occurred within the Great Crystal is sealed to those who participated in the castings,” the Chosen Vessel spoke firmly. “The Symphonics used are guild specific and cannot be revealed to a non-member.”
The sound of air passing into Tobermin’s nostrils could be heard by everyone within thirty paces. “You made a deal with a python to save us from a gator,” he spoke to his Maestro. “Daniel Benhannon, you did not share the full battle plan with us, and now deny us what we earned with the spilling of our own blood. Your actions from the start have not been honorable.”
Simon stepped up to the Vice-Maestro. “What are the Grand Maestro’s most recent orders concerning Daniel and us? All of you still have your amulets and I know Efferin Tames would posses one from Maestro Reese. The entire world felt our castings from the Great Crystal, so trying to make us believe you have not received orders would push the bounds of credibility.” He was obviously doing his Barnabas Galloway impersonation. Sherree felt he pulled it off quite well. 
Tobermin opened and quickly closed his mouth after a quick glance at his Maestro. Something passed between them, but Sherree missed it. “By order of Grand Maestro Efferin Tames, I have been instructed to arrest Accomplished Benhannon as soon as is practicable and the rest of his associates in due time,” Talmon Reese admitted.
“What about the stay-of-warrant? It seems you did not share your plans for after the battle with us,” Leah brought up a valid point.
“You have over two hundred Aakacarns in this chamber and I have eight Senior Soarers, so it is not practicable to make an arrest at this time. You have the full day I promised.”
Daniel began shaking his head. “Shantear now belongs to the Atlantan Guild, of which I am The Maestro. We will not be vacating the premises so the arrests you have spoken of will never become practicable. I apologize for the method,” he said and gave Talmon a nod of respect just as Carlos cast a wide deep-blue beam that instantly dropped all four Accomplisheds of Aakadon to the floor.
By the time the Senior Soarers and the members of the Sun, Willow, Zephyr, Aqua, and the two remaining Stones figured out what was going on, Atlantans rendered them unconscious.
 “I want all of them and their horses on Mount Jessup conveyed to Aakadon. Accomplished Lassiter, would you pick a team and do the honors?” Daniel spoke into the sudden quite.
Jeremiah smiled. “It would give me great pleasure to do so, Maestro.”
While the former Eagle prepared to carry out the request of his guild leader, Sherree put her arm around Daniel’s waist. “At the risk of sounding like Simon..,” she began to say.
“Hey,” the Chief Aid pretended to be affronted.
“Where did you place the Da Capo?” Sherree finished asking before the issue could be sidetracked.
“The Da Capo is tied to Tarin Conn’s own life force,” Daniel replied.
“The Dark Maestro will never be strong enough to break a variable shield fed by his own energy. Why don’t you seem happier?” Simon asked.
“Because, an Aakasear is limited only by his talent and imagination, I don’t know how he can escape, but I know he will be focusing his brilliant creativity into figuring a way around what I have done,” Daniel replied.
Sherree could do little about what the Dark Maestro might do in the future, but she knew what her instincts called for now. “I think Accomplished Tiran should convey us to building number two where the brilliant and creative Marge Durayton can provide us with a tasty meal.”
Lassiter and his select team transported the Accomplisheds of Aakadon, probably into some remote part of the city, and definitely saving them a long ride home. Daniel had formally declared Shantear a possession of the Atlantan Guild and Sherree knew Queen Clarees might have a few words to say about that, him being a Royal Knight of the Realm of Ducaun. Sherree’s stomach growled and she decided politics could wait. A deep-blue nimbus surrounded Carlos and in the space of three heart beats, they arrived at the Northland Holding.
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The fledgling Atlantan Guild is facing retaliatory strikes from the Serpent Guild and is declared an illegitimate society by the Grand Maestro of Aakadon. Tarin Conn rises from his mountain tomb and only the shield placed on his potential keeps him from unleashing all of his might. Political tensions increase and armies are on the march as kingdoms take advantage of civil unrest and use security as a pretext for seizing territory from their neighbors. Daniel has been weakened from the castings at Shantear. He must rely on his ability to innovate and the dedication of his associates in order to fend off attacks from both the Serpents and the Eagles. The influence of Tarin Conn increases over seven of the twelve kingdoms and his guild grows stronger by the day. The only way to keep the Dark Maestro from having dominion over the world is a strong alliance between the Atlantan Guild and Aakadon, which will never happen so long as Efferin Tames is the Grand Maestro.     
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