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Chapter One: Good News 
 
   Efferin Tames sat staring at the bird of prey emblem hanging on the pearly white wall of his office. He derived comfort seeing the symbol of his former affiliation, the Eagle guild, and he needed comforting, the news from Mount Tannakonna was slow in coming. Plaques representing the seven guilds of Aakadon were the only decorations in his office, except for his beloved mural on the ceiling depicting, in brilliant colors, the Grand Maestro as champion against all forms of violence and corruption in the world. A golden bird of prey set against a silver oval identified the Eagle Guild, the keepers of order. All of the emblems were gold on silver encrusted with diamonds. 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 light. The rock and hammer represented the Stone Guild, the architects and builders. A simple 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. 
 
   The latest reports from the Talenteds sent to Bashierwood told of a large assault of yetis being thwarted, good news if that had been the only word. The troubling part told of an even larger force waiting to strike the mountain community. He ran his fingers through his thick gray hair and then resumed drumming a rhythm on the desktop with his fingers; waiting patiently was not one of his virtues. He stared at his eight rings, four on each hand, representing the seven guilds. The eighth and largest of all was the ruby pyramid, the ring of the Grand Maestro. 
 
   The door opened and Bran Tippen, a thin-framed, red-haired one-bolt Accomplished, poked his head sideways into the office. A golden rock and hammer on the medallion hanging by a silver chain around his neck identified his guild affiliation. “Grand Maestro, Instructor Renn is here to see you with a report from Bashierwood.”
 
   “Well, show him in!” Efferin bellowed. The Chief Aid could be awfully slow and infuriating at times. 
 
   Bran opened the door all the way, gestured to the cloaked figure in the outer room, and then followed as the Lead Instructor of Talenteds, a sandy-haired man with a receding hairline and a long nose, entered the spacious office, and came to stand before the oak desk. The single golden bolt on the right shoulder of his scarlet on black silk cloak indicated his potential, and a medallion with a diamond encrusted Z hanging from a  gold chain around his neck, indicated his affiliation with the Zephyr Guild. The Chief Aid, standing by him, licked his lips in anticipation of the news.
 
   “Grand Maestro, I have good news from Tannakonna,” Jason Renn began his report.
 
   Finally, something good, “Well, speak up!” Efferin demanded, being eager to hear what the Instructor considered to be good news.
 
   “Jerremy DeSuan has reported a victory. The Serpent Guild sent an entire legion of yetis against the village,” Jason began, not seeming to realize that good news did not usually start with thousands of swarming yetis on the move. He continued with the report; hopefully it would get better, the grin forming on his face indicated that it would. “The battle was fierce. Our Talenteds and the new Potential, Daniel Benhannon, were able to hold out against Balen Tamm’s forces until Cleona’s cavalry arrived. The foul beasts were slaughtered and, of course, the villagers would have been brutally killed if our people had not been there,” he said without hiding his delight at the success of his students, and who could blame him?
 
   The news was as good as promised and was welcomed. Efferin could not keep himself from smiling and springing to his feet. “Balen Tamm and his guild have suffered a major defeat.”
 
   Bran’s smile practically reached from ear to ear. “Yes, Grand Maestro,” he began and then frowned. “But why would he send a legion to destroy an obscure village that has little more than two hundred people living in and around it?”
 
   “I was about to explain, why,” Jason said reproachfully, and good for him, he clearly did not appreciate being interrupted. “There is more.”
 
   Efferin scowled at the Chief Aid and then focused his attention back on the Instructor. “Speak up. I too would like the answer to that,” he said, and then sat back down on the soft chair with turquoise padding, the exact color of the thick carpet covering the floor.
 
   Jason leaned forward, placing both hands against the desk, his peachy complexion reddened a bit, probably from the information he was about to share. “According to Jerremy, an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, Serin Gell, ordered Daniel Benhannon to surrender himself and thus spare the village. Of course the demand was ignored since no one was deceived by the offer. When the young man refused to respond, the Accomplished summoned a huge fireball and threw it at the village. The fire was extinguished, Jerremy was unclear about how, and the members of the Serpent Guild died or fled. I understand this Daniel fellow had been captured at some earlier time by a member of the illegitimate guild and possibly tortured, yet manage somehow to escape back to Bashierwood.”
 
   Efferin glared at the Lead Instructor until the man resumed standing straight, and then leaned back in his chair and rubbed the end of his nose before saying, “I see. Balen Tamm discovered a Potential and abducted him. The young man escaped and a legion was sent to retrieve him.” The explanation was clear enough but a single Potential still did not warrant a major invasion.
 
   “So it would seem,” Jason replied, and by the blank look on his face, the Serpent Guild’s response made little sense to him as well; kind of like trying to tenderize a guppy with a sledge hammer. 
 
   “The whole thing sounds ridiculous. There must be something special about this particular Potential. An operation of this magnitude has not been seen in over four, perhaps five, centuries,” Efferin pondered out loud. He would get to the bottom of this. It seemed one mystery gets solved and then creates another just as puzzling.  
 
   “Daniel Benhannon has agreed to accompany our Talenteds back to Aakadon. Jerremy reports that the young man has had some degree of training. He appears to know most of the basic spells and a few highly specialized ones as well,” Jason informed.
 
   “Training from whom?” Efferin wanted to know.
 
    Jason hesitated, as if having trouble believing this part of the report, and then threw up his hands and said, “Supposedly, one of our Accomplisheds came through the village not long ago and discovered Daniel’s potential. For some unknown reason he taught the young man the Melodies rather than escort him here.”
 
   Efferin possessed an extraordinarily keen memory and had no recollection of any of his Accomplisheds being in the vicinity of Mount Tannakonna. There were only two Accomplisheds assigned to the kingdom of Ducaun, Fenton Chen in Ducanton, the capital city, and Randall Kamis in the city of Zoltair, who was in Aakadon recently for the installation of the new Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. Three questions came to the forefront; who would have taught the Potential, who could have had the opportunity, and why would an Accomplished of Aakadon leave a highly gifted Potential behind? 
 
   This same young man was supposedly responsible for the High Powered spell, the ripple affect of which had been felt for hundreds of spans, a spell that affected memory, and the entire reason the three Talenteds were sent to Bashierwood in the first place. Terroll Barnes overcame the Forget spell that had been placed on him by the former Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, perhaps the Accomplished had help in the overcoming, perhaps Terroll had been in Ducaun and in range of Daniel’s working, a working with ripple affects Efferin himself felt and was sure indicated a potential powerful enough to counter a Forget spell. “Bran, summon the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. I want some answers.” 
 
   The Chief Aid had the dull look of incomprehension on his face. The leap of logic clearly escaped him. Obviously, he had no idea why such orders had been given, not so the Lead Instructor. His eyes seemed filled with speculation. “Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Bran said, and then turned and exited the office with appropriate haste.
 
   Events seemed to be shaping up for the good. Balen Tamm suffered a major defeat and finally a Potential has been found in Ducaun. Relations with the young monarch ruling that kingdom were bound to improve.
 
   “Daniel has a serious problem,” Jason interrupted a perfectly good bit of rumination. 
 
   “Out with it!” Efferin snapped. He was getting tired of people giving him information in driblets. Was there no one capable of giving him a concise report? “How much trouble can a young man be in?”
 
   Jason’s face reddened again and he hesitated as if searching for the words to properly express the strain reflected on his countenance. The Potential’s troubles must be bad indeed. “When the Accomplished of the Serpent Guild captured Daniel Benhannon he took him to Mount Kelgotha. The Ducuanan is now directly linked to the Dark Maestro. He has agreed to come to Aakadon in the hopes that we can rid him of his link to Tarin Conn.”
 
   Efferin drummed the desktop with his fingers. It was just too much to ask that the young man’s problems be normal. “This is serious. If Tarin Conn is involved I believe …,”
 
   “Maestro Terroll Barnes,” Bran announced suddenly from the now open door. The Chief Aid stood in the doorway, totally ignorant of the impolite breach in protocol, interrupting his Grand Maestro in the middle of a sentence. The man did have a tendency to be over zealous at times.
 
   “Well, show him in!” Efferin shouted. He wanted answers and quickly, there were too many questions for his liking.
 
   The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild wore four golden lightning bolts on the shoulders of his scarlet on black silk cloak, indicating the strength of his Potential, and a golden buckle with a diamond encrusted letter Z indicated his office. He was a tall man with skin the color of ebony, and he stood a good hand span taller than Efferin himself, who was considered to be of average height. The Accomplished came forward and stood next to Jason. “I understand you wish to see me, Grand Maestro. How may I serve?” his deep voice intoned in the proper fashion.
 
   Efferin leaned forward, resting his right arm on the desk, and looked the Ecoppian born Aakacarn right in the eyes. “What do you know about a young man by the name of Daniel Benhannon?” 
 
   Terroll blinked and a cautious looked appeared on his face, like a man who knew he was walking on dangerous ground. His eyes widened a moment later, clearly an effort to counter his inadvertent slip. He now looked like a man with nothing to hide. “He is nineteen years of age and resides in a cottage located a short distance from a small village called, Bashierwood, on Mount Tannakonna, in the kingdom of Ducaun. The young man is an accomplished guitarn player,” he answered in a precise manner.
 
   It was clear the four-bolt Accomplished knew much more than what was stated and Efferin was determined to find out every detail. “Do you know the young man is a Potential? More to the point, did you teach him?” he pressed, leaving the Maestro no room to equivocate.
 
   Terroll Barnes took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “Yes, Grand Maestro, to both questions.”
 
   A deep rage grew in Efferin but he managed to keep it at a low simmer. What the man had done was outrageous and the explanation had better be a good one. “I am ready to hear why you failed to bring him to Aakadon,” he said while keeping his tone of voice even, with all of the restraint he could muster.
 
   “Did you know Bashierwood was recently attacked by a legion of yetis led by members of the Serpent Guild?” Jason demanded; his face far redder than at any previous time during the audience. “Did you know the young man had something to do with the memory spell? Did you know three of my students risked their lives to find this out?”
 
   Efferin frowned at the interruption. The Lead Instructor deserved to be chastised for speaking out of turn, not only to the Maestro of his own guild affiliation, but in front of the Grand Maestro of Aakadon. The questions were very good so the reprimand could wait. 
 
   Terroll’s eyes widened and he seemed surprised by the questions and the accusatory tone. He glanced at Jason and then refocused his attention on Efferin. “I know nothing of the Serpent Guild’s involvement, although I did pass three Talenteds on my way to Zoltair. They said nothing of their business though I suspected they were seeking Potentials,” he answered, but the man was definitely keeping something back.
 
   “Why did you fail to mention Daniel Benhannon to them if you suspected their assignment was to find Potentials? More to the point, why did you fail to bring the young man yourself? I am still waiting to hear the answer to my earlier question,” Efferin said, emphasizing the word, “fail.”
 
   Terroll glanced at Jason, took a deep breath, and then released it explosively; seemingly ready to explain himself more thoroughly. “This has to do with honor. Daniel cast the spell which inadvertently freed me from the Forget spell placed on me by Gerard DeCamp. I was entertaining at the Polkat Inn when a blue light bathed the village and everyone in it within a five span radius.”
 
   “I see, your repertoire of spells returned,” concluded Efferin. He wished the man would get to the point. A little prodding might be in order. “What did you do then?”
 
   “I sought out the one who performed the spell in order to pay my gratuity, like any decent person would do, and I found Daniel. He is the strongest Potential I have ever seen, a prodigy, and he adamantly refused my offer to escort him to Aakadon. Mountain folk can be quite stubborn, changing their minds is only slightly less difficult than shifting the mountain they live on,” Terroll explained. He paused as if finished but whatever he saw in Efferin’s eyes made him continue without further prodding. “The young man somehow acquired enough knowledge of spells to be dangerous, both to himself and others, so I insisted on teaching him the basics. I had a serious discussion with him and his parents and finally convinced them of the need.”
 
   A debt of honor was not something to be taken lightly. Efferin cleared his throat, ridding himself of much of his pent up anger, not all, but most. “Your maintaining his anonymity is the gratuity he asked, I take it.”
 
   “Yes, Grand Maestro, I would not have revealed my knowledge of him today if lying to you would not have been a greater dishonor,” Terroll replied.
 
   The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild seemed sincere in his statement. He paid a gratuity and told the truth to his superior when asked. No punishment would be pronounced, this time, but it would take a long time for Terroll to be fully trusted again. Efferin drummed the desktop with his fingers. Events were working out in his favor, having the information sooner would have been better. The plans of the Serpent guild have been thwarted, for now, the cause of the mysterious High Powered spell has been found, and a new Potential has been discovered in Ducaun, a kingdom long considered by most to be a dry well with regard to finding Potentials, and so the Grand Maestro was feeling generous. “I will accept your explanation and your reason for withholding your knowledge of Daniel Benhannon, but you and I will be having a private discussion on this subject at a later date,” he informed the Maestro.
 
   “I understand, Grand Maestro,” Terroll replied. 
 
   “I suspect the young man must have learned the memory spell from the Serpent Guild,” Jason said, giving voice to a suspicion growing in Efferin.
 
   Terroll’s eyebrows lifted as if the Lead Instructor had uttered something completely absurd. “Why would you suspect such a thing?” the Maestro asked.
 
   Efferin decided to answer, “Because we have learned that young Mr. Benhannon was previously abducted by an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild and taken to Mount Kelgotha. Tarin Conn formed a mental link with him and even now invades his every dream.”
 
   Terroll shook his head as if thoroughly disgusted with himself, as well he should be. “No wonder he was frightened at my appearance. He bolted into the woods like a jack rabbit with a fox on its heels when I told him I was an Aakacarn. I wish he had told me.”  
 
   Jason nodded his head affirmatively and then added, “Daniel must be special even for a prodigy. Why else would Balen Tamm send Serin Gell and ten thousand yetis to recapture him?”
 
   Terroll scratched the side of his head and said, “Serin Gell, I’ve heard of him.”
 
   Efferin remembered him as well. The man was a former member of the Aloe Guild and was guilty of betraying his affiliation and all of Aakadon many decades earlier. The renegade enjoyed inflicting pain and would have been Silenced long ago if he had not fled.
 
   “So have I. He is one of the nastier ones. It would be best for the world if he died in the battle. His fate, however, is unknown,” Jason said, and then stood quietly.
 
   “Well, what happened? Is Daniel alright? What of the Talenteds? Where are they now?” the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild inquired. If asked he would probably go to Tannakonna and escort the four youths to Aakadon himself.
 
   Efferin was still reveling in the good news and so was eager to share it. “The matter has been resolved. The yetis were destroyed. The Ducaunan Royal Cavalry arrived on the scene, at my recommendation, and between them and our Talenteds the victory was secured. Daniel Benhannon has agreed to come here in the hope that we can sever the link between him and the Dark Maestro. They should be here within a few days.”
 
   “What a relief,” Terroll said and visibly relaxed.
 
   Jason nodded his agreement and addressed his Maestro. “By the way, how much were you able to teach the young man?”
 
   Terroll smiled, for the first time in this meeting, obviously amused by the question or the answer he was about to give. “In just four days I taught him the twenty basic spells of each of the seven guilds, how to focus his Potential, and how to properly use a crescendo. His natural talent for music is incredible and helped greatly but I believe it was his enhanced memory that made it possible.”
 
   “No, seriously, how much did you teach him?” replied the Instructor.
 
   Terroll’s smile was quickly replaced by a sober expression. “I am serious. Daniel had already mastered the guitarn before I met him. He can play any melody after hearing it played just once. My own memory has improved to the point where I have total recall. Perhaps Balen Tamm or Tarin Conn himself taught Daniel the spell in a failed attempt to seduce him to their side.”
 
   Efferin had difficulty believing the conversation taking place before him, such total nonsense coming from two highly educated and experienced Accomplisheds. A correction seemed to be in order. “Memory spells only affect short term memory, helping a person remember something recently forgotten. None of those spells can enhance memory.”
 
   Terroll did not appear to be chastened by receiving a lecture usually given to third level Talenteds, nor offended. He seemed to be quite sure of himself on the issue. “That was my understanding until after experiencing the affects of Daniel’s spell,” he replied respectfully.
 
   The suggestion that Tarin Conn taught the spell to the young man suddenly had merit. Few people knew the Dark Maestro was an Aakasear and could compose his own Melodious spells, Aakacarns could not. There were only four Aakasear in all of recorded history. Nimrod was the first. He composed two thirds of the spells currently being used by all Aakacarns. About two thousand years later, Sarah Isis was the second Aakasear and she composed most of the specialized spells used by the Aloe, Willow, and Aqua guilds. Ten and a half centuries later Joshua BenCappa came along and composed many of the specialized Melodies used by the Eagle, Stone, Sun, and Zephyr guilds. Exactly one thousand seven hundred fifty years after the death of Joshua was the birth of the last Aakasear, Tarin Conn, whose compositions, known exclusively among members of the Serpent Guild, included Melodies for Teleportation, Extreme Longevity, and scores of monstrous spells like, Condemnation; a hideous spell that twisted a person physically and mentally. He tried to rule the world and fancied himself a god even among the powerful Aakacarns. That part of history, the existence of Aakasears, was known only by a few select scholars, the Maestros of each guild, and the Grand Maestro. 
 
   The world at the time was saved by the Creator, who sent the Chosen Vessel, Della Lain, to defeat the Dark Maestro. She, the Grand Maestro of the day, was blessed with the skills needed to achieve victory. Success was not guaranteed to the Chosen Vessel, only the ability to win. She was not an Aakasear, but she was one highly skilled Aakacarn, with six bolts of potential at her command, and the ability to draw whoever or whatever she needed to achieve success. The Aakacarn War, that part of history, and her part in it, were taught the world over. That battle happened a thousand years ago and a good part of the fighting took place in the kingdom of Ducaun, which is why the people there were, to this day, fearful of anything to do with Accomplisheds of any sort.
 
   The thoughts made Efferin think of the spell cast by Della Lain holding Tarin Conn beneath Mount Kelgotha, the weakening spell. Being the Grand Maestro, and a six-bolt Accomplished, was a heady experience and it was easy to feel all powerful but he knew he was no Chosen Vessel. He shuddered to think what would happen if the Dark Maestro were to break free with no Creator’s champion to lead the fight. All he could do was trust that one would be chosen if the spell were to fail. Who knows, maybe he, Efferin, would become the Chosen Vessel under those circumstances.
 
   He brought his mind back to the present where the two Aakacarns were still discussing the new found prodigy and Bran stood quietly over to their right. The Grand Maestro listened to their conclusions about where Daniel may have received at least part of his education and then interrupted. “Based on the information at hand, I agree with you,” he said and then turned to the Chief Aid. “Get me Fenton Chen’s amulet.”
 
   “Yes, Grand Maestro,” Bran replied and then ran from the office, he returned moments later with the requested item.
 
   Efferin snatched the amulet and placed the gemstone at its center against his forehead and sent his thoughts, “Fenton Chen.”
 
   Precious moments wasted away while the Accomplished to Ducaun took his sweet time in making a reply.
 
   “I hear, Grand Maestro, how may I serve?” he finally replied. The man at least knew how to properly address his superior.
 
   “I have information for Cleona. Is she near you?”
 
   “Yes, I am presently in the royal court with her.”
 
   “Good. Tell the Queen her soldiers, with the help of our Talenteds, have saved the village of Bashierwood and destroyed the legion of yetis that had invaded her realm,” Efferin sent with a great deal of pleasure. It was always good to gain political points whenever possible. “I am happy to announce the discovery of a Potential among her subjects. Daniel Benhannon is the most gifted Aakacarn ever to be found in living memory.”
 
   Efferin drummed the desktop while waiting for a reply or, at least, some acknowledgement his message had been delivered.
 
   “Her Majesty is most pleased by the news and expresses her hope, after he becomes an Accomplished, that you will consider allowing the young man to serve in her court,” Fenton Chen sent, and then added, “By my side,” although it was not clear whether the last three words were hers or his.
 
   Efferin leaned back in his chair. All he need do now was keep a sharp eye on the new Potential, which should not prove difficult once the young man was safely within the walls of Aakadon. “Inform Cleona I shall consider her request in due course and express my desire for her continued good health,” he sent, and then severed the communication link and handed the amulet back to Bran. Of course, some excuse would be made when the time came for the young man to be given assignments of any kind. Efferin never allowed an Accomplished to serve in the kingdom of his or her birth.
 
   “I look forward to teaching your pupil,” Jason said with a smile and a sparkle in his eye, the man did seem to love his work, and proved it when he added, “Educating a mind that is quick and eager to learn is always a pleasure.”
 
   “Daniel should prove quite satisfactory,” Terroll said with an obvious bias. “He especially needs to learn the proper conduct of an Aakacarn. Most of the time I had with him was spent on teaching him our art. He still needs to learn about the use of a Da Capo and we discussed a few things about honor and marriage. The young man was on the verge of taking a bride when I met him, so I explained the matter to him and he seems to understand that the union is no longer possible.”
 
   “Well, he will be formally educated right along with the other Talenteds. I assure you, Daniel will know all of what is expected of him,”
Jason said, wiping his hands as if eager to get started. “If the young man is as advanced as you have indicated, it should not take him long to graduate to the level of Accomplished. He hopes to leave Aakadon after his link to the Dark Maestro is severed. That being the case, how long do we have to get him to choose a guild affiliation?”
 
   Efferin focused on the Instructor. “I am the only one, with the exception of Tarin Conn himself, who can sever the link. Daniel Benhannon will have to formally request his audience just like anyone else who wants to come before me. He shall be accorded the same priority given to any Talented in his position. It would be unfair to others if I were to give him preferential treatment. When his audience comes, I will explain to him what must be done. Until then, Daniel will not be permitted to leave. We cannot run the risk of Tarin Conn making a disciple of him. Balen Tamm, as leader of the Serpent Guild, is strong enough as he is.”
 
   “We certainly cannot have that!” Terroll said, quickly, as if the idea frightened him, and properly so. “We will keep him safe here. How long will it take for his audience with you to be granted?”
 
   “In due course,” Efferin replied. “The Talented needs to receive training from our Instructors. If he learns his lessons as quickly as you say, he will be free of Tarin Conn soon enough.”
 
   The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild pursed his lips as if lost in thought. He still seemed to be hiding something, unless Efferin missed his guess, and that was unlikely. A Potential can in theory be taught to perform a High Power spell like the one that caused all of the commotion, but would or should not be able to actually do so without dying in the attempt, even using a guitarn as a type two crescendo. There was more to learn about this young man and Efferin was confident the truth would surface eventually. For now, he was satisfied with what he knew. He glanced at each of the three men before him. “You may return to your duties,” he told them.
 
   “Yes, Grand Maestro,” Terroll and Jason said in unison. They exited the office with the Lead Instructor blathering something about how wonderful it was to educate an eager mind.
 
   Bran remained behind. Apparently he had a question or nothing else to do. He reached some inner decision and stepped forward. “Grand Maestro, I’ve never heard of anyone successfully breaking the link formed by Tarin Conn. The unfortunate souls end up giving in to the seduction, killing themselves, or going mad,” he spoke softly, with an obvious attempt to keep his voice from having an instructional tone. What he had said about the link to the Dark Maestro was true and also common knowledge, something any level one Talented would know.
 
   Efferin decided not to take offense, choosing rather to explain to the Chief Aid. “You are correct. What I am about to tell you is sealed to this office. Do not repeat this to anyone, not even your own Maestro, and especially not to Terroll Barnes. The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild has developed a fondness for his young protégé.”
 
   The Chief Aid had a number of faults but his greatest attribute was loyalty, which was why he had been selected for the job in the first place. “I’ll not tell anyone,” he replied solemnly.
 
   Efferin leaned forward in his chair. “Very well, it is possible to break the link but we do not have within our grasp the means to do so. I know the spell, it must be cast by a six-bolt Accomplished, and I am willing to summon the necessary potential. What I do not have is the particular crescendo needed in order to be successful. Therefore, Daniel Benhannon, even if he achieves the rank of Accomplished, cannot ever be permitted to leave Aakadon.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Two: Traveling Companions 
 
   Mount Tannakonna stood twenty spans back and farther behind by the moment. Thoughts of the final farewell filled Daniel’s mind. He patted Sprinter, his ashen stallion, on the neck, and it seemed to him that leaving Bashierwood for the second time was harder. Physically leaving was not more difficult, it was the people begging him to stay that made his departure a greater struggle emotionally. They called him a hero and treated him with love, respect, and fear. He never wanted them to fear him, but he was an Aakacarn in their eyes, and fear of what he was would always be in the backs of their minds, if not the forefront. Before what was commonly being referred to as, the Battle of Bashierwood, he was considered to be a nightmare incarnate. Afterwards, they referred to him as a special man endowed by the Creator with the ability to save them from the evil plots of the Dark Maestro, Tarin Conn. Some knew, some suspected, but most of the people never realized the forces of the Serpent Guild had been sent to capture and recruit him. At best the minions of Balen Tamm would have used Daniel’s family and the entire mountain community as hostages to insure his obedience. At worse, many would have been killed, and those who survived would have been Condemned; a fate far worse than death. 
 
   Every female in the village, young and old, had given him a farewell hug, the Tannakonna way of saying, “happy hunting.” They believed he was moving away for good, and in fact they were correct, it was best for everyone, including him. Even after his cursed link to Tarin Conn is severed, he had no intention of going back there to live, although he certainly intended to visit. 
 
   The hard packed dirt trail was big enough for six horses to ride side by side. On the left, were thick bushes and huge boulders. To his right, trees, their branches hanging low, dotted the rolling hillside, and on ahead the trail veered sharply to the right. Just over half of the five thousand royal horsemen accompanying him had already rounded the bend. The rest followed in the rear ahead of the supply wagons. Following close behind Sprinter was Tim Dukane, Daniel’s friend, whom he trusted absolutely, one who chose to ride with him to the most feared city in the world; or at least feared by most Ducaunans. Tim sat quietly on Tremor, a brown and beige mare he borrowed from Chad Grening. On the back of his saddle were two drums latched together and cover by buckskin. 
 
   Tim’s hat barely contained his wavy brown hair and his red-dyed buckskin shirt and blue-dyed pants were a match for Daniel’s own. The two of them were the only ones wearing buckskins and straw hats and looked out of place in their present company.
 
   The green and gold uniforms of the cavalry were immaculate; an onlooker would never suspect they had taken part in a hard fought bloody battle. Daniel and the three Aakacarns had no trouble casting the Laundering spell to clean and repair the garments, even the fine chain mail under their coats, and the soldiers really seemed to appreciate the gesture. Two of the Talenteds from Aakadon rode on either side of Daniel while the third rode beside Tim. Sherree Jenna, a light complexioned woman of Lobenian decent, kept the hood of her white silk cloak pulled forward while riding on Misty, her white stallion, keeping to Daniel’s right. 
 
   All of the Talenteds wore white silk, pants, shirts, cloaks, and white leather boots. Other than being tailored perfectly for them, the design of each was exactly the same; there were no gender distinctions among the Aakacarn. Sherree was always hiding her yellow-gold hair, which was a shame because Daniel thought it was beautiful. Everyone’s hair on Tannakonna were either, brown, reddish-brown, or black, and most everyone had brown eyes, hers were bright green, and Daniel’s own were so dark they were almost black.
 
   Jerremy DeSuan, the Serinian, sat tall in the saddle of his gray Taracopian war horse, Banner. His skin was well tanned, and his silky hair was black as pitch, which was common among his people. He rode beside Tim with the military bearing of an officer. According to Samuel, Jerremy was the son of a wealthy Serinian lord, and his attitude reflected it.
 
   Samuel Cresh had dark brown, almost black, depending on the light, curly hair, and seemed to be in excellent physical condition. His thick eyebrows stopped just short of being one straight line, which was common among the Teki, the traveling people. He seemed to be lost in his own thoughts, letting his black mare, Salsa, have her head, and she dropped back half a length. Samuel lightly heeled his steed and she quickly caught up, matching pace with Sprinter. “Aakadon is like no other city in the world,” the Teki intoned as if about to make a speech.
 
   Daniel pictured the Aakacarn city to be dark and foreboding, a dreadful place only people who had no choice entered willingly. “I expect so,” he replied.
 
   Samuel sat straighter in the saddle and assumed the look of an old man about to explain the facts of life. “You need to be taught how to behave correctly.”
 
    “My parents did that,” Daniel replied. He did not recall saying or doing anything that could be considered rude or ill mannered.
 
   The Talented chuckled and shook his head. “No, I mean to behave toward an Accomplished. They expect Talenteds to conform, be humble, and subservient,” he corrected.
 
   Daniel glanced over at Sherree and then at Jerremy. “I haven’t noticed that attitude among you three and the Serinian does not in any way come across as humble.”
 
   Samuel laughed and it took him several long moments to compose himself. He seemed awfully jovial, considering nothing remotely funny had been said. “That’s because we’re equals and outside of Aakadon. You’ll see the difference when we arrive, even Jerremy will act humble.”
 
   “Now, that will be something to see,” Daniel replied, provoking laughter from Tim and several nearby soldiers.
 
   Samuel laughed so hard he nearly fell off Salsa. It took the Talented even longer than before to regain his composure, and even then his mirth was barely contained. He cleared his throat and took on a more serious expression, as if to emphasize the importance of what he was about to say. “You must always look to the ground when seeking to address an Accomplished until he or she chooses to acknowledge your presence. Make sure to end every response using the person’s title, such as; ‘Yes Accomplished,’ ‘No, Instructor,’ or ‘Your will be done, Maestro.’ When called upon you must reply, ‘How may I serve, Accomplished, Instructor,’ or whatever the title of that individual is.”
 
   “They must have awfully low self-esteem if their egos need to be stroke so much,” Daniel observed.
 
   Sherree and Jerremy both chuckled. Aakacarn humor was peculiar and Daniel did not understand it. He did understand that a city full of emotionally underdeveloped Accomplisheds did not seem to be a pleasant destination; surely not all of them were so pompous. Bella Sander, the Accomplished of Dowman’s End, was just the opposite, a kind and generous person possessing deep compassion. Terroll Barnes, Daniel’s teacher, never called for his ego to be stroked or mentioned anything like what the Teki was talking about. Could this be more Aakacarn humor?
 
   Samuel glanced at his fellow Talenteds and frowned, perhaps he was annoyed by their outbursts. He cleared his throat and continued with the lesson. “The respectful responses are required. They are Accomplisheds and have ways to teach conformity and respect, some of which are painful. The rule is, be humble or be humiliated.” 
 
   Daniel decided this was no joke. He began to suspect that his time in Aakadon was going to be worse than previously imagined. It was a good thing his stay was only temporary, living with such people for any great length of time would be pure misery. 
 
   “I think you three should’ve kept going once you were free of that city,” Tim said, giving words in agreement with Daniel’s own opinion. “It sounds like a terrible place to live.”
 
   Jerremy cleared his throat, apparently wanting to draw attention. “The Teki ran away five times, that I know of. The Eagle Guild tracked him down each time and brought him back in a less than gentle manner. They always found him and so he is very familiar with the various ways an Accomplished can teach respect for the rules.”
 
   Samuel glared at the Serinian and might even have punched him in the mouth had he been close enough. He settled for a verbal attack. “I remember you receiving a goodly number of lessons on humility over the years. The last was only a few months ago.”
 
   Jerremy pointed his nose upward, giving the impression the remark was beneath his notice, and the words of the Teki were less important than the sound of the wind whispering between the pine needles above.
 
   The lesson was close to pointless, Daniel did not care how certain people wanted to be addressed or how many times either of the Talenteds received lessons in proper respect and humility. “I don’t want to learn anything but how to rid myself of this link to Tarin Conn,” he told them with a degree of irritability that surprised even him. The lack of sleep was lowering his tolerance. The last thing he needed to hear was two young men acting like a pair of small boys. 
 
   Sherree drew Misty closer to Sprinter and leaned toward Daniel, letting him see her face, full of concern, within the cloak. “Listen to what Samuel is telling you. The Accomplisheds teach us as they see fit and you need their knowledge, not the other way around. You are coming to Aakadon to request a favor, have you heard anything about gratuities?”
 
   “Yes,” Daniel replied, he knew what she told him made sense, and he had not given the gratuity much thought. He remembered Terroll making a big issue of it, insisting on making payment for the memory spell.
 
   Sherree smiled good-naturedly. “What do you have to offer, mountain man?” she asked with a playful gleam in her eye and a hint of affection. 
 
   Daniel cleared his throat and noticed Samuel and Jerremy smiling, waiting to hear him admit that he had little to offer. “I have what you see,” he stated.
 
   “Then you are depending upon their good will,” the Serinian pointed out, as if the fact was not already obvious. “I suggest you greet them in the manner they have become accustomed, such would be the prudent course of action.” 
 
   Tim glared at the Talented, and there was fire in his eyes, few people managed to provoke the drummer, but it did happen from time to time. “Daniel isn’t going to grovel at anyone’s feet,” he declared. Mountain folk never begged and rarely asked for anything. In truth, the need never came up, people on the mountain helped each other without being asked; it was like an unwritten code.  Daniel had asked the villagers if they would accept his help only because he had previously given his word to leave and not come back. Tim was correct, there would be no groveling.
 
   Jerremy’s face turned bright red and he turned on the drummer. “Aakacarns do not grovel, ever!” he said, and then smiled in a less than friendly manner. “You, mountaineer, are not an Aakacarn. A certain amount of groveling may be necessary for you to stay with Daniel.”
 
   Tim swallowed, he was not frightened by the Talented, but it was clear he had not given his situation much thought. He had no divine right to stay in Aakadon or even be granted entrance. “I’ll do what I must,” he said after a few awkward moments.
 
   “You sound like Daniel,” Sherree told him, but it was impossible to tell by her tone whether or not the words were a compliment.
 
   The column came to a stop shortly after the last of the soldiers rounded the bend and a large flat area came in sight off to the right. General Tallen a middle-aged gentlemen possessing few wrinkles, a round face, and a man who seemed more muscle than fat, trotted his black charger back from the lead position and reigned in beside Samuel. 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. The royal hawk in flight was engraved in gold on his green lacquered helmet. “We will be camping here for the night. Sergeant DuLevin will see to your accommodations, such as we have to offer. Talented Sherree will be provided a tent of her own,” he said in a deep no nonsense tone of voice.
 
   “Thank you, General,” Sherree said. This seemed to be the only situation in which she would tolerate being treated differently than her male counterparts.
 
   The soldiers were quick and efficient and soon had all of the tents up. A pleasant aroma wafted on the breeze from over near the chuck wagon and all was going well. The dinner consisted of beef jerky, beans, tough brown bread, and a strong tea sweetened with honey, for those who preferred their drink that way.
 
   General Tallen ate with Daniel, Tim, and the Talenteds, expressing his thanks once again for the healing Daniel had performed on him back in Bashierwood. The commanding officer had been sorely wounded, his spine severed, and death close upon him. He was healthier now than ever before and claiming to have more vigor. The old aches and pains he had accumulated over the years were gone. Daniel was glad to have been of help. Tallen finished his meal and went off to discuss some cavalry business with his officers.
 
   The men were respectful, but kept their distance from Daniel and the Talenteds. Fearful, perhaps, because one of the four might choose to cast a spell, and no Ducaunan, Royal Cavalry or not, wanted to be anywhere near when that happened. Never mind that most of the soldiers had benefited from the spell castings, during and since the Battle of Bashierwood, but Daniel understood and would probably have behaved similarly if he were one of the horsemen.
 
   Tim dug a shallow pit for a fire and then pulled a piece of flint from a bag tied to his belt. Jerremy stepped past him with a smug look on his face. “Allow me,” he said, and then summoned the potential. A violet glow surrounded him, though only the eyes of another Aakacarn could see the radiant energy. A thin beam of light shot from his right ring finger and struck the kindling. A fire burst to life and consumed the wood like a pig going at a corn husk.
 
   Most of the men moved as far as they could get from the casting, but surprisingly, a good many came over, evidently seeking entertainment, and some actually applauded. The Talented went on to cast more harmless spells to the delight of his audience; all except for Samuel, who grumbled under his breath. 
 
   Daniel tried to behave as if the display of power interested him, and not so very long ago it probably would have, but not so much now. This was not unlike watching a child draw a crude picture and then seek praise for the effort. He applauded along with the others because watching Jerremy perform was preferable to falling asleep. The longer they all stayed awake and making noise, the easier it was for him to remain conscience.
 
   “He’s not trying to loosen the tongues of children now,” Samuel complained loud enough to be heard only a short distance.
 
   Sherree fixed the Teki with a sidelong stare, one eyebrow raised, and when he opened his mouth as if to say more she said, “Shhh!”
 
   Samuel mumbled something under his breath and then frowned at the Serinian. There was certainly no love loss between the two. They tolerated each other and seemed to only work together when absolutely required to do so. How they ever decided who was to direct the wind spell the Talenteds used during the Battle of Bashierwood was a mystery. The Lobenian no doubt kept the two from going at each other’s throats.
 
   Jerremy eventually ended his spell casting show and made himself comfortable near the fire. No words were exchanged between he and Samuel and they avoided eye contact with each other. Sherree kept looking at Daniel. Part of him was pleased she was looking, but he was a little uncomfortable with the level of scrutiny she was giving him. She made him consider things that could never be, not with Val, and certainly not with an Aakacarn. 
 
   Mercifully, General Tallen walked over and cleared his throat, drawing attention to himself, and away from the various under currents, not that his presence alone was not sufficient for the task. He would be a difficult man to ignore. “Good evening,” he said, and then seated himself beside the Teki, who was still brooding.
 
   Tim sprang to his feet and ran toward the horses; perhaps he felt they would prove to be better company. By the somber looks on the surrounding faces, including those of the soldiers in the wider camp, Daniel figured his friend could have the right idea. His fellow mountaineer returned minutes later with the drums in one hand and the guitarn in the other. He laid the six-stringed instrument on the grass and then began beating a familiar rhythm. 
 
   Daniel smiled and picked up the hand-crafted gift from his father. His fingers danced over the strings to the melody known in the backwoods as, the Hunters Fancy. He began to sing in a strong baritone, Tim harmonized, coming in with his smooth tenor, and by the time they finished, the soldiers were gathering around and the Talenteds each had their instruments out. Daniel immediately started another song, Love and the Dish Maid, a tune that soon had many of the horsemen dancing. The song ended and even Samuel was smiling and seemed to be in a good mood, everybody appeared to be. Jerremy was grinning and Sherree’s eyes positively radiated pleasure. The love of music was the thing shared by the three, the common binding thread, apart from being Aakacarns.
 
   “Lets play, Felsum’s Fifth Overture,” suggested the Serinian.
 
   Sherree and Samuel agreed immediately and raised their instruments to play. The melody was unfamiliar, but General Tallen seemed to recognize and enjoy it. Without a doubt, the overture was well known among the nobility. Tim kept the beat and after carefully listening, Daniel began to play along as if he had known the music all his life. The overture ended to great applause.
 
   “Let’s play, Riding the Wind,” Tim suggested, making the very selection Daniel was about to offer up.
 
   The drum beat began slowly and picked up speed. The guitarn practically sang the instrumental with Daniel’s fingers licking the strings. Sherree joined in with her flute and Jerremy’s vyolin added a soulfulness rarely given to the piece. Samuel added his trumpet and lifted the melody to a whole new level. 
 
   Five thousand men applauded and shouted for more. The music was uplifting and Daniel was willing to play all night.
 
   Sherree began a sweet melody, Flight of the Whippoorwill, and it was so beautiful no one wanted to disturb her solo. Daniel played the tune many times over the years, enjoying it immensely, but had never before heard it played on a flute. He closed his eyes and could picture the delicate bird in flight and hear its call. 
 
   “That’s the melody your mother, wrote,” Tim told Daniel, when the tune ended, as if he needed telling.
 
   Sherree laid the flute in her lap. “Yes, I heard her playing it on the guitarn. She was entertaining the children at the time.”
 
   The melody stirred up emotions Daniel had been trying very hard not to show. “You played wonderfully,” he told her, and meant it.
 
   Sherree’s eyes widened as if heartened greatly by the compliment, as though his good opinion meant a great deal to her. “I’m glad you liked it,” was all she said.
 
   “Your mother has skills,” Samuel commented.
 
   “Best I’ve ever heard,” Daniel replied, totally biased, and not a bit ashamed to be so.
 
   Another melody came to mind, one inspired by the emerald-eyed Talented. Daniel began playing, the Woodcutters Daughter, and Tim and the three Aakacarns joined in on the second verse. When the concert ended, General Tallen stood clapping his hands along with the rest of his soldiers. They really seemed to appreciate the entertainment. 
 
   The commanding officer extended his hand. “That was a grand performance,” he said, and then added in a lower tone, “Not just here, but also in Bashierwood. You have my eternal gratitude.”
 
   Daniel laid the guitarn on the grass and shook the general’s hand. “I’m happy to have been of help.”
 
   Tallen nodded acknowledgement. 
 
   Daniel walked across the camp carrying his guitarn and Tim’s drums. Fires were banked low as the soldiers made ready to turn in for the night and individuals were posted for guard duty, though no attack was expected. Daniel cast a quick Find spell, sensing out to a five span radius, any greater potential would have ripple affects, and determined, other than a wolf pack three quarters of a span to the southeast, and they were unlikely to attack, that there was no danger. Even still, it was good to know the cavalry would be quick to respond should it prove necessary. 
 
   Countless stars twinkled in the heavens, a backdrop for the stately orb glowing in its fullness above. An owl hooted in the distance, adding its voice to the nightly chorus of nocturnal sounds. The horses were corralled within a rope and picket fence. The slats were a hand span wide, four cubits long, with the bottom tapering to a point, pounded into the ground five paces apart, and connected by ropes strung between them. 
 
   Daniel slipped between two of the four one inch hemp lines, made his way to Sprinter, placed his guitarn in its case, and then tied the drums to the back of Tremor’s saddle. The saddles had been removed from each horse and placed on the ground beside them. Daniel would have rubbed down his and Tim’s mounts but Lieutenant Benettle, the red-haired young officer who had entreated Daniel to help his wounded commander after the Battle of Bashierwood, insisted on grooming both horses. The stallions, mares, and geldings, seemed eager for attention, so Daniel petted each one, taking his time, and trying to forget, for a little while, what lay ahead. The wilderness was all he knew. Aakadon would be his first experience in a city, or even a town, other than Dowman’s End, and that was not much larger than the village of Bashierwood. 
 
   He finished petting the horses and slowly made his way back to the fire where Tim and the three Aakacarns were sitting. The drummer had little in common with those around him, like a fox among hounds. Daniel sat down, making it two foxes. He listened quietly to the ensuing conversation.
 
   Jerremy had put away his vyolin and was sitting cross legged on the ground. “I enjoyed the concert,” he was saying.
 
   Samuel blinked, broken away from an unspoken thought, and looked up. “You play the guitarn very well, and you Tim, did an excellent job on the drums.”
 
   “Thanks,” Daniel and Tim replied at the same time, there baritone and tenor harmonizing unintentionally.
 
   Sherree sat staring like a mother eagle eyeing her chick. She opened her mouth to say something but then opened it even wider into a yawn. She brought her hand up to her mouth, shook her head, and said, “Oh, excuse me.”
 
   Daniel figured, at that moment, he would excuse just about anything she asked him to. “Of course,” he said, along with Tim and the two male Aakacarns.
 
   “You’ll love the architecture in Aakadon,” Jerremy said with a dreamy look in his eyes. No doubt he had a genuine appreciation for large structures. He went on to say, “The buildings are magnificent works of art, yet fully functional. I’m going to design great towers and palaces; I have lots of ideas along those lines.”
 
   The Serinian seemed to be destined for the Stone Guild. The finer things in life appealed to him. Daniel had little interest in vast displays of wealth, although had nothing against people who did. His ambitions were simple, hunting and trapping for food and clothing, and living off the land using only what was necessary to survive. Everything he needed was in his saddlebag or on his back; anything else at this point would be a hindrance. 
 
   Samuel leaned forward, his face glowing with enthusiasm in the flickering light. He looked as though he was about to make a long awaited announcement. “I’ve decided to affiliate with the Eagle Guild. I want to be out and about keeping order in otherwise lawless places and confronting the Serpent Guild whenever and wherever they surface.”
 
   The Teki’s choice suited him, not only his wandering heritage, but his personality, his drive to keep moving. He was not the sort of fellow who would enjoy being restricted to one location and he certainly seemed driven to do what was right; as he saw it.
 
   Sherree had healed three birds, a squirrel, and a raccoon, since leaving Bashierwood. She also demonstrated her compassion by the way she cared for the injured folk after the yetis attacked. There was no doubt her choice would be the Aloe Guild. Daniel observed the sleepy Talented. The spell she cast with the touch of her hand was the only relief he could have, her casting was the major reason he was functioning at all. Holding out against Tarin Conn would have been difficult, if not impossible, without her help.
 
   Daniel refocused his attention on the fire, but his mind was still on the female Aakacarn and how much trouble he would be in if she decided to stop helping him. He could heal his own injuries, doing so for himself took more power than when he healed others, but he could not use his energy to give himself more energy. The physical cost of summoning the Potential would nullify any benefits. What would be the point when the best he could achieve is to feel the same?
 
   “I’m going to bed,” Sherree announced, and then stood up. Green smudges on the bottom of her silk clothing stood out in the flickering light, contrasted against the white. An amber glow formed and the grass stains vanished from her backside. “Good night,” she said, and then went to her tent.
 
   Samuel and Jerremy bade a, “Good night,” but not to each other, and then walked away. The earlier concert caused them to set aside their dislike for one another, but it was back again and probably would not go away until the next concert or joint spell casting. 
 
   Tim sat sleepy-eyed near the fire. The red-orange flames licked at the dried wood, consuming it with the eagerness of a kitten lapping up spilt milk. His eyes seemed to be fighting a losing battle to stay open. They lost, and moments later his head jerked forward, snapping him awake. “Why don’t you go to bed?” he asked in the middle of a yawn. “Don’t you want to sleep?”
 
   “I’m exhausted,” Daniel admitted, unable to keep a yawn of his own from escaping. “I don’t dare sleep. Tarin Conn will appear the moment my eyes close.”
 
   Tim shook his head, flinching as if having received a physical blow. “He’s likely to be in a bad mood. After all, you did cause him to lose a legion of yetis, hundreds of the Condemneds, and only you know how many Accomplisheds of the Serpent guild.”
 
   The number of enemy Aakacarns killed in the battle was not a secret; the subject simply had not come up. No one asked, and so Daniel never said, but he had no misgivings about sharing the information with his friend. “One died in the first assault, two died in the rockslide, and one got away. I suspect Serin Gell was the survivor, though I believe he was, and is, not in good shape at the moment. You saw how weak I was after using the teleportation spell, whoever escaped had far less Potential than me, so the physiological effect of the casting had to have been much worse.”
 
   Tim acknowledged with a single shake of his head and then leaned forward grinning. “You were amazing. The blue tornado was great,” he said, and then a wicked smile grew on his face. “I nearly missed my shot when you brought down Binkman’s cliff right under their feet. And here I’d thought the flame throwing you did during the very first attack was awe inspiring, but that was just the warm up compared to the final battle. You out did yourself. Even the way you caused water to gush high in the air to put out the fire was spectacular. I think the fountain went higher than the tallest tree on Tannakonna.”
 
   Each person on Tannakonna had done the best they could to survive and Daniel figured he owed them his best effort. “I did what was necessary to save everyone. Otherwise, General Tallen and his men would have arrived in time to see the ruins. Besides, it was a joint effort. The Talenteds did their part, you and most every able person who could shoot a bow, also fought, and the Royal Cavalry helped immensely.”
 
   The drummer arched an eyebrow and had a sly look in his eye. “Are you getting sweet on Sherree?” he asked, his question coming from another stream. He was known to change trails from time to time when on the hunt. It did not matter if the quarry was an animal or information. “You recently had to give up Val. Be careful you don’t get sweet on the first pretty face you see.”
 
   Coming from anybody else, the switch would have been a surprise, but Daniel took it in stride. “I like Sherree, that’s all,” he said, and then added, “I am not getting sweet on her.”
 
   Tim chuckled as if he did not believe a word of it. “Really, then why was almost every tune you sang a love song?”
 
   There were plenty of reason, Daniel just failed to think of one at the moment, that‘s all. “The soldiers wanted to hear,” he began and then stopped, knowing the drummer would not be diverted from his quarry once it was in sight. “Okay, I like her a little more than I should. Nothing will come of it because Aakacarns do not get sweet on each other.”
 
   Tim licked his lips and shook his head. He did not appear convinced, not knowing the rules and traditions governing the Aakacarns. “Why? Spell casting aside, they are men and women. Getting sweet on each other is only natural.”
 
   “Aakacarns do not marry. Gender means very little to them. You remember how Val reacted when my ability was revealed, how she feared to even be in a room with me, much less continue our relationship. I accept the facts as they are and know the best I can have in Sherree is a good friend. I’m actually starting to like Samuel and even Jerremy.”
 
   Tim just sat back and laughed. “It wasn’t Samuel or Jerremy you were looking at while singing those songs. Remember, you gave me the cabin.”
 
   Daniel sighed. Asking Sherree to share a cabin never entered his mind. His friend had the wrong idea. Apparently, regular folk just could not understand the ways of the Aakacarn. The sigh was also because it had not been long ago that Daniel had been a regular person; he could not pretend to be what he no longer was.
 
   “I’m an Accomplished. I will not be inviting anyone into the cabin,” Daniel answered, deciding it was time to turn the bow the other way, and shift the conversation away from himself. “What are you going to do about Gina? She loves you.”
 
   Tim shifted his stare to the fire, looking away so as not to make eye contact, a trait he had whenever speaking of something he felt deeply about. “I was told you performed a healing on her. I really appreciate it. Word is she was burned in the fire. I don’t know how badly and she wouldn’t tell me, so it must have been no minor injury. She seems fine now.”
 
   Daniel decided to keep the extent of Gina’s injuries to himself, they had been extensive, she was burned over ninety percent of her body, and would have died. As a healer, he felt the obligation to be discreet. She would tell what she wanted known, when, and to whom. “You know she is like a sister to me.”
 
   “I know,” Tim said, looking up from the fire. “She behaves differently now. Ever since you healed her, she is more energetic, and seems more anxious than ever for me to invite her into the cabin. She has spoken of little else since Val told her you gave it to me.”
 
   Daniel decided to press the issue. “Are you going to invite her in?”
 
   Tim grabbed a twig and tossed it into the flames, “Of course, when I get back home, but we need to get your problem fixed first.”
 
   The drummer was putting his own future on hold for him, Daniel was touched, and felt guilty at the same time; two friends’ lives were on hold. Gina was back on Tannakonna, waiting to be invited into the cabin and become Tim’s wife. “You don’t have to come with me to Aakadon. Go home and marry Gina,” he told him.
 
   Tim frowned as if insulted. “We’re friends,” he declared. “If it was me captured by Cenni Quen and taken to Kelgotha, what would you do?”
 
   His friend had a point. Daniel knew full well what he would do; enter the very chamber occupied by Tarin Conn if necessary. “I would come get you,” he admitted.
 
   Tim’s face could have been carved in stone. “I’ll go home when your link to the Tarin Conn is severed,” he said, with iron resolve in his voice.
 
   That being the case, Daniel had two responses for his friend. “Thank you. Now go to bed before you fall over,” he said, and then added when it looked like Tim was going to object, “I’m liable to get addle-brained by the time this cursed link is broken. My judgment has already been affected, I was singing love songs to an Aakacarn, heaven help me, I never would‘ve done such a thing before. I must be getting dull witted. So, rest well, one of us has to be clear thinking, and it sure isn’t going to be me.” 
 
   Tim quieted as though weighing what would be best; staying awake in a show of moral support or going to sleep. He stretched his arms, stood up, and said, “You’re right. I’d better get some sleep,” and then went to the tent that had been pitched for the two of them.
 
   Daniel glanced at the sentries posted around the camp. They would be relieved in a few marks, and then they could get some shut eye. Sleep would overcome him eventually, he was sure. His eyelids were already getting heavy. He yawned and then shook himself in an effort to put off the inevitable. A cool breeze carried the scents of over a score of night blooming flowers, male crickets signaled their whereabouts to the females of their species, and Daniel fell asleep.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Three: A Painful Lesson 
 
   Daniel stood once again on a white marble floor in a royal court. Light was provided by a diamond chandelier hanging from a mirrored ceiling. Each precious stone radiated energy of its own, there were no candles, and the light cast an even glow throughout the vast chamber. The crimson carpet still lay two strides ahead and led up the thirteen steps to the raised floor, on which sat the crystal throne.
 
   Tarin Conn, wearing a blouse of purple silk with red horizontal stripes and white cuffs, was seated upon the sparkling chair with the poise of a royal personage. He was still wearing the broad black belt studded with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires that held up his violet pants, which were tucked into a pair of black shiny boots. The Dark Maestro’s wavy hair was as black as a raven’s feathers. His rugged face was light brown, a trait of his Serinian heritage. He seemed unusually calm, given recent events; he normally would have been raging like a bull seeing red. “Congratulations on your victory,” he said, in an almost conciliatory manner. “You can stay in Bashierwood and pretend nothing has changed, I have decided not to send another assault.”
 
   Daniel hoped the surprise did not show on his face. The evil Aakacarn was ill-informed, clearly knowing nothing about the journey to Aakadon. It was good to know the Dark Maestro was not omniscient. Tarin Conn depended on his guild members to provide him immediate information. 
 
   The statement and the tone in which it had been delivered was inconsistent with the personality traits he had showed on previous encounters, something did not smell right. “Does this mean you’re going to leave me alone?” Daniel asked, knowing a moth had a better chance in a spider’s web. 
 
   A sparkle appeared in Tarin Conn’s eye, he very nearly smiled. “Not at all, we are linked, you and I, and time to win you over is on my side. I can sense how the lack of sleep is affecting you, the look in your eyes, your inability to disguise the fatigue in your own dream, and a hundred other clues to your current state of mind: so I am no where close to being finished with you. I will wear you down. I am giving you advanced notice; on a day you least expect, one of my Accomplisheds will capture you like before, and take you to Balen Tamm. After that, your serving me will only be a question of time. As you are probably aware, I have had much experience in the art of waiting.”
 
   The Dark Maestro’s words were empty, nothing Daniel was surprised to hear, nor anything that he needed to be told. The sparkle vanished from the eye of the ancient Accomplished. He seemed disappointed; perhaps he believed his threats would have a greater impact on his audience of one. How infuriating it must be for him to be defied by a mountaineer, a backwoods dweller, a young man who, less than a month ago, had zero experience casting spells.
 
   “How is Serin Gell?” Daniel asked, staring his adversary straight in the eye, unable to keep the smirk from his face, and not trying to hide his pleasure at having defeated the Aakacarn.
 
   A chuckle irrupted from Tarin Conn, at the question, or the attitude in which it had been asked, Daniel did not know. “Worse off than you after your first teleportation, even with a level three baton, but he will recover.  Do not worry, he will be back on his feet and eager to pay you a visit,” the Dark Maestro responded with another threat mixed in. 
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders and forced himself to hold the smirk. “He’s the one who should worry and there will never be a day I don’t expect trouble from you.”
 
   Tarin Conn seemed to ignore the tone in which he had been addressed. The Dark Maestro leaned forward on his throne and said, “You shall serve me one way or another. My preference is that it be of your own free will, although such is not necessary. I taught you the Condemned spell and therefore you know it not only mutates the physical form of its victims, it destroys their free will. They have no choice but to obey the will of the person who cast the spell. You, I, and Balen Tamm are the only Accomplisheds who know the Melody, and he does so enjoy his work. The Sleep spell you learned from Cenni Quen, that and with the Melodies I taught you, means I cannot allow you to walk around uncontrolled with such knowledge in your head.” he said in a matter-of-fact way, rather than as a threat.
 
   Being Condemned was the only way Daniel would serve, but they would have to catch him first. He had been caught once by Cenni Quen, not again, the Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild would no longer find him easy prey. The threats were getting tiresome and Daniel shook his head in wonderment. “Haven’t you lost enough? I can’t possibly be worth all this trouble!”
 
   Tarin Conn’s left eyebrow arched upward and he stated pompously, “You underestimate yourself. Believe me; your potential is worth the price, not just the energy in your life force, but the promise of what you can become under my tutelage. You shall come to me in the end. I will win. I always win.”
 
   Daniel laughed out loud; not necessarily a good thing to do in present company. The lack of rest was getting to him, lowering his discretion, seriously affecting his judgment, and failing to keep him from saying what was on his mind. “Really, then how did you come to be trapped in the bowels of Kelgotha?”
 
   All trace of composure vanished from the face of the Dark Maestro,  eyes glaring, face contorting in rage, he sprang to his feet and shouted, “You ignorant child, half trained dog, how dare you speak such words to me? Bow before your better!”
 
   Let the old wind bag rage. Daniel dropped to his knees, and then stretched out on the floor, facing up, with his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes. Maybe he could get some rest. After all, this was only a dream, and the ancient Aakacarn obviously had nothing new to say. 
 
   “Get up!” Tarin Conn shouted at the top of his lungs. The man really should stop dwelling on negative thoughts, they were making him bitter.
 
   Daniel kept his eyes closed, attempting to ignore the ranting egotist, which was not an easy thing to do. An abrupt pain flared in his left side and he went flying down the steps to a rolling stop on the floor. He landed face up and began to wonder if, perhaps, he had pushed his host a little too far. 
 
   “I’ll not be ignored!” Tarin Conn declared, and then lunged into the air, landing about a hand span from where Daniel lay. “Not now, not ever!” he added, while raising his left foot.
 
   Daniel found himself staring up at the bottom of a boot and rolled to the side just before it slammed down where his head had been. Enough was enough. He sprang to his feet, punched the Dark Maestro in the mouth, and might as well have struck the wall. The man was hard as stone. Daniel tried to shake off the ache in his hand.
 
   Tarin Conn laughed, “Fool, I control every aspect of the dream, I can be hard as iron or less substantial than air,” he said, his voice dripping with contempt.
 
   Daniel backed away, wanting some space for what he was about to do, stronger measures were called for, and he might even break the cursed link; permanently. He summoned the Potential and cast the Death spell. Blue tendrils of light shot from his fingers and struck the evil Accomplished. Nothing happened.
 
   “You cannot harm me with spells. My body lies in Kelgotha. Conversely, and I cannot harm your body; but I can cause pain.”
 
   Daniel quickly summoned the potential for a shield. The familiar blue glow surrounded him and he could only hope the Dark Maestro did not have the strength to break through.
 
   Tarin Conn glowed bright white, twin beams of light shot from his hands, penetrating the defense shield as if it did not exist. Daniel writhed on the floor in agony. Every nerve in his body signaled pain and the assault seemed to go on for ever. He lost concentration and the useless shield vanished. He was helpless as a kitten in the jaws of a wolf.
 
   “You see, I am in control here, and you are less than a gnat in my presence; a mere annoyance,” Tarin Conn said with an insufferable grin. 
 
   The man needed to be clouted on the side of his head with a big stick, which Daniel would do if he had a stick, and could move. Just when it seemed the torment would never end, a warm sensation filtered through his entire being; relieving him of all pain. Some of his exhaustion faded a way along with Tarin Conn.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes. Morning had come and Sherree stood leaning over him with her hand on his forehead. Deep concern wrinkled her normally smooth brow. Tim stood beside her with a similar expression on his face. Jerremy and Samuel stood ten paces away; eyeing Daniel the way one would watch a rabid animal. General Tallen and the officers surrounding him, including Lieutenant Benettle, appeared on the verge of ordering a strategic retreat. Five thousand horsemen were on there feet and staring.
 
   “What happened?” Daniel asked, knowing he must have done something to generate so much fear; even in the three Talenteds.
 
   “You tell us,” Sherree demanded. “You summoned enough potential even the non-Aakacarns could see the glow, cast a spell, and killed that tree,” she said while pointing to a rotted oak eighty paces to the left. “As you can see, all the grass around you within a radius of five paces is dead.”
 
   “Then you went into convulsions and Sherree tried to help you, but couldn’t because something prevented her from touching you. Everyone was in a panic; not knowing what or who you would zap the life out of next. The blue glow cut off and then Sherree was able to cast that spell she has been using on you,” Tim explained. His voice was quite steady for a person who had only escaped death by sheer luck.
 
   Daniel sat up. “I’m sorry,” he began, and then said it again louder for Tallen and his men. “Did I hurt anyone?”
 
   “You scared the blight out of everyone,” Samuel told him, and by the sound of his voice and the wild look in his eye, the Teki included himself.
 
   Tim nodded his head as if he had just figured something out. “He was in a bad mood.”
 
   The archer was right on target. Daniel glanced at the dead grass around him and then back at his friend. “Let’s just say, I didn’t improve his temperament.”
 
   General Tallen stepped up and asked, “Who attacked you?”
 
   “Tarin Conn,” Jerremy answered, surprisingly. The Talented clearly realized to whom Daniel and Tim were referring. “Our mountaineer was abducted by a member of the Serpent Guild and now the Dark Maestro visits his dreams.”
 
   Tallen nodded his head affirmatively. “They must have taken him to Kelgotha. What can I do to help?”
 
   Daniel looked him in the eye. “Get me to Aakadon quickly.”
 
   “Yes, I can do that. I suggest you eat fast,” he replied with eagerness, and then gave orders to his officers, and not a soul failed to step lively.
 
   “Agreed,” Sherree said to the general, who nodded and went back to his men. “Let’s go eat. I think he intends to be starting out soon,” 
 
   Daniel followed Tim and the three Talenteds to the chuck wagon and filled his plate with pancakes. No one inquired where Daniel had learned the Death spell and it was just as well that they had not, because he was not sure himself. 
 
   The conversation was light while they ate, sitting in a semi-circle on the ground a short distance from the chuck wagon. Tim stayed quiet; Sherree seemed lost in her thoughts, speaking only when Jerremy or Samuel spoke to her. The two male Talenteds once again appeared to be at odds with each other. Apparently, this was normal behavior for them. 
 
   Tensions ran high in the camp. The death spell had truly frightened everyone. The soldiers kept there distance from Daniel, few coming within ten strides of him, and they were constantly glancing in his direction. Their eyes held wariness mixed with respect and every glance seemed to inspire them to greater efficiency. 
 
   Tallen approached and came to a stop before the group just as Daniel took the last bite of pancake. “We will be picking up the pace today. I will get you to Aakadon by evening,” the general informed confidently. He must have something special in mind; the horses in full gallop would have difficulty meeting that pace.
 
   “Thank you,” Daniel replied, feeling guilty. Each and every person around him could have died, dead as the oak he had killed earlier.
 
   “No need to thank me,” Tallen replied. “It is my opportunity to help you. I just hope the Maestros know how to break the link.”  
 
   “You and me, both,” Tim interjected into the conversation.
 
   “Of course they can,” Jerremy said defensively, paused as if giving the matter some thought, and then added, “I’m sure the Grand Maestro can.”
 
   Daniel wished he could be so sure. Aakadon seemed to be the only way out of his present tangle. Like mountaineers before him, he would do what must be done, one way or another he would be free. 
 
   Breakfast ended, camp broken, and the cavalry was on the move. They headed south on the main trail. Tim made an obvious effort to keep the conversation light and the Talenteds spoke of life in Aakadon. Daniel could hear the fondness they held for the city, the place they called, home, but their lives were more complicated than the existence Daniel knew. The Accomplisheds sounded little better than Tarin Conn where ego was concerned. Wielding potential could be a heady experience, to feel power flowing through your being, and focusing that energy to accomplish your will. It was no wonder so many had difficulty with humility. Terroll Barnes showed no signs of a big head, although Daniel had to admit, he did not know the man in any other way except as a teacher and musician.
 
   By the way the Talenteds spoke of him, Efferin Tames sounded worse of all; a tenacious seeker of power who not only attained it, but who knew how to keep it. How can such a man be trusted? Tarin Conn’s description of the Grand Maestro was not much different than what the Talenteds were saying about him. Prudence dictated that extreme caution is used when it came time to deal with the supreme leader of Aakadon.
 
   Glancing skywards, Daniel felt the gentle warmth of the sun on his shoulders, and noted the white clouds drifting leisurely across the azure blue. The pleasant weather went a long way in improving temperaments and lifting the spirits of everyone in the entourage. The soldiers were less jittery, though still kept glancing at Daniel, and he could not blame them. Dumb fate was the only reason a tree had been killed instead of them. Sherree rode beside Sprinter and spoke seldom, though she kept looking at Daniel like a mother watching over a sick child.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me casting spells in my sleep,” Daniel told her.
 
   “How do you know?” she asked, so quickly it was obvious what had been pressing on her mind. 
 
   “I was trying to kill Tarin Conn and learned something, at great pain; my efforts have no effect in the dream world. The Dark Maestro formed the connection so he is in control,” Daniel explained, while ducking his head to avoid a low hanging branch. “Since I now know the spells I cast while asleep can harm people around me, I’ll not summon the potential.”
 
   Sherree nodded her acceptance of the explanation, but still had a worried look on her face. “I hope you can refrain, otherwise the Accomplisheds might shield off your potential.”
 
   “They can do that?” Daniel wondered out loud.
 
   Jerremy drew rein and slowed Banner to match pace with Sprinter. Clearly the Serinian had been listening to the conversation. “If they use enough potential in the shield,” he confirmed. He did seem to have been giving the matter some thought, as though the possibility concerned him. “Even a one-bolt, with the use of a crescendo, should be able to shield off a Talented.”
 
   “I didn’t realize such a thing was possible,” Daniel admitted, although he doubted anyone less than a four-bolt could shield off his potential, even with aid of a crescendo.
 
   None of the spells taught to him by Terroll were capable of shielding off another Aakacarn’s potential, which meant doing so had to be done with a specialized Melody; probably belonging to the Eagle Guild. Daniel tuned out the conversation taking place around him and concentrated inward. Random notes came together in a simple melody including a six string chorded rhythm, and somehow he knew this Melody would actually shield off potential. The composition seemed to come from himself, like his memory spell had, though it could have been sent by Tarin Conn through the link. Daniel was not overly concerned about the origin of the tune, especially since it might just come in handy in a city full of Aakacarns.
 
   After two and a half marks into the journey, the blue tinted water of the Gosian River came into view. Boats sailed up and down the large waterway, passing other craft docked along the banks. An officer, Lieutenant Benettle, of the Royal Cavalry, stood talking to the captain of the largest boat, one with two masts and twenty oars on each side. General Tallen joined them, had a brief conversation, there was some head nodding, and then a glint of light sparkled off a fist full of coins falling from the commanding officer’s hand into that of the captain. 
 
   Lieutenant Benettle swung up into his saddle and trotted his horse to a stop several strides from Sprinter. “General Tallen has booked passage for you five, himself, and fifty volunteers,” he stated crisply, like he would to a superior officer. “The river is the fastest way into Aakadon.”
 
   “Thank you,” Samuel replied to him, smiling, then glanced at Jerremy before adding, “I’m glad some people see the need for haste.”
 
   General Tallen trotted his Taracopian war horse up the hill and came to a stop beside Misty. He glanced at Sherree and the other two Talenteds and then addressed Daniel. “I had hoped to escort you to Aakadon with a full compliment. However, the seriousness of your problem warrants the quickest route possible. Captain Lenaev of the Jennaeva has agreed to transport us and fifty horsemen to Aakadon.”
 
   “Thank you,” Daniel replied, formally, though he failed to see the need for an honor guard, and as for reaching the final destination; the sooner the better. “Your generosity is beyond kind, certainly more than this mountaineer deserves.”
 
   “Nonsense, I’ll not hear such words,” Tallen replied, he seemed bent on giving honor where he thought it warranted. “You are a loyal Ducaunan and much more. Now come, our transportation awaits,” he added and urged his stallion down toward the riverboat. 
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders and decided to let them honor him if they felt like it, they seemed bent on doing so no matter what he told them. He heeled Sprinter in the flanks and followed after the general. Tim, along with the Talenteds and fifty horsemen, one of which was Lieutenant Benettle, filed in behind. 
 
   The Jennaeva proved to be much larger than it had appeared from a distance. The captain sported a dark brown beard, no mustache, a blue coat and white breeches. Most of his crew was wearing loose gray clothing and many of them were shirtless. Tallen dismounted and led his horse up the plank, motioning for Daniel to do the same, and nodded when he saw his directions were being followed; a man very much accustomed to being obeyed Tallen was.
 
   Sprinter hesitated over the narrow boards connecting the dock with the boat and Daniel had to coax him up the ramp; the horse had faced howling yetis with greater ease. Tim had similar trouble getting Tremor aboard, but the Talenteds and the fifty horsemen had no trouble at all; evidently their steeds were accustomed to water travel. Daniel figured these volunteers had probably drawn the short straws in their platoons, he could not imagine them wanting to spend any more time near him than necessary, but some of them actually smiled at him. Maybe they really did consider escorting him to be an honor.
 
   Captain Lenaev shouted orders and the vessel launched down river. The crew was looking crossly at the horses, probably not pleased at the prospect of cleaning up after them. The Aakacarns received more stares than the horses or anyone else. Sherree being female had nothing to do with it; there was no lechery in their eyes, what they had was cautious fear of all three. The sailors seemed to dismiss Daniel and Tim as being of no interest. Seeing men in buckskins was a common enough occurrence along the river where trappers and mountaineers frequented. Daniel smiled. It felt good to be around people who were not afraid of him. 
 
   A cool breeze offset the heat of the afternoon sun. The Jennaeva gained speed as the vessel approached where the Gosian merged with the Tannakonna River. Swirling water rocked the boat like a toy. The horses grew restless and Tim slid across the deck on his backside to a chorus of snickering from the crew. Daniel was busy trying to stay on his feet and keep a firm hold on Sprinter, which served to stabilize him and comfort the stallion at the same time. The waters calmed, the Jennaeva slowed, and they continued down river at a more comfortable rate. The journey back up the river, even tacking against the wind, would be challenging, a situation in which the oars would come in handy.  
 
   “If you thought that was rough,” Lenaev said, with a smile directed at Tim, who had just made his way back across the deck. “Wait till we meet the mighty Hirus.”
 
   Daniel cringed at the thought, thinking of all the pancakes he had eaten at breakfast, the ride would not have bothered him a bit otherwise. It seemed best to put his mind on something else. The link between him and Tarin Conn came to mind and it was a snarl to be untangled. Random notes began to filter up through his soul and a melody formed, but something about it was lacking. He knew instinctively the spell would be inadequate. Seemingly original compositions flowed from a source he could not fathom. Was the Dark Maestro tormenting him with false spells, keeping full knowledge out of his grasp? The possibility existed. Daniel knew one thing for sure; the ancient Aakacarn knew the source.
 
   The captain and crew kept a close watch for rocks and river pirates; though only fools would attack a boat transporting Aakacarns, battle hardened soldiers, and mountain men, who as a group are known throughout Ducaun as experts with the bow and knife. In this case; one mountain man with a bow, Tim, because Daniel chose not to bring his, but he did have his knife. In any case, this was not a group to be messed with.
 
   “You’re scowling like a condemned man on the way to the gallows,” Sherree informed him. “Don’t worry. I’m sure the Maestros can help. We’re making the journey in record time, the link will be gone, and you will be free of the Dark Maestro.”
 
   Daniel had not realized he was scowling, though was not surprised, thinking of Tarin Conn and the link no doubt had that effect on him. Her words were appreciated, obviously meant to give comfort. But Daniel had almost as much misgivings about meeting Efferin as he did any member of the Serpent Guild. It might not be a fair comparison, but that was how he felt, and that was all he had to go on; his instincts. He forced himself to smile. “I hope you’re right.”
 
    Before anyone could speak, the Jennaeva lurched forward at twice the speed achieved at the merging of the Gosian and the Tannakonna rivers. Everyone grabbed something to hold onto. Sherree chose the nearest thing to her, Daniel, who chose Sprinter. Ahead lay the rapid waters of the mighty Hirus. The captain and crew were well seasoned and the vessel plunged through without taking damage. The waters calmed somewhat compared to before but the Jennaeva was traveling swiftly in the current, which was where the word, mighty, comes in whenever a person talks about the Hirus River. Sherree released Daniel, wiped imaginary wrinkles from her silks, and went over to talk to the other Talenteds without saying a word. Tim had managed to keep his feet.
 
   Daniel went to the bow, leaned against the railing, and lost track of time. On the horizon were huge towers spiraling upward at impossible angles. Others curved and sloped smoothly like giant sculptures. Clouds, like massive cotton balls, had their bellies scratched by huge cylinder-shaped buildings of onyx and opal. He squinted his eyes; the colorful city was so bright. Aakadon seemed to be made of every precious stone he had ever heard of, and some he had no idea what they were other than beautiful. A tower of sparkling pure sapphire stood beside one of emerald. In the center of the immense city was a massive pyramid seemingly made of thousands upon thousands of rubies, on the very top of which was a huge diamond in the shape of an eye. It took Daniel several minutes to realize his mouth was open and to quickly close it. The late afternoon sky gave way to twilight. General Tallen had done it; they would be in Aakadon by evening.
 
   Even the Talenteds stared glassy-eyed at the marvelous city, one that had been their home for years, a place that still clearly filled them with awe. Tim stood transfixed with his mouth wide open, so Daniel did not feel so bad about his own reaction. Neither Jerremy nor Samuel had come close in their descriptions of Aakadon. The Aakacarn city was without dispute the most beautiful man-made site in the world.
 
   Watercraft of every sort, from fishing boats to freighters, maneuvered to and fro. Captain Lenaev had to wait for ten boats to have their turn at the busy docks before he could find a place to put in, and then had to wait half as much time again to obtain permission from the port authority to allow all passengers to disembark.
 
   The dock hands, six assigned to the Jennaeva, wore the same immaculate white silk outfits as Sherree, Samuel, and Jerremy. One of the six, a heavy set boy with light brown hair, pink complexion, and a pug nose, glowed a bright crimson and focused on the broad plank. The extra wide beam floated upward and over into place, bridging the gap between dock and boat. Captain and crew backed away as if wanting nothing to do with the Talenteds, the ones on and off the docks, the Ducaunans made no attempt to disguise their dislike for spell casting, which was no surprise.
 
   General Tallen mounted his stallion and signaled everyone else to do the same. “Daniel, will you ride beside me?” he said, although his request sounded very much like an order.
 
   It was time to be honored. Even this backwoods mountaineer knew the time had come for him to go through whatever custom they had in mind, and was glad it would be brief, thank the Creator. Daniel cleared his thoughts, mounted up, and guided Sprinter to stand beside the Taracopian warhorse, and then disembarked in step with the general.
 
   All eyes were on him. People had to wonder why a buckskin clad Ducaunan was being escort by such a high dignitary. Daniel looked at them looking at him and decided what they thought did not amount to a pile of saw dust at his father’s work table. He focused on the general and brought Sprinter to a stop following the officer’s example. They waited while the others disembarked. Tim and Sherree came ashore riding their horses, followed by Samuel and Jerremy. Lieutenant Benettle and a beefy corporal Daniel had seen around but did not know, came next, followed by the rest of the horseman. The general and all of his men saluted Daniel and he awkwardly returned it.
 
   Standing on the dock a short distance away was a man with skin the color of ebony. His red on black silks identified him as an Accomplished, two golden lightning bolts on each shoulder indicated his potential, and a diamond covered Z on his belt buckle identified his guild affiliation. On his right middle finger was a ring with a golden Z in the center. He smiled broadly and there was a definite glint of merriment in his eyes.
 
   “Terroll,” Daniel called out, and then dismounted and rushed over to shake hands.
 
   The Accomplished of the Zephyr Guild met him half way, taking his hand in a firm grip. “Greetings, my friend, I am gladdened that you have chosen to come to us,” he said, and then his eyes widened when he looked at Tim.
 
   The three Talenteds came forward and bowed low before Terroll, Jerremy looked particularly humbled. “Greetings Maestro, how may we serve?” they asked in unison.
 
   Terroll frowned at each one of them, his gaze lingering the longest on the Serinian. “You can serve yourselves better by paying more attention to people you encounter while traveling.”
 
   Daniel had no idea what the Maestro meant by the remark, but the Talenteds seemed to understand completely when they replied, “Yes Maestro,” as if thoroughly reprimanded.
 
   A one-bolt Accomplished came up and stood next to the four-bolt wearing similar clothing, naturally. He also wore a medallion with a Z, though he wore no ring and his belt buckle was gold with no guild affiliation symbol. “You must be the one I have heard so much about,” he said to Daniel without having been introduced. How did he know Tim was not the one he had heard so much about, and who did all the telling? Daniel must have registered the question on his face because the Accomplished went on to say, “My students have been keeping me informed of current events, including your mishap with a tree. By the way, I am Jason Renn, Lead Instructor and head of Tames Hall.”
 
   Daniel eyed Sherree askance. How did she and the other two communicate with Jason, and why? They were supposed to be his friends, or so he had thought.
 
   “General Tallen, we thank you for bringing this promising young Potential safely to Aakadon,” Terroll said in a courteous manner.
 
   The senior officer cleared his throat. “I am honored by the privilege. Queen Cleona has high expectations for him, as do I,” he replied, and then turned to face his honoree. “Daniel, I know you will do our kingdom proud. Take care and do well.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Daniel replied, and shook hands with the general.
 
   Tallen and his men were offered refreshments and led away to a guest facility by a small group of Talenteds. Non-Aakacarns, commoners, were apparently not permitted to wander freely about the city or mingle with the Aakacarns, unless in the due course of business. Tourists were not allowed. Only Accomplisheds could come and go without permission or having to state their purpose, Daniel remembered Samuel telling him about that between Tannakonna and the place they camped.
 
   Jason looked Daniel up and down and then frowned while shaking his head. “The first thing is for us to get you some proper clothing. Buckskins will never do. You must dress to fit your station.” he stated.
 
   Daniel looked down at his clothes and then looked at Tim. They did seem out of place, more so than during the journey with Tallen and his soldiers. Having to wear white silks for a while seemed to be a small price to pay to be rid of Tarin Conn. Daniel almost laughed. If he were to dress according to station, he would be putting on the red on black silks and have six golden lightning bolts on his shoulders. No one had mentioned his rank so Terroll must not have told them. Daniel decided to follow his former teacher’s advice and continue to keep his level of potential a secret.
 
   “You have much to learn about the proper behavior of a Talented,” Jason said, and his frown deepened. No doubt he was waiting for the correct response.
 
   This is not going to be easy, Daniel thought, and then bowed, but not quite so low as the three Talenteds had. “Yes, Accomplished,” he said, while biting his tongue to keep from saying the rest of what he thought of Aakadon and the egotistical Accomplisheds running it.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Four: Settling In 
 
   The horses were led away by a group of young Talenteds, probably first level. Daniel noticed older groups of Talenteds, ranging from sixteen to perhaps twenty one, possibly level three and level four mixed together, staring and pointing at the new comers. Most everyone since arriving addressed Terroll as Maestro. Evidently, the return of his repertoire propelled him to a higher status in Aakadon.
 
   “Maestro, have you been told of my problem?” Daniel asked, hoping his former teacher’s new status, leader of a guild, gave him access to greater knowledge.
 
   The pleasant smile vanished and Terroll took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His reaction answered the question before his mouth opened. More, it told the problem was beyond his ability to solve; or else he would not appear so solemn. “No doubt you are referring to the connection between yourself and the Dark Maestro. Unfortunately, I have no idea how to rid you of him, though I wish you had told me of this when we first met,” he replied.
 
   Daniel stopped; the abruptness caught everyone off guard. Tim bumped into him from behind and the rest walked on several paces before turning to see what the matter was. Terroll came to a stop as well. The news was bad; this trip would be all for nothing if no one could break the link. Besides, how was he supposed to have told something before it happened?
 
   “Terroll, there must be a way to break the link,” Daniel insisted.
 
   Jason’s left eyebrow arched up angrily, registering his disapproval. Let him. This was important and ego stroking could wait, though the Instructor did not appear to think so. “You are speaking to the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild and you will address him respectfully as such.”
 
   Daniel ignored Jason and fixed his stare on the Maestro. Terroll’s reply had a direct impact on how long this stay in Aakadon would be.
 
   The four-bolt Accomplished licked his lips; he and Tim knew what an angry six-bolt could do. “Grand Maestro Efferin Tames knows how to break the link.”
 
   The light of hope shined forth, the journey had not been in vain, and Daniel wanted to go immediately to the leader of Aakadon. He opened his mouth to ask where to find Efferin.
 
   “He is a busy man,” Terroll continued, as if anticipating the question. “The Grand Maestro has graciously agreed to accept your petition for an audience. At that time you may state your business.”
 
   The procedure was too complicated. Why couldn’t the man grant the favor and be done with it? Daniel shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. Unnecessary complications were unbelievably frustrating for a man short on sleep, but Daniel did his best to maintain self-control. “Maestro, does the Grand Maestro know about my link to Tarin Conn?” he said while trying to keep a civil tongue in his mouth, and not offend the Instructor any further than he already had. Shouting at people rarely put them in a mood to grant favors.
 
   Jason nodded his approval, glanced at his three pupils, and then returned his attention to the conversation. Daniel was beginning to feel like a fox trapped in the middle of a wolf pack.
 
   “Your escorts have been sending reports twice a day, more often since the yetis attacked in the Battle of Bashierwood, and yes, the Grand Maestro is totally aware of what you have done and your situation,” Terroll informed evenly, showing no signs of being offended by the way he had been addressed. 
 
   Daniel turned to Sherree. To think, he was actually beginning to like her. She avoided eye contact now. It was clear she could no longer be trusted, neither could Samuel nor Jerremy. Tim was the only person who was still trustworthy, thank goodness he came along. A city of traitors is a lonely place to be. Daniel would have to be on guard at all times, always assume that whatever he said or did would be reported directly to the Instructor and forwarded to the Maestros. He shook his head again, squashing the bitterness rising in his soul. Let it go, work with what you have, he told himself.  “I see. Since my friends here have shared everything they know about me, is there any reason I can’t petition for the favor today?” he said out loud.
 
   Samuel stared as if he did not realize his duplicity. Jerremy understood well enough, refusing to look away, as if to say, he had done his duty and was not ashamed. Why should he be? Why should any of them be ashamed? The fact is none of them had claimed to be Daniel’s friend. What a fool. He had never trusted Aakacarns before, why had he started now? It was the lack of sleep, clouding his judgment, making him make mistakes. He glanced again at Tim. The drummer had not fallen prey to such a foolish notion, mistaking anyone from Aakadon of being a friend.
 
   “You are one Potential, not even officially a Talented until you are registered, seeking a favor among many,” Jason told him. “A great number of important people seek audiences with the Grand Maestro, Accomplisheds, royalty, emissaries from all over the world; each of them feels their need is the greatest. You will simply have to wait your turn.”
 
   “Instructor, please forgive him. He is not yet familiar with our customs,” Sherree injected into the conversation. She was a complicated woman, a compassionate spy, and not a friend, but not a foe. “Where he comes from people help each other immediately whenever they have a problem,” she added. Here Daniel thought she had stopped caring about him the moment his foot hit the dock. She had the right of it about mountain folk helping each other, although he failed to see why he needed forgiveness for having that nature.
 
   Jason glanced at his star pupil and his face softened a bit, not much, but some. He obviously held her in high regard. “I shall take your point into consideration,” he told her and then picked up where he left off. “Young man, you are not on Tannakonna any longer. This is Aakadon, the cultural center of the world. Following our rules is the best way to gain favor in this society, and to avoid unpleasantness. As an Aakacarn you are owed an education and nothing else. The fellow beside you has no business being here and I am all for sending him right back on that boat,” he explained while pointing to the Jennaeva.
 
   Daniel opened his mouth to protest.
 
   “Tim can stay,” Terroll said with unquestioned authority. His eyes focused on the drummer. “He has experience cleaning tables and floors. Let him work for room and board until he is ready to leave. Otherwise, Bashierwood is ninety-seven spans to the north, have a pleasant journey.”
 
   “I didn’t come expecting a handout,” Tim replied without hesitation. “Work is work. Show me to it and I’ll do it.”
 
   He was probably glad his staying had not come to begging as Jerremy suggested along the way. Daniel was grateful and mouthed the words, “Thank you Maestro,”
 
   Terroll acknowledged the gratitude with a quick nod and then smiled at Tim. “Good. I am glad you decided to stay. Now, I have guild business elsewhere. Jason, get Daniel settled in the dormitory. Tomorrow I want him to have a full schedule of classes. Do not look at me like that young man, you might as well be gaining knowledge while waiting for your audience with the Grand Maestro; think of it as a gratuity.”
 
   Daniel reluctantly nodded agreement, though seriously disliked the idea at first. After some thought he decided gaining knowledge was not such a bad thing. He might learn something useful. If Terroll had not taught him the original one hundred forty spells, everyone on Tannakonna would have been killed. Learning how to focus potential had been the most important lesson of all.
 
   The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild crossed the street and entered a topaz building that had to be at least several thousand paces wide and reached up into the clouds. A pearly white oval with a golden five-pronged plant, the symbol of the Aloe Guild, in its center, hung over a grand entrance. Terroll must be looking for a specialized healing for himself or someone else.
 
   Aakacarns representing every guild moved about the streets, as did Talenteds, who bowed deeply to the Accomplisheds. Everyone dressed alike, Accomplisheds in their red on black silks, and Talenteds in their whites, conformity was the rule. The only differences were, the number of golden lighting bolts, gender, size, and shape, otherwise there were no variations. The Royal Cavalry had uniforms, such was the norm for armies, but an entire city whose population dressed the same seemed out right strange.
 
   Jason led the way to the dormitory, a white building larger than the village of Bashierwood, consisting of ten floors above ground, and two beneath. Males occupied the odd numbered floors while females lived on the even. All Aakacarns are equal, but it seemed some among the Talenteds would violate the code of celibacy if given the chance. The Instructors worked to ensure such chances did not arise. The Instructor told of some particularly unpleasant disciplinary spells used against would be violators, not that Daniel had any intention of inviting anyone into his cabin. Especially since the dwelling now belonged to Tim and, in the near future, Gina. Jason needlessly emphasized the code of celibacy several more times while leading the way up the winding staircase. Sherree parted company on the eighth floor, Tim was sent to the basement.
 
   The ninth floor rooms were huge and white like the rest of the building Daniel had seen thus far. He once thought the Polkat Inn was the biggest building in the world; it was dwarfed by the smallest building in Aakadon, which also happened to be the dormitory.
 
   “This is your new home for awhile,” Jason said, spreading his arms expansively.
 
   Make it a short while, Daniel thought, and never would he consider this place home. The room contained fifty identical beds with an equal number of night tables and oil lamps. On the wall near the door was a flat round disk with twenty-four numbered marks and a silver rod in the center pointing half way between the eighteenth and nineteenth marks. Daniel wondered what it was. Jason noticed where he was looking.
 
   “That is a chrono disk. It measures time and is set by the Grand Maestro, as are all the time monitoring devices in Aakadon. You will be referring to it a great deal during your time with us,” Jason explained.
 
   Samuel and Jerremy went over to the two beds closest to the door and stood as if waiting for instructions. Daniel wondered if their placement had to do with class ranking.
 
   “I have assigned bed number one to Jerremy and bed number three to Samuel. Daniel, I have assigned you bed number two. It is my thinking you will be more comfortable being near people you are familiar with,” Jason said, magnanimously.
 
   “Thank you, Instructor,” Daniel replied, though it did not really matter to him who he slept beside, none of the Talenteds could be trusted; he would never make that mistake again.
 
   “I have been told you were taught the twenty spells from each guild,” Jason said, trying without success to contain his excitement, his eyes widened and he popped up on his heals twice.
 
   “Yes, Instructor, Maestro Terroll Barnes taught me,” Daniel replied, remembering to use the correct response.
 
   Jason seemed pleased by the manner in which the reply had been given, showing it with a quick nod of the head. “Your skills must be tested so I can properly determine what level to start you at in the morning,” he said, and then became very serious. “You should feel honored. Rare is the Potential who receives training from a Maestro.”
 
   “I am truly grateful for the training I received,” Daniel replied in all sincerity, many lives were saved because of that training. “I don’t believe anyone in Bashierwood or I, myself, would have survived if not for his teaching.”
 
   Jason nodded again and smiled. “Good. High praise is appropriate. Now, learn to show your appreciation for his teachings through respectful greetings,” the Instructor said, and paused, his eyebrows drawing down in warning. “The Maestro has told the Grand Maestro of your quick mind and artful playing of the guitarn, do not embarrass him.” 
 
   “Daniel plays his instrument well,” the Serinian stated, matter-of-factly.
 
   “Ah, you must be good in deed to impress young Jerremy so,” Jason said, evidently such praise was a rarity.
 
   Daniel thought of pleasant evenings at home with his parents and the music that filled their lives. “I was taught by a master of the strings,” he said, proudly.
 
   “His mother,” Samuel added, evidently feeling the need to elaborate.
 
   Jason reacted not at all, but then had never heard Miriam Benhannon perform. She was the best in the world, even if the world did not know it.
 
   “Instructor, you may test me now if you like,” Daniel suggested, both to change the direction of the conversation, and to get on with the task at hand; he needed no time to prepare.
 
   Jason pointed at the oil lamp on the table beside the closest bed, which belonged to Jerremy, and said, “Light it.”
 
   Daniel thought of, Spark the Flame, and summoned the potential. His blue aura appeared, a thin beam of light shot from his pointer finger, and fire burst into existence and burned brightly within the glass lamp.
 
   “Very good,” Jason said, as if a great conjuration had been done in his presence. He paused, apparently trying to think of a more challenging test, any second level Talented should be able to light a lamp. He smiled and nodded affirmatively after reaching a decision of some kind. “I dropped an amulet on my way up here, tell me where it is?”
 
   Daniel couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed, “What does it look like?” he asked, keeping his tone of voice even to hide how he felt; having thought the test would require more than a slight effort on his part.
 
   “A sapphire in a gold setting,” Jason replied after a slight hesitation, as if he expected a different question.
 
   Daniel cast his Find spell and scanned the entire building. One amulet was on the eighth floor, another was at the bottom of the stairs, and two were in the room with him. He cast, Cushion of Air, on the amulet in the stairwell and guided it up to the ninth floor.
 
   “Well,” Jason prodded, “You have cast two spells, have you found it yet?”
 
   Jerremy’s mouth dropped open like a hinge gone loose, as did Samuel’s; both staring at the doorway as if they had never seen one before.
 
   “Yes, it is right here,” Daniel replied, while the amulet floated over the Instructor’s head and landed in Daniel’s hand. He gave the requested item to the Aakacarn, whose mouth dropped open, then added, “I found three others. Jerremy and Samuel each have one and the other is on the eighth floor, probably with Sherree.”
 
   Several long moments passed before Jason finally blinked his eyes and said, “I thought you would ask to hold an amulet first and was going to have Samuel give you the one in his possession. At that point I supposed you would focus a weak scan along our route through the dormitory. I know several full Accomplisheds who cannot locate an object they have never seen, let alone be capable of levitating the item from a place beyond their vision. In deed, the Maestro taught you well.”
 
   Daniel inwardly chastised himself. Terroll Barnes had only taught him the basic Find spell. Now a plausible explanation would be required to avoid any talk leading to rank. “I’ve handled gold before and Lydia Polkat has a sapphire ring she let me examine once. I just scanned for any object made from those materials. There is quite a bit of gold in this building by the way.”
 
   Jason’s eyes widened. He seemed to be even more impressed than before; worse, the explanation seemed to fill him with more questions. “Yes, but this means you scanned for two elements at once and then cast a levitation spell. You had to guide this amulet up the stairs, through the hall, and around several corners to get it here. How did you do that?”
 
   Being forced to come up with explanations was proving to be the more difficult test. It would help if he knew the limitations of Aakacarns of lesser potential, spells simple to him seem to be extraordinary to them. It is not as if he had thrown jets of fire or teleported, not that he had any desire to do either of those. Daniel struggled to come up with a plausible answer. He began slowly, speaking as the words came to him. “I have a good memory. We came by the same route, so I remember each step we took and what corners we turned to get here.”
 
   Jason nodded his head as if he now understood completely. “Oh yes, I remember the Maestro mentioned your memory has somehow been enhanced by a spell.”
 
   It seemed best to let the Instructor keep his conclusion, it was not completely accurate; but the man did not need to know more. “Still,” he said, “You performed an advanced spell that must be of the Eagle Guild. Talenteds are not usually taught spells capable of locating objects by content alone; such is not even in my repertoire,” he stated, paused, as if considering something, and then said, “I will place you in the fourth level advanced classes, including mine on spell theory.”
 
   “Thank you, Instructor,” Daniel replied, and then quieted, unsure of what else needed to be said.
 
   Jason put the amulet in his inner pocket and then returned to the matter at hand, evidently the reply was adequate. “You will be given your schedule in the morning. Keep company with either Jerremy or Samuel until you are familiar with this facility and the customs of Aakadon.”
 
   “Yes, Instructor, your will be done,” Daniel said, knowing his reply was appropriate.
 
   Jason smiled. “You are learning,” he said, then turned and exited the room.   
 
   “You never told us about being trained by the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” Samuel blurted out after they were alone in the room, his tone accusatory, as if he somehow had a right to know. “I bet you conjured the tornado everyone talked about.”
 
   Neither of the Talenteds deserved an explanation as far as Daniel was concerned. He could not afford to make the mistake of trusting them again; they would blab to Jason at the first opportunity. “You never asked. Besides, Terroll wasn’t a Maestro then.”
 
   Samuel frowned and unfortunately looked ready to ask another question. “Fine, a highly experienced four-bolt Accomplished. If he taught you every spell and some specialized ones that would make you more advanced than me and Jerremy. I know most of the spells and only need to master another ten. Do you know the spell of Ranking?”
 
   The Teki insisted on prying into matters that were clearly not his business. “I know all of the spells,” Daniel replied, and faced Mr. Eyebrows directly. “I don’t want to talk about this.” The talk was getting too close to rank.
 
   Sure enough, Samuel’s eyebrows drew together as if, in his estimation, he deserved better. “Talk is cheap, mountaineer. I don’t believe you know half what you claim!”
 
   That belief suited Daniel just fine. He hoped everyone underestimated him; maybe they would leave him alone.
 
   Jerremy took hold of the Teki’s shoulder and then released him after getting his attention. “The Ducaunan doesn’t want to confide in us. He believes we betrayed him with our reports,” he told him, proving the Serinian’s perception to be greater than he let on; feigning disinterest while actually being quite attentive.
 
   Samuel opened his mouth as if to say something, but not sure what. He stood looking back and forth between Jerremy and Daniel as if he did not believe what he heard. Clearly, the thought never crossed his mind. While he contemplated, his eyebrows separated, somewhat, he actually appeared hurt by the suggestion. “I wouldn’t.., we didn’t..; none of us betrayed you.”
 
   Daniel sighed, realizing the truth of it; decent sleep may have helped him see it sooner. “No, you didn’t. I betrayed myself.”
 
   An awkward silence fell over them, interrupted only by the occasional passers by in the hall. Jerremy rubbed his belly dramatically. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m starved. We should go to the cafeteria before the kitchen closes.”
 
   The Serinian had come up with a course of action they all could agree on, seeing as none of them had eaten since breakfast. The change in topic was most welcome. The cafeteria, a room with over a hundred tables, turned out to be located on the first floor, and there were several hundred Talenteds still eating. Daniel took his place in line and accepted a slice of pork with potatoes and green peas on the side. Jerremy, his plate loaded with food, led the way to an empty table near the exit, with Samuel and his plate bringing up the rear.
 
   The kitchen door swung opened and the cook came out with more food for the line. Between the swings Daniel caught a glimpse of Tim, dressed in white linen, standing beside a large sink washing dishes. The drummer was no stranger to that kind of work, though Daniel did feel a little guilty knowing the toil was because of him.
 
   He eyed the people around the room, some of which were pointing at his buckskins and snickering, others gave him looks filled with contempt. He ignored them for the most part, but wondered where all the humility was he had been told about. There were no Accomplisheds in the room that they knew of, perhaps that explained it. It would never do for them to know the man they were looking at with contempt had a potential matching that of the Grand Maestro. He smiled. Their reaction actually was for the best; none of them would ever suspect his rank.
 
   Sherree entered the dining area and went over to a table occupied by two young women. One had curly red hair and the other had straight hair the color of wheat. Both were pretty in their own way, but not like Sherree, who glanced at Daniel frequently. Her expression was difficult to read.
 
   “She likes you,” Samuel told him after swallowing a mouth full of pork. “She wouldn’t interrupt an Instructor in an attempt to get me out of trouble.”
 
   “That’s because you deserve what you get,” Jerremy volunteered, though his opinion had not been sought after.
 
   Samuel flushed red and glowed with potential for what promised to be a nasty spell, and then paused, seeming to think better of it, the glow vanished, and he wisely decided to engage in verbal combat. The conversation soon degenerated into insult for insult and ignoring them both proved to be easy enough.
 
   Daniel was more interested in Sherree. He waited for her to glance in his direction again and then mouthed the words, “Thank you,” to her. After all, she did try to get him out of trouble with the Instructor and her rejuvenating spell was keeping him semi-functional. She seemed to understand what he was trying to communicate. A smile appeared on her face and she suddenly had that hawk to mouse look in her eyes. The look made him feel uncomfortable, yet it seemed to be a natural expression for her, so maybe he was making too much of it. 
 
   He should not have trusted her or the other two. At the same time, they never meant him any harm and not once tried to lead him to believe their intention was anything other than to bring him to Aakadon; everything beyond that was his own imagination. That brief concert had lulled Daniel into thinking of the Talenteds as friends. His true friend was presently handing a cup to a ten year old boy who, in all likelihood, had not even begun the level one course on spell casting. The boy was probably still learning how to play an instrument; a skill that absolutely had to be mastered before training in spell casting could begin.
 
   Daniel finished eating and headed back upstairs along with Jerremy and Samuel, both seemed surprised he remembered the way back through the maze of corridors they had passed to get to the cafeteria. A good hunter can learn a path quickly whether in a dense forest or a gemstone jungle like Aakadon. Daniel did not make a single wrong turn, even though the white marble walls and floors were practically identical; only distinguishable by minute flaws in the corners and baseboards. Except for the comfortable temperature, the dormitory was like navigating through a gigantic snow drift. It was certainly in need of a little contrast in color. This building was the least adorned structure in Aakadon.
 
   They arrived in the room to find a skinny, pale complexioned, sandy-haired young man holding white silks and a pair of shiny white boots in his hands. “These are for you,” he said, and held them out to Daniel.
 
   Daniel accepted the garments and then glanced around the room for a place to change. The problem with these living quarters was the lack of privacy. He gave up and focused on the young Talented, “Is there a place I can change?”
 
   Jerremy smiled; an event that was rare for him. “We change in here. What’s the matter, are you mountain men shy?”
 
   The question was not far from accurate. Changing clothes in front of strangers held little appeal, though shyness was not the true concern; six golden lightning bolts was the real problem. Daniel rolled his eyes upward, asking for strength. Why did the simplest things have to be so difficult? “I like my privacy,” he replied evenly.
 
   Samuel laughed and finally brought himself back under control just enough to say, “Simon, you tell him,” and then chuckled merrily.
 
   The sandy-haired Talented did not smile or make fun in any way; he pursed his lips and nodded sympathetically. “The washroom is three doors down the hall and to the right.”
 
   “Thanks,” Daniel replied, and then exited to the sound of Jerremy and Samuel snickering. So what? Let them think whatever they wanted; so long as they never suspect the truth.
 
   The washroom had seven bathtubs, seven privies with water cabinets above them, and seven sinks, all made of immaculate white marble. Gold pipes protruded from the walls and curved down into the basins. Every fixture, handle, and doorknob in the building seemed to be made of the precious metal. Not one of the sinks and tubs had a pump handle; only those curved pipes. 
 
   Daniel placed a shield spell on the door only a full Accomplished using a crescendo could break; and he would know if one tried. He stripped off his clothes, climbed into the tub, and played the Melody, Spout a Leak, in his mind to summon the potential. Cold water flowed from the pipe and filled the tub, so he cast a heat spell to warm it up enough to make steam rise around him. It was a good thing he taught himself to compartmentalize his mind, otherwise he would never have been able to maintain the shield spell and summon water at the same time, doing so was not easy but he could manage.
 
   Tension he was not aware of eased out of his muscles and he relaxed; closing his eyes, and quickly reopened them, someone was attempting to break his shield. The potential being used against him was weak and dissipated quickly. Whoever was out there tried three more times and gave up. In a way the attempt was a blessing, keeping him alert.  He could not afford to lose concentration on the shield spell nor fall asleep. A visit with the Dark Maestro was not desirable at the present time, or ever. It was not worth the risk so he got out of the tub and dried off using a wind spell, modifying it to be warm. 
 
   He separated his white silks and then put on his new underpants, outer pants, boots, shirt, and hooded cloak. They fit him well, though the material felt strange against his skin, not bad, just different; wearing silk would take some getting used to. He ceased the shield Melody and went back down to the room where forty-two Talenteds, between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, turned at once to see the new arrival.
 
   “What kind of shield did you put on the washroom door?” inquired a curly-haired, slightly plump, fellow wearing nothing but his underpants. “Four of us tried to break in.”
 
   Were these young men or children? Daniel shook his head, wondering if any of them could act their age. He walked to his bed and pulled the sheets back. Everyone was staring and likely would not leave him alone until he answered the question. “I used, Protecting Another, it is spell number eighteen of the Eagle Guild,” he told them, but left out that it had been cast with considerably more potential than was called for.
 
   “I thought it was something like that,” The curly-haired Talented replied as if he had known all along. He scratched the end of his beak of a nose and sat down on his bed.
 
   “Burten, you don’t even know spell ten of the Eagle Guild,” said a stout Talented with skin the color of light brown sugar, brown hair, and brown eyes, from two beds away. He threw a pillow at the other Talented.
 
   “I do so,” Burten replied while throwing the pillow back. “Spell ten is, Defend Us.”
 
   “That is spell number eight,” Daniel told them. “Spell ten is, Cleansing the Thought.”
 
   Burten frowned, evidently not appreciating the correction. “You’re a Potential fresh out of the woods. You should be in bed forty-three. We all had to move down a bed. How is it you get to be in bed two? What makes you so special?” he demanded hotly.
 
   Jerremy stood up. He was the second tallest person in the room since Daniel’s arrival, but he was still quite a bit taller and more muscular than everyone else and difficult to ignore. “This is Daniel Benhannon. The Ducaunan is no Potential. He is a fourth level Talented trained by Maestro Terroll Barnes of the Zephyr Guild and I suggest you not forget it.”
 
   Daniel was surprised at being defended by the Serinian, why was he helping? None of the Talenteds dared question the word of the top ranked Aakacarn among them. The matter was resolved. Even those who clearly disliked the Serinian believed him. Burten calmed himself, nodded his acceptance without saying a word, and then crawled under the sheets of bed number forty-three. Everyone else went about the business of getting ready for bed, nearly all of them stripping to their underpants.
 
   Daniel removed his boots and hooded cloak, folded it neatly, and placed it on the night table. He stretched out on the bed and pulled up the covers. The mattress proved to be extremely comfortable, which was a pity since he dared not fall asleep, hard as a board or horribly lumpy would have served better. He smiled at the irony of finally having a bed fit for a lord and not being able to enjoy it.
 
   “Do you plan to sleep with your clothes on?” Samuel whispered as the lamps around the room were extinguished one by one.
 
   “Yes,” Daniel replied softly, knowing he could not strip and risk showing his lightning bolts. “Good night,” he added; at least the Talented could have one.
 
   “You too,” Samuel replied and then put out his lamp.
 
   “Ducaunans are peculiar,” Jerremy commented in the dark. “And mountaineers even more so.”
 
   Sure, like flatlander’s aren’t, Daniel thought while staring up at the ceiling. Moonlight shined through the windows on the far wall turning the white marble into a dark gray and someone eight beds away began to snore, which would have been annoying any other time. Now, the noise was welcome and preferable to falling asleep and facing Tarin Conn. Whispered conversations died down until Daniel knew he was the only person still awake.
 
    
 
   - - - - - - - -
 
    
 
   Simon Trenca lay awake on bed ten, nine used to be his for the longest time until the new Talented came and was assigned bed two, and everybody had to shift down. That had been a surprise for one to start so high. But then, Simon figured he should not have been surprised after all the talk of an extraordinarily gifted Potential being discovered in Ducaun. Sherree, Jerremy, and Samuel had been sent to discover the source of the High Powered spell. All Simon knew was that the Serpent Guild had been involved and the Talenteds played some part in the Battle of Bashierwood. The part they and Daniel Benhannon had played was not widely known, but Simon stayed quiet and paid attention, so knew more than most of his peers. It was amazing how much one could learn by being unobtrusive.
 
   A few marks earlier or so Simon had been walking from the washroom and was intercepted by Instructor Renn and informed that the new Potential had arrived, was given his size, and assigned to fetch silks and a pair of boots. He could tell by the dimensions of the clothes that the Ducaunan was a big guy, as are most of the men from that kingdom. Not long after that, the mountaineer entered the dorm room wearing dyed buckskins. There were mountain men in Battencay where Simon was born but they did not dye their buckskins. Daniel was six and a half cubits in height, taller than Jerremy, but equally muscled, and the Ducaunan’s hair was dark brown, almost black; as were his eyes. He appeared to be exhausted at the time, perhaps a result of a difficult journey. When he started looking for a private place to change, Simon sympathized, especially when Jerremy and Samuel started making fun of the man’s shyness.
 
   When Daniel entered the room after changing, every eye was drawn to him and that’s when Simon realized there was something about this new Talented; he was impossible to ignore. Anyone who wanted to ignore him had to work at it. They could like him or dislike him but Daniel Benhannon had a presence about him that could not be denied. Simon liked to uncover mysteries, almost as much as seeing Accomplisheds of the Willow Guild grow plants. Everyone in the room, except Jerremy and Samuel, had been speculating why a Potential had been placed among the fourth level Talenteds and given second place in the room. Then it came out; Daniel Benhannon had been trained by the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. Simon determined to find out more about this quiet young man who had moved into his home.
 
   He had few fond memories of his former home, an orphanage in the city of Battencane. His Potential had been discovered when he was five years of age by an Accomplished of the Willow Guild who had come to cause the crops to grow after a drought had devastated much of the surrounding farmland, along with a very small patch of vegetables behind the orphanage. Simon was brought to Aakadon shortly there after. He knew the city inside and out and was considered a prodigy. It seemed he could make music from any instrument he laid his hands on and in a short time master them enough to use them as crescendos.
 
   Simon cleared the thoughts of the orphanage from his mind and rolled over in his bed. He made a decision, he would do what he could to help this shy, but gifted, Talented adjust to life in Aakadon. The adjustment had been easy for Simon, he had come so young, but Daniel was starting life among the Aakacarns as an adult, and from a kingdom where spell casters are feared. Yes, Simon thought, I am going to help him.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Five: The Lessons Begin 
 
   Light streamed in through the windows, the top half of which were prisms, bathing the room in rainbow colors. Daniel threw off his covers and swung his feet over the side. The arm on the chrono disk pointed to the sixth mark. His silks were badly wrinkled so he stood and cast the laundering spell he had modified back in Bashierwood, repairing any damage along with the cleaning. He smiled at the results; the garments were now cleaner looking than when Simon had presented them.
 
   “You’re good,” Burten commented as he was pulling up his pants. “It takes me a tenth of a mark to get mine clean and then about a third again as much time to get rid of the wrinkles. You did the whole thing instantly.”
 
   The spell required minimal concentration as far as Daniel was concerned, having not given it much thought. The Aakacarn was easily impressed. “I’ve seen Jerremy launder his just as quickly,” he replied.
 
   Burten glanced at the Serinian, who was in the process of dressing. “Yes, but he is the top ranked Talented in our class.”
 
   Samuel stood up while donning his hooded cloak. “Sherree is,” he corrected and then gave the Serinian a sharp look, as if daring him to claim otherwise.   
 
   Burten nodded his agreement and continued getting ready, as did all of the other Talenteds in the room. Private conversation developed, mostly concerning classes and Instructors. Daniel noticed Simon watching him. The sandy-haired Talented seemed to be the quiet sort, unassuming, keeping a low profile, but he probably did not miss much. His blue eyes held questions, yet he did not presume to ask any. Daniel liked him in a cautious way.
 
   Jason Renn entered the room and the Aakacarns, all in various stages of dress, hurried to stand stiffly by their beds. Daniel followed their example. They bowed low as the Instructor made his way to bed number two. “Daniel Benhannon, here is your schedule. You will follow it to the letter,” he said, without commenting about the fact that his newest Talented had not bowed very deeply.
 
   Jerremy and Samuel glared at each other. The Teki frowned at the Serinian, who was now ignoring him, or pretending to. The competition between the second and third ranked Talenteds was fierce and Jason seemed oblivious to it.
 
   Daniel took the schedule and gave it a quick read, memorizing it on the spot. He had but one question. “Instructor, where are the classes held?”
 
   “Jerremy will accompany you where his schedule coincides with yours. Samuel will accompany you where his coincides,” Jason replied, having anticipated question, problem, and come up with the solution.
 
   The Teki and the Serinian both nodded their agreement as if it had been sought after and they actually had a choice. The Instructor did not even glance at them, taking their obedience for granted. The other Talenteds moved not a muscle until Jason exited the room, and then let out a collective sigh, probably of relief. In the moment of silence that ensued came a growl. Daniel looked at his stomach and his face grew hot. Someone snickered but most of the Talenteds were more concerned about putting on the rest of their clothes.
 
   “I’m hungry too,” Samuel said, and then motioned for Daniel to follow him out the door. The motion did not include Jerremy but he came anyway.
 
   Daniel walked down to the cafeteria. The Serinian was quiet, no doubt feigning disinterest. Simon followed a few paces behind as if he wanted to be a part of the group but was too polite to intrude. The dining room was filled with Aakacarns going at their food like half starved yetis. Daniel stood in line for a plate of pancakes and bacon. He received his share and enjoyed the aroma while carrying his breakfast to the nearest empty table. He caught sight of Simon and motioned for him to come and sit. The sandy-haired Aakacarn smiled and took the seat right beside him. Jerremy and Samuel came over and sat down across from each other.
 
   Tim was busy mopping up some apple juice under a table occupied by several pre-pubescent Aakacarns. The drummer never complained, just went about his work without comment. He acknowledged Daniel with a nod of his head and went back to cleaning up messes.
 
   Sherree started by with her plate full of food and stopped as if to give greeting. “You look terrible,” she said in a tone indicating concern rather than insult.
 
   Daniel laughed. He was about to reply, you don’t look so great in the morning either, but could not lie; she was stunning. “We can’t all be beautiful, some of us are born homely,” he said with a smile.
 
   Sherree’s pupils seemed to dilate and she took on that hawk to mouse look. “You’re not too big of an eye sore.”
 
   Samuel laughed so hard a piece of bacon fell off his fork before he could get it to his mouth. Simon remained quiet and Jerremy smiled in spite of an obvious effort on his part to remain above it all.
 
   Sherree placed her plate on the table, an amber glow surrounded her, and she put her hand on Daniel’s forehead, transferring potential energy, and giving him strength to face the day. “Thanks, I’m much better now,” he said while feeling bad for not trusting her. He wanted to believe she was his friend, but did not dare delude himself again.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Sherree replied and then went and sat down at the other table with her friends.
 
   “What is your secret?” Samuel asked in a low voice. “She hardly ever takes an interest in other Talenteds, especially male Talenteds. Oh, she is friendly enough, but not usually this much.”
 
   Daniel glanced over at the Lobenian. Compassionate is the one word he thought would best describe her, unless you happen to be a yeti; the abominable creatures probably had their own word for her; him as well.
 
   “Your memory is short, Teki,” Jerremy said, paused, and then continued to refresh the lapse. “Sherree healed every crawling thing from here to Bashierwood and back again.”
 
   Samuel’s eyes widened with comprehension. “Of course, she’s destined for the Aloe Guild, it is only natural she would take an interest in someone who is suffering.” 
 
   Daniel listened to the conversation that followed, which degenerated as it always did whenever those two were together for any length of time. It seemed they often were together even when they clearly did not have to be. Sure, they picked on one another, but when the crunch came they had each other’s back. The relationship between number two and number three of the class was complicated.
 
   Breakfast ended and it was time to follow Jerremy to the first scheduled class of the day. Tames Hall was a rectangular building, twelve stories high, a hundred strides wide, and seemed to be made of thousands of pearls. The name was written, above the double doors, in fancy gold letters twice as high as Daniel was tall. The Serinian led the way down the corridor, turned down five more, and entered the first classroom on the left.
 
   Jason Renn sat reading papers behind a pine desk and did not look up as they entered. His red on black cloak was hanging on a peg protruding from the wall beside a large chrono disk. The room had five rows of desks ten deep. The Serinian sat down at the first desk in the front row and motioned for Daniel to take the second, which he did. Talenteds, ranging from their late teens to early twenties, filed in one by one until all but ten seats were taken. Twenty-one of the forty people in the class were female. A tall Serinian woman sat in the back beside a short Taracopian man. The group as a whole was a good cross section of all the kingdoms; finally even Ducaun.
 
   Jason stood and walked from behind his desk and announced in a strong voice, “Today we are going to discuss the Da Capo and its uses.”
 
   Daniel’s interest was peaked at once. He never heard of a Da Capo and was eager to learn; taking the classes could prove beneficial after all.
 
   Jason went to a board mounted on the wall and wrote, Da Capo, in large letters. “The Da Capo is added to a spell at the end. This causes the spell to repeat until the caster cuts off the potential.”
 
   “Instructor, why use a Da Capo when you can simply play the spell over again in your mind to keep the potential flowing?” asked an ebony-skinned young man from the middle of the second row.
 
   Jason faced the questioner. “Because, Reginald, once the Da Capo is added, the caster does not need to give the spell another thought. He or she is free to perform a different spell or go about whatever business they choose.”
 
   Daniel had a difficult time accepting that answer, it was like energy from nowhere. “Instructor, how then is the potential for the spell maintained?” he asked, knowing that only by performing the Melody can potential be summoned.
 
   Jason smiled like a hunter about to spring his trap. “I am glad you asked. The Da Capo must be tied off onto the caster’s life force.”
 
   The conclusion was obvious. “Then the spell lasts until the caster dies,” Daniel replied while thinking the matter through. Gerard DeCamp must have added a Da Capo onto the Forget spell placed on Terroll Barnes, yet the caster is not dead. “Can a Da Capo be broken by a more powerful spell?”
 
   “Excellent question,” Jason said while absently rubbing his hands. “Yes, because the Da Capo can only maintain the spell at the level originally summoned by the caster.”
 
   This lesson alone was worth coming to Aakadon for, Daniel decided; he could hardly wait to implement it, and could think of many times when the knowledge would have come in handy. “The Da Capo can be useful but for only certain types of spells,” he commented.
 
   “I’d use it for every spell,” Reginald volunteered proudly.
 
   Daniel glanced at the Ecoppian born Talented. “Some spells require constant attention. The Da Capo would be almost pointless on a Find spell. On the other hand, the spell holding Tarin Conn in Kelgotha would definitely require a Da Capo,” he explained, and then paused at a sudden thought. “Instructor, Della Lain cast the spell that is holding the Dark Maestro, she is dead, what is sustaining the potential for the shield?”
 
   Jason’s left eyebrow arched up. “My, my, you go from simplicity to High Powered spell casting. The Find spell is a single line Melody while the spell holding the Dark Maestro is Symphonic. Either way, the theory is the same. What do you know about crescendos?”
 
   Daniel recalled everything Terroll had taught him on the subject. “We have two types, both with four amplification levels. The baton is used to amplify the spell and is especially useful when the caster does not want to reveal what he or she is summoning the potential for. The instrument strengthens the spell a bit more, a type one level one crescendo does not give quite as much amplification as a type two level one would, and there are variables depending on the ranking of the caster, but the instrument reveals the Melody being used.”
 
   “Correct,” Jason replied. “That was a near text book explanation, but there is more. An Accomplished leaves a residue of potential every time a spell is cast through a crescendo and the affect is accumulative. Also, each of the four levels you mentioned equals an extra bolt of potential. For example; a one-bolt Accomplished can cast the equivalent of a five-bolt if he or she has a level four crescendo. As to your question, the shield holds because the flute of Della Lain still has the residue of her potential. The spell holding Tarin Conn remains in existence while the flute is intact.”
 
   “What a relief,” Daniel said. Facing the Dark Maestro in a dream was bad enough; he did not want to even think of what a personal visit would be like.
 
   “What is the difference between a Melody spell and a Symphonic spell?” asked the hazel eyed female Talented occupying the third desk, front row, beside Daniel. Her complexion was light and her hair the color of flame.
 
   Jason eyed the Talented briefly and then said, “Good question, Joanna. All the spells you have learned thus far, in deed many of the specialized ones you will learn after choosing your guild affiliation, are single line melodies. And yes, single line melodies, given enough potential, can be considered High Power spells. But the true High Powered spells are Symphonic and are played in concert. The Symphonic spells not only have a melody, they have multiple notes in harmony as well.”
 
   Jerremy leaned forward. “By your definition, the spell you gave Sherree, Samuel, and I, was Symphonic. It had a Melody, Sherree performed, and two harmony lines performed one by Samuel and the other by me.”
 
   Jason rubbed his chin, no doubt thinking of the reason that spell had been taught to the three Talenteds. “Yes, that was a specialized High Powered spell of the Zephyr Guild. It is one of the easiest Symphonics in our repertoire. Each of you during the Battle of Bashierwood could have individually played the single line melody given to Sherree, but that would have been three Talenteds performing three low powered spells instead of three Aakacarns in concert performing a High Powered spell.”
 
   All of the Talenteds in the class were staring at Jerremy with awe in their eyes. He participated in performing a Symphonic spell, something none of them could claim, and this was probably the first time they were hearing about his involvement in the battle. He seemed to be enjoying the attention. Daniel was just glad he was not the focus. It gave him time to think about single line Melodies and Symphonics.
 
   All of the spells Terroll Barnes had taught him were single line Melodies, the Sleep spell taught by Cenni Quen had been a single line Melody, and both the Condemned and Teleportation spells taught by Tarin Conn were single line Melodies. The Memory spell that had come to Daniel had a melody and a six note harmony, as did all of the spells that had mysteriously come into his head. Even the original single line melodies taught to him by Terroll; those Daniel modified to suite his need at the time, they were changed by adding a harmony line.
 
   Jason went on to discuss many of the things that Terroll had gone over. The Da Capo and Symphonic theory were by far the most interesting part of the lesson. The rest required polite attention. After all, some people were hearing the information for the first time and it was only fair that they learn what they could. The class ended and Daniel was taken by Jason into the office and told to perform all of the one hundred forty spells on the guitarn, evidently the Instructor needed more than the two simple test performed in the dormitory. Daniel was then handed off to Samuel, who led him to the class on practical spell casting.
 
   A one-bolt Accomplished of the Sun Guild with brown hair and amber eyes stood near the front of the room. The ceiling was a good twenty cubits high and the walls and floors were covered with a thick crimson padding, the color of blood; practical spell casting must be dangerous. Musical instruments were lying in open cases throughout the exercise area and the guitarn made by Ronn Benhannon was among them, no doubt brought in by Tim, who was standing against the wall and staring at the floor. Each of the Talenteds grabbed their crescendos and sat down on the floor in preparation for the class.
 
   Daniel picked up the guitarn and ran his finger across the strings to hear if it needed tuning; it did not. He fought back an urge to start an impromptu concert, better to wait on the Instructor. He spotted Sherree six strides to his right with the silver flute in her hands and decided her presence alone made the class worth coming to. He sat down and waited while seven other Talenteds entered, took their instruments, and positioned themselves on the floor. By the time everyone was settled over a hundred Talenteds were seated.
 
   Harmon Gramm wore the sour expression of a man who had just finished swallowing a jug of curdled milk. “Class!” the Instructor shouted, gaining immediate attention along with absolute silence. “Good. Now we can get on with the morning instruction. We have a new Talented in our class and his name is Daniel Benhannon. Everybody, stand up.” 
 
   The man stared at Daniel with the unforgiving eyes of a coyote watching a chick fall from the nest. This fellow expected obedience, and possibly more. “I have been told you know every spell required to graduate, is this true?”
 
   “Yes, Instructor,” Daniel replied.
 
   Harmon’s right eyebrow twitched. “I must see this for myself. Class, sit down. Not you, mountain boy, you are going to perform spells one hundred through one forty.”
 
   Daniel eyed the Talenteds watching him. If the test was supposed to intimidate him, it failed. “Your will be done, Instructor,” he replied and then proceeded to play the first Melody on his guitarn. The blue glow surrounded him while he performed each spell flawlessly, going right from one into another without stopping until completing the task.
 
   “He was taught by Maestro Terroll Barnes,” a soft male voice came from among the Talenteds, a familiar voice.
 
   Harmon Gramm began to glow bright pink with potential; beams shot from his fingertips, and struck the person who dared to speak when not called upon. Simon jerked spasmodically and gasped in pain so intense the words for mercy could not escape his throat. Daniel wanted to strike out at the Accomplished. The beginning of a spell stirred in his mind and was interrupted by a warm hand on his shoulder. Sherree stood beside him with one finger to her lips and shaking her head, and then sat down so as not to draw the Instructor’s attention.
 
   “Simon Trenca, have you any more to say?” Harmon Gramm inquired as if he were asking if the Talented wanted to have more sugar in his tea.
 
   “No, Instructor, please excuse my outburst,” Simon pleaded in a tight voice.
 
   The Instructor had a cruel streak a span wide. The only difference between him and Cenni Quen was the color of his silks. Why would the Maestros tolerate such a person? Why would Jason?
 
   Harmon Gramm held the potential for a few moments more and then said, “You are forgiven,” and released the Talented.
 
   Simon fell to the floor with a muffled thud, his chest rising and falling rapidly while he struggled to catch his breath.
 
   The Instructor returned to his previous subject as though the interruption had never occurred. “Daniel Benhannon, it would seem the information given to me about you is correct,” he said, then stepped up close, face to face, though he had to look up, and added, “You have been taught well. Now mind your manners and we will get along fine.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Daniel replied.
 
   The pink glow formed again and pain shot into Daniel, spreading from the point of contact to every nerve of his body. He clamped his mouth shut, and stood ridged, refusing to give the Instructor any satisfaction. Tarin Conn had done much worse, so had Cenni Quen, this man was merely an annoyance compared to them.
 
   “You were not given permission to speak,” Harmon Gramm informed him, and then broke the spell. He seemed a little disappointed his punishment provoked so little reaction. “Discipline must be maintained at all times. An undisciplined Aakacarn is a dangerous Aakacarn, to himself and those around him. Better to experience a little pain now than suffer the fate of the undisciplined,” he went on to say. The man was a psychopath.
 
   Daniel closed his eyes while the pain subsided and thought of how badly he wanted his cursed link to Tarin Conn severed. Help was here in Aakadon. This was not the time to be self-willed; he could take a little pain.
 
   “That was your first lesson in humility. Let us hope there will be no need of number two. Conformity is the key, you must learn to conform,” Harmon said, and then frowned while looking at the rest of the class. “Do not make me take up any more time correcting attitudes.”
 
   Daniel fought off an urge to correct the Instructor’s attitude. This fellow was the sort who would poke at a hibernating bear. He decided to swallow his pride and took a seat between Samuel and Sherree. Neither of them looked at him or said a word. Harmon Gramm went around the room assigning spells to be learned by each individual. Sherree was assigned spell number one thirty-eight, Samuel was assigned number one thirty, and Daniel was given a book.
 
   “These are all the required spells written out musically. Study the content. You have learned the spells by ear, now learn to read them off a page,” Harmon instructed, behaving as though his assault was now a distant memory. “Can you play any instruments in addition to the guitarn?”
 
   Daniel figured he could pluck a tune out of any stringed instrument but that was not the same as actually mastering it, which is really what the Instructor wanted to know. “No, Instructor.”
 
   “An Accomplished should master at least four instruments. Pick three more.” Harmon Gramm said, and waited for the proper reply.
 
   “Yes, Instructor, your will be done.”
 
   “Naturally,” Gramm replied, and then went on to torment another Talented.
 
   Daniel opened the book. On the pages were horizontal bars with circles and dots of differing sizes and squiggly lines. This was his first time seeing music written out. The first couple of pages explained the notes, beats, measures, and the musical scales. He memorized each page and knew the book from cover to cover three quarters of the way through the class. Now all he needed to do was choose three instruments and master them. This was a challenge he did not expect but decided it might be nice knowing how to play more than just the guitarn.
 
   Simon came over and sat beside him after Samuel moved to the right to make some room. “Learning a new instrument is fun. I have mastered twenty and can play another thirty reasonably well; eventually I will master them too,” he stated, and then asked, “Do you know what three you want to learn?”
 
   “What I learn to play will depend on what I can find. The guitarn is my only instrument,” Daniel answered. He had no idea where to get another instrument, let alone three.
 
   “I own fifty, you can borrow three of mine,” Simon offered.
 
   Daniel smiled at the Talenteds generosity. “Thanks, that is kind of you.”
 
    “I’m always glad to help a new guy get started, even if he is starting in second place,” Simon replied, then glanced toward Harmon Gramm, and added, “I better get back to my assignment.”
 
   Simon went to the corner of the room and removed a Serinian horn from its case and began to play a Melody. Daniel looked to Samuel. He was ranked number three over all among the Talenteds and number two in the ninth floor dorm. Being an Accomplished, Daniel did not think about his ranking among the Talenteds. “Am I considered number two in our dorm?” he asked the Teki.
 
   Samuel smiled at him sideways. “In the room, yes, grade wise, no. Your grades, if you have any yet, have never have been posted, so you don’t yet have a grade average,” he replied, and then motioned for Daniel to hand over the book. He opened it and flipped through the pages. “Write out musically the Melody on page seventy.”
 
   Sherree handed Daniel a blank sheet of paper and he drew the lines, measures, bars, and added the notes. His rendering was not nearly as neat as the book but it was a credible job. Samuel and Sherree examined the sheet and compared it to the book.
 
   “This is the first time you have ever seen notes written on a page,” Sherree said, though it sounded more like a question. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then, you will be number one when your grades start coming out,” Samuel stated, without a trace of resentment over the possibility.
 
   Daniel did not care about grade averages or rank because he had no intention of staying long enough for them to matter. Both Talenteds went on talking of standings among their fellows, who was rising and falling, and who was closest to graduating.
 
   Joanna, the red-haired Talented who had sat beside Daniel in Jason’s class, was now playing a flute, her potential glowing with a soft magenta, focusing on a flat stone. The stone grew twice its size and then formed into a horse.
 
   “Acceptable,” Harmon Gramm said after examining the quality of her work.
 
   A stocky Talented from the far Northeastern kingdom of Zune stood glowing in a light shade of green. He blew a wrong note on his trombone; the spell collapsed with a bright flash, and threw him up against the padded wall. He dropped to the equally padded floor and rolled over on his back looking a little dazed. His naturally dark pink skin was now red.
 
   Harmon Gramm rushed over to the fallen Talented and placed a glowing hand on his forehead, apparently casting a diagnostic spell of some sort. He shook his head and released the young Aakacarn. “Let this be a lesson to everyone. Spell casting can kill you. This is why I discipline you hard. Darrell here has nearly succeeded in cooking himself from the inside out,” he announced and then fixed his steely gaze on poor Darrell. “This is why conformity is important. To modify is to die. Blowing a wrong note or holding the correct one for longer than required is the same as modifying. I would punish you for this if you had not already done a thorough enough job on your own. Go over to the Aloe Guild and request the aid of an Accomplished. You have internal burns that require a specialist to heal,” he paused, evidently for dramatic affect and then added. “They may have to cut you open in order to heal the damaged organs and tissues.”
 
   Darrell’s eyebrows nearly climbed his forehead, he was so frightened. Unfortunately for him, the Instructor might be right. Many healing spells do require direct physical contact with the injury. “Your will be done, Instructor,” he replied, and stood up, slowly making his way out of the room with only his growing pain for company; the Instructor gave no one else permission to go with him.
 
   The class ended and Daniel was glad of it. He was passed off to Jerremy and had to sit in a class on the laws and customs of Aakadon. He also learned the penalties for failing to conform. His next class had the Serinian, Samuel, and Sherree in it. Geography was not terribly interesting but Daniel could see where the knowledge could be useful. The holographic maps they were taught to create were far more accurate than any hand crafted one he had ever seen; memorizing it all proved easy enough. He could now track anything across the continent without getting lost.
 
   Sherree guided him to his next class and then went on to her own. The room was equipped with half the desks the other classrooms had, but made up for it with five long tables, upon each were materials; wood, silver, gold, and a broad assortment of precious stones. The only other person in the room was the Instructor, a slim two-bolt female Accomplished of the Aqua Guild. Her hair was the color of mud but her eyes were a dazzling blue and her cheeks were dimpled. She looked like a person who laughed often. The Instructor glanced up from her pine desk, watching as Daniel entered and went to stand in front of the first desk on the front row.
 
   “I am Instructor Sheila Pevin and I have heard much about you. Sit. Good. Now we can get started. Daniel Benhannon, you are the only Talented ready for this class. This is where you will learn to apply spells one thirty-nine and one forty. Name them for me,” she said in smooth alto voice.
 
   “Spell one thirty-nine is, Setting the Amulet and Spell number one forty is, Potentializing the Baton,” he replied.
 
   “Very good, you have performed these spells on a type two crescendo in the presence of Instructor Renn and he has certified that you are ready to create an amulet and a baton. Proceed over to table three and I will guide you in the making of an amulet,” Sheila told him.
 
   Daniel followed her over to table three. On the surface were silver and gold settings on the left side. On the right were diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and other precious stones.
 
   “Choose a stone and a setting,” Sheila directed him.
 
   Daniel took a gold setting and a topaz; because it was the exact color of his potential.
 
   “Place the stone in the setting and bind it.”
 
   Daniel did so with a spell.
 
   “The stone can hold virtually any spell the caster chooses to lock into it. Amulets can be used as triggering devices, activating pre-cast spells with a touch without the caster having to perform the Melody audibly or mentally. They can even be adjusted for non-Aakacarn use, though such is rarely done. The most common use for an amulet is communication. You will mentally perform spell twenty of the Eagle Guild but instead of focusing on me, focus the potential into the amulet, then add a Da Capo, and tie it off onto your life force,” Sheila instructed in a no nonsense way.
 
   Daniel held the amulet in his hand and played the spell, Talk to Me, in his mind. The topaz blue of his potential formed and he focused it into the stone, mentally added a Da Capo, and then visualized his life force energy and tied the repeater to it.
 
   Sheila was wide-eyed “Sixty-five seconds, that was quick, most Talenteds take at least a mark to complete the task,” she commented and then extended her hand. “But does it work?”
 
   Daniel handed over the amulet and wondered if he had made a mistake, not in the creation, in completing it so fast. Most Talenteds barely have a bolt of potential, not six, but Daniel did not dare mention the fact. Fortunately she did not give him permission to speak so he did not feel compelled to explain.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon,” Sheila’s voice sounded inside his head. “Remarkable, I had heard you were a prodigy and now I see for myself. Very well, it was my thought the entire class period would be taken up in the creation of the amulet. I believe we have plenty of time to work on the baton. Do not answer with your voice. I will instruct you through the amulet.”
 
   Daniel pictured the Accomplished in a sound proof compartment and locked her away from the rest of his mind. “Your will be done,” Daniel sent to her.
 
   “You have learned to compartmentalize your mind. That is rare in one so young, but then if I were linked to the Dark Maestro as you are, I would learn to guard my thoughts from intrusion as well. Now, go over to table five,” Sheila sent to him.
 
   Daniel did as instructed. On the table were objects of wood, silver, gold, and copper. They took up half of the table. The other half had the assortment of precious stones.
 
   “Instruments are natural crescendos, you play them, potential flows from you, through them, is amplified, and flows out to perform the task. Residue builds up in them over time. The baton is an artificially created crescendo. The baton is also the most versatile of the crescendos and can be made out of any of the materials on this table. However, if you choose to form your baton out of wood, you must also use a precious stone or a metal. Some Accomplisheds form batons using metal and precious stones, some just metal, and some out of just the stones. Obviously you will be creating a level one crescendo. The spell will assess your potential and make the crescendo to match. Only a trickle of your potential will be in the baton until you focus more of your life force energy through it, then it will build up over time. The more you use it, the quicker the residue builds up.”
 
   Daniel did not know what to do. If the spell assesses his potential; his true rank could be revealed right here, right now. “Will anyone else be able to tell my potential from handling my baton?”
 
   Sheila smiled; warm and friendly, and she seemed to be stifling a greater urge toward merriment. “You Talenteds are all the same, desiring the graduation ceremony so you can learn your rank, and yet fearful before the fact that you might not have a bolt. You need have no fear your classmates will know your rank by playing with your baton, but they can sense the amount of residue within the crescendo.”
 
   What a relief! His secret was safe; all he need do is refrain from casting High Powered spells through the thing. He glanced at the Instructor and she was clearly struggling to contain her mirth.
 
   “Your secret is safe, but you should not worry. The speed in which you created this amulet causes me to think you could very well possess two bolts. Now, back to the lesson, you will choose your materials, fashion them together, and then use spell twenty of the Stone Guild, which is one forty of the required spells, add a Da Capo, and then tie it onto your life force.”
 
   Daniel decided to keep it simple. He chose a piece of ebony a cubit in length, formed it into a baton about a finger width thick, and then bonded a two finger length gold cap on the end. He then summoned the potential for, Potentializing the Baton, and felt a tingle in his shoulders while the spell was assessing his rank. He then focused energy into the baton, added the Da Capo, and tied it onto his life force.
 
   “Eighty seconds,” Sheila sent through the amulet. “Now let’s see how well it works.”
 
   “May I?” Daniel sent the thought back at her.
 
   “Very well,” she replied, and folded her arms.
 
   Daniel pointed the baton at the table, a topaz beam of light shot from the crescendo, struck the table, and sent it floating up to the ceiling. He held it up for several minutes before gently returning the table to the floor.
 
   “Well done,” she sent through the amulet. “We have plenty of time so I will answer your question more thoroughly. Members of the Stone Guild have the specialized spell that allows them to determine what level of amplification a crescendo is capable of.  The other way is to use it. Obviously, if I were to summon one bolt of potential, focus it through, say a level four crescendo; five bolts of potential will flow out the end. This is why the caster must be careful when focusing potential through a crescendo and adjust the flow accordingly. The situation is the same with a type one level one crescendo, but the effect is much diminished. It would not be possible for your classmates to assess you because almost all Talenteds are near, if not slightly above a bolt.”
 
   Daniel was suddenly glad she allowed him to test the baton, he never could have explained away creating a level four crescendo. He made a mental note to guard the baton closely, but still had some questions. “Four is the highest level for a crescendo, but I have heard that the flute of Della Lain has an amplification of eight bolts, yet is considered a level four, why is that?”
 
   “Good question. Level four is the highest classification and in point of fact the weakest level four crescendo amplifies potential by four bolts. Only a five-bolt Accomplished and above would even be able to make a crescendo with amplification above four bolts. Della Lain died an eight-bolt Accomplished and the flute, a natural crescendo, was the last one she used, which is why the type two is a level four and amplifies eight bolts. Remember, the spell used in the making of the crescendo assesses the rank of the caster and creates the amplification to match. Now, if that answers your question and you have no others, I believe this was your last class of the day. We have more than accomplished the lesson plan so you are free to go,” Sheila Pevin said and handed over the amulet. “The amulet and baton are yours, use them well.”
 
   “Thank you, Instructor, your teaching is appreciated,” Daniel replied and meant it. He exited the classroom and went all the way out of Tames Hall.
 
   He was surprised when Sherree caught up to him on the wind swept street. Her white hood was up, hiding her yellow-gold hair, his hood was down. He preferred his straw hat but that would have been out of place, making him guilty of nonconformity. He smiled and showed her the amulet he had created and she smiled and congratulated him. Her expression soon turned serious.
 
   “I’m sorry Harmon Gramm was so hard on you. He is a harsh man,” she said sympathetically. “You didn’t even flinch. I’m amazed.”
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “Compared to Tarin Conn, that Instructor is a nasty child,” he replied and then glanced back at Tames Hall. The pearly building glowed brightly in the late afternoon sun. “I would very much like to humble him.”
 
   Sherree’s face grew pale and she grabbed his arm, which felt kind of nice. “No, you must not. He’s a full Accomplished!”
 
   Harmon Gramm deserved to be taken down a peg or two but doing so would not be prudent and Daniel knew it. “I’ll try to behave,” he promised, knowing that it was a weak promise with the word, try, in it.
 
   The Lobenian sighed, looking doubtful. “It’s been a long day, tomorrow will be better,” she said in an obvious attempt to cheer him up. He appreciated the attempt. 
 
   An audience with the Grand Maestro was the only thing Daniel could think of that would make tomorrow better. “I can’t have a good day until Efferin Tames grants my petition,” he told her.
 
   Sherree acknowledged his reply with a single nod and walked with him into the dormitory and up the stairs. They bade each other a good evening and parted on the eighth floor. Daniel continued up to the ninth and stretched out on bed number two. The baton was hidden in his silks, tucked into his pants. He liked Sherree but did not trust her enough to show her the baton.
 
   Simon entered the room carrying four instrument cases. “If these don’t suite you, I have more to choose from.”
 
   Daniel sat up in bed with his feet hanging down the side. The Talented had brought two vyolins and two Serinian horns. “Why, two of each?”
 
   Simon smiled as if the answer should be obvious. “It is easier to learn if someone teaches you.”
 
   Daniel touched the Serinian horn; it had three valves on a brass body that curved around and up to a bell-shaped opening. “This looks interesting.”
 
   The next several marks were spent learning the basics. The melodies Simon taught him were just melodies; spells would come when he could demonstrate greater skill. The lesson stopped when the other Talenteds began filing in and getting ready for bed.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Six: Enough Is Enough 
 
   Daniel filled the tub with water and climbed in. His nerves were on edge. At least the Talenteds had given up trying to enter the washroom while he was bathing, there was that. He warmed the water with a spell and tried to relax. Tomorrow he would start his fifth day in Aakadon. He soaped up while contemplating his accomplishments to date, which did not include any word on when his audience with the Grand Maestro would be granted.
 
   Day two on the class schedule was about the same as the first, except he learned nothing new beyond Simon teaching him the vyolin. Jason proved to be a good teacher and worthy of respect. At the end of day three, Daniel made an effort to see Terroll. The Maestro was busy and would not grant an audience. Frustration grew, especially since Efferin still had not sent word on when an audience would be granted. The only positive thing was Simon showing him how to play the flute. Daniel could play all three instruments but still had not mastered them; doing so would take more time then he intended to invest, he would be gone just as soon as the link to Tarin Conn was broken.
 
   Daniel washed his hair and sighed. The lack of sleep was not helping matters. Sherree’s rejuvenation spell helped some but he was beginning to have trouble concentrating in class. The combination of exhaustion and anxiety caused him to be irritable; temperament had not been a problem in the past. He had always taken events for what they were and dealt with them accordingly. Prior to entering the washroom, he had snapped at Samuel and Jerremy for laughing at his waiting until everyone else was finished before taking a bath.
 
   In the middle of his thought, the door opened and Simon entered the washroom. Daniel froze; he had forgotten to create the shield. His upper body was fully visible. Their eyes met.
 
   “I’m so-so sorry. I came up late and no one tol-told me you were in here,” the sandy-haired Talented stammered. His blue eyes suddenly widened as it dawned on him what he was seeing on his friend’s shoulders.
 
   “Simon, please come in and shut the door,” Daniel told him.
 
   The Talented stepped into the room and closed the door behind him, automatically obeying the command of an Accomplished. The Aakacarn came no closer, evidently wanting to keep some distance between them. Daniel cast the Shield spell, belatedly, so they could talk in private.
 
   Simon seemed to be mostly in shock, but it was beginning to wear off. “You’re a six-bolt Accomplished,” he stated unnecessarily.
 
   “Yes. Did you think three Talenteds, even ones as gifted as Sherree, Jerremy, and Samuel, could fight off Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild, Condemns, and a legion of yetis?”
 
   “I didn’t question it. I learned you all fought and held them off long enough for the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry to arrive and finish the job,” Simon replied. “How can you be a six-bolt?”
 
   “How can a lion have claws? I am what I am. I received the bolts like anyone else. I was taught the required number of spells and then hummed the Melody of Ranking. The six bolts came as a shock to me. The Creator knows why my potential is so high but I don’t, and He hasn’t given me any signs to help me figure it out; none that I have discerned anyway,” Daniel explained as calmly as he could.
 
   “Why are you here with us Talenteds? Why are you pretending to be one of us?  Are you here to choose a guild?” his questions flowed out.
 
   “I was captured and taken to Kelgotha where a link to Tarin Conn was formed. I am here in the hopes that the Grand Maestro will sever that link. I’m here as a Talented because that is the price of the gratuity,” Daniel replied, and then went on and told Simon the entire story, only leaving out the conversations with the Dark Maestro. “So you see I am stuck in a tangle. Will you help me?”
 
   Simon had sagged to the floor during the explanation of events, his mouth opening and closing at the more tumultuous parts. He blinked at the end. “But you’re nearly as powerful as the Grand Maestro, I’m just a Talented, what could I possibly do to help that you couldn’t do for yourself?” he stopped, blinked a few times, looked into Daniel’s eyes, and then said, “I mean, sure I’ll help, of course I’ll help.”
 
   “Please keep my rank between you and me, don’t tell anyone. Efferin might not break the link if he sees me as a potential rival, I’m not, and don’t want to be, but he won’t believe it. If I have six bolts at the age of nineteen, he is going to wonder how many I might have at age twenty, and how long before I could challenge him. I have no desire to join a guild and definitely no desire to rule Aakadon.”
 
   “But you could,” Simon replied thoughtfully. After pondering the matter awhile longer, he added, “Just about anyone else in your position probably would. But I believe you, more, I like you. I don’t understand why you don’t want to join a guild but, yes, I will keep your secret.”
 
   “Thank you, Simon,” Daniel replied. He trusted the young Talented, for good or ill. Hopefully this was not just the poor judgment of a tired mind.
 
   Simon stood up and faced the door. “You can dry off and get dressed. I’m not going to look.”
 
   Daniel emptied the tub, dried off using a warm wind spell, donned his silks, and released the shield spell. He and Simon nodded to each other, went into the dorm room, and ignored the snickering that followed each of them to their respective beds.
 
   Daniel stretched out on his bed. Samuel still seemed to be brooding over the earlier rebuke and Jerremy acted as though he did not care at all. Burten giggled and Darrell, who had been healed by the Aloe Guild, snorted in a failed attempt to stifle a laugh.
 
   Samuel shifted on his bed. “I’m sorry. Don’t feel bad about being shy,” he said in a quiet voice.
 
        Daniel felt a little guilty. After all, he had over reacted; the Teki was just having fun and meant no real harm in the jesting. “Thanks for understanding.”
 
   The number three ranked Talented smiled at the response, evidently being in the good graces of others was important to him. Or, maybe to only those he respected or thought of as friends.
 
   Jerremy rolled over and stared like an old Instructor about to deliver vital facts. “Your irritability is understandable. Instructor Gramm was especially hard on you today after you failed to play the Serinian horn to his satisfaction. I think if you would give an outward sign of the pain he would quit sooner.”
 
   “You’re right,” Daniel conceded. The piece he had been given to play was not a spell, but Harmon Gramm still expected each note to be played precisely the way it was written, which Daniel would have done if he hadn’t been so tired that he lost concentration. “I think he wants to see me jerk around and beg his forgiveness.”
 
   The Instructor had come close to receiving an attitude adjustment, but was saved once again by Sherree, though the swaggering, overbearing, egotistical, bully never knew it. Daniel did not know how much longer he could go without real honest to goodness sleep.
 
   “You mountaineers are stubborn,” Samuel remarked in a voice that held no insult. His tone was respectful. “I believe the man could run a dagger through your hand and you wouldn’t flinch or move a muscle.”
 
   Daniel let out a yawn and quickly shook his head to keep himself awake; falling asleep would not be good. Tarin Conn might figure out his quarry was no longer in Bashierwood. The current conversation had one benefit, it kept Daniel conscience. “I would not allow Gramm to stab me. He is fortunate Sherree’s been around to stay my hand. I might have actually hurt him.”
 
   Jerremy sat bolt upright in bed. “Have you performed the spell of Ranking?” he demanded.
 
   Daniel wanted to slap himself. His tongue would give him away if he kept failing to bridle it. “Why do you ask?” he replied, knowing his answering with a question was not the best response, his tired mind could not come up with a better one.
 
   By the smirk on the Serinian’s face, the reply was exactly what he had expected, even the panicky tone in which it had been delivered.  “Because, unless you have a lightning bolt under that shirt you refuse to remove in front of us, you’d better not talk about doing anything to an Accomplished.”
 
   Daniel smiled, his secret was safe. “Point taken, I’ll guard my tongue in the future.”
 
   Jerremy nodded approvingly. “Good. Stick with me and I’ll guide you though the rough spots,” he said and then reclined on his pillow.
 
   Oil lamps flickered out, private conversations ended, and many of the Talenteds fell asleep. Daniel stared at the ceiling while thinking of life on Tannakonna. He no longer mourned the loss of the simple existence he once knew, doing so was pointless. Like a spider with a ruined web, he simply had to build another. The memories served to keep him awake and he continued to ponder them until the sun came up.
 
   He sprang out of bed before his roommates awakened, cast the laundering spell, and then headed down for a quick breakfast. A small number of Talenteds were lining up in the cafeteria, among them were Sherree, Joanna, and Charlene; who was a former resident of Fon Kay, located North of Battencay, on the west coast; according to the holographic maps.
 
   “Good morning,” Daniel told them while taking his place in line. His mouth began to water at the first whiff of eggs and sausage.
 
   Sherree took one look at him, reached over, touched his forehead, closed her eyes, and cast the rejuvenation spell. Strength to go on flowed into him, though sleep would have been better. She broke the spell and opened her eyes. “Good morning,” she told him.
 
    “His potential is the exact color of the Aloe Guild building,” Joanna remarked. “It’s a beautiful shade of blue.”
 
   “I noticed,” Sherree agreed with a look that bordered on affectionate.
 
   Both females spoke about him as if he was not standing there. Charlene grabbed a plate of food, evidently finding that more interesting, as did he. Daniel received his breakfast and sat down with the three female Aakacarns. They ate slowly and did most of the talking. He kept silent, though his gaze often fell on Sherree. Most of the conversation centered on spell casting, nothing he did not already know. He was interested in the one spell that would free him from the Dark Maestro. A melody came to mind, similar to what came to him upon reaching Aakadon, but he sensed it was not finished and needed more time.
 
   He finished eating. “I’ll see you later,” he told them and walked out onto the spotless marble streets of the Aakacarn city. 
 
   Looming a short distance away was the ruby pyramid with its all-seeing eye. Efferin Tames watched over the world from there, pulling the strings and making everyone dance to his tune. That is; all except Balen Tamm and the Serpent Guild. How long does it take to be granted an audience with the Grand Maestro? The leading Aakacarn could afford to sit comfortable behind his desk. He did not have to face Tarin Conn every time his eyes closed.
 
   The legal formalities were maddening. Daniel was fed up and walked straight into the huge pyramid. Nobles and royals were in deed waiting, seated on plush cushions of purple velvet. The black stone floor shined as though coated with a finger thick sheet of diamond. Jason had not been exaggerating when he had told of the many people seeking an audience with the Grand Maestro. Accomplisheds from every guild busied themselves moving to and fro carrying papers and some just waiting patiently for their name to be called. Lena Beyers, A five-bolt Accomplished, Maestro of the Sun Guild, was among the group that was waiting. One would think she could see the Grand Maestro any time she chose, evidently not. Daniel bowed respectfully to her and walked on.
 
   A red-haired one-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild sat behind a pine desk, similar to those used by the Instructors. His fair skin indicated he spent a great deal of his time indoors. He glanced up and then focused his blue eyes into a firm stare. “Have you a reason to be here, Talented?” he asked in a tone that said, “You better have.”
 
   Aggravating people unnecessarily just was not a good idea, though Daniel was sorely tempted to shout at the man. He held his tongue, knowing these folks wanted to be addressed in a certain way, always wanting there egos stroked, and so spoke politely. “Yes, Accomplished, I have petitioned for an audience with the Grand Maestro and would like to know the status.”
 
   The Aakacarn frowned. “Just a moment,” he said and glanced at a sheet of paper on his desk. “What is your name?”
 
   “Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   Both eyebrows arched up on the Accomplished; apparently he recognized the name, which might even be a good sign. He then made a mark on the paper and shook his head negatively. “Your petition isn’t here; it must be still working its way up through channels. When did you file?”
 
   Daniel found it necessary to count to five before opening his mouth in order to keep from shouting. He restrained himself, though the tension inside him was rising like pressure under a volcano. “Maestro Terroll Barnes filed it four days ago,” he replied in a respectfully subdued tone, the best he could manage anyway.
 
   The Accomplished’s eyes narrowed as though he was irritated, as if his time had been wasted. “Your petition will not reach my desk for another month, at least. Do you have any other business?”
 
   Daniel’s fists clenched and he had to breathe slowly and take deep breaths before he could speak with a civil tongue. “No. Thanks for your time,” he said quickly and walked away, afraid he would lose control.
 
   He walked fifty paces before realizing he had passed at least twelve Accomplisheds without so much as acknowledging them, he did not care. His stomach felt as though it had been punched and then tied into knots. He spotted Jerremy going to Tames Hall and quickened his pace. The Talented seemed totally unaware of how furious Daniel was while walking with him all the way there and into Jason’s class on spell theory. Daniel paid little attention to what was being discussed. The Instructor was covering the same material Terroll had and Daniel was too distracted to pretend interest. His internal pressure grew along with his irritability and he was struggling to stay in control.
 
   Listening to theories on how much potential to give certain spells and which Melodies automatically drew, even at the expense of the caster’s life, what was required to perform the intended task was getting on his nerves. None of it had anything to do with delayed petitions or getting rid of the cursed link to Tarin Conn, which was the entire reason he was in Aakadon. The lecture ended and Jerremy parted company with him without saying a word, perhaps he did sense something was amiss.
 
   The next class would be much more difficult to get through and Daniel dreaded it. He met up with Samuel and walked into the huge room with the crimson padded floor. “Are you alright?” the Teki asked tentatively. One would think he expected to have his head snapped off. “You’re acting strange, even for you.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Daniel replied firmly.
 
   Terroll had to have known the petition would take a month or more to reach Efferin Tames. They both knew about the link to Tarin Conn, which could only mean; they don’t care! The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild can no longer be counted an ally, only Tim.
 
   “If you say so,” Samuel said, clearly unconvinced, and so what?
 
   “I do.”
 
   The room with the crimson mat was becoming all too familiar. So were the dorm, cafeteria, and that all-seeing eye atop the ruby pyramid. He was tired of the whole blighted city. He was exhausted. How long did they expect him to go without sleep?
 
   Tim stood in the right hand corner of the room holding the guitarn. He had spent much of the last four days listening to the Talenteds practice their spells. He plucked out a simple Melody. The instrument glowed topaz blue and each Aakacarn began to glow. The room was filled with every color of the spectrum. Daniel could feel his crescendo being used and sense what spell had been cast; Potential. How could the drummer cast a spell? Startled, Tim dropped the guitarn and it fell to the floor with the muffled tone of vibrating strings.
 
   Daniel started toward his faithful friend. This was amazing. A non-Aakacarn had actually cast a spell, how could it be?
 
   Harmon Gramm practically flew over and rounded on Tim in a fury. “What have you done? Servants do not play with Aakacarn instruments!”
 
   “I.., uh..,” Tim tried to explain, but how could he?
 
   “Fool, you have no extra energy in your life force. Even simple spells, like Potential, can takes weeks off your life; and you have no way of gaining it back,” Harmon Gramm scolded the drummer and then glowed bright pink with potential.
 
   The Instructor was about to focus potential on the only true friend Daniel had. He could handle any pain the Accomplished chose to dish out, but Tim did not have to be here, there was no need for him to put up with such foolishness. “Don’t punish him. He was using my instrument, punish me,” Daniel said and then steeled himself for the pain to come.
 
   Harmon Gramm turned with a malevolent grin on his face. “I might have known. Rest assured you will be punished for speaking without being told to do so. He will be punished afterwards”
 
   Gramm pulled a diamond headed silver baton from his silks and focused two bolts of potential into Daniel. Pain struck and he gasped in spite of his best efforts to not let it show. The agony grew until it came close to matching what Cenni Quen had done to him.
 
   “Beg my forgiveness!” Harmon Gramm demanded.
 
   The pain increased but Daniel refused to beg. He took a deep breath and stood tall.
 
   “You are going to learn humility today!” 
 
   Daniel shuddered under the onslaught but continued to stand firm and not bow or beg.
 
   “No!” Sherree interrupted “Leave him alone.”
 
   Harmon Gramm stopped the spell immediately. Her outburst had caught him by surprise. He turned and fixed his eyes on her. “I thought you learned humility long ago,” he said and then focused potential through the baton at the golden-haired Talented.
 
   Sherree floated six cubits above the floor and was wrapped in pink bands of air. Her arms and legs were immobilized; all she could do was breath.
 
   “Do you have a lightning bolt on your shoulder?” the Instructor asked her in mocking tones.
 
   “No, Instructor,” Sherree replied meekly. She seemed fully prepared to accept her punishment.
 
   “You certainly must think so, speaking to me as if to an equal,” Gramm replied and then cast another spell at her. Her cloak ripped away and a piece of white silk was torn from her shirt, exposing the smooth cream colored skin of her right shoulder. She who often hid in her cloak was flushing red as the entire class looked on.
 
   “ENOUGH!” Daniel shouted, his limit had been reach, he would take no more. 
 
   Harmon Gramm released Sherree and she fell to the floor, landing on her feet and quickly pulled the torn silk over her shoulder.
 
   “You must have a lightning bolt,” Gramm said and then glowed with potential.
 
   Daniel summoned the energy for his shield spell and focused on the Accomplished, then added a Da Capo. He cast a wind spell, wove it into thick bands of rope, and then suspended the helpless Aakacarn six cubits above the floor. The one-bolt did not have a prayer of breaking free.
 
   “I allowed you to hurt me but I draw the line a letting you hurt Tim or Sherree,” Daniel told him firmly, and then levitated the baton out of the Instructor’s hand and into his own.
 
   “Let me?” the Instructor started to say and then struggled futilely. “Put me down!” he demanded.
 
   “You need a lesson in humility,” Daniel replied evenly.
 
   He knew what had to be done in order to gain an audience with the Grand Maestro, humbling Harmon Gramm just made the doing more satisfying. The one-bolt Accomplished was in a spell not even a two-bolt with full concentration could break. Both spells had a Da Capo and were tied to Daniel’s life force. The man was completely trapped and the effort had been minimal and was now even less, requiring no concentration at all.
 
   Harmon did struggle to free himself, his face wrinkling in frustration as he summoned potential; but could not push beyond the shield. Red-faced, he stared wide-eyed around the room, perhaps embarrassed at not being able to extricate himself; a full Accomplished with a crescendo bested by one of his students. His lips began to chap, a result of drawing power without replenishing bodily fluids.
 
   Water was always plentiful in Aakadon. Huge barrels were stored on the left side of the room, a necessity in a class on practical spell casting. Daniel levitated a cup of water up to the Instructor’s mouth and allowed him to drink freely. Drops of water flowed from the sides of his mouth as he drank. “We wouldn’t want you to dehydrate on us,” Daniel told him.
 
   Anger slowly gave way to fear as the Accomplished realized his plight, he could not free himself, and was at the complete mercy of a student he had just punished beyond what was strictly legal. His efforts to break free ceased and he settled for staring like a pig being led to the slaughter, although nothing quite so dramatic was going to happen to him; he was not going to endure anywhere near what he deserved.
 
   Daniel glanced at his sandy-haired ally, who stood less than a stride away with eyes wide in awe. “Simon, go outside and ask the first Accomplished you come across to come in here.”
 
   The Talented looked confused at first, but then broke into a grin, nodded his head, and ran out. A few of the Aakacarns looked as if they wanted to go with him but the vast majority seemed interested in hanging around. They probably never witnessed a student challenging an Instructor before and were no doubt curious as to the outcome.
 
   “Sherree, are you alright?” Daniel asked while turning to face her. She better be or Harmon Gramm was going to regret it.
 
   The golden-haired Talented approached him in the manner of a stray cat, as if unsure how to approach a stranger. “I’m fine, are you?”
 
   There was no need for her to look so worried. The Instructor was no longer in a position to inflict punishment on anyone. The pain inflicted on Daniel came close to that of Cenni Quen, but likewise, caused no physical damage and now existed only in memory. “I’m unhurt,” he told her.
 
   Simon returned with a stout, deeply tanned, one-bolt Accomplished of the Aloe Guild. His hair was black and his age unguessable, due to the age retarding spell, the one in Daniel’s repertoire would halt age completely if he chose to cast it, but that was not relevant; except to a tired mind having difficulty concentrating. The Accomplished looked to be in his early thirties but could easily be over a hundred. He fixed his gaze on the suspended Instructor. “What is going on in here?” he demanded even though his eyes could see the blue glow surrounding Harmon.
 
   Daniel shielded the potential of the one-bolt, wrapped him in bands of air, suspended him up beside Gramm, and added a Da Capo.
 
   Sherree’s hand came to rest on his shoulder. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
 
   “I’m perfectly fine,” he replied. “Samuel, would you please go find another Accomplished?” he added as the two one-bolts struggled to break his spell. He then sat down and crossed his legs as though simply passing the time. The roomful of Talenteds looked on in shock as if they were having trouble believing their eyes.
 
   Samuel returned with a two-bolt Accomplished of the Eagle Guild, surely a worthy opponent. The Taracopian pointed an ebony finger and glowed with a golden hue, then cast a shield spell. “Let them go and I’ll free you,” he said with great authority. He was either a sharp observer and had assessed the situation rapidly or the Teki briefed him, not that it mattered.
 
   Daniel glanced at his hands. The golden potential of the two-bolt surrounded him. He smiled, knowing a six-bolt Accomplished would have no trouble breaking the shield of a two-bolt. Timing was the critical thing. He wanted to break the spell and shield off his opponent’s potential at the same time. Fortunately, the potential summoned to work any spell should be adequate. He made his choice, played the Melody in his mind, but deliberately held the potential below that of the new comer, not wanting to spook the Accomplished.
 
   “You heard him. Let us go!” Harmon shouted from his lofty height, as if he was suddenly back in charge. The look in his eyes promised punishment. Evidently, the man was not a fast learner.
 
   Daniel raised the baton and pushed out with enough potential to shield off a three-bolt Accomplished. His topaz blue washed over the golden hue within three blinks of an eye. He added a Da Capo and suspended the indignant Aakacarn up beside the other two. “Simon, I believe it is time to invite another Accomplished in for a chat,” he suggested to the Talented.
 
   Sherree stared at him as if he had lost his mind, so what? Let her think whatever she wanted. The Battencay born Talented ran out of the room. The spring in his step revealed a certain delight on his part in the matter. He no doubt was enjoying the opportunity to see what a six-bolt Accomplished could do. In truth, with the Da Capos in place, the spells required virtually no effort on Daniel’s part to maintain.
 
   Daniel grabbed a cup of water and took a sip. He looked up and noticed all three Accomplisheds had chapped lips. They were going to do die if they kept on like that. He simultaneously levitated cups of water to each one and let them drink. They looked mighty thirsty after trying so hard to free themselves.
 
   “I think they have been humbled enough,” Sherree suggested in a soft, humoring, tone of voice. “You haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks and you are not thinking clearly.”
 
   The three Accomplisheds were nodding their heads vigorously, though they would agree to almost anything she said if it got them freed. Daniel laughed, which was a sure sign of being over tired. He truly found nothing funny about the situation. The whole thing was a giant mess that looked close to impossible to untangle, although he fully intended to try.
 
   “No. He is more like himself in the important ways,” Tim spoke up, thank the loyal drummer for the steady beat, “We worked for Henri Polkat but never bowed and scraped or had to stroke his tender ego. It is a mark of Daniel’s being over tired that he put up with this foolishness for so long.”
 
   Simon walked in leading a one-bolt Accomplished of the Aloe Guild, a tall, broad shouldered fellow, who was promptly shielded and suspended before he even figured out what was going on.
 
   “Let me help you. Something is wrong, Talenteds cannot overpower Accomplisheds,” Sherree insisted. “Please free them.”
 
   Daniel very nearly honored her plea, but cold reality stopped him in time. She did not understand, nor could she know, the ramifications of what she was asking. These people would not be lenient with him. “Help me by bringing in another Accomplished,” he told her.
 
   Sherree fixed a green-eyed stare, perhaps assessing his response, and trying to decide the best course of action. She came to some decision, nodded her head affirmatively, and made a quick exit.
 
   “How long are you going to hold them?” Simon inquired, with a gleam in his eye seldom seen before.
 
   Daniel glanced at the sandy-haired Talented and then up at the captives. “I placed a Da Capo on the spells holding them, tied to my life force. I could hold them until I die, longer if Tim keeps my crescendo safe.”
 
   The drummer picked up the guitarn and held it as though he would defend the instrument with his life. Time after time he showed himself to be a friend and his loyalty was more valuable than gold or precious stones.
 
   Sherree walked in with the cunning look of a lioness on the prowl, she was definitely up to something. “I brought an Accomplished,” she said, and then stepped aside.
 
   Jason Renn entered the room with a baton in his hand, walked toward the four suspended Accomplisheds and gave their situation a thorough examination. A one-bolt Accomplished with a type one level one crescendo has the equivalent of a two-bolt, meaning he is four times more powerful than he would be unaided. But a six-bolt Accomplished has thirty-six times the power of a one-bolt. Daniel had nine times the power of the baton wielding Lead Instructor, not counting the extra bolt from Gramm’s baton.
 
   “Nice job. I see you implemented a Da Capo in your castings. Yes, nice in deed,” Jason said as if he was proud to see how well his earlier lesson had been used.
 
   The Instructor deserved no ill-treatment and it was difficult to strike out at him. Daniel rounded on Sherree. “Why did you bring him here?”
 
   The Lobenian once again had the skittish look of a stray cat on her face. “I brought him because you seem to respect him more than anyone else in Aakadon; except possibly the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. Daniel, your mind is slipping and you’ve lost control.”
 
   How could she say that? Daniel stared at her in disbelief. “You know why, Terroll Barnes knows why, and Efferin Tames knows why. It’s this blighted link to Tarin Conn. Sherree they don’t intend to help me. They will keep me here until I go completely out of my mind and then they will Silence me the way Gerard DeCamp did to Terroll. The link will remain and I will never have peace. You are the only Aakacarn who has helped me get at least a little relief. They have done nothing!”
 
   Jason stepped away from the suspended Accomplisheds, placed his baton within his silks, and came over to stand beside Daniel. “Release these men. You must be patient. The Grand Maestro will sever your link to Tarin Conn,” the Lead Instructor said, not as a command, as a suggestion and an assurance.
 
   Daniel glanced at his captives, lowered them to the ground, and then cancelled the wind spells. “They are free to wander about but the shields stay until I am granted an audience with the Grand Maestro.”
 
   “I will speak with Maestro Barnes. He can arrange an emergency meeting with the Grand Maestro,” Jason told him with a face that could have been carved in stone. “Now, accept my word and release these men or bind and shield me with them.”
 
   “How can a mere Talented do this?” Harmon Gramm demanded to know in a voice filled with frustration.
 
   Daniel looked to Sherree, who nodded her head affirmatively. He actually had little choice. When word gets out of what was happening in Tames Hall, half the Eagle Guild will swarm the place and he would be overwhelmed. One on one he could hold them off, but not if they came at him prepared and in force. Also, any two-bolt Accomplished with even a minimal level four crescendo could match him, and there were thousands of two-bolts in Aakadon. He released the Da Capos, breaking the spells, and handed Gramm’s baton to Jason.
 
   Harmon’s face turned red, he was angry, and he glowed with potential. The man truly was a slow learner.
 
   “Instructor, if you provoke this young man again, I will shield you myself,” Jason told him, and in a blink of an eye, the baton was out and aimed at the man.
 
   The glow vanished from around Harmon and he glared at everyone in the room. He began mumbling under his breath but wisely decided to stay out of the conversation.
 
   Jason placed the baton back into his silks and turned to Daniel. “Come, I will escort you to the Maestro.”
 
   Daniel walked with the Lead Instructor and glanced at Sherree. She winked her eye at him. The golden-haired Talented had done the wisest thing in bringing Jason. Tim looked to be totally confused. He deserved and would get a full explanation when time permitted. The three Accomplisheds and the Talenteds began discussing the events that had led up to the confrontation and not a few fingers were being pointed at Harmon Gramm. The Instructor of Practical Spell Casting might well end up assigned to some remote region of the continent for this fiasco. Being bested by a Talented did not say much for his ability, though he truly had no chance against this particular Talented.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seven: From the Backwoods 
 
   Jason set a brisk pace on the marble streets of Aakadon, a speed Daniel deemed appropriate, given the urgency he was feeling. Morning had not yet given way to noon, the sun being in the eleventh mark position. Accomplisheds moved about from building to building, at work with their individual tasks, not one of the Aakacarns questioned the Instructor as to why a Talented was out of class, not that they were in the habit of paying much attention to Talenteds.
 
   The home of the Zephyr Guild stood over six hundred cubits high and seemed to be made out of solid diamond, giving the structure a translucent quality. A sky blue carpet lay just within the entrance. This was the first time Daniel had gone ten paces beyond the door without being asked his business and summarily ordered to go away. Not a soul questioned an Accomplished entering his own guild or why he had a Talented on his heels.
 
   The diamond walled corridor seemed endless but eventually led to a sliding door. Inside was a shaft that stretched up to the very top floor of the building, with sliding doors at each level. Jason cast a wind spell, causing the platform beneath their feet to rise. The flight up was mildly disconcerting but Daniel decided it was better than using the stairs. He focused his mind on the up coming meeting with Efferin Tames. Before he was far along in his thoughts, the platform came to a stop on the sixtieth floor; the Lead Instructor exited the shaft, and led the way down yet another corridor. After several turns they reached a pair of double doors made from solid oak which opened silently by the use of a wind spell.
 
   A two-bolt Accomplished sat behind a mahogany desk, not the pine Daniel was used to seeing, and the Aakacarn looked up as the doors were swinging shut. His eyes were a lighter green than Sherree’s but his hair was the same yellow-gold, his mustache was neatly trimmed, and his complexion light; obviously a man of Lobenian descent. He fixed his gaze on Jason; a Talented was beneath recognition, most of the time. “Instructor, what is your business with the Maestro?” he inquired in a voice that held little interest. No doubt he had asked that question many times to petitioners this morning and expected to ask it many more times before the day ended. To him this was just another person seeking Terroll’s attention.
 
   Jason cleared his throat while glancing at a pair of double doors to his left. “I am here to request an emergency conference,” he stated plainly, though with enough urgency in his voice to convey the matter was of extreme importance.
 
   The aid seemed to suddenly notice there was another human being in the room. He licked his lips and eyed Jason as if wondering if a deception was in the making. “Since when do Talenteds attend high level meetings? This is highly irregular. What is the emergency?”
 
   “Blight it all, Bernie, just get in there and request the conference. It is about Daniel Benhannon!” Jason shouted, surprising even himself, Daniel had never heard the man shout before; his nerves must be truly on edge.
 
   Bernie shut his mouth, he seemed to be shocked by the tone in which he had been addressed. He stood up, unnecessarily straightened his perfectly wrinkle free silks, and said, “I shall see if the Maestro will grant your request.”
 
   The man walked from behind his desk, slowly made his way to the double doors on the left, and went inside. Time dragged on. Not a soul in Aakadon seemed to be in a hurry to do anything, except Samuel. About the only thing an Accomplished did quickly was to humble or punish a Talented.
 
   Terroll Barnes stomped out of his office like an angry bull charging an interloper. “I hope this emergency conference is not about a certain petition I filed four days ago!” he said, though his hope was in vain.
 
   Jason hesitated, angering his own Maestro could not be good for his career, but the Lead Instructor stood tall; keeping his word to help.  “Maestro, the situation is worsening,” he began.
 
   Daniel grew irritable. What right did Terroll have to be angry or upset? He was not the one cursed by Tarin Conn. The Ecoppian could wait another century and still insist on patience. Well there was not going to be a hundred year wait or even another day. He probably believes this mountaineer is not smart enough to figure out their intent. “What Instructor Renn is trying to tell you is; I’m not going to wait passively for you people to Silence me after the Dark Maestro finally succeeds in driving me out of my mind. You, more than most, know what I can do.”
 
   Terroll clearly knew full well what Daniel was capable of, so visibly calmed himself by several degrees, though the fire in his eyes showed he did not appreciate the implied threat. This was another sign of Daniel being over tired; it was not his nature to go around threatening people.
 
   “He shielded off and suspended three one-bolt Accomplisheds and one two-bolt Accomplished of the Eagle Guild in the training room,” Jason rejoined the conversation, daring to draw the attention of his currently ill-tempered  guild leader. He seemed to think more information was called for because he went on talking. “Harmon was being himself. You know how he is. He disciplined Daniel and then started in on Sherree.”
 
   Terroll nodded his head understandingly and the angry glare vanished from his eyes. “You protected Sherree. Knowing where you come from, I am not surprised. Why did you attack the other three Accomplisheds? I filed the petition. Be patient. Grandiose displays of power will not help your case.”
 
   Daniel was tired of hearing those two words, be patient. “No one listens in Aakadon unless power is wielded,” he told him, and then stepped closer to his former teacher. “You betrayed me. You never intended for me to leave this city.”
 
   “You made similar accusations moments ago,” Terroll replied calmly as if he could not believe himself guilty of the charge. “What has gotten into your head? I have done my part. Why would we want to see you go mad?”
 
   Daniel took a step back. There did not seem to be deception in the Maestro’s eyes, perhaps he had no part in the plan. Be that as it may, Efferin Tames was not giving the petition any priority. Planned or not, the result would be the same. “The Chief Aid in the ruby pyramid told me my petition will not reach his desk for another month or more. You know I cannot go a month without sleep, no one could. You can see how I am after being linked for two weeks with no rest. I don’t dare close my eyes. Another four or five more weeks will see me insane for sure. You know it and so does the Grand Maestro; if neither of you do, then you are both more ignorant than a couple of boys living in the backwoods.”
 
   Terroll stared at the emblem of the Zephyr Guild carved into the wall above the door and seemed to be gathering his thoughts. He reached some conclusion and returned his attention to Daniel. “You are correct. I do know what lack of sleep can do to the mind. What I did not know, was that your petition has not been given the priority it deserves. The Grand Maestro must be consulted immediately. He does not know you personally nor does he know your full potential.”
 
   Jason’s eyes widened at hearing Terroll’s words. “This young man is by far the most powerful Talented I have ever seen. How far did you go in teaching him?”
 
   The Maestro fixed his gaze on the Instructor. “Jason, he knows every spell required to graduate from the level of Talented. Think man, what comes next?” he replied in a manner that was not far from a scolding.
 
   Jason grew quiet, thinking things through. “You made him a full Accomplished. I heard he refused to be seen with his shirt off, but attributed the behavior to shyness. He’s actually hiding a lightning bolt,” he stated and then grew angry. “Why in the blighted world did you lead us to believe he is a Talented?” the Instructor demanded, evidently forgetting to whom he was speaking. “The idea to hide his rank could have only come from you. I seriously doubt a young man from the backwoods of Ducaun would see the need,” he added and then paused, as another question occurred to him. “Why is there a need?”
 
   The Lead Instructor had spoken disrespectfully and even forgot to address his Maestro by title. Daniel smiled. For once, someone else felt as frustrated as he did. His lack of sleep was making him a bit giddy. Going from anger to having to suppress a giggle was proof enough for him. He needed to sharpen his wits and rein in his emotions. He yawned and fought to stay awake. “Listen, I’m much higher ranked than any newly raised Accomplished. You witnessed how easily I handled Harmon and the other three Accomplisheds. You could have been the fifth, even with your baton, had you not reasoned with me.”
 
   Jason glanced at Bernie, then at Terroll, and back again at Daniel. “I am slipping. How could I miss such clues? You must be a two-bolt, possibly a three.”
 
   Daniel opened his mouth to correct the Instructor but then stopped when Terroll gave a quick negative shake of his head. Perhaps he was right, it was better to allow Jason do draw his own conclusions.
 
   The Lead Instructor did not seem to be satisfied with whatever his mind had come up with. “I fail to understand why your true rank should be a secret. To gain a lightning bolt is pure joy to an Aakacarn, having two at age nineteen is incredible,” he said and then smiled. “You should affiliate with a guild. You may, in a century or so, rise to the rank of Maestro, possibly Grand Maestro.”
 
   Daniel had no desire to head a guild, much less be the Grand Maestro, everyone leaving him in peace was all he desired, that and sleep. Tim could go back home and marry Gina. All would be well then and Daniel could get on with his life. He observed the three Accomplisheds in the room. The red on black silks were not for him, he preferred simple buckskins and rawhide boots. Joining a guild was out of the question. He wanted the foul link to Tarin Conn severed and then be far from Aakadon.
 
   “Walk with me, Accomplisheds. We need to go to the ruby pyramid. This matter cannot wait any longer. Bernie, remain here, cancel what appointments you can, and reschedule the rest for another day,” Terroll said, and then walked out of his office, taking obedience for granted, and also putting off the need to answer Jason’s question, for which Daniel was grateful.
 
   Daniel was happy to follow. Finally, someone was being useful rather than telling him to be patient. They went down the shaft, to the first floor, and exited the building. Everyone they passed greeted Terroll with respect, acknowledged the Lead Instructor, and of course intentionally ignored the Talented; which was fine with him. He walked behind the two Accomplisheds and followed them into the lobby of the ruby pyramid. As before, Aakacarns from every guild and nobles from all the kingdoms of the world were waiting on purple couches for their audiences to be granted.
 
   The red-haired one-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild glanced from a large stack of papers on his desk and jumped to his feet. “Maestro, how may I serve?”
 
   Jason flinched and his eyes shifted back and forth. A guilty look crossed his face, as if he suddenly realized how he had been addressing Terroll, but he spoke not a word; which was probably for the best.
 
   “Bran, inform the Grand Maestro of my presence,” Terroll said with the voice of authority. “Tell him the matter is urgent.”
 
   The Chief Aid glanced at Daniel, although unlike Bernie, this fellow’s eyes assessed him, and it was clear he understood more than he let on. Without argument, he opened the door behind his desk and levitated up what appeared to be a shaft similar to the one in the Zephyr Guild.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eight: Two Choices 
 
   Time dragged on. The Maestro and the Lead Instructor grew more nervous by the moment, Terroll more so than the other. One would think he had something to lose at the outcome of this meeting. Daniel knew his former teacher was doing the best he could so had no intention of holding any failure at this point against him. The man need have no fear of retribution, though it was probably best if Terroll did not know that, he might not work so hard to succeed.
 
   Bran returned looking as though he had received a thorough rebuking for an indiscretion, perhaps Efferin was in a bad mood. “The Grand Maestro will see you now,” the aid said, and then gestured for all to enter the shaft.
 
   Reaching the top floor of the pyramid took but a few fractions of a mark, causing Daniels stomach to feel as if it still was on the first floor. Fortunately, he did not lose his breakfast. Bran did not control his ascension spell anywhere near as well as Jason had. The hasty take off and abrupt stop was disconcerting, perhaps exactly the way the Grand Maestro wanted them to feel. Well, if that was the case, the ploy would not work. Daniel took a deep breath, steeling himself, and followed the Accomplisheds along a plush red carpet, leading to a pair of intricately carved double doors; work similar to that of his father.
 
   The doors opened through the use of a wind spell. In side was an office with the emblems of the seven guilds mounted on the pearly white walls. A man of Serinian descent sat behind an oak desk. His dark eyes and high cheeks bones reminded Daniel of Tarin Conn, though this fellow was not as big of a man, nor did he seem to possess the malevolence of the Dark Maestro. His hair was mostly gray and he was glaring at the only person wearing white, and then he focused on Terroll. “Maestro, why have you brought a Talented before me? I was given the impression this was a matter of some urgency, yet you bring this young man,” he said in a deep voice devoid of emotion, one that did not reflect the anger in his eyes.
 
   Terroll Barnes stepped forward like a man attempting to hand feed a mountain lion. “Grand Maestro, this is Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   Efferin glanced at a paper on his desk and then focused on Daniel. “You have been rather busy of late. I see four Accomplisheds were humbled in front of over two hundred Talenteds,” he said, still without emotion, though his left eyebrow did arch up.
 
   The Grand Maestro had learned quickly about the events in Tames Hall. Evidently, little goes on for long in Aakadon without him getting wind of it. Daniel cleared his throat. “I wanted to get your attention,” he told the man with six golden lightning bolts on the shoulders of his black on silver silk shirt.
 
   The Grand Maestro frowned. “Speak when I give permission and not before,” he scolded and then fixed his gaze on Terroll. “Maestro, you held back information in our last meeting.  Are you ready to tell me everything?”
 
   Forget hand feeding, Terroll looked like a man about to put his neck in the mouth of the beast. What could cause the leader of a guild to react so intensely? He took a deep breath and his face became calm. “About what?” he replied innocently, as if he had no idea what Efferin was referring to.
 
   He was playing ignorant; even a young man from the back woods of Ducuan, as Jason had said, could see that much. Efferin was certainly not fooled. He stroked his chin and the fire in his eyes intensified. “We both know there is not a Potential in the world who could cast a High Powered spell unaided and live. This young man is special and you know it. What is more, you know in what way. I ask again, are you ready to tell me everything?”
 
   Sweat dripped from Terroll’s brow in a flood, one would think he actually had something to lose. “Daniel is a full Accomplished.”
 
   “I deduced as much. He knows the required spells and that makes him an Accomplished. If he has a lightning bolt, he is a full Accomplished, and you have named him so. Taking a Potential and educating him to the level of Accomplished and taking him through to graduation is an extraordinary achievement, one that both of you should be proud of, yet you hide the fact, and pretend he is still a Talented. It has been reported that the young man refuses to be seen with his shirt off. This leads me to ask myself, why would a newly raised Accomplished hide his lighting bolt and why would a Maestro support him in doing so? The next question I asked my self is; what are they hiding? Well, the answer is obvious, they are hiding what is under the shirt he refuses to take off,” Efferin said mildly. He seemed to be an even tempered man but the way Bran looked when he had come to retrieve them earlier suggested otherwise.
 
   Terroll stood quietly, perhaps seeing his career ending before his eyes. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if to say, I give up. “Daniel, show him.”
 
   Daniel hesitated. All eyes were upon him. Bran and Jason looked on eagerly, while Terroll stared straight ahead as if waiting for the command that would order his execution. Efferin seemed ready to have his suspicions confirmed. The audience had been granted and this was the moment Daniel had been waiting for. This was the time to be forthright. Let them see his rank, it did not mean much while the link to Tarin Conn remained. The revelation might even be enough to convince the Grand Maestro immediate action was required; he might even sever the connection on the spot. Daniel calmly stripped to the waist and a collective gasp sounded in the office.
 
   Jason, his mouth wide open, nearly backed up to the door. Bran shook uncontrollably, plopped down on his bottom, and then stood up again on shaky legs. Terroll had the expression of a child caught with his hand on a peach cobbler before dinner time; expecting to be punished severely. Efferin was stone faced, his expression unreadable; an act. Nobody could see six golden lightning bolts on one so young and not react. He, more than any person in the waking world, knew the capabilities of a six-bolt Accomplished.
 
   Daniel grew tired of being gawked at. He needed help. “Grand Maestro, please, can you break my link to Tarin Conn?”
 
   Efferin drew a heavy breath, a crack in his facade. He sat down quickly, actually dropped into his chair. “This in deed is an urgent matter,” he began and then glared at the Maestro with eyes as cold as ice. “Terroll Barnes, I will say this only once so remember it well. You did not lie to me or I would Silence you right here right now. But, if you ever keep information this vital from me again, I will shield off your potential and make you work in the gardens bedside Gerard DeCamp until death liberates you.”
 
   Terroll jerked as if given a physical blow. “Understood, Grand Maestro,” he said with relief in his voice, he clearly expected worse. It could be decades, centuries, before the man would be trusted again, if ever.
 
   Efferin focused on the Instructor. “This information is sealed to my office. Do not speak of what you have seen and heard in this meeting, not to anyone. The rank of Accomplished Benhannon is to remain a secret until I decide otherwise. The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild has done well in keeping this quiet, though he would have done better had he seen fit to inform me.”
 
   Jason’s gaze kept wandering to the lightning bolts on Daniel’s shoulders. “Not a word, I promise. I see them with my own eyes and still have a hard time believing.”
 
   The Grand Maestro seemed satisfied with the reply. He glanced at Bran, who nodded his affirmation, but said nothing. Evidently, his silence on the matter was a given.
 
   “Young man, we have a problem,” Efferin began with his gaze fixed in a quiet calm. “I know how to break the link.”
 
   Hope bloomed and Daniel smiled. This was not a problem; this sounded more like a solution. The Dark Maestro would soon be a bad memory.
 
   “I cannot break the link without the Baton of Tarin Conn.”
 
   Hope was suddenly in serious trouble. Somehow, Daniel knew that particular crescendo would not be easy to come by, but he had to ask, “Where is the baton?”
 
   Efferin actually looked sad by what he was about to say. The man was capable of emotion after all. “You have two choices,” he began, Tarin Conn had given three. “I originally made the decision for you. I am now giving you, as an Accomplished, the opportunity to choose.”
 
   Daniel had the distinct feeling he would not like either option. “I’m listening.”
 
   Efferin gave him a looked that said, of course you are. “Be Silenced and live here in Aakadon for the rest of your life. I dreaded the thought of a gifted, but insane, Talented running around free. The situation is direr. We cannot have a mad six-bolt Accomplished loose in the world. The second choice is not so easy to contemplate.”
 
   What could be worse?
 
   “You must bring me the Baton of Tarin Conn,” Efferin continued in a reasonable tone. “The crescendo is in the hands of Balen Tamm. I trust you are familiar with that name.”
 
   “Yes, Grand Maestro,” Daniel replied, too familiar. “Where is he?”
 
   Efferin actually smiled. “You are young. An older man would not be so eager. Balen Tamm is wherever the Serpent Guild is headquartered. The Eagle Guild has yet to discover its location. So you see the task is impossible. The baton is one of the most powerful crescendos in existence. I doubt even you could take it from the hand of a five-bolt Accomplished. The baton in question amplifies potential by six bolts. Can you fight an experienced Aakacarn with eleven bolts of potential at his command?” he replied, although his smile vanished during the telling, the situation was far from amusing.
 
   Daniel stared at the wall. The emblems of the seven guilds meant little to him beyond being attractive decorations. The affiliates they represented would be of no help to him. He was alone and would have to solve this problem on his own, but mountaineers were used to solving their own problems and he would work it through to the end. He made up his mind. It was better to die fighting to be free then to live in Aakadon and under the curse of Tarin Conn. “I am going for the baton,” he announced firmly, his voice unwavering.
 
   Terroll’s eyes bulged, his brow wrinkled, and he rounded on Daniel. “You have lost your mind! The odds of you winning are astronomical. Balen Tamm is the Serpent Guild and no Accomplished in the world would face off against him one on one, let alone in his lair. It is a fool’s errand.”
 
   The Maestro certainly was passionate in his concern but fool’s errand or improbable odds did not matter to Daniel. By the laws of probability he should have been dead long ago, killed by a lion, and he has the scars to prove it, or some other predator, he had encountered many in the wild. “I understand better than anybody what has to be done.”
 
   His statement did not go over well with Terroll or Jason. The Instructor was shaking his head as if the idea of going after the baton was wrong, but then they were not linked to Tarin Conn, they could only sympathize, but would never really know how it felt to be tangled up with the Dark Maestro.
 
   The Grand Maestro’s eyes seemed to be calculating, weighing every word, every factor, every nuance, and he seemed satisfied with the decision. “You may embark on the journey at your own discretion,” he said and then raised a hand in warning when Terroll opened his mouth to speak. “Accomplished Benhannon has made his decision, we shall respect it.”
 
   Either Terroll had misjudged Efferin or the Grand Maestro was more subtle then a snake under the floorboards. He seemed a reasonable man on the surface, but even Tarin Conn had given warning about him. Perhaps the leader of Aakadon saw this as an opportunity to get rid of a rival. He had to believe Daniel; an ignorant backwoodsman would fail in any confrontation with Balen Tamm. Why would Efferin risk loosing an Accomplished possessing six lightning bolts of potential to the Dark Maestro? The calculation was cold and hard. Efferin’s rival would remain here and be Silenced or be killed by another more troublesome rival. The Grand Maestro had nothing to lose and there was a remote chance Daniel would succeed and defeat Balen Tamm. The Grand Maestro took the risk that the Serpent Guild would gain the use of a six-bolt Accomplished. Each decision had risks and Daniel knew full well the greatest risk was his. Whatever the negative trait’s the leader of Aakadon manifested, he at least had the decency to allow the victim to decide his own fate.
 
   “Thank you, Grand Maestro, I’ll be back with the baton,” he told him in a voice he hoped sounded more confident then he actually felt.
 
   Efferin stood up, not seeming bothered by the fact that he still had to look up to Daniel. “Go with my blessing. May your quest be successful,” he stated formally, in a voice that at least sounded sincere. He focused on Terroll and Jason. “I have much more to discuss with you two. Do remain while Bran escorts our young Accomplished from the building,” he added in a tone suggesting the topic of discussion would not be pleasant. The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild seemed the most uncomfortable; no doubt the cost of keeping secrets was going to be high.
 
   Bran motioned with his right arm towards the door. “Come this way, if you please,” he said politely. He was no longer addressing a Talented and his change in attitude was remarkable.
 
   Daniel put on his shirt and cloak and followed the Chief Aid down the hall and into the shaft. Bran lowered the platform gently to the first floor, a stark contrast to the rapid ascension made earlier. The stares, frowns, and murmurings of the petitioners indicated they were annoyed that a Talented had gone up ahead of them. Bran went to his desk and sat down to endure a chorus of protests.
 
   The street was filled with Aakacarns passing this way and that, all in their red on black silks, except for Talenteds in their whites. In the wider world they stood out wherever they went but here, the clothing was common place and hardly worth remarking about. The gemstone buildings remained impressive.
 
   The home of the Aqua Guild looked to be formed out of a giant opal with flashes of green. Daniel walked beyond the beautiful structure and around to Tames Hall. The classes were over for the day so the Talenteds would be either back at the dormitory or onto whatever tasks they might have been assigned. His meeting with Efferin had taken longer than it seemed. The place was quiet, the only sound being that of Daniel’s own footsteps echoing in the hall. It seemed strange to be in the place of learning without seeing and hearing Talenteds of every level moving quickly to their scheduled classes. He entered the training room and smiled, glad that Harmon was not there.
 
   Tim Dukane stood on the far side of the room mopping the crimson padded floor. He worked quietly without mumbling or voicing a single word of complaint. The guitarn was in its case three paces away from the busy drummer. He failed to realize another person had entered the room, but then Daniel was an experienced hunter and moved with the stealth of a lion on the prowl. “Are you ready to give up this lifestyle?”
 
   Tim dropped the mop and turned quickly with a broad grin, “More than ready. What happened?”
 
   Daniel tried to think of a good way to explain what needed to be done without making the task sound impossible. “Efferin needs a special baton to break the link, all I have to do is find the baton, and bring it to him.”
 
   Tim frowned. “Why do I think there is more you are not telling me?” he asked; the drummer knew him too well.
 
   “I want you to go home and invite Gina into your cabin. I can fetch the crescendo on my own,” Daniel replied, having no intention of letting his friend get killed in a confrontation with Balen Tamm.
 
   Tim shook his head, looking doubtful, and kicked the mop handle the way he often kicked stray stones whenever he was disturbed about something. “Where is the baton you need?” he asked, knowing he would not be lied to and that a direct question was the best way to get a straight answer out of his friend; sometimes letting a person get to know you that well can be a disadvantage. A determined set to his brow gave notice he would not settle for less than full disclosure. “It must be some place truly awful or you would not have told me to go back home.”
 
   Daniel was only trying to save his friend from probable death, so why did he feel guilty? Because, he knew how his friend would respond. Still, it was a fair question. “The crescendo is the Baton of Tarin Conn and is currently in the possession of Balen Tamm.”
 
   Tim kicked over the bucket and water splashed onto the padded floor. “Blight it all! Your problems just get worse and worse, will there be an end to them?”
 
   Daniel thought he had felt badly before, now he was miserable. His problems did seem endless. “You didn’t have to come, but I’m glad you did. I tried not to tell you what I have to do because I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “You aren’t talking about just being hurt,” Tim said while gesturing wildly with his arms. “Balen Tamm will try to recruit you, failing that; he will kill or condemn us both.”
 
   The thought was not original. Daniel had pondered the possibility many times. “I know. This is why you should go on home and be with Gina. She loves you and she needs you,” he said in the most persuasive voice he could manage.
 
   Tim kicked the empty bucket and it sailed half way across the room. “I’ll go back to her soon enough. First, you and I are going to fetch the baton. Then, Gina and I will start raising babies in that cabin you gave us.”
 
   The drummer could be down right mulish at times, bless his loyal heart. He would be wise to head home and leave this waking nightmare behind, but Tim always did what he thought was right even if getting hurt was a high probability. Daniel decided to leave the decision to his friend. “I’m leaving Aakadon right away. If you are set on coming, get your things, and meet me at the horses.”
 
   Tim nodded his head and quickly walked away, tracking water as he went. The boom of the closing door echoed and the drummer was gone. Daniel cast a wind spell, righted the bucket, drew the water off the floor, and back into the container. He levitated the guitarn to his hand and headed out to the street, leaving Tames Hall behind. Ahead was the dorm and he made his way there quickly. 
 
   Most of the Talenteds were in the cafeteria; no doubt his confrontation with Harmon was one of the topics of conversation. He spotted Sherree eating with Joanna and Charlene. Jerremy and Samuel sat two tables away from her along with Simon and Reginald. The Teki and the Serinian often seemed at odds with each other, but they were always seen together, deep down they must enjoy the rivalry. The urge to go in and say goodbye was difficult to shake, but Daniel walked on through the corridors and up the stairs to the ninth floor. The room was empty and the chrono disk was approaching the seventeenth mark. His attitude had changed a lot since getting up and out earlier in the morning. That was because progress had finally been made, toward life or death, freedom or slavery, he could not know for sure, but it was progress of a sort. He had been thinking like prey rather than predator, which was going to change. Hunting and trapping was his life and he would snare Balen Tamm. The Maestro of the Serpent Guild was now the quarry.
 
   Daniel unpacked his buckskins and went into the washroom to change. Even though no one was around, he placed the shield on the door, added a Da Capo, stripped off his silks, and then put on his old clothes. The amulet he placed in his pocket and then tucked the baton in his belt. He felt more like himself than at any other time since arriving in Aakadon. To the hunt! He broke the shield and opened the door.
 
   Four Talenteds stood in the hall, all sad and worried looking. One of them would be in serious trouble if caught on the ninth floor. Simon, Sherree, Samuel and Jerremy were clearly dying to find out what happened after he and Jason went to see the Grand Maestro, and the question was, who would inquire first?
 
   “You’re leaving,” Sherree said, eyeing his buckskins, making the obvious conclusion. “Did they Silence you? I heard they might have.”
 
   Evidently, none of them had tried to enter the washroom or they would know he had not been Silenced. Daniel cast the spell Potential, long enough to show his abilities were in no way hampered. The simple action seemed to set their minds at ease. “No. The Grand Maestro has given me a special task.”
 
   “What?” Samuel asked, his eyebrows came together and he seemed mildly confused.
 
   No doubt they expected to hear about some horrible punishment being imposed upon him. After all, fighting back against an Instructor is a major breach in conduct. “A special crescendo is required to sever the link. I need to bring it here to the Grand Maestro and then he will do the rest,” he told them, none of the Talenteds needed to know the particulars. Why worry them?
 
   Jerremy scratched his head and frowned, disappointment registering on his face. “I’d come and help if the Instructors would grant their permission, but my schedule is tight and I’m due to graduate soon.”
 
   Daniel appreciated the sentiment. “Thanks for the thought; I’ll just have to manage on my own.”
 
   Simon stepped forward, grinning. “Yes, we’re all going to be Accomplisheds.”
 
   Sherree let out a sigh. “I have to be going. I’m not supposed to be here,” she said and then glanced up and down the corridors. She need not worry so, there was no chance Jason would dare punish her in front of Daniel. “Oh, I wish I could go with you,” she added.
 
   The beautiful Talented had no idea what she was wishing for but Daniel smiled and was pleased by the sincerity in her voice. “I hope to be back in time to see your graduations to Accomplisheds.”
 
   “I graduate next month, surely you’ll be back by them,” Simon told him.
 
   “I plan to be back very soon.”
 
   Jerremy extended his right hand. “Have a safe and successful journey.”
 
   Daniel shook hands with each of the Talenteds. When Sherree extended her hand, he took hold, and pulled her in for a hug; just as if he were back on Mount Tannakonna and getting ready for a major hunt. The gesture was as much a wish for success as affection and hope for a swift return. The female Aakacarn felt warm and wonderful and he released her quickly.
 
   She flushed red and began smoothing out her perfectly laundered and wrinkle free cloak. “You never did learn proper Aakacarn behavior,” she told him in a kindly manner. Her pupils seemed to dilate in order to give her a greater scrutiny of him and that hawk to mouse look appeared in hers eyes. He was beginning to like the way she looked at him; good thing he was leaving. “Goodbye,” she added and then stepped back.
 
   “I guess I am a slow learner,” he replied and then picked up his guitarn, nodded to the others, and walked away; not being suited to prolonged farewells.
 
   The walk along the halls and down the stairs gave him time to think about what lay ahead. He had a fairly good notion how to find Balen Tamm, but the doing was not without risk. Like a mongoose after a snake, he had to strike quickly or face a deadly bite.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Nine: Time for a Nap 
 
   A cool breeze stirred up a small patch of leaves between the buildings and promised a chilly night. The sun was low in the sky and would be down within a mark. People stared at Daniel as he made his was to the stables, no doubt it was the buckskins that made him stand out, no one spoke to him; even when he passed between them. He bade several of them a good evening but most of them ignored him. He did not need their recognition. If he were to dress according to his station, as Jason once suggested, he would be in the red on black silks with his rank openly displayed for all to see. The respectful greetings would be following in his wake, but he did not need his ego stroked and he agreed with Terroll and the Grand Maestro about keeping his lightning bolts hidden.
 
   The stables held more horses than he had time to count; enough to field an army was a conservative guess. Tim, clad once again in buckskins, came out leading two handsome equines. He must have changed his clothes in a hurry and come straightway from his basement room. There was a spring in his step that suggested he was eager to leave Aakadon behind, even knowing their destination.
 
   “Thanks, I didn’t expect Sprinter to be saddled and ready for me,” Daniel told him with a slight smile and a nod of the head.
 
   He approached the stallion, strapped the guitarn in place behind the saddle, and mounted up. Over his shoulder, the diamond eye stared at him from atop the ruby pyramid; even that great pinnacle of power had its limits. The man in charge, even with all his resources and individual potential, was still only a man. His own Maestros did not tell him everything, only what they thought he needed to know, or only what they wanted him to know. Efferin was likely to keep his word and break the link, but what would he do beyond the agreement? That was the question. The Grand Maestro definitely was a man who knew how to grasp and hold power that much was clear. Daniel had a fairly good notion of what might happen and the pieces of a plan to deal with it were slowly coming together in his mind. He had three major opponents, Tarin Conn, Balen Tamm, and Efferin Tames; each had to be dealt with carefully. How many lesser opponents Daniel had to confront, only the Creator knew, all he could do was set his priorities and arrange chores accordingly, as his father often told him.
 
   Tim swung up on Tremor in one fluid motion as if born in the saddle, a trait he had in common with most mountaineers. “I figured we would be leaving in a hurry,” he replied while adjusting his straw hat.
 
   “You figured right,” Daniel told him. “Let’s get out of here,” he added with a grin.
 
   He heeled Sprinter in the flanks and the stallion broke into a gallop. Tim shouted acceptance of the implied challenge and brought Tremor up to speed. People stepped out of the way, speeding horses have that effect. Not one Accomplished tried to stop them or question what they were doing or where they were going. No doubt word was spreading about what happened in the training room. Whatever the reason, no one interfered with them.
 
   They passed through the gates, over the massive bridge spanning the mighty Hirus, and Daniel was filled with a sense of freedom. He was glad to be away from the Aakacarns, some of them anyway. He briefly longed to be home before his first spell had been cast, back when Val still wanted to be with him. He abruptly buried the thought under a landslide of reality. Thoughts of Sherree entered his mind and he placed them under the same pile. Maybe he would live out his life as a hermit. He did not belong among ordinary folks, they were afraid of him, and he did not belong among the Aakacarns; what was left? He would, however, be free and that was the point. Tim had summed the danger up well, condemnation or death, that is what they risked. For Daniel, his freedom was worth the effort, but the drummer was by his side out of friendship and had nothing more to be gained, and much to lose. He slowed Sprinter to a steady trot and surveyed the landscape, keeping a sharp eye out for predators. They rode on for three spans and then turned down a side road and traveled on for another seven.
 
   “Since we exited through the north gate, I had assumed that’s where we are headed,” Tim said while matching pace on Tremor. His tone indicated he wanted to be told his destination rather than be made to figure it out. “You always did jump a trail without telling me why.”
 
   Daniel glanced to the east. Yellow, orange, and gold flowers dotted the rolling hills. Trees cast long shadows as the sun became a huge amber ball just above the horizon. This was his element in the cool open country and he knew this was where he belonged. He breathed in the fresh air and realized the drummer was right. He did often leave a trail without giving an explanation, yet always managed to track his quarry, which is why Tim usually followed without question. Daniel focused on his friend. “I want us beyond the Tannakonna River before we make camp for the night.”
 
   “You may not have noticed, but the sun is setting, we have no chance of getting to the river before dark, let alone across it,” Tim replied patiently, as if wondering how far gone Daniel’s tired mind truly was. “Do you have a plan?”
 
   His quiver was full and in easy reach while his eyes scanned the surroundings, he seemed to be expecting a fight at any moment. He needed assurance before going on with this kind of hunt, and who could blame him?
 
   “Yes, I have a plan and I will explain it when we arrive on the other side of the Tannakonna. And no, I am not yet out of my mind. I know where I want us to be and I know it will be dark soon,” Daniel told him and maneuvered Sprinter closer to Tremor. He pulled the, ebony, gold-tipped, baton from his belt. “This is a type one, level four, crescendo. I am going to use it to transport you, me, and the horses to the clearing we camped in with the Royal Cavalry.”
 
   Tim looked at the baton and swallowed hard. “You didn’t fair very well with your first attempt and that was just you and Sprinter.”
 
   Daniel smiled. “Tarin Conn’s spell requires six bolts of potential. I cast it without the aid of a crescendo, which is why it drained me so. Teleportation is the kind of Melody that requires a specific amount of potential and once performed, it will automatically draw what is required. If the caster does not have enough potential, the spell will draw out the life force, killing him or her, and then collapse.” Daniel explained, and when Tim’s eyes started to gloss over with the look of incomprehension, Daniel stopped the lecture and simply said, “This baton gives me an extra six bolts, so the spell will not cost me much.”
 
   “If you say so,” Tim replied. He clearly was not thrilled by the prospect of traveling in the manner suggested, but neither did he back away. “What does it feel like?”
 
   “We will be in total darkness. You will feel nothing, see nothing, and hear nothing; not me, nor Tremor beneath you. The lack of sensations lasts for about the space of three heart beats and then we will suddenly arrive at our destination,” Daniel replied. “Are you ready?”
 
   Tim turned and surveyed their surroundings as if locking them in his memory, just in case it was the last thing he would ever see. “I’m ready.”
 
   Daniel held the baton in his left hand and grabbed Tim’s arm with his right. He played, Teleportation, in his head, summoned and focused the potential through the crescendo, while picturing his destination firmly in mind. They arrived in the clearing, about thirty-seven spans from the Gosian, and well west of the Tannakonna River. The area was broad enough for an army. To the left on a slightly higher elevation was a hard packed dirt road broad enough for six horses to ride abreast. Beyond the road were thick bushes and huge boulders. To his right, trees dotted the hillside. The oak he had zapped stood twenty paces ahead and was still dead, rotted branches lay on the ground around its base; not even the acorns survived.
 
   “We made it!” Tim shouted and the relief was clear in his voice. “Now tell me the rest of the plan.”
 
   “I intend to sleep,” Daniel informed him.
 
   Tim frowned. “Sleep, we’re going to steal the Baton of Tarin Conn from Balen Tamm, and your plan is to sleep?”
 
   Daniel nodded affirmatively. “Yes, it is a start. When hunting a predator that is stalking me, sometimes I prefer to lay a trap and let the beast come to me,” he said and then watched Tim smile with comprehension.
 
   “The Serpent Guild wants to recruit you, all we have to do is let them find us,” said the drummer.
 
   “Exactly,” Daniel replied, feeling pleased with the notion and Tim’s reaction to it.
 
   He glanced around constantly taking in the immediate area, not wanting to be surprised by any hidden dangers. There were many threats to survival not related to the Serpent Guild. How pitiful it would be to be killed by a lion while tracking Balen Tamm.
 
   “How will they know where to find us?” Tim asked while keeping equal vigilance about their surroundings.
 
   Tim was thinking like an ordinary person, not that he could be faulted for it. The quarry was Aakacarn and so the trap would have to be of the same nature.
 
   Daniel adjusted his hat to a more comfortable position and continued to explain. “That is the risky part. I’ll fall asleep and let Tarin Conn know our general location. Hopefully, he will not suspect I want to be found.”
 
   Tim’s brow creased with worry. “The Dark Maestro hurt you something fierce last time.”
 
   The drummer had a valid point but the potential outcome was worth the possible pain the encounter could provoke. Daniel caught a glimpse of a rabbit eight paces off the trail to his left. The gray and white critter twitched its nose while looking cautiously about for predators; the feeling was mutual. Facing the Dark Maestro again was the last thing Daniel wanted to do, but necessary. “I told you it would be risky. Besides, Tarin Conn can only hurt me in the dream world; he can’t do me any physical harm. If I do this right, he will relay my whereabouts to Balen Tamm or some Serpent Guild underling.”
 
   “Tarin Conn is no fool. He’s sure to figure out you want to be caught and he would be suspicious of a sudden surrender,” Tim rightly pointed out.
 
   “True, he won’t believe a quick surrender,” Daniel agreed, which is why he did not plan go easily.
 
   “Yes, and he won’t believe you’re stupid enough to let slip where you are,” Tim added to his previous point.
 
        Daniel could not hold back a grin he knew was forming on his face. “I’m just a simple mountaineer who has gone far too long without sleep. He is not going to suspect a trap from me. Besides, I am nearly worn out, so I look the part.”
 
   A smile grew as Tim caught on. “Everybody in Aakadon looked down on us backwoods Ducaunans, why should the Dark Maestro be any different?” he said and seemed to relax now that he knew what Daniel planned.
 
   Daniel nodded acknowledgement, dismounted, and set his mind to digging a hole. Tim gathered kindling, set the dried sticks in place, and then stepped back in anticipation. Daniel cast, Sparking the Flame, fire ignited instantly, and then he took a sip from his canteen and sat down.
 
   Tim removed several packages from his saddlebag and brought them over. “Here, have some jerky,” he offered while holding out the strip of beef.
 
   Daniel accepted the offering and chewed slowly while staring into the fire. The sun was down, darkness covered the land, and stars littered the sky. He dearly hoped his mind remained sharp enough to accomplish what needed to be done. He swallowed the meat and an idea came to him concerning his up coming confrontation with whoever is sent to capture him. Ultimately, he would be facing Balen Tamm.
 
   Daniel removed the knife from his belt, ran his finger over the metal blade, and squeezed the wooden handle in a firm grip. He cast the spell, Potentializing the Baton, and felt a tingle in his shoulders while the spell was assessing his rank. He then focused energy into the knife, added the Da Capo, and tied it onto his life force. His ordinary hunting knife was now a type one, level four crescendo with an amplification of six bolts. He removed the amulet from his pocket and studied both Aakacarn tools, one in each hand.
 
   “You cast a spell on your knife. It had to be fairly strong or I wouldn’t have seen the blue glow,” Tim stated, he had been watching quietly and waited until the business was finished before speaking, not wanting to interrupt, which was always wise when power was being wielded close by.
 
   Daniel handed over the amulet. “This is for communications. All you need do is place the topaz against your forehead and speak to me. Out loud or in your mind, either way I will hear you instantly, no matter where you are in the world. I also want us to switch knives for a while.”
 
   Tim accepted the amulet but looked dubious about swapping knives. “What did you do to your knife?” he asked wisely. It was a good question and Daniel knew he should have explained and if he had been more awake he would have.
 
   “The knife is now a crescendo like this baton,” Daniel said while pulling the ebony crescendo from his belt.
 
   “Harmon Gramm said I could cast spells but the drain would take away from my length of life. I’ll do it for you, but you will have to teach me something beyond, Potential, if you expect me to be of any help,” Tim replied bravely, and his courage and loyalty were much appreciated.
 
   “Oh, I don’t want you to cast any spells, just hold it in case I need a backup,” Daniel explained further.
 
   Tim accepted the knife and handed over his own, and then placed the topaz in the amulet against his forehead. “Can you hear me?” he sent through the communication device.
 
   “Loud and clear,” Daniel responded in kind.
 
   Tim grinned and slipped the amulet in his pocket. “Now that is a handy thing to have, especially if we get separated.”
 
   “I want you to keep it even after I am free from Tarin Conn and you go back to Gina. Just remember, I cannot initiate the communication, you can call me but I can’t call you unless your forehead is in contact with the topaz,” Daniel said. He wanted to stay in communication with his friend and have some contact with his former life. Eventually, he will make more amulets and send them to his parents, when the current business with the Serpent Guild is settled.
 
   Tim nodded while placing the knife he had been holding with two fingers carefully in his belt sheath. The drummer was not taking any chances, though he was in more danger of cutting himself on the blade than inadvertently casting a spell. He took a swig from his canteen and leaned back on his elbow. “Are you sure going to sleep is a good idea?”
 
   Daniel rubbed his eyes with his thumb and pointer finger. He wished he could be sure, yet few things in life were sure, death being one of them. He drove the last thought from his mind and focused on the drummer. “This is the best way.”
 
   “Why don’t you attract them like before? Just go ahead and cast a High Powered spell. That’s what started all of this.” Tim suggested
 
   “I did when I teleported us here. I wanted the ripples felt as far as they could go. If I cast another one for no obvious reason, they might get suspicious. No, it is best to give our approximate location to Tarin Conn, let his Accomplisheds spend some time locating us, and then we’ll give them a fight. But before I do anything else, I want to place a low power shield on you. It will protect you from blades, arrows, claws, and bites, but not any powerful spells. Even though yetis, Condemneds, and sasquatches cannot harm you, I suggest you avoid them as if they can,” Daniel replied.
 
   Tim sat up straight. “You can shield me from those sorts of things?”
 
   “I can now. A Melody came to mind and I knew it was a low powered shield that I could form in whatever shape I desire. The one taught to me by Terroll was pre-formed like a dome. This one I can shape to the contours of your body and I can allow for nostrils and a mouth so you can talk and eat. Just don’t go into battle with your mouth wide open and you should be fine. Also, it would be good if you can avoid getting zapped by an Aakacarn,” Daniel explained and Tim accepted it all without batting an eye. “I only wish this new Melody had come to me back in Bashierwood,” Daniel added.
 
   “That was then, this is now, let’s just be grateful you can do so presently. Are you going to shield yourself as well?” Tim replied.
 
   “I definitely am, that won’t protect me from the Accomplisheds, but I will not have to be worried about being stabbed, bitten, or scratched,” Daniel told him.
 
   Tim frowned. “You made this knife into a crescendo. Do you think any of Balen Tamm’s people felt the ripples? They might be on the way right now.”
 
   Daniel did not believe the ripples would have traveled very far but the drummer had a good thought. Daniel cast the spell, Find All, and scanned a five span radius. He found no trace of Aakacarns, yetis, Condemneds, or other humans. There were scores of rodents, birds, felines, and canines, but none approaching the fire.
 
   “An Accomplished would have to have been within half a span to detect the ripples from the spells I cast since arriving. There are none within five spans of us.”
 
   “It was just a thought,” Tim said with a look of disappointment on his face and then leaned back on his elbow, no doubt he was eager to see the end of this hunt.
 
   “It was a good thought,” Daniel told him and not just to humor his friend, “If I had been thinking clearly, I would have cast a find spell before we made camp,” he added. His mental slips were getting worse. He could not afford to make mistakes, not at this point. “Thanks for bringing it up.”
 
   Tim poked at the fire with a stick stirring up orange embers. “Don’t mention it, just get some sleep.”
 
   Daniel summoned the potential and placed the low power shield on Tim, added a Da Capo, and tied it to his life force, and then did the same for himself. The shields were proof against bugs as well; spell casting did have its little perks. He yawned and had half a mind to get his guitarn and play a few tunes but he was just too exhausted to bother getting up. He stretched out on the ground and sleep took him.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Ten: What is an Aakasear? 
 
   In the dream, Tarin Conn sat in royal splendor on the crystal throne. Light sparkled off the grand chair like twinkling stars. His eyes were cold, calculating, and gave a person the feeling they could see into the depths of any soul they gazed upon. “You are a remarkable young man. Few people have held out so long against me. Congratulations,” he said in dulcet tones.
 
   The image portrayed by the Dark Maestro could not be trusted. Daniel knew too much had passed between them. Still, it would be best to humor the ancient Accomplished, angering him would not be pleasant. “No offense, but our last meeting didn’t go so well.”
 
   A wicked smile crossed the visage of Tarin Conn. “No? I found the encounter enjoyable and hopefully enlightening for you,” he replied in a conversational tone, showing no sign of hostility.
 
   The lesson had in fact been well learned, Daniel did not need a repeat. Aggravating this Accomplished would not gain a thing except pain. The sooner the cursed link was severed the better. Every word from this point forward would have to be measured carefully both to further the plan and to avoid pain.
 
   “It would seem there is some part of your character that does crave a certain amount of pomp. Did you enjoy being escorted to Aakadon by a Ducaunan Commanding General? The Queen and her entire court are excited about a young Ducaunan mountaineer, a Potential, who is considered to be one of the most gifted Aakacarns ever to be found in living memory. Are you enjoying the coins sent to sponsor your education?” Tarin Conn said, his voice still even, no trace of anger. He stood from his throne and came half way down the thirteen steps, his face full of false concern. “Efferin Tames cannot help you, I told you this before. I am the only one who can break the link between us and I have no intention of doing so. You are tired, desperate, and have found only a physical sanctuary, yet your dreams are still mine and you can only avoid me for a short time. I warn you again, the Grand Maestro is not a dependable branch to grab onto. He will exact a price and that price will also eliminate a rival. And make no mistake; he does see you as a rival.”
 
   Daniel had thought the Dark Maestro was unaware of his being in Aakadon based on their last meeting. Clearly, someone told him, but the revelation did not alter the plan. What coins? Daniel knew nothing about a sponsorship, and did not care. He could not afford to be distracted with unimportant details. The rest of Tarin Conn’s words were about what Daniel expected to hear.
 
   “I don’t know why I should be surprised that you know so much,” Daniel replied and deliberately blinked his eyes and shook his head as if having trouble concentrating. “Everything you said about the Grand Maestro has proved to be true. I can’t trust him or any Aakacarn. He thinks he can Silence me, but he has to catch me and, thanks to you, he can’t keep me anywhere I don’t want to be,” Daniel paused and placed his hand over his mouth as if he had said more than he intended; and had to keep from smiling when Tarin Conn’s right eyebrow arched up and a knowing look filled his eyes. “I mean, I am completely safe in Aakadon where none of your guild members can get to me,” he added and then sat down as if frustrated. “I will not serve you and I refused to serve the Grand Maestro. All I want is to be left alone.”
 
   Tarin Conn had the look of a stalking lion about to make its kill, yet smiled as if concerned. “Serve me and I will allow you to rest. You will be second only to me. We are Aakasear, I the eldest, you the youngest.”
 
   Daniel had to admit to being curious about the term. The Dark Maestro insisted on applying it to both of them. This looked like as good a time as any to find out what it means to be an Aakasear. “What is an Aakasear? You mentioned my being one as opposed to being an Aakacarn.”
 
   Tarin Conn’s smile almost appeared genuine, like a fisherman after seeing a fish has just taken the bait on his line. “An Aakacarn can only cast existing Melodies. An Aakasear composes Melodious spells,” he explained.
 
   Realization rushed into Daniel like the dawning of a new day. All the mysterious spells were not from Tarin Conn. The flame throwing, advanced find spells, healing spells, and wind spells; like the tornado, they were all Daniel’s own compositions. He could hardly credit it, but everything made sense now that it was stated plainly, the spells were original. More, many of his compositions were Symphonics.
 
   He realized his mouth was hanging open, abruptly closed it, and then focused on the ancient Aakasear. The revelation made the man seem more frightening. “Then I did not stumble on a memory spell, I composed one.”
 
   Tarin Conn assumed the stance of an Instructor. “Now, you understand why your allegiance to me is so important.”
 
   Daniel took a step up toward the powerful Serinian and said, without having to feign being impressed, “No wonder the Eagle Guild has so much trouble thwarting your plans. You can compose whatever type of spell is needed to win,” he said, then paused as another question entered his mind, one that needed to be asked delicately, “I mean no disrespect by this, but why can’t you compose a spell to free yourself?”
 
   Tarin Conn did not grow angry, thank the Creator. Rather, he seemed pleased to have his awesome power recognized. “I am more powerful than any spell caster ever to be born. There are a number of reasons why I cannot yet break free. 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,” he explained.
 
   “How close are you to finishing the Melody?” Daniel asked, frightened by the thought of the Dark Maestro actually breaking free and meeting him in the flesh.
 
   “I will know when it is finished. Not every Melody comes easy to the composer; you will discover this as time goes on. Some notes seem to flow easily into a Melody and others take much time and hard work. Our individual preferences and tastes can hamper the work. Consider my Sleep, Condemned, and Teleportation spells, would you compose such Melodies?” Tarin Conn explained very much like Jason would have.
 
   Daniel thought of the spells mentioned, none of them appealed to him musically. He never would have arranged notes in such a fashion. The notes were sharp and disturbing when heard out loud. “No,” he admitted.
 
   The Dark Maestro nodded his approval and seemed pleased by his potential recruit’s acceptance of the instruction being given. “You must serve me Daniel. Efferin will only see in you a younger version of me. Swear fealty. I am the only one who can train you to your fullest potential.”
 
   The hope of breaking the link was fading fast and Daniel felt tired and overwhelmed. Evil as the Dark Maestro was, what he said was all too true. The Grand Maestro would see another Tarin Conn. Daniel’s being an Aakasear would have to be a bigger secret than his possessing six lightning bolts. Still, his mountaineer blood would not give up. He thought about Efferin and the price of having a favor granted by him. He suddenly knew how to solve his problem, the final piece of the plan, how be rid of both Accomplisheds. Yes, he could be free. The odds were against him, there was risk in the path he was choosing, but he just might pull it off. The man before him truly was powerful even while shielded beneath Mount Kelgotha. Before dealing with the Dark Maestro and the Grand Maestro, Daniel had to face Balen Tamm; with whom a direct confrontation could lead to the wrong end of the Condemned spell.
 
   Daniel clung to the sliver of hope left to him. He was a mountaineer no more. He was a six-bolt Accomplished, an Aakasear, and full Accomplisheds feared him every bit as much as the people of Bashierwood had; at least Harmon Gramm and three other Aakacarns had a healthy respect for him. Daniel would go on with his plan. He looked the Dark Maestro in the eye and said, “I want to be left alone. I’ll go to the Swamp of Append and never bother you. Please, just let me go,” he almost begged.
 
   Tarin Conn licked his lips. “Your request is unacceptable. However, to show you how merciful I can be, you may rest tonight,” he said in gentle tones and then vanished.
 
   Daniel drifted off into a deep sleep. He was home on Tannakonna. A bluebird chirped a cheerful greeting in the branch of a nearby tree while Daniel strolled along the trail to the Great Pine. He walked right up to his cabin and went inside. The front room was filled with furniture made by his hands. A sound in the back caught his attention and he went to investigate. In the bedroom sat a woman in a chair brushing her long black hair. Val stood up, turned to him, and smiled. Moments later she was in his arms and pressing her sensuous lips against his. He felt a tingle, a shift of sorts, the kiss ended and the woman now in his arms was smaller, had yellow-gold hair, and emerald green eyes that smoldered with desire. This was impossible, Sherree would never violate the Aakacarn code against marriage, and he never expected to invite her into his cabin. The images faded into nothingness and he drifted from one dream to the next, sometimes with Val and sometimes with him, Sherree, Tim, and Gina traveling together. Sherree popped up in one scenario after another. The world of dreams was the only place he could have her, or any woman. He woke up to find Tim keeping a vigilant watch.
 
   “You didn’t twitch or make a sound, how did the meeting go?” the drummer asked in a soft voice.
 
   “Well enough. He believed we were in Aakadon, knew about the official escort, and the excitement in the royal court. I let slip that, thanks to him, Efferin Tames cannot hold me anyplace I no longer wish to be, and that he was right about the Grand Maestro’s reaction to my rank. By his reaction, he knows we are not in Aakadon and I expect company in the near future. No doubt, he will have teams of Accomplisheds teleporting from Ecoppia to Aakadon along the route he knows I have traveled,” Daniel told him in an equally soft voice. It was late into the night and soft voices seemed to be called for even though there was no real need.
 
   “Why that particular area?” Tim asked.
 
   Daniel sat up. “Because of the teleportation spell, I must be able to visualize in detail where I want to be. I cannot transport myself to a place I have never been to, unless someone shows me a highly detailed holograph. So, they must search in places they know I have been. The Serpent Guild has thousands of Accomplisheds and, I expect, hundreds of teams that can be devoted to the purpose.”
 
   Tim pursed his lips together while his eyes scanned the campsite. “You might want to cast a spell and see if any of them are near,” he suggested, and wisely so.
 
   Daniel scanned the area for humans, yetis, Condemneds, and Aakacarns. Instead of focusing the potential in a radius, he concentrated a tighter scan in quadrants, granting him a range of twenty spans using the same amount of life force energy. Tim was the only ordinary human and there was not a trace of the Dark Maestro’s minions. “All is clear for now, but I think we should start preparing for an attack.”
 
   “I have my bow and a quiver full of arrows, what more do you have in mind?” Tim asked while giving a tug on his quiver.
 
   Daniel walked over to the dead oak and summoned potential at the dry wood. Twin beams shot from his hands reducing the wood to dust, creating a huge pile where the tree once stood. “Tim, loan me an arrow,” he said while holding out his right hand. Feeling the arrow slap into his palm, Daniel drew dust from the pile up into the air and pictured five hundred arrows identical to the one in his hand, and then solidified them to the point where they were stronger and sharper than the original.
 
   “Now that’s handy,” Tim observed. “Why didn’t you do that for the battle of Bashierwood?”
 
   “At the time I only knew the spell would work but had never tried it and I was conserving my energy for the coming battle. Had I known I could make hundreds of arrows so easily, I probably would have,” Daniel replied with a shrug. Learning the source of the spells was giving him greater confidence in himself and he no longer worried when his mind began forming notes into an original Melody.
 
   Harmonic ripples washed through Daniel as he contemplated forming some sort of fortification from which he and Tim could defend themselves. They did not have the feel of one spell, more like hundreds and hundreds of powerful spells releasing potential in clusters running north to south. The Serpent Guild had begun their search. The crickets stopped their nocturnal concert and all was quiet, not an animal stirred.
 
   “What is that?” Tim asked while drawing an arrow and fitting it to his bow.
 
   “If the amount of potential used is great enough, every living thing can feel the harmonic ripples. The Serpent Guild has teams of Accomplisheds teleporting up and down the continent. I wonder what the Maestros in Aakadon are making of this. The Eagle Guild must be scrambling to find out what is happening.”
 
   “Are they close?” Tim asked.
 
   “The ripples mean Balen Tamm’s Accomplisheds are still search for us,” Daniel began to explain.
 
   “When the ripples stop, they’ve found us,” Tim finished accurately.
 
   Daniel went to the center of the broad clearing, summoned potential, and focused on the ground. Blue life force energy radiated from him deep down into the bedrock. He pictured a hollowed out hill and a mound began to rise as the dirt and rock moved to conform to the image in his mind. The interior was fifteen paces high at the apex and fifty paces in diameter with arrow slits spaced evenly around so Tim could shoot at every possible approach. Daniel created an arched opening wide and high enough to get the horses in without difficulty.
 
   Tim led Tremor and Sprinter into the fortification while Daniel levitated the five hundred arrows, lashed them together with bands of air, and brought them in with him. It was dark inside so Daniel played the Melody, Ball of Light, in his mind and a blue sphere appeared at the center of the ceiling.
 
   “Wow, all this in just under a tenth of a mark,” Tim said while inspecting the arrow slits. The walls of the mound were about a cubit and a half in thickness; the inside was smooth as glass while the outside looked like a grass covered hill. “Are you going to secure the entrance?”
 
   Daniel summoned potential and pulled dirt and rock up from the outside to fill the opening, they would not be leaving that way. He then summoned potential, focused a shield into the cubit an a half of dirt and rock that made up the wall and then down a pace into the floor, added a Da Capo, and tied it to his life force. They could hold off an army if necessary, for awhile, but that was all he and Tim required.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential and once again scanned the area in quadrants. He focused to the north and counted to one hundred, focused to the East and reached eighty-seven when Aakacarns suddenly appeared along with Condemneds.
 
   “Quarry at sixteen spans to the east,” Daniel warned. “I count forty Accomplisheds on horseback and a hundred Condemneds running this way.”
 
   Tim notched and arrow and peeked out the eastern slits. “The moon and stars are not giving enough light for me to sight. I can shoot at random and hope to hit something.”
 
   Daniel pulled the baton from his belt and went over to stand beside the drummer. “I can place a ball of light above the mound to light the clearing, but I want to wait, make them think they have caught us by surprise, and then I’ll light up the entire clearing and we will bloody their noses. Remember, we cannot make this easy for them or they will get suspicious. We’ll fight for awhile and then teleport away, build another fortification, and then bloody their noses some more.”
 
   Tim nodded his head affirmatively. “Sounds good, how many times are we going to teleport away before we allow them to capture us?”
 
   Daniel shook his head. “I’m not sure. A lot depends on how resourceful they are. Eventually they will have forces waiting everywhere we have been, if we teleport amidst them or they arrive before we can fort up, we will surrender.”
 
   Tim took a deep breath, obviously not happy about the prospect of surrendering to the Serpent Guild, doing so was part of the plan, yet there was no small amount of danger; even with low power shields to protect against stabs, punctures, bites, and scratches. “Are you absolutely sure of this?”
 
   Daniel placed his left hand on Tim’s shoulder. “The only other way is to track down Balen Tamm. Given enough time, teleporting, and scanning I think we could do it. The thing is; we will still be confronting all the forces we are now. This plan saves time and I have only had less than half a night’s sleep since this cursed link was formed. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay focused enough to finish this chore.”
 
   “I just wanted to know if you were sure. We will get the chore done together and you’re right, finishing it sooner is better than drawing it out,” Tim replied with steady courage clear in his voice.
 
   The harmonic ripples ceased, which meant the rest of the teams had stopped searching. A huge fireball sailed in from the east, striking the mound with a roar. Smoke filled the room and the screeching of the Condemneds filled the night. Daniel cleared the air with a wind spell and took a breath of relief as the shield held strong against the spells of the enemy Accomplisheds.
 
   Daniel summoned a ball of light sixty cubits above the mound, the clearing was bathed in bright blue light, and the enemy forces were plain to see. Tim shot arrow after arrow into the on rushing Condemneds, not missing one, while Daniel focused his death spell through the baton; killing everything that was touched by the thin blue beam of light. Scores of Condemneds fell dead and at least five Accomplisheds. The spell requires little enough potential to be deadly, but amplified through the crescendo, the energy level was so great that whatever shields the Aakacarns conjured were not adequate to save them.
 
   A quarter of a mark passed and the attack intensified. Serin Gell was leading the assault and made several voice amplified demands for them to surrender. Daniel scanned a five span radius and found hundreds of Aakacarns and thousands of Condemneds coming from all directions with more teleporting in as he observed them in his mind. Fireballs were hurled at the mound relentlessly, the shield held but the air was again filling with smoke. “Tim, mount up and grab my arm,” he shouted over the noise, and then swung into the saddle just as his friend did the same. He summoned potential to teleport, focused through the baton, and pictured the north bank of the Gosian River firmly in his mind. Darkness consumed them for three heart beats and then they arrived at their intended destination.
 
   “I’m glad you brought the arrows,” Tim said while eyeing their surroundings.
 
   “We may need them,” Daniel replied and dismounted.
 
   Moonlight shimmered in the swift moving current and bullfrogs croaked from hidden places along the muddy bank. Dawn was about two marks from arriving. They were now about thirty spans south of their former position. Daniel scanned twenty spans northward and found no trace of Aakacarns or Condemneds. The enemy Accomplisheds would have felt the ripples from the release of six bolts of potential. It would not take them long to figure out the energy was from the Teleportation spell; then the search would resume.
 
   “When we start feeling ripples again we’ll know they have realized we escaped and are searching for us,” he told the drummer.
 
   “I figured as much,” Tim replied while dismounting. He took a swig from his canteen and then wiped his mouth.
 
   Daniel drank from his canteen while scanning in the remaining three directions for natural predators as wells as Balen Tamm’s hordes. “We are safe for now, no enemy forces within my scanning range.”
 
   “Can you scan farther?”
 
   “Yes, but the potential required would be detectable to any Aakacarn being scanned.”
 
   Tim shrugged his shoulders. “How are we going to fortify our position here?”
 
   The fort in the clearing had the look of something that took time to build. Daniel wanted the Accomplisheds chasing them to think he and Tim had been there for awhile. Their escape had been abrupt so whatever he created here would need to look as though it had been thrown together in a hurry. He scanned the riverbed for something that could prove useful. Three quarters of a mark passed and he found a sunken riverboat, a forty-strider. He summoned and then focused potential through the baton and beneath the waves, striking the hull, and began levitating the vessel. It took quite a lot more energy to lift the boat than it did to suspend four people, but the baton made the job far easier than it would have been.
 
   The blue beam of light was powerful enough to be within Tim’s visual range and he stared with his mouth wide open as the river boat floated four cubits above the current. Water poured out of two holes in the bottom and what remained of the smashed bow. Daniel levitated the vessel up onto the ground a good fifty paces from the bank. He ceased that spell and went to work on the bow. Summoning potential, he warped the planking from the sides, snapped off the odd lengths, and made each plank even, bent them until they touched, and then bonded them together, creating a new bow on a somewhat shorter vessel.
 
   He took the excess pieces of wood and reworked them until they fit in the two holes in the hull, then bonded them into an airtight seal. He entered the boat and used spell after spell to clean and repair the water damage and reduce any unwanted articles like rotted tables, chairs, crates, and other odd things to dust. Out of the dust, he created a steering wheel connected to the rudder and two sturdy chairs secured to the floor. He modified a scanning spell to include aquatic life, wood, rocks, and mud, and then named his new Melody, Navigation. With the new spell he could steer the boat without physically seeing a thing, and by adding a Da Capo to the end, he could cast other spells without interfering with navigation. Now the interior was fit for temporary habitation. He walked up on deck. Dawn had come and several boats passed by on the river.  A few of the sailors pointed to the modified boat but most just went about their business. Daniel looked down over the side at Tim.
 
   The drummer had rubbed down the horses and they were nibbling contentedly from their feed bags. A fire was burning and fish were frying on a skillet. “It looks old and water rotted but I guess you can put the same kind of shield on it as you did the mound,” Tim commented.
 
   “Yes, it looks bad but it will float without leaks and the shield will be just as strong. The masts are gone but we don’t need sails or oars. I am going to create horizontal arrow slits along the sides and aft. We will fight from below deck. Once we and the horses are inside, I’ll seal us in so no one can gain entrance. When the time comes, we will teleport to our next location,” Daniel explained in more detail than he was accustomed to giving, but Tim needed to know.
 
   “How long do you think we have before our quarry arrives again?” Tim asked.
 
   “No idea,” Daniel replied while waiting to be sure there were no boats coming or going, and then levitated the boat back into the river, and tethered it to an oak with an invisible rope of solidified air.
 
   “That being the case, we might as well eat,” Tim replied and went to the skillet and flipped the fish over.
 
   “Might as well,” Daniel agreed.
 
   They finished breakfast and Daniel went back to the boat to work on the arrow slits, which would also provide ventilation. He summoned the potential, focused on the wood, and formed the shape of the slits in his mind, then reduced the wood in those areas to dust. 
 
   “Give it a name, call it the Wager, cause we are betting high in this game,” Tim suggested with a smile.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential and burnt, Wager, deep into the wood of the bow. The large black letters stood out well against the gray planking. He then created a dock out of solidified air and added the color brown so Tim and the horses could see it and be confident it was solid. Daniel doubted he could get them to walk onto an invisible dock and over an invisible gangplank onto the ship.
 
   Harmonic ripples washed over the land both north and south. The search was on. “It feels like ripples in a pond only without the water,” Tim remarked with a worried frown and then asked, “Why don’t you scan a bit, see if any teams are getting close?”
 
   Daniel scanned for the enemy force, none were in range. “We’re safe for now. Why don’t you get the horses into the boat while I keep scanning,” he told him, then kept up the scan while Tim led Sprinter and Tremor up onto the vessel.
 
   The sun was at the mid-point in the sky when a team of forty Aakacarns and one hundred Condemneds, which seemed to be the standard size, suddenly appeared. They were seven spans to the northwest and headed straight south toward the river, right where a fair number of boats would be docked. The stretch of river Daniel had chosen was five spans southeast of the docks, deliberately so; he hoped to keep the confrontations from entangling other people. He had to draw the team away from the innocents, but how?
 
   “A full team has appeared and is headed towards where the Jennaeva usually docks,” Daniel announced.
 
   “They will kill or condemn anyone unfortunate enough to be in their path,” Tim rightly pointed out.
 
   Daniel intensified his scan, reaching a hundred spans beyond the enemy force, making the beam powerful enough for the Aakacarns to see, then abruptly weakened it back below there visual range. Now they knew a spell of some kind had been cast at them, and he could sense them changing their course toward the source. “They are headed our way and should be here within half a mark,” Daniel advised.
 
   The harmonic ripples ceased, which meant that whatever method they used for scanning had told them the location of their prey. Evidently, the first team gets to move in ahead of the rest, because Daniel’s scan showed them two spans up river and ten other teams appearing all along the Gosian for a ten span stretch. “The first team is about to come around the bend in the river, you will see them then, and ten other teams are coalescing along the banks down stream.”
 
   “You may want to release the boat from whatever is holding us in place,” Tim suggested.
 
   It was a good idea. The land was untouched by human habitation for another thirty spans and drifting downriver would take whatever fighting occurred farther away from the docks and any people lingering there. Daniel cancelled the invisible tether and the boat began to drift in the current. He summoned the potential for his new composition, Navigation, and steered the boat into the middle of the Gosian. He was aware of every fish, frog, turtle, and aquatic bird, branches large and small; everything floating on and within the river. He clearly sensed the bottom and the banks and had no trouble avoiding obstacles. He added the Da Capo to the spell and attached it to his life force.
 
   Tim was up near the bow staring out of the port arrow slit. “How can you see well enough to steer from there?”
 
    Daniel smiled. “I can’t see a thing. I’m sensing the river and everything in it the same way I can find any object. I can steer with my eyes closed. By the way, our quarry is catching up on the port side; you may want to get ready to shoot some of them,” he said and then placed shields on himself, Tim, Sprinter, and Tremor.
 
    Tim grinned, grabbed his bow, and went to the stern, where he would get his first sighting. “Here they come!” he said and brought fletching to ear and let loose in a smooth motion. “Yes, one down, only a ninety-nine to go!” he shouted optimistically.
 
    A fireball hit the boat, splattered to nothingness against the shielded hull, and was followed by half a score more. Teams of Aakacarns and their Condemneds moved in adding their part to the assault. Serin Gell demanded Daniel’s surrender, promising direr consequences if he failed to do so. Condemneds rushed into the water, who knew they could swim, and so fast?
 
   Tim was drawing and shooting arrows up and down the slits, while Daniel fired the Death spell focused through his baton, killing twenty-two Aakacarns during the assault and scores of Condemneds.
 
   Loud thumping on the deck indicated the Condemneds were on the boat pounding futilely on the shielded planking, Daniel ignored them. The Wager suddenly stopped dead in the water. Daniel and Tim were thrown to the deck and both horses stumbled forward, but regained their footing, thanks to the shields, none were hurt.
 
   “You are now caught, cease hostilities and you will live,” Serin Gell’s amplified voice boomed.
 
   The Wager shook and Daniel could sense the vessel rising up out of the river and drifting towards the bank where the enemy forces awaited. “Tim, mount up, we are out of here,” he said while running over to Sprinter and swing up into the saddle.
 
   Tim vaulted into Tremor’s saddle and took hold of Daniel’s outstretched hand. Teleportation potential focused into the baton while Daniel pictured his former campsite in the Troas mountain range. Darkness enveloped them for three heart beats and then they were below a large oak tree half way up the mountainside. The forest was vast to the east, west, and south, but it stretched about five spans to the north and then grew sparse. The Ecoppian Blight was eighteen spans away and Dowman’s End was another twelve spans north of that, well into the desert. Mount Kelgotha, where lay Tarin Conn, was a mere fifty-three spans from where they sat saddle.
 
   “Where are we?” Tim asked.
 
   “On Mount Bessel, in the middle of the Troas range,” Daniel replied and dismounted. “Yes, I brought the remaining arrows,” he added when Tim looked as though he was about to verbalize the observation.
 
   Tim laughed and then his expression turned sober. “We have just over a hundred arrows,” he said and then patted Tremor on the neck. “That got a little ruff. I never thought they would pull the boat out of the water like that, though after seeing you do it, I shouldn’t have been surprised.”
 
   “I can make more arrows if you want some, but I think what we have is enough for now. I’m surprised they didn’t pull us out of the water sooner, but it probably required some of them to act in concert, which means, it was most likely Serin Gell who conducted the Melody.”
 
   “How many noses do you think we bloodied this time?” Tim asked and then dismounted.
 
   “I sensed we killed four hundred sixteen Condemneds and twenty-two Aakacarns.”
 
   “How many died by arrow?” Tim asked. “We did not have enough left from the first fight for me to have killed that many.”
 
   “You killed two hundred sixty seven Condemneds; I only killed one hundred forty-nine, which makes you the deadlier by far,” Daniel replied.
 
   “Right, I’m the deadlier of us two. How many Aakacarns were out there before we finally made our escaped?”
 
   “There were one hundred forty Accomplisheds involved in the fighting, twenty-two of which are dead. I don’t know how much time we have before they track us down again so I think we should fort up,” Daniel replied.
 
   “I think we should eat first,” Tim said and pulled a pack from his saddle containing beef jerky and beans.
 
   Daniel summoned potential, cleared a patch of ground, and made a small hole. Tim gathered sticks and Daniel started the fire. They ate lunch and both drank their canteens dry. They divided up the chores; Tim went looking for a stream which, according to Aakadon’s holographic maps, was located half a span due east, while Daniel worked on the fortification.
 
   The ground was level near the oak but the trail wound up a thirty degree slope sixty-two strides to the right. Daniel followed the path. To his left, the land slanted downward with trees dotting the landscaped. To his right was a cliff rising up at an eighty degree angle a good four hundred cubits above him. He stopped to take a better look. Of the twenty spells of the Stone Guild he had memorized, none would allow him to sense into the rock. He could shatter it the way he had Binkman’s Cliff, but that would not make a fort, unless he broke it down and rebuilt it, which would be time consuming. If only he could sense inside and shape the stone to his liking, affecting only what he intended to without disturbing the rest. Notes came together in his mind and a Melody began to take shape. He reworked the notes, changed the key, increased the tempo, and knew what he had composed would allow him to do both; see into whatever he wanted to sense and reshape it according to his will. He titled the new Symphonic, Fashioning.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential for, Fashioning, and placed both palms flat against the cliff. His mind sensed into the solid granite and he envisioned a chamber thirty cubits high, thirty strides wide, and thirty strides deep. He envisioned a network of shafts the width of his forearm running straight up through the granite and out into the open air to provide ventilation, then imagined an arched opening immediately to his left, large enough for the horses to be ridden into the chamber. Within the chamber he formed a table and chairs out of the stone.
 
   He could sense a difference in the granite. The area he displaced did not turn to dust or disappear; it actually increased the density of the surrounding stone, making it stronger and virtually incapable of caving in. He summoned a ball of light in the center of the ceiling, released the potential for Fashioning, and went inside to see his handiwork. The chamber was a rectangle the exact dimensions he had imagined and the ceiling, floor, and walls were perfectly smooth. The network of vents provided plenty of air.
 
   He went to the back wall, summoned the potential for Fashioning, and formed a smaller chamber with a hinged rectangular door. From the granite he envisioned a privy, bathtub about the size of a small pond, and sink, similar to those in Aakadon, plugs and all; except there were no gold fixtures, these were made of granite. He scanned for water and found an under ground stream two hundred cubits straight down. He formed three shafts the thickness of his forearm from the spouts and extended the stone in the shape of tubes deep down into the stream, then formed three shafts angled down, one from each fixture, intersected them twenty strides from the second chamber into one larger tube and then ran that out for several spans, creating a drain field. He ended the spell and drew water up the pipes using, Spout a Leak. The water cabinet over the privy filled and so did the tub and sink.
 
   He could hide a castle in the mountain if he so chose, but lacked the time and the inclination to do so. Tim entered the larger chamber and looked around shaking his head in wonder. “Just something you threw together in your spare time?” his voice echoed.
 
   “Yes, well I got carried away in the creative process. Come see the bathing chamber,” Daniel replied and motioned for his friend to come on back.
 
   Tim stepped into the bathing chamber and shook his head again. “At least we can be clean and comfortable. I sort of got used to seeing you destroy yetis, Condemneds, Aakacarns, and cliff sides, and healing people of terrible wounds, but I never knew you could create things on such a scale and in such a relatively short period of time.”
 
   Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “I prefer creating things over destruction and healing rather than causing injury or death. I’m gaining a better understanding of the potential I wield as time goes on. Unfortunately, circumstances forced me to come up with the destructive stuff first and the healing stuff second, the creative stuff is what I hope to develop more of.”
 
   “True enough, Tarin Conn and Balen Tamm gave you little choice but to get destructive. I’m glad to finally get a good look at the creative side of your spell casting. Those few marks of sleep you got seem to have revitalized you quite a bit, you’ve been casting spells right and left, and can still string together a coherent sentence,” Tim remarked.
 
   “I am running on my reserves, probably all the excitement of battle and the need to fortify our camp has kept me going. If I go too long without anything vital to do, I just might fall asleep. I don’t really want to face Tarin Conn right now, even though our last meeting went fairly well,” Daniel told him and then sat down in one of the chairs at the table. The granite was smooth but hard. He created cushions of air for both chairs and colored them topaz blue so Tim could see them as well, and added a Da Capo tied to his life force so he did not have to keep running the Melody repeatedly in his mind.
 
   “Thanks,” Tim said and sat down. “This is comfortable.”
 
   Time went by and Daniel brought the horses into the chamber and sealed the entrance. It was late afternoon when harmonic ripples began again, the search was on. It probably took Serin Gell most of the morning and a good chunk of the afternoon to figure out there was no one in the boat. The marks of inactivity were harder to endure than the skirmishes and fortifying had been. Daniel had bathed, laundered his buckskins, and laundered Tim’s buckskins while the drummer took his turn bathing, created another five hundred arrows, and groomed the horses. He also modified many of the single line Melodies in his repertoire into Symphonics, giving him greater flexibility to modify and vary the amount of potential required; all in an effort to stay active. The constant ripples from the hundreds of Teleportation spells were impossible to ignore. Tim kept rubbing his arms as if that would lesson the affect, even after Daniel assured him rubbing did no good.
 
   Daniel cast the spell he titled, Find All, and scanned for every form of life within a ten span radius. He found three she bears and their cubs, a mountain lion, hundreds of squirrels, snakes, scores of bobcats and foxes, thousands of birds, perhaps millions of bugs, he did not have the time to count the amount of insects and arachnids. Tim was the only other human in the area and there were no Aakacarns or other minions of Balen Tamm.
 
   Two days later the ripples still indicated the guild was searching hot and heavy, not as heavy as Daniel’s eyelids, but they were working non-stop day and night. The hiding place was simply too good. Apparently it never occurred to the searchers that he would hide in the Dark Maestro’s back yard. Daniel decided to scan for his enemies and focused sixty spans to the north. There were several hundred Aakacarns, not in teams, scattered around Mount Kelgotha and one Aakasear deep beneath it. Even if the individual Accomplisheds did not sense his spell, Tarin Conn definitely would. Daniel kept the focus right where it was for a full tenth of a mark and then focused the same amount of potential in the other three quadrants. There were no Aakacarns in those directions, at least not within sixty spans, but that would no doubt change soon.
 
   It was about the middle of the night when the harmonic ripples stopped. Their absence was so profound that Tim woke up out of a sound sleep.
 
   “What’s happened?” he mumbled.
 
   “I believe our whereabouts has been discovered,” Daniel replied, and placed a shield on the entire chamber. He scanned a five span radius and discovered they were completely surrounded by hundreds of Aakacarns, thousands of Condemneds, and a legion of yetis, more than he had faced at the battle of Bashierwood, good thing he had no intention of battling them all, just bloody their noses some more and Teleport away. “We are completely surrounded with the largest force I have yet seen.”
 
   The drummer stood up and walked to the entrance. “Are you going to create openings so I can shoot, they may not realize we’re actually in the mountain, we may need to kill a few just to get them headed in the right direction.”
 
   Daniel created arrow slits in the granite seal so Tim could shoot unhindered, yet be able to duck, even though the personal shields were all still in place, unless Daniel happened to die; in which case Tim and the horses were in big trouble.
 
   Daniel took up his baton and stood beside Tim. Balen Tamm’s minions were not in view so Daniel summoned the potential for, Find All, and added a Da Capo. Granite was no barrier to his spell titled, Death. All he had to do was close his eyes and let loose the death spell on the forces of the Dark Maestro while avoiding killing anything else, including Tim and the horses. He also had nothing against trees, bushes, bears, lions, foxes, bobcats, or birds. So he aimed carefully.
 
   “Tim, shoot anything that approaches but stay where you are. I’m going to be focusing potential through the walls at whatever target presents itself,” he warned his friend.
 
   “Right, you do what you must. Hitting them with your death beam will be like kicking an ant hill; they’re going to get riled.”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” Daniel replied, and the killing started.
 
   Aakacarns began dropping to the ground dead, from their perspective; a blue beam of potential struck the person next to them, that person fell dead and so on. The beam always came from the same direction so they all headed that way; only now they drove the yetis ahead of them, letting the shaggy beasts do the dying. Daniel focused as best he could but was unable to strike behind the yetis to get to the Accomplisheds.
 
   “I am, Duroshur Beccar, surrender yourself. You cannot run forever it will only be harder on you in the end,” the amplified voice of the Accomplished boomed.
 
   Daniel could not identify one enemy Aakacarn from another through the spell; he would have to physically touch the person, even a hair or a fingernail would be enough, but he never personally touched any member of the Serpent Guild. He dearly wanted to let his potential respond to Beccar but would have to settle for killing whomever he could draw a bead on. Tim was shooting out of the slits and Daniel could sense the yetis and Condemneds fall as the arrows found their mark. It would not be long before he had nothing left to shoot with.
 
   Half a mark went by and the assault continued. Enemy Accomplisheds threw fireballs, walls of wind, lighting bolts, spells of all sorts, but the shield held and it was they who died. Daniel was whittling down the yetis, several thousand were dead and perhaps hundreds of Condemneds; he did not have time to count. Tim was out of arrows but Daniel did not dare stop to make more. The killing went on until day break.
 
   “We are bringing in another legion. You cannot win. Stop this foolishness and surrender,” the amplified voice of Duroshur demanded.
 
   “Should we stay or go? They can keep this up day and night but I am out of arrows and you are only one person, an extraordinarily powerful one, but still a man, one who has gone an awful long time without a decent night’s sleep,” Tim said, while staying clear of the baton and the blue beams firing from it in rapid succession.
 
   Daniel knew his friend was right he could not go on much longer. Had he offered enough resistance for them to take his surrender for genuine or would they think he gave up too soon and was up to something?
 
   “Daniel Benhannon, surrender now,” the voice was that of Serin Gell. “Stop casting those spells and cast a find spell. See if you can identify the man and woman next to me.”
 
   Daniel focused beyond the thousands of yetis and out of all the beings in the area there were only two ordinary humans in the middle of that throng, two humans he had touched on many occasions and could therefore identify; his mother and father. While the other teams had been searching for Daniel, Serin Gell must have Teleported to Tannakonna. It was actually quite clever. 
 
   “Who do they have out there?” Tim asked.
 
   “He has my parents. We must surrender this time. I can’t leave them in his hands. The man has no mercy,” Daniel replied.
 
   Tim nodded acceptance. What else could they do? It was time to take the plan to the next level.
 
   “Serin Gell, I know who you have. Don’t hurt them or my friend Tim and I will surrender to you personally,” Daniel amplified his voice.
 
   “Come out and they will not be harmed, so long as you continue to cooperate. Failure to obey will cause one of the three to lose a body part. Continued disobedience will eventually result in their deaths.” Serin Gell replied.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential for personal shields, placed Da Capos, took hold of Tim’s arm, summoned the potential to Teleport, focused the potential through the baton, and then pictured himself and Tim standing between Serin Gell and his parents. Three heart beats later he appeared, placed personal shields on Ronn and Miriam Benhannon, and then turned to face Serin Gell. His parents would be safe from ordinary harm but were still vulnerable to spell casting. It was the best he could do.
 
   The abrupt arrival startled Serin Gell and his minions, thankfully they did not seem to notice the shields, but they quickly recovered and drew their batons, aiming straight at Daniel. A shield on his potential slipped into place and he looked to see a short skinny man in black silks lowering his baton. The man had one golden lighting bolt on each shoulder. His skin was pale and his hair light brown. Daniel suppressed the urge to smile and frowned instead. The shield of a two-bolt Accomplished even with a level two crescendo could not hold the potential of a six-bolt.
 
   “I am Duroshur Beccar, I have you shielded. You would have done well to surrender when I gave you the chance. Now, you see, your parents are involved,” the two-bolt said in a deep voice.
 
   Daniel’s mother and father each had a Condemned at their backs. Their eyes widen at the sight of their son but they remained silent, probably due to some threat made by Serin Gell. Another pair of Condemneds moved up beside Tim.
 
   “That was impressive,” Serin Gell said in a gravelly voice. He had on a black silk cloak with gold braid on the sleeves and cuffs and a silver medallion circumscribed with a serpent. Two golden lightning bolts on his right shoulder and one on his left indicated his rank. He kept the features of his face well hidden under the hood of his cloak. A pointed nose and a crooked closed-lip smile were all that were visible. “You will surrender your baton to me at once,” he demanded and the Accomplished tilted his head, making it possible to see his gaunt features. He had greasy black hair, his amber eyes were sunken in, perhaps a result of using the teleportation spell so often, and the crooked smile widened on his pale visage revealing a mouth full of yellow teeth. His physical characteristics, gauntness aside, marked him as being from the northern kingdom of Pentrosa. “You are mine. Any attempt to cast a spell will result in the death of your parents and your mountaineer friend. Trust me in this, I would like nothing better than to filet your skin and leave you a dying bloody mass of exposed muscle and nerves for the vultures to feed on. Unfortunately, I must bring you to the Maestro in one piece. Your friend and parents, however, live or die at my whim.”
 
   “I understand and will come with you peacefully. Besides, Duroshur Beccar has me shielded,” Daniel replied and then did as he was told without saying another word. 
 
   “Duroshur Beccar, Landec Turner, and Cellan Bane, you will join me in a circle,” Serin Gell commanded and the short man and two tall Ecoppians moved immediately to comply.
 
   The three Accomplisheds formed a circle with Serin Gell placing Daniel, his parents, and Tim in the middle with their Condemned escorts. Serin Gell held Daniel’s baton and his eyes widened when he sensed the level and amplification factor. Evidently the Stone Guild is not the only one that has a spell to sense the amplification factor of a crescendo. “So this is how you escaped the Grand Maestro and could use our guild specific spell to evade us. Efferin Tames must be awfully put out with you for stealing his crescendo.”
 
   Daniel did not see fit to correct the misconception, let the wicked Aakacarn assume whatever he wished. “I would have been dehydrated long ago without it,” was all he would admit to.
 
   Serin Gell smiled. “No doubt you would have,” he agreed. “I believe this one is now mine,” he added and then summoned the potential, as did the other three Accomplisheds. Their potential flowed from their batons into Serin Gell and then they were suddenly in the blackness of in between here and there. Three heart beats later, they were back in the kingdom of Ducaun.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eleven: Meeting of the Maestros 
 
   Terroll Barnes sat behind his mahogany desk while staring at the gold diamond encrusted Z on the wall above the door leading into his office. While his eyes stared fixedly at the emblem of his guild his mind was adrift in thought, troublesome thoughts, many centering on Daniel Benhannon. Upon ascending to the office of Maestro, coincidentally on the ninety-first anniversary of his birth, Terroll began expanding his repertoire, learning guild specific spells meant only for the Maestro and some Symphonics every Maestro needed to know. Thanks to his enhanced memory he now knew them all. Among the new additions to his repertoire was the Zephyr Guild specific spell, Tornado, a Melody he, a four-bolt Accomplished, could only safely perform with a level four crescendo. Oh, he could get away with using a level two, but would be unable to maintain the potential for long without getting dangerously dehydrated, yet Jason’s Talenteds had reported a blue tornado appearing during the battle of Bashierwood.
 
   Terroll was not disturbed by the fact that Daniel, a six-bolt Accomplished, had the potential to summon a twister, it was the source. How could Daniel summon potential for a spell only known to the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild? Tornado aside, Terroll was troubled by the memory spell his young pupil had taught him. There was a melody line and a six note harmony, making it Symphonic rather than a Melody.
 
   One of the first things Terroll had done after settling in as the head of the Zephyr Guild, after all of the political aspects had been taken care of, was to make five type one level four crescendos. He could perform the melody line of the spell Daniel had taught him before making the batons, but did not dare. That spell had originally been cast by a six-bolt Potential who did not even know how to focus. At the time of being instructed, Terroll had just attained his fourth bolt, and if the spell required six bolts, performing even the melody line could have mummified him. He could cast the spell safely now with the use of a crescendo but the original casting had given him total recall so there was no need.
 
   Thinking of Daniel’s inability to focus potential when they first met led Terroll to change his mind about when the link to the Dark Maestro had been formed. Whatever the timing of events, it was clear Daniel had or still is receiving instruction from Tarin Conn. The thought led Terroll to the next disturbing fact. As a newly raised Maestro, restricted information was given to him, specifically; the complete histories of Aakadon, and he learned that Tarin Conn is an Aakasear, a composer of melodious spells. Terroll could not stop a slight shiver from traveling up his spine when he had read the account. The first three Aakasears proved to be blessings to all Aakacarns, gifts from the Creator who allowed them to expand their repertoires; until Tarin Conn was born resulting in the Aakacarn War, and nearly tore the world, all of Atlantan, asunder. The Dark Maestro was Evil’s champion and Della Lain had been chosen by the Creator to combat him and proved victorious to a point. The Serpent Guild had been severely damaged, but not destroyed and the leader entombed, but not killed.
 
   Evil had three champions before Tarin Conn, none had been an Aakasear; Ahab Efery, Diana Effessis, and Pharon Suteck. The Creator’s Chosen Vessels were Josh Nuun, Sam Soon, and Deborah Jujus. Ahab Efery had been the king of Taracopa while Josh Nuun was the king of Battencay and the conflict between the two champions resulted in the Batten-Tara War. The Creator’s Chosen Vessel had been victorious. Diana Effessis and Sam Soon were Serinian Lords at the time of their contention, the resulting civil war led to the Soon dynasty, and again the Creator’s Chosen Vessel had been victorious. Deborah Jujus was killed by Pharon Suteck in the kingdom of Pentrosa twenty-four hundred years before the birth of Tarin Conn. The Suteck Empire lasted five centuries and ruled five of the twelve kingdoms of Atlantan, including the northern halves of Ducaun and Cenkataar. When Pharon Suteck died at the age of two hundred ninety-seven, his heirs battled each other for supremacy in a civil war that lasted two hundred years, but came to an end when the Grand Maestro of Aakadon, Paul Tarsheese, led the remaining kingdoms in the only known world-wide conflict, before the Aakacarn War. The map of the world was redrawn with all the borders restored to their original boundaries.
 
   Was Daniel learning spells from the Dark Maestro or was something worse happening? Could Terroll’s former pupil be an Aakasear? The world had never seen two composers living at the same time. The thought was actually terrifying. If so, would Daniel prove to be a blessing or a curse? Terroll recalled teaching Daniel the spell, Ranking, watching the mountaineer summon the potential, the bright flash that always accompanied the completion of the Melody, brighter in this case because of the number of bolts, and then seeing six golden lightning bolts on those young shoulders. “Chosen Vessel,” had been the first words that flashed in his mind and fell from his lips at the time. He had dismissed the thought then because if the Creator chose another champion, then Evil’s champion had to be coming soon, and Terroll was not ready to consider the possibility that the Dark Maestro could break free, so had deliberately put it out of his mind. Now, with all the Serpent Guild activity and upheaval in the world, the possibility of a second Aakacarn War became a distinct possibility.
 
   Events swirl around the Chosen Vessel, according to history, and people are drawn to her or him in order to help make victory possible. Terroll thought of his own recent actions after having been blessed with the return of his repertoire. Under any other circumstances, if he had discovered a Potential anywhere, he would have taken him to Aakadon regardless of the person’s feelings on the matter. It was the responsibility of every Accomplished to do so. Never in his career had he considered taking on the roll of Instructor, yet he made what seemed at the time to be reasonable exceptions to what his normal response would be. Is he being influenced by the Chosen Vessel or just feeling gratitude for his current station, which would not have been possible without Daniel’s unintentional intervention?
 
   If Daniel is an Aakasear and Tarin Conn succeeds in seducing him, then winning against their combined talents would be exceedingly difficult. Terroll shook away the notion. It was only a matter of weeks ago that he met Daniel but in that short time the young man had shown a strength of character that led Terroll to believe his former student would never give in to the Dark Maestro. There were too may ifs to ponder. If Daniel is the Chosen Vessel and he dies or is Condemned attempting to take the Baton of Tarin Conn from Balen Tamm, then Aakadon would be fighting a war without the aid of the Creator’s champion.
 
   Terroll needed to organize his thoughts for the up coming emergency meeting of the Maestros. This would be his second meeting, the first had been scheduled to announce and formally introduce the new Maestro of the Zephyr Guild to his peers. The second meeting was called to discuss the harmonic waves that everyone, commoners included, has been feeling for the last three days. The last series of ripples was two marks ago and it was anybody’s guess if there would be more. The fact that the non-Aakacarns could feel the harmonics was not surprising given the amount of potential being released.
 
   Maestro Terroll Barnes put on his scarlet on black silk cloak and made his way to the conference room within the ruby pyramid. Eight places were set at the 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. Terroll was the second guild leader to arrive. The first was Lena Beyers, a five-bolt Accomplished, Maestro of the Sun Guild, and Demfilian by birth. She was a compact woman with long white hair, her eyes were a light iridescent blue, and her complexion was so pale the faintly blue tint of her veins could be seen beneath her skin. At one hundred eighty-one years of age, she was the oldest Maestro, and held her office ninety-nine years and counting. She was the youngest person ever to attain the title and still held the record for both being the youngest to be named Maestro and for serving the longest in the office.
 
   Runyen Cransur and Geran DuSorin arrived at the same time. Cransur, a five-bolt Accomplished, had recently celebrated the one hundred twenty-fourth anniversary of his birth. Born in the kingdom of Zune, he was a lean man with light brown skin and black silky hair. He sat in the chair of the Willow Guild after offering greetings to all. His brown eyes were ovoid in shape and his beard and mustache were neatly trimmed.
 
   Geran DuSorin, also a five-bolt Accomplished, was a stout swarthy fellow whose bald pate shined in the light. The Maestro of the Aqua Guild took his place at the table. The native 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. He glanced around the room, taking in every detail as though storing the information away for future analysis. Talmon was Taracopian born and looked to be physically fit and ready for action even at the age of one hundred seventy-one. He took office when Efferin Tames became the Grand Maestro twenty-two years ago. 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.
 
   Four of the seven five-bolt Accomplisheds of Aakadon were now sitting in the conference room. The Eagle Guild has a Cenkataaran born five-bolt Accomplished named Jerrian Tobermin. The Sun Guild has Janice Footner of Lobenia, and the remaining five-bolt was a member of The Aqua Guild, Ralpen Pentrago, a squat muscular man from Demfilia. The only other known five-bolt Accomplished was a man who had never set foot in Aakadon, Balen Tamm; Maestro of the Serpent Guild.
 
   Maestro David Svennar, four-bolt Accomplished of the Stone Guild, was the next person to enter and take his seat. At one hundred two years old, the brown-haired green-eyed former citizen of Pentrosa was closer in age to Terroll than the rest.
 
   Maestro Janna Barroon of the Aloe Guild, a four-bolt Accomplished, entered and took her seat just before the Grand Maestro made his entrance. 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.
 
   Efferin Tames greeted all of the Maestros formally and then took his seat. “As you know, this meeting is about the harmonic waves rippling through the world. Accomplisheds, Talenteds, and the kingdoms of the world are looking to us for answers and we must act. Each of your Guilds has Accomplisheds in the field reporting to you and has gathered the pertinent information, so I will begin by asking each Maestro what you have gleaned,” Efferin said, and then looked directly at Terroll. “Maestro Barnes, what information have your Accomplisheds reported concerning the events of the past three days?”
 
   Terroll, though the newest and youngest Maestro, did not feel himself less than any one of them. He came prepared for this meeting. “On the first day of the week, one mark before sunset, a tightly focused six bolts of potential was released eleven spans from Aakadon,” Terroll began, and thought, one mark after Daniel and Tim exited the city on the quest given to them by the Grand Maestro, he wanted to add but did not. “At the second mark in the night hundreds of spells within the six bolt potential range began making their affects felt up and down the continent.”
 
   All of the Maestros were nodding their heads in agreement, evidently they received similar reports. Talmon Reese was taking in every word but kept glancing at the Grand Maestro as if trying to fit together a puzzle. He might have been surprised he was not the one Efferin wanted to hear from first, Terroll certainly was.
 
   “The harmonic waves continued for approximately one mark. We felt no ripples here between events but the Accomplished of Zoltair, Randal Kamis, reported feeling rapid burst of low power spells emanating from east-northeast of the city. At the end of that period hundreds of spells in the six bolt range released within seconds of each other, all in same area of Ducaun where the low level spells emanated. Within a mark of that event, the harmonic waves once again began rippling up and down the continent. They extended from the kingdom of Ecoppia down through Ducaun and to within ten spans of Aakadon. While the length of the occurrences stretched north and south over the continent, the spells were contained to within a fifty span width. Shortly after noon the next day the ripples ceased for half a mark and then once again hundreds of spells in the six bolt range released within seconds of each other. This occurred on the north bank of the Gosian River fifteen spans from Zoltair. On the sixteenth mark of the day the many clusters of ripples resumed the previous pattern, which lasted up until two and a half marks ago. That is what I know of the harmonic waves,” Terroll reported, he suspected much more but was not asked to speculate.
 
   Efferin nodded his head. “We appreciate the conciseness of your report,” he said and then questioned David, Janna, and Geran, whose Accomplished reported seeing burned bodies and scorched planks floating in the Gosian River. The Grand Maestro then questioned Runyen, and Lena Beyers, receiving the same information, more or less, but in different words. At last he turned to the Maestro of the Eagle Guild. “Maestro Reese, what have you to add?”
 
   “The spell being used is titled, Teleportation, a spell of the Serpent Guild,” Talmon began as if anyone needed to know the origin of that spell. “This is based on reports from three Accomplisheds in the field. Accomplished Malcum Munsford near the city of Bolen, in Ducaun, reported hearing the sound of a massive whip crack and the sudden appearance of forty mounted Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild in a circle containing one hundred Condemneds. The Accomplisheds were facing outward, casting spells, and killed most everyone in sight. They only took one captive, which is unusual; most often they abduct as many people as they can to add to the ranks of the Condemneds. They never moved or broke the circle and the killings seemed to be happenstance. The circle remained for two tenths of a mark and then disappeared in a flash and a whip crack. Accomplished Beringdon, near Cret, and Accomplished Pern, near Krelin, reported the same type of occurrences. These reports indicate the Serpent Guild is looking for something or someone.”
 
   Efferin leaned forward, resting both hands on the table. “Do you know who or what?”
 
   Talmon smiled. “I can only speculate,” he began.
 
   “It is a well known goal of the Serpent Guild to find the flute of Della Lain and the Trumpet of Tarin Conn, both lost in antiquity,” Maestro Svennar stated as if this had to be the explanation.
 
   Maestro Barroon turned to Talmon, frowning at him. “Three of your Accomplisheds witnessed the brutal deaths of innocent commoners and did nothing, why is that?” she demanded.
 
   Talmon’s face was smooth, if he was bothered by the question, he never let it show. “There were forty Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild and my Accomplisheds were greatly out numbered. To intervene would have meant death or worse. It was the duty of my Accomplisheds to live and report, not die. Unlike Leah Barryn, a four-bolt Accomplished also at Bolen who was taken when she attempted to save the commoners.” Aakadon had only six hundred twenty-nine, well, six hundred twenty-eight four bolt Accomplisheds, the loss of which is a hard blow. Her fate was not in doubt, she would be Condemned, but the Maestro of her guild was stone faced. Talmon seemed more disturbed by her failure to remain free to report than about her being captured by the enemy. He was a hard man.
 
   “I see,” she replied, “I am sorry for your loss,” she said, but the leader of the Aloe Guild clearly felt a greater effort to save the commoners should have been made.
 
   Talmon glanced at the Maestro of the Stone Guild but addressed his remarks to Efferin. “The flute and trumpet have been the objects of desire to the members of the Serpent Guild for over a thousand years. The search for those items is unlikely to produce the frenzy of activity we are witnessing. Based on the reports I have been given, I believe Balen Tamm is seeking a person. Specifically, Daniel Benhannon,” he stated.
 
   “You have gone from fact to wild speculation, upon what do you base your assertion?” Lena Beyers inquired her voice a smooth contralto.
 
   Terroll wondered how the Maestro of the Eagle Guild arrived, correctly, at Daniel being the person the Serpent Guild was after.
 
   “When word reached me that the Potential found in Ducaun, the person responsible for the High Powered spell cast last month, was linked to the Dark Maestro, I contacted Bella Sander the Accomplished at Dowman’s End. He verified that a young mountaineer, identifying himself as Daniel Benhannon, did come to Dowman’s End from the direction of Kelgotha. The Accomplished offered him lodging for the night and in the middle of the night the young man confided in Bella about the link to Tarin Conn,” Talmon explained.
 
   “Why did your Accomplished fail to report a wandering Potential?” Maestro DuSorin wanted to know.
 
   “Anywhere from twenty-eight to thirty-three people each year visit Kelgotha to prove their daring; a few even live to regret it. Daniel Benhannon looks like a typical Ducaunan mountaineer, Accomplished Sander had no reason to suspect the young man was a Potential, much less a fully trained Accomplished,” Talmon stated matter-of-factly, which resulted in demands to know exactly what the Ducaunan’s status was, Talented or Accomplished. Terroll glanced at Efferin who gave one negative shake of the head, forestalling a clarification from the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild.
 
   It was Lena Beyers who provided the answer. “Daniel Benhannon was privately instructed in all the Melodies required to graduate from the level of Talented to that of Accomplished, taught by the current Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. Whether or not he performed Ranking, the young man is by our definition, an Accomplished.”
 
   The other Maestros considered her words and one by one conceded her point. Daniel’s status as an Accomplished would soon be published throughout Aakadon, but not his rank. Everyone at the table eyed Terroll suspiciously and glanced at the Grand Maestro, they suspected more was known about the young man than was being shared.
 
   “Oh, there is more, much more,” Talmon said, drawing attention back to him. “For two decades the Serpent Guild’s activities have been on the increase, but in slow steady increments. Suddenly, last month, a High Powered spell is cast on Mount Tannakonna and Accomplisheds, Condemneds, and a legion of yetis are dispatched to crush a tiny village; the very community where Daniel Benhannon grew up. Events are swirling around that young man. Maestro Barnes, did you teach Daniel any of the Eagle Guild specific Melodies to shield off the potential of another Aakacarn?”
 
   The question caught Terroll off guard. “I have no such Melodies in my repertoire and would not teach them if I had,” he replied without equivocation.
 
   “As I thought,” Talmon replied. “Daniel Benhannon shielded off the potential of Jeremiah Lassiter, a two bolt Accomplished of the Eagle Guild in Tames Hall along with Instructor Gramm and two one-bolt Accomplisheds of the Aloe Guild. While spells to wrap a person in solid bands of air and levitate them off the floor are standards taught to all Talenteds level three and above, the Melodies to shield off the potential of one and two-bolt Accomplisheds are guild specific. I have come to the conclusion that Daniel has had three educations; instruction from Terroll Barnes, instruction here in Aakadon, and instruction from the Dark Maestro through the link.”
 
   “That is a serious charge, upon what do you base it,” demanded Maestro Cransur.
 
   “The timing of events; mere days passed between the casting of the original High Powered spell and Bella Sander meeting Daniel Benhannon at Dowman’s End three hundred spans away. Barely two days later the Battle of Bashierwood takes place with our young Ducaunan present and accounted for. It is a physical impossibility for him to travel three hundred spans from Dowman’s End to Mount Tannakonna in two days. The only way is for him to know the Serpent Guild specific Melody, Teleportation. I can only guess what other Melodies Tarin Conn has taught the young man,” Talmon answered accurately.
 
   “Are you saying the boy is a renegade member of the Serpent Guild?” Lena Beyers asked.
 
   “No. I believe Tarin Conn taught him a few provocative Melodies in an attempt to recruit him, but the young man is stubborn and resists the overtures of the Dark Maestro. I also believe Daniel Benhannon absorbs instruction like a sponge and puts it to use regardless of the source. Thus, I came to the conclusion that the young Ducaunan Accomplished is being pursued by members of the Serpent Guild. The low power emanations reported by the Accomplished to Zoltair are most likely when they clash, fight, and then Daniel teleports away. The bodies and burnt planks are likely collateral damage, sailors and ruined riverboats that were in the right place at the wrong time. The hundreds of High Power emanations are the Serpent Guild’s attempts to discover his whereabouts. The current cease in emanations could mean they are, at this moment, battling each other somewhere between here and the Ecoppian desert,” Talmon Reese concluded.
 
   Terroll vowed to never underestimate the Maestro of the Eagle Guild. The man had deduced much of the truth, lacking the knowledge of Daniel’s rank and, thanks to the Creator, no mention of Aakasears.   
 
   “It has been established that Daniel Benhannon is a prodigy, his Instructors, even Harmon Gramm, have all verified his knowledge and the amazing speed at which he learns. As Maestro Reese has said, the young man absorbs instruction like a sponge. Why was he allowed to leave the safety of Aakadon? We are all aware of his link to Tarin Conn, but not why the Dark Maestro wants him so badly,” Lena Beyers questioned while pointing out the obvious.
 
   “Because Daniel Benhannon is a full Accomplished and has chosen to sever the link established when he was taken to Mount Kelgotha. I know the Melody but only the life force of the original caster can sever the link,” Efferin Tames admitted, surprising Terroll.
 
   “Tarin Conn will not release him,” Maestro Cransur stated needlessly.
 
   “Does that mean he is looking for the Trumpet of Tarin Conn?” inquired Maestro Svennar, again with the trumpet. The man had a one track mind. Terroll would feel much better if that was the item Daniel sought after.
 
   “Grand Maestro, you sent that boy after the Baton of Tarin Conn. He will have to challenge the Maestro of the Serpent Guild to get it and likely die or be Condemned in the attempt,” Janna Barroon said accusingly. There was silence around the table as each person reflected on what was said and the grave quest being undertaken.
 
   Efferin was unabashed, not that Terroll would have thought otherwise. The Grand Maestro focused on Janna Barroon but addressed everyone. “Not a boy, Maestro, an Accomplished who has the right to choose his fate. His choices were to remain cursed, be Silenced, live in Aakadon for the rest of his life, and accept what care the Aloe Guild can give him as he loses his sanity. Or, go after the baton,” he told them but never mentioned why the Serpent Guild wanted Daniel so badly. “I believe we all have a good idea of what is happening. I want to know what is being done presently and would like to hear suggestions as to what we should do going forward,” Efferin said ending the discussion on the previous subject. They would all have to be satisfied with his answer and Terroll was already on notice for not being forthright about Daniel’s rank, so followed the Grand Maestro’s lead.
 
   “I dispatched a team of fifty Accomplished to each of the most prominent locations from which the harmonic waves have emanated. They will set traps, capture if they can, and kill if necessary, any and all members of the Serpent Guild that appear. Beyond that, all Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild stationed around the continent are on full alert,” Talmon Reese replied.
 
   “I am dispatching a team of fifty Accomplisheds to each of the two sites where the hundreds of Melodies were focused in Ducaun; at the banks of the Gosian and the area along the main trail thirty spans north of the river,” Terroll announced.
 
   “Maestro Barnes, I would like to add five Accomplisheds to each of your teams,” Lena Beyers volunteered.
 
   “Of course, Maestro, the assistance of the Sun Guild would be welcomed,” Terroll replied.
 
   “Very well, I will send Janice Footner and four three-bolt Accomplisheds on the Gosian Team and the four-bolt Accomplished, Saundra Lorrin, and four three-bolt Accomplisheds on the Trail Team,” Lena Beyers stated.
 
   “I would like to send five three-bolt Accomplisheds on your Trail Team as well,” Maestro David Svennar of the Stone Guild added.
 
   “I welcome all those you have offered to my teams,” Terroll said.
 
   “I will send Jerrian Tobermin to assist the Trail Team. It does not hurt for both teams to have the fire power of a five bolt Accomplished,” Talmon stated rather than offered. But it was true, with Janice Footner and Jerrian Tobermin along they would be better equipped to battle the Serpent Guild should any of them still be in the area.
 
   “Accomplished Tobermin is welcome to the team as well,” Terroll replied.
 
   The remaining Maestros briefed the Grand Maestro on what they had done and what they intended to do. Efferin accepted each person’s contribution and approved of all that was being done and the plans going forward without adding any instructions of his own. He knew what Terroll knew, Daniel Benhannon was baiting Balen Tamm, perhaps to flush him from his lair. Talmon had stated rightly when he said, “Events are swirling around that young man.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twelve: Confronting a Maestro 
 
   Daniel was facing a huge boulder on the northern slope of a rocky mountain. The lofty peak blocked out half his view. Dark clouds drifted lazily over the summit. He recognized the area immediately, thanks to those boring geography lessons; Mount Gosian. A well trodden path wound its way up the slope to a dark opening. The wind carried the scent of a fresh water spring located half a span to the west. The river, named after the mountain, began its journey five spans to the east. He focused on what appeared to be there destination, the black opening.
 
   One glance at Serin Gell told how draining the teleportation had been on him, even performed in concert with his fellow Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild and using Daniel’s baton, the evil Aakacarn’s lips were dry and cracked and his eyes bloodshot; he would need plenty of water and soon. His three companions seemed only mildly affected, but they probably had not traveled anywhere near as much as the Pentrosan and he had already been weakened after teleporting away unassisted during the Battle of Bashierwood.
 
   Daniel’s mother and father had the look of fear in their eyes, as did Tim, whose quiver was empty but not his sheath, they seemed otherwise no worse off. Behind each of them was a Condemned, kill or hold made no difference to the cursed beings, they were ready to do either. Thank goodness the shields were still in place and undetected by the enemy Aakacarns.
 
   “How did you find me?” Daniel asked, knowing his scan directed at Tarin Conn had helped, yet did not explain how they were able to locate him with a Find spell without ever having touched him. Cenni Quen had been the only member of the Serpent Guild to come within touching distance of him yet hundreds of Accomplisheds had been involved in the search.
 
   Serin Gell smiled with obvious effort, further evidence of his fatigue. “Foolish boy, Cenni Quen took you to the sacred cave in Kelgotha. Immaculate as you now keep your buckskins, even you shed hair. Those hairs have been passed around from Accomplished to Accomplished ever since you escaped. Our Maestro anticipated the need to track you down and so it has come to pass. You are a resourceful young man, I will grant you that, but highly inexperienced,” he answered and then levitated the knife from Daniel’s sheath, examined it the way he had the baton and then sent it back to the sheath with a profound look of contempt on his face, they feared no ordinary blade, “Definitely inexperienced.”
 
   Daniel fought off another urge to smile. His plan was working, so far. Who proved to be foolish depended largely on who ended up with the Baton of Tarin Conn. “I am that,” he replied, leaving it up to his captor to decide to which description he was admitting; foolish, resourceful, or inexperienced.
 
   “Enough chatter,” Serin Gell told him. “It is time for you to go before the Maestro,” he added and started up the path while signaling the Condemneds guarding the hostages to move forward along with his three fellow Aakacarns.
 
   Daniel followed closely behind Serin Gell and thought of how easy it would be to escape if that had been his goal. The three-bolt Accomplished and his companions clearly saw a backwoods mountaineer and completely underestimated him, hopefully they would continued to do so. Evidently suffering a defeat at the Battle of Bashierwood taught them nothing.
 
   Vultures stared from their perches in the branches of the many trees lining the path to the cave. The carrion eaters probably ate well courtesy of Balen Tamm. A large black snake with green and red in its scales slithered off the trail into a crevasse as the procession drew near, no doubt the poisonous reptile’s sense of self-preservation warned of a more dangerous predator in its vicinity. Bees flew from flowering weed to flowering weed while dragonflies darted to and fro.
 
   The Three Condemneds smelled of rotted flesh. Open sores festered on their arms, legs, and torsos, yet the spell would not grant them death. Their heads were lumpy; one was elongated while the other two were squat and twice the width of normal human heads. There was not a single hair on their bodies and their torsos were so mangled and distorted it was impossible to know by looking if they had been male or female before being Condemned, they had no genitalia, just an open sore between their legs where one of them urinated while walking.
 
   The mouth of the cave was larger than it seemed from a distance. Four riders on horseback could easily pass through the gaping maw without bumping into each other or scraping the sides. Ten paces in through the rocky opening the natural roughness gave way to a smooth tunnel. Balls of light forty paces apart lined the ceiling, making everything around them all too clear. Sweet smelling incense wafted up from the bowels of the mountain, no doubt to mask the pungent odor of the many Condemneds who served the renegade Aakacarns; if so, it was not doing a very good job.
 
   Chambers lined the main tunnel, some with doors and some without. The ones without were inhabited by the unfortunate souls Condemned by Balen Tamm. In many of the chambers were shallow pits but Daniel could not see what was in them and really did not want to even try to find out. Three Condemneds in the chamber on the right were eating one of their own. It was dead but whether they began eating after it died or before was impossible to determine at a glance. That solved two problems for the Serpent Guild; what do to with the dead, and what to feed the Condemneds.
 
   Chambers furnished with tables and chairs were occupied by Accomplisheds, most of which were tall, light of skin, dark of eye and hair, they were Ducaunans. Everyone spoke of how few Potentials were ever found in Ducaun but this proved otherwise. The room glowed in a wide spectrum of colors as each person cast spells, so these people were definitely Aakacarns. Obviously Ducaun had as many Potentials born in it as the other kingdoms, but the Serpent Guild was snatching them up before the searchers from Aakadon could find them. That meant the adults Daniel was looking at were brought here as children and raised by the Serpent Guild, there was no telling how depraved they were or what cruelties they were capable of.
 
   The passage ahead splintered off into ten smaller tunnels going in different directions, some on an even plane, some upward and some downward. Serin Gell led them to the third one on the left, which angled slightly upward. On each side were more open chambers occupied by yetis and some by their larger cousins, the sasquatches, none by both, evidently they did not get along.
 
   A bright light at the end of the tunnel made the glowing balls over head seem dim by comparison. They approached a massive iron door and the Pentrosan pointed a bony finger at the three Condemneds and they stepped back evidently not permitted beyond this point. “You two wait here, Duroshur, with me,” he told his fellow guild members. The Ecoppians seemed disappointed but obeyed without argument. “Do not talk just follow us in,” he told Daniel’s parents and Tim. “Your lives and Daniel’s depend on your obedience. And yours’ depends on his,” he added and then cast a spell causing the door to rise up into the ceiling. “Move on, the Maestro waits.”
 
   Serin Gell’s voice was stronger. He was regaining his strength, but his mouth was dry and he still needed water, judging by his chapped lips and the way he kept licking them. No doubt he considered this to be his moment of triumph and did not want it interrupted for something as trivial as thirst.
 
   “After you,” Daniel said while motioning in a sweeping gesture with his hands.
 
   The Pentrosan frowned and pointed to the now open chamber, evidently not appreciating the humor. Daniel glanced at his parents, gave a quick nod of his head, to them and Tim, in hopes of conveying the idea that this was proceeding according to plan. It was, sort of, though his parents seemed more confused. They nodded back as if to strengthen his courage.
 
   He entered the chamber and stood once again on a white marble floor in a royal court. Light was provided by a diamond chandelier hanging from a mirrored ceiling. Each precious stone radiated energy of its own, there were no candles, and the light cast an even glow throughout the vast chamber. The crimson carpet lay two strides ahead and led up thirteen steps to a raised floor, on which sat the crystal throne. He half expected to see Tarin Conn. This looked very much like the audience chamber in his dream except this was real. History never revealed where the original headquarters of the Serpent Guild had been but he was willing to bet this was it, in Ducaun, though it could be a replica. If it is the original, either Della Lain never knew or the fact was lost over the centuries.
 
   The man occupying the throne was about the same build as Tarin Conn, tall, muscular, and dark of hair, but his eyes were blue and his skin pale, clearly, a Ducaunan but of mixed origin. Balen Tamm sat dressed in black silk. On the middle finger of his right hand he wore a large serpent ring. His cuffs were encrusted with sapphires and diamonds and gold braid wove down his pants legs in tight loops. Four lightning bolts on his shoulders and one on his hood marked him a five bolt Accomplished. Had he been shirtless, three golden bolts would be seen on his right shoulder and two on his left.
 
   Serin Gell moved ahead of Daniel and bowed before the leader of his guild. “Maestro, I present to you, Daniel Benhannon,” he said and then backed away, ending up between his captive and his hostages.
 
   Duroshur Beccar stood behind Daniel’s parents, keeping a close watch on them. Not that they would be trouble, it was to insure Daniel’s good behavior. The skinny man seemed to be extremely sure of himself and his command of the situation, although he was a minor player. It was the Maestro who held Daniel’s attention.
 
   Balen Tamm studied the new arrivals and finally focused on the closest buckskin-clad mountaineer to the throne. “Come forward,” he commanded.
 
   Serin Gell gave a quick gesture of warning with his eyes and then glanced at his hostages, his warning was clear; obey or they suffer.
 
   Daniel stepped closer to the throne. The three non-Aakacarns in the room were not even a concern to the Accomplisheds. Gnats would have been given more consideration. The trap was set, the prey was in it, and within the next few marks all of their futures would be decided. Tim was showing a mountain-sized faith in a mind that had gone far too long without sleep. Daniel hoped to keep his wits about him and not let Tim and his parents down. He glanced at the three and a half cubit long crescendo in the Maestro’s hand. The Baton of Tarin Conn was made of gold and shaped like a ruby-eyed snake with a diamond in its mouth. This was a type one level four with an amplification factor of six bolts, giving its current wielder eleven bolts of potential. Daniel’s baton was just as powerful but it was in the hands of Serin Gell, giving the three-bolt and extra six bolts. Eleven bolts to the front, nine bolts to the rear, and Daniel in between with six. Terroll was correct; the odds of success were astronomical.
 
   “You have cost me valuable resources,” Balen Tamm said in a baritone pitch.
 
   Daniel shifted on his feet, not out of anxiety though he sure felt that, mostly because he wanted to keep the Pentrosan in his periphery. The situation made him think of a mongoose after two snakes, three counting Beccar; they would all have to be dealt with. “You cost me my way of life. Truth is, all I ever wanted was to be left alone and that is all I want now.” He told the Maestro in a voice that neither threatened nor begged for understanding; a simple unapologetic statement of fact.
 
   Balen’s right eyebrow arched up and he leaned forward. “You are awfully destructive for a person who just wants to be left alone. You traveled to Aakadon and had to escape after discovering the kind of help they have to offer. You led us on a merry chase but what happened was inevitable, you were caught by my guild and brought here,” he intoned. “No matter, what you want is no longer important. The mighty Tarin Conn has decided you shall serve him and you will.”
 
   Daniel had heard all of the enticements and recruiting speeches directly from the Dark Maestro. “Surely you did not capture me just to make the same old offers as your master?” Daniel said, almost forgetting this was not a dream and he could actually be hurt, and not just him. He should regret speaking so rudely, but did not; a clear sign he was over tired.
 
   Balen Tamm’s face turned several shades of purple; evidently he was not accustomed to be addressed in a less than respectful manner. The man was even less patient than his master. “I make you no offers. I command and you obey,” he said after calming down to the point his voice was almost conversational.
 
   Daniel forced himself to smile, no small task considering the extreme danger of the moment. “Really, there are always choices.”
 
   The Maestro of the Serpent Guild licked his lips and focused his cold blue eyes on Miriam Benhannon. “You want choices. I will give you a choice. Serve me without question or your mother will be Condemned right here right now.”
 
   It took every bit of self-control Daniel could muster to fight back the sudden panic welling up inside him. This was no idle threat. The Maestro spoke as if conveying a simple fact of life.
 
   “Make your choice! I have run out of patience with you,” Balen shouted while raising the golden serpent and pointing it at Miriam.
 
   “Wait, give me time to think,” Daniel replied, stalling for time and wondering who was the fool?
 
   The lustful look on Balen’s face told all Daniel needed to know. The man lusted to maim and cause pain, he enjoyed condemning people, and Miriam was not the only one who would be Condemned. Looking into those cold blue eyes Daniel realized the Maestro had made up his mind long ago, all of them were going to be Condemned, Daniel in particular no matter what choice he made. The decision was probably made after the final assault on Bashierwood. People will talk about that battle for years to come. Queen Cleona likely wasted little time publicizing the great victory or crushing defeat depending on the point of view. Balen was made to look ineffective against an upstart Accomplished in whom his master expressed great interest. The Maestro of the Serpent Guild was eliminating a potential rival.
 
   It was time for the mongoose to strike. Daniel summoned the potential for, Sleep, not the low power one taught to him by Cenni Quen, but a symphonic arrangement of his own, with six bolts of potential radiating outward a full five spans. His spell met a slight resistance and then over powered the shield in the blink of an eye. Duroshur Beccar, Serin Gell, Tim, Daniel’s parents, everyone and everything on and within the mountain without a powerful shield in place would be asleep. He removed the spell from the drummer and his parents and they had the good sense to remain on the floor with their eyes closed. Everyone else was asleep; but not Balen Tamm.
 
   “Did you think I would be unprepared for such an attempt,” he laughed while speaking. “I am going to enjoy condemning you,” he added and pointed the serpent-shaped baton at Daniel.
 
   Daniel summoned the potential for a shield and focused at the Maestro. Blue energy surrounded the five-bolt Accomplished and snapped into place, but the power drain to hold him was enormous. Balen smiled like a jaguar ready to pounce. He focused potential through the crescendo and it was taking more and more strength to hold him. It took time to build up eleven bolts of potential. Despite Daniel’s best efforts the shield failed and red potential emanated from the baton in a narrow beam.
 
   Daniel focused and pictured in his mind the shield as a disk six cubits in diameter to block the beam and perhaps shove back Balen’s potential and reestablish the shield; that was his only hope. The Maestro’s red beam gained ground against Daniel’s shield, pushing it back closer and closer to him. If the potential gets through he would be Condemned. Daniel dared not look away from his opponent. “Tim, now!” he shouted and the drummer sprang up and threw the knife in one fluid motion, which Daniel snatched out of the air with his right hand. He refocused his potential through the type one level four crescendo and into the shield.
 
   Balen Tamm’s potential was barely a pace away from Daniel when the amplification kicked in. Blue potential stopped the progression of the red and slowly, oh so slowly, began to push the other way. Theoretically it was twelve bolts of potential against eleven, except Daniel was not fresh, he had been using all of his six bolts breaking Beccar’s shield, casting the sleep spell, placing his own shield on the enemy Maestro, and then trying to keep from being Condemned when the shield failed. Even so, blue energy pushed against the red and Balen was no longer smiling.
 
   “Nice trick but you cannot prevail,” Balen said in a tight voice filled with strain. He still appeared confident and had reason to be.
 
   Harmonic waves washed over the entire mountain, probably all over the world given the amount of potential being focused. Twelve bolts of potential was one hundred forty-four times the amount of energy of a one-bolt. Eleven bolts of potential is one hundred twenty-one times the amount of energy as a one-bolt. Two hundred sixty-five times the amount of energy of a one-bolt was being tightly focused in the audience chamber deep within Mount Gosian. The ground was shaking, chunks of stone fell from the ceiling, the chandelier crashed to the floor. Daniel was barely aware of the crumbling headquarters, his attention was on Balen Tamm, while Tim and his parents jumped, spun and dodged to avoid falling debris.
 
   The challenge was clearly more than Balen expected. His lips began to crack and bleed from the demands on his life force. No Accomplisheds came to his rescue; either they were no longer conscious, fled, or dead if the tunnels were collapsing. Whatever the reason Daniel was glad not to be facing them. His throat was parched and his eyeballs were drying out. He kept blinking but no moisture came from the effort and his vision began to fail. Balen Tamm was a vague form glowing red. Blue potential had stopped, neither progressing nor losing ground. Daniel continued to focus even though his mouth felt as if someone had stuffed it with cotton. There was no cunning in this fight, no fancy tricks, it was a contest of strength and the mountain trembled.
 
   Daniel did not know how much longer he could hold out. He was exhausted. The many weeks without sleep were catching up to him and he did not even have the benefit of Sherree’s rejuvenation spell to help him. His mind went back to six winters ago when his father was ill, food was scarce, and Daniel had to do the hunting. It had been a bitter winter and he had to range far to find anything to hunt. He spotted a deer, drew fletching to ear, and let fly. His arrow took down the buck, but Daniel was not the only hungry predator on the mountain. Just as he picked up the buck a lion attacked. Daniel drew his knife and fought the big cat and won because he was determined to get that deer home so his mother and father could eat. The lion lost its life and Daniel received three deep gouges in his left flank and puncture wounds on his leg. It took all of his strength and will, bleeding the whole way, to carry that buck home. He took the memory and drew on the same determination to survive and prevail. He pushed more of his life force energy into the shield aimed at Balen Tamm.
 
   The harmonic ripples of the High Powered spells reverberated throughout the mountain and the deep rumble of tunnels falling in on themselves drowned out all other sounds. Daniel repeated the Melody over and over again in his mind. He could not add the Da Capo until the shield was in place. The thought proved to be encouraging because it seemed the Maestro’s resistance was waning. Daniel refused to give in now. His priorities were set and his chores set accordingly.
 
   “A Benhannon never drops a set chore just because he is tired,” his father’s voice came to him.
 
   He pushed out with his mind and could feel the gains his spell was making over Balen’s Melody of condemnation. The realization provided a glimmer of hope. “First one to give in is a hound pup,” he croaked in a voice he barely recognized as his own.
 
   He began the Melody again for what seemed like the hundredth time and suddenly felt his shield make contact and reestablish. He quickly added the Da Capo and tied it to his life force just before the knife slipped from his grip and fell to the floor. He fell forward, completely exhausted, and caught a glimpse of a raging Tarin Conn while fading in and out of consciousness. “I beat you,” he told the furious Dark Maestro who seemed ready to inflict serious pain in retribution.
 
   Daniel felt a warm hand slip under his neck, cradling his head. Precious cool liquid poured over his parched tongue and down his dry throat. He could not take in the water fast enough to quench his thirst and so tried to swallow faster, and ended up having a coughing fit as some of it went down the wrong way.
 
   “Take it easy, I have plenty,” his mother said in a stress filled voice, not surprising after all she had been through.
 
   Daniel opened his eyes and a worry creased face stared back at him. Behind his mother was his father and beside him was Tim Dukane, who appeared equally worried.
 
   “How do you feel?’ they all asked him at once while his mother pulled the canteen away from his mouth, spilling a few precious drops.
 
   Daniel sat up the rest of the way on his own and could feel his strength returning. “Better thanks,” he told them and then thought of the Maestro. “You should give some to Balen Tamm. He’s probably as bad off as I am.”
 
   Tim glanced at the throne and frowned. Surely he would not begrudge the man water. “He’s a little beyond bad,” the drummer replied.
 
   Daniel felt strong enough to cast a healing spell if absolutely necessary so turned toward the throne with that in mind. The blue glow surrounded the Maestro. His eyes were closed and recessed back into the sockets and his pale skin looked like leather stretched tightly over bone. Dried blood was caked over his lips and chin. Not a drop of moisture seemed to be left in his body. The Maestro of the Serpent Guild was most definitely dead, yet still sat with the golden baton aimed as if the duel never ended.
 
   Daniel removed the Da Capo and the blue glow vanished. He walked up the steps to the crystal throne, took hold of the baton, and pulled it from Balen’s death grip. The mummified corpse fell forward and Daniel leaped aside, allowing it to tumble down the steps to the floor. He then turned to study the damage done to the receiving chamber.
 
   The chandelier had fallen, landing on Duroshur Beccar, killing him, and just missing Serin Gell. The Pentrosan lay sprawled on the floor fast asleep. He had minor wounds from the fallen debris and would likely have more than a few bruises but was otherwise unharmed, too bad, he should have died. The iron door was now shut, perhaps because Serin Gell was not conscious. It landed on Landec Turner, effectively cutting him in half. His upper half was in the chamber, his pelvis crushed, and his legs beyond the door.
 
   “Thanks for the assist,” Daniel told his friend while levitating the knife from the floor thirteen steps below up to his hand.
 
   “No problem,” Tim replied. “May I have mine back?”
 
   Daniel gave a chuckle and flipped the drummer’s knife back to him. He went down the steps and hugged his mother and then his father. “I never thought they would go after you.”
 
   “He barged into our home and threatened to kill you if we did not do exactly what he said. He also killed Simmone. I never knew a cow could scream like that. This man is wicked and cruel,” his mother told him while pointing at Serin Gell. “To bad something didn’t fall on him.”
 
   Daniel was sorry about Simmone, she had been part of the family, and he was tempted to kick the Pentrosan. “He deserves death for many reasons but I can’t just kill him. He would be dead if the circumstances had been a little different. If there had been time to kill everything in the mountain except you three, I would have, but I didn’t so I put every thing to sleep and then woke you up.”
 
   “If you hadn’t brought me you would have been free to kill him,” Tim pointed out.
 
   “If I hadn’t brought you, I and my parents would be Condemneds. You are without a doubt the bravest man I have ever known,” Daniel replied and meant every word.
 
   “You are a man of courage,” Ronn Benhannon told the drummer. “We came believing we would die but at least be able to see our son one last time. Thank you for being here and doing what you could.”
 
   Tim kicked a stone across the chamber. “It had to be done. Besides, somebody has to have his back,” he said while gesturing with his head toward Daniel and getting kissed on the cheek by Miriam Benhannon.
 
   Daniel shook his head abruptly in an attempt to stay alert. They were in the heart of the Serpent Guild and Accomplisheds could teleport into the chamber at any moment. He cast, Find All, and scanned the entire mountain. A third of the Aakacarns were crushed to death in the collapsed tunnels and the rest were asleep. Yetis, Condemneds, and sasquatches were dead throughout the complex, and thousands more were sleeping.
 
   “We need to leave,” Daniel stated. “Stand in a circle around Serin Gell.”
 
   Everyone surrounded the sleeping Accomplished. Daniel held up the Baton of Tarin Conn. “This is going to drain me some coming so soon after battling Balen but I have no choice. We cannot walk out of here.”
 
   “Are you sure about this,” his mother asked. She clearly was not comfortable with the idea of having potential focused on her even by her own son.
 
   “It is perfectly safe. You are going to be in absolute darkness where you will not see, hear, or feel a thing. The time spent between here and there is only for about the space of three heart beats,” Daniel assured both of his parents, seeing his father looked even more dubious about using the Aakacarn method of travel than was his mother.
 
   Daniel had learned something new about teleporting. He had assumed the caster had to be in physical contact with whomever he was bringing, that was proved wrong when the Serpent Guild transported Condemneds within a circle without any of them touching each other or the Aakacarns. So Daniel summoned the potential for, Teleportation, and pictured a circle and everyone in it on the porch of the cottage he once called home. Three heart beats later, they were there.
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   Simon Trenca sat at desk six in his class on spell theory. Instructor Renn stood at the front lecturing on the many theoretical uses of amulets and the kinds of spells that could be locked into them. The knowledge was worth gaining but Sherree, Jerremy, and Samuel had successfully performed all of the required spells and been declared certified masters of those Melodies. While Simon was listening to the theory of amulets they were being taught by Instructor Pevin on how to actually make them. Tomorrow they would be making their first type one level one crescendos. It would be at least another three weeks before Simon could be certified and taught to make his own amulets and crescendos. He could hardly wait.
 
   Soon he would be a full Accomplished and be able go out into the world, dangerous as that has become of late. Harmonic waves had been rippling through the world ever since Daniel went off on the assignment given him by the Grand Maestro. Simon longed for the day when he would be sent out to do important things, which would happen after he graduated and joined the Willow Guild.
 
   Those waves lasted until late last night and everyone in Aakadon was talking about what it could be and what it meant and what needed to be done. There had been an emergency meeting of the Maestros, not that Talenteds would be informed of such. Simon had learned that much because he could understand what people were saying just by watching the movement of their lips. Teams of Accomplisheds were being sent out and here he sat while important missions were being handed out. If only he could be on one of those teams, he would show them just how useful he could be.
 
   His perfectly good line of thought was interrupted by two powerful harmonic waves so close together they almost felt as one. Then he was hit by another and then another. The double waves were getting stronger and Instructor Renn stopped his lecture and was looking to the north, the source of the waves. The double ripples grew more intense and Simon realized his knuckles were white, so strong was his grip on the desktop. He looked around and noticed he was not the only person reacting to the ripples. Reginald was on the floor having tipped over in his chair. The power of the waves seemed to suddenly multiply to beyond anything Simon could relate. He looked at Instructor Renn.
 
   “Oh my Creator, it’s Daniel,” he mouthed, but Simon did not need to hear sound to know what was said.
 
   Daniel, why would he think so? Simon did not know if Instructor Renn was one of the few who knew the Ducaunan’s true rank. “Instructor what is happening?” he asked.
 
   Jason Renn seemed to refocus on his students. He hesitated before speaking as if not sure how much to tell a group of Talenteds. He nodded his head in some internal affirmation and said, “What you are feeling is Maestro level spell casting, tightly focused High Powered Melodies. You will note the ripples we have been experiencing over the last few days, while powerful, were hundreds of high potential spells being cast over a thousand miles. What we are feeling now is two spells being summoned and focused within strides of each other. In deed, this is what it feels like when Maestros do combat,” he answered and everyone’s mouth was hanging open.
 
   Simon was surprised, not that a Maestro would be capable of summoning and focusing tremendous power, but that the Instructor would actually tell them so.
 
   “Instructor, when Maestro Barnes challenged Maestro DeCamp for leadership of the Zephyr Guild, we felt no such ripples from their spell casting,” Joanna pointed out.
 
   “True but there are rules when challenging for the office of Maestro. The contestants cannot use crescendos and all spells must be low power. If either contestant was to break the rule, he or she would be disqualified by the Grand Maestro. If they actually summoned the kind of potential on the level we are feeling now being used, the Grand Maestro would most likely shield the offender’s potential and the penalties would be severe. In a real dual there are no rules. The only thing that comes close to being similar in magnitude is Melodies or Symphonics performed in concert,” the Instructor explained.
 
   Simon stared directly at Jason Renn and waited until the Instructor’s eye was on him and then, with great exaggeration, mouthed, “It is Daniel,” without vocalizing. He certainly did not want the other Talenteds to catch what he was trying to communicate.
 
   The Instructor’s right eyebrow arched up. “Judging by the space between waves, the event is happening very far north so none of you need worry. The matter will be looked into by the Maestros,” he told the class and then focused on Simon. “Talented Trenca, we will have a word in private.”
 
   The class eyed Simon, some with sympathy and some not, no doubt all were wondering what he had done. Reginald, who was back in his chair, said, “Whew, you are in trouble now.”
 
   Simon followed the Instructor through the door to the office behind the desk. Once inside, Jason Renn folded his arms, leaned back on the front of the slightly smaller desk, and studied Simon for several minutes before asking, “What makes you think Daniel has anything to do with these harmonic waves?”
 
   “Because you do,” Simon replied and when the Instructor frowned he added, “And he is my friend and I know he went on a mission for the Grand Maestro. Whatever it is, he needs it to sever the link made by Tarin Conn.”
 
   Instructor Renn rubbed his chin and then ran his fingers threw his hair. “How do you know this?”
 
   Daniel is his friend and Simon had no intention of violating his confidence. “I actually wanted to know why you think it is Daniel. I read your lips.”
 
   Instructor Renn’s eyes widened, he no doubt expected an answer to his question. “Talenteds do not require Instructors to give an account for what they say, it is the other way around,” he replied in the fashion consistent with all Instructors.
 
   “It is not my intention to disrespect you, Instructor. Daniel is my friend and has shared with me things that I will not reveal. You arranged his meeting with the Maestro and the Grand Maestro so I figured you know more than most anyone about what is going on,” Simon replied.
 
   “There are things about Daniel Benhannon that I am not at liberty to discuss with anyone. Since he is your friend, I take it you will keep what you know or suspect about him to yourself,” Instructor Renn informed him, indulging him much more than any other Instructor would have.
 
   “Then we are agreed, we will not tell anyone Daniel is fighting Balen Tamm,” Simon replied and then added when the Instructor’s eyes widened again. “Those are the only two people outside of Aakadon who could engage in Maestro level spell casting.”
 
   Jason Renn smiled. “You do not miss much. I always said it was the quiet one’s you have to watch. We are agreed, young man; just do not share what you know or what you think you know. The consequences would be quite severe.”
 
   “Understood,” Simon replied, and then the harmonic waves stopped. “Do you think he won?”
 
   Jason shook his head. “Only time will tell, but if anyone short of the Grand Maestro could win, it would be Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   Simon dearly hoped Instructor Renn was correct and that his Ducaunan friend was victorious. “Mountain men are stubborn, Daniel will be back,” he declared.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Thirteen: Too Many Da Capos 
 
   Daniel stumbled against the door. He was thirsty, weak and tired. His father and Tim helped him into the cottage and into Ronn’s chair. His mother grabbed a pitcher of water and a glass and brought them to him. “Here, drink this. I’ll get your bed ready and you can rest,” she told him.
 
   Daniel shook his head. “No. I can’t sleep yet, not until the link to Tarin Conn is severed. A really strong tea might help.”
 
   “I know just the thing,” his mother said and went outside.
 
   Daniel looked at his father. “Near the end, when I was dueling Balen Tamm, I was exhausted and struggling to continue on. I heard a voice tell me..,”
 
   “A Benhannon never drops a set chore just because he is tired. Yes, that was me. Near the end the waves coming from the two of you made it difficult to stand, the mountain was shaking, and it looked to me like you were just about used up. I had faith in you; faith that if you held out a little longer you would prevail over the evil Maestro. So I said what always motivated you when you were a child and still had a task to finish,” his father told him.
 
   Daniel smiled. “It worked, but I have not finished my chores. There is still the Grand Maestro to deal with and this cursed link to Tarin Conn, but the hardest part is done.”
 
   Tim smiled. “That’s right. I still can hardly believe we pulled it off. As soon as you are rested enough we can travel to Aakadon and things can go back to normal.”
 
   Daniel stared at his friend. Even if all of his plans worked out nothing would go back to normal for him, but it did not have to be that way for the drummer. “While I’m recuperating, why don’t you go see Gina?”
 
   Tim hesitated, clearly torn between wanting to stay and help his friend and going to see the love of his heart. “I’ll go see her if you give me your word you will not go on to Aakadon without me.”
 
   Daniel had thought himself clever enough to out fox the drummer. He wanted him to be with Gina and start that normal life. “Go to her,” he insisted without promising anything, hoping she would have better ways of convincing him to stay.
 
   Tim shook his head. “Your word or I don’t go,” he insisted, the mule headed mountaineer just would not budge.
 
   Daniel gave in, and few people there were who could beat him in a contest of mulishness. “You win. I’ll not go to Aakadon without you.”
 
   Tim nodded acceptance and headed off to find Gina. Now it was time for Daniel to see if he could win the contest against his parents, although he did not give himself good odds. His mother returned and put a pot on the boil. His father sat down in his chair at the head of the table.
 
   “This will only take a few fractions of a mark,” his mother told him and she was right the tea was brewed soon enough.
 
   He could tell by the smell it was cana bark. The tea would be strong even sweetened with honey to take the edge off the bitterness, but it likely would keep him awake.
 
   “With this teleport thing you can come visit us more often,” his mother mentioned while pouring the brown liquid into a mug and giving it to him.
 
   “Thanks,” he said and then took a sip. It was bitter but effective. “Once the link is gone I can come in secret. I don’t want to cause a fuss.”
 
   “What, the hero of the Battle of Bashierwood cause a fuss?” his father joked.
 
   “Exactly,” Daniel said and took another sip.
 
   “Unless you go live in the wild, people are going to recognize your name. I understand the queen has sent proclamations all across the realm informing the entire population of your power and skill. People are coming up Tannakonna to see the battle sites and hear of your exploits,” his mother told him.
 
   Daniel figured she was right and there was no way he could avoid attention once people realized who he was. It never entered his mind that folks would travel all the way to Tannakonna just to see where a battle had been fought, but he should not have been surprised, flatlanders often did things like that. Her statement helped to steer the conversation around to where he wanted it. “I think you both should go visit Uncle Carlton for awhile, just until things simmer down a bit. With all the strangers coming onto the mountain, there could be another person like Serin Gell,” who was still lying asleep on the porch, “I have made no small amount of enemies of late and some of them might come after you.”
 
   His mother shook her head. “I appreciate your concern and would not mind seeing my brother and his brood again but I will not be chased from my home,” she said firmly.
 
   “We understand the risks. I have learned a lot since you came home less than a month ago and demonstrated your talent. At the time I told myself it was the most terrifying day of my life, seeing my son wielding the powers of an Aakacarn. Then the yetis came and I told myself, this is the most terrifying day of my life. Then the Serpent Guild shows up with hundreds and hundreds of Condemneds and a legion of yetis and I told myself, this is the most terrifying day of my life. Then Serin Gell shows up, snatches me and my wife, and takes us to our son where we come face to face with the most evil Aakacarn in the world, Balen Tamm, and I said to myself, I am going to stop saying this is the most terrifying day of my life because every time I do a worse day comes to top it. My point is, there will be danger no matter what I do and I am through worrying about it. I’m for sure not going to allow danger to dictate where I live. If danger is looking for me it will find me wherever I go,” his father said in a tone as firm as the mountain he was born on.
 
   It seemed Daniel was going to lose this contest of wills as well; maybe it was because he was so sleepy. He finished the tea. Three and a half marks later Tim came back and his smile absolutely refused to go away no matter how hard the drummer tried to put on a serious expression.
 
   “You invited her into the cabin,” Miriam Benhannon said with confidence.
 
   Tim turned bright red but his smile stayed in place. “I told her what happened, what Daniel and I still had to do, but she would not let me go unless I invited her into the cabin first, so I did,” he confessed.
 
   Daniel was happy for Tim and Gina and he gave his friend a pat on the pack. “Today is as good as any to get that start on those babies.”
 
   “No argument from me,” Tim replied.
 
   Daniel hugged his parents and then he and Tim went out on the porch to stand over the sleeping Pentrosan. Daniel retrieved his baton from Serin Gell and stuck it in his belt, but chose to use the Baton of Tarin Conn instead of his own for no better reason than it pleased him to do so. Summoning potential, he focused it through the serpent-shaped crescendo while picturing a circle, taking in Tim and the sleeping Aakacarn, all in the mountain fortress at Bessel. Three heart beats later they were there.
 
   The shield was still in place and the blue ball floating near the center of the ceiling still gave off light. The horses were stomping the floor, no doubt startled by the abrupt entrance. Tim rushed over to calm them and Daniel drank a full canteen of water in an attempt to quench his sudden thirst. Even with the powerful baton the teleportation spell was taking a high toll. He was not allowing himself enough time to recuperate in between castings. He went to the washroom, refilled the canteen, then went back out into the main chamber and sat in the air padded chair.
 
   Several marks went by and he decided what he really needed to feel invigorated was a soak in the cool water drawn from beneath the mountain. But first it was time to wake Serin Gell. “I’m going to remove the spell from the Pentrosan. Keep a close watch on him.”
 
   “Wait, let me check him for any nasty surprises,” Tim said and then stripped the Accomplished and sorted through his silks. He found nothing beyond a few communication amulets and a medallion; threw them into the far corner, and then dropped the silks on top of him in a heap. The Pentrosan was skinny, having very little muscular definition. Two golden lightning bolts were clearly visible on his right bony shoulder and one on his left.
 
   “I better shield off his potential,” Daniel said.
 
   “Definitely,” Tim agreed.
 
   Daniel cast, Shield Potential, and focused on Serin Gell, then added a Da Capo and tied it to his life force. He wondered how many spells could be tied to his life force. There had to be a limit. It occurred to him that an awful lot of powerful spells were being sustained by him, it is a wonder he prevailed in the duel with Balen Tamm. He removed the Da Capos from most of the spells he had cast since leaving Aakadon except the one shielding off the Pentrosan’s potential, and those protecting the Bessel fortress and powering the blue ball of light. He began to feel better right away. It was probably the shield spells on the Wager and the hill fort that had slowed his recovery the most.
 
   He removed the sleep spell from Serin Gell, who let out a weak moan and sat up, causing the silks to drop to his lap. “What happened?” he asked and then seemed to notice his surroundings were different. “Where am I?” he added and realized his silks were scattered around him and pulled them up to cover his chest.
 
   “You are in serious trouble, that’s what,” Tim answered. He shook his fist at the shielded Aakacarn. “Now keep quiet or I’ll thump you.”
 
   Serin Gell made a feeble effort to break the shield on his potential but was no more successful than Harmon Gramm had been. The failed attempt seemed to wipe some of the arrogance off his gaunt face. He eyed Tim with some caution now. The drummer was simply too big for him to ignore. “What are you going to do with me?”
 
   Daniel was thirsty, tired, and ready for a cool soaking. He started toward the washroom. “You are going to Aakadon with us,” he answered without looking back.
 
   He decided to leave the door open, to help keep an eye on the captive Aakacarn. Serin Gell stood up, trying to look imperious while bunching his silks around him to cover his nakedness.
 
   “Teleporting away from the Maestro will not help you and has no doubt already doomed your parents. Balen Tamm will catch you again,” the captive Aakacarn declared with as much dignity as he could muster.
 
   Tim rounded on him. “Your Maestro is dead and dried up like an old leather boot,” he said and then swung his fist but stopped short of striking the Accomplished.
 
   Serin Gell put up his hands to block the punch that never came, causing his silks to fall into a pile at his feet. “Impossible,’ he said and dropped his hands after realizing he was not going to be hit. He did not bother to bend down to pick up his silks.
 
   “Do you think Balen Tamm would give that as a parting gift,” Tim replied while pointing at the Baton of Tarin Conn tucked into Daniel’s belt.
 
   The Pentrosan trembled and took a step back. His eyes widened as if he was facing something totally inconceivable. “That’s a fake. No one can defeat the Maestro of the Serpent Guild while he holds the Baton of Tarin Conn. Few could over power him even without the crescendo.”
 
   Daniel was in no mood to explain and even if he had been, the enemy Accomplished did not deserve explanations. He removed the golden baton from his belt, leaned it against the granite bathtub, and then took off his boots. He removed his own baton and belt with the knife still sheathed in it, and placed them on the floor.
 
   Stripped to the waist, he stepped into the tub, stretched out, and summoned water up from the depths of the mountain. The cold water was in deed invigorating. He cupped his hands and drank as clear liquid flowed from the granites fixture. Six golden lightning bolts were clearly visible on his broad muscular shoulders and he did not care.
 
   Serin Gell clamped his mouth shut and looked ready to bolt bare naked to the exit, except the archway was solid granite from the floor up to about chest height with only an arrow slit for an opening, and that was shielded; there was no escape. He stayed put, probably realizing he had about a fly’s chance in a spider web of getting away.
 
   Tim smiled and pointed at the sheathed knife. “That knife used by a six-bolt Accomplished is more than a match for a five-bolt using the Baton of Tarin Conn,” he explained, no doubt to rub salt in the wounds.
 
   Serin Gell shook his head, not ready to accept the fact. “The Baton of Tarin Conn is one of the most powerful crescendos in the world. No mountain boy could over come that. Besides which, I checked the knife and it was just an ordinary hunting blade, iron with a wooden handle.
 
   Tim grinned maliciously, he was enjoying this. “You examined my knife, I was carrying that one.”
 
   Serin Gell blinked and was silent for awhile as he gave the matter some thought. “It seems I underestimated both of you,” he admitted.
 
   “Yep,” Tim replied.
 
   The tub was full now and Daniel took a deep breath and floated on the water allowing the coolness to do its own invigorating magic. He truly did not care what his captive believed. The remaining tasks were his focus now and he pondered the Dark Maestro, knowing the evil Accomplished would be eager to lash out at him for what he had done. The Serpent Guild had no leader and could very well splinter into factions vying for power, hopefully that will keep Tarin Conn occupied while trying to decide on which member to bestow the office of Maestro.
 
   Tim stood watching Serin Gell get dressed and seemed ready to give the Aakacarn a good thumping at the slightest provocation. The horses were calm and eating oats from their feed bags, all seemed well, and Daniel was feeling much better. He allowed the water to drain from the tub and then stepped out. A quick laundering spell dried and cleaned his outer and under pants and then was focused on his buckskin shirt. He finished dressing, slipped his ebony baton under his belt, and then picked up the golden crescendo.
 
   “I think we should be going now,” he told them while heading toward Sprinter. He saddled the horse and then turned to Tim who was saddling Tremor. “Please don’t let me fall asleep. Hit me if you have to.”
 
   Tim nodded his head soberly, though the grin from his time with Gina remained. “I don’t blame you. I would not want to meet Tarin Conn in a dream either,” he said and then pointed at the Pentrosan. “This one is bad enough in the flesh.”
 
   Daniel swung up into the saddle and caught a glimpse of Tim mounting Tremor, then removed the shield spell from the mountain fortress.
 
   “What about me?” Serin Gell asked, apparently worried he would be making the trek on foot. “I do not have a horse,” he added as if the fact had gone unnoticed.
 
   The man did not seem to fully accept his predicament. This was no escort and he was not the honoree. Daniel chose to respond with actions rather than words. He cast, Cushion of Air, and focused on the Aakacarn. The Accomplished floated four cubits above the floor, suspended like a piece of laundry left out to dry. Daniel added a Da Capo and tied it to his life force. This spell required very low potential and therefore was not much of a drain on his reserves.
 
   If eyes could kill every living thing around Serin Gell would be dead. The man turned bright red; clearly he did not like being hung in the air. “Ignorant peasant,” he began in a rage, forgetting whose spell was holding him captive. “Don’t you know a Da Capo cannot be used unless the object is to remain stationary?”
 
   “He wasn’t too ignorant to kill your Maestro and capture you,” Tim told him heatedly.
 
   Daniel managed to smile while summoning the potential for his next spell, Lashing the Rope. A blue tendril of light shot from his right index finger and formed an invisible band of rope running from Sprinter’s saddle out to and around Serin Gell’s waist, then came the Da Capo. “Now I can pull you along without wasting my concentration on you,” he said and nodded at Tim.
 
   Tim laughed at Serin Gell who finally decided to keep his opinions to himself. They moved to the center of the chamber and Daniel took up the Baton of Tarin Conn and transported them two hundred eighty-eight spans south to a patch of ground several hundred paces off the road leading to Aakadon.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fourteen: Results of a Confrontation 
 
   Serena Lowell opened her eyes and beheld nothing but darkness. She had been struck by a sleep spell but one unlike those in the guild repertoire. A part of her had heard Tarin Conn shouting and cursing but she could not respond to him. It was as if she was asleep in her own dream and unable to acknowledge the Great Maestro no matter how hard she tried. She summoned a sphere of light and blinked, hardly believing the devastation around her. The compartment she occupied was a hundred paces from the audience chamber, the closest living quarters to the Maestro, and it was a mess. Her mirrored ceiling was shattered and the shards were everywhere, on her table, on her bed, and in her red-blond hair. Her silks were in tatters. She wiped perspiration from her brow and her hand came away red. She was bleeding and felt as if she had been attacked by scores of biting insects.
 
   A large chunk of rock had fallen from the ceiling and smashed her dining table flat. Her clothes closet was buried under what seemed like half the mountain. She cursed and swore but nothing changed, her closet was still buried, all of her garments were still in it, and she was in no mood to tunnel for them. She had been pacing back and forth, waiting for Balen to allow her back into the audience chamber so she could finally meet the extraordinarily destructive Daniel Benhannon, and the next thing she knew she was in the dream of a dream and waking up to this. She cursed again.
 
   She cast a healing spell, shards popped out of her wounds, and the countless cuts on her body vanished, leaving her peach-colored skin flawless. She cast a spell to repair the only black silks with silver braiding remaining to her, those on her body, and then a laundering spell. She would take a bath if her washroom had not been buried under the same debris as her closet.
 
   Moans from hundreds of voices came from out in the hall, those of yetis, sasquatches, Condemneds, and her fellow Aakacarns; not that she cared about any of them. Never-the-less she followed the sounds, her sphere of light hovering over her head as she went. The passage leading to the audience chamber was blocked by debris. Blood and other bodily liquids leaked from under piles of stone and she made sure not to step in any of the puddles. Nearly all of the other compartments in this section were collapsed and their occupants she presumed were dead. Unable to go to the right, she went left. There were other secret ways into Balen Tamm’s quarters, and she hoped at least one of them was passable.
 
   Fifty paces brought her to a recess in the wall. It appeared solid but seven hands above the floor was an invisible amulet. Serena bent down pressing her head against the jewel and the entrance remained closed. That should not have happened. The Da Capo on the Melody within the amulet was tied to the life force of Balen Tamm and the implications of that were unthinkable.
 
   She was still brooding over the Maestro having refused to allow her to be present when Daniel Benhannon was brought before him. Most every member of the guild was in some way involved in the search for the Ducaunan. It had been she who, after Cenni Quen’s failure, went to the sacred cave, searched for and found seven hairs, and brought them to Serpent Central. It was she who presented them to the Maestro and suggested that they be passed around among all team leaders, yet she was not made a team leader nor permitted to be involved directly in the hunt.
 
   Part of her resented Balen’s protectiveness of her, but she understood his motivation. Oh, he had no love for her that was for sure. No, it was because she was Tarin Conn’s favorite. Even though she was young, twenty-three, and still a one-bolt Accomplished, she was a prodigy with a repertoire nearly as impressive as that of Serin Gell or Vance Cummin, both ancient three-bolt Accomplisheds. She even knew why Balen wanted few witnesses to the audience. The great lord Tarin Conn wanted Daniel in the guild in a way that was unprecedented, marshaling resources on a scale rarely seen, and it made the Maestro nervous. No doubt it reminded him of his own rise to power.
 
   His parents were non-Aakacarn members of the Serpent Guild, Benjamin Tomei and Lucia Tamus. Balen’s father was a decorated colonel in the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry, who died in a border dispute between Ducaun and Pentrosa, and his pregnant mother was a Fon Kay born ladies maid to the Ducaunan Queen Jocelyn, grandmother of Cleona. They were spies for Jamsen Genult, a three-bolt Accomplished, who was Maestro of the guild at the time. Lucia was recalled to Serpent Central, leaving the royal service as a grieving young widow and because of her excellent service to the guild was permitted to visit the sacred cave. Tarin Conn immediately linked with her and the unborn child and knew the boy was an Aakacarn with a potential that would out strip his peers within four decades, a rate unheard of. Few people know the birth parents of Balen, who changed his last name to, Tamm. Serena knew because she was favored and perhaps Vance knew because he was old enough to remember the babe raised by Tarin Conn. At thirty-five years of age Balen Tamm successfully challenged Jamsen Genult, Condemning him, and became Maestro of the Serpent Guild.
 
   Serena knew Tarin Conn would not order his entire guild mobilized to bring in an ordinary potential from Ducaun, there had been many found in that kingdom over the years and any Aakacarns who refused to serve after being captured were fed to the yetis or served as Condemneds. No, the only explanation was that the Great Maestro must have seen something through the link and therefore wanted Daniel Benhannon recruited at nearly all costs. Balen Tamm wanted few witnesses because he wanted to provoke the foolish mountaineer into attacking him and thus be able to explain honestly why it was necessary to condemn him. The Maestro was eliminating a potential challenger.
 
   It was reported that Daniel Benhannon is only nineteen years of age, was it possible for him to believe he could challenge the Maestro of the Serpent Guild and win? Is it possible he did and won? What else could explain all of the spheres in the hall and the amulets linked to Balen’s life force failing?
 
   Serena continued down the tunnel, stepping around huge chunks of stone and the various body parts extending from underneath them. Some of the moaning was coming from yetis, sasquatches and Condemneds who were trapped alive under the debris but she ignored them. Human voices could be heard echoing throughout the tunnels, some calling for help and some hollering out in response to those pleas, she ignored them too. She had to get to the audience chamber, everything else could wait.
 
   Coming up on the right was a corridor that led to a meditation cell, inside of which was a bench and a huge portrait of Tarin Conn. A pair of black lacquered cobras with ruby eyes protruded from the wall to the right and left of the painting.
 
   “Seeking a place to ruminate are we?” came a deep male voice from behind.
 
   “No, Vance, I’m seeking to know what happened in the audience chamber,” she replied and slowly turned to face the Serinian.
 
   There was a smile on his deeply tanned face but it did not touch his cold dark eyes. He wore the black silks with gold braiding only a three-bolt and above was permitted to wear. Outside of the guild he would be wearing the scarlet on black silks of Aakadon and the medallion of the Eagle Guild. He was tall, as are most of the males from the kingdom of his birth, and she was forced to look up while he looked down on her to converse. “The passages to the audience chamber are blocked. I have tried them all. If I can find a few more Accomplisheds like yourself we could form a team and teleport into the chamber but..,”
 
   “But we could teleport into solid stone if the chamber has collapsed,” Serena finished for him. Just because she did not have the potential to cast the spell did not mean she was ignorant concerning its uses and inherent risks.
 
   “Precisely, so I decided to see if you survived,” he spoke as if he was actually concerned for her well being, which of course he was not. Everything Vance Cummin did was aimed at pursuing his own goals and his seeking her meant she fit into his immediate plan; somewhere.
 
   “I’m touched,” she replied.
 
   “Of course I am concerned for one our Maestro looks after so zealously,” he replied.
 
   “One who might know if there were say, a secret passage into the audience chamber,” she responded while trying to decide if the situation qualified as a big enough emergency for her to reveal what Balen Tamm wanted hidden. If he is well and she walks in with Vance, she would be in trouble even being Tarin Conn’s current favorite. If the Maestro has fallen and Daniel Benhannon controls the chamber, she would need strong back up, or at least a target for the Ducaunan to aim at while she was getting away. She raised a hand to forestall the Accomplished’s remark. “If it is not blocked, there is a passage leading from this room to the Maestro’s sleeping quarters. From there, if that passage is not blocked, we can access the audience chamber,” she told him.
 
   Vance gave a slight bow of the head. “Then by all means do proceed.”
 
   Serena walked over and pulled downward on the cobra to the left and the portrait swung outward revealing a narrow passage. She beckoned for the Serinian to go first and he did so without hesitation. The only light came from the sphere floating a hand above her head. There were only a few chunks of stone to step over. They made their way to what looked like a dead end but was actually a stone door. Vance’s right eyebrow arched up questioningly.
 
   Serena bent down, placed her right palm against the stone one cubit above the floor, and pressed firmly. A loud click indicated the triggering device was still working, moments later the door swung inward with a grating sound. It stopped half way but it was enough for her to enter unhindered while Vance had to squeeze by with difficulty.
 
   Balen Tamm’s sleeping chamber was in shambles. His bed was buried under a mound of debris and the wardrobe had fallen over and was leaning against the bed, but the door leading from the private chamber to the audience chamber was not blocked. Serena nodded for Vance to go first and he cast a wind spell, opening the door, and he stepped through, with her following cautiously behind. The passage was short and fortunately completely intact.
 
   They entered from behind the crystal throne, which was amazingly undamaged, and the first thing they noticed was the chandelier had fallen, landing on Duroshur Beccar, killing him. Serin Gell was supposed to be in here, being the one presenting Daniel Benhannon to the Maestro, but there was no sign of the Pentrosan. The iron door was now shut on Landec Turner. His upper half was in the chamber, his pelvis crushed, and his legs beyond the door. As she came farther into the chamber, stepping over rocks and mirror shards, she could see a mummified body at the bottom of the thirteen steps.
 
   “How can it be?” Vance questioned as if unable to believe what his eyes were showing him.
 
   It was something none of them ever thought to see, Balen Tamm dead on the floor, defeated in a duel of potentials. The only one who could conceivably over power the Maestro was Efferin Tames, yet it could only be the Ducaunan. Serena ran to her fallen leader and knelt beside him while Vance strolled around the chamber looking for only he knew what. Balen’s flesh was dried out and stretched tightly over his skull, his hands were withered, and dried blood was caked around his nose and mouth. For a moment she was numb. The impossible had occurred and she was at a loss as to what to do.
 
   “Now we know why the Great Maestro was cursing. No matter how hard I tried I could not respond to him. I know we were struck with a sleep spell but this was like none I have ever experienced before,” Vance commented while circling the throne. “The baton is missing,” he announced.
 
   Serena broke from staring at her dead Maestro. “What do we do?’ she hated to ask, but Vance was now both the most powerful and experienced Accomplished in the guild.
 
   “We have to pull the guild back together,” Vance replied while coming down the steps.
 
   Serena was surprised by the word, “we,” was she being included? He was probably going to listen to her suggestions and adopt them for his own the way Balen often had done, except, at the moment, she had no suggestions. “I’m willing to listen,” she told him.
 
   Vance nodded his head. “Your cooperation is essential at this juncture. Not only is the baton missing so is the communication array. Do you know where Tamm keeps it?”
 
   She almost chastised the Accomplished for not referring to the Maestro in a respectful manner but then decided, what was the point? Balen is gone and the only other member of the guild to equal the Serinian is Serin Gell, who is missing. Of the two, Vance is the least despicable, so she made her choice. “Come, it is back in the sleep chamber,” she said and led him back through the passage.
 
   Serena entered and moved next to the bed. She cast a wind spell, causing the wardrobe to move back upright, with that out of the way, she went to the head board and opened the panel. Inside was a golden crown, on the front of which was a sapphire-eyed cobra poised to strike. Inside the circle of the crown were communication infused gemstones, three rubies, two emeralds, one topaz, two diamonds, and four sapphires, all linked to specific important guild members. She also removed a sealed gold box containing scores of communication gemstones and handed both to Vance.
 
   “You made the right choice. In return, opportunities to advance will come your way, and a leadership role in future events as well,” he told her and tucked the golden box under one arm while examining the array.
 
   She had given him his first step in taking control of the guild. If he succeeds, Tarin Conn might just make him the new Maestro and Serena will have an important role within the guild. Vance Cummin’s conscience was scarred, if he even still had one, but he often kept his agreements, not because he was honest. He knew how to build alliances and he was eminently practical when it came to accomplishing his goals.
 
   He removed the topaz, placed the crown on his head, and then contacted each Accomplished attached to the array, speaking out loud so she could hear at least his half of the conversation, informing them of Balen’s demise and calling for an assembly in Serpent North, Mount Suteck, which the modern maps call, Jujus. Several of the Accomplisheds were placed in royal courts throughout the twelve kingdoms and would not be able to attend but Serena heard him promise to keep them informed. He spent more time with the affiliate in the Ducaunan court than he had with the others and his eyes widened at one point and he actually smiled.
 
   He removed the array but did not put it away. A purple glow surrounded him and radiated out beyond the chamber, perhaps taking in all of Serpent Central. “This is Vance Cummin; all Accomplisheds are to exit this facility immediately. I repeat exit this facility. We are abandoning Serpent Central. All Accomplisheds are to make for Mount Suteck. All who are able, form a circle and teleport yourselves, those who cannot must travel on their own. Anyone who ignores this order will be left behind to face Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild” he announced in a voice that filled the entire mountain. “Serena, I have sensed eight Accomplisheds in a cavern nearby, we shall join with them to form our circle,” he told her in a normal voice and then smiled. “We lost the Great Maestro’s baton but are on the verge of obtaining the Trumpet of Tarin Conn. Your first assignment after we exit this facility is to retrieve the crescendo. Are you ready to accept the responsibility?”
 
   An actual assignment and one so important, it was like a dream come true. Serena did not hesitate to accept. They made their way to the eight trapped Accomplisheds, formed a circle, conducted by Vance Cummin, and moments later were in his private office at Serpent North. He issued orders to everyone as teams began to appear in accordance with his instructions and word was spreading rapidly through the guild about the death of Balen Tamm and the Ducaunan who defeated him. She was given the details of her assignment, told to select her team, and head for the Swamp of Append.  Vance was wearing the communication array when she exited his office.
 
    
 
    - - - - - - -   
 
    
 
   Vance Cummin congratulated himself. The guild was reforming around him and he was sure the Great Maestro would be pleased at the way he had taken charge in the face of calamity. He did not know Daniel Benhannon personally, only by reputation, and had no intention of dueling with him if it could be helped. One look at Balen Tamm was enough to convince Vance that the mountaineer is not to be underestimated. Retribution would come in good time but not now or for quite awhile. The Serpent Guild must come first and power must be consolidated. Serin Gell was the only bump in the trail leading to Vance Cummin being appointed Maestro, and that bump was about to be smoothed out. He added the topaz back to the array and sent his message.
 
   “Serin Gell, this is Vance Cummin, I know you are alive or the Da Capo in the stone would be gone,” he sent.
 
   “Yes, I am alive, captured by the Ducaunan. He used some sort of sleep spell and teleported out of Serpent Central. He claims to have killed the Maestro,” Serin Gell sent back.
 
   “Balen Tamm is dead and we have abandoned Serpent Central. Where are you now?”
 
   “I am in Southern Ducaun within twenty spans of Aakadon. Will you send a team?”
 
   Vance held back a laugh. This was perfect. “Can you not free yourself?”
 
   A string of curses came through the amulet and finally the Pentrosan calmed down. “Daniel Benhannon is a six-bolt Accomplished and he has the Baton of Tarin Conn. No, I cannot extricate myself. You must help me. Together we can keep the guild from falling into chaos.”
 
   Vance took a moment to think. A six-bolt Accomplished at age nineteen, that was unheard of but it explained much, the fact only hardened his resolve not to engage Daniel Benhannon directly. He refocused his attention on Serin. “I am experiencing no difficulty in organizing our members so you need not be overly concerned about us, but the Serpent Guild has used up enough resources on Daniel Benhannon. We are consolidating and have no time to attack a six-bolt Accomplished wielding the Baton of Tarin Conn. I suggest you find a way to escape and, if possible, regain possession of the baton on behalf of the guild,” he sent and waited for the string of curses coming through the amulet to end before adding, “I wonder who the Great Maestro will choose as the next Maestro, one who is free and organizing the guild or one who is a captive and would require no small effort to extricate?”
 
   Vance removed the array and called Jordan Simms, a one-bolt Accomplished of Ducaunan birth. The man was six and three quarters cubits in height, the tallest human being Vance had ever seen, and powerfully built. Too bad for him he was eighty years of age and still a one-bolt. It was the amount of potential an Aakacarn could wield that mattered, not muscle. Jordan was usable, not very bright, but he obeyed Vance without question or hesitation, and that made him useful.
 
   “How may I serve?” Jordan asked, his light brown hair was cut close to his scalp and his brown eyes were shot with red. He was probably the only person who actually wept for Balen Tamm.
 
   “Serin Gell has been captured and is being taken to Aakadon. Form your team, seven members should be enough, and stand ready to teleport into the holding cells beneath the Eagle Guild,” Vance ordered him.
 
   “Your will be done,” he replied and then his eyes widened as if he was only now just seeing the danger. “When do we go?” he asked and wiped his eyes, the fool was still grieving for his dead Maestro and did not seem to care about the danger. Fool though he be, he was definitely the one for the job.
 
   “That has yet to be determined. Our Great Maestro has not given the order but if he does I want you and your team ready to move when the time comes,” he told him.
 
   “I and my team will be ready,” Jordan assured him, and then went out to select his team.
 
   Vance had no intention of ever rescuing Serin Gell, but prudence dictated that he be ready should Tarin Conn give the order. He sincerely hoped the Supreme Maestro was through with his obsession for Daniel Benhannon. Vance was sure there would be clashes in time and if the opportunity to kill the Ducaunan presented itself he would not hesitate to give the order. For the time being he had no intention of pursuing or provoking the six-bolt Accomplished into a confrontation, and would so order his fellow Accomplisheds. He almost wanted to thank the young man for the opportunity to finally become the Maestro of the Serpent Guild. He smiled and opened the gold communication gem box. There were scores of team leaders to contact, the entire guild needed to be informed of Tamm’s death, and that Vance Cummin was in charge.        
 
    
 
   - - - - - - - - 
 
    
 
   Talmon Reese stood before the desk of the Grand Maestro watching his leader put away a communication amulet. Accomplisheds assigned to all twelve royal courts had transmitted the respective monarch’s concern over the immensely powerful harmonic waves that had washed over the continent several marks ago; the very reason Talmon had been summoned. Answers were required and it was the Eagle Guild’s responsibility to supply them.
 
   “Have you determined the epicenter of the spells?” Efferin asked.
 
   Talmon summoned a holographic map of the continent and the three dimensional topography. Beginning in Aakadon, his miniature landscape began moving at great speed over trees and hills, over the city of Zoltair, following the river north, skirting Mount Tannakonna, through untamed forests, rushing through the city of Bolen, continuing up the river beyond the town of Tinewood and stopped at the northern most mountain in Ducaun. “The double waves emanated from Mount Gosian,” he stated affirmatively. 
 
   He wondered if the Grand Maestro was finally going to confirm what Talmon had suspected for quite some time, that a major move against Balen Tamm was taking place and that the young Accomplished, Daniel Benhannon, was deeply involved. It was obvious Efferin and the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild had been holding back information in the last meeting, and Talmon believed it was time to bring the matter out into the open or, at least, before all the Maestros.
 
   “What actions have you taken?” Efferin inquired while leaning back in his chair. He began drumming a rhythm on the desktop with his right hand, a habit he had when his nerves were on edge.
 
   “Five thousand Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild are on their way up the Gosian River along with one hundred Accomplisheds of the Stone Guild. One hundred fifty Accomplisheds of the Zephyr Guild volunteered to board the ships and summon wind into the sails to speed the journey. With their assistance our people will be at Mount Gosian by this time tomorrow. It is fortunate the headquarters of the Serpent Guild is at the source of the river. It would have taken us nine days to travel that far on horseback,” he stated and watched the Grand Maestro’s eyes widen at mention of the enemy headquarters. Did he think Talmon didn’t know?
 
   “Given the level of the disturbance I think the response is appropriate,” Efferin said in an even tone and then he assumed a puzzled expression, an act Talmon had seen many times over the decades going back to when they were both young. “Headquarters of the Serpent Guild, has that been reported to you or are you speculating?”
 
   Talmon could not keep from smiling while he held up a finger. “One, a newly raised Accomplished, trained by Maestro Barnes, successfully defends against a team of Serpent Guild Accomplisheds leading hundreds of Condemneds and ten thousand yetis. Did you read the casualty report? I did. The Serpent Guild lost all but one, who fled the field. Hundreds of people on our side were wounded and almost all of them with life threatening injuries were healed by a young man trained by an Accomplished of Zephyr Guild, not the Aloe. The total deaths on our side were exactly forty-seven, twenty-eight were residents of Bashierwood, the rest were cavalrymen, and those were people who died instantly during the battle.”
 
   Efferin cleared his throat. “Three of our best Talenteds defended as well as young Daniel and the Ducaunan Royal Cavalry is highly trained in battle.”
 
   “Efferin,” Talmon began, causing the Grand Maestro to do a double take, clearly not expecting to be addressed so familiarly. “I, the Maestro of the Eagle Guild, even with my vast repertoire, would be hard pressed to pull off such a victory with only three Talenteds to help and so few losses at the completion of hostilities. So two,” he held up a second finger. “What we felt here in Aakadon two marks ago was Maestro level spell casting. Three, everyone with Maestro level potential is in this city except Balen Tamm and Daniel Benhannon whom I believe must possess five lightning bolts. Four, Balen Tamm has thrown vast resources into capturing our Ducuanan Accomplished, no doubt ordered to do so by his master, Tarin Conn. The Serpent Guild wants Daniel and he seeks the Baton, it was inevitable that they would meet and the enemy headquarters seems the most probable location to me. The only question I have is who won?”
 
   Efferin frowned, held that expression for quite some time and finally smiled. “I am not surprised you figured out most of what is going on, you were always relentless at sniffing out secrets and solving puzzles. I had deduced much of what you did even before Maestro Barnes finally revealed to me what transpired between him and Daniel on Mount Tannakonna. What I am about to say is sealed to this office.”
 
   Talmon wiped the smile from his face. “Understood, Grand Maestro, the matter is sealed.” The other Maestros would have to wait indefinitely for the information.
 
   Efferin nodded his head affirmatively. “You are correct about his potential being Maestro level. It frightened Jason Renn and Bran Tippen. As you know from our previous meeting, In order to be free of the Dark Maestro Daniel has to obtain the Baton of Tarin Conn, and to get it, he has to confront Balen Tamm. I am as sure as I can be that the harmonic waves we experienced were a result of that meeting. Like you, I would give much to know the outcome.”
 
   Talmon knew his old colleague well and knew there was much more beneath the surface. “If Daniel had not been linked to the Dark Maestro and Terroll Barnes had brought him to Aakadon, the young Ducuanan would have chosen a guild. Highly ranked as he is at nineteen years of age, one wonders how powerful he will be in a year or two more. A guild led by a Maestro who is a four-bolt Accomplished might hesitate to grant him affiliation at all. One such as the Aqua Guild might take him but we know Geran would be wondering if his days as Maestro were numbered. Imagine, a junior member starting out with as much potential as the Maestro of his guild.” He postulated.
 
   Efferin began drumming the desktop again. “Yes, I can image it. Judging by Daniel’s accomplishments to date, combating the forces of Tarin Conn, shielding off the potential of his opponents, and tracking down rogue Accomplisheds. The Eagle Guild would be the perfect choice for him.”
 
   Talmon snorted in his attempt to stifle a laugh. “Oh, yes, I can imagine it. But you did not send that young man out to protect my office. If he affiliated with the Eagle Guild, within three years he could be Maestro, but why would he stop there. How many bolts do you think you will gain in the next five years and how many might Daniel?”
 
   Efferin frowned but did not deny the political aspect. They both knew how tenacious he could be and there was no point pretending with someone who knew him so well. “Are you suggesting my motivation in sending him on the quest was to remove a potential rival?”
 
   “No, I believe the quest is a crossbow and Daniel Benhannon is the bolt you fired straight at Balen Tamm,” Talmon replied, choosing not to add the part about also eliminating a potential challenger, though he knew it was true.
 
   “An apt metaphor, I did launch him at the Maestro of the Serpent Guild. Daniel is not a five bolt Accomplished, he is a six-bolt,” Efferin told him and Talmon wished he could sit down.
 
   Six bolts? It was unbelievable but it did explain a great deal. “No wonder Tarin Conn wants him so badly. I do not think Balen Tamm would be so thrilled. There is no doubt he would see a threat to his power. You took a huge risk in sending Daniel.”
 
   “Balen Tamm has been growing stronger and bolder by the day. He is nearly impossible to trap and deadly dangerous to confront directly for anyone less than a Maestro. Then, three and a half weeks ago, last month as you said in the meeting, Daniel Benhannon makes his debut, a gift from the Creator to me,” Efferin explained.
 
   “Do you believe he is the Chosen Vessel?” Talmon asked and the thought troubled him. If the young man is the Creator’s champion, then Evil’s champion is not far off.
 
   Efferin shook his head. “Nothing so grand, I believe he is a tool for me to use. Yes, it was a risk sending him against Balen Tamm, but the opportunity presented was unique. I could never risk sending you or one of the other Maestros to challenge the Maestro of the Serpent Guild. Daniel was a gift. One with the power of a Grand Maestro, one who had enough knowledge of the enemy’s repertoire to use the spells against them, and one who was determined to succeed or die trying. As you suggested, Balen would see a rival and move to protect his position. I have no doubt his intention would be to condemn him. If our enemy has won the contest, Daniel is now Condemned, a good power source for other Accomplisheds, nothing more than a living crescendo. I fear his chances were never good but if anyone could succeed it would be him.”
 
   Talmon wiped sweat from his brow. Even if Daniel defeated Balen Tamm, could he then get away? There were bound to be thousands of Accomplisheds in, on, and around the mountain, which was why Talmon was sending such a strong force to Gosian, and members of the Stone Guild should tunneling be required. Political considerations aside, he hoped the Ducaunan succeeded in his task. The loss of Balen Tamm would be a serious blow to the Serpent Guild.
 
   “I am not looking forward to explaining to Queen Cleona the fate of the only Potential discovered in her kingdom since the days of her grandmother. She has already proclaimed him a hero throughout her realm. We may never know if Daniel died or was Condemned but a heroic tale can be contrived,” Efferin confided. His mind always seemed to look ahead to the political ramifications and possible solution to any occurrence.
 
   “What will you do if Daniel Benhannon has succeeded and returns here with the Baton of Tarin Conn?” Talmon asked.
 
   “I will keep my word and sever the link to Tarin Conn,” Efferin replied without hesitation, which made Talmon suspicious, knowing the Grand Maestro as well as he did.
 
   “Just sever the link, what if he decides to stay and choose a guild?” Talmon pressed.
 
   Efferin’s sudden smile showed no teeth but it did touch his eyes, the man was taking the possibility of a challenge too magnanimously. “Naturally there will be a gratuity.”
 
    The audience ended, Talmon went back to his office. He sifted through a pile of reports, trying to decide which one to read first and settled for the one sent in by Teresa Blancer; a three-bolt Accomplished assigned to the kingdom of Taracopa. There is an increase in the number of abductions, men and women starting out and never reaching their destinations. She rescued a pair of young people from a one bolt-Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, killing him in the process, confirming her earlier suspicion of who was doing the abducting. This happened three days ago, it just took that long for the information to get to his desk.
 
   “Maestro, this is Jerrian Tobermin reporting from operation Hill Fort,” the five-bolt Accomplished’s message came straight into Talmon’s head.
 
   “Acknowledged, make your report,” he replied.
 
   “Upon arrival we found ten members of the Serpent Guild around a small hill that according to our most recent maps should not exist. The hill is clearly Aakacarn-made as it has arrow slits and a blue glow emanated from within. Above the hill was a topaz blue sphere. The renegades were casting spells in an attempt to gain entrance, but the fortification was shielded and their efforts seemed to have little effect other than to scorch the grass. We confronted and engaged them with the result that two are dead, six teleported away, and two are in custody. Half a mark later the sphere above the hill vanished; the internal glow ceased, and upon closer examination so did the shield that had been preventing entrance. The fortification is empty and clearly the spell caster has chosen to remove the Da Capos,” Jerrian reported. He was known to be detail oriented and deliver information in order of events, not necessarily in order of importance. It was best to let him make his report and then ask questions.
 
   “Truth-Speak, has been used on the captives. I cannot confirm what they have said to be accurate, only that the spell prevents them from lying,” he sent and Talmon was surprised by the disclaimer. It meant Jerrian did not believe what they told him even though it was impossible for them to lie.
 
   “I understand how Truth-Speak works proceed with your report,” he sent back.
 
   “Balen Tamm is dead.”
 
   Had this been an audible conversation, Talmon would have asked the Accomplished to repeat the last four words, but this was mind to mind, and there was no miscommunication. The Ducaunan actually succeeded. Talmon was stunned and it took several moments for him to settle his thoughts. “Did they speak of Daniel Benhannon?”
 
   “They claim Daniel Benhannon killed Balen Tamm, they do not know the particulars or understand how, and frankly neither can I, but they believe their Maestro is dead at the hands of our unaffiliated Accomplished.” Jerrian confirmed.
 
   “I have received no reports on Balen Tamm’s status, if he is dead, this is a great day,” Talmon sent in response, unable to enlighten the Five-bolt as to how Daniel could defeat the Maestro of the Serpent Guild since the information was sealed to Efferin’s office. “Ships should be sailing up the Gosian. Leave the Zephyr team and proceed to the river and board one of the vessels. They are headed to Mount Gosian where I believe the confrontation took place. You are to take charge of the mission. Your presence will be essential if matters turn out as I suspect.”
 
   There was a hesitation as if Jerrian might have dropped the amulet. Time passed and he eventually replied, “Then you must have fairly strong evidence to give you cause to believe Balen Tamm is dead and we finally know the location of the Serpent Guild. Your will be done, Maestro. I shall assume command of the mission, proceed to Gosian, and not inquire as to what makes you so certain of your facts,” he replied and ended the communication.
 
   Talmon was not surprised his Lead Investigator, second in command of the Eagle Guild, had figured out information was being kept from him, was wise enough not to inquire deeper, and managed to let the fact be known. Jerrian was no fool and he was reminding Talmon of the fact. The Maestro of the Eagle Guild opened his desk and removed an amulet given to all Maestros but rarely used, one linked directly to Efferin Tames.    
 
    
 
   - - - - - - -    
 
    
 
   Terroll Barnes sat in the office of Janna Barroon. The appointment he requested with the Maestro of the Aloe Guild the day Daniel arrived in Aakadon finally arrived but events were out pacing him. The Maestro level spell casting to the north could only have been his former student confronting Balen Tamm. The harmonic waves stopped marks ago, indicating the matter is settled and this meeting might be for naught.
 
   “I understand you requested a spell to ease a tormented mind,” Janna began the conversation. Her wheat colored hair was bound in a braid hanging straight down her back and her blue eyes were the color of the sky.
 
   “I did on behalf of Daniel Benhannon. At the time I did not know how long it would take for the Grand Maestro to sever the link formed by Tarin Conn. I was hoping there was a Melody in your repertoire that could help the young man in coping with the stress,” Terroll told her.
 
   She steepled her hands, brought them to her lips, and then folded them in her lap. “There are spells that can ease a troubled mind. In the case of Accomplished Benhannon, treatment can be provided if the link cannot be broken. As has been made clear by the Grand Maestro, the young man chose to go after the Baton of Tarin Conn rather than seek the very treatment you are inquiring on his behalf about. We both know by the harmonic waves that the attempt has been made. I cannot truly fathom how a newly raised Accomplished can successfully challenge a Maestro, can you?” The question was deliberately provocative.
 
   Terroll was on dangerous ground, having been forbidden by Efferin to speak of Daniel’s rank, even though it was obvious to everyone with a modicum of sense that the Ducaunan was far more powerful than normal. “I would gladly explain how if I were at liberty to do so.”
 
   Janna smiled and nodded her head affirmatively. “It would seem our Grand Maestro is sealing to his office quite a bit of information that should perhaps be shared with his Maestros.”
 
   “He has his reasons, but I believe events will soon out pace him,” Terroll replied.
 
   “What can you tell me?” she asked.
 
   Terroll opened his mouth to speak when a voice sounded in his head. He raised his right hand and brought pointer finger to thumb, signaling to his host he was receiving a communication, and she nodded in acknowledgment.
 
   “Maestro, this is Johan Reed, River Team leader,” the three-bolt Accomplished sent.
 
   “Acknowledged, make your report,” Terroll sent back.
 
   “Balen Tamm is dead!”
 
   Several moments passed before Terroll realized his mouth was open and then he closed it. Janna’s eyes widened at seeing his reaction. “Where did you get that information, can it be trusted?” he responded, trying hard not to become overly excited before receiving more facts.
 
   “When we arrived at the site we found a refurbished vessel salvaged from the river resting on the north bank. The name, Wager, is deeply burnt into the bow. The boat had no masts and looked to be completely inaccessible, no hatch or any obvious entranceway. There were fifteen Accomplished of the Serpent Guild guarding the vessel.  We fought them, killed two, captured six, and the rest teleported from the vicinity. All six captives are extremely upset, not that they were being detained but that their Maestro was killed by Daniel Benhannon.”
 
   “Do they know where Daniel is?” Terroll asked. “Wager,” that had to be Tim, Daniel’s sense of humor was more subtle.
 
   There was a pause as the gemstone apparently was no longer in contact with Johan’s forehead. Eventually the contact was once again established. “They say Daniel can teleport and that he could be anywhere between Aakadon and Mount Kelgotha.”
 
   “But is he alive and is there any mention of Tim Dukane?” Terroll wanted confirmation. 
 
   “They believe he is and they know nothing of Tim Dukane,” Johan replied.
 
   “You have done well, Accomplished. Finish up at the site and return to Aakadon with the captives,” Terroll told him, while hoping both young men were uninjured.
 
   “Acknowledged, your will be done, Maestro,” Johan replied and the link broke off.
 
   This information was new and therefore not sealed to the Grand Maestro’s office. Terroll just could not keep something so vital and ground shaking from his fellow Maestro. “Balen Tamm is dead. Daniel won the confrontation and then teleported from Mount Gosian.”
 
   Janna’s jaw dropped open but she regained her poise quicker than Terroll had his. “How could he win? Is this confirmed?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “Six captive members of the Serpent Guild all believe it to be true. As to how, and this is unconfirmed speculation on my part, I believe Daniel Benhannon may be the Chosen Vessel,” he told her and waited for her to laugh.
 
   Janna Barroon did not so much as crack a smile. She stared at Terroll for awhile and then came to some decision. “I do not know enough to agree or disagree with you. A month ago I would have dismissed the notion out of hand, but events have been swirling around that young man, so I will keep an open mind.”
 
   “I appreciate that you are willing to do so. Speculation about Daniel aside, Balen Tamm’s demise should not be kept secret. At the very least this news warrants a meeting of the Maestros,” Terroll replied.
 
   “I will call for the meeting and also call for Efferin to unseal the information he has been keeping from us. Events are out pacing us and your former student seems to be in the thick of it,” Janna said and grabbed her cloak from a peg on the wall behind her oak desk.
 
    
 
   - - - - - - -  
 
    
 
   Talmon put away the Grand Maestro’s communication amulet and sat back in his chair contemplating the ramifications of Balen Tamm’s death. Efferin stopped short of sealing the information to his office but made it clear he wanted the matter kept quite until they could be absolutely sure the Maestro of the Serpent Guild is actually dead, which made sense. It would be embarrassing to pronounce the man dead only to have him appear in public and prove otherwise.
 
   “Maestro, this is Jeremiah Lassiter.” The two-bolt Accomplished’s voice sounded in Talmon’s head.
 
   “Acknowledged, Accomplished, make your report.”
 
   “I am on the north road sixteen spans from Aakadon. Daniel Benhannon has just appeared in a clearing approximately two hundred eighty paces from the main trail. Tim Dukane is with him, both are on horseback. A three-bolt Accomplished of the Serpent Guild is suspended in the air and floating behind Daniel Benhannon,” Lassiter reported and paused, perhaps remembering how he felt when the Ducaunan had shielded his potential and suspended him in front of over two hundred Talenteds. “I see a golden baton shaped like a snake with a diamond in its mouth. It appears the young Accomplished has succeeded in his quest.”
 
   “Well done,” Talmon replied, and his excitement grew. Daniel alive and in possession of the Baton of Tarin Conn was confirmation enough for him that the Serpent Guild no longer had a Maestro. It was great news. The rogues will be set back perhaps decades with factions struggling for power and individuals working to be the next Maestro.
 
   “Shall I detain them?” Lassiter asked and his mental trepidation came through loud and clear.
 
   “You are to follow them at a distance but do not approach. We will prepare a reception,” Talmon instructed.
 
   “Your will be done, Maestro,” Lassiter replied and ended the connection.
 
   Talmon reached into his desk and removed his communication array from the drawer. It was a circular band of gold capable of holding twenty-four gemstones at a time. He placed the array on his head and began informing his Accomplisheds throughout the continent about the demise of Balen Tamm but, in accordance with Efferin’s wishes, never mentioned how many bolts the young man responsible for the victory possessed.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fifteen: The Link Removed 
 
   The sun was midpoint in the sky and only a few clouds could be seen on the horizon. Daniel felt his eyelids getting heavier and heavier and wanted very much to close them, if only for a moment or two. Thawk! The right side of his face stung from the slap. He pulled the knife from its sheath and summoned potential for a shield spell before realizing what had occurred.
 
   “No sleeping,” Tim told him with his hand poised to give another slap. He glanced at the knife. “Maybe I should hold that for now. You’re liable to gut me the next time I try to keep you awake.”
 
   Daniel handed Tim the knife. “Sorry, thanks for helping,” he said and released the potential as well while feeling guilty. Suppose he had lashed out with, Death, or, Jet of Flame, fatal spells, the faithful drummer could have been killed for doing a friend a favor. Gutting would not have been one of the possibilities; Daniel would never slash or throw a knife without first establishing his target, it was its use as a level four crescendo that made the weapon truly dangerous.
 
   A crooked smile crossed Serin Gell’s face, which was a change from the grumbling under his breath he had been doing. “You feared the knife, mountain boy, when you should have been afraid of whatever spell your friend was about to unleash on you.” It would be best for him if he went back to grumbling to himself.
 
   Tim placed the knife in his saddlebag and glared at the Pentrosan. “Shut your mouth. When I want your opinion I’ll ask for it,” he said and then frowned. “Daniel, you didn’t summon potential just now, did you?”
 
   “Yes, but it was for a shield spell, nothing that would’ve harmed you.”
 
   The drummer accepted the answer with good grace, nodding his understanding, and then glanced pointedly at the trail ahead as if to change the subject. “At this pace we should make Aakadon before dark,” he observed while adjusting his hat.
 
   A canvas-covered wagon approached from the opposite direction, driven by a short man, by Tannakonna standards, about Samuel’s height and build. Curly tuffs of light brown hair could be seen sticking out from under a beige cloth hat. A petite woman, by most anyone’s standards, sat beside him. Her red-brown hair hung over her shoulders and down her back. Two small children could be seen playing in a tight space behind the adults. The family seemed to be relocating. Pots and pans rattled as two plow horses pulled the heavily packed wagon along the bumpy dirt road. The woman stood up wide-eyed, grabbed her husband’s arm and pointed straight at Serin Gell. The man frowned and peered in the direction his wife indicated and then made a quick left turn off the road and onto the rough grassy terrain. The wagon jerked and pitched as he steered his family away from the perceived danger.
 
   Serin Gell snorted as if amused by the panic his presence created, but refrained from making comment after one threatening glance from Tim. It seemed the Aakacarn was learning how far not to push the drummer and thus avoid the promised thumping. The treatment he was receiving now was nothing compared to what he would face in Aakadon and he knew it.
 
   Daniel lifted his hat and wiped perspiration from his brow. The wind had died down and the afternoon sun was unobstructed by clouds. The couples’ reaction was not the first they had seen since teleporting to the clearing and starting out on the road, and it was not unique, everyone they met reacted similarly. He did not blame them for being frightened, especially if the harmonic waves from his duel with Balen Tamm were as strong as he supposed them to be, although it would be nice if people were not so obvious about it. He half wished for a second set of buckskins for the captive Accomplished to wear and a third horse so they could travel without attracting attention. There was no time to stop and make those kinds of arrangements and Daniel had no coins in his pockets and likely as not neither did Tim.
 
   Daniel spotted the southern trail running perpendicular to the one they were on and urged Sprinter to the right. The new road was broad, well traveled, and seemed to be cut levelly through hills and open fields alike. Even now a goodly number of people were headed down it, no doubt journeying to Aakadon, spurred on by the fear generated from all of the spell casting. Crowded as it was, most everyone kept a discreet distance from the floating Aakacarn, and no few people scurried off to the sides so as not to get in the way of business they clearly wanted no part of.
 
   Daniel had to admit it was better that the people were standoffish rather than confrontational. He was much stronger now, having recovered quicker after removing the Da Capos from the many spells he had been maintaining, and he could easily defend against any mob actions, though truly hoped such would not be necessary, and so far it was not. Concentrating was becoming more difficult for him and would probably be more of a factor in any spell casting he may be required to perform than would the strength of his potential.
 
   Time passed, he yawned and closed his eyes, not much more than an extended blink, really. Thawk! The left side of his face stung. He glanced at the drummer, who seemed to be just a bit overly enthusiastic in delivering on the favor. “I was just resting my eyes,” he told him.
 
   “Yes, that is what my grandfather often said, though he often rested them for half the morning and sometimes into the afternoon,” Tim replied and then glared at Serin Gell, who was smiling and looked to be ready to make another comment. “You keep your mouth shut. Daniel can’t you place a sleep spell or something on him?”
 
   I could if I had been awake enough to think of it, Daniel thought ruefully. The sun was a red-orange ball on the horizon; clouds were drifting in from the south, and Aakadon would be coming into view soon. There was little point in rendering Serin Gell unconscious now. “Yes, I could make him sleep but I want to see his reaction when we reach Aakadon,” he told him, it was the truth, though not all of it. He did want to see the Aakacarn sweat while being handed over to the Eagle Guild.
 
   Tim smiled and nodded his head understandingly. “In other words, you didn’t think of it before and we’re now so close to Aakadon that it doesn’t really matter,” Tim replied accurately.
 
   “That about sums it up,” Daniel admitted without hesitation, knowing a denial would not be accepted at this point.
 
   The ancient city of the Aakacarns came into view and glowed with a power of its own, even in the light of the sinking sun. The tops of huge towers disappeared into the clouds, inspiring all who gazed upon them. The massive ruby pyramid took precedence with its all-seeing eye, a bright beacon to give hope in a dangerous and chaotic world.
 
   Daniel glanced at the captive Aakacarn. Yes, there was growing fear in the eyes of Serin Gell. No doubt the sight had a totally different meaning for him. Impressive as it was, Daniel saw it as means to an end, the end of the cursed link to Tarin Conn.
 
   Tim’s eyes widened as if in awe of the city, yet he seemed less than eager to re-enter Aakadon, and no one in their right mind could blame him. He shifted nervously in the saddle while keeping a sharp eye on Serin Gell, who might try to flee regardless of the futility of doing so, provided he could break the spells holding him, which he could not, but the drummer was taking no chances.
 
   A long line of people on horses, wagons, and carriages were backed up, waiting to cross the bridge only to wait still longer at the golden gate, hoping to be granted entrance, not all of them would be. Aakadon was not an open city to non-Aakacarns, otherwise known as commoners, and showing up without an invitation or an acceptable reason guarantees rejection. Each person had to identify themselves and state the purpose for their visit. Some of them rode off looking terribly disappointed after having been refused; no doubt many of them had come from far away places only to be denied entrance.
 
   Daniel did not like the way business was done in Aakadon, the callousness of the Aakacarns toward ordinary people and their problems. If he had wanted to be the Grand Maestro and attained the position, the city would be assessable to all people in need and the Talenteds would definitely be treated better, although he truly had no desire for the office. He also gave up on the notion of ever having a simple life, even after the link to Tarin Conn is severed, and the Grand Maestro had been dealt with. Daniel would still be an Accomplished and therefore nothing he did would be simple. He accepted the fact with as much aplomb as his tired mind would allow.
 
   Serin Gell attracted many curious stares from the people in line, most of which moved aside to give place, not that they were polite about it. Without a doubt they recognized an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, and judiciously gave in to one of the most basic of all drives; self preservation. It probably looked as though the Pentrosan was being escorted by a pair of Ducaunan mountaineers and perhaps spells would be flying when they reached the gate. The path ahead cleared enough for Daniel to urge Sprinter into a steady trot. He acknowledged the unhappy stares with a respectful nod to take some of the sting out of crowds having to make way for the three of them. He kept up the pace until reaching the golden gate set into the forty cubit high wall.
 
   The sun was just a sliver above the horizon yet the city was bright as noon day, so much so Daniel had to shade his eyes from the glare off the wall. He glanced at Tim, who was also shading his eyes, which gave him a fierce look while watching Serin Gell. The drummer looked down right mean. The Accomplished could not escape but the drummer could not see the soft blue glow surrounding the captive.
 
   A hazel-eyed female Talented stood guard at the gate. She hardly appeared to be the type who could intimidate unruly crowds. The hood of her silks was down and long flame-red hair hung freely draped over her shoulders and down her back. The white silk shirt and pants complimented her figure well; some might even have called her angelic. But the pretty young woman was an Aakacarn and that made the difference, offsetting her physical charms, and earning the respect of everyone hoping to pass through the northern gate.
 
   A large well dressed man armed with sword, spear, and buckler, grew red-faced and indignant at being denied entrance. “I demand to see the Grand Maestro!” he shouted as if he believed this was the way to handle the pretty little guard. “I am Lord Sharmine of Keffer Greens in Ducaun and I will not be denied entrance by an underling!” The man was a fool.
 
   The Talented fixed him with a cold hazel-eyed stare that would have sent most non-Aakacarns fleeing in fear. A magenta glow radiated from her at a level the non-Aakacarns could see, deliberately so, and the crowd let out a collective gasp. A stern frown replaced the dimpled cheek smile and she stared up at the man as if she was in complete control of the situation, which of course she was. “We in Aakadon are fully aware of what has occurred this morning and the events of the past few days. The Grand Maestro has everything under control and has no need of advice from you. Now, give place to those behind you or I shall move you myself,” she stated authoritatively.
 
   Lord Sharmine of Keffer Greens in Ducaun cleared his throat and swallowed his pride, which must have been an enormous undertaking for him, no doubt being used to getting his way. He mounted his Battencayan-bred horse, gave the Talented one last look as if he wanted to say something more, but then thought better of it, and trotted away with an escort of twenty men-at-arms and as much dignity as any king on parade.
 
   Daniel smiled at the exchange in spite of being almost completely exhausted. He dismounted and approached the Talented, who was still watching the departing lord riding off in the distance. The glow faded away as she released the potential, and then returned her attention to the crowd. Her eyes suddenly widened as if she could not believe what stood before her.
 
   “Daniel?” she said in a voice slightly louder than a whisper. Her eyes fastened on the golden baton tucked into his belt and then widened at the sight of Serin Gell, Tim she ignored completely.
 
   “Alive and mostly well,” Daniel replied. “Joanna, I need to see the Grand Maestro right away.”
 
   “Like a mountaineer would rate higher than a lord,” someone commented in the crowd.
 
   Joanna stared at Serin Gell awhile longer until she seemed satisfied he was sufficiently subdued, she could see the blue glow surrounding him and had seen such before in Harmon Gramm’s class on practical spell casting. “You trapped him like the Instructor,” she said and smiled, perhaps at the memory.
 
   Daniel glanced at his captive. “Something like that, may we enter?”
 
   “Rumors have been flying all over the city, that you were secretly graduated to Accomplished, that you completed the task set by the Grand Maestro, that you have more than one lightning bolt, and that you killed Balen Tamm. I didn’t believe any of them, but I see it with my own eyes. You actually got the Baton of Tarin Conn and captured an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild,” she said and then paused, giving Serin Gell a closer look. “This man can’t be Balen Tamm. The Maestro of the Serpent Guild is a five-bolt and this man is a three. What happened? I know you must have had something to do with those High Powered spells we all sensed this morning.”
 
   The crowd stared at Daniel as if he was a black adder in their midst. “An Accomplished in disguise, no wonder she speaks respectfully,” a male voice stated somewhere to his left.
 
   “Must be Eagle Guild, thems crafty fellows,” another voice added.
 
   Daniel ignored the comments. Joanna’s response made him briefly wonder how far the ripples went, but it was an idle thought. He liked Joanna and did not feel any particular need to keep the truth from her. Even so, he was tired and in danger of being slapped by Tim again, worse he was in danger of falling asleep and facing the unrestrained wrath of Tarin Conn. He did not have the time to indulge her curiosity. “I must report to the Grand Maestro first. We can talk later,” her told in an attempt to sound diplomatic. He was not afraid of the Talented there just was no point in offending her.
 
   Joanna’s dimpled smile returned. “Of course, meeting with him must come first,” she replied and then began to glow with power. A magenta beam lanced from her right index finger, striking the gate, and causing it to swing outward. “You may enter.”
 
   Daniel tipped his hat in gratitude and led Sprinter into the city with Serin Gell floating in tow and Tim leading Tremor several paces behind him. Aakacarns of every level, rank, and guild stopped to take note of the new arrivals and the buzz of human voices grew louder as more and more of them exited their buildings to join the throngs. Accomplisheds and Talenteds in the street parted spontaneously as if none dared block Daniel’s progression toward the ruby pyramid. Word had spread quickly and the crowd was getting heavier as more people came, some pointing at the Baton of Tarin Conn, some gesturing at Serin Gell, and most all shouting their congratulations for a successful mission.
 
   A deeply tanned five-bolt Accomplished, dark of hair and eye, who looked to be physically fit and ready for action, separated from the masses and came forward. In addition to the traditional red on black silks, the man wore a ring and buckle, both with the bird of prey in flight symbol set on them in diamond and gold. He looked to be in his fifties but was no doubt much older and walked with a quiet dignity that called for respect rather than demanding it.
 
   Daniel gave a courteous nod, but did not bow like a Talented, it did not speak well of anyone’s intelligence if they still thought of him as one of the students. He had learned the names of all leaders of Aakadon, past and present, during his time among the Talenteds, and knew who the person was standing before him. “Maestro Talmon Reese, I present to you, Serin Gell, Accomplished of the Serpent Guild.”
 
   Serin Gell was wide-eyed and sweating like a horse after a three span sprint. Talmon fixed him with a cold stare. “We have a special place for you,” he said and then gestured with his hands, summoning three two-bolt Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild from among the crowd.
 
   Daniel removed the Da Capos from, Cushion of Air, and Lashing the Rope. Serin Gell dropped like a sack of grain. The harsh treatment, though deserved, was an unintentional result of being on the point of exhaustion. Had Daniel been more awake he would have lowered the man down gently. “I’ll keep the shield on his potential until you notify me to release him,” he said and let out a yawn. He quickly raised his hand in a stopping gesture at Tim who looked ready to help him stay awake. The drummer nodded his head and relaxed his stance.
 
   The three Accomplisheds escorted Serin Gell away at the bidding of their Maestro and Talmon’s eyes fixed on the crescendo tucked into Daniel’s belt. “I shall notify you when to do so,” he replied and then added. “I see your mission was successful.”
 
   Tim stepped forward, grinning like a child who had just been handed a bowl of sweets. “He defeated Balen Tamm,” he announced in a voice that carried out into the crowd.
 
   Talmon did not blink an eye, showing no surprise at the revelation. He focused on the drummer as if he was a precocious Talented, which was a back handed compliment seeing as such was slightly higher in the sight of an Aakacarn than a commoner. “Of course he did. How else would he have obtained the Baton of Tarin Conn? I, for one, would like the details from him.”
 
   “As would I,” a familiar deep voice came from the crowd. The Accomplisheds and Talenteds stepped aside to let the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild pass. “What a battle that must have been. The harmonic waves were felt all over the world, even by the commoners.”
 
   That confirmed why everyone they encountered was so frightened and jumpy along the way, although Serin Gell’s presence had no doubt been a major factor as well. The spells used in the duel were far more powerful than Daniel’s memory spell had been. A small feeling of pride bubbled up at knowing he had in deed composed that spell and the others that had come to him, that it was not an old Aakacarn spell he had stumbled on, or something from the Dark Maestro through the link.
 
   An Aakasear should be able to come up with a Melody of his own to break the link. Even as the notion occurred to Daniel, a Melody began to form from the depths of his soul, one that had been coming to him in fragments for quite awhile but somehow been lacking. At those times he had thought it a trick, a way for the Dark Maestro to taunt him, but he knew better now. The last few notes came together in his mind, he added a six note harmony, and the composition was complete.
 
   With the Baton of Tarin Conn in hand, he could break the link, and for a moment was tempted to do so. He could purge the Dark Maestro from his soul and leave the residents of Aakadon to their own devices. But then Tarin Conn would not give up trying to recruit him and Efferin Tames did not seem like a man who could rest easy while a young man who could match his potential walked freely in the world. Daniel smiled, deciding to keep to the plan. He looked at the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild and smiled all the more. Terroll had proven himself to be a friend when the going got tough, and likely paid a price for it. “I’d like to give you a full report but I’m exhausted and want to see the Grand Maestro before collapsing. Will Efferin see me now or should I file a petition?” he replied while adding a little irony to his question.
 
   Terroll smiled, Talmon frowned, and Tim laughed out loud, drawing curious stares from the crowd of Aakacarns. No doubt some of them failed to see the humor and thought the question was serious and appropriate.
 
   “I am here, young man. A petition will not be necessary,” Efferin stated as he walked toward them, apparently he was one of those who took the question seriously. The crowd parted while offering salutes, bows, and respectful nods to the Grand Maestro of Aakadon.
 
   Daniel pulled the baton from under his belt and held it up for all to see. He was still quite sleepy, almost giddy from the lack, and it took a great deal of will to hand over the crescendo without giggling over how well his plan was unfolding. He thought of what would happen if he was to fall asleep and used the image of an angry Tarin Conn to sober his thinking. “Please break the link. I don’t want to face the Dark Maestro again,” he told him in all sincerity.
 
   The twinkle in Efferin’s eye revealed he had something in the nest, a plan of his own, one that would turn things to his advantage, which served to confirm he could never be fully trusted. This was a contest of a different sort, not who was stronger in potential, but whose plan would prevail. He took the golden serpent and examined it closely and seemed satisfied that it was authentic. “Come to my office I will sever the link there,” he said and turned without waiting for a reply, as if he expected to be followed without question, if so he expected correctly.
 
   Daniel walked silently behind the Grand Maestro. Tim allowed several Talenteds to lead the horses away and then quickly caught up with Terroll, who was matching pace with Talmon. The Aakacarns watching their progression no longer seemed to look down on the man wearing buckskins, the man who defeated Balen Tamm, and seemed more interested in the Accomplished rather than the clothing, although they could only guess at his rank.
 
   The sun had set yet the city still glowed like day, and would do so until Efferin decided otherwise. He led the way into the ruby pyramid. Bran Tippen sprang from his chair, knocking it over in his haste, and guided everyone into the shaft. He cast a floatation spell and gently raised the platform up to the top floor. Efferin walked straight to his office and sat down behind his desk.
 
   “I have a few questions,” the Grand Maestro began in a reasonable tone of voice. He looked like a man pondering his next move in a game of strategy. “Where is Balen Tamm? I noticed you brought in that renegade Serin Gell,” he paused and then added without allowing for a response, “Where is the headquarters of the Serpent Guild and did any get away?”
 
   These were questions that could be answered anytime and Daniel had a feeling by the look in Talmon’s eyes that some of what was asked was already known. It was extremely frustrating, especially with sleep beckoning at the door. Perhaps they wanted their speculations confirmed, if so, that was important, but the timing seemed to be calculated to keep him off balance when Efferin finally made his move.
 
   “Balen Tamm is dead. Killed by Daniel in a potential to potential battle of endurance,” Tim answered and bless his heart for doing so. “The Serpent Guild’s headquarters is in Mount Gosian, though I doubt you’ll find many members still there; alive anyway. Many of the tunnels collapsed during the battle and the survivors have probably fled into the countryside.”
 
   No one rebuked the drummer for speaking up. The fact that they allowed him to be present showed he had earned some respect in their eyes for having gone on such a perilous journey. They all respected courage when they saw it.
 
   Terroll grinned broadly. “My star pupil,” he said and he did have a right to be pleased. After all, he had set Daniel on the road to success through his teaching.
 
   Efferin glanced at Talmon and frowned, seemingly troubled by the news. He should be happy. His greatest enemy is dead and the Serpent Guild is in disarray, what more could he want? Talmon had smiled but it vanished in an eye blink when the Grand Maestro looked at him. Whatever was passing between them Daniel did not have the time or mental energy to figure it out now.
 
   The way Tim described events Daniel came across as heroic, but he did not feel like a hero. The intent had never been to kill Balen Tamm, only to capture him if possible and bring the Baton of Tarin Conn to the Grand Maestro. If the tale is heroic, then there was more than one involved. “Tim tossed me my crescendo at the critical moment,” he began.
 
   “Yes, but it was your idea for me to hold onto it, knowing they would never expect me to be carrying one,” Tim interrupted.
 
   “True, but I would be among the Condemned right now if it wasn’t for you being there,” Daniel insisted on giving credit where credit was due. He looked the Grand Maestro in the eye. “If it wasn’t for him I would be serving the Serpent Guild right now instead of standing here talking to you.”
 
   Efferin glanced at the ebony baton tucked into Daniel’s belt, then at the drummer and seemed to weigh, assess, and approve of him. “You are a remarkably brave young man and the world owes you a debt. Know that your part in this matter will be published,” he told him and both Maestros voiced their agreements as well.
 
   Tim was uncomfortable at receiving praise, which was normal for him. He looked down and would have kicked something if the office had not been so immaculate. “I just did what needed doing,” he replied. “I’m just glad I could throw straight with all that shaking going on.”
 
   Efferin cleared his throat. “I will never again underestimate a mountaineer,” he said as if learning a valuable lesson. “You two young men managed to track down and kill one of the most powerful individuals in the world. There are seven five-bolt Accomplisheds left in the world, two six-bolts, and both of them are in this room.”
 
   Daniel was sleepy but he could still count and knew what the score was, and what the Grand Maestro was implying. A move to eliminate a rival would be made soon. Timing and cunning is what would make the difference between who won and who lost.
 
   “Yes, Daniel, you and I are the most powerful Aakacarns in the world,” at least he still thought Daniel was an Aakacarn, “You have come to me for a favor and I have decided to grant it.”
 
   Daniel felt relieved and worried at the same time and the conflicting emotions were unsettling on his fatigued mind, not a good thing when he needed to keep his wits about him.
 
   Efferin raised and aimed the serpent-shaped baton and a ruby beam, the color of his potential, shot from the diamond in its mouth with a high pitched whine. Daniel felt a stinging sensation in the back of his head and suddenly the link was broken. He was free! The Dark Maestro could no longer trouble his dreams. This moment was worth all that he and Tim went through to obtain the baton. The Grand Maestro had kept his part of the bargain after all. Maybe he was not so insecure that he felt the need to neutralize all possible rivals. It could be the chief Aakacarn finally realized this mountaineer truly had no desire to take his place.
 
   The glow around Efferin vanished but not the glint in his eye, which told he was not finished. Instantly, his potential came back brighter than before. He was making his move, not that it was totally unexpected. His timing was perfect. Daniel thought of a shield spell but the red beam struck before he could finish the Melody. He fell back and was caught by someone, probably Tim, he could not be sure. The offensive spell stung like a wasp; except the pain was in his mind. He grabbed his head and sagged into the arms of whoever held him as his knees buckled and gave way. A spell, he had to strike back with a spell. His mind scrambled to come up with a Melody but the effort was in vain. His exhausted mind had no recollection of the simplest spell.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Sixteen: A Gratuity Paid 
 
   Efferin Tames smiled, apparently quite pleased with himself and discontinued the assault. His potential faded out as he lowered the golden baton. “The favor is granted and the gratuity is paid,” he said in a conversational tone, as if a simple marketplace transaction had just occurred.
 
   Daniel glanced up at who was holding him, Terroll not Tim. The Maestro of the Zephyr Guild stood glaring at his leader and seemed on the verge of attacking him; except such would be colossal folly. Surely he would not do so. “What did you do?” he demanded with the honorific left out, no doubt purposely.
 
   Efferin ignored the tone in which he had been addressed and focused on the four-bolt Accomplished with a quiet calm. “The boy has too much power for his own good and so I have laid a Forget spell on him, tied to my life force. He will no longer be casting High Powered spells, sending harmonic waves all over the world, and terrifying the masses. Trust me, this is best for everyone including him,” he replied while placing the Baton of Tarin Conn in the top drawer of his desk. A red beam shot from his pointer finger and struck the drawer, no doubt locking it. Even Terroll would have to use a crescendo to break that spell. Daniel could if he remembered how.
 
   “Tied to your life force,” Tim mumbled and lunged forward with his hunting knife poised to strike.
 
   “No!” Daniel shouted while jumping between the drummer and the Grand Maestro. He did not want his friend to commit murder for him.
 
   Talmon Reese glowed with a bright yellow potential. Moments later, Tim floated off the floor with both feet dangling in the air, and a look of hatred and confusion on his face, especially since the Accomplished maintaining the spell was now ignoring him as though a minor annoyance had just been brushed away.
 
   “I protest,” Terroll said, shaking with rage, and yet managing to speak in a civil tongue. “Daniel has done nothing to warrant this punishment.”
 
   Daniel focused on Tim, being more concerned about him than listening to Efferin try to justify his actions. The Grand Maestro’s motives were clear no matter what he said out loud. He eliminated his rival, pure and simple.
 
        The leader of Aakadon drummed a quick rhythm on his desk and took a deep breath. “Your protest is noted, Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. You are free to leave my office at once, and take the mountain boys with you. Talmon, stay for a brief meeting. Bran, go about your duties.” And that was that.
 
   Terroll’s face looked as though he had just swallowed a jug of unsweetened lemon squeezings. “Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” he said in unmistakable contempt. He glanced at Talmon and nodded.
 
   The Maestro of the Eagle Guild broke his spell and allowed Tim to drop to the floor, although the drummer landed on his feet. He still seemed to be contemplating the possibility of planting his hunting knife in Efferin’s chest, but had the good sense not to try, again.
 
   “Come with me,” Terroll said while heading for the door.
 
   As the pain in Daniel’s head faded to a dull headache he glanced at the Grand Maestro, whose face was unreadable, and realized he felt no anger or resentment towards the Aakacarn leader; especially since he had done exactly as expected. Nothing more needed to be said between them. The trip down the long shaft to the ground floor was silent, even though both of his companions seemed filled with rage.
 
   “Why did you stop me?” Tim asked.
 
   Daniel stepped out into the lobby where a large number of petitioners waited to be heard. He walked slightly ahead of the Maestro and his friend but glanced back to give his reply. “Your life is worth more to me than the ability to cast spells,” he told him, while opening the door and motioning for the two of them to exit first.
 
   The response seemed to stymie whatever reply was on the tip of Tim’s tongue because he opened his mouth and then shut it. He remained silent while they walked, even though it was clear he felt the need to do something. He glanced at the street, probably looking for something to kick, and then let out a sigh. The Aakacarns kept their city as immaculate as their offices.
 
   Daniel stared up into the heavens. The brilliant light emanating from Aakadon obscured most of the stars; only the moon was clearly visible in the night sky. He tried to think of a Melody and was astonished at how effective the Forget spell was. He marveled over the efficiency in which Efferin disposed of any and all competition. The Grand Maestro must be exceeding pleased with himself.
 
   Sherree approached from down the street, grinning like a mother whose child has just taken his first step. Samuel and Jerremy walked with her while Jason and Simon kept pace to their right. They all seemed filled with joy, fresh from the celebrating that seemed to have overtaken the city. Their smiles faded as they caught sight of Terroll and Tim, each looking as though they had found half a worm in their apples.
 
   “Efferin Silenced Daniel,” Tim announced with all the subtlety of a bear in a salmon stream.
 
   “We felt the battle,” Samuel began, clearly not believing what he just heard.
 
   “You captured Serin Gell, brought back the Baton of Tarin Conn, why would the Grand Maestro Silence you?” Simon asked.
 
   Sherree, eyes watering, shook her head. “No, our Grand Maestro could never be so cruel,” were the words that came out of her mouth but her expression said she knew he was more than capable of doing the deed.
 
   Jerremy shook his head in denial. “You must be mistaken, mountaineer. Maestro, please explain to Tim about Silencing.”
 
   Terroll swallowed hard. “Tim is correct; Efferin Tames did use a permanent Forget spell on Daniel,” he replied in an even tone, his eyes still smoldering with rage. He, more than most, could sympathize with being wrongly Silenced. “I am sorry, Daniel, I did not believe he would do that.”
 
   Tim spat on the ground and seemed mad enough to chop down a tree with his hunting knife. “This is the thanks you get for ridding the world of Balen Tamm.”
 
   “This is terrible,” Jason said while turning to face his Maestro. “Didn’t you lodge a protest?”
 
   “It has been officially noted, for all the good that will do,” Terroll replied.
 
   Daniel watched his friends react to his fate, and yes they proved worthy of that description. They seemed to feel worse than he did over the Silencing. The link to Tarin Conn was gone, and that was a good thing. Daniel chose to focus on the positive rather than the negative, especially since he had gotten what he wanted and the Grand Maestro had gotten what he wanted.
 
   Tim suddenly had a curious expression on his face, his eyebrows arched up in disbelief. “Why are you smiling?”
 
   Daniel looked at each of his friends, he was glad to consider them so, and trusted each of them, but only Tim could be trusted with his most confidential plans. “The link to Tarin Conn has been severed, all I want now is to head straight for the dorm, fall into bed, and sleep until my eyes feel like opening.”
 
   “Of course you do,” Sherree replied sympathetically. “You must be exhausted after such an ordeal.”
 
   Each person nodded understandingly and escorted him back to the dorm, keeping well wishers and other curious Aakacarns from bothering him with questions. Many of the Accomplisheds and Talenteds gave respectful greetings along the way. Terroll and Jason headed on toward the Zephyr Guild while the four Talenteds and Tim walked with Daniel into the dorm and up the stairs. Sherree stopped on the eighth floor, although seemed to have a strong desire to stay with the group.
 
   The beautiful Aakacarn let out a sigh. “Have a good rest,” she said, wiped her eyes, and then parted company before a reply could be made.
 
   Daniel continued up the stairs and could think of little more then getting a good night’s rest. His friends escorted him to bed number two and stood watching as he stretched out and promptly fell asleep in his buckskins, boots and all. He dreamed of home and family, of Val and Sherree, only pleasant memories. He dreamed of life before casting his first spell and even the day he finished the cabin, even playing the guitarn, but not the memory spell. There was no Tarin Conn or Balen Tamm taunting him, no Serin Gell, yetis or Condemneds, just blessed and wonderful sleep.
 
    
 
   - - - - - - -                  
 
    
 
   Samuel Cresh stood at the foot of the bed where Daniel lay sleeping. Jerremy stood on the right, Simon and Tim stood to the left. “It was announced shortly before you arrived that Daniel was made full Accomplished and sent to obtain the Baton of Tarin Conn,” Samuel commented. “We saw him before he left on the mission. He told us the Grand Maestro needed a special crescendo in order to sever the link formed by the Dark Maestro, but never mentioned anything about being raised to full Accomplished. He made the assignment sound like a minor task.”
 
   Tim nodded his head. “He tried to make me think it was a minor chore but I know him too well. I insisted he tell me everything and then went with him.”
 
   Jerremy patted the mountaineer on the back, a rare gesture coming from him. “That was bravely done. Few Aakacarns would dare follow him so willingly into the den of the Serpent Guild. You have my respect, Tim Dukane.”
 
   Tim glanced at the Serinian. “And you mine, Samuel and Sherree as well. You fought bravely to save a village whose people had made it clear you were not welcome.”
 
   While the Serinian and the mountaineer exchange sentiments, Simon removed the boots from Daniel’s feet, went to the common closet, retrieved a blanket, and spread it out over the sleeping Ducaunan. “He treated me like an equal. Whoever heard of an Accomplished consorting with Talenteds, especially one who is twelfth in his class? Even though he can’t cast spells any more I am going to think of him as a brother,” the Battencayan orphan said.
 
   Samuel understood the sentiment but could not agree. Daniel was better than the family Samuel had left behind. “My family rejected me. I don’t want our friend here to feel rejected. When I ran away the last time and made it back to my tribal troop, Enrick, our chief declared me dead and my mother, father, brothers, and sister, all turned their backs on me. Even my mother’s mother, the tribal seer, rejected me. She had always been kind to me, telling me how special I was and that great things were coming for me in the future. When I went to her that last time she told me I had to go. That it was my fate to serve the chosen. I was on my way back to Aakadon when Accomplished Lassiter caught up with me. He was actually kind to me after I told him what happened. Obviously, Aakacarns are the chosen, and it was my fate to serve so I devoted myself to learning all that I could,” he told them. “Daniel is going to feel bad enough without being treated like family. I think we should give him the respect due an Accomplished.”
 
   Simon and Jerremy agreed. Tim stood staring down at his friend looking miserable. “Hey, mountaineer, when was the last time you ate?” Samuel asked him, betting it had been quite awhile since the Ducaunan had eaten.
 
   Tim looked up and said, “The evening before we faced Balen Tamm.”
 
   “Come down to the cafeteria, I think we all could use a bite to eat,” Samuel invited.
 
   Tim shook his head. “No, I want to stay and make sure nobody disturbs his rest,” he said while pointing to Daniel.
 
   “I’ll watch over him,” Simon volunteered. He looked Tim straight in the eye. “He trusted me and so can you.”
 
   Tim finally nodded agreement and allowed Samuel to escort him to the cafeteria. Jerremy followed along even though he was not invited, not that it mattered to the Serinian. He inserted himself wherever he wanted, usually where he could criticize Samuel. The four year rivalry had ended in a draw. Their grade averages were even and it had come down to first time amulet and crescendo making. Sherree finished first, like she always does. She created her amulet the fastest of the class and placed ninth among all Aakacarns in recorded history. With the crescendo she placed eighteenth, which made her in the top twenty Aakacarns of all time. Jerremy placed fifteenth in Amulet making and Samuel placed at eighteenth, behind the Serinian again. Samuel consoled himself by the fact that he placed in the top twenty of all time, even being behind the pompous lordling. But then it came time to make the crescendos, Jerremy placed forty-seventh, Samuel placed forty-fourth, which put him ahead of the Serinian, and caused their to final grades to be even. And they both placed in the top fifty, which was no small achievement when one considers how many thousands of Aakacarns were involved over the millennia. Daniel placed first in both categories.
 
   Classes had been cancelled when Daniel arrived with the Baton of Tarin Conn and everyone was celebrating the victory over Balen Tamm and the Serpent Guild. Talenteds were wandering all over the dorm and many of them had found their way to the cafeteria. None of them knew Daniel had been Silenced and so there was laughing and all sorts of wild speculations concerning the Ducaunan’s adventure. Samuel stood in line for a tray of chicken and rice. Tim chose the same thing and the Serinian chose the veal culet a la Serin. Table eight had three empty chairs so they went over and sat with Charlene and Joanna, who had just returned from her stint at gate duty.
 
   “Sherree was deeply disturbed about something and refused to come down. Is everything alright?” Charlene wanted to know.
 
   Tim grumbled and kept on eating. The Serinian pretended not to hear, so it was once again left up to Samuel to push ahead where others hesitated. “Daniel has been Silenced. And before you ask, no I don’t know why.”
 
   “That can’t be true. I saw the Baton of Tarin Conn tucked into his belt and Serin Gell suspended behind him,” Joanna rejected the truth using unrelated facts, the way she sometimes did.
 
   “Maestro Terroll Barnes confirmed what the Teki is telling you,” Jerremy said, finally joining the conversation.
 
   “There must be more to it, something deep and dark we do not know,” Joanna insisted, and Charlene nodded her head in agreement.
 
   “The Grand Maestro must have had a good reason,” added the Fon Kayan.
 
   “He definitely had his reasons,” Tim grumbled.
 
   While Joanna and Charlene discussed all the possible reasons why Daniel had been Silenced, Jerremy stared at Samuel for such a long time that it made him suspicious. The Serinian was up to something and it probably was going to be an insult or some perceived fault blown out of proportion directed at Samuel or his heritage. “I want to thank you,” Jerremy said, about the last words Samuel ever expected to hear out of the lordling’s mouth.
 
   “What for,” Samuel asked cautiously, figuring there had to be a joke at his expense coming.
 
   “You motivated me. I came to Aakadon the proud first born son of Lord Jeremiah DeSuan, with the full support of a Serinian lord and the royal court, an Aakacarn who would represent the best of Serinia. At our first competition, we Talenteds unpacked our instruments and performed to establish ranking in the class. I, who performed with the royal symphony in Polen Tare, knew I would place higher than any Talented. I played my vyolin and was placed first in the class. Then a blond-haired green-eyed Lobenian played her silver flute and I was suddenly second. I told myself, she was practically raised in the court of her queen and had an education similar to mine, so I took it all with the good grace we of the nobility are obligated to show. Then along came this dark-haired Teki, who had run away five times, who up till then refused to apply himself to learning, and suddenly shows up just as the competition was about to end. His instrument of choice is the trumpet but he did not have it with him so he takes up a vyolin, calling it a fiddle, and places second, throwing me into third place, behind a Teki.”
 
   Samuel smiled at the memory. He and Jerremy had traded that position back and forth over the years. “Before then I fought the idea of being an Accomplished, all I wanted was to go back to my tribal troop, when they rejected me, I directed all of my energy into getting ahead.”
 
   “That is what I am thanking you for. Your drive never allowed me to be complacent about my standing. No matter how hard I belittled you, you kept going, never quit, always worked to achieve what you could as quickly as you could. My ego would not allow a traveling Teki to out perform me. Between my ego and your drive I think we both spurred each other on. And I do me spur. We have irritated one another for years but I’m not sure I would have worked so hard if you weren’t always on my heels ready to pass me by. In a few days we will both be Accomplisheds and be choosing our guilds, I just wanted to say this before events take us apart,” Jerremy said and there was not a bit of sarcasm in his voice, he actually meant it.
 
   Samuel gave the matter some thought and had to agree. The Serinian’s egotistical manner did drive them both; Jerremy’s to feed his ego and Samuel’s to prick it. “I thank you as well. We did push each other, it wasn’t fun, but it was interesting, and I think we will both be better Accomplisheds for it.”
 
   A gong sounded throughout the city, which meant a major announcement was about to be made, no doubt about the recent turn of events. “You have all been waiting to hear what has transpired this day,” Bran Tippen’s voice boomed in all the streets, buildings, and dwelling places in Aakadon. “Balen Tamm is dead and the Serpent Guild is in disarray,” he said and a cheer went up, carried by thousands of voices.
 
   “The Grand Maestro has given me the privilege of announcing that it was Daniel Benhannon and his friend Tim Dukane who brought this about. Accomplished Benhannon was privately tutored by Maestro Terroll Barnes and was found to possess an extraordinarily high potential. In accordance with the instruction of the Maestro and by command of the Grand Maestro, Daniel Benhannon was ordered not to reveal his position or rank. He was placed among the Talenteds until being assigned the task of obtaining the Baton of Tarin Conn. In his career as an Accomplished he has defeated scores of renegade Accomplisheds, thousands of Condemneds, and well over ten thousand yetis. He led our Talenteds, Sherree Jenna, Jerremy DeSuan, and Samuel Cresh, to victory in the Battle of Bashierwood. For these accomplishments his place in history is assured and he will always be respected,” Tippen went on to say.
 
   “And being Silenced was his reward,” Tim grumbled.
 
   “Daniel Benhannon had been captured, taken to Kelgotha where the Dark Maestro formed a link and tortured his dreams. Grand Maestro Efferin Tames has severed that link and Daniel is now free of the curse that had been haunting him. Due to no fault of his own, some of the damage done to Daniel cannot be reversed. Tarin Conn, in an attempt to sway our Accomplished to join him, taught Daniel Serpent Guild specific spells, spells that he was able use against them and their Maestro. While asleep, Daniel has suffered nightmares. In one such nightmare he lashed out with a spell that snuffed the life out of an oak tree, only missing his escorts by pure chance. Through no fault of his own, and not to in any way to diminish or besmirch his strength of character, he has become a danger to all, for he cannot control his dreams. The Grand Maestro has determined that should Daniel Benhannon suffer a nightmare, summon the Serpent Guild specific death spell, every living thing within a five span spherical radius will no longer be alive, snuffed out as easily as a commoner extinguishes a candle. The young Accomplished is exhausted from his ordeal and is even now asleep in the dormitory. But fear not, the Grand Maestro has seen to our safety, for the good of everyone, he has Silenced Daniel Benhannon. His inability to forget a spell once learned is normally an asset, but in this case it has proved to be a curse, for his repertoire, through no fault of his own, has been corrupted by Tarin Conn. Treat our young Accomplished with respect for, while his career has been shortened, he flared like a shooting star, and accomplished more than many Aakacarns have done in centuries of life.”
 
   The silence in the city was profound as people digested the news. There was no more celebrating. The mood in the cafeteria was somber and most everyone, although saddened by the Silencing, agreed that the Grand Maestro had made the right decision. Samuel wanted to scream at them and speak of the unfairness of it all. It was he who reported the incident with the oak tree. And now it was being used as a justification for the Silencing. There was little time to reflect on the matter because now everyone was asking questions. He, by the order of Instructor Renn, never mentioned his part in the Battle of Bashierwood, allowing the Accomplisheds to reveal what they wanted and when. Now, the truth was out and Talenteds were pelting him, Jerremy, and especially Tim, with questions. The Ducaunan had actually been to the lair of Balen Tamm and witnessed the challenge; everyone wanted to hear from him, including Samuel. It was obvious the mountaineer did not tell all, but told enough to satisfy the questioners.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seventeen: Upon Awakening 
 
   Sunlight beamed in through the prism window bathing the room in rainbow colors. The chrono disk was half way between the twelfth and thirteenth mark. Good, that meant the cafeteria would be open and still serving the mid-day meal. This was the first time Daniel had ever slept half the day away, although it was not surprising after all he had been through. He sat up in bed and noticed Simon sitting across from him on bed number three.
 
   “How are you feeling?” the Talented asked delicately, the way one would speak to another who has been stricken with an incurable malady.
 
   Daniel smiled and his stomach growled in protest at being empty. “I’m hungry, but other than that, right as rain. Have you been here all night?”
 
   Simon stood up. “No. Tim stood guard for awhile and then Samuel and Jerremy. I took over a little while ago; we wanted to make sure no one disturbed your rest.” Simon went on to tell of the official version of events and the Grand Maestro’s justification for the Silencing. “Even though many people believe Efferin Tames was justified in Silencing you, I, for one, don’t believe you would kill us all in your sleep.”
 
   “Thanks, I appreciate that,” Daniel replied and then reached for the ebony baton. “This is a level four crescendo with an amplification factor of six. I want you to have it.”  
 
   Simon took the baton from Daniel’s hand as if receiving the greatest treasure in the world, and for an Aakacarn it was. “Are you sure you want me to have this?”
 
   “Yes, it is of little use to someone who has been Silenced and I want you to have it. You kept my secret and proved yourself to be a friend. However, you may want to keep quiet about the level and amplification factor. Crescendos like this are rare enough that some people might try to steal it,” Daniel told him. “Use it well.”
 
   “I will, and thanks,” Simon replied and then hid the baton in his silks.
 
   “Are you coming?” Daniel asked and started for the door, letting Simon know his company was welcome. At least Tim received honorable mention in the Aakadon version of events and Daniel was satisfied with that.
 
   His first thought had been to go to the washroom and bathe but the water could only be summoned by spell, being Silenced was becoming a bit of a nuisance, although losing the ability to summon potential was worth being freed of the cursed link. His plan had worked and was in fact still working. Soon he would be leaving Aakadon and the self-serving Accomplished running it. He did not want to ask his friend to summon the water so grabbed his straw hat and headed down to the cafeteria.
 
   Talenteds he only knew through brief encounters smiled and waved greetings as he and Simon strolled through the halls; not a single Aakacarn looked down on his wearing buckskins. They entered the cafeteria and he spotted Sherree and two of her friends eating what appeared to be fried chicken at table twenty-one. He waved at them and then stood in line for his own tray of chicken. Talenteds actually bowed to him and the cook made sure Daniel was given a double portion, two breasts and four legs, which was very much appreciated, Simon received a normal portion but seemed content with that.
 
   Daniel carried his tray toward the tables and glanced at Sherree. He would miss the way she looked at him; not seeing her again was one of the few regrets he would have over leaving Aakadon. She looked up from her plate and smiled. Joanna and Charlene followed her gaze and then, seeing what had drawn her attention, smiled at him as well.
 
   “Daniel, come sit with us,” Sherree invited. “And you too, Simon,” she added with a kindly smile directed at the sandy-haired Talented.
 
   Daniel sat down across from the female Aakacarns and Simon took the chair beside him, but most of Daniel’s attention was focused on the beautiful Lobenian. Her yellow-gold hair was well hidden under the hood of her white silk cloak. He remembered seeing her luxurious tresses twice, once after the yetis attacked Bashierwood and the time Harmon Gramm stripped the cloak from her. “How are you feeling?” she asked.
 
   “I feel great,” Daniel replied.
 
   They looked at Simon as if he knew differently. After all, how could anyone be Silenced and say they were feeling great? The quiet Talented shrugged his shoulders as if he did not understand the emotion either. “He feels great,” Simon told them with emphasis on each word. So they were to humor him.
 
   Sherree nodded understandingly and forced a smile, and it was forced. The hawk to mouse looked appeared in her eyes, the look that seemed to be reserved only for him, and then she spoke. “You should feel great. After all, you’ve been asleep for three days.”
 
   Three days, Daniel could hardly credit it yet had to admit he did not feel the least bit guilty for having done so. Simon nodded confirmation of the fact, Joanna grinned, and Charlene stared at Daniel as if he was something new and beyond her experience. “Well, I was exhausted,” he replied unashamedly.
 
   Joanna leaned forward. “Your friend Tim told us all about how you defeated Balen Tamm and killed hundreds of enemy Aakacarns and thousands of yetis and sasquatches. He added greater detail to what was announced through the Grand Maestro’s office. Word is spreading to every kingdom, you are becoming quite famous, and the Maestros have declared you a hero,” she said with a twinkle in her hazel eyes.
 
   Daniel was pleased, not over the fame, he was happy Tim had told the story so he would not have to repeat it over and over again to every individual wanting a personal report. “You see, sleeping three days has its benefits. I can leave the story telling to Tim,” he told them.
 
   “I’m glad you’re up,” Sherree replied and her smile became genuine rather than forced. “I was afraid you were going to miss my graduation.”
 
   “I surely would have hated that,” Daniel replied and made an on the spot decision to stay in Aakadon long enough to see her raised to the level of Accomplished. “I’m happy for you. What about Samuel and Jerremy, are they graduating as well?”
 
   “Yes, ten in all. Would you believe Jerremy and Samuel argued over which of them should take the platform after Sherree? Samuel insisted that Jerremy go first and Jerremy insisted that Samuel go ahead of him. I almost think they actually like each other,” Joanna replied and her dimpled smile turned into a pretty little pout. “I’ll not be graduating until next year.”
 
   Sherree’s eyes focused on Daniel’s plate and then on his stomach. “You better get some food into that before you starve,” she told him.
 
   Daniel picked up a chicken breast and began eating; he would get to the other breast and legs later. Sherree sipped from her cup and waited until he was through chewing before asking, “What does Tarin Conn look like?”
 
   Having to think about the Dark Maestro took some of the pleasure out of the mid-day meal, but if she really wanted to know, he would tell her. He made a face sure to convey disgust, as if what he was about to describe was truly loathsome and hideous. The Talenteds’ reactions were proof he was succeeding. Simon was wide-eyed eager for the gory details, Sherree swallowed hard as if preparing to accept something awful, Joanna and Charlene seemed caught between wanting to hear the description and wanting to be elsewhere before he spoke, although they did not move from their seats. “Tarin Conn looks like Jerremy only bigger and more mature,” he answered and could not keep from smiling.
 
   “No, seriously,” Sherree said while Joanna and Charlene giggled.
 
   Daniel grabbed a chicken leg, took a bite, chewed thoroughly, swallowed, and even took a swig of fruit juice before making a reply. “I’m serious. Tarin Conn is a Serinian, a fact history seems to have omitted. He looks nothing like the descriptions I have heard all of my life. My favorite is; he’s bigger than a yeti and uglier than a toad, although I thought it best not to tell him that. In actuality, he looks kingly; some might even consider him handsome, though I am no judge of such things.”
 
   The Talenteds seemed both satisfied with his answers and disappointed, no doubt he had shattered some of their notions of what the Dark Maestro looks like. Simon nodded his head, Charlene pursed her lips in thought, and Joanna smiled. “I can’t wait to tell Jerremy,” she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
 
   “Why didn’t you share this with us before?” Sherree asked.
 
   Daniel finished off the other breast, the other chicken legs, washed it all down with his fruit juice, and then stood up. “First off, nobody asked. Second, Efferin is also a Serinian and I wanted to be on his good side. The Grand Maestro would probably think I was making it up just to make him look bad. And finally, it never occurred to me,” he replied knowing they would think his reasoning rather weak, seeing as Efferin did Silence him and by most people’s reckoning that would be counted as having been on the Grand Maestro’s bad side.
 
   “Mountain folk rarely volunteer information to anyone born less than six hundred cubits above sea level. They must be primed and pumped like an old well in order to get anything out of them, especially Daniel,” Sherree told her friends, although her voice was warm and hers eyes never left his while she was saying it.
 
   “I get into enough trouble over what little I do tell,” Daniel replied with a grin. “I shudder to think what would happen if I told everything on my mind.” Especially while gazing into those emerald eyes. He suppressed the thought instantly. “Thanks for the company. I know you must be anxious to prepare for graduation,” he finished and made a hasty exit before his tongue could get him into real trouble.
 
   “Simon, stay with us awhile,” Sherree’s voice came to Daniel’s ear.
 
   “I never met a Talented like him,” Charlene said.
 
   “He is an Accomplished,” Simon corrected her.
 
   “Yes, but one who doesn’t show his rank and, judging by the way he stared at Sherree and practically ignored the rest of us, needs to hear the Aakacarn rules of celibacy again,” Joanna said. It was definitely her voice carried over the din of noise coming from the kitchen.
 
   Daniel could swear he heard Charlene say, “He’s not the only one,” but he did not want to think about what she meant by the statement and was glad when he reached the hall and could not hear any more of what was being said. They obviously could not tell the difference between being attracted to a person and inviting them into the cabin, perhaps Sherree would explain it to them. Yes, he found Sherree attractive and she invaded a dream or two, but there could never be more than that and he knew it. He had no need of anyone going over the stupid Aakacarn rules to him again; his experience with Val made the lesson clearer than any lecture Terroll of Jason ever gave.
 
   Daniel walked silently while pondering his feelings. Talenteds bowed to him, even Burten and Darrell. Accomplisheds gave respectful nods as if to an equal and Daniel greeted each of them in the same manner. The thought that he would never marry or father children was depressing so he banished it, smiled, and concentrated on giving each person a cheerful greeting. The ploy worked. Pleasant thoughts filled his mind; the link to Tarin Conn was severed, the way Sherree’s hair flowed over her shoulders and down her back on the rare times he saw it. Oh well, at least it was a pleasant memory.
 
   He ended up at the stables and decided to check on Sprinter. The horse probably needed grooming after three days. He swung open the massive wooden gate, walked in, and then made his way over to the Talenteds section and stall number two, which not so coincidently was the number of his bed. A mountaineer in dyed buckskins was busy grooming the ashen stallion. “Hey thanks, I was just coming to do that,” he told him.
 
   Tim kept on brushing, although he did look over at Daniel with a scowl on his face. “I was just keeping busy. How are you feeling?”
 
   Daniel took a deep breath, which was not particularly smart seeing as he was in a stable. “I feel wonderful,” he replied while trying to ignore the pungent smells.
 
   “How can you say that after what Efferin did to you?” Tim spat as if the Silencing had just occurred.
 
   “I’ll tell you that and more, once we leave Aakadon,” he replied evenly. The drummer deserved a more thorough answer after all he had been through.
 
   Tim actually cracked a smile, it looked painful but he managed it. “You mean we are leaving?”
 
   Daniel nodded. “Yes, but I want to see the ranking ceremony before we go,” he said while patting Sprinter on the neck.
 
   Tim mumbled something about it being a pleasure to leave this city and the scum sucking Aakacarn who rules it. The rest of his comments were in words he seldom used accepting when truly angry, and were decidedly less flattering descriptions of the Grand Maestro. Tim was in a really bad mood. He put the brush down, stepped out of the stall, and closed the gate. “I want to see the ceremony as well. I think Samuel and Jerremy are likely to have a lightning bolt each, judging by how well they fought the yetis,” he said casually.
 
   “Sherree directed the spell, don’t you think she is likely to have a bolt,” Daniel pointed out.
 
   Tim grinned like a rabbit in a carrot patch. “Yes, but I wanted to see the look on your face when I failed to mention her. Remember, you gave the cabin to me,” he said and then headed out of the stable.
 
   “I am not getting sweet on her,” Daniel said while running to catch up. The drummer just could not seem to get the idea into his skull.
 
   Tim led the way around front and down the main street toward the stadium, where literally thousands of Aakacarns sat in rows upon rows of seats, beneath a vast dome that filtered in sunlight, yet kept out the harsh glare and heat. The Maestros and Instructors were standing on the center grounds near a platform, about a cubit in height and ten in diameter, the stage upon which each Talented would perform the Melody of Ranking.
 
   Daniel remembered his ranking ceremony and wondered if the graduates were going to strip to the waist, something that could be awkward for Sherree, considering her modesty. He spotted Terroll, who motioned for him and Tim to come over, which they did.
 
   “Welcome back to the waking world,” said the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild while extending his right hand. The sorrow in his eyes indicated he still had hard feelings about the Silencing. “How are you?”
 
   “Thanks for asking. I’m fine, couldn’t be better,” Daniel replied while giving a firm handshake he hoped conveyed the sincerity of his words.
 
   No matter how many times he told people he felt great, nobody seemed to believe it, except possibly Sherree and she was probably humoring him. Still, he was truly touched that they cared enough to feel sad on his behalf. His freedom was worth the set back.
 
   Efferin Tames stood less than ten strides away looking happier than a bear with a honeycomb. His Chief Aid stood nearby looking pleased, no doubt because the Grand Maestro was in a good mood. Daniel damped down the sudden urge to smile at the devious pair; it would not do for them to see him happy just yet, though he truly was happy. They would be suspicious if he were to show too much pleasure. Tim frowned in Efferin’s direction and there was no mistaking the drummer’s feelings.
 
   The ceremony began. Jason entered the arena leading ten Talenteds, all wearing special off the shoulder white garments. Sherree was the first graduate in line, being first in her class. Her yellow-gold hair hung freely and beautifully down her back. She seemed a little uncomfortable, understandably so, this was a major turning point in her life, that and she probably did not like displaying so much of her beauty. But for the life of him, Daniel could not figure out why someone so absolutely stunning would hide the fact.
 
   The Lead Instructor led the graduates in forming a circle around the platform and the stadium irrupted in applause. It seemed every resident of Aakadon was present, each guild represented and eager to receive the newly raised Accomplisheds into their affiliation. The clapping grew louder as the first Talented stepped up onto the platform. A hush fell over the crowd as Sherree began to hum the Melody of Ranking.
 
   Bright amber light exploded from all around, focusing on her right shoulder, and momentarily brightened the entire stadium. Daniel could still see the flash with his eyes closed. He blinked and rubbed until his vision cleared, and noticed Tim, and everyone else who did not have enough sense to look away, doing the same thing.
 
   Sherree Jenna stood beaming with joy, staring at the golden lightning bolt on her right shoulder. She had every reason to be proud and Daniel had to fight the urge to go over and hug her. The nine Talenteds bowed to the Accomplished as she stepped off the platform and took her place beside Jason. The spectators shouted their approval, clapped and stamped their feet.
 
   The jubilation died down and then swelled up again when Jerremy took his place on the platform. He stood with his head held high like a prince at his coronation. It was his normal haughty look but it seemed appropriate on this occasion. He hummed the Melody and the Aakacarns looking on made not a sound. Daniel listened carefully and closed his eyes just before the last note produced a bright violet flash. He did not need to see the light to know the color, having seen Jerremy’s potential many times before. The crowd applauded and Daniel opened his eyes just in time to see the remaining eight.
 
   Talenteds bowed to the Accomplished. The Serinian rubbed at his lightning bolt as if to be sure it was real and not coming off. He stepped off the platform and stood next to Sherree.
 
   Samuel walked into position as if unsure of himself. The spectators cheered him on and Jason gave him what appeared to be an encouraging nod. The Teki held his head up, very much like Jerremy had, and hummed the Melody. Daniel closed his eyes just before the last note. The round of applause told the outcome before he opened his eyes. Samuel stood grinning like a man about to ask his dearly-intended into the cabin. For a moment it looked as if he was going to kiss the lightning bolt, but fortunately did not. He was so mesmerized by the bolt he almost forgot to acknowledge the seven Talenteds bowing to him. He looked up and seemed surprised, although this part of the ceremony could hardly be new to him. He gave them the appropriate nod of approval and stepped off the platform.
 
   The next Talented to take the platform was a tall Ecoppian. Her black hair hung in curls over her ebony shoulders. She smiled with justifiable pride in her accomplishment and then hummed the Melody of Ranking. Daniel remembered her from Jason’s class on spell theory. Her name was Tamara Tarns, even though he had never been introduced to her. He glanced away when she hummed the final note and glimpsed the green flash signaling her success. He looked at her right shoulder and clapped after seeing the bolt. The remaining Talenteds bowed to her respectfully as the crowd cheered on.
 
   Reginald stepped forward with the confidence of a bantam rooster and hummed the Melody. Daniel turned away just as the young man reached the last note and waited. Nothing happened. Reginald’s ebony skin glistened with sweat, but there was no sign of a lightning bolt, and he stared horrified at Jason. “Did I hum a wrong note?”
 
   Daniel could not say one way or the other, having forgotten the Melody the moment it had ended; such was the effect of the Silencing. The failure was not a reflection on Reginald as a person, his intellect, or competence. Quite simply, it meant his potential was not yet at the one bolt level. His strength would grow in time, next week, next month, or maybe next year, no one could predict when because each individual is different. Daniel thought of Bella. The kindly old Accomplished at Dowman’s End had two bolts and might possibly live to attain a third.
 
   Jason ushered poor Reginald to the sideline. It was difficult to tell which was the most disappointed, but Daniel was willing to bet it was not the Instructor. Sympathetic murmurings and sighs from the crowd came in place of the applause. Daniel gave what he hoped would be taken for a reassuring nod to somehow convey that this was merely a temporary setback. Incredibly, Reginald acknowledged him with a sympathetic look; clearly the Talented considered being Silenced a worse fate.
 
   Daniel glanced at Sherree, who was looking right back at him the way a healer would when assessing a patient’s health. If he still had a cabin, if Aakacarn could marry each other, he would consider.., he broke off the thought. She would soon affiliate with a guild, learn its specialized spells, and forget him, which was for the best. The remaining Talenteds performed the ranking ceremony and in all, eight out of ten graduates had potential enough for a lightning bolt, but Daniel paid little attention to them, applauding automatically along with the crowd, or remaining silent when the second person failed to receive a bolt, it was the emerald-eyed Aakacarn who held his interest.
 
   He would be leaving soon and likely never see her again, so he stored away the memories, locking them into the total recall that was a result of his original Memory spell. Since casting his first spell, he had brought nothing but trouble upon everyone around him, probably people he never even met. How many people might have died back when yetis were gathering on Tannakonna? How many people died while the Serpent Guild teleported north and south over the continent looking for him?  How many folks along the river died before he lured the search teams to the Wager? He hoped to never know the answers to those questions. He could not change what had transpired, only go forward and hope for the best.
 
   Sherree pursed her lips, inhaled deeply, and then walked over to Janna Barroon, Maestro of the Aloe Guild, thus making clear her official choice of affiliation. Jerremy walked over and stood with David Svennar, Maestro of the Stone Guild, no surprise there. Samuel stood beside Talmon Reese, also no surprise. The Teki would do well as a member of the Eagle Guild. Each Accomplished who had received a lightning bolt was accepted into their guild of choice; not that any of them would have been refused admittance.
 
   The ceremony was over and people were filing down from the rows of seats to offer personal congratulations, or condolences, to the newly raised Accomplisheds. The two who had not attained a bolt were no longer Talenteds; they were Accomplisheds, in that they were now considered masters of their potential, yet not full Accomplisheds until they have a lightning bolt on their shoulders. They would be joining the hundred and seventeen non-affiliated Accomplisheds living in Aakadon, waiting for a bolt so they could join a guild. With Tim at his side, Daniel waited for the excitement to die down and then headed over to where his friends were congregating.
 
   “Your achievements as an Accomplished are a credit to us all. Know that more than one Maestro will be pressing Efferin Tames to remove the Forget spell. It may take time, years perhaps, but Terroll Barnes and I will do our best,” Maestro Barroon told him as he passed by.
 
   Daniel stopped to face the petite Fon Kayan. Her wheat colored hair was in a braid and draped over her shoulder; perhaps that was how she fixed her hair on special occasions. “Thank you, Maestro,” he replied with a respectful nod. “I appreciate your efforts on my behalf.”
 
   Janna Barroon gave him an encouraging nod and then turned and struck up a conversation with a female three-bolt Accomplished of the Aloe Guild, giving Daniel an opportunity to move toward his friends. Accomplisheds of every rank and affiliation greeted him with respect, thanking him for ridding the world of Balen Tamm, and congratulating him for leading the Talenteds to victory in Battle of Bashierwood. The buckskins were no longer a barrier to them seeing the Accomplished within. Tim also received greetings and congratulations. Daniel smiled and made every effort to be just as friendly and respectful to them as they were being to him while making his way over to Sherree, who was now standing between Jerremy and Samuel.
 
   “I’m glad you awakened in time to see us graduate,” Jerremy said between glances at his lightning bolt. He smiled and shook his head. “It is magnificent. I can’t understand why you never showed yours. I’m so proud I could burst.”
 
   “You will if your head gets any bigger,” Samuel remarked out of habit, although his tone lacked any real insult. He was too busy admiring his own bolt. He looked at Daniel and his jubilation faded away. “Daniel, I’m sorry. I am the one who reported about your killing the oak. I was frightened at the time and never thought the incident would lead to your being Silenced.”
 
   Daniel placed his hand on Samuel’s right shoulder, on top of the golden bolt, and looked him in the eyes. “Don’t worry about it. I know you are my friend and would not intentionally harm me. Believe it or not, I am happy to be rid of my link to Tarin Conn, and have no bitterness in my heart over how things have worked out.”
 
   Samuel smiled. “I just felt you needed to know I am sorry for my part in what happened to you. I’m glad you are taking what happened so well,” he said and went back to admiring his lightning bolt after Daniel removed his hand.
 
   Daniel avoided looking Sherree directly in the eyes, it was the thoughts he had entertained earlier concerning her. The beautiful Aakacarn would probably cast a nasty spell at him if she suspected even half of what had gone through his mind. She frowned, as did Jerremy and Samuel. Daniel wondered briefly if she had divined what was on his mind. Tim coughed and causally moved his hand near the hilt of his knife. Daniel did not need to turn around in order to figure out who they were frowning at. Efferin Tames walked right up beside him and stood smiling at the three graduates.
 
   “Congratulations, Accomplisheds. You three have done more as Talenteds than some Accomplisheds do in their whole careers. You defended a remote village against the largest uprising of the Serpent Guild seen in centuries and did what you could to heal the injured after the battle. I look forward to hearing of more great accomplishments from all of you,” The Grand Maestro said, sounding very much like Hough Bess on election day, the sentiments had to have been sincere, seeing as the six-bolt Accomplished needed no votes to stay in power, and this man knew how to stay in power.
 
   “Thank you, Grand Maestro,” all three said at once in subdued tones. No doubt his praise had meant a great deal to them at one time, but now they were only responding as protocol demanded, respecting the office he held rather than the man who had Silenced their friend.
 
   Daniel smiled and extended his right hand. “Thank you, Grand Maestro, for breaking my link to Tarin Conn. I’ve enjoyed three days of blissful sleep because of you,” Daniel told him.
 
   Efferin shook hands. His smile never faded but his eyes held suspicion. “”You are most welcome. I hope you understand that I did what was best for everyone, including you.”
 
   He had done what was best for him. One did not have to be raised in a queen’s court and educated by royal tutors to figure out why the Grand Maestro had cast the spell. Daniel released his grip and stepped back. “I understand completely,” he replied and hoped the chief Aakacarn never figured out how well.
 
   Efferin nodded affirmatively as if to reinforce the notion that the Silencing had been done with good intentions. He stared off to the left and seemed to focus on a two-bolt Accomplished of the Aqua guild. “I have business to attend. Enjoy the festivities,” he said and then headed toward the Aakacarn.
 
   “How can you thank him?” Tim asked, eyes flaring with outrage. He truly was taking the Silencing badly. The three newly raised Accomplisheds had not asked the question but were clearly interested in the answer. Apparently they too were surprised by the show of gratitude.
 
   Daniel glanced at the ruby pyramid and the all-seeing eye, it had lost its luster as far as he was concerned, just a meaningless decoration. He let out a sigh while trying to come up with a way to make his friends understand, without telling them too much. “I am grateful to no longer be linked to Tarin Conn. Efferin did me a favor and I paid the gratuity,” he began.
 
   “The baton should have been payment enough,” Sherree interrupted, her eyebrows drawn in anger, like a she-bear whose cubs have been attacked, and with a fury even the yetis attacking in force had not aroused.
 
   Obviously she and the other three did not understand. There was no reason for them to be angry or resentful on his account. “Efferin took away a power I never asked for. More importantly, he used the baton of Tarin Conn,” he said, hoping they would finally see his point.
 
   “So?” Jerremy questioned, showing none of them had gotten the point.
 
   Daniel sighed again. It was all so simple, except they did not have the benefit of days to figure out the matter rationally, they could not seem to get beyond the outrage over what had been done to him. “Listen, when Tim played, Potential, on my guitarn, which carries a residual of my potential, I was able to sense that my crescendo had been used and also knew what spell had been cast through it. Tarin Conn must know the use to which his crescendo had been put to. Efferin cast a High Power spell through the baton. At minimum I was hit with six bolts of potential. The Dark Maestro knows I have been Silenced and can no longer remember his spells or any others from my repertoire. I am no threat to him and hopefully, he will leave me and everyone living on Tannakonna alone. The Creator knows the evil Aakacarn is busy enough trying to restore order to his guild. That is how I can thank Efferin for what he did.”
 
   “You have reasoned things out quite well,” Jason said from behind.
 
   Daniel turned to face the smiling Lead Instructor. “Thanks, I decided to look at the total outcome rather than focus on a few setbacks. In all, everything has worked out for the best.”
 
   Jason nodded his head in agreement. “I must say, your brief career as an Accomplished has brought about more good on behalf of the world than I have heard of since the Aakacarn War.” he said respectfully.
 
   Daniel did not need to hear how good he was or what a shame it was that his career as an Accomplished had to be so short. He glanced at Jerremy and Samuel but fixed his gaze on Sherree. Her yellow-gold hair shimmered in the filtered sunlight. The time had come to leave Aakadon and allow her and everyone else to get on with their lives. “I’m glad to have been of help, but am especially glad to have met you,” he said and gestured to those around him.
 
   Tim cheered up instantly. “It sounds like we will be heading back home soon,” he said enthusiastically.
 
   Jason smiled while removing three heavy pouches hanging from his belt loops and a white envelope with gold lettering from the inner pocket of his red on black cloak. “I knew you would choose to move on so I brought you these,” he said and then handed them over. “Don’t look so surprised. Yes, they are filled with gold coins.”
 
   Daniel did not bother trying to count the coins but each pouch was heavy enough to contain a hundred. He removed one and stared at the face of Queen Cleona sitting on the royal throne of Ducuan. In the envelope was an invitation to present himself before Her Majesty, in the capital, in the palace. He was about to ask about the coins when he remembered one of his conversations with Tarin Conn. The Dark Maestro had talked about Daniel enjoying the coins sent to sponsor him. The queen had been quite generous. “Thank you, Instructor, for thinking to bring them,” he replied while Tim stared wide-eyed, it was the first he knew of coins sent to sponsor a Talented.
 
   Terroll ended a conversation with Talmon Reese and walked over with a sad expression on his face. “Did I hear correctly, are you leaving us?”
 
   “We certainly are,” Tim answered without hesitation. The drummer was more than ready to leave.
 
   Daniel shook hands with the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. “Thanks for the teaching and all your help, and for that which you and Maestro Barroon are trying to do for me as well.”
 
   “It is I who am grateful to you,” Terroll replied. “The Maestro and I will do what we can but it will take time. Until then, survive, that is what mountaineers do.”
 
   There was no doubting Terroll’s sincerity. He was one of the few who had truly benefited from the original memory spell, and that had been accidental. Most everything Daniel had done after the first spell was an attempt to lesson the consequences for the innocent people who had the misfortune of knowing or being related to him. 
 
   Samuel and Jerremy had proved their friendship to him and Sherree had been a great help. Her rejuvenation spell had made his ordeal not only bearable but kept him going, giving him that little extra boost he needed to be successful. Her eyes watered up, her lips formed into a sad smile, and she opened her arms up to him. Daniel responded instantly, taking her into a warm embrace. The heat of her body passed through her silks and his buckskins and filled him with regret for what he would never have and joy for the brief pleasure of holding her. He relaxed his arms and she stepped back, face flushed, seemingly surprised by her own actions.
 
   “I only hugged you because mountaineers seem to need it,” she explained and then added, “Happy hunting.”
 
   The Lobenian had remembered the Tannakonna custom, the hug meant to express success on the hunt. Daniel smiled at her and then shook hands with Samuel and Jerremy. “Take care of yourselves. By the way, I agree with Efferin, you three have done more as Talenteds than some Accomplisheds do in their whole careers and I am looking forward to hearing of more great accomplishments from all of you,” he said and then motioned to Tim and headed towards the stables.
 
   He was not one to wallow in sentimental partings; the time had come to leave. Tim followed silently, although his steps were light and filled with eagerness. Accomplisheds greeted them and Talenteds bowed to Daniel, even Joanna, Charlene, and Simon, who were all headed in the direction of Tames Hall. Daniel acknowledged them and waved a farewell to Simon. The sandy-haired Aakacarn smiled and patted a bulge in his silks that fit the dimensions of a baton.
 
   Tim entered the stable first and went over to Tremor’s stall. Daniel saddled Sprinter and finished just as the drummer was mounting the brown and beige mare. “Let’s see how far we can get from Aakadon before sunset,” Daniel suggested.
 
   “Let’s,” Tim agreed.
 
   They rode out into the street, which was now relatively clear, people were moving to the sides, making room for the two Ducaunans. The crowd cheered them all the way to the north gate, where a long line of travelers waited to see if they would be granted entrance. A cheer irrupted and people were shouting, “Daniel!” over and over again, it was kind of embarrassing, several people had mentioned he was becoming famous yet he never expected this. He waved to them and then heeled Sprinter into a gallop over the bridge, with Tim staying neck and neck on Tremor.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eighteen: I’m an Aakasear 
 
   Daniel pushed hard for the first couple of spans and then slowed Sprinter to a trot. He looked up at the partly cloudy sky and smiled as the warm breeze caressed his face. He was free, all of his plans had worked out as expected, and everything seemed right in the world for the first time in what seemed like a very long while, but had actually been about a month. It would not be long before he and Tim reached the place they teleported to and from.
 
   “You had me worried back there,” Tim said, although his light tone indicated it was not the kind of worry that would cause him to lose any sleep.
 
   Daniel glanced at his friend. The drummer should be happy after leaving Aakadon. What could possibly be worrying him, “About what?” Daniel asked.
 
   Tim smiled like a raccoon in a rubbish pail. “The way you and Sherree hugged I thought you would change your mind and stay,” he replied, seriously, as if he actually believed it could have happened.
 
   Daniel sighed. How many times would he have to explain that Aakacarns do not marry? “She was only wishing me a happy hunt. Most every woman on Tannakonna did when we left there as well.”
 
   Tim chuckled. “Yeah, how come she didn’t hug me? Face it; she has had the look of desire in her eyes ever since you two met. Aakacarns do not marry, but they are still human, capable of getting sweet on each other, and that young woman is sweet on you,” he stated with a shocking degree of accuracy. When did he become so perceptive?
 
   The signs had been there all along, Daniel had simply refused to see them, and for good reason. Sherree was just as much a captive of her fate as he and any relationship they formed would have no where to go beyond simple acknowledgement. “You’re right. I have grown to love her and I think she feels the same way about me, but this would end up the way it did with Val, better to end it now than later.” He admitted.
 
   Tim took a sip from his canteen and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I know you’ve said many times how much trouble spell casting brought you,” he began, perhaps trying to change the subject, any change would be welcomed. “I just don’t see how you could give up all that power and not feel bad.”
 
   Daniel expected the question to come up eventually, now was as good a time as any to answer it. He guided Sprinter off the main trail and over a hill he was certain would hide them from view, should anyone pass by. The answer to this question required privacy. He reined the stallion to a halt and waited for his friend to join him. 
 
   Tim frowned. “Where are we going?” he asked, not seeming the least bit pleased about being kept in the dark.
 
   Daniel released the grin he had been fighting since waking up. He could finally share just how well his plan had worked. “You are absolutely right. I can’t give up the power. It is as much a part of me as my hands or feet,” he said and then grabbed the guitarn from its place behind Sprinter’s saddle. “Give me a beat.”
 
   Tim’s eyebrows narrowed and he seemed totally confused. He finally shrugged and detached the drums from his saddle and beat out a steady rhythm.
 
   Daniel concentrated on fond memories. More precisely, he thought of the incidents that led up to him casting the spells. He remembered the emotions that provoked him to compose those Melodies, although he could not remember the actual spells. In his mind, random notes began to form into a Melody, filling his soul with the inspiration. He added a six note harmony and his fingers caressed the strings of his guitarn, playing aloud the Melody in his heart. He titled the new composition, Inspiration. The blue glow formed and brightened around him. He remembered, sparking the flame and why it had been necessary to cast it. A Melody formed and filled the gap in his memory. He remembered priming the well and why, and another Melody came to mind and filled the gap. The cycle continued until he stopped playing, Inspiration, and strapped the guitarn back behind the saddle.
 
   Tim stared wide-eyed with his mouth open. “But..,” he began to say and then was silent for a few moments while he collected his thoughts. “You were Silenced, how can this be?”
 
   Daniel began to laugh, laughing harder than he had in a very long time. “Silencing only works on an Aakacarn. I’m an Aakasear,” he explained after catching his breath.
 
   Tim nodded his head and smiled as if he now understood completely. “You broke the Forget spell, like you did for Terroll, but that must have taken incredible power.”
 
   The drummer was right and wrong at the same time and needed to be set straight, but first it was time to get going again. “Let’s get back on the main trail. We can talk and ride,” he suggested and began guiding Sprinter back without waiting for a reply.
 
   They reached the main trail heading north toward the Gosian River. “I didn’t break the spell. I kind of by passed it.”
 
   “Why not just break it?” Tim asked while shrugging his shoulders.
 
   “Because, for one thing, Efferin would sense the spell had been broken since it is tied to his life force, like I can sense the shield spell on Serin Gell. Secondly, the harmonic ripples from such an effort would spread half way across the continent. And finally, the Melody I used was simple, adequate, and requires little potential,” Daniel replied and then grabbed his canteen and took a sip while keeping a close eye out for predators.
 
   Tim scratched his head. “So how can you remember the spells while the Forget spell is in place?”
 
   “The new Melody I just composed brings back the emotions that inspired me to cast the spells that were in my repertoire and fills in the gaps,” Daniel tried to explain while taking his guitarn in hand once again, feeling a demonstration was in order. “You know the, Potential, Melody, listen to the one that has come into my mind,” he said and then played the tune.
 
   At the completion of the Melody Tim nodded his head and was grinning from ear to ear. “I see. This isn’t the same tune I remember, although it is similar, a variation of the original. Does this mean you are composing new spells?”
 
   Daniel nodded. “Yes, but I need to play, Inspiration, some more. During the time I played it just now, only a tenth of my repertoire has been replaced. Composing news Melodies takes time, which I seem to have plenty of for now. In the near future I hope to catch up and surpass my old repertoire. After all, it took me a long time to compose a spell that could sever my link to Tarin Conn.”
 
   Tim’s jaw dropped open like a broken root cellar door. “If you knew how to break the link yourself, why did you allow Efferin Tames to Silence you?” he asked and then nodded as a lopsided grin formed on his face. “You planned this.”
 
   Daniel could not help but feel a little pride at how well he had succeeded. He glanced at a bird sitting on the branch of a large water oak. Freedom, that was why. Freedom to enjoy the simple things in life without worrying about what the Dark Maestro might throw at him next or the Accomplisheds in Aakadon for that matter. “Efferin no longer sees me as a threat, Tarin Conn doesn’t see me as a threat, Balen Tamm is dead, and Serin Gell is a prisoner of the Eagle Guild. I have my spell casting ability and best of all, I’m free.”
 
   Tim laughed so hard he nearly fell out of the saddle. “And Efferin said he would never again underestimate a mountaineer,” he chortled.
 
   What Tim said was true, thank the Creator. The Grand Maestro grossly underestimated his perceived opponent and best of all; he lost and does not know it. Daniel smiled and removed two sacks of gold from his saddle bag. “Here,” he said while tossing them to the drummer.
 
   Tim stopped laughing and caught the sacks. “What are these for?”
 
   Daniel knew this time would come, and dreaded it. They were coming to a fork in the road, one continued north and the other to the west. “Give one to my parents and keep the other for a wedding present,” he replied, and took a deep breath. “I can’t come home. The people of Tannakonna will either remember me as the hero of Bashierwood or the man who brought the wrath of Tarin Conn down on them, No matter what, they will always treat me as an Accomplished, never just plain Daniel Benhannon. I will try to visit from time to time, but not real soon,” he answered, knowing it was all true and hoping his friend would understand.
 
   Tim frowned, clearly not liking what he was hearing, and seemed on the verge of throwing the sacks back. He finally let out a sigh and surely would have kicked something if his legs were not in the stirrups. “What will you do?”
 
   Daniel was free, the time had come to make his choice, and he knew from early on what that would be, having told it once to the mighty Tarin Conn. “With my invitation in hand, I intend to offer my services to Queen Cleona,” he replied, feeling sure she would accept his offer.
 
   Tim looked very much like a man trapped between a bear and a two hundred cubit drop. “I’ll come with you,” he said. “To make sure..,”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Daniel told him. His friend would not be allowed to make any more sacrifices. “Go home. Gina is waiting for you. Go to her, raise children together, and be happy. I would teleport you but I haven’t as yet composed a suitable Melody.”
 
   The fork in the road came into sight and the time had come to part ways. This was the end of the journey for them, but not their friendship, that would last a lifetime. And besides, he would eventually compose a teleportation spell of his own and then a visit would be only three heart beats away.
 
   Tim nodded his head in agreement, although reluctantly. “Happy hunting,” he said in a tight voice.
 
   Daniel reached out and shook hands. “Happy hunting and thanks for always being in the right place at the right time.”
 
   The drummer smiled. “Someone has to be, the way you keeping hopping a trail on impulse, although you always do manage to catch whatever you are hunting. Take care of yourself,” he said and then heeled Tremor in the flanks and galloped up the north trail.
 
   Clouds hung in the sky like balls of cotton in a canopy of blue. A bobcat straddled the branch of a nearby gummet tree, the sap of which when mixed with that of the sugret tree made an excellent sole for boots, shoes, and a good hand grip for a knife. Daniel smiled contentedly at being able to think about the simple things again. His life would be forever changed by the casting of the memory spell, but it need not be for the worse, not unless it was his own doing. He was free to choose his path without anyone trying to impose their will upon him. He patted Sprinter on the neck and headed west to meet the queen.
 
    
 
   The End
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
   To Be Chosen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel learns what it means to be the Creator’s Chosen Vessel. Queen Cleona has a deadly disease for which there is no cure, Serin Gell has escaped, and spies infest the royal court. The Serpent Guild is reorganizing with two Accomplisheds vying for the coveted position of Maestro and the Ducaunan mountaineer gets caught up in the machinations of one while his friends get tangled up with the other. For a thousand years the Trumpet of Tarin Conn has been hidden away by the Ducaunan Royal family, now Duke Cantor of house Ducalin sends word that his estate is under assault by members of the Serpent Guild and the trumpet is in danger of once again falling in the hands of the enemy Aakacarns. As a newly dubbed Royal Knight of Ducaun, Daniel must go from the sasquatch infected swamps of Append to the northern kingdom of Pentrosa in pursuit of the trumpet. His friends, Sherree and Jerremy, face horror and death if Daniel makes the wrong choice, but the right choice could mean war between Ducaun and Pentrosa. To succeed, Daniel must accept that he is the Creator’s Champion, recover the Trumpet of Tarin, compose a healing Melody, all why trying to keep secret his ability to cast spells has not been hampered by the Silencing laid upon him by the Grand Maestro.  
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