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Chapter One: The First Spell
 
Daniel Benhannon leaned against the trunk of the great pine and unbuttoned his red buckskin shirt, hoping to take advantage of the cool breeze whispering through the green needles in the canopy above. The air was filled with the scent of night blooming jasmine. The toils of the day were behind him and it was time to relax. His muscles ached; minor discomforts really, from hauling and placing logs, a labor of love that made it all worth while. The calluses on his hands, like those of most mountaineers, proved he was no stranger to hard work. He glanced at the cabin twenty strides to his right and smiled at the result of his labor. His future dwelling was almost finished, except for the furnishings. 
He took hold of his most prized possession, a six stringed guitarn, and strummed a chord. The strings vibrated, producing a beautiful tone made richer by the acoustical quality of the instrument. Being the son of the only carpenter on the mountain had its advantages. The guitarn was hand crafted by his father, although it was Daniel’s mother who taught him how to play.  He knew hundreds of tunes, including some composed by her. Like his mother, he could perform any melody after hearing it just once. He plucked the tune, Flight of the Whippoorwill, composed by her. 
He was skilled in his father’s trade; the proof stood twenty strides away, a testament to the training he received. The master craftsman taught his son all the necessary skills of carpentry, but Daniel’s true talent came from his mother. It was no idle boast that Miriam Benhannon could play any stringed instrument with as much, if not more, skill than an Aakacarn. 
The mere thought of the spell casters sent a chill up Daniel’s spine. He tried to put the dreaded power wielders out of his mind. The old and numerous stories of how an Accomplished would search the world for Potentials and steal them away in the night, sometimes even in broad daylight, plagued his mind. Mountaineers do not frighten easily but even the bravest of them would rather go unarmed against a full grown bear than face an Aakacarn. Daniel always had a nagging concern that he would be one of the unfortunate few who would be dragged off to Aakadon, the ancient city of the Aakacarns. Young men like him were ripe for the picking and being less the a hundred spans from that city did little to ease his nerves. It was a comfort knowing the nearest village, Bashierwood, lay three quarters of the way up Mount Tannakonna and the Benhannon homestead was even farther up than that. He convinced himself an Accomplished of Aakadon had no reason to come looking for him and was more likely to turn up in towns and cities more easily assessable.  
Daniel played another tune, Riding the Wind. The upbeat melody washed away his tension, making him feel much better. Thoughts of the Aakacarns were replaced by memories of life on Tannakonna. He would not trade his buckskins for the finest garments worn in the royal palace in Ducanton. He thought of Val Terrance and all the possibilities that life with her could bring after he invited her into his cabin. 
The old melody was gone, replaced by something new, a stirring in his soul. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the inspiration, allowing the guitarn to express the mood of his spirit. He thought of swimming in the clear blue mountain lake and climbing trees in his youth. He thought of his best friend, Tim Dukane, beating out a rhythm on a pair of drums latched together and covered on top by tightly stretched buckskin. The memories rushed in and were expressed in a fanciful melody and chorded rhythm.
Daniel’s fingers slid up and down the slender neck of the guitarn, moving with precision to the exact location needed to produce the desired notes flowing from his spirit. He tickled the strings and let them do the singing. The more he played, the more precious memories of people, events, and experiences came to mind. The melody was now complete yet he continued to play for the sheer joy of hearing it again and again. This was his first composition and he was thrilled, wanting to share it with everyone, especially his mother.
He opened his eyes while continuing to play this new melody and noticed a peculiar blue glow illuminating not only his immediate area, but farther than his eyes could see. A lump formed in his throat, he swallowed hard, his hands froze in place and the strange light instantly vanished. He was stunned and several moments passed before he even thought to close his mouth and take breath.
“Fire and wind!” he shouted to a suddenly quite forest. Even the animals seemed in awe of the freak occurrence. 
He sprang to his feet, barely keeping a grip on the guitarn, as sudden thoughts of the Aakacarns flooded his mind, and nearly sent him bolting into the woods like a frightened squirrel. He stood his ground, mostly because he had not yet determined which way to run.
A noise to his left indicated something else had entered the clearing. In less than a blink of an eye, his knife was in his free hand and ready to be thrown. Daniel aimed at the source of the sound and spotted a raccoon scampering up the third pine tree to his left. He replaced the knife and laughed at himself, part of it was nerves, he was sure, and the rest amusement over his own foolishness. His heart slowed to normal, although his throat was unusually dry, perhaps a result of laughing so hard, but more likely fear, he had to admit.
 The illumination was a puzzle he did not care to solve, better to put the incident out of his mind. He began the journey home with a growing sense that something dreadful had happened. His eyes were sharp, accustomed to seeing in the dark, and his skills at hunting and trapping kept him ever alert for prey and predators alike. The sight of a mountain lion leaping out at him as he moved swiftly along the trail would worry him less than witnessing that eerie glow. He could accept and manage natural occurrences; he would be hardly fit to invite Val into his cabin otherwise.
Daniel’s thoughts drifted to his recent composition and the desire to play the new melody for his mother and to get her opinion. He held the guitarn in position as he walked and began plucking the tune. A blue aura formed around him and grew brighter the longer he played. His hands froze in place and the glow vanished just like it did before. Fear and wonder struggled for dominance while he tried to find a reasonable explanation for what was happening. He played the melody again and the glow returned. It was horrifying yet he felt stronger, more powerful, mighty enough to shake Tannakonna from base to peak, and his thirst grew.
 He walked in silence under the full moon and tried to make sense of the blue light and its implications. Why did it come when he played his melody? Why did he suddenly have the terrible feeling his life would never be the same again? And, why was he so blighted thirsty?
 A familiar light flickered in the distance and he quickened his strides. The tiny flame came from an oil lamp in the window of the cottage he grew up in, the only home he had ever known, the safe haven from all fears. The blue trim on the windows and doorframes were gray in the moonlight. The chicken coop was a stone’s throw from the back door of the modest dwelling and to the right of it was a barn. His family had one cow, one horse, and twenty chickens. A vegetable garden with pole beans, tomatoes, and lettuce, grew seven strides off to the left.
Daniel covered the remaining distance quickly and ran inside, stopping to close the door quietly so as not to make noise, his parents did not approve of slamming doors. The room was small but more than adequate for the three of them. Six hand-carved chairs surrounded a large table in the center of the room. Wooden figurines of swans and birds decorated the windowsills. The creatures were tokens of esteem from his father to his mother. The whittlings of Ronn Benhannon were life-like and meticulously painted, not a few of his works were scattered in homes all across the entire mountain range, and they sold well. Pieces of wood glowed red-orange in the fireplace, but Daniel paid little attention to the pit. The cottage had three rooms. The main one served as a dining room, kitchen, and company-greeting-room. He wondered briefly what his parents would use his bedroom for after he moved out. The time was soon approaching and Val, who would be leaving her home as well, seemed eager to start a new life with him.
Daniel leaned the guitarn against the wall and went to the wash basin, thanking all that is good that he and his father had installed the indoor pump last spring. He did not miss fetching water from the stream. He picked up the priming bucket and poured the contents while working the pump handle up and down vigorously. Water flowed into the basin, rewarding his efforts. He drank two full cups, and then refilled the bucket for future use.
“Did you see the Light?” his mother called from outside of the room.
“Light?” he replied.
Daniel turned as Miriam Benhannon entered from the bedroom and sat down in her chair at the table. Her long tresses of auburn hair flowed over her shoulders and stopped half way down her back. She smoothed out her light green dress and looked up expectantly, as if willing him to come over and talk. Dark brown eyes focused on him and her left eyebrow arched up as she awaited his reply, as if puzzled by his response.
No one conscious could have missed that blue light. He considered keeping the truth from her, although he did not understand much of it himself, but the notion of hiding what he had done was brief and he rejected it immediately.
His father exited the room his mother had vacated. Ronn Benhannon ran the thick fingers of his right hand through his dark hair and then pickup his pipe from the mantle. At six and a half cubits high and with shoulders the width of an axe handle, he made the entire room seem smaller. His buckskins, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, were well worn from years of labor and his rawhide boots were stained, though not dirty. The Benhannon family believed in cleanliness and Miriam Benhannon was the chief enforcer.
Daniel imagined himself in twenty years when he looked at his father. Nearly everyone commented on the resemblance, especially in recent months. The only difference between them that Daniel could see, beside the years, was around the waist. He was a bit thinner than his father, who had more muscle.
Daniel licked his lips and took a deep breath. “I believe it had something to do with me,” he said, and placed the cup back on the counter, and then went to his chair to face his parents, feeling this was not news to be told while standing.
Ronn Benhannon’s normally smooth brow wrinkled as he covered the distance quickly and took his seat at the table. “Tell us everything.” 
Daniel took a deep breath. “I’ll show you,” he said, and then took hold of his guitarn and plucked the melody long enough for a slight glow to appear and then stopped. “Did you see it?” 
His mother blinked and his father sat with one eyebrow arched up. It quickly became apparent neither of them had seen the glow.
“Son, nothing happened,” his father said, ending the silence.
“It was a lovely melody,” his mother added. Her approval was appreciated, but now paled next to the weightier matter.
Daniel concentrated on the melody, playing the composition in his mind while his fingers coxed the tune from the guitarn. The blue glow formed around him, actually flowed from him, and grew brighter. 
His mother gasped. Liquid filled her eyes and began to trickle down her smooth cheeks as if she had just been slapped in the face.
His father sat back, arms hanging limp. He stared blankly at the ceiling as if receiving word of a death in the family.
Daniel fought to remain calm against the sudden panic rising from within. He won the fight but just barely “What does it mean?” he asked, although he already knew and dreaded the answer. He did not want to utter the word.
His father swallowed hard and then fixed an unwavering stare on Daniel, a stare that caused many a man to back down. “Aakacarn,” the master carpenter said in at tight voice.
His mother, regaining her composure, wiped the tears from her reddened eyes. 
“You are Aakacarn, a Melody Wielder.” she said, using the correct term. Daniel called them spell casters, as they were more commonly known. There were melodies that did nothing but entertain people and then there were Melodies that were Aakacarn spells.
“We’ll hide him. No one else needs to know,” his father said in a firm voice.
His mother nodded quick agreement, as if the matter was settled, and nothing more needed to be said. She even managed to give Daniel a weak smile, clearly intended to make him feel better.
Daniel did not feel any better and the matter was far from settled. What about the cabin? What about Val? What about his job in the Polkat Inn? “No, I can’t hide. I have a cabin to furnish,” he said, looking back and forth between one parent and the other, as if he could will them to understand. “What are the chances that an Aakacarn would come to Bashierwood? Nobody comes this far up the mountain,” he added, hoping both to reassure and persuade them. 
“True,” his father said. “And you do have Val to think about. Still, we must keep your condition to ourselves,” he added. Perspiration dripped from his brow, although the room was not uncomfortably warm.
“Yes,” his mother agreed. Her eyes were still red but no more tears came forth. “What would the neighbors think?”
“I think they would run shrieking in terror,” Daniel replied. “I would too if I thought it would do any good.” 
A terminal illness might have been better. No, not better. He only needed to keep the secret and avoid stumbling onto any more Aakacarn spells. The thought raised another question in his mind. How did he stumble onto an Aakacarn spell?
“I know,” his mother said as if in agreement with the thought of running in terror, but then added in a brighter tone, “We will get through this.”
“Don’t play any new melodies and all should be well,” his father suggested, then went to the fireplace and picked up the poker, leaving his unlit pipe at the table. “How did you learn that spell?” he asked while jabbing at the burning embers.
“I was thinking of fond memories and the melody just came to me. It seems I stumbled onto an Aakacarn spell,” Daniel told them. He could have sworn the melody was his own original composition. But how could it be? 
“A memory spell it would seem,” his mother said and smiled at his father. “I seem to be remembering little details I long since forgotten,” she paused and added, “In fact I remember every thing starting from birth.”
“As is the case with me,” his father said, a flicker of delight danced in his eyes. This was followed by a sigh and a frown. “That was some spell. If a better memory is all we have to live with then we got off lucky. I think you shouldn’t compose any more melodies, stumbling onto another spell might be noticed and give you away.”
“We’ll not speak of this again,” his mother added. It was clear her mind was made up and a quick affirmative nod of her head confirmed this to be so.
Daniel was happy to drop the subject. His father’s solution seemed workable. All Daniel had to do was not compose any more melodies. What could be simpler? He could not reverse what happened, but he felt much better about the incident after discussing it with his parents. The matter was settled. 
They fell into an uneasy silence and Daniel tried to ignore some of the affects of his memory spell. Thoughts of the Aakacarns brought back the tales told to children to keep them from sneaking out and wandering the woods at night, those of monsters lurking in the darkness, waiting to snatch a quick meal, the white yeti and its brown cousin the sasquatch, the Condemneds, human beings twisted mentally and physically by an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, stories of the evil Balen Tamm, Maestro of the guild and servant of the dark Lord Tarin Conn. Daniel shivered in the warm cottage.
 
* * * * *               
 
Terroll Barnes played his harp before the tiny gathering of village folk. The Polkat Inn was no different than the hundreds of inns and boarding houses he had performed at in recent years. The dining room had ten tables with eight chairs at each. Presently, only half the capacity was being used. His blue on gray silk shirt and coat with black pants were a stark contrast to the simple buckskins and wool worn by the residents of Bashierwood. The patrons did not seem to mind the difference in clothing, all they seemed to want was a little entertainment. He would oblige them.
He played a lively melody which, in his opinion, was fit to be performed in palaces before kings and queens. He deftly plucked the strings of his mahogany instrument, his only comfort and reminder of a glorious past. He went from being a powerful spell casting Aakacarn to playing melodies for common folk in backwoods villages across the continent. He tried not to be bitter or at least not to let it show. He had a duty to his audience, such as they were. To go from a three-bolt Accomplished to practically nothing required radical changes in his life and attitude. He still had the potential, could feel the power ready to be used, and had no way to summon it. He thought of the confrontation which led to his downfall. He never should have challenged the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, a four-bolt Accomplished, but the man was making drastic changes to the guild and not for the better.
He remembered the Forget spell, oh yes. The very Melody which cost him his great repertoire, every spell he had learned over his ninety years of life. The punishment was referred to as being Silenced by his former colleagues. Physically he appeared to be a man approaching his middle years, which was no where near his actual age. He laughed inwardly at his own predicament. He was aging now. His years were catching up to him. He had not given in to his fate easily, not at all. Right after the cursed spell was laid on him; he went among the Talenteds and tried to read the notes off a page. The spell scrambled his thoughts with every attempt. In the seven years since the spell was initiated, he aged fourteen years. He would probably be dead inside another twenty. He would get no sympathy from the commoners around him even if they knew his plight. He finished the melody and received a rousing applause from the patrons; at least the mountain folk could recognize good music when they heard it.
“Play The Mountain Lion and the Hound,” Darby Jack requested, then smiled a toothless grin. By the pungent odor wafting in the air from his direction, he must have spent the previous week hunting and skinning. He certainly spent the last three marks of time requesting tunes and consuming large quantities of corn liquor. His tan buckskins were stained and damp. He scratched the gray whiskers under his chin and raised a tin cup.
Terroll nodded acceptance of the request and placed his ebony fingers in position to begin. A bright light suddenly appeared, bathing everyone in blue. The peculiar illumination did not shine in through the windows; it penetrated the very walls as if nothing could block the glow. No shadows were cast by this light. He recognized the working of a spell and this was no minor toil, not by a long shot. This was a High Power spell being cast at a level only a skilled and powerful Accomplished could perform. He was impressed. Old memories came to the forefront of his mind, filtering up through the gray mists of forgetfulness. He remembered the day his potential had been discovered and also being trained as a Talented in Aakadon. More, the spells! His repertoire! Yes, every blessed Melody. He recalled spells forgotten long before the forget spell had been used on him. The blue light lasted long enough for a candle to burn a sixteenth of the way down and yet managed in that time to bring back his seventy-four years experience as an Accomplished of the Zephyr Guild.
Where is the great spell caster? Terroll scanned the room while thinking of the Potential Melody, a spell that would cause anyone possessing the extra life force energy to glow. He looked at table three. Five people stared blankly as if in a state of shock. A woman wearing a gray wool dress sat with her mouth wide open. The light, only the eyes of an Aakacarn could see, did not emanate from her. A second woman with light brown curls hanging down her back, sat with a similar expression, eyebrows raised and near to touching the circlets of hair dangling on her forehead. Three men in light green-dyed buckskins were poised on the brink of jumping to their feet, just a soon as they figured out what for. Each one had a tight grip on the handle of his hunting knife but none of them was an Aakacarn.
Terroll studied table four. Darby Jack was staring wildly around the room. He definitely was not responsible for casting the spell. At table one, sitting by himself, Orin Netless, the only other man in the room not wearing buckskins, shifted nervously in his chair. His red wool coat and gray breeches were wrinkled and frayed. He stood shorter than half the women and all of the men in the room, while possessing an attitude twice as surly.
The proprietor busied himself in the corner by taking orders; quite a few people suddenly needed a drink. His buckskins were dyed white, well tailored and unstained. He seemed to be hard pressed for words, as though something needed to be said, anything to reassure his patrons they had no cause to be alarmed. Neither he nor Orin possessed the potential to cast a spell.
“What was that?” Darby Jack shouted. He grabbed his longbow and sprang to his feet with surprising agility for a man of his years.
“Got to be Aakacarn work,” Orin said. His brow wrinkled and his bushy white eyebrows twitched, giving him a sour expression. He scratched the bald spot on his head while his dark squinty eyes shifted from person to person. His gaze settled on the only stranger in the room. “You!” he shouted, pointing straight at Terroll.
Terroll met the accusation with silence and his best bemused expression. He certainly was not afraid of these people, not since the High Power memory spell restored his knowledge. Even so, he felt it best to avoid trouble.
“Hush now, Orin. You blame everything on the Aakacarns,” Henri Polkat said, He brushed a lock of gray hair back into place on his head and glanced at his wife, Lydia, then returned his attention to matters at hand. “Terroll has been here close to a week now. He’s been entertaining folk and not been the slightest lick of trouble. Don’t go around accusing people, it isn’t proper. Besides, if the man is an Accomplished, he certainly wouldn’t be here playing tunes for us.”
Orin stomped around the room looking each person in the eye and ended his journey face to face with the proprietor. “You explain the light.”
Henri raised his hands in a manner suggesting surrender. “I can’t. Listen to me, the harper had nothing to do with what happened.”
Terroll watched the eyes of the Polkat’s occupants focus on him. The simple folk had not been convinced by the arguments made in his defense. The spell, Cushion of Air, played in his mind, causing a silver glow to emanate from his ebony flesh. The low level spell was well below the visual range of the non-Aakacarns. Any person foolish enough to attempt violence would be instantly enveloped in a cushion of air and be suspended above the floor. But the action would also confirm their suspicions. “I did not cast the spell,” he stated calmly.
Orin smiled as if he had just caught a fox in the chicken coop. “You admit the blue light was an Aakacarn spell. Look everyone. He plays an instrument!”
Terroll quietly bent over and placed the harp gently in its case. He turned and stood to his full six and a third cubits of height, which might have been more impressive if most of the other males in the room were not equally as tall. Most of the mountain dwellers were tall and muscular. Even the women were taller than most flatlanders. He had yet to see a single adult female on Tannakonna who could be described as petite. Normally just standing and facing down people intimidated them enough to dampen any urges leading to violence. Not even Orin seemed the least bit taken aback. Of course the man was ignorant and did not know a three bolt Accomplished from a Talented. The differences were considerable. “A goodly number of your friends and neighbors own guitarns and vyolins. And, unless you have been living in a stupor, my possessing a harp is public knowledge. You are correct about the spell being the work of an Aakacarn,” Terroll said in a firm voice that brooked no nonsense and then added, “I believe it came from outside and from the north.”
A man who looked to be about the same age as Orin stood up holding a longbow like a battle trained veteran. He wore buckskin, red-dyed shirt and blue-dyed pants, like most every male on Tannakonna. Traces of gray streaked his hair and mustache. Laugh lines near his eyes showed him to be a jovial man but there was no trace of humor in his current expression. This was a man who could face down a charging bear and not flinch.
Orin sniffed and turned to face the other old timer, the both of them were youngsters by Aakacarn standards. “Wait, Kemer, I’ll come with you,”
The old mountaineer had courage. His bluster clearly was not a way to mask any inadequacies. The man was as tough as an old leather boot.
Terroll froze in mid-thought as the affects of a second spell rippled through him in waves. He staggered. His reaction was more from being caught off guard than from the actual contact, which was not physical in nature. He had no doubt the spell originated from the same Accomplished. The power signature of each Aakacarn was unique. Individual colors could be similar but one would always be a shade darker or lighter, never the same. Judging by the space of time between each ripple, the second incantation had a great deal less force in it than the first one. The ripples from the first spell must have traveled quite a distance. How far? It was difficult to determine. He could not sense the magnitude of the ripples when he was under the influence of the first casting, but it must have been immense. The sensation from the second spell was too subtle for the commoners to feel.
“Play The Mountain Lion and the Hound,” Darby Jack requested for the second time. He was seated again, his bow in easy reach and a cup in his hand.
Terroll smiled. My audience calls. He unpacked the harp and sat back down in the intricately carved chair. How the innkeeper managed to afford the work of a master craftsman was a mystery. Surely, none of these mountain dwellers could do such work.
He plucked the popular melody and sang in a deep baritone, second to the lowest of his five octave range. Inwardly, thoughts of the memory spell lingered in his mind. He had been given a second chance. His merriment gave new meaning to the song, adding more feeling to the whimsical ending.
Darby Jack slapped his knee and laughed so hard he nearly fell out of his chair. The residents of Tannakonna were easy to please, more so, Terroll had to admit, than the stuffier nobles.
Gerard DeCamp could not be allowed to get away with Silencing a person for challenging him, the thought looming large in Terroll’s mind. After all, a challenge was not supposed to be to the death or injury. His repertoire was back but the resentment he felt for the unjust punishment he endured was still intact. He wanted justice not revenge. Things were different now. His newly enhanced memory was the edge he needed. The Zephyr Guild would soon have a new leader and a return to more honorable pursuits. But these things would have to wait. There was the matter of payment. The caster of the memory spell would have to be compensated, honor demanded it. The Aakacarn deserved a gratuity for the service rendered. Terroll cast a low powered spell, binding himself on his standing as a three-bolt Accomplished to find the person who restored his knowledge and saved him from a premature death.
Terroll continued to take requests even though most of the patrons had headed out the door behind Orin and Kemer. The men and women who remained seemed desperate to be entertained, no doubt to take their minds off what had happened and pretend the eerie glow never occurred. Three scruffy looking young men were singing along with the song and actually harmonized quite well. They all had talent but none of them glowed with potential.
Todd Polkat entered the dining area and cleared the tables left unoccupied after Orin and Kemer exited with most of the men. Terroll estimated the young man to be about eighteen years old, certainly not over twenty. Todd’s black hair was straggly and probably had not encountered a comb or a brush since yesterday. His light blue-dyed buckskins were stained and smelled of food, drink, and cleaning solution. He worked as hard as the hired help, being Henri’s son had gained him no special privileges. He also had no light emanating from him.
The door opened and in walked a young woman whose full figure and sway of hips were difficult to ignore. Her long tresses of black hair shimmered like silk as she passed by with a nod of greeting. The long knife strapped and sheathed to her waist would disabuse anyone who thought of her as a delicate flower. She and her twin sister, who was not in present company, wore pink-dyed buckskins. They seemed to be the only females on the mountain who did not wear dresses. Terroll nodded a polite greeting in her direction. He had become acquainted with only a small number of people during his stay in Bashierwood and Gina Terrance and her boyfriend were among them. She came in frequently, most often when Tim Dukane was working. He and Daniel Benhannon served tables and did much of the cleaning along with Todd Polkat. Gina seemed to take in the entire room in a glance. Her smile faded and she let out a sigh when it became apparent a certain person was not in the room. “Did you see the glow?” she asked. “It stopped just a stride from me. It’s mighty strange for a light to shine like that, sort of like a wall.” she added, shaking her head.
“Yes, but the light didn’t stop, it passed right through us. It scared Darby sober.” Todd replied, while wiping the surface of table two. He turned with a smile and a sparkle in his eyes. The smile faded with one disapproving glance from his father. “Orin and the harper think its Aakacarn work,” he added in a hushed voice.
Gina sniffed, apparently dismissing the possibility. She sat down at table one and glanced at the innkeeper. She had no interest in his son. She and Val had chosen their males. The fact was common knowledge, especially since the sisters spoke about it incessantly.
“How far were you from here when you saw the light?” Terroll inquired, hoping the answer would give him a clue as to how powerful the spell had been.
Gina looked at him as if she were hungry and had just spotted a dear. Her skill at hunting was reputed to be equal to that of most men. The intensity of her brown-eyed stare lightened and she pursed her lips thoughtfully. “About a span south,” she answered and then leaned back in the chair and put her feet on the table. Her rawhide boots were covered with dust. 
Tannakonna soles were made from extracting the saps of different trees and mixing them to form a durable yet flexible substance. The number of saps and the types of trees they came from was a secret the mountain dwellers held close. Terroll had no desire to steal their secret. Besides, his shoes were repaired by the local cobbler and he found them to be quite comfortable.
Todd grimaced at the sight of dust on the freshly polished table. His irritation was lost on Gina who totally ignored him and fixed her gazed on Terroll. “Would you play The Squirrel and the Snail?” she asked.
Terroll performed the requested song while observing his audience, simple backwoods people. The Polkat was without dispute the village social gathering place. The residents seemed to come in mostly for conversation and, when they could get it, professional entertainment. This was not to say that some of the mountain musicians were not good. Terroll thought of the young man who worked serving tables. Daniel could play the guitarn as good, if not better, than any Accomplished in Aakadon. Could he be a candidate? The possibility existed and would be explored in due time. For the moment, not a single person in the room emitted the slightest glow of potential. Terroll sighed inwardly, knowing the spell caster would show up eventually and the gratuity would be paid.
“Yep, that glow was something else,” Darby Jack said and then downed yet another cup of corn liquor. He made his way to table one and sat down beside Gina. She sniffed and her boots hit the floor, creating a short distance from her and the smelly trapper. “The light passed right through the walls and didn’t even cast a shadow,” he continued, apparently not realizing he was socially unacceptable.
It was not unusual for non-Aakacarns to see the glow of a High Power spell, which could be felt by every living creature in the vicinity of the caster. Terroll had no intention of explaining to the residents how much potential it would take for a spell to stretch over a single span. They did not need to know and the information would indict him on the spot. He decided to keep quiet, bide his time, and continue to take requests. Still, he wanted more than ever to meet the mysterious Aakacarn.
“Gina doesn‘t want to be near your smelly carcass,” Henri said. He hurried over to the table, folded his arms, and stood while tapping his foot on the hard wood floor.
Darby Jack stood up scowling and let out a huff, causing the innkeeper to shrink back slightly from the foul breath, and went back and grabbed his bow, “Hounds are better company than you, Henri,” he mumbled, then stomped out the front door.
A young man brushed past the old trapper, nearly knocking him down. Tim Dukane apologized to Darby and then came to a sudden halt in front of the innkeeper. The young mountaineer stared at the floor and shifted his feet as if trying to decide what stance would best lighten the tongue lashing he knew was coming. His act of contrition was spoiled only by the quick smile he flashed in Gina’s direction. His straw hat barely contained the brown wavy hair hanging down to his red-dyed buckskin collar. He returned his attention to Henri and removed the hat.
“What do you mean by running in here like that, slamming yourself into my customers?” Henri scolded, his brow creased in irritation. “This is not your poppa’s barn!”
“Hi Tim,” Gina called out, smiling and batting her long lashes. Even the poorest of observers could not fail to see the deep affection passing between the youngsters. Terroll felt his own powers to be acute and was able to recognize the emotions when he saw them, but was above giving thought to such animalistic behavior. The very thought of any Aakacarn behaving like a brute beast disgusted him.
Tim gave her a nod of regard, and then lowered his gaze toward the dull wood floor. His face flushed red when he seemed to realize the by play did not go unnoticed and that his attempt only seemed to make the innkeeper grow more irritated. “Sorry,” he said, looking Henri in the eye. An awkward silence hung in the air as the two stared at each other. Tim looked away first.
“Okay, now, what is the problem,” Henri said, while tapping an impatient rhythm with his right foot. 
“I was on Binkman’s cliff when a strange light suddenly surrounded me. I froze stock still, could hardly breath,” Tim said, perspiration formed on his brow as though recounting the experience was frightening him anew. “The light did something to my mind. I remember every detail of my life, even lying in a crib and staring up at the roof when I was so young I could hardly lift my head,” he added and swallowed hard. “I also remembered everything I ever heard about yetis and the Condemneds and the Aakacarns,” he went on, and then stopped, glancing around the room. He flushed redder than before, apparently realizing how foolish he must have sounded to everyone else after admitting he was running from childhood stories. The young man had no need to feel embarrassed; Terroll knew the stories to be true.
“The glow was here too,” Gina said, and kicked the closest chair to her toward him. “Sit,” she insisted.
Tim obeyed and sat down beside her. He stared at her like no one else in the world existed, much less occupied the same room.
Terroll rolled his eyes upward. He just could not identify with the behavior. Aakacarns do not marry. The rule was thousands of years old and violating it was unthinkable, indecent.
Tim looked away from Gina, though briefly, “What was it?” he asked, with what now seemed to be mild curiosity. No doubt thoughts of the girl were still bouncing around in his head.
“People seem to think it is the work of the Aakacarns, one maybe more,” Henri said, then stared at the floor, a frown forming on his face. “Be here at the sixth candle mark tomorrow and don’t you and Daniel be late. I want the floor polished and the tables gleaming.”
Tim, who had managed at some point in the conversation to take hold of Gina’s hand, was caressing her fingers while looking up at the innkeeper. “Yes sir.”
“See that you are,” Henri replied, and then glanced at the dark haired young woman before heading into the kitchen.
Tim used his free hand to wipe dust from the table top, a habit, while gazing into Gina’s eyes. He stole a kiss when he thought no one was looking, although what is freely given cannot be considered stolen.
Terroll decided it was time to take a break. He almost regretted what he was about to do, but not enough to keep from doing it. The young lovers would have a lifetime to stare and steal kisses. He walked toward the couple and thought of the Potential melody. The mountaineer did not glow. Oh well, there was still information to be gleaned. Terroll had grown somewhat fond of Tim and Daniel. Both boys were hard workers and often requested songs while going about their tasks. People who appreciated his music showed themselves to have good taste. “Excuse me, how far away from here is Binkman‘s cliff?” 
Gina looked up, eyeing him as if trying to decide the quickest way to make him go away.
Tim turned from his lady love and deigned to answer, “Three spans up the north trail. Go outside and look up and you can see it for yourself.”
Terroll compared the distances involved with what he knew of the area and figured the radius of the spell. The Aakacarn had to be no more than a span from the inn. “What lies between here and there?” he asked, feeling satisfied at the progress and hoping for more.
“Not much,” Gina replied, no doubt deciding that answering the question was the quickest way of getting rid of him, “Nothing but woods and a few cottages.”
Terroll gave a nod of thanks, went back to his chair, and wondered about the Aakacarn. Could the spell caster be one of the villagers or someone who happened to be camping in the woods? Terroll was certain time would reveal the answer and all he had to do was be patient, and hope the person responsible had not already left the mountain. A locate spell would be useful, if directed properly. He imagined there was a Melody capable of locating all Aakacarns within a specific region. The Eagle Guild would know, not that they would teach it to him, they would cast the spell and wait for a gratuity, which reminded him of the gratuity he was honor bound to pay the caster who freed him.  The price did not matter, having his memory and repertoire restored was well worth what ever was asked of him.
 
 



Chapter Two: A Mystery To Be Solved
 
Efferin Tames leaned back in his chair and drummed an anxious rhythm on the top of his oak desk. Papers containing reports from around the world cluttered the surface and added to his somber mood. He glanced at the eight rings, four on each hand, representing the seven guilds. The eighth and largest of all was the ruby pyramid, representing the office of Grand Maestro. His green and red silk coat hung neatly from a hook off a stand placed in arms reach. Stitched into the shoulders were six golden lightening bolts, three on the right and three on the left. He noticed a piece of lint on his lap and brushed it off with a gentle sweep of his hand, not able to stand the sight of filth on his black on silver silk shirt or trousers. He folded his arms in frustration and sighed. He did not like mysteries, no, not at all, especially in light of the burdens he already carried. The ripples of a High Power spell washed through him earlier in the evening and made him feel like a stone lodged firmly in the middle of a raging river. Spells of such magnitude should not be performed lightly and the fact that someone had done so troubled him more, especially since he had not given his authorization in the matter. He knew by the space of time between each wave that the spell was cast from far away and no doubt enhanced by a crescendo. Only a highly skilled Accomplished could do such a thing.
He took his mind off the mystery and the worrisome reports long enough to stare at his office, doing so helped him to put things in perspective. The room had only one chair, his. The soft turquoise padding matched the thick carpet and was blessedly comfortable. Plaques representing the seven guilds decorated the pearly white walls. 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. He smiled. They were particularly useful when a king or queen became ill or was gravely injured. A golden drop indicated the Aqua Guild, skilled in the manipulation of water. They were politically advantageous when kingdoms suffered from droughts.
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 whose abilities are seen and appreciated most by the ruling classes. A simple, “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. They were especially useful when crops failed and the suffering kingdom must then request assistance.
As always, thinking of the guilds under his authority helped him organize his thoughts and decide how best to proceed. He reached over and pulled a golden amulet set with a polished emerald from the inner pocket of his cloak, then placed the object against his forehead. “Bran, come in at once,” he sent through the device.
The massive double doors swung open and a tall man with red hair stepped inside. His scarlet on black robe hung loosely about his head and shoulders, matching his silk shirt and trousers, which were well tailored to fit his rather slim build. A golden lightening bolt on his right shoulder indicated his ranking as a one bolt Accomplished. A golden rock and hammer on the medallion hanging by a silver chain around his neck identified his guild affiliation. “How may I serve, Grand Maestro?” he asked, in a soft voice. The man almost never spoke loud enough to be heard beyond ten strides, although he did seem ready and eager to please. Even now he stood with an insufferable grin, a dog waiting for his master to show him even a modicum of attention.
“I’ve given you sufficient time,” Efferin said, while straightening in his chair. “Did you ascertain the information I requested?” You better have.
Bran Tippen shifted his weight from the left to his right leg and lost the silly grin, but not his enthusiasm, no doubt he had the information. “Yes, Grand Maestro. I contacted each Accomplished assigned to cities all over the continent,” he replied, then paused for no apparent reason.
Is the man going to make me ask? It seemed so. Efferin held his temper in check, somewhat. “Well, speak up! I have no plans to be awake all night.”
Bran gasped and looked ready to shrink from sight, but fortunately did not. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The grin returned, evidently he was feeling confident. A hologram of the continent appeared. It was an impressive show of efficiency on the part of the Chief Aid, Efferin smiled approvingly. “The affects were felt as far west as Cret and Bon and the farthest east was Lamont. The ripples were sensed as far north as Tinewood and not much farther south than we here in Aakadon. To be precise, the southern most point was Linnar,” the Accomplished stated, matter-of-factly. The cities named began to glow on the hologram.
The glowing cities, towns, and villages formed a broad circle around a pin point of light which marked the epicenter of the spell. It was in the vicinity of a remote village called Bashierwood, near the summit of Mount Tannakonna, in the kingdom of Ducaun, ruled by Cleona.
“Good work,” Efferin said, realizing a little praise did wonders for morale. He forced a smile on his face even though the political ramifications running through his mind did not allow him much merriment.
Bran snapped his bony fingers and the hologram vanished. He grinned like an idiot. A harsh stare in return seemed to produce a more appropriate and solemn expression on his countenance, there was hope for him yet. “I wonder who cast the spell, could it be Balen Tamm?” he asked, cautiously, as if the question would invite a stinging rebuke.
While it was true the Maestro of the Serpent Guild, an illegitimate society, was busy causing trouble wherever possible, the thought of his participation in the recent occurrence was disturbing to say the least, though unlikely. Efferin tapped the desktop with his fingers. “From what I sensed, the spell was not cast with malicious intent,” thank all that is good, “This spell had the feeling of benevolence to it, something to do with memory.”
He glanced up at the ceiling and focused on his beloved mural depicting, in brilliant colors, the Grand Maestro as champion against all forms of violence and corruption in the world. For over a thousand years the major part of that struggle was fought against the Serpent Guild, who seemed stronger now than at any other point in history since the Great War. “The servants of Tarin Conn rarely perform spells having beneficial outcomes, unless such strengthens their position in some way.”
Just saying the Dark Maestro’s name out loud brought disturbing thoughts and fueled the over all sense that something was amiss. His establishing the Serpent Guild was open rebellion against the Grand Maestro living at that time and a challenge to the civilized manner in which all Aakacarns interact with the rest of the world. Tarin Conn wanted to conquer and rule as a god. After decades of intense battle, some major ones in Ducaun, that ravaged the continent, he lost the Aakacarn War and was imprisoned beneath Mount Kelgotha, in the kingdom of Ecoppia. He managed to survive the millennia in a chamber under tons of rock. How? No one knew. The High Powered spell holding him captive did not account for his longevity or the seducing power and influence he wielded even to the present day. Too many Accomplisheds have betrayed their affiliations and followed after him. Bad as he was, the current and true threat to the world’s security was up and about, and free to work mischief. Balen Tamm, the embodiment of evil, was actively doing the dirty work of his master. Efferin shuddered at the amount of chaos and mayhem being carried out by the Maestro of the Serpent Guild. 
The majority of the Accomplisheds in the seven legitimate guilds were assigned to the cities throughout the twelve kingdoms of Atlantan. Efferin made certain none of the Aakacarns served in their former homelands, thus avoiding mixed loyalties. The members of the Eagle Guild spent most of their time keeping order, which more often than not involved confronting the Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild. A huge amount of time was taken up just to reverse the harm done by Balen Tamm’s followers. Unfortunately, the important task of locating and recruiting Potentials fell on the shoulders of third and fourth level Talenteds. Efferin disliked sending individuals who were not fully trained to do the work once done only by an Accomplished.
“If we felt the ripples, there is a strong possibility Balen Tamm or one of his followers did as well,” Bran pointed out, demonstrating a good grasp of the situation. He shuddered, as well he should.
“I considered the possibility earlier in the evening. On my desk are reports of yetis in the north, sasquatches in the south, and the Condemneds running loose everywhere. There is good reason to worry about the strength of the spell holding Tarin Conn where he belongs. It is difficult to determine whether the shield is weakening or the Dark Maestro is growing stronger. Either way, the results are almost too chilling to contemplate. Balen Tamm definitely has a plan to free his master that much I am sure of. The fate of the world is balancing precariously on the brink of disaster and a shift to the side of the Serpent Guild could bring about our downfall. In addition to these problems comes what I fear could be that shift, a High Power spell is cast in a village so remote even I forgot of its existence. I must know who is responsible for that spell, and quickly. Before it is too late,” Efferin said. He had not intended to give a speech or talk so openly about the problems plaguing him, especially not to his Chief Aid.
Bran’s face had taken on a ghostly pallor. It was clear he understood the gravity of the situation. “Shall I dispatch a member of the Eagle Guild to Bashierwood?”
Efferin drummed a new rhythm on his desk until arriving at a decision. He could not spare a single Accomplished. Especially not from the Eagle Guild, there were too many equally important tasks requiring their attention. “No, send Talenteds.”
“But, Grand Maestro, they could well encounter Accomplisheds of Balen Tamm,” Bran blurted out. His concern was understandable but unacceptable when it involved questioning the decisions made by the highest ranking Aakacarn in the world.
Efferin glanced at the lighting bolts on his shoulders and stood up, looming over the Chief Aid, pausing to think about the day he attained the sixth golden bolt. It was shortly after his one hundred-eighty-fifth birthday, ten years ago. How powerful is Tarin Conn after a thousand years? Who could know? No one else has managed to live beyond three centuries. How does the Dark Maestro survive his entombment? The thoughts served to stimulate negative emotions and Efferin did his best to channel them into his facial expression. The Chief Aid took a hasty step backward, eyes open wide.
“I know. That is why you are going to send three of the Talenteds rather than one!” Efferin shouted, and then added in a calm voice, “There is a test scheduled for the senior class tomorrow. Send word to Instructor Jason Renn that the three Talenteds having the highest grade average after the examination will be sent. They are to journey to Bashierwood and ascertain the information I seek. Specifically, who is responsible for casting the High Power spell, a single person or a group, whatever? I must know.”
Bran  licked his lips and took another step back and then bowed deeply. “Yes, Grand Maestro, your will be done.”
Efferin sat down pleased with the knowledge that his will would indeed be done. He watched the Chief Aid bow a second time and exit through the double doors. It was amazing how quickly a series of incidents could get out of hand. The Serpent Guild grew daily at a time when kingdoms squabbled over petty grievances. He sometimes fancied himself a juggler with many assorted objects in the air and not one of them could drop without causing a disaster. Of all places, why did the spell have to be cast in Ducuan?  Relations with Cleona were not good. The thirty year old monarch was not like the older more experienced rulers who more readily understood the importance of good relations with Aakadon. The general population in her realm feared, disliked, and in some cases out right hated anything and everything to do with Aakadon. The young queen had enough sense not to break off relations, although her loyalty needed to be cultivated and nurtured until she had no choice but to bend to the will of the Grand Maestro. It would take time to bring her around to his way of thinking. The rub, there always seemed to be a rub, was her feeling slighted by the fact that not a single Potential had been found in her kingdom in over six decades. That one died casting a spell beyond his potential. The last Accomplished born in Ducuan died fifteen years ago at the ripe old age of two hundred-eighty-three, during her mother’s reign. The efforts of even the Talenteds simply could not be spent in a vain search in what could only be described as a dry well. In the Queen’s opinion, not enough was being done to find another Aakacarn. All of the other kingdoms proudly sponsored Potentials to be trained in Aakadon and she had none.
Efferin slapped his desk in satisfaction as what to do about Cleona flashed through his mind. The spell could do some good after all. A good master throws his dog a bone once in a while and he had a beefy one. The Queen would be informed of the Talenteds who would be sent to Ducuan. She would believe her request was being honored and yet never know the reason why, unless further advantage was to be had.
He placed the communication amulet against his forehead and concentrated, “Bran, come in here at once.”
The doors flew open before Efferin could place the amulet back on his desk. Bran Tippen stepped lively into the room while wiping straggly locks of red hair away from his blue eyes. “Grand Maestro, How may I help you?” he asked in a soft yet formal tone.
“Send a message to Queen Cleona informing her that three of the Talenteds will be entering her realm,” Efferin said, solemnly. Displaying light heartedness in front of the sixty-two year old Chief Aid would be inappropriate.
Bran’s left eyebrow arched upward. “Do you want her to know about the spell?”
What a question to ask. Efferin almost could not believe the ignorance it betrayed. “Of course not!” he snapped. “Let her believe the search is for Potentials.”
Bran’s lips quirked into a smile and then he chuckled, actually chuckled, and leaned forward over the desk. “Imagine a Potential working such a spell.”
Efferin sprang to his feet. “Do you see humor? The world is in turmoil and you laugh. Is something funny about this situation?”
“No, Grand Maestro, the situation is most serious,” Bran replied, stone-faced and ridged.
Efferin glanced across the room at the emblem of the Aloe Guild. “Bring me Fenton Chen’s amulet. I will send the missive myself. We wouldn’t want your giggling to garble the message.”
Bran lowered his gaze to the floor; as well he should, and bowed. “Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” he said, and then made a swift exit.
Efferin smiled, imagining a Potential working a High Power spell of the magnitude he sensed earlier. As the double doors opened, he reverted back to a frown, he did not want to be seen smiling by the Chief Aid. The man needed to learn proper decorum.
Bran entered and stepped forward, slowly, as if reluctant to hand over the amulet, as if he hoped for another opportunity to send the missive himself. “Here is the item you requested, Grand Maestro.”
Efferin took the amulet without hesitation and placed it against his forehead. “Fenton Chen,” he called into the air.
“I hear Grand Maestro, how I may serve?” replied a voice only heard by the possessor of the amulet.
“Three of the Talenteds will shortly be dispatched to Ducuan. Inform Cleona of their coming.”
“Will the Talenteds be seeking Potentials?” Fenton asked in a smooth even tone. A person forced to listen to one of his orations for any length of time would soon be asleep.
“Relations with Cleona would greatly improve if an Aakacarn is found among her citizenry, don’t you agree?”
“I do agree, Grand Maestro. The Queen is likely to be exceedingly pleased by the effort,” Fenton said, in the same even tones and then added, “I doubt the Talenteds will find anyone with Potential.”
“Cleona only needs to know the Talenteds are coming and nothing more,” Efferin said, in a tone matching the Accomplished to Ducanton. “Give her my regards.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Fenton said in a voice devoid of emotion.
It was difficult determining his true feelings on the matter without any inflections in tone to give clues. Even in person his body language revealed little. Fenton Chen was a competent man with a high degree of professional detachment, more so than many of his peers in the Aloe Guild.
Efferin handed the sapphire amulet back to the Chief Aid. “You may retire for the night.”
“Thank you, Grand Maestro,” Bran replied, and then turned and walked out with a chartreuse glow forming around him, casting a spell to close the door as he departed.
Efferin cast a spell to open the single door behind his desk and then walked a short distance along the hall leading to his private quarters. The walls were pearly white and a plush crimson carpet cushioned his footfalls as he made his way to his bed chamber. He required few amenities, a cedar night table, dresser, cabinet, and a king-sized bed pushed up against the center of the far wall. The frame was made of gold from the mines of Demfilia. The tiny kingdom on the northwestern edge of the continent was small and yet wealthier, thanks to rich deposits of silver and gold, than kingdoms five times its size. The Demfilians were usually well muscled, most of them being in the mining profession.
Efferin changed into his sleeping apparel and reclined on his bed. He especially liked the fluffy white pillow made from Serianian silk. He enjoyed anything originating from his place of birth, Serinia, known all over the world for culture, art, and culinary delights. Citizenship had to be given up once a person is found to be of the Aakacarns. He had fond memories of the day his potential was discovered by an Accomplished of the Eagle Guild. Those were the days when a Talented remained in Aakadon until trained and only a full Accomplished, one possessing a lightening bolt, would scout for Potentials. It was a more civilized time.
His predecessor had an easier job, the Serpent Guild being weaker back then. Grand Maestro Trevor Keen was a great man, but had one failing. He left out a vital piece of information, knowledge that should have been passed on to his successor, the spell holding Tarin Conn in bondage beneath Kelgotha. It was cast by Grand Maestro Della Lain, a six bolt Accomplished at the time. She lived three hundred years and set two records, the longest life span and the highest ranking as an Accomplished; eight bolts. The spell performed on her golden flute, in the crystal chamber of Mount Shantear, in the kingdom of Lobenia, was passed on from her to the next Grand Maestro shortly before her death. The Melody was passed from generation to generation of successors. Efferin sighed. Trevor Keen died without passing on the information. Efferin dared not confide in anyone. He rolled on his side and stared through the clear ruby window at the glowing city he ruled. It was better to let the world think it was safe, he thought, and then willed all of the city lights to go out. Perhaps grace and good fortune would allow the Dark Maestro to finally die of old age. At least the spell holding him still worked and would continue to, so long as the flute still existed, wherever the passage of time placed the crescendo. Good old Trevor had failed to pass on that bit of information as well. The spell could last another thousand years and give the problem to some Grand Maestro ten centuries in the future. The current one had no intention of letting the problem rob him of any more sleep. The defeat of Balen Tamm held that dubious honor. If the Maestro of the Serpent Guild found the flute, well, the thought was too unpleasant to continue. Balen Tamm had to be stopped at all costs. Efferin drifted into an uneasy sleep.
Sunlight shined through the window bathing the room in red. The smell of bacon wafted in from the passageway and tantalized Efferin’s olfactory nerves. He dressed and waited at the small table beside his bed.
The door swung open and in walked Bran Tippen carrying a silver tray and wearing, along with his silks, an idiotic grin. “Good morning, Grand Maestro, did you sleep well?” he asked, and then removed the lid, revealing eggs, bacon, toast, and a large glass of citrus juice.
Fool, how can I sleep well with the world always in need of my complete attention? “Well enough,” Efferin replied out loud. The good food had saved the aid from a tongue lashing he would not have forgotten.
Bran nodded his head and placed the tray on the table. He took a step back and his smile faded away and his brow creased, leaving him a more somber expression. “The Talenteds we will be sending to Bashierwood will soon be determined. Instructor Jason Renn rearranged schedules so the test could be given to the entire fourth level class right away.”
Efferin waved a piece of bacon under his nose and then smiled as the fried strip met his tongue with full flavor. He chewed and then took a sip of juice before answering, “Good, I will visit the class this morning.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Bran replied. His eyebrows rose up as though he were caught by surprise, as if the event was rare. Well, it was but the Chief Aid did not have to look so shocked.
Efferin ate quickly and then dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “Some of my appointments will need to be rescheduled for a later date. See to it while I visit the Talenteds.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Bran said, in his usual soft voice. The man really should learn to speak up. He took the tray and headed off down the passage.
Efferin journeyed out into the street circumspectly, observing his entire domain. The ruby pyramid was by far the most massive building in Aakadon, one thousand cubits from point to point. Even still, the capital building was not the tallest structure. Several near by towers soared fifteen hundred cubits into the sky and scraped the clouds drifting in the upper currents.
The marble streets were filled with Accomplisheds and Talenteds going about the business of their daily tasks. A tall ebony-skinned woman proudly wore the medallion of the Aqua Guild around her neck, newly raised Accomplished tended to wear over-sized emblems. The Ecoppians were a proud people by culture, able and strong, rugged warriors who were quick to challenge and willing to risk everything to win. Tanya Bournes bowed her head slightly forward upon realizing who was walking towards her, as is proper. A full Accomplished bowed deeply to no one, not even his or her Grand Maestro. Bran Tippen was the only exception.
Efferin smiled and headed straight to Tames Hall, the place of learning was always named after the current Grand Maestro. The building, crafted through spell casting, was made up of millions of pearls bonded and shaped into a structure having twelve levels and a width and depth of two hundred cubits. The Stone Guild crafted the hall and all other buildings in Aakadon, naturally doing their best work in this city. The metropolis did not feel like a mere place to dwell, it was like living in a sculptured work of art. Serinian architecture did not even come close in comparison. Every building in Aakadon rivaled the royal palaces in each of the kingdoms of Atlantan, all of which were constructed by members of the Stone Guild.
Efferin entered the building and tried not to notice the Talenteds who stopped and stared as he passed them. When the shock wore off, they bowed deeply, as was fitting for them. The Instructors bowed their heads slightly and were better at concealing their having been startled. Jason Renn would have told them about the examination but none of them evidently considered the possibility their Grand Maestro would come in person.
He thought of the time nearly two centuries ago when he attended classes in this same place, which was known as Keen Hall back then.
He entered the classroom where fifty of the Talenteds sat quietly, heads facing forward where Instructor Jason Renn sat at his desk grading papers. His scarlet on black hooded cloak hung from a hook behind his desk. His matching shirt and trousers fit him well and complimented his medium frame. His sandy colored locks were threatened by a receding hairline. A long nose, thin eyebrows, and peachy skin color marked him a former citizen of Battencay. The kingdom was mostly known for cattle and horse breeding. A medallion with a diamond encrusted, “Z,” hung from a gold chain around his neck.
Efferin remained in the back of the room, not wanting to interrupt the grading process, the results of which held his utmost interest. He studied each of the students, wondering which of them would be chosen.
A Cenketoarian sat in the second seat of the third row. The people of his kingdom were staunch supporters of Aakadon. The young man had a slight build, as did most of his countryman. Standing, he would be about four and a half cubits. His white silk garments fit him well, as did those of all the other Talenteds in the room. All of them wore the same style white silk hooded cloak with matching shirt and trousers, both male and female. Aakacarns are Aakacarns, being a man or woman mattered little and was irrelevant. 
“Sherree Jenna, come forward,” Jason called out.
A well formed young woman walked to the front of the room and faced the Instructor. She stood five and a half cubits tall and appeared to be no more than eighteen years of age. She composed herself well, showing no emotion, as is proper when facing an Instructor. The spark in her bright green eyes was the only indication of her excitement at being chosen. She clearly had Lobenian blood in her veins. Her light complexion and yellow-gold hair were common traits among her nationality and she even resembled the portrait of the great Della Lain, whom history states also came from Lobenia.
“Jerremy DeSuan, come forward,” Jason Renn ordered.
A tanned young man, a Serinian, came forward. Efferin liked him immediately, good breeding counts. The boy from the city of Polen Tare stood six and a third cubits high and had a muscular chest and arms, which were clearly defined under his white silk shirt. He took his place beside the Lobenian.
“Samuel Cresh, come forward,” Jason said, without bothering to lookup to see if anyone of the three had failed to obey. Obedience was something he took for granted, and rightly so.
A young man came forward in such a hurry that his hood fell back revealing dark curly hair. The lad was agile and seemed to be in excellent physical condition. He took his place on the other side of the Lobenian, whom he matched in height.
Jason dropped his writing instrument and looked up. His eyes widened and he sprang to his feet. “Greetings, Grand Maestro, how may I serve?”
All of the students sprang to their feet, repeating in unison the words of their Instructor, adding a bow of respect, as was proper. They stood silently waiting, clearly eager to please their Grand Maestro.
Efferin motioned with his hands for the class to be seated, a gesture they responded to immediately. “I’ve come to see who will be going to Bashierwood,” he said and glanced at the Instructor. “A word with you and these three Talenteds in private would be appreciated.”
“Most certainly, come right this way, Grand Maestro,” Jason replied, and then ushered his three students through a door behind his desk.
Efferin entered the tiny office where a pine desk occupied the spot nearest the window and a portrait of Gerard DeCamp hung on the wall. A smaller painting depicted three Accomplisheds of the Zephyr Guild glowing with potential for a unified spell. It was an excellent rendering of Jason standing between Terroll Barnes and Randall Kamis. Poor Terroll didn’t deserve Silencing, but the matter was internal guild business and thus Efferin did not interfere. 
“Won’t you please take my seat,” Jason said, offering the only chair in the room.
Efferin sat down facing the three youngsters. “Do any of you know why Bashierwood is your destination?” he asked, in his most even tones, so as to make them less nervous.
Sherree Jenna stepped forward and bowed deeply.
“You may speak, child,” Efferin said. At his age nearly everyone in Aakadon was a child in comparison.
The silk garments contoured her figure strikingly as she straightened to give answer. “We are being sent to Bashierwood to find out who is responsible for casting the High Power spell. We all felt the ripples,” she stated accurately.
“You are correct,” Efferin replied, and then focused on the Instructor. “Jason.”
“Yes, Grand Maestro, how may I serve?”
“Give each Talented one of your communication amulets. They are to report twice a day to you, once in the morning, and then again in the evening, immediately if they encounter difficulties or new developments,” Efferin instructed, and then paused, glancing at each student, he added, “This assignment could be fraught with danger. You are to take no foolish risks and be on your guard at all times. I have good reasons for sending our best three Talenteds. Remember, you are Aakacarns, do not embarrass Aakadon.”
Sherree, Jerremy, and Samuel bowed deeply. “Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” they said in unison.
Efferin was please but suppressed his sudden urge to smile. He had to maintain dignity at all times, especially in public.
Jason opened the top drawer of the desk and removed three gold amulets, each having a large sapphire set in the center, and then gave them to his top students.
“You may resume your studies,” Efferin said, and then walked from the small office feeling quite pleased.
 
 



Chapter Three: A Gratuity To Be Paid
 
Daniel made his way along the main trail while birds chirped their greetings to the new day. Leaves glistened in the sunlight and a gentle breeze swept through the branches above. The family cottage lay behind him and farther still was Binkman’s Cliff, where he and Tim spent many hours over the years. They played melodies, Daniel on the guitarn and Tim keeping the beat on the drums, and they did just about whatever entered their minds. He remembered when they tied a rope on a branch near Binkman’s cliff and then swung recklessly over the edge and back, laughing the whole time. Daniel was grateful he and Tim survived to out grow such foolishness. Thinking of the past took his mind off the present, which held enough worries to thoroughly depress him, if he allowed it. He kept thinking of Val and even those thoughts did not cheer him up, they added to his concerns. Was it fair to invite her into his cabin without revealing his secret? The answer was firmly, no. Could he keep his secret from other people? Maybe, but nothing could change what he knew about himself. He was an Aakacarn. His current line of thinking only created more questions. How far had his spell traveled and did anyone else see the blue glow?
He approached what was called the pitch fork. The center trail led straight down through the heart of Bashierwood, past the Polkat Inn, and then wound its way down the mountain. The left prong turned at a slight angle and paralleled the center trail for about three spans, and then turned sharply to the west and on down the slope. The right prong turned east. Shane and Brigget had a cabin three spans down it. They were the most recently married couple on Tannakonna and were not inclined to entertain company as yet. Half a span farther was the DuKane spread. Rod built the house twenty years back and invited Cindi inside. Their union produced one boy, Tim, and three girls, Tanya, Katie, and Sonia.
“Hey, wait up,” Tim called, from a hundred strides down the east trail.
Daniel was tempted to keep walking and make his friend hurry to catch up. The innkeeper despised tardiness and a confrontation with him would only add to the growing list of problems. “Could you move a little faster? Henri isn’t a patient man and I don’t want to be late!” he shouted down the path, and then stopped and waited for the drummer.
Tim quickened his pace and caught up moments later. “Did you see the blue light?’ he asked while wiping perspiration from his brow.
If the spell reached the Dukane spread, it probably was seen in the village as well. This did not bode well for keeping the secret. To lie about the incident held little appeal, but a diversion from the subject might be possible. Daniel rarely kept secrets from his best friend, not many, some things even his trusted confidant was better off not knowing.
“I accomplished quite a lot on the cabin last night, all I have to do is furnish it,” Daniel said, and inwardly winced at having used the word, accomplished.
Tim looked at him sideways and a smile slowly formed. “That means you’ll be inviting Val inside soon.”
Only yesterday the thought of marriage brightened Daniel’s heart, now it dimmed with doubt and uncertainty. How would Val react to being invited into the cabin by an Aakacarn? The thought killed any joy the new day might have had. The only good thing so far was that the conversation had veered away from the spell, although it was not much consolation. Tim’s smile faded away and was replaced by concern. “Don’t look like you just swallowed bad cider. Marrying can’t be that bad. Besides, I don’t think Val would let you back out now,” he said, and then paused with a calculating look about him. “What’s the matter?”
Daniel was not pleased with the direction this conversation was taking either, although he still wanted to marry Val. She did have a right to know the truth, but how would she handle it? He hoped it would not be by running and screaming through the village. “I’m just not sure she will accept my invitation,” he said, and that was no lie.
Tim rolled his eyes upward, clearly not accepting the notion. “More likely, frogs will stop eating flies,” he said, and then started forward. “We better get moving. Did you see the light?”
So much for diversions, the drummer always had a way of finding his way back to an old trail. “Yes. What about it?” Daniel replied, doing his best to keep his tone neutral.
“Some people think an Aakacarn cast a spell,” Tim replied, and then added, “What do you mean, what about it? This is the biggest thing that’s happened around here since Darby Jack killed old Long Tooth with a single arrow after being bitten by a slitherhead!”
Daniel sighed. People already suspected the worst and no doubt it was Orin Netless who sparked the notion and fueled the fire. The man seemed to get pleasure out of frightening folks, especially children, with his gruesome stories of the ancient Accomplisheds. Daniel was tempted to turn around and go home, but decided another change in subject would be better. “Last one to the inn is a hound pup,” he said, and then broke into a sprint.
Tim lost only a moment before accepting the challenge and breaking into an all out run for it. He rarely refused a challenge.
The exertion served to drive away the negative thoughts and leave all of Daniel’s worries in the dust. He maintained the lead down the trail, although he could hear Tim close behind. A large building came into sight, five floors high and about a hundred strides wide. The inn occupied the center of the village. Henri’s establishment was by far the largest building in Bashierwood and certainly was the largest Daniel had ever seen. He ran up the dirt road, past Chad Grening’s stable, and onto the long porch of the Polkat. He opened the door and glanced back, “Hound pup,” he said, and then went inside.
Tim stuck his thumbs in his ears and waggled his fingers. “Only for today, you’ll be scratching fleas tomorrow.”
Daniel laughed until coming face to face with Henri at the kitchen door. The innkeeper stood tapping his foot on the hard wood floor and wearing clean buckskins along with a scowl, which seemed to be an accessory to whatever he chose to put on.
“There isn’t any time for fooling around. Daniel, I want to see my face in those tables,” not that it was a pretty sight to behold, better to see Val. “Tim, start on the floors, I don’t want to see a single scuff mark. There had better be a sheen coming off the tables and floors when I look in here again,” Henri said, and then went into the kitchen. He never seemed to give anyone a cheerful greeting, unless they happen to be a paying customer. The aroma of bacon, sausage, eggs, and all sorts of breakfast foods drifted into the hall and made Daniel’s mouth water.
He glanced at Tim and grabbed a cloth and a container of polish. “You heard the man, let’s work.”
The tables shined up nicely and the fact that no one had come in for breakfast made the job even easier, most folks in the village ate at home. The inn currently had only one guest, a man from Bolen on his way to Lamont. Both of the towns were small, yet huge in comparison to Bashierwood. The Ecoppian harper did not count as a guest, although he too was passing on his way to who knew where, he never said. Daniel glanced at the walls and decided the wood paneling could use a polishing and the baseboards as well.
He wondered what would happen if the villagers found out who cast the spell. The notion was not pleasant to contemplate and served no good purpose. He did not feel any different; meaning the change in him was not physical in any way. Otherwise, Tim would have made some remark. The drummer had sharp eyes and few details got past him. Daniel could not fight off the negativity or the sense of foreboding tugging at the back of his mind.
Val and Gina entered and sat down at table four. Daniel wondered if the beautiful sisters would change from buckskins to dresses. He knew Val certainly preferred to remain as she was and he did not particularly want her to change, she looked good to him in whatever she chose to wear. Besides, buckskins were better for working in and he did not picture her sitting at home waiting for him to bring food. She was more likely to go hunting with him. She wore a straw hat exactly like his, made of flat blond strands of grass weaved out to a broad rim. Tim’s hat had loose strands sticking out every which way from the rim.
There was no mistaking the silent invitation in Val’s eyes. Daniel worked his way over to table four while thinking of the many hours they spent together in the shade of the great pine. Her kisses left a lasting impression. Gina’s too, although that experience was long ago before he and Val became interested in each other and Gina became interested in Tim. Thoughts of the tree provoked the all too recent memory of what occurred there last night. The good feelings his wife-to-be stirred up were squashed under the weight of what he now knew himself to be, an Aakacarn.
“Hi Daniel,” Val said, and propped her foot up on the table, like her sister’s. They would definitely leave behind smudges.
“Hi Val,” Daniel replied, gazing into her large brown eyes and knowing she deserved a more cheerful greeting.
Val  sprang from her chair with the grace and speed of a jaguar, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her lips against his. She did feel good, soft and warm in all the right places. She sustained the kiss until seemingly satisfied his passion had been ignited, and then pulled away. “That’s better,” she said breathlessly. The igniting evidently went both ways.
Several moments passed before Daniel realized he was wearing a silly grin. He cleared his throat and went back to work feeling much better. She would probably go into the cabin with him tonight if he asked her to. The notion was tempting but he still feared telling her the truth. If he were never to cast another spell, his being an Aakacarn could remain a secret shared between him and his parents. But no, Val had a right to know who and what she would be marrying.
The harper entered the dining area while wiping his mouth with a napkin. He had eaten his meal in the kitchen because the hired help were not permitted to eat with the customers, although Val and Gina would not have cared one way or the other. Terroll Barnes, a truly talented musician, sat down and unpacked his harp. He seemed to know every melody and song that was ever written. No one in Bashierwood had succeeded in requesting a song he did not know.
“Terroll, would you play, Riding the Wind?” Daniel asked, hoping the up lifting tune would help clear his mind so he could decide what to do about inviting Val into the cabin.
“Ah, my first request of the day,” the harper replied, and then delicately plucked the strings of the mahogany instrument, filling the room with cheerful tones.
Daniel wished he had his guitarn so he could play along. He was not sure if the musician would take kindly to the notion or be insulted at the thought of performing with a backwoods amateur. The man certainly had style. Listening to him play raised the spirits and made work seem less burdensome.
Val and Gina waved farewell and went outside, probably to hunt. Few people knew how different the sisters were from each other, mostly because not many people took the time to find out. Gina was by far the more aggressive of the two, a trait that seemed to attract Tim. Val, on the other hand, was sentimental and only acted aggressive to keep from getting her feelings hurt. Daniel was pleased she allowed him to see her true self.
The man from Bolen came in and sat down at table three. He wore a black silk hat and clothes fit for a noble. The white ruffles on his collar and cuffs looked freshly laundered and his black shoes were shiny. Tim came out from the kitchen carrying a tray stacked with pancakes and sausage and set it before the customer.
Terroll Barnes began another melody, one of his own choosing. It was a song about a wayward lad who loses the woman he sought to marry, a most depressing dirge.
Daniel wiped the boot marks off table four and tried not to let the song get to him. He applied the polish and began a circular motion. The blue light suddenly appeared, surrounding him. It was only a flicker, lasting not much longer than two blinks of the eye. He had not played a Melody so why would the glow of a spell emanate from him? He struggled to control the panic swelling in the pit of his stomach. He spun around, taking in everyone and everything in the room. The traveler was eating his breakfast with a zeal and likely would not have noticed a mountain lion if it came running in through the door and jumped out the far window.
Daniel began to wonder if the whole thing had been a trick of the mind, his guilty conscience. That’s it, guilt made him see the glow because he actually considered inviting Val into the cabin without telling her the truth. The depressing song ended, thank goodness. An uncomfortable feeling came over him, like when he knew a predator was stalking him in the woods. He glanced at the harper and for the first time did not see the man as a harmless traveling musician.
Terroll was watching him with an intensity that made Daniel even more suspicious. Why was the musician staring? The Ecoppian smiled and winked his eye. He had seen the glow, it really happened! No, the man probably had something else on his mind, nothing to do with spells or the Aakacarns.
Tim came out of the kitchen again, this time carrying two glasses of citrus juice, and sat down at table four. “Break time, have a drink,” he said and grinned.
Daniel welcomed the company. “Thanks,” he said, and then gulped down half the liquid before placing the glass back on the coaster.
He tried to ignore the musician, who even now was getting to his feet. The man probably needed to stretch his legs. The sound of boots on the hard wood floor grew louder; maybe the fellow was on his way to the kitchen.
Terroll pulled up a chair and sat down, glancing at Tim. “Would you excuse us a moment, I would like a word with your friend?” he asked, in a casual tone, no sound of a threat in his voice.
“Sure,” Tim replied, and stood up. He headed for the kitchen and then turned, shrugging his shoulders behind the musician’s back before going through the door.
The man wants to play a duet. Of course, a harp and a guitarn would sound good together, Daniel tried to convince himself. It was a stretch but better than the other nine out of ten possibilities flickering through his mind.
“I owe you,” Terroll whispered, although there was not much chance the man at table three would over hear anything by the way he was gobbling down those pancakes. “Meet me after closing and I’ll make payment,” the harper added, and then went back to his chair and began another melody as if the peculiar conversation had not taken place.
What was the man talking about? No deals of any kind had ever been struck between them, nor could Daniel remember having done any special favors. A thorough summing up of the events of the previous week failed to provide an answer. He could think of nothing beyond a few cheerful greetings and the occasional song request. A dark thought entered his mind and made a tingle run up his spine. Could one of the Aakacarns have come for him already? He immediately banished the horrible notion, but still felt jumpier than a squirrel in a hound kennel.
“What did he say to you? Your face is paler than Lydia Polkat’s sheets.”
Daniel glanced up and found his friend had returned. He wanted to unburden himself; explain all about the spell and the terrible truth behind it, but the need for secrecy prevailed. “The harper wants to pay me, I think,” he replied, figuring that was as much unburdening as he could afford.
Tim’s eyebrows arched up, “For what?”
Daniel shrugged and sighed, “I don’t know and I’m almost afraid to find out,” he began, and then laughed. He once killed a mountain lion with little more than a hunting knife and the determination not to be the big cat’s meal, and now he was afraid to ask a traveling musician a simple question. “He’s going to meet me later.”
Tim nodded his understanding. “Maybe he needs a job done and figures you would be best able to do it. Or, maybe he wants to buy your guitarn. He seemed to enjoy hearing you play it.”
Daniel had his doubts. “It’ll be coins if I’m lucky,” which had not been the case lately.
Tim smiled, clearly he had been joking, and leaned over the back of the chair, “That would be great.”
The drummer’s idea was not original but it was definitely accurate. Daniel felt better about the prospect of marrying Val and raising children. Would she marry him once she knew him to be an Aakacarn? Would she ever forgive him if he did not tell and the truth came out later? He took a deep breath and shook his head, not wanting to torment himself with the possibilities. He would explain to her about the spell, what little he did understand, and let destiny take its course.
Henri entered the dining area looking as though he just had a good whiff of rotten eggs. The yellow stains on the front of his shirt offered a clue to what his breakfast had been as he inspected the cleanliness of the room. “Very nice,” he said, grudgingly. “Clean up after our guest finishes his meal. Todd has already cleaned up stairs so, Tim, you’re free for the day. Daniel, you can go after you take care of that last table,” he added, and then winked his eye. “I understand your cabin is nearly finished.”
“Thanks,” Tim said with a grin, and then headed quickly for the front door, no doubt to wherever Gina would likely be hunting.
“By your looks, one would think I just strapped you for stealing a piece of pie,” Henri noted.
Daniel glanced at the harper and then back at the innkeeper. “I am grateful for the time off,” he said slowly. “I just have a few things on my mind.”
Henri grinned, which was one of the rarest sights on Tannakonna. “Oh, you’re having doubts. Don’t worry, most young men get a bit jittery before asking a woman into the cabin.”
Having doubts seemed to be an under statement, Daniel wished the jitters were his biggest concern. “Thanks, I’ll try to remember that.”
Henri nodded his head and gave a hard slap on the back. “Buck up my boy, you’ll feel better once she’s in the cabin with you,” he stated sagely, and then walked into the kitchen looking pleased with himself.
Daniel sat, waiting for the traveler to finish eating. After what seemed like an eternity, but was actually about half a mark, the man pulled away from the table and walked out looking full and satisfied.
Polishing the table did not take long, although being alone in the room with Terroll somehow made it feel otherwise. The harper quietly packed up his instrument, having no guest to entertain, and walked into the kitchen.
Instinct told Daniel to get up and go quickly. With no need for extra encouragement, he hurried outside and up the sandy street. Chad was busy giving one of his horses’ new shoes while his son, Tom, stood not far away giving a dapple mare a thorough rub down. Neither father nor son seemed to pay any attention to what was happening beyond the stable doors, no doubt because nothing going on outside was worth staring at.
Daniel passed the village limits and headed on up the north trail. Squirrels scampered in the branches of the trees lining both sides of the pathway. A chirp of protest followed by the sound of fluttering wings meant one of the critters landed a bit too close for the other’s liking. He smiled, feeling more at home in the woods.
Dark thoughts tugged at the corners of his mind, demanding to be considered. He had little choice but to meet Terroll Barnes, considering how serious the harper seemed to be about making some sort payment. Daniel could not shake the dreadful feeling that his life would be forever changed after being paid. Actually, the memory spell started the whole thing. Why did he play the melody in the first place? The question troubled him almost as much as the one coming up on its trail, what’s going to happen next?
“Good, I see you’re alone,” Terroll said, while riding up and matching pace on a brown gelding. After raising his right hand in a gesture of greeting, he proceeded to dismount smoothly. “Come; let us walk to your home.”
“Okay,” Daniel agreed, without stopping. His hunter’s instincts were on full alert, flatlanders could never be fully trusted, and everyone knew that.
Terroll hesitated as if trying to decide how to begin. He cleared his throat several times and then nodded affirmatively. “I know Ducaunans dislike all Aakacarns and you mountain folk like us even less, so I’ll try to be delicate.”
Aakacarn! A word that stood boldly above all others the harper had uttered. Daniel wanted to scream. He would have laughed at his own bad luck if the situation was not so terrifying. Fate just had to place a spell caster in the village at the worst possible time. He wasted few moments deciding what to do. The trails were only for convenience, he knew the woods like the strings of his guitarn. He sprang sideways off the trail and ran as if the Dark Maestro himself was chasing him.
A silver mist appeared, tightened around him, and he was lifted off the ground, trapped like a bird in the paws of a bobcat. He could do nothing but wait for his captor to finish him off.
“Now, Daniel, that’s no way to begin a conversation,” Terroll scolded, mildly. He made his way off the trail and stared up without a trace of anger in his dark eyes. “I won’t hurt you, my fellow Aakacarn. A spell most definitely originated from you last night, although I’m not sure how.”
Fire and wind, I’m doomed! The words screamed in Daniel’s mind. He remained silent, needing time to think of a way out of his predicament. 
Terroll scratched his chin and picked up the conversation where he left off. “Your High Power casting restored my knowledge of Melodious spells and freed me from the wrongful Silencing I’ve endured over the last seven years,” he said, in reasonable, almost friendly tones. “Honor demands that I give a gratuity for the services rendered. Clearly, you are in need of training. I’ll gladly escort you to Aakadon, if this is sufficient payment?”
To Aakadon! Daniel wanted to pinch himself to see if this was just a bad dream. Unfortunately, he was wide awake and could not even move his arms or legs. He was tired of being afraid. Enough was enough; he took a deep breath and hardened himself. “No, I won’t leave my home. You can force me to go, but I’ll find a way to escape.”
Terroll tapped his thumbs together while pursing his lips and finally nodded his head. “As you wish,” he said, and then paused. “We have much to discuss. If you promise not to run I will let you down.”
Could it be a trick? As I wish? Daniel was confused. “I won’t run,” he said, trusting his reflexes were quick enough; from the short distance between them he could have a knife in Terroll’s chest within two heart beats. The next threatening move made by the Aakacarn would be his last.
Daniel floated to the ground and the silver mist vanished, as did the glow around Terroll. Apparently, the light comes whenever a spell is about to be cast. The only difference was that the harper’s light was silver while Daniel’s was blue. One flicker would be warning enough to throw the knife. “I don’t want anything from you. Go away; leave Tannakonna that would be payment enough.”
Terroll frowned and did not seem the least bit convinced by what was a perfectly reasonable gratuity. “We should speak on these things at your home. Privacy when discussing matters of this nature is highly recommended,” he stated, as if Daniel had not spoken.
Daniel shook his head. “I’d rather not involve my parents,” he told him, not wanting to risk their lives.
Terroll’s eyes rolled upward and he frowned as if standing down wind from a skunk. Fortunately for him, he did not glow. “On my honor as a three-bolt Accomplished of the Zephyr Guild, I’ll not cast another spell without your expressed permission nor will I harm your parents,” he said, with his right hand raised level with his chest.
In all the stories Daniel had ever heard, the guild oath was sacred and unbreakable, except for members of the Serpent Guild, and the harper surely was not one of them. Besides, one flicker from him would be his last. “Very well, come with me,” Daniel said, determined to keep a sharp eye on the Aakacarn.
He led the Accomplished to the cottage and introduced him as such to his parents, both tensed up, with strain visible in their eyes after hearing the man was not just a traveling musician. They sat stoned-faced and ridged.
Terroll seemed to have all the poise and dignity of a nobleman. “Please, consider coming to Aakadon with me,” he stated, and then took a sip of tea as though his request was completely within reason.
Daniel licked his lips while easing his hand toward the knife strapped to his waist. “I am not going to Aakadon,” he said firmly, burying all of his fears under a mound of determination.
His mother cleared her throat and looked the harper straight in the eye. “You can’t have our son,” she told him calmly, yet seemed ready to grab a skillet and smack the harper in the head if he disagreed.
Ronn sprang to his feet  and slammed his fits down on the table. “You’ll not take him from us!”
Daniel flinched, worried for his parents, they would not be able to see a low power spell being cast. He alone was responsible for their safety. Fortunately, the Accomplished did not seem affected by the emotional display. 
Terroll placed his cup and saucer back on the table. “Obviously, your coming with me to Aakadon is not negotiable. Please consider allowing me to teach you a few basic spells.”
“Out of the question,” Ronn blurted. The muscles in his arms twitched, meaning he was on the verge of violence. Anger burned in his eyes like hot coals and that deadly longbow of his was clearly within reach.
Terroll maintained his composure, the very portrait of calm and understanding. “Daniel, you cast a spell by accident. We were all fortunate it was only a memory spell, something benevolent. Your next accident may not work out so well. Suppose you cast a forget spell and wipe away the memories of each person in the village, including your own?”
“Go on,” Daniel said. The man had a point.
 Terroll had a glint in his eye and seemed on the verge of smiling. “If you at least learn the basics, maybe no one will get hurt. The memory spell so far seems to be permanent and any future spells cast by accident could be just as permanent. Even your parents are a risk, especially them. They are safer sharing the cottage with a bear.”
The harper’s reasoning was infallible. Daniel moved his hand away from the knife handle without drawing attention to the movement. Guilt gnawed at him for selfishly risking the lives of others. He was a greater danger to his parents than Terroll had ever been. He glanced from one parent to the other, and then focused on the Accomplished. “I agree to learn enough to keep from hurting anyone.”
Terroll grinned like a hungry cat ready to finish off the mouse he had been playing with. “Good, we can begin tonight,” he said, not bothering to hide the pleasure at his winning the point.
Ronn and Miriam Benhannon did not look pleased, both sat back in their chairs, and Daniel noticed they did not argue either. Lack of training made him dangerous to be around. “I’ll get my guitarn and we can begin under the great pine,” he said, and then went to his room, picked up his instrument, and re-entered the dining area where the harper was talking to his parents.
“You both understand that this is for the best. Your son’s potential is extremely high for his age, which is all the more reason why training is necessary,” Terroll told them with a smile and they nodded silent agreement.
Daniel headed for the front door and motioned for the Accomplished to follow him, which he did. The journey up the hill seemed to have little effect on the Ecoppian, who walked briskly with harp in hand. Stars twinkled in the heavens while the moon bathed the clearing in a soft shadowy glow. The huge branches of the great pine reached upward and swayed slightly as a wind whispered through the needles.
“May I cast a spell?’ Terroll asked, apparently remembering his agreement.
“Of course,” Daniel agreed, and then added, “You could hardly teach me otherwise.”
The silver glow surrounded Terroll and a tight beam shot from his right index finger to a spot on the ground where a carpet of needles blew aside, leaving a clearing four cubits across. A second beam shot from his finger and ignited a fire. “Please, sit down, this may take awhile,” he said, and sat, making himself comfortable and positioning the harp for playing.
Daniel did as instructed and waited with guitarn at the ready for his first lesson to begin. This promised to be interesting. One part of him felt guilty for what he was about to do, for exposing himself to the secrets of spell casting, while the other part of him was thrilled at the prospect of learning something new.
Terroll plucked his harp, smiling as though pleased with the sound, for it truly was tuned to perfection. “I’ll begin by saying; there are seven legitimate guilds for an Accomplished to choose from. These are Zephyr, Eagle, Willow, Aloe, Sun, Aqua, and Stone.”
Daniel paid close attention, it is always best to know whom to avoid, his improved memory would ensure that forgetting this or any future lessons was not likely to happen. He had no intention of ever choosing a guild.
“I will teach you the seven basic Melodies first, one from each guild,” the Accomplished began. “This is called, Potential. It is a spell of the Eagle Guild and is used, as you may have reasoned out, to cause all Aakacarns within visual range to glow. I used this to identify you. By the way, your potential energy is topaz blue,” he added, and then plucked out the simple Melody.
Daniel listened intently and smiled when he and the harper began to glow and light up the clearing in silver and blue. Learning new tunes came natural for him, having little to do with his recently enhanced memory. He played the exact tune note for note on his guitarn and produced the same effect as his teacher.
The harper’s eyebrow arched upward, he seemed surprised. “You learn quickly.” he commented and then added, “All spells must be performed precisely, note for note, same key and rhythm. Otherwise, the spell will collapse. I have seen many Talenteds bruise themselves by playing a wrong note or holding the correct one for too long.”
Daniel nodded his understanding. If all the spells were this simple, learning them would not even be a challenge. One thing became clear as a spring day; he wanted to know more than just how to be safe. “What is a Talented?”
Terroll threw a stick onto the fire, stared into the flames briefly, and then answered, “There are three general classifications of Aakacarns. A Potential is a person who possesses the extra energy in their life force, which gives them the ability to cast spells. Talenteds are those individuals being trained to summon and control their potential. The course on spell casting has four levels, the time at each level depends on the student’s propensity and capacity to learn, some take many years and some as little as four to graduate. A large number of students come to us having no education at all. They must be taught to read and write, add, subtract, multiply and divide, in addition to subjects like history and geography. An Accomplished is an Aakacarn who has completed the fourth level and is then considered to be a master of his or her potential. At this level the graduate chooses a guild. Each affiliation possesses hundreds of specialized spells known only to them, and the Grand Maestro, of course,” he explained, and paused as if allowing time for the information to sink in, then added, “A Talented is taught twenty spells from each guild. I will teach you as much as you want to know.”
The knowledge succeeded in alleviating Daniel’s guilt and his fears associated with the Aakacarns. He was beginning to see them and himself in a new light. He wanted to learn all of the spells, although he still had no intention of joining a guild. “Please, teach me more,” he said, and then listened while Terroll played another tune.
“This one is called, Waken the Sprig. The Willow Guild uses it to make plants grow,” said the Accomplished, glowing with potential. A silver beam shot from his right eye and struck a bare spot on the ground. A plant immediately sprouted up, grew and bloomed with a red and violet flower.
What a useful spell to know in the off season, Daniel thought. Being able to make a barren tree produce fruit is a good thing. It would seem that not everything the Aakacarns did was evil. He duplicated the spell, found himself suddenly sitting in the middle of a flower patch, and then waited for Terroll to teach him another; Cooling the Heat, used by the Aloe Guild to heal minor burns. Daniel played the spell correctly, even though there was no burn to heal. He took the harper’s word for it that the rendering was correct.
“This spell is called, Spout a Leak. It is from the Aqua Guild and can be used to prime a well,” The Accomplished stated, and then plucked out the Melody.
Daniel played the spell, and again had to take the instructor’s word that the spell was performed correctly and would in fact do as stated.
Terroll cast another spell, producing a glowing sphere a hand span above his head that illuminated the clearing with the brightness of forty oil lamps. “This spell of the Sun Guild is called, Ball of Light,” he said, and then broke the spell and stared expectantly.
Daniel duplicated the Melody and soon had a glowing sphere surrounding him and a thrill at seeing the result of his effort. He lacked the precision of the master Aakacarn but that did not dampen his enthusiasm. He broke the spell and focused on Terroll. “Okay, teach me another.”
The harper played another Melody, but the result was not readily apparent. “The spell is called, Mending the Pot. It is from the Stone Guild and can be useful, as the name suggests, around the house when a pot needs repairing.”
Daniel learned the new tune and trusted he would have occasion to use the spell at home. There was nothing frightening or terrible about this type of spell casting. He was glad to be learning such useful things.
The Accomplished played another Melody and glowed with potential. A silvery mist blew into the clearing. “Feel the Breeze, is a spell of the Zephyr Guild,” he said with unmistakable pride.
Daniel played the tune, summoning the potential. A blue mist seemed to be emanating from him and blow off in all directions. He knew non-Aakacarns would only be able to feel the breeze, unless he concentrated enough to make it visible to them.
Terroll smiled. “You’ve made extraordinary progress. Those are the seven basic spells. I really hadn’t expected to teach you more than two or three tonight. There are a few more things I would like to teach you tomorrow evening.”
“Tomorrow is fine. I want to learn as much as I can,” Daniel replied, eagerly. He learned seven spells after only hearing them once. His appetite to know more had grown rather than being satisfied.
“Good, have a nice rest,” said Terroll. He packed the harp, mounted his gelding and then headed off toward the village.
Daniel made his way back to the cottage and realized his throat felt drier than Stedding Creek in the summer time, casting spells is thirsty work. He reached for the bucket under the sink, but stopped half way. There was a better way. He lightly plucked the Melody; Spout a Leak, the glow formed around him and grew outward to envelope the sink and the pump primed. He quickly leaned the guitarn against the wall and pumped the handle causing water to flow into the basin. He filled his cup and drank the water with a strong sense of satisfaction, and then went to bed feeling much better about himself and his being an Aakacarn.
He crawled beneath the covers and thought of how ignorance created fear. People were afraid of the Aakacarns, yet look at all the good he could do with what little he had been taught. Val should be pleased to have a husband who could make flowers bloom for her in winter. He fell asleep listening to the sound of crickets outside his window.
He woke up early and chopped wood for the fireplace. His parents were up and eating pancakes when he went back inside. Both of them were conspicuously quiet and neither made mention of the training Terroll had been giving him. It seemed best to respect their unspoken desire to not bring up the subject.
He finished eating and loaded wood into the two wheeled cart he and his father made years ago. Everything was cut and measured; all he had to do was assemble it all into a bed, table and chairs. He went to the cabin and worked quickly, placing the furnishings where he thought they should go, knowing Val was sure to rearrange things to her liking, and he was happy to have her do so. They would certainly add more furniture as time went on but this was a start. The dwelling was finished yet one big question remained. Would Val agree to marry him? Worrying was getting him nowhere. He left the cabin and met up with Tim and then headed down the trail to the village. It was a beautiful morning and nothing out of the ordinary happened. Tim, Gina, and especially Val, were eager to know how the cabin was coming along. It occurred to Daniel that all three of them already knew, seeing as the site was not exactly remote and could be visited by anyone possessing the notion to find out. He wanted very much to share his excitement over the lessons Terroll was giving him, but the Aakacarn treated him the way he had before the memory spell was cast. His friends, particularly his wife-to-be, were better off, for the moment, not knowing what was going on. Bashierwood was still buzzing with talk of the strange blue light, more than a few people were offering far fetched theories as to its origins, none of which involved him.
He put in a full days work at the inn and then went on home and ate another quiet meal with his parents. It was upsetting that they still treated him as if he were diseased and possibly contagious.
Daniel cleared the table, washed the dishes, and then grabbed his guitarn and made his way to the great pine. He played, Riding the Wind, while watching the Accomplished approach on horseback. Terroll dismounted and immediately began to play along on his harp. The melody cast no spell; its magic was in the pure enjoyment of hearing and performing a beautiful composition.
“You play well,” Terroll remarked, and then took on the more formal tone of an instructor. “The first spell I intend to acquaint you with tonight is called, Cover Me. It is a basic shield spell of the Eagle Guild. Mind you, the shield isn’t unbreakable, a stronger Aakacarn or one using a crescendo could nullify it,” he said, and then played the Melody.
Daniel learned the simple spell right away and was glad to know its limitations. Otherwise, he could become over confident and foolishly get himself killed, better to trust in his natural survival instincts. Still, he had a question not directly related to the current lesson. “Why am I thirsty whenever I cast a spell?” he asked, hoping the Accomplished did not mind a slight drift from the subject.
“I thought you would never ask,” Terroll replied, and he smiled, revealing a set of perfectly white teeth. The Aakacarns were famous for their personal hygiene, even among the citizens of Ducuan. “The potential for a spell is drawn physiologically from the body of the Aakacarn. Think of it as primer for a pump. Simply put, your body loses moisture every time you cast a spell and a strong conjuration will make you even thirstier. Fortunately, Aakacarns metabolize water many times faster than do commoners. That’s why we are never far from an adequate water supply and the spell, Spout a Leak, is one of our most used incantations.”
Daniel was glad he asked the question, dehydration was not a pleasant way to die and his ignorance could well have brought it about. He had not realized drawing too much potential into even a simple spell could kill him. The revelation was sobering but not discouraging enough to stifle his desire to learn more and develop within his own personal limits. Growing thirsty is a warning he would not ignore in the future. He nodded his understanding and then went on to the next question. “What is a crescendo?”
Terroll held up his harp. “A crescendo increases the strength of a spell. There are two types and four classes within the types, the musical instrument and the baton. The instrument tends to be the more effective of the two, class for class. The classes range from one to four, the larger the number, the greater the amplification. A baton is especially useful when the Aakacarn doesn’t want to reveal what kind of spell is being summoned. By its nature, the instrument broadcasts the Melody.”
The more knowledge Daniel gained, the more ignorant he felt. He had not even known enough to consider such things as crescendos. One thing was for sure, he gained more respect for the potential he was learning to wield. “I see, the guitarn is my crescendo,” he said while lifting the instrument.
“Precisely,” Terroll said, and then paused while positioning the harp on his lap for another melody. “This spell is called, Sparking the Fame. It is of the Sun Guild and is used to light candles, lamps, or campfires. Watch me and listen carefully.”
The Accomplished performed the Melody and began to glow with potential. Twin beams of light shot from his eyes and struck the center of the fire pit. A flame appeared and started to spread. Terroll quickly smothered the fire.
The Melody seemed easy enough to perform. Daniel fingered the chord in preparation to begin.
“Wait, you must learn to focus the potential before casting this spell. We don’t want fires springing up all around us,” Terroll said, with uncommon patience for a man on the verge of being roasted alive.
Daniel relaxed his grip on the guitarn and pictured himself being baked like a giant potato. The Accomplished was risking much to provide this basic education to a backwoodsman.
The Ecoppian pursed his lips thoughtfully and then gave a slight nod. “Cast the spell, Potential. It’s harmless enough yet sufficient for our purpose,” he said, calmly. “Now, stare at a fixed point and concentrate while playing the Melody.”
Daniel plucked the tune and smiled when the blue glow formed around him. He stared at the ground and willed his potential to be focused there. Twin beams of light shot from his eyes and struck the spot he intended. He smiled at Terroll, who motioned for him to do it again, and then again, and then again.
“Very good,” Terroll said, finally satisfied. “Now do the same thing while performing, Sparking the Flame,” he instructed, and then glowed silver with potential for what was most likely a shield spell.
Daniel took a deep breath and played the dangerous Melody. He stared at the fire pit and willed his potential to be focused there. Twin beams shot from his eyes and struck the spot he intended. A flame roared to life and quickly spread across the entire fire pit. He allowed the fire to remain, the dark night held a bit of a chill. He felt a sense of accomplishment. Learning to focus his potential was nearly as important as the spells, and in this case more so.
“You do learn quickly,” Terroll remarked, with eyes that seemed to sparkle in delight.  “Tomorrow you can light the campfire,” he added, and then proceeded to teach six more spells.
Daniel performed each Melody exactly as he heard them played and found he actually enjoyed spell casting. People truly had no cause to be frightened of him. Birds fly, fish swim, and Aakacarns cast spells. The word no longer struck fear in his heart and he certainly was not afraid of the harper any more. What he felt for the Accomplished was respect. This was no curse, far from it. Being able to lift logs on a cushion of air seemed much better than hauling them by hand. The cabin would have been so much easier to build had he discovered his ability sooner.
Daniel went home feeling satisfied and grateful for the lessons. Sharing his progress with his friends and family was out of the question. His parents did not want to discuss it even after he tried to explain why his being an Aakacarn was not a bad thing. They seemed all the more troubled by his growing acceptance and out right enthusiastic response to casting spells. He decided to drop the subject entirely and not bring it up again. Why upset them needlessly?
He woke before daybreak and toiled around the cottage until completing all that needed to be done, and then walked briskly down the main trail feeling as though a great burden had been lifted from his shoulders. Tim seemed to be equally in a good mood, mostly due; no doubt, to the time he had been spending with Gina lately. Daniel spotted Val at the entrance of the Polkat and greeted her with a passionate kiss. The day seemed to go by quickly. Tim and everyone else seemed to take his sudden joyfulness as a sign the invitation into his cabin would be extended soon. He needed to have a serious talk with Val and then, he smiled, they could spend the rest of their lives together.
Terroll was already sitting cross-legged in the clearing when Daniel arrived. The gelding was busy eating a tuft of grass. A cool breeze carried the scent of night blooming jasmine and promised a deeper chill later in the session.
“Greetings, young man,” said the harper, with instrument in hand. “Light a fire and we shall begin.” 
Daniel played, Sparking the Flame, on his guitarn and focused on the shallow pit. A bright flame sprang to life and added its glow to the moonlit night. “I can hardly wait. What are you planning to teach me this time?” he said, while trying to down play his enthusiasm.
Terroll stared back at him stone-faced his expression unreadable. He leaned forward. “Your talent is remarkable,” he began, and the stone face broke into a smile. “Once in awhile we get Potentials in Aakadon whose musical talents allow them to master the spells far quicker than their peers. We call then prodigies. You are such a one and I want to find out just how much you can learn in one evening.”
Daniel was up for a challenge. He needed and wanted to know more than what he had learned so far, and this was the only way he could do so, short of going to Aakadon, which was out of the question. He had no intention of ever leaving Tannakonna, did not want to join a guild, and did not care if he ever became an Accomplished, although he could not deny his growing thirst for knowledge. “Good, I’m curious too.”
“First, put down the guitarn you’re not going to need it for awhile.”
Daniel leaned the hand-crafted instrument against the great pine and wondered how he could summon potential without playing the Melodies, although he had seen Terroll do so several times. He sat down cross-legged while crickets chirped to one another in a chorus that grew louder during the pause in conversation.
“Think of the Melody, Cushion of Air, let it play in your mind, and focus on the guitarn. Levitate and draw it over to yourself, then back against the tree,” Terroll said, and then folded his arms across his chest and waited.
Daniel thought of the tune and his aura appeared. He extended his hand toward the guitarn and focused all of his attention on it. A single bean shot forth and struck the instrument, enveloping it in a blue mist, and lifting the precious gift from his father off the ground. This had to be the same spell Terroll had used on him several days ago. Daniel willed the guitarn to come to him and moments later the smooth neck was firmly in his grasp. He released and sent the instrument back to its original position under the great pine.
“Excellent,” Terroll said, and rubbed his hands together. “Last night you learned it isn’t necessary to allow your spells to radiate in all directions. By focusing your mind, you can isolate the effects to wherever you want them without affecting anything else. Tonight, you have learned how to cast a spell without using a crescendo. I’ll perform each spell on my harp and you will then cast all but the unobservable ones with only your mind.”
Daniel was intrigued. “I’m ready,” he replied, eagerly.
Terroll nodded affirmatively and performed a Melody on his harp. He glowed with potential and a silver mist formed beneath him, lifting him off the ground. He then lowered himself gently and broke the spell.
Daniel committed the tune to memory and let it play in his mind. Soon, he floated cross legged above the ground. The blue air was actually air being channeled underneath him and the affect was chilling, largely because of the cool night. He lowered himself to the ground and listened carefully as Terroll went on to the next spell, which seemed fairly easy to learn, casting it was simplicity itself. Terroll played several tunes and Daniel duplicate each one. The Ecoppian cast more spells, quickly gave the titles and origins, and then kept going as if he was the one being challenged. Six marks went by and the Accomplished never seemed to run out of Melodies.
Daniel took a sip from his canteen, and then cast the latest spell while the harper quenched his own thirst.
Terroll put his flask away and then placed his instrument in its case. He turned and stared back, eyes bagged with fatigue. “That’s enough, we’ll talk tomorrow,” he said, evenly and without further elaboration.
Daniel was relieved the Accomplished had decided to call it a night. As it was, he would only get a few candle marks of sleep before having to get up and go to work.
Terroll swung smoothly onto his saddle and urged the gelding forward. “Good night,” he said, and then headed down the north trail towards the inn.
An owl hooted from a branch extended high above the clearing. Daniel looked up and smiled at the nocturnal bird. It was a wonder the creature had stayed up there, considering all the spell casting taking place. Daniel headed down the trail home while thinking of the lessons he had been given. They turned out to be more necessary than he previously imagined. What if his first spell had been Sparking the Flame? It was a sobering thought to be sure. He learned enough control to be certain there would be no more accidental spells.
He must have learned over a hundred spells in the last session. Terroll mentioned on the first night that Talenteds are taught twenty spells from each guild. Daniel came with in two steps of his front porch and stopped in mid-stride. There are one hundred forty spells and he had learned them all. The talent inherited from his mother had made it possible, although the memory spell may have had a little to do with it. He went on inside and straight to his room. He knew both of his parents were likely to be asleep and there seemed to be no reason to disturb them. He stretched out on the bed and lost his train of thought in the middle of a yawn.
Morning came entirely too soon and he found it a struggle to get out of bed, little time could be wasted lying around. He had things to do and time was not going to stop and wait for him. He wondered idly if there was a spell that could slow down time, but decided it was easier to get dressed and start his daily routine. Fortunately, he had chopped enough wood days ago and his present chores would be quick to accomplish. He went outside to collect eggs for breakfast.
Clouds covered the sky and seemed determined to make sure not a patch of blue could be seen. The gray cast dampened Daniel’s spirit slightly, but not enough to destroy a pleasant mood born of success. He felt good about himself and the thrill of learning more about his abilities could not be diminished so easily. He gathered a basket of eggs from the cackling hens and then went to the barn. Simmone was busy chewing hay and gave him no more than a fleeting glance. He uncovered the milk bucket and went to work without protest from her, the event was hardly new.  He finished and patted her brown and white hide, and then headed back to the cottage. He spotted ripe tomatoes in the garden and gathered them as well, placing them gently in the basket with the eggs.
Both parents were up and about when he returned. They said very little beyond wishing him a good morning. He disliked the sadness in their eyes that seemed to say, we’re losing our son. Nothing he said seemed to make that look go away. They would not carry on a conversation with him, perhaps feeling the discussion would eventually lead to his being an Aakacarn.
The agonizingly quite breakfast ended and Daniel headed straight for the inn. His cabin was nearly ready for occupancy and the money he earned now was for the future, his and Val’s. He, along with Tim, cleaned the Polkat from top to bottom while Todd served the customers in the dining area. 
Darby, Orin, and Kemer lounged at table five for most of the morning. The first was much in need of a good long bath and the second could have used a change in disposition. The old archer seemed to be what the other two were not, clean and in good spirits. Kemer always did seem to like cloudy days. People have a preference and the man certainly had a right to his own.
Terroll performed all the requested melodies, and a few of his own choosing. He never gave any indication of his true calling in life or the lessons being taught. Even Orin Netless had dropped all accusations against him. The Ecoppian sang and played his instrument to the delight of his audience.
A family of four arrived late in the day and all had dark hair, brown eyes, and fair skin. They came from Tarracopa and did not seem inclined to talk of their intended destination. There had been rumors of famine and civil unrest in the land, most everyone figured the travelers’ journey had something to do with one or the other.
Daniel finished mopping the fifth floor hallway; a guest had dropped a bottle of wine, and after cleaning it up Daniel headed home. Dinner was just as quiet as breakfast had been; he hoped his parents would soon get over their fear. It did indeed seem they were not just avoiding a potentially disturbing conversation, they were actually afraid of him. He cleared the table and then went to the great pine hoping the lesson would be brief. He wanted to get to bed early.
Crickets chirped to one another while he strummed a chord on his guitarn. The chorus suddenly stopped and it came as no surprise to look up and see the harper entering the clearing. Terroll approached on foot, which was unusual for him, he usually came on horseback.
“Greetings,” said the Accomplished of the Zephyr Guild, while extending his right hand.
The Ecoppian’s actions, his manner and attitude, were different somehow, not like teacher to student. He never greeted in this way before. Daniel shook the extended hand, certain that whatever the harper was up to would not be malicious. “Hi, Terroll, what are you planning to teach me tonight?” he asked, keeping his tone of voice even and trying to behave as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening.
The master Aakacarn grinned as if he was about to receive one of Lydia Polkat’s peach cobblers. “The final step to becoming a full Accomplished,” he replied, merrily. “I can hardly believe it; you have fulfilled all of the requirements necessary to graduate. You are ready to learn the spell called, Ranking.”
“What does that do?” Daniel asked, and suddenly noticed how dark the clearing had become. A cloud was blocking out the light of the moon. He summoned the potential for Sparking the Flame and concentrated on the shallow pit. Moments later, a fire sprang up several cubits into the air and illuminated the area.
Terroll stripped to the waist and sat down cross-legged. Three golden lightning bolts were plainly visible on his shoulders, two on the right and one on the left. These were not any ordinary form of body art. The metallic hue was the actual color of his skin in the jagged shape of lighting. “Take your shirt off,” he said, offering no explanation as to why.
Daniel removed his buckskin shirt. The peculiar request made him feel a little uneasy, none of the other spells required being naked from the waist up. He sat down, ignored the crickets and the howling of a wolf, located by the sound, about three spans to the northeast, and gave his undivided attention to the harper.
Terroll placed his hands on his hips and stared straight ahead. “The spell must be hummed, listen carefully,” he said, and then began to hum a solemn Melody. A silver flash irrupted from the air around him, striking at his upper body.
Daniel sprang back three strides and rolled to his feet. He could still see the bright light even with his eyes closed. Is this what happens when a spell is not done correctly? As his vision cleared, he stepped forward to offer whatever assistance he could.
The Accomplished not only appeared to be uninjured, he was grinning, and he seemed quite pleased with himself. “I’m alright. Come sit down.”
If this was a joke, Daniel was not amused. He came forward and then stopped when he caught sight of another lightning bolt. Terroll now had four, two on each shoulder, and the man was glancing at the new addition as if it was the first sign of spring after a hard winter. “Ranking doesn’t seem to be a very useful spell. Can’t anyone who wants to have a higher rank just hum the Melody and have it? Suppose I want one, what’s to stop me from giving myself two or three or ten?”
The Ecoppian broke from admiring his new bolt and stood up. “Sit down,” he said, patiently, motioning with his hands. “This is something that cannot be cheated. Humming the spell measures your individual level of potential and marks you accordingly.”
Daniel hesitated, but honored the request and sat back down while wondering if this was how a moth felt when being lured to the flame. He had a feeling there was no turning back from this point, and a small part of him wanted to walk away, but the larger part wanted to press ahead.
“Some Accomplisheds must wait years before their level of potential earns them the first lightening bolt. I have met a few who never grew beyond the first level,” Terroll said, and then sat down several strides away. “Hum the Melody. I wouldn’t be surprised to see you with two or possibly three, considering the power you seem to wield. You’ll feel a burning sensation but it should be brief.”
Daniel had some doubts. But he took a deep breath and began humming the Melody. Bright flashes irrupted and searing pain ripped through his shoulders and forced him off balance. The ground rushed toward his face and arrived with a jolt. The agony went away almost as quickly as it had come. He pushed up off the ground and shook the grogginess out of his senses.
Terroll’s mouth was wide open and he stared as though a mountain lion was about to pounce on him. The man very nearly swallowed a bug.
Daniel caught sight of his own right shoulder and blinked his eyes, trying to clear away what could not be there, three golden lightning bolts. He blinked again and tried rubbing them off. His flesh felt normal and warm to the touch even though there were three metallic streaks of lighting on his skin and they were not coming off. He looked at his left shoulder and found three more bolts identical to those on his right. Daniel shook his head. It could not be true. “I can’t be a six-bolt Accomplished, I must have done something wrong,” he said, grasping at the only plausible explanation.
Terroll sat shaking his head as if he too were having difficulty accepting what was before his eyes. “Oh, but you are,” he said, his voice softer than a whisper. “Efferin Tames is the only other person in the world with six bolts.”
“What does it mean?” Daniel asked, wondering if the spell could be reversed.
“It means you,” Terroll’s voice trailed off. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “It means your strength is equal to that of the Grand Maestro. Boy, if you insist on living here, you better not allow anyone to see you with your shirt off, not even your family. Far too many people know what those lightning bolts mean.”
“How could I have so much potential? You expected me to have two or three bolts.” Daniel said, and quickly put his shirt back on.
“Chosen Vessel,” Terroll murmured, and shook his head as if dismissing the thought, and possibly unaware he had spoken. “The Creator works in mysterious ways. The important thing is to accept what is true. You are a six-bolt Accomplished.”
“Chosen, you said.  Chosen by whom?” Daniel asked.
“Forget I mentioned it. It was a slip of the tongue. You may as well ask me why water is wet. I have no definitive answer.”
Daniel decided Terroll was right, it was better to accept what is. Daniel Benhannon was a six-bolt Accomplished and water is wet. What is should not be denied, at least not to himself. But, nobody else needed to know, he thought, and then the ramifications hit him. His family, what about a wife? “How can I keep Val from seeing my lightning bolts? She will see me after we go into the cabin. Can I make these bolts disappear?”
Terroll pursed his lips and drew in a breath. Whatever he had to say did not promise to be pleasant. “I knew this subject would come up eventually. Aakacarns do not marry, we remain single for life,” he began, and kept talking but Daniel hardly heard.
He did not want to hear more but the lecture continued. His happiness faded with each explanation as to why marriage was not an option.
“The markings are permanent and I know what I am telling you is especially hard to except for someone who has had no time to adjust,” Terroll went on, his voice soft and filled with sympathy. “Potentials are usually taken to Aakadon at an early age and have years to learn about the Aakacarn way of life, and the drastic changes demanded of them. Some of them have a harder time adjusting then others, but all must come to understand what is considered proper conduct. You have no such luxury. The responsibilities of being an Accomplished have been thrust upon you only days after discovering your potential.”
Daniel sighed while listening to why he could not marry Val or anyone. None of the reasons made sense to him, although the Accomplished spoke as if they did. Still, realty must be accepted and his upbringing on the mountain had been a good teacher, Daniel would do what had to be done.
The Ecoppian finished his speech and sat staring, the silence stretched on, as if he was giving time for the information to sink in. “The Aakacarn way of life is a lonely one. That is why affiliating with a guild is so important. I’m ready to take you to Aakadon if knowing the demands of being an Accomplished has changed your mind.”
Daniel did not need time to think. “No,” he replied without hesitation. He wanted to stay as far away from the Aakacarn city as was possible and there would be no guild in his future.
Terroll sighed and nodded his acceptance of the answer. “Very well, do you consider the debt paid?”
The man had taken a Potential and turned him into a full Accomplished. The pay back far exceeded anything Daniel could think of. “Yes,” he replied, and then picked up his guitarn and strummed a chord.
“One more thing, will you teach me the memory spell?”
Daniel was amused, him teach an Accomplished? And, why not, they were equals now? “Sure,” he said, and then played the Melody. The blue aura surrounded him. He kept the power level considerably lower than the original spell had been. He severed the potential and waited for Terroll to respond.
“That is a complicated spell,” said the Accomplished, while scratching his chin. “I heard a melody and a chorded rhythm. How did you ever learn it?”
“By accident,” Daniel replied, while strumming random chords. “My mother is a composer and I seemed to have inherited her talent. The Melody came into my mind while I was thinking of fond memories. I first took it to be an original composition, but my parents suggested I must have stumbled onto an Aakacarn spell. A squirrel hunting a hound seems more likely, but what other explanation is there?” 
Terroll shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, but I have lived long enough to know that there are answers to be found if a person is diligent in seeking them. Also, there are many times when the answers lead to more questions. Time will reveal the answers or not but I thank you for teaching me. With the gift of enhanced memory, it is certain I will never forget,” he said, standing up, and then packed away his mahogany instrument.
Daniel nodded, accepting the gratitude. “Thanks for your teaching. I hadn’t realized how dangerous I was, to myself and everyone else.”
“You’re welcome,” Terroll replied, and then paused, pursing his lips. “A word of warning, High Power spells send out noticeable ripples and your spell could draw terrible creatures here. Pray that Balem Tamm or any of his followers have felt none of those ripples. Goodbye and take care, my friend,” he added, and then put on his shirt and headed down the path toward the inn.
Daniel stared into the night while clouds floated above, hiding the moonlight and stars from view. He could not marry and that was bad enough, but the Maestro of the Serpent Guild presented a fresh set of worries. Balen Tamm brings along evil Accomplisheds, yetis, and the Condemneds.
Daniel glanced at the cabin he now knew would never be shared with Val, or anyone. The flickering firelight made the little dwelling look dark and foreboding. He kicked dirt into the pit, half out of anger and half to smother the fire. The trade off would have been easier to take if he had been given a choice in the matter. He walked home in the damp night and found his parents had gone to bed, no doubt to avoid a possibly awkward conversation with their son. He went to his room, trying not to feel sorry for himself. A stallion does not cry about being a horse and a lions do not whine because they are not bears. He stretched out on his bed and closed his eyes, hoping sleep would take him; maybe he could marry Val in his dreams.
 
 



 Chapter Four: Talenteds Journey
 
A large gray cloud drifted across the sky, blocking out the sun and providing welcome shade. Violets decorated the field with delicate peddles against the green and, in some areas, brown blades of grass. Dragonflies winged their way up the gentle slope of a broad hill. A narrow sandy trail led straight up and disappeared down the other side.
Samuel Cresh reined his black mare, Salsa, to a halt. He inhaled crisp clean air and released a sigh of frustration while waiting for Sherree and Jerremy to catch up. Why did she have to stop and heal every single injured creature along the way? He watched her glowing finger touch what looked from his angle to be some kind of rodent. Try as he might, he could not convince her to just let nature take its course. And the Serinian, he hurried for no one.
Sherree lowered the tiny creature to the ground and watched it scamper away. She heeled Misty, her white stallion, into a gallop. The hood of her silk cloak caught the wind and blew back. Long tresses of blond hair waved freely out and down her back. She drew near and reined the handsome equine to a halt. “Do try to be patient, I couldn’t let the squirrel die,” she said, in a soft and reasonable tone of voice.
Samuel rolled his eyes upward, He had heard that before, fifty times at least, and dreaded the prospect of hearing it more. He glanced back and frowned. The Serinian leisurely trotted up on Banner, his Taracopian warhorse, sitting regally in the saddle. There was not a single wrinkle or smudge on his white silk outfit. “He’s Teki, they’re always in a hurry to get somewhere,” he said, in a condescending tone of voice.
Samuel closed his eyes and counted to thirty in his head. “We haven’t even crossed the Gosian River and we should be half way up Tannakonna by now,” he said, trying to keep a tight rein on his temper.
“See, always in a hurry,” Jerremy said, with an insufferable grin. He glanced ahead and nodded. “We should reach the Gosian soon. I believe it is just on the other side of the next hill.”
The man could provoke a priest to violence. Sherree at least had a reason for stopping whenever she did. Samuel resisted the urge to slap the smug look off the Serinian’s face. “That’s not the point,” he said, through gritted teeth.
“We can’t cross if you two keep bickering instead of moving,” Sherree said, as if she was baby-sitting a couple of hyperactive boys. She adjusted her hood in the up position and smiled. Somehow the silk outfit looked better on her. Well, most everything looked better on her.
“I’ll explain one more time,” Jerremy said, as if he was an instructor. “We are supposedly seeking Potentials. Aakacarns do not gallop into villages like the world is on fire. We ride in calmly as though there isn’t a problem too great for us to handle.”
The Serinian had a point, although agreeing with him certainly was not palatable. Still, the pace could and should be quickened. Whoever was responsible for casting the High Power spell could be long gone. There did not seem to be anymore ripples coming from Tannakonna. “I understand,” Samuel said, patiently, while glancing back and forth between his companions. “We need to move a little faster.”
“We should begin now,” Sherree said, smiling sweetly, and then turning serious she heeled Misty into a charge up the hill.
The implied challenge was accepted. Samuel urged Salsa into a sprint, leaving Jerremy coughing dust.
“We don’t have to put up with this, let’s show these peasants what you can do. Ho Banner, go!” Jerremy shouted, and heeled the flanks of his warhorse.
Samuel could hear the Serinian gaining on him. “Come on Salsa!” he shouted. There was no way he would let that arrogant lordling pass him by.
The black mare topped the hill and started down the other side. The wide river snaked west to east and went out of sight in both directions. Sherree and Misty were half way to what appeared to be an old wooden bridge. By the sound, the warhorse was uncomfortably close behind. Samuel urged more effort from his steed and watched as the Lobenian reined her stallion to a halt near the bank of the Gosian. Samuel and Salsa closed the distance quickly and came to a stop moments before the Serinian. Truth be told, he knew the horses were about equal and also knew he would never tell Jerremy so.
“Now who is waiting for whom?” Sherree asked, with a smug look on her face, although the expression actually seemed to be attractive on her. The same look had the opposite effect when coming from the Serinian.
“Wipe the smudge off your face,” Jerremy said, while gently stroking Banner. “You are embarrassing Aakadon.”
Samuel glanced at Sherree, whose face seemed pretty and clean. She pointed back at him. He wiped his chin until she nodded approval.
“Better,” Jerremy remarked, and his eyes suddenly sharpened, seeming to focus on a point in the distance.
Samuel lowered his hood and wondered how Sherree kept hers up all the time without getting overly warm. He turned to get a look at what had the Serinian’s attention.
The bridge looked to be ancient, although most of the boards seemed to be intact, a few were water rotted and at least four were completely missing. Crossing here would be risky, but it would shorten the distance to Tannakonna considerably.
Beyond the river, the sandy trail led to another violet covered hill and into a forest of white spruce towering sixty cubits into the sky. A whispering sound came from the many trees as a strong wind filtered through the blue-green needles.
“Should we cross here or go into Zoltair?” Samuel asked.
Crossing here and now was the obvious choice, not that Jerremy would care if it quickened the journey. Why had he been chosen to come along? Samuel frowned. The pompous…, look at him. The man acted like the choice was his alone.
“Zoltair,” Jerremy said, while glancing to the west. “Civilization ends there, nothing but simple mountain folk after that.”
Of course he would choose another delay. The man had absolutely no consideration for the opinions of others. Samuel turned to Sherree. She usually sided with him against the Serinian, proving she was a woman of good judgment. “What do you say?” he asked, knowing what her reply would be.
“Zoltair,” the Lobenian said, without as much as a moment’s hesitation.
“What?” Samuel gasped, not sure he heard correctly.
“I want a room and a bath tonight,” Sherree replied, in a tone giving notice her mind was made up.
“But..,” Samuel began.
“You are out voted,” Jerremy interrupted. He leaned forward in his saddle. “I too would like a room and a bath.”
“But..,” Samuel began again.
“Cross the river now if you wish,” the Serinian interrupted again. “Go all the way to Bashierwood for all I care.”
Samuel could feel the heat in his cheeks, counting to thirty would not do this time. “Fine, I’ll be there and back to Aakadon with the answers before you even manage to cross this blighted river!” he shouted, and then gripped the reins so hard his knuckles turned white.
“No, don’t go,” Sherree told him, while grabbing hold of his arm. “This isn’t a country outing we’re on. The Grand Maestro warned us there could be danger on this journey. He felt it necessary to send the top three Talenteds in the senior class. You can question my judgment and question Jerremy’s,” she glared at the Serinian for a few moments before returning to the subject. “Are you qualified to question the judgment of Efferin Tames?”
The only thing worse than the constant delays was being wrong so much of the time. Samuel focused on the ground. “Zoltair,” he reluctantly agreed.
The biggest problem with Zoltair was finance. Most Talenteds are sponsored by their families and or the kingdom they come from. The Teki are traveling entertainers and belong to no particular kingdom and they do not sponsor Talenteds.
He had been taken from home against his will, four years ago and he remembered it as though it was only yesterday. Five times he tried returning to his people and the Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild always succeeded in tracking him down, once actually dragging him back to Aakadon. He had found his family on the last attempt and they declared him to be an Aakacarn and pronounced him dead. The Talenteds were the only family left to him.
“Oh, I forgot, you have no coins for a room,” Jerremy said, tauntingly. He had plenty of coins, sons of wealthy Serinian lords usually did. This one never seemed to miss an opportunity to remind folks of where he came from and who his parents are.
Sherree frowned, apparently she had forgotten. Her father and mother own a large hotel, or something like hat, and they proudly sponsored her. Lobenians are strong supporters of Aakadon, so much so even Queen Clareese sent coins to her from time to time.
Unfortunately, there was not a log close by to crawl under, Samuel wanted to bury himself. Lack of coins would not be a problem once he became a full Accomplished; gratuities often came in the form of silver and gold. For now, he would have to do without. The Serinian obviously wanted to be asked for help, pride is one of the hardest things to swallow.
“He can stay with me,” Sherree said, evenly, and without explanation. She urged Misty into a trot, heading west.
Jerremy sat with his mouth wide open. Samuel shut his own mouth and followed the white stallion. It seemed best to accept the Talented’s generosity without question.
A large boat passed by heading east with the captain at the bow giving orders. His gray coat was unbuttoned, revealing a muscular and extremely hairy chest. His trousers were stained and worn, as were those of the ten shirtless men working the ores, all glistening with sweat.
Samuel grew weary of hearing nothing but the steady trot of the horses, he wanted to talk but Sherree kept silent and did not even comment when the city finally came into view. He fidgeted in the saddle and spoke not a word, knowing the Serinian would disagree with any comment he made. 
Zoltair was built on the southern bank of the Gosian River, which began two hundred spans north from Lake Farren, located in the valley between Mounts Cormin and Gosian. The river flowed down into the Tannakonna river, and eventually merged with the mighty Hirus, and then into Aakadon.
A wide mixture of wood and stone buildings lined the cobblestone streets. The largest structure in the city stood twelve stories high. The smooth angles of the seamless white marble walls could only be the work of the Stone Guild, the admiring expression on Jerremy’s face confirmed this to be so. The building had to be extremely old since Ducaunans do not cater to Aakadon and as a result, received little in return. The structure made the buildings of ordinary stone, brick, and lumber, look crude. The entire city seemed to be lacking in quality and style, it was merely functional. But then, most cities looked bland after living in Aakadon.
Samuel reined Salsa to a halt and observed the activity going on up and down the street. Eight wagons could ride side by side and still leave enough room for people to walk freely between buildings. Zoltair had the distinction of being the second largest city in Ducaun, only Ducanton occupied more space and had a greater population.
Men wearing buckskins of assorted colors walked beside men dressed in fine clothes of satin, silk, wool, and most every kind of fabric Samuel could imagine. Zoltair, being on the edge of civilization, had a peculiar blend of sophistication and backwoods mystique.
Samuel crossed the street and headed for the Haven Hotel, which took up half the block. The red brick building stood five stories high and had a constant stream of well dressed men and women trailing through its double glass doors. Most of the patrons were wearing high collars and ruffles in varying shades of red, blue, or violet.
He dismounted and handed the reins to Sherree. “I’ll inquire about getting us rooms,” he said, without stopping to debate, he never seemed to win them anyway.
“Ask for the best,” Jerremy said. “We are Aakacarns. Don’t walk in like a peasant.”
“I know how to act,” Samuel snapped back. He did not need anyone to tell him who or what he was or how to behave.
As Samuel approached the inn, a man wearing a red wool suit opened the door for him. The middle-aged fellow had streaks of gray in his hair; apparently he had been at this job for many years. He said not a word, but his eyes registered disapproval.
The establishment was impressive inside, having intricate yellow and green floral patterns in its shiny floor tiles. Samuel could even make out his own reflection as he glanced down. Fine couches were provided for patrons waiting to check in or out. Silver oil lamps gave the extra lighting required to show off the furnishings and accessories.
A large man dressed in a brown wool suit stepped forward blocking the way. “We do not serve your kind here,” he stated, flatly, as if he was being insulted by just having to speak to an Aakacarn.
Samuel looked up at the man, who had greater height and yet could not possibility know how unimpressive his actions were. At least a score of unpleasant spells came to mind, any of which would prove who should be the one feeling intimidated. Seeking the source of the High Power spell held priority, there simply was not any reason to stay where he was not wanted, and this was not the time to teach respect for an Aakacarn to the Ducaunans. Samuel turned and walked out.
“Well, where do we stable the horses? Around back I presume,” Jerremy said, asking and answering his own question, taking for granted the rooms were available.
“They won’t rent us a room,” Samuel replied, softly. He swung up in the saddle and took the reins from Sherree’s outstretched hand.
“Can’t you do anything right?” Jerremy chided, frowning, he dismounted in a huff. “I’ll go talk to the proprietor,” he added, and then went inside the Haven as if everyone in there would suddenly bow down upon his arrival.
“What happened?” Sherree inquired, while people passed by.
“We are Aakacarns and the Ducaunans don’t want us here,” Samuel replied, noticing several pedestrians cross the street so as to avoid being near Talenteds, assuming these people even knew the different classifications of Aakacarns. Despite their obvious prejudice, he held no animosity towards them. “I think they’re frightened of us and resent being frightened.”
Sherree nodded agreement and then adjusted the hood of her cloak forward until even her green eyes were shaded and difficult to see, unless she chose to use them to glare at someone. Unlike many of the female Talenteds, she constantly worked at hiding her beauty. Come to think of it, he had never seen her wearing make-up; not that she needed to.
Jerremy suddenly pushed through the double doors and scowled as though he had faced Instructor Harmon Gram in a bad mood. “The peasants have no concept of civilized behavior,” he blurted, and then a truly wicked smile appeared on his face. “Well, the fellow in the brown suit may have an idea now.”
Samuel was not sure he wanted to know all of the details. Obviously, the Serinian had not resisted the urge to teach a lesson. “Apparently, you were not successful either. I hope you didn’t do anything to embarrass Aakadon.”
To great surprise, Jerremy suddenly stood shame-faced. He mumbled something under his breath and swung up in the saddle. “We’ll have to find another inn.” he said, meekly, a rare tone from him.
Samuel guided Salsa up the street, the other Talenteds followed without argument. Stone and brick buildings gave way to those made of wood. The Wayside Inn stood three buildings ahead on the left hand side of the narrower street. The blond structure had four floors and a large porch. The patrons, many of whom were wearing buckskins of varying colors and in some cases simple linen shirts and wool trousers, moved through the single door made of pine. These were common folk, who seemed no more happy about having Aakacarns in their midst than were the nobles.
Sherree dismounted, handed the reins to Samuel, and then went inside. One would think she could at least discuss the matter instead of taking the decision upon herself. He fought off the sudden urge to follow and tell her so.
“Maybe she’ll have better luck,” Jerremy said. He seemed to be a little on the humble side, for the moment. Whatever he did must have been bad indeed.
“She couldn’t do worse,” Samuel admitted, while dismounting. He tied Salsa to a hitching post and did the same with Misty.
Sherree returned smiling brightly, apparently successful. “Hurry up, we have two rooms and dinner is being served,” she said. Maybe she should have been the one to inquire at the Haven; the woman could be persuasive at times.
Jerremy tied off Banner’s reins to the hitching post and started inside. “I could use some food about now,” he said, and rubbed his belly.
“An attendant will take the horses to the stable behind the inn while we’re eating,” Sherree informed, with no trace of smugness, and not mentioning it was her efforts that got the rooms.
“I think we should have worn different clothing. The people here don’t want to have anything to do with us,” Samuel said, and then stepped up onto the porch and opened the door. “These clothes practically shout Aakacarn.”
“We hide our identities from no one,” Jerremy said, without a trace of humility, the humbling did not last long. “I for one am proud to be a Talented.”
“I’ve no intention of dressing to please the locals,” Sherree stated, and then entered the establishment.
Samuel found himself in agreement with his companions; he just wished they would be wrong a little more often than him. He walked in ahead of Jerremy, letting the door go free, producing a mild grumble from the Serinian.
A young woman wearing a light blue blouse and skirt guided the way to an isolated table in the far back of the dinning room. Not a soul was seated nearby, yet the other tables were pushed closer together and crowded with people.
The redwood floor had a good polish despite the heavy foot traffic. Samuel wondered how the proprietor managed to keep the place so clean; it isn’t like the man could cast a simple spell as is done in Aakadon. He waited for the other Talenteds to be seated and then sat down.
A stout man wearing a white shirt and gray trousers brought out three plates piled high with meat and potatoes. Apparently, the decision of what to eat had also been made without consultation. Well, the food did smell good and Samuel had to admit he probably would have made the same choice. What was the point in arguing? He picked up the knife and fork and began eating.
“You would think we carried a plague,” Sherree remarked, after taking a bite of food and swallowing.
Jerremy nodded his head and chewed faster, apparently wanting to hurry so he could add his opinion to the conversation. “They’re uneducated, ignorant, and ill mannered people who don’t know enough to treat individuals such as ourselves with proper respect,” he finally managed to say.
The remark was surprising, although the attitude was not. Samuel was amazed to have been included as one deserving of respect. He glanced at the patrons and drew a different conclusion. “The Ducaunans fear what they don’t understand.”
Sherree’s mouth was full but she nodded her head in agreement. Jerremy stiffened up, no doubt feeling his assessment to be the more accurate.
The Lobenian finished her meal and laid the fork on the table, then wiped her mouth daintily with the napkin. “I’m going up to take a bath and go to bed,” she announced, and then added, “The room number is four-twenty-one.”
She stood and headed up the staircase with more than a score pairs of eyes watching her exit. Some of the looks were roguish, but most showed fear, caution, or distrust, a snake would probably have been more welcome.
Samuel could feel his cheeks heating up, part of him wanted to follow her up immediately. The Accomplished inside decided to stay and eat awhile longer. Aakacarns are celibate, he reminded himself, seeing her bathe would definitely weaken his resolve.
“I can’t believe your good fortune,” Jerremy said, while leaning back in his chair. “I almost wish there were no coins in my pocket,” he added, and then took a sip of wine.
“You know what they say, the Teki have all the luck,” Samuel replied, although the saying never mentioned if it would be good or bad.
He finished his meal and then watched Jerremy eat for a while longer. The Serinian ordered a peach pie for desert and Samuel decided it was time to go. He headed up the plain wood stairs, each step creaking as he ascended to the fourth floor. He located the room and knocked. “Sherree, can I come in?” he asked, and heard a shuffling sound coming from within.
The door swung open as a soft amber glow illuminated the room. Samuel entered nervously and watched the door close behind him and the glow coming from the female Aakacarn vanished. Sherree reclined back on her bed, still wearing her clothes, except for the cloak which lay draped neatly over a chair. Clearly, she had bathed, cast a laundering spell on her garments, and then put them back on having nothing else to sleep in.  Her yellow-gold hair, a rare sight, hung down to her slim waist. He tried not to dwell on how pretty she was and instead focused his attention on the furnishings. The room did have some comforts, a bathtub filled with soapy water and an oil lamp on the nightstand beside the bed. A mattress lay on the floor over near the back wall, under the window,
“I had the innkeeper bring it up,” Sherree said. Her mouth gaped open in a yawn. “Oh, excuse me. You can sleep there,” she added, and then closed her eyes.
What a relief, this was no ordinary woman. Sherree was equally trained in spell casting. Actually, her grades were better. Getting on her bad side would not be prudent. More than a few male Talenteds had learned the hard way how seriously she took her privacy.
Samuel stretched out on the mattress and closed his eyes. Yes, many Talenteds learned not to bother the Lobenian. “What would you have done if I had come up sooner?” he asked, knowing it was a dangerous question.
Even in the dark he could see a wicked smile forming on her face. “You don’t want to know,” she said, and then closed her eyes.
Samuel stared up at the ceiling. She would not actually do him harm, would she? He fell asleep wondering what his fate might have been.
 
 



Chapter Five: The Serpents Stir
 
The vast cavern stood fifty cubits high and had a mirrored ceiling, hanging down from which was a diamond chandelier. The home of the Serpent Guild was illuminated evenly by a glowing orb within each diamond. Six Accomplisheds stood before the crystal throne awaiting word from their leader. Balen Tamm glanced at the fabulous golden baton in his possession. The crescendo was in the shape of a snake with ruby eyes and a large sparkling diamond in its mouth. The baton of Tarin Conn, one of the three most powerful potential enhancers in the world, belonged to him. It looked positively exquisite in his hands, along with the jewels encrusted on his white cuffs, and the elaborate gold braid on his black silk cloak. The ring on the middle finger of his right hand had the shape of a silver serpent with its mouth open as if ready to strike.
The figures before him, two of which were female, stood anxiously awaiting his attention; they seemed to grow more nervous the longer he stared at them in silence. All of them were wearing black silk and each of them had a serpent ring on their middle finger. Two of the Accomplisheds had three golden lightning bolts on their shoulders. The tallest female had two bolts and the remaining Aakacarns had two bolts each.
“Maestro, my spies are in place,” Serin Gell said, in a scratchy voice that grated on the nerves. He kept the pale features of his gaunt face well hidden under the hood of his cloak. A pointed nose and a crooked smile were all that were visible. “Queen Cleona cannot sneeze without me knowing about it,” he added without a trace of humility.
“Then she’ll be dancing to my tune soon enough,” Balen replied, happy to know his plans were well on their way to realization.
The world needed to be prepared for the glorious return of Tarin Conn and there was much yet to be done. More of the Aakacarns would have to be brought under his influence, willingly or as Condemneds. Balen fumed under his breath. His greatest obstacle to date was the Eagle Guild, whose vigorous efforts slowed but could not stop his success. Each move was like a game of strategy, he acted and the toads of Efferin Tames reacted. Unfortunately, a new element has been added to the game.
Balen frowned, and watched as perspiration formed on the faces of those standing before him. A great deal of time and effort went into placing loyal followers throughout Ducaun, a kingdom bordering on Aakadon. After all the planning, even still, his spies were surprised by the ripple affect of a High Power spell cast from Cleona’s realm. Could the occurrence mean a change in the Eagle Guild’s tactics? It was possible but Balen was aggravated at not knowing for sure. The event took place over a hundred spans away, a spell so powerful even the followers in Cret were able to feel the harmonic ripples, or so they reported.
He focused his attention back on the six figures before him. They flinched back from his cold stare, all except Serin Gell. A close eye would have to be kept on that one.
“Everyone leaves,” Balen commanded, in a voice that echoed throughout the cavern and probably well back into the tunnels. “Except you, Cenni Quen,” he added. The little man had been the first to move toward the exit.
The Accomplished turned and walked back before the crystal throne and smiled weakly, his brow glistening with perspiration. The hood of his silk cloak lay sagging down his back like an old sack. Two lightning bolts on his right shoulder and one on his left marked the level of potential at his command. He wielded a great deal of power, had an impressive repertoire, and was eager to show how well he could serve Tarin Conn. It was best to let the man wait, a little sweat would work wonders on his attitude.
“How may I serve?” the stout little man asked, after dropping to one knee with a painful grunt.                       
“What have you done about the incident on Tannakonna?” Balen asked, struggling to keep from slapping the fool for making him ask the obvious question.
Cenni Quen moaned and straightened up, wiping his brow. “I’ve been gathering yetis,” he said, as though this was all that had been required of him. He winced, apparently realizing more needed to be said and quick. “We will be setting out for Bashierwood tomorrow,” he added, hastily.
Slackness, Balen detested slackness. “Why has it taken you days to prepare? The person or persons responsible for the spell could be gone by now. Pray to Tarin Conn the Aakacarn is still there,” he said, and then gave his most forceful stare. “Have you at least discovered the type of spell cast?”
Cenni Quen began to tremble, evidently he had not. The sniveling fool was probably trying to come up with a quick answer, knowing the wrong one would bring wrath down upon him. He took a deep breath and let it out quickly. “I revived all of the yetis between here and Mount Cormin, there were many. I also spoke with the followers in Cret. They were unable to determine the type of spell being used. As you know, newly recruited Potentials are limited in their abilities,” he said, and then wiped his brow again.
“I understand,” Balen said. Understand this, worm. “Take the yetis to Bashierwood and bring whoever is responsible for the spell back here to me. The mountain folk are simple people so you should have little difficulty overcoming any opposition; I doubt there will be much. Most likely, they will flee in terror at their first sighting of a yeti. I’m sure whomever you capture will not hesitate to tell you all they know.”
Cenni Quen had a look of relief on his pathetic face. “As you command, great Maestro, so will I do,” he said, and then smiled.
Does the man intend to stand grinning like an idiot all night? Balen felt anger boiling in the pit of his stomach. Perhaps a gentle nudge would prod the fool into action and give him stronger incentive. “Before you embark on your mission, which had better be soon, remember what I hate more than Efferin Tames,” he said, and then raised the baton, pointing the serpent-shaped crescendo straight at the trembling Accomplished.
“Yes, Great Maestro. I shall not fail,” Cenni Quen replied, in a quivering voice. The man was worse than a weasel and had as much back bone as a jellyfish. It was a good thing for him his skill as a spell caster was well above that of his peers.
“See that you don’t,” Balen shouted, mostly for effect.
Cenni Quen bowed deeply and exited with as much speed as his bow legs could manage. There was little doubt he would find the Aakacarn responsible for the High Power spell.
Balen shifted himself on the throne until finding the most comfortable position, knowing more of his minions would be entering the chamber for audience soon enough. Most of his plans were complete and ready to be executed. He glanced at his five lightning bolts; those combined with the baton of Tarin Conn made him the most powerful Accomplished in the world. Efferin Tames could not even be considered a match for him.
He stared into the ruby eyes of the golden snake. The crescendo was well over a thousand years old and had been the personal property of the Supreme Maestro himself. Power still throbbed in the baton, causing Balen to wonder what great and awesome spells must have been conducted and enhanced through the magnificent crescendo. The residual power was tremendous. He could feel the energy waiting to be used and focused according to his will. The many lesson taught to him over the years by the Supreme Maestro came to mind and took him back to the early days spent on Mount Kelgotha. He fell asleep.
Balen stood in a courtroom staring up thirteen marble steps toward the crystal throne, a setting identical to the cavern he occupied. The difference between the two locations was the person in the seat of power. Tarin Conn had the military bearing of a commanding general and the shrewdness of the cleverest king. A handsome man, rugged and battle ready, wearing a diamond encrusted crown regally upon his dark black hair. A neatly trimmed mustache served to highlight a face that appeared to be chiseled in stone and his purple silk garments gave him the look of royalty.
“Supreme Maestro of the faithful guild, how may I serve?” Balen asked, feeling small in the presence of such greatness. He bowed low, filled with awe.
“Rise Maestro and face your monarch,” Tarin Conn replied, in a deep voice and staring with eyes black as coal.
Balen stood up facing his master. Every audience before the Supreme Maestro was an honor and a moment of his attention a thing to be cherished.
“I have entered the dreams of Serin Gell. He has a sharp mind and doesn’t let fear bring him to inactivity. Give him more responsibilities,” Tarin Conn instructed, which was not an unusual way for him to begin an audience.
“I hear and obey. He shall be given more duties. I’m also pleased with his progress,” Balen replied. So long as he does not challenge me.
Tarin Conn stood and walked half way down the steps before coming to a stop, an action rarely taken by him. “I sense change, like a great force has been…,” he hesitated, as if searching for the appropriate word. “Awakened,” he finally said, and then fixed his black eyes into a steady stare. “My prison prevents me from learning more. Find out what has happened.”
The command was obscure to be sure for many things were going on in the world, which did the Supreme Maestro want investigated? Balen thought of the unusual event on Tannakonna, although he had not intended to bring up the incident so soon. He wanted to know more about it first. This was the one person he knew would not be fooled by a lie, but it might be possible to temporarily avoid the issue. “Supreme Maestro, there are many changes going on in the world every day. By your command, I’ll investigate all unusual incidents and give you a detailed report,” he said, hoping the answer would be sufficient for this audience.
“You already have an inkling of the change,” Tarin Conn said, smiling. “I know you, my pupil. The matter is being investigated even now.”
Balen quickly closed his slack jaw and fought to keep his composure. “I, I Don’t know enough to report,” he blurted, knowing the Supreme Maestro was impossible to out maneuver. The attempt had been foolish and futile.
“True, otherwise you surely would have told me. Guidance will be required and who else but I could provide you with the necessary council?” Tarin Conn replied.
“None but you,” Balen answered quickly. Cenni Quen, do not fail. Concern grew over the spell and the Accomplished sent to investigate it. “I should know more tomorrow.”
“The occurrence has changed the balance of power that much I can sense from here” Tarin Conn said, and his smile vanished. “We must see to it the shift is in our favor.”
“Without a doubt, it shall be in our favor. I won’t allow it to be otherwise,” Balen replied, feeling confident he could make good the boast. Whoever worked the spell would serve willingly or as a Condemned, either way the Serpent Guild benefits.
“Expect a visit from me in your next sleep. For now, continue to seek that infernal flute. I want it found and melted in the hottest fire you can summon,” Tarin Conn told him, and then snapped his fingers and appeared back on the crystal throne.
Balen knew this subject would come up. “We are vigilant in our quest for the flute of Della Lain. It has been lost for centuries; the blighted thing could be in Aakadon for all I know. Every follower I send there is captured,” he said, frustrated. The confounded flute was the only thing maintaining the spell holding Tarin Conn in prison. “We continue the search for your trumpet as well.” 
“Very good,” Tarin Conn said with a sardonic grin. “Keep up the excellent work. The trumpet will enhance your power greatly.”
Balen walked up the steps and knelt before his master. Light filtered through the prisms and bathed the floor in vivid rainbow colors. The Supreme Maestro must be freed so the world can gaze upon his glory, Balen thought. Could the cursed spell be weakened by the trumpet? What melodious spell would do the job? “Great Master, teach me the spell that will free you.”
Tarin Conn fixed his smoldering stare on Balen. The tumultuous moment passed and the countenance of the ancient Accomplished was once again that of a composed monarch. “The spell does not exist as yet.”
Balen sprang to his feet; anger had him on the verge of disaster. He tried to mask his emotions behind reverence. “If there is no such spell to weaken the shield, why bother searching for the trumpet?” he asked with as much humility as he could manage.
“Do not question the will of Tarin Conn!” the Supreme Maestro shouted.
Balen flinched back as if he had been struck in the face and bowed until his chin was a mere finger width from the floor and his own startled reflection stared back at him. Perspiration dripped from his brow and distorted the image below. “Forgive me, Great Maestro,” he begged, and then waited in silence for a positive response. He could hear the Supreme Maestro rising from the throne.
“You are forgiven,” Tarin Conn said, and the sound of his footsteps came closer. “I intend to be free one way or the other,” he said in a calm voice. “It took me centuries to gain the ability to touch the sleeping minds of people above my prison,” he added, his voice gaining intensity. “Two additional centuries passed before I could enter their dreams wherever they went. I will be free or the entire world shall be blighted!”
Balen sprang to his feet and shouted with all his heart, “Freedom be to Tarin Conn!”
 
 



Chapter Six: A Secret No More
 
Daniel tossed and turned all night. What little sleep he managed to get had been shallow. Most of his time had been spent staring up at the rafters. A chill in the air made him shiver and he wrapped the blanket around him tighter. He was lying around worrying and accomplishing nothing. His stomach growled, providing him with an alternative, get up and fix something to eat. The sun would be up and in its full glory soon. He dressed and went outside wondering what worries the new day would bring.
Dawn came and the sun warmed Tannakonna nicely, brightening Daniel’s mood on the way to the chicken coop. Wiseone hooted from the branch of a young pine. The old owl seemed to prefer that particular vantage point after a night of hunting. The feathered predator and his friends were helpful in keeping the rodent population under control, which meant the sharp-eyed bird was always welcome at the Benhannon homestead.
Daniel went inside the sturdy old coop, collected eggs, and placed them in a small brown basket. He gathered enough to make breakfast for his father and mother as well and headed back to the cottage. Wiseone lighted from the branch and dived low, and then flew off with a tiny creature squirming in his talons, leaving one less rat to worry about.
Daniel entered the kitchen and placed the basket on the counter top, and then played the spell, Sheet of Wind, in his mind. A soft glow formed around him and he focused the potential of the low power spell. A sheet of air formed and lifted the middle pan off the hook on the wall above the sink and then lowered it to the stovetop.
He levitated eggs, milk, flour, butter, and a little sugar into the pan and mixed them together. He thought of, Sparking the Flame, focused on the stove, and a fire ignited. He placed the griddle on the surface, poured in the batter, and then chuckled with delight while flipping pancakes using the spell, Sheet of wind. He finished preparing breakfast and smothered the fire using a shield spell called; Cover Me, which was not originally intended for that purpose. So what? It cut off air and killed the flames; the result was all he cared about.
He concentrated, floating three plates along with knives and forks over to the table and lowered them gently to the surface. Breakfast was ready. He smiled. Spell casting made work so much easier. His father often told him that with every blessing comes a responsibility and the saying seemed to apply accurately to his current circumstances. His merriment faded the more he thought about what being an Aakacarn meant, how it would change the simple life he had hoped to have, a life that was now looking more and more complicated by the day.
His mouth felt as dry as a dust pan. A little water would hit the spot, both for himself and his parents. He levitated three large glasses down from the shelf above the sink and then used the spell, Spout a Leak. Water flowed and filled each glass as he willed them to pass under the spout. It was pleasant drawing water without having to pump. He took a sip from his glass and then levitated all three glasses to the table.
He sat down and thought about all he had done, preparing breakfast the Aakacarn way, and becoming more like them with each passing day. “I am one,” he whispered. He had been freely casting spells in rapid succession, and that troubled him. What if he was to slip up in the future and cast a spell right in front of someone? “Wouldn’t you be in a fine pickle then,” he said, under his breath. He sat staring at his stack of pancakes, which were leaning slightly to the right.
He began eating, chewing slowly while his parents emerged from their bedroom. They were bright-eyed and seemingly well rested. He, on the other hand, had not slept much at all, thanks to Terroll. The older Accomplished’s warning about terrible things being drawn to Tannakonna was not to be taken lightly. The man knew what he was talking about, unlike Orin Netless who rambled and raged over matters in which he knew little.
“How nice, you made breakfast,” his mother remarked, as she came and sat down at the table. “Thank you.”
His father lowered himself onto the chair and grinned at the stack before him. “Yes, how thoughtful,” he said, and then picked up his fork.
“You’re welcome,” Daniel replied, while trying to put Terroll’s warning out of his mind. He forced a smile. “I thought you might enjoy it.”
“You seem troubled,” his father said, and then took another bite of food.
Daniel hesitated to explain, considering how they reacted every time he mentioned his being an Aakacarn.
“Are you well?” his mother asked, and leaned forward, touching his forehead. “No fever.”
Daniel wondered if he should tell them about the warning or if they were better off not knowing, what they already knew was bad enough. He cleared his throat. “I was thinking about, you know, the changes in me.”
His father took a bite of pancake and then washed it down with water. He glanced at the sink, eyeing it suspiciously. He could not know the water was drawn through spell casting. The master carpenter would be surprised to learn his entire meal had been made in the same way. He shook his head after drawing some conclusion. “Listen son, we can get through this crisis,” he said, soothingly, behaving like they were discussing an illness.
“Do you think the lessons are good enough to prevent any accidental spells?” his mother asked. She took a bite of food while looking him straight in the eye.
Enough? Daniel almost laughed. Fire and wind, I am a six-bolt Accomplished. He decided his answer would need to be more subtle. “Yes, Terroll Barnes is a good teacher,” and now for the news you have been waiting to hear, “My final lesson was last night. Hopefully, we can keep all of this Aakacarn business a secret.”
Both parents let out a sigh of relief. His father seemed happier than a bear in a salmon stream. “Good, maybe we can get back to a normal life,” the carpenter said, and then glanced at the sink again. “By the way, how did you prime the well? I accidentally kicked over the bucket last night.”
Daniel winced. He had not even noticed the bucket was empty. He could lie and say he brought water up from the stream but that would lead to another lie about why the bucket was still empty. He was acting more and more like an Aakacarn. “I cast a spell.”
“Ough!” his mother cried out. A thin line of blood appeared on her hand where the knife she had been holding dropped. She sprang to her feet while applying pressure to the injury.
Daniel rushed from his chair and grabbed her hand while thinking of the spell, Mending the Scratch. The power flowed through him, he gently touched the wound, and the cut vanished without a trace of ever having been there.
“Daniel!” his father shouted, while staring at the completely healed hand. “You can’t use the power,” he added in a softer tone, although not by much.
“He’s right. Thanks for the healing but please don’t do it again,” his mother said. “I’m afraid to think of what might happen if anyone else sees you casting spells.”
Daniel fumed inside, what was so wrong about healing an injury, especially his mother’s? Nobody tells the lion not to hunt or the bear not to hibernate. Except, the lion and the bear are not Aakacarns. “I will try,” he replied, calming himself, knowing he could promise nothing more.
The front door flew open, slamming against the wall with a loud clap. Chad Grening rushed inside, his black wavy hair was matted down with perspiration. He stood panting in the greeting room, trying to catch his breath. A thick beard hid most of his round face and his brown-dyed buckskins were soiled with dirt and sweat.
“Fire and wind, Chad, what’s the matter?” asked Ronn. He sprang to his feet and was beside the horrified man within three strides. What could frighten a ham fisted fellow like him?
Chad wiped the sweat from his forehead and calmed himself somewhat, at least to the point he could finally speak. ”Yetis have been seen in the woods around the village,” he said, and shuddered.
“That’s ridicules,” Ronn said, shaking his head as if listening to the ramblings of a drunken Teki.
“No, this is for real,” Chad insisted. His deep voice carried a no nonsense tone.
“Chad Grening, have you been listening to Orin Netless again?” Miriam asked, as if he was forty years younger and in need of having his nose wiped. “That man is always trying to give decent folk a scare.”
Chad frowned, clearly not appreciating the tone or reception his news was receiving. “There isn’t much time. We must hurry. Everyone is gathering in the village, strength in numbers and all that,” he said, growing more agitated and starting for the door. He sighed when no one followed. “Shaggy white creatures standing over nine cubits high were seen approaching from the Dukane spread. More of them have been spotted since Rod and his family ran into Bashierwood with the warning. Call the beasts whatever you want, the threat is real.”
Terroll was right, Daniel groaned. He had brought the yetis down upon everyone. “We better get to the village.”
Ronn grabbed his longbow and a quiver of arrows. “Move quickly or we may end up facing them alone.”
Daniel grabbed his bow and arrows and came to an abrupt halt as the realty struck him. The beasts were here because of him, maybe he should stay behind.
“Move!” his father shouted. Ronn and Chad were the only ones heading outside.
Miriam stood still as if she had not quite accepted Chad’s story. Daniel took her hand. “Come on, we have to go,” he told her, making up his own mind as well. She glanced toward the half eaten breakfast and hesitated. “Cleaning up can wait,” he said, and then guided her outside.
The sun was bright in the azure blue sky. A cool breeze caressed dangling leaves and whispered softly through the green needles. Such a wonderful day should not have walking nightmares in it. Daniel ran swiftly, careful to keep his mother ahead of him. Chad sprinted up the trail, leading the way, not that anyone needed to be shown where to go. The man was frightened and it was a mark of his courage that he even came out to give warning.
The fork was just a few strides ahead. Daniel eyed the trees and bushes in the same way he did when tracking a mountain lion. The yetis could be anywhere along the way. He caught a glimpse of white off the trail to the left and that was the only warning. The beast charged with a roar, coming from a face that reminded him of dried boot leather.
He notched an arrow and let it fly. The missile sailed straight and true and the screaming yeti fell forward with a shaft protruding from its heart. 
“Keep moving!” Chad shouted, as if anyone truly needed more encouragement to do so.
Daniel caught up quickly to the others and the village was in sight, so also were yetis converging from the surrounding woods. One beast was a little too close for comfort, and would be upon them way before they reached safety. His parents and Chad deserved to live. With that thought, Daniel stopped and took aim, and then sent a shaft sailing into the charging beast. The hairy biped tried vainly to pull the arrow from its chest before falling to the ground and being trampled by two other yetis.
His parents were almost to the village and all he had to do was buy them a few moments more. He notched two arrows, holding the bow sideways, and then let fly. One yeti fell dead in its tracks and another was only wounded and running forward with a shaft sticking from the right side of its chest, it was as least slowed down. More importantly, Daniel’s parents and Chad Grening were safely in the village.
Daniel ran full out. “Last one there is a hound pup!” he shouted.
The sound of more than a score of screaming yetis served notice the challenge had been accepted. They especially liked dog meat, or so legend had it. Whether or not the beasts understood him, they were coming fast.
Daniel could see fifteen archers standing on a wall of crates in defense of the north side. A volley of arrows shot over his head and arched downward. By the screams coming from behind, their aim had been accurate. He wasted no time looking back, concentrating only on the barricade and the distance he still had to clear.
“Run, Daniel, run!” shouted Tim from his position on the wall of crates.
Val suddenly appeared on the crates. “Hurry!” she screamed, and was then pulled away by her sister.
Daniel leaped into the air, caught a grip on the top of the barricade, and then scrambled the rest of the way over. The archers shot off another volley while he sat trying to catch his breath. People came and patted him on the back as if he had done something great.
“What was that you shouted back there?” Tim asked, from his position above. “It sounded like hound pup.”
Daniel glanced at his friend. “You heard right. I’m not a hound pup,” he said, without smiling, levity was a little beyond him at the moment.
Hough Bess made his way over and stood with a scowl on his puffy face. His bushy sideburns stopped short of being considered a beard. His light blue-dyed buckskins were clean and unstained. “Are you fit to man the wall?” he asked, as if he was in charge. In point of fact, he was, being mayor.
“Certainly,” Daniel replied, and held up his bow. “Where do you want me?”
Hough pointed to an unoccupied place on the barricade. “There,” he said, and then went back to his own position.
Daniel climbed up on the crates as the fierce cries of the ravenous yetis grew louder and seemed to come from all directions at once. He notched an arrow and waited for the order to shoot. Each person took aim and drew back, all were excellent archers.
Yetis charged from the forest, streaming out from behind trees, hundreds of them. Daniel had trouble believing his eyes. This was not just a few beasts; he had brought an entire colony down on the village. The front row was well within rang, why was Hough delaying the order to shoot?
“Launch volley!” Hough shouted, as though he was a veteran of battles. He may well have had such experience; the man did not speak much of his past.
Arrows flew up and rained down upon the yetis with deadly accuracy. Many of the beasts went down and were trampled under the feet of still more of the snarling creatures emerging from the forest. There seemed to be no end of them in sight.
“Launch volley!” Hough shouted. His voice sounding strained. 
The situation seemed hopeless, causing even the stoutest hearted men on the barricade to sigh, yet the shafts flew in unison. The arrows sailed into the yetis, killing many, not a single archer had missed, and it was not enough. Daniel knew there were not enough arrows in Bashierwood to kill all of the shaggy monsters. There were plenty of arrows for hunting purposes, but no where near the supply needed to fend off what amounted to be an invasion. This was only the northern defense, how well were the south, east, and west defenders doing? 
A scream came from behind. Daniel turned, knowing the voice intimately. Yetis had entered the village and were running everywhere. The southern archers had been overwhelmed and as quickly as that Bashierwood’s defenses had failed. He scanned the melee for Val; it was her screams that caught his attention. He spotted her near Chad Grening’s stable, knife in hand, stabbing at a vicious yeti.
Daniel aimed and let fly.  The creature took the arrow in the heart and staggered forward, lashing out with its long sharp claws, catching Val across the stomach, and ripping through buckskin and flesh. She stared down with a look of horror at the gaping tear in her abdomen and then collapsed beside the dying yeti in a growing pool of blood.
“No!” Daniel screamed and hopped down from the wall of crates.
The village was being destroyed right before his eyes along with the people he loved most in the world. His secret was not worth keeping at this price. He had no choice but to fight like an Aakacarn. He concentrated on the closest yeti and thought of, Sparking the Flame. Blue beams shot from his eyes and struck the hairy monster. A tiny flame appeared on its chest and the creature roared and quickly beat out the small fire, no doubt wondering what had started it.
Sparking the Flame, would never do, something more effective was called for, like throwing a super hot streak of flame. Daniel felt an inspiration; random notes came together and formed a Melody. He played the new spell in his mind, knowing by instinct this was indeed a fire spell, and he could not explain how he came up with it if anyone asked? He pointed at an advancing yeti and focused the potential. Five blue beams shot from his hand and intersected a finger width away. Fire streaked toward the yeti, engulfing the vile beast in flames. It fell to the ground screaming in agony. He aimed at another yeti and concentrated. Again, flame shot forth and consumed the targeted creature.
Daniel moved quickly, burning every yeti in sight. It was in his power to save the people of Bashierwood and he was determined not to let them down. Smoke and the odor of burning flesh hung in the air like fog. He sent jets of flame right and left, careful to aim only at the monsters. Even still, many of the hairy creatures fell against buildings and their burning corpses caused the fire to spread. His mother and Lydia Polkat organized a fire brigade and were working to put out the flames.
He continued to kill the horrifying creatures. His thirst grew, but there was no time to stop for a drink. He hopped up on the barricade, half of which now lay in ruin because of the invading hordes. “Burn you blighted beasts!” he shouted, with a harshness in his voice that even surprised him, and then sent a jet of flame out across the field, killing perhaps scores of the things with the simple effort.
The battle dragged on and threatened to last into the afternoon. Finally, the yetis began to retreat into the woods. Daniel burned as many of them to ash as he could. The attack seemed to be over. He had a feeling they, or whoever sent them, were only regrouping and would be back soon enough. The battle was far from over. He turned and hopped from the wall of crates, landing with the grace of a cat.
The villagers, his friends, were staring at him as if he was one of the Condemned, but most seemed to be in varying states of shock and stood with their mouths wide open, his parents being in the last group. They probably had no idea he was capable of so much destruction and truthfully, neither had he until it became necessary. “I couldn’t let the yetis kill everyone,” he said, defensively, and the stood quietly. What more did they want from him?
Hough Bess stepped forward, taking charge of the awkward situation. “Darby, select archers to keep watch. We don’t want to be caught by surprise. Everybody else, help get the wounded to the inn,” he said, and then wiped away blood from where a yeti had scratched the right side of his face just before it perished in flames.
Daniel went over to help George Capri to the Polkat. The gaunt-faced man refused help. No one wanted to be near an Aakacarn. They behaved as if he was carrying a plague, even Tim, who looked wounded, emotionally, not physically.
Scores of people were injured in the attack, more than Daniel had realized during the course of battle. He refused to sit back and do nothing, too much had transpired. “I must do what I can,” he said, under his breath, full of determination, and then walked into the Polkat. He grabbed a water glass, filled it and drank it dry repeatedly until his thirst was quenched. Lydia broke the glass after he set it aside. He pretended the insult did not bother him.
Glancing around the room his gaze fell upon Val, who lay on a mat in the rear of the dining area. Taking a deep breath, thankful she was still alive, he decided to begin with her, and then walked over to examine the wounds; certain he had the power to save her.
“Stay away!” Gina shouted, tears streaming freely from her eyes. “She’s dying.”
Daniel ignored the protest and bent down while thinking of the spell, Mending the Scratch. After a closer look at the injuries, he realized the spell would not be strong enough. Her intestines were clearly visible and she had lost a large amount of blood. He could alter the Melody. No, that would cause the spell to collapse and probably kill her quicker. Quitting was out of the question, he had to find a Melody that would heal this kind of wound. An inspiration came into his consciousness, a healing spell, not one he remembered being taught, something new. The origin of the tune did not matter so long as it worked.
He played the new spell in his mind and the blue aura emanated from his hands and brightened. He knew everyone in the room could see the glow at this power level, but so what? His being an Aakacarn was hardly a secret anymore. He would heal the people who were injured and then let anyone who wanted to criticize him do so later.
Gina was so startled she stepped back and seemed to be at a loss as to what to do. She stood weeping for the most part.
Daniel touched the open wound. He had gutted more animals after a hunt than he cared to remember so seeing a person’s innards did not make him squeamish, although seeing Val in this condition wrenched at his heart. She moaned at his touch but did not regain consciousness. The damaged tissues began to glow and the injuries faded gradually away until he could see nothing but her perfectly shaped abdomen and belly button. This was likely the last time he would ever touch her, not that they had done more than hug and kiss before.
He stood and looked at Gina. “She will be weak for a few hours,” he told her, and then scanned the room for someone else to heal.
People stared at him dumbfounded, caught between emotions. Some of the people clearly needed his help and yet were on the brink of panic when he moved toward them. He drank another glass of water. Lydia wrote his name on it this time, rather than breaking it in front of him. She seemed to approve of his healing injuries. A crowd gathered around Val, who had regained consciousness, and was turning red in the face at having everyone staring at her exposed abdomen. They wanted to see the miracle. Gina whispered something in her ear. Whatever she said brought a gush of tears from Val and both of them leveled horrified stares in Daniel’s direction. The crowd added their stares and all were scowling as if Balen Tamm was in their midst.
Tom Grening sat in the corner nursing a nasty side would. He made the sacrifice and allowed himself to be touched and healed by an Aakacarn, but not a word of thanks came from his mouth afterward.
Daniel proceeded to heal anyone who would let him touch them. He understood how they felt, not a one of them would have been injured at all if it had not been for his spell casting. He walked over to Warren Keber whose bloody left eye was lacerated and dangling on his cheek.
“Can you help me?” the old farmer asked. His thin graying hair hung in a frazzle about his head and dried blood stained his buckskins.
“I’ll try,” Daniel replied, feeling confident. He summoned the potential and then healed the eye completely, watching it retreat back into place, while ignoring, or trying to, the argument building between his parents and those folks who rightly blamed him for the disaster.
“Your son is an Aakacarn,” Orin said, never missing the chance to make accusations, especially when they were correct. “He brought the yetis down on us.”
“My son saved this village,” said the master carpenter.
 You tell them dad.
 Hough’s eyes darted toward the window and the smoke filled streets. “As mayor, I say Daniel can stay,” he said, and then sighed, turning his attention to Ronn. “How long have you known?”
 The powerful master carpenter suddenly looked tired and worn out by the burden he had been carrying for days. “We’ve known since shortly after the blue light covered Bashierwood.”
 Orin’s face turned bright red and he seemed on the verge of bursting a blood vessel. “You expect us to believe he discovered his ability then, and in only four days can know how to throw fire and heal people of wounds they should’ve died from? Don’t make me laugh. Every Aakacarn is a curse to decent folks. Disaster follows them like stink on a skunk.”
 The troubling thing about the comparison was that it was true, disaster did follow Daniel. He let out a sigh while in the midst of healing Ken Turnir. The corpulent man had fallen from the southern barricade and broken his right leg. A splintered bone protruded up through the torn flesh.
Daniel pushed the bone back into place while casting the healing spell. The femur knitted perfectly. He caressed the ragged strips of flesh and damaged tissues glowed and regenerated instantly.
 “Look, my son is healing the wounded. No one has died,” his mother said, although she was hardly unbiased and therefore extremely generous in her summation of the facts.
 “He should be put out with the yetis,” said a familiar voice, newly entering the conversation. Each word stung like a hornet, coming from Gina, with Val nodding agreement beside her. There was only fear in the eyes of his former wife-to-be and not a trace of the love she once held for him.
 Daniel swallowed hard, knowing all hope of ever having a life with her was gone, and the harper had the right of it. Accept what is and go on from there, his father often told him. The knowledge did not do a thing to ease the ache in his heart, but it would have to suffice.
 “Yes, he brought the beasts, let him get rid of them,” Orin fumed, while pointing a shaky finger. “Then, not come back,” he added with sudden finality.
 Hough balled up his fist and smacked the doorframe. “Man, have you lost all your senses? We can’t send the boy out there!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.
 Tim stood quietly near the kitchen door with a look of betrayal on his face. He was not the only one; most of the people had similar expressions on their faces, even those who had been healed.
 Henri Polkat walked out from the back room. His buckskins were torn, exposing a large gash across his chest. The injury could not have been deep or the blood would not have clotted over the wound without stitches. Daniel reached his hand toward the innkeeper; Mending the Scratch would be suitable in this case.
 “Don’t touch me!” Henri shouted, and jumped back as if trying to avoid a snake strike.
 Who could blame the man? Daniel stepped away. All the misery around him was indeed his fault. The decent folks living on Tannakonna did not deserve to suffer, yet to despise him for casting the spell was like hating an eagle for growing feathers and learning to soar.
 “So, he made the strange blue light,” Chad said. “At least that’s one mystery solved.”
Val made her way to Daniel and he felt a glimmer of hope, maybe she realized he could not help being what he was. “Suppose we had gone into the cabin,” she began, and stopped. “I hate you,” she finished in a tight voice, and then burst into tears and ran to the farthest corner.
“I say we deal with the immediate threat and then send the boy packing,” Donald Laird stated flatly. His thick dark hair hung in curls down to the collar of his green-dyed buckskins. His light brown eyes turned to scanning the floor. “I don’t want his death on my conscience,” he added, while stroking his thin mustache.
Enough! Daniel stormed over to the bickering group. He would decide his own fate, not them. Orin opened his mouth but was not given a chance to speak. “First of all, I’m not a boy. Secondly, I’m an Aakacarn and nothing any of us can do will change that. Finally, I’m going out to fight the yetis on my own.”
“No!” his mother cried.
He reached over and healed the gash on Hough’s face. The mayor smiled and his eyebrows arched upward, for the healing or the words, only the elected leader of Bashierwood knew.
Daniel eyed the people around him. Their facial expressions betrayed a wide range of emotions, mostly fear and bitterness mixed with betrayal, not in everyone but definitely in the vast majority. “Orin is right. The yetis are here because of me,” Terroll was right. “I’ll lead the foul beasts away from the village,” he said, evenly and with deep resolve.
“Wait,” Donald Laird called out, arm raised as if to seize attention, giving a feel of urgency to what he was about to say. Whatever argument he intended to raise was doomed to fail.
“My mind is set,” Daniel said. “I can’t be talked out of it, so don’t even try.”
“You can’t go,” his mother said, as if he was a small child wanting to go out for a swim at night. He ignored her, knowing she would not see reason while her emotions ruled.
Donald Laird cleared his throat, evidently feeling the need to persist. “I want you to take Sprinter. Keep him, even after you drive off the yetis. He’s a fine horse and would give you a fighting chance,” said the breeder, offering his prized stallion could not have been easy. 
“Thanks, but no. I can manage,” Daniel replied. Why take the man’s horse?
“Please, he knows you. As the Creator is witness, you have groomed him often enough for me,” Donald insisted. “Take him; it will ease my conscience about you facing the yetis alone.”
Daniel knew defeating the yetis would require High Power spell casting and his guitarn was back at the cottage. A swift horse would improve his chances of reaching home in one piece. “I accept,” he said, and then turned away, no longer wanting to look at all the frightened faces staring at him. 
He passed through the crowd with ease, they scrambled to get out of his way, and he headed out to the stable where he remembered seeing Donald lead Sprinter right after the assault. He moved swiftly, talking to no one, not wanting to be talked out of what he was about to do. His parents followed closely, they were sure to make a few attempts to dissuade him.
“I’ll go with you,” his father said, drawing a disapproving look from Miriam.
Daniel saddled Sprinter and swung up. “No, I go alone, you wouldn’t stand a chance,” he said, staring down at the grim faces his parents leveled at him, and then adding, “don’t worry, I can kill yetis faster and more efficiently than anyone here.”
“I know,” his father said, and shuddered. “Stay here and kill them when they return.”
“Ronn, don’t let him go. He isn’t coming back, I just know it,” Miriam cried. Tears flowed from her beautiful brown eyes and were swallowed by the dirt floor. Ronn raised his hands as if helpless and she cried all the more.
Daniel sighed, how could he make them understand? “I can’t live here any more. You’ve seen how everyone looks at me, like I’m a rabid wolf. They fear me,” he said, and stared outside. “I’m going to lead the yetis to Binkman’s cliff and burn the blighted beasts to ashes,” he added, and then gripped the reins and heeled Sprinter’s flanks. The ashen stallion sprang forward, away from the screaming protests of his mother.
He rode around front. To his left the sandy street twisted and snaked downward to what was left of the southern barricade. Clumps of fire, remains of the terrible beasts, crackled and sent up a putrid smoke. The once clear blue sky now had a dark and gray cast. Todd Kenni’s wood frame house with a beautiful porch now stood battered and half destroyed by the burning yetis. Fire licked up the planks and would not be satisfied until all had been consumed. Even so, the fire brigade tried in vain to put it out. A simple shield spell could not put out that inferno. To his right the street wound slightly north and up toward the mountain trail. Chad Grening’s stable smoldered with glowing orange embers burning hot. The corpse of a dead horse stretched half way out of what used to be a pair of double doors. Sprinter’s not having been in there was nothing short of a miracle. Chad and Tom could repair the structure quickly enough, but that would not replace the loss of horses, animals both father and son treasured.
Daniel made his decision and urged the stallion forward and to the right. The smoke stung his eyes. A slight pain in his left arm made him aware of his own injury, a deep cut gained while jumping around and burning yetis. He did not bother to heal himself. The pain served to remind him of whose fault this whole mess was. None of the archers said a word at his approach to the barricade. There was no protest when he rode quietly and carefully through the toppled and smashed crates. Not a word, but the looks on their faces said, “Good riddance.”
He urged Sprinter into a full gallop, shooting past tree branches that threatened to knock him out of the saddle if he was not careful. A cloud of dust followed behind. Ahead was the sandy trail. He thought of the yetis and summoned potential for fire. An old folk song his mother taught him came to mind, What’s Cooking Mama? He smiled; no, not a pleasant smile, a very very mean one.
A huge white creature fell from the tree directly in Sprinter’s path. It roared and ran forward on broad flat feet, its long hairy arms out stretched with sharp pointed claws, longing for a deadly embrace. A fierce roar revealed yellow rows of sharp pointed teeth meant for ripping and tearing.
Sprinter reared up on his hind legs. Daniel held on tight with one hand and with the other aimed and focused. Blue beams of light, at a level only the eyes of an Aakacarn could see, shot from his fingertips. Where the beams intersected, flame ignited and streaked out engulfing the charging yeti with heat so intense sand melted to glass where the thrashing beast fell.
He heeled Sprinter’s flanks and the stallion leaped over the burning mass and galloped onward. The survival of the village depended on him reaching the cottage. He needed the guitarn. The fork came into view. A dead yeti with an arrow buried deep in its hairy blood matted chest lie only a few strides from where he had killed it. Large well fed flies buzzed and scattered as the stallion leaped the still corpse. His home looked to be a tiny point in the distance.
A yeti swung off a high branch and flew toward what it likely thought would be an easy kill. Daniel caught the beast in a cushion of air and flung it fifty cubits off the trail and head first into a pine. The yeti staggered to its feet and charged back for another confrontation. He bathed the foolish creature in flames and continued onward.
Reaching the cottage, he sprang from Sprinter’s back, and ran inside. The yetis had not entered, he was happy about that. Everything remained exactly how it had been during breakfast, which now seemed to take place a long time ago. Flies landed and took off from the half eaten pancakes they had been sharing with tiny black ants. He went to the sink and cast, Spout a Leak. Water flowed into the basin. He drank four cups of water, and then filled two canteens and strapped them to his belt. Running into the bedroom, he grabbed the guitarn, and then paused to take one last heartfelt look at the room he would never occupy again.
A whinny followed by a loud roar served notice it was past time to go. Daniel rushed out the front door and into the yard where three yetis were closing in on Sprinter. The first creature was too near the stallion for flame throwing. Daniel wrapped the animal in a cushion of air and flung it into the second creature and then torched them both. The remaining yeti ran back into the woods.
Daniel calmed his equine gift from Donald Laird and then swung up in the saddle, urging Sprinter up the trail toward his cabin and then beyond the great pine. An unnatural silence settled over the forest. His senses were on full alert. A yeti sprang from a clump of bushes with claws out stretched and teeth ready to chew on raw meat, seconds later it was sizzling on the ground well done.
He heeled Sprinter and charged up the winding trail. The wild cries of yetis came from every direction, no doubt communicating his presence to one another. He reined the stallion to a halt at the barren rock face known to all on Tannakonna as Binkman’s cliff, so named after Samuel Binkman who ran blindly through the night and fell down the one hundred cubit drop to the stone floor below.
Daniel stared over the edge. Smoke drifted up like a billowing storm cloud from the battered and burning village. He was glad to see they were not under attack, which meant his plan had a chance of succeeding. He turned Sprinter, facing the forest and rode three horse lengths from the drop, ready to make his stand. The nearest tree stood thirty strides away, allowing plenty of time for him to burn charging yetis. Nothing could approach from his flank. He was acutely aware that one false move would send him and Sprinter to their deaths.
He could tell by the bellowing roars the yetis were getting closer and could feel the hair on the back of his neck rising. There was no longer any doubt the yetis had been directed to Tannakonna because of him, why else would so many of them ignore a village that is practically defenseless just to attack one person? A few beasts, maybe, but not the amount apparently headed his way.
A horde of yetis burst from the woods, moving with surprising speed for creatures having such tremendous bulk. There had to be at least a score of them running at him with even more emerging behind them.
He met the foul beasts with a wall of fire and then coughed and gagged at the pungent odor of burning hair and boiling blood. His stomach heaved and for a few precious moments he had to fight nausea. This was no time to be sick; a yeti could rip him to shreds in a vulnerable moment. He fought on, longing for a drop of water to enter his parched throat, but the beasts kept coming and would not allow time for a sip. The fire Melody played over and over again in his mind, maintaining the crucial potential for the spell. Twin jets of fire streaked out across the short distance between he and the white monsters trying to dig their claws into him.
Sprinter danced nervously, but had enough sense not to move closer to the cliff. The stallion whinnied a protest against the wild screams of the yetis. Five of the burning beasts refused to die quickly and ran forward while flames seared their flesh. Sprinter snorted and reared up, catching the first creature with a hoof and sending it flying backwards into the other four. The fire did its job on them before they could rise and charge again.
The roars finally ceased and quiet descended once again on the forest. Not a single yeti appeared from the dense smoke or tried to clear the smoldering mounds of hair, bones, and flesh, only a few strides from the trees. Daniel decided to take advantage of the temporary lull in battle and grabbed his canteen. The cool water felt good flowing over his dried lips and down his throat, making him feel alive and human again. He wiped his mouth and studied the damage. Five yetis lay less than ten strides away and were mostly ashes and bone now. The fire died out having nothing left to feed on other than sand and stone.
The sun was now a big orange ball hanging halfway below the horizon. The onslaught had lasted all day and darkness was coming a little too quick for comfort. He was not ready to declare victory over the yetis. Hundreds of them were dead, could there be more? He had to know for sure, so went over all the spells Terroll had taught him, yet none of them seemed appropriate for locating yetis. Most of the Melodies of that sort were only good for finding a particular person or lost articles, anything the spell caster had touched at least once.
If he were to touch the bones of a dead yeti, unpleasant as that might be, he should be able to locate any of them in range of his spell. A Melody emerged from the depths of his soul and he worked it over in his mind, altering the tune until he knew with all of his being it would work. One more requirement had to be met before he summoned the potential. 
He dismounted and walked to the nearest cremated yeti and took a deep breath, steeling his nerves. He knelt on one knee and picked up the blackened skull. The new Melody played in his mind, summoning the potential. He did not need to focus, just allow the energy to flow in all directions. A broad sweep of the mountain would be enough. He concentrated and was able to sense the presence of yetis moving about on Tannakonna. They were everywhere, mostly around the village. That would never do. Their attention needed to be drawn to him, but how? He smiled as an idea formed. What brought them in the first place? “Fire and wind, I’m an air head,” he said, and then released the skull, wiped his hands, and patted Sprinter on the neck. “Yes, a High Power spell, but what kind?” he muttered. The stallion whinnied.
Casting another memory spell did not seem to suit the situation. Full night descended on Tannakonna and the moon and stars were not providing enough light to see by. Light! Daniel chuckled in spite of the serious mess he was in. A spell of the Sun Guild amplified through a crescendo would do perfectly.
He swung up in the saddle and played, Brilliant Sphere, on his guitarn. The topaz glow of his potential illuminated the area, giving the lifeless shapes a more grotesque appearance, something he had not thought possible. He focused the energy seven cubits above his head. A ball of light three cubits across flashed into existence and shined on the mountainside like the dawning of a new day. He could no more stare directly at it then he could the sun. With his ranking and the guitarn as a crescendo, the bright light and the ripple affect were certain to draw the yetis. Brilliant Sphere had been the best choice because it gave off no heat.
Now for the tricky part, Terroll had never mentioned whether or not it was even possible. Daniel prayed he was not wrong. Yetis were no doubt on the way and a bad choice at this point could cost him and those he loved their lives. He thought of the fire spell while playing, Brilliant Sphere, on his guitarn, no small feat by itself. He had to compartmentalize his mind in order to cast two spells at once. Potential flowed into him and seemed to demand twice as much as any spell he had ever cast. His throat was dry again, worse than before. Casting two spells at the same time was harder than wielding an ax against a tree with one hand while filling a basket of eggs with the other. How long could he maintain both?
Yetis streamed from the forest with a ferocity that could make skin crawl and set teeth to chattering. The time for wondering was at an end, it was do or die. Daniel sent streaks of flame to greet the advancing beasts. The sphere above dimmed slightly with each jet of fire. His power and concentration had limits and he was definitely pushing them. Still, the light drew the yetis and the flames were hot enough to kill them quickly. The creatures kept coming and he continued to deal out flaming death until silence ruled supreme on the cliff.
He waited cautiously, looking for signs of movement. Seeing none, he allowed the spells to collapse and then took a long drink of water while watching the trees. The corpses of burning yetis conveniently provided enough light for him to see by. All was quiet except for the crackling of burning fat. Could he have won? It would be better to check before drawing any conclusions. He cast the locate spell, it was not necessary to touch another corpse, once in a lifetime was sufficient and he had no desire to do so again. As the energy field expanded, he could sense the presence of the beasts. Yes, there were more of them to be killed but far fewer than before and none of the beasts were neat the village. Rather, they were moving toward him with great haste.
Daniel played, Brilliant Sphere, on his guitarn and watched the woods closely as the roars broke the silence and grew louder. Yetis ran out into the open and he collapsed the sphere and bathed them in fire so hot they turned to bone and ash before even hitting the ground. Maintaining two spells at once had been wearisome, this was much more effective, and the fire lit Binkman’s cliff adequately enough for him to target and burn the monsters when the sphere was not shining. More yetis rushed from the woods and he used both hands, sending twin jets of flame out to consume the hideous army. Who is the general? It was an answer to be found later because all he could do presently was continue roasting yetis.
He fought on until there were no more charging nightmares to eradicate and his throat seemed as dry as the blighted deserts of Ecoppia. He dismounted and patted Sprinter on the flank. “Good boy, you are one brave horse,” he said, and thanked Donald Laird again in his heart.
Daniel cast his location spell and let out a sigh of relief. There was not a single yeti within the radius of his scan, except the still corpses of those beasts killed in his wrath. He concentrated harder, taking in all of Tannakonna, and found not a trace of the foul beasts tainting the mountain.
His goal had been accomplished, the village was safe. The only fires in Bashierwood were now coming from lanterns. Daniel could see people, some staring up at the cliff, and some scurrying around like ants on a mound that had been stepped on, repairing the damage done and working to bring their lives back into some semblance of order. They would likely remember this day for generations to come, even if most of their memories had not been enhanced by his first spell. He drank from his canteen and was surprised at how quick it was empty. His thirst was not so easily satisfied this time. He opened the second canteen, gulped down more than half the contents before replacing the cap, and then strapped the precious water container to his belt.
He watched Bashierwood for a while, not knowing when or if he would see it again. Val hated him and the cabin made for her would stand forever empty, like the void growing within his heart. His parents wanted him back, but they did not understand how much better off they were without him. Tim would not even speak to him, did not even say goodbye. His neighbors feared him, which was saying a lot, mountaineers feared very little. He turned out to be the one thing they all despised, an Aakacarn. He agreed they were all better off without him. He wiped away a tear and refused to allow another to fall. “There’s no use crying over the chicken after the fox has it in his mouth,” his mother used to say. He swung up onto Sprinter and had no idea where to go, north, south, east, west; it did not matter, so long as it led away from home.
 
 



Chapter Seven: The Mountain Glows
 
Terroll Barnes took a deep breath and let the cool night air fill his lungs. A leisurely day’s ride had brought him within two days of reaching Aakadon. At this point the trail was wide enough for six horses to ride abreast; the path down from Tannakonna had barely been wide enough for two. On his left were thick bushes and huge boulders. To his right, trees dotted the rolling hillside. Low hanging branches were a constant threat to weary travelers. He was tired and needed rest but had managed to stay in his saddle. Stopping was unacceptable. He was driven by thoughts of the past drifting up to the surface of his consciousness like bubbles in a swamp, serving to spur him onward. No not straight to Aakadon, he would first go to Zoltair, to the home of an old friend whom he hoped would lend support when the proper time came. Yes, a brief stop in that city and then on to the home of the Zephyr Guild to challenge Gerard DeCamp.
The dapple gelding whinnied nervously, an unusual tone from the faithful mount. The well trained horse did not scare easily, which meant something was amiss.
“What’s troubling you Dusty?” Terroll said, in a soothing tone of voice while patting his steed on the neck.
A large white beast jumped onto the path ahead and ran forward waving its thick hairy arms in the air. How could there be a yeti here? Terroll wondered, while shaking his head in disbelief. The creature was closing in fast and forced him to act. He summoned the potential for, Lashing the Rope, and a silver beam shot from his finger and wove into invisible bands of air, stronger than half cubit hemp rope, and caught the yeti by the throat, and then lifted it off the ground. Its long legs continued to move as if still running on the trail. Terroll slung the beast around and around, building centrifugal force. The yeti could not even let out a scream of protest. When the force was sufficient, Terroll released the creature, launching it head first into a large boulder. The yeti’s skull smashed with a loud crack.
Terroll peered into the darkness as a great roar gave warning of another yeti in the vicinity. Nothing moved, which was unusual in and of itself. There should have been some kind of movement, tiny animals scurrying to hide. “I would love to stay and entertain, but time is precious and I have places to go,” he said into the night, and then gripped the reins firmly. “Ya boy!” he shouted, and heeled the gelding forward. Dusty galloped at full speed without any further need of encouragement.
Terroll knew there had not been a sighting of a yeti on the continent in over twenty years. He was suddenly startled out of his thoughts as harmonic ripples struck him like ocean waves, nearly knocking him out of his saddle. Someone was working a High Power spell and it was not difficult to figure out whom. That kind of casting would draw every yeti within fifty spans right to Daniel. Terroll shrugged, why worry, the boy could take on the Grand Maestro and have an even chance of winning; except the boy does not fathom a tenth of his capability.
Terroll reined Dusty to a halt and turned to face Tannakonna. A sphere shined from the peak, illuminating the mountain, banishing the darkness and shining like noonday. Terroll was stunned, what could the boy be thinking? This was no wild spell; it was deliberate and well controlled. The light vanished and Tannakonna disappeared in a cover of darkness, only a brief after image of the orb remained on the retina. Time passed and the sphere appeared again, a beacon in the night, drawing attention to the spectacle. Invisible ripples of power struck and made Terroll feel like a buoy in the middle of the Serinian channel.
The boy clearly had a plan, but what? To trap yetis of course, it was clever, very clever. Terroll frowned. Could Daniel handle what was coming at him? “You’re going to owe me for this one,” he said, and then urged Dusty toward the glowing mountain. The journey promised to be unpleasant, no telling how many yetis would be lying in wait along the trail or how many were already on Tannakonna. He hoped for the best and expected the worse.
The brilliant sphere winked out like a snuffed candle. Terroll quickened his pace. How long could Daniel hold out? Half the night passed and still the ball of light did not reappear. This could only mean the boy accomplished what he intended to do or died trying. Whichever occurred, there was little point in continuing on to Bashierwood.
Terroll glanced up at the starry sky. “I don’t think I’ve seen the last of you, Daniel Benhannon,” he said, feeling certain the boy’s abilities would not be easily overcome by anyone or anything.
He turned Dusty around and resumed the journey to Zoltair, keeping his mind focused on Gerard DeCamp, the soon to be former Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. The wretched man had brought dishonor to the guild and not a soul dared challenge the Maestro after the forget spell was used. Nothing worse or more frustrating could befall an Aakacarn then to lose the ability to summon potential. A permanent forget spell should never have been used. Terroll grew angrier just thinking about it, the deed had been unethical. He had not expected such a reprehensible attack, not then. This time would be different. The High Power spell used on him should have been impossible to break, except by a five or six bolt Accomplished, someone who could counter with a potent memory spell. Terroll smiled. The Creator did indeed work in mysterious ways.
 



Chapter Eight: An Unasked For Attachment
 
Daniel glanced at the smoldering village below, watching people work by lantern, clearing debris and patching what could not be restored right away. He strengthened his resolve and gripped the reins, urging Sprinter up the trail. Wiseone hooted from within the darkened branches of a large pine. The old owl must have decided to broaden his hunting range. “That’s right; tell the ravens there’s a feast waiting for them.”
Daniel peered into the dark forest and listened to the sounds of nocturnal life, a stark contrast to the bright and noisy battle recently fought. The natural order had returned to Tannakonna. He set a leisurely pace, what was the point in hurrying?
A pink glow formed off the trail to the right. Pain struck hard and fast, affecting every nerve in Daniel’s body. He attempted to summon potential but the intense pain interrupted his concentration. His stomach cramped, causing him to double over and fall from the saddle, and then go into convulsions before hitting the ground. He struggled to remain conscious and to think of a counter spell but his brain refused to cooperate. Conflicting impulses flooded his mind, keeping his thoughts scattered until blessed darkness came with its offer of relief.
He awoke with no idea of how long he had been out cold and feeling as if he had been wrestling with a bear. No wounds, only a lingering headache. Light flickered from a torch tied to a stalagmite, he was in a cave. A faint glow to his left indicated an opening of some sort, hopefully the outside world. To his right a dark tunnel led deeper, perhaps to the very heart of the mountain.
A bald little man entered from the left and sat down. A large crooked nose, thin lips, and narrow eyebrows made the peculiar fellow look homely, although it was the sadistic smile that truly marred his visage. He had on a black silk cloak with gold braid on the sleeves and cuffs. A silver medallion circumscribed with a serpent gave notice to his guild affiliation. Two golden lightning bolts on his right shoulder and one on his left indicated his rank. Clearly, an experienced three-bolt Accomplished could over come an inexperienced six-bolt.
Fear and anger surged through Daniel and he channeled the emotions into acceptance and a firm determination to remain calm. The Accomplished of the Serpent Guild obviously wanted something, Daniel was sure, or he would not be alive to even wonder about it.
“What is your name?” the stranger asked, in a nasal whine.
Daniel could not think of a reason to hold back the answer, so sat up slowly and looked the man in the eye. “Daniel Benhannon.”
“Well, Daniel Benhannon, you have impressive abilities,” the man said, and then added, “judging by your age, I would say you have only recently been raised to the level of Accomplished.”
The Aakacarn nodded his head affirmatively; seemingly please with his own powers of reasoning. His arrogance would cause him to make a mistake and hopefully provide an opportunity to escape. The lack of an aura around him meant no spells were at work, none that Daniel could sense. He could feel the knife sheathed to his belt, meaning his captor did not feel threatened by it. He wondered which would be more effective, a spell or a blade through the heart. He made up his mind, a spell it would be, but not deadly, one that could be focused quickly. How powerful is the Accomplished and how fast can he summon potential and strike? Daniel wished he had the answers before taking action, a failed attempt could prove fatal. The best plan would be to hit fast and hard.
“I don’t believe a mere Talented could perform High Power spells of the type you sustained all those hours,” the little man said, and stopped to rub the side of his nose before going on with his speculations. “The Sun Guild must be teaching the deadly spells earlier these days. I was with them ten years before they taught me to throw fire and even then it wasn’t as spectacular as the way you did. Your method is the best I’ve seen. You burned hundreds of my yetis to ashes.”
“I couldn’t think of a better way to stop them,” Daniel replied, trying hard not to smile, not wanting to provoke an attack.
“Your solution proved effective enough. Most of those types of spells throw fire balls. I’ve never seen flames stream out like jets of water,” the Accomplished said, and then grimaced as if he was sharing the cave with a skunk. “Don’t try anything against me. I know more deadly spells than you can possibly imagine,” he said, in a most unfriendly tone. The threat would have had greater impact he had not whined.
“Me?” Daniel asked, as if shocked by the very notion. “What chance would I have against a three-bolt Accomplished?” he added, doing his best to sound frightened. The act did not require much of a stretch from his true emotions. “Who are you?” he asked, since the man had not volunteered the information.
“Cenni Quen, Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, second only to Balen Tamm, and follower of the great Maestro Tarin Conn,” the vain man replied with unwarranted pride.
Daniel winced. The names were well known by every man, woman, and child in the world. All the worries over what to do and where to go were abruptly muted by the possibility his life would soon be over. He left home and fell straight into the hands of the Serpent Guild and it took a supreme amount of self control to keep from laughing hysterically.
“You see humor,” Cenni Quen said, while rubbing his nose and shrugging his shoulders. “No matter, let us get to the business at hand,” he added and then stood up and began pacing the floor. “A High Power spell was cast from Tannakonna. The ripple affect spread out over a hundred spans and I assume you are the individual responsible. Tell me, what kind of spell was it?”
Daniel was tempted to be stubborn and not reply, but answering the question could not make his situation any worse, not answering could have the opposite effect. Cenni Quen appeared to be the kind of person who enjoyed inflicting pain, a man without a conscience. A follower of Tarin Conn would not have any qualms about using torture to get a response.
“I cast a memory spell. It seemed to have improved my memory as well as most everyone else in Bashierwood,” Daniel admitted, hoping to avoid another experience with the spell used to capture him.
Cenni Quen sat down, scratched the cleft in his chin, and then frowned. “Memory spells are usually more selective and tend to fade quickly. I know of none capable of improving long term memory or, for that matter, last much beyond the original casting,” he said, and then paused as if for thought. “Why are you dressed as a mountaineer? Did another Accomplished help you with the casting?”
Terroll Barnes could not have helped even if his life had depended on it. The memory spell had been nothing more than happenstance. “No,” Daniel answered cautiously, wondering if the Accomplished would believe him. “I worked the spell myself and as for my clothes, this is what I always wear.”
It was difficult to determine if Cenni Quen believed a word of what he was told. He began rocking back and forth and humming an unusual Melody, summoning potential for a spell. The notes sounded off key and had almost no discernable pattern, the lack of which was memorable in and of itself. A pink glow formed around the stout little man.
Daniel thought of a shield spell and played the Melody in his mind, but the attack came too fast. He was bathed in a bright pink light, creating an urge to sleep, and interfering with his ability to concentrate on his own spell. Longing for sleep, he yawned, and decided it was too much of a burden to stay awake, and fell asleep.
He stood on a white marble floor in a royal court where light was provided by a diamond chandelier hanging from a mirrored ceiling. The grand fixture had no candles. Each precious stone radiated energy of its own. A plush crimson carpet lay two strides ahead leading up thirteen steps to a raised floor, and came to a stop before a crystal throne.
A large man, wearing a blouse of purple silk with red horizontal stripes and white cuffs, was seated upon the sparkling chair with the poise of a king. A broad black belt studded with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires held up his violet pants, which were tucked into a pair of black shiny boots. His wavy hair was as dark as a raven’s feathers. His rugged face was light brown, making him appear to be of Serinian origin. “Welcome to my realm,” he said, in a deep baritone, while gently stroking a neatly trimmed mustache.    “I am Tarin Conn,”
Daniel’s first impulse was to run, in any direction so long as it led elsewhere. He summoned all the courage he could muster and stood firm. He knew it was a dream but could not wake up.
“Who are you?” Tarin Conn asked, staring intensely.
Daniel strengthened his resolve, took a deep breath, and stared right back. “Daniel Benhannon,” he replied, trying to sound confident.
The founder of the Serpent Guild did not respond right away, seemingly lost in contemplation. His black eyes reflected a keen and penetrating mind and gave the distinct feeling they could enable him to see into the very soul of whomever he chose to gaze upon. He blinked and licked his lips like a dog after devouring a choice morsel. “You are strong, unusual for one so young. A six-bolt Aakacarn is more than I ever hoped to recruit. Wait, I see more,” he said, and then paused, staring with those penetrating eyes. His lips stretched into a smile. “No, not an Aakacarn, you are an Aakasear,” he finished, clearly pleased by the discovery.
“I’m not a recruit,” Daniel said, managing to keep his voice from quivering in spite of the fear threatening to overwhelm him, and at the same time wondering, what is an Aakasear?
“Of course you aren’t, not yet anyway,” Tarin Conn said, and his smile vanished, leaving his face void of expression. “You remind me of my humble beginnings. I became a six-bolt Accomplished before the age of, never mind, suffice it to say, you have great potential.”
Daniel decided the bad dream had gone on long enough, the Dark Maestro was imprisoned beneath Mount Kelgotha, and this was all the result of the spell Cenni Quen had thrown at him. “This is only a dream. I’ll wake up and find myself..,”
“Yes, you are dreaming,” Tarin Conn interrupted. “You are going to awaken in the cave with Cenni Quen. Listen and learn quickly, I control every aspect. Follow me and be great. Follow me and the world will bow at your feet.”
Daniel knew better, such talk was not fit to slop hogs with. The Accomplished was still trapped in the bowels of Kelgotha and therefore the promises were meaningless. Daniel decided it would be prudent, in present company, not to make that point, better to be civil. “What about Balen Tamm? He is the current Maestro of the Serpent Guild and I don‘t think he would like me very much.”
Tarin Conn leaned forward, smiling shrewdly. “You are wise beyond your years and absolutely correct. Balen wouldn’t like you at all. It doesn’t matter, none of my servants like each other. The Maestro is a five-bolt Accomplished and the highest potential I’ve ever recruited. I knew him from birth and trained him from boyhood. He was not even a one bolt then, but highly skilled, and with my tutelage, has become the deadliest and most powerful spell caster in the waking world.  You, however, will soon out strip Efferin Tames and possess the highest potential in the world. The only power superior to yours is mine.”
Daniel needed time to figure a way to escape, keeping Tarin Conn talking was a good way to stall for time, and prevent the situation from going from bad to worse. “Ah, sir, would I have to challenge Balen Tamm?” Daniel asked, having no intention of ever doing so.
The ancient Accomplished’s lips quirked into a smile, showing he was clearly pleased with the question. “I don’t recommend you challenge him. As I said, he is well trained. I can teach you as I taught him. You shall be second in my kingdom when I rise and Balen will be third.”
“How can you be in my dreams? Pardon my bringing this up, you are held beneath Mount Kelgotha by an old spell cast by Della Lain,” Daniel said, continuing the effort to keep the Maestro talking and civil, not wanting to know first hand what evil the Accomplished was capable of.
“I can enter the dreams of anyone who has been to my mountain,” Tarin Conn replied without hesitation.
Daniel had never been out of Ducaun. “But, I’m on Tannakonna, hundreds of spans away.” 
Tarin Conn leaned back in his seat and laughed heartily, a disconcerting sound to say the least. “Ah, but you are on my mountain. The very cave you are sleeping in belongs to me. Cenni Quen brought you here.”
Daniel froze in thought, fighting the fresh wave of panic stirring in his soul. The Maestro had to be lying. No one could travel hundreds of spans in what? How long had he been in the cave? Daniel did not know the answer but was troubled by more questions, how was he going to get back to Ducuan, and where was Sprinter? 
“Be calm. You are in my domain,” Tarin Conn said, as if that was supposed to be soothing. “Be faithful and I will teach you more than you could ever learn in Aakadon. I know more spells than all seven guilds combined. Serve me, worship me!” he said, with widening eyes that seemed to glaze over in dreams of glory.
Daniel shook his head, no way would he serve the evil Accomplished and no Aakacarn deserved to be worshipped regardless of how many lightning bolts he or she possessed. “I don’t belong to any guild. I am a citizen of Ducaun and serve Queen Cleona. And, I only worship the Creator.”
“You will be mine!” Tarin Conn shouted, civility was gone and his face was bright red.
“I will be mine!” Daniel shouted right back, surprising even himself at the intensity in his voice. He gulped, becoming aware of the extreme danger he was in, and summoned the potential for a shield. He smiled as the familiar blue glow surrounded him.
A brilliant white light flashed forth from the ancient Accomplished, changing the aristocratic monarch into a huge yeti, making him six cubits taller than the largest beast sent against Bashierwood. “Serve me!” he snarled, and then charged down the steps with razor sharp claws outstretched.
Daniel awakened abruptly, screaming in terror. He sat up, wiping sweat from his brow and hearing the sound of laughter. His captor sat chortling like a hyena, providing the awaited opportunity. Daniel summoned the potential and quickly focused the sleep spell used against him by the foolish Aakacarn, who never should have hummed that spell out loud. Cenni Quen fell forward, striking the rock floor face first, possibly to be asleep for days.
Daniel formed a shield and headed toward the faint light to his left. The tunnel grew brighter, which meant the entrance should not be much farther. Turning a corner, he stepped out into the sunlight, immediately took in his surroundings. Kelgotha loomed above, a giant rock in the middle of a desert. The only clouds floating over this wasteland were those hovering over the mountain peak.
Sprinter was tethered to a stump and seemed to be in good condition. Cenni Quen must have thought Tarin Conn would be a more successful recruiter. The three-bolt Accomplished did far too much assuming for his own good, fortunately.
Daniel untied the ashen stallion and patted him on the neck. “I’m glad to see you,” he said, in soothing tones.
He mounted Sprinter and headed south, careful to keep a sharp eye out for followers of Tarin Conn. He sighed, knowing Kelgotha was in the kingdom of Ecoppia and over three hundred spans from Ducuan, guaranteeing a long and difficult journey. Since returning to Tannakonna was out of the question, he would have to find another mountain to live on.
 
 



Chapter Nine: Maestro of the Zephyr Guild
 
Terroll Barnes shook his head, yawning. An entire night in the saddle had not provided much in the way of rest, although it put him much closer to accomplishing his goals. Daniel’s ploy to get rid of the yetis apparently worked, seeing as not a one had been seen or heard in the area.
Clouds drifting along the horizon were given an orange cast by the rising sun. Wings fluttered in the branches of tall trees where birds chirped and landed to rest momentarily before taking off again. The trail stretched on another hundred cubits up a steep hill and seemed to vanish into the distance. Behind, Tannakonna stood tall and mysterious with dark storm clouds at its peak. A large number of yetis in one place inevitably meant serious damage to the locale. The rain would surely make any repairs the mountain folk were engaged in more difficult but would hardly stop them. Terroll knew them to be a strong and resilient people.
He smiled, thinking of the precious gift, the return of his repertoire. “I’m back,” he announced to the world.
Dusty whinnied and continued forward. The old Battencayan bred gelding had kept a good pace through the night and even now seemed strong enough to trot until noon. From the top of the hill, the trail turned sharply to the right, a person less familiar with the path would likely charge up too quickly and be rewarded with the rather unpleasant experience of slamming into a stout pine. Terroll maneuvered the dapple without incident. The trail ahead of him broadened out enough for eight horses to ride abreast and curved to the east and continued on for another twenty spans before coming to an intersection. North led straight up to the town of Bollen, which was larger than most cities. The people there seemed to appreciate fine music. Heading due west would lead to Lake Sennaca and the city of Krellin, where musicians abound and the arrival of yet another performer generated little if any excitement among the population. The southern trail would eventually lead to the Gosian River, as does the west at a distance much farther away. The river flows from the north and turns east after swallowing Sennaca creek.
Terroll reined Dusty to a stop at the intersection. His destination lay to the southwest. He urged the gelding down the southern trail, choosing to follow the Gosian into Zoltair. His plans were seven years in the making with every detail worked out. There would be no mistakes this time. Gerard DeCamp would rue the day he cast that accursed spell, justice would prevail, and the Zephyr Guild would have proper guidance under a new Maestro.
Three travelers approached from the south and all wore the traditional white silk clothing of Talenteds. The lead rider, a young man with dark curly hair and thick eyebrows, had a royal blue trumpet case strapped to his saddle. The boy showed good taste in horse flesh for his steed was Battencayan bred. His frowning face betrayed annoyance.
An equally young woman mounted on a white stallion kept looking around at the birds and squirrels playing in the trees. The breed of her horse was not readily apparent, although it seemed an excellent specimen of equine flesh. She kept the hood of her cloak pulled forward, hiding most of her face in shadow. Attached to her belt was a brown and red flute case. As she drew closer, her facial features became more distinct. Her delicate eyebrows were light, indicating her well hidden hair was in all probability blond. Her skin was fair and smooth, making her an attractive woman who evidently spent more time indoors than out.
The third rider seemed to be in no hurry what-so-ever, sitting in the saddle with an impressive military bearing. Attached to his saddle was a black and gold vyolin case. He approached with his hood down, revealing neatly trimmed dark hair. His deep tan indicated Serinian ancestry, probably the city of Polen Tare. There was no mistaking the breeding of his powerful equine, a Taracopian warhorse.
The three riders did not seem to have the slightest inkling of who they were approaching. Worse, they did not seem to care. Inexperienced Talenteds were like innocent lambs wondering into a wolf pack. For all they knew, the man approaching them could be an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild.
“Greetings, Talenteds,” Terroll called out, while raising his hand.
The lead rider came to a stop, seemingly as much to give greeting as to wait for his companions, then turned his frown into a half hearted smile. “Good day, traveler,” he said, and then glanced north. “How is the trail up ahead?”
“Better now then it was last night,” Terroll replied, reining Dusty to a halt.
The Talenteds seemed even younger up close. Efferin no doubt sent them to find the source of the High Power spell. Why else would three Aakacarns be on a trail in Ducuan that just happened to lead straight to Tannakonna? The Grand Maestro had not sent a Talented into this kingdom for many years and the sudden appearance of three could not be attributed to mere coincidence. 
“Oh, did you run into trouble last night?” the young man asked, sounding as if he were actually concerned. His companions halted beside him with quizzical looks on their faces.
These children needed to know what they were up against, being caught off guard could result in deadly consequences. Terroll cleared his throat, feeling compelled to give warning. “Most certainly, yetis have been seen in the vicinity of Tannakonna,” he said, and watched each person’s reaction to his statement. They seemed skeptical, exchanging glances as if to see who would be the first to respond to the mad man.
“Are you sure, stranger?” the Serinian began in a haughty tone. “The mountain folk are uneducated and ignorant. You can’t rely on what they tell you to be factual.”
Terroll fought off the urge to humble the Talenteds on the spot. “I’ve met a few mountain folk who would surprise you, young man,” you arrogant whelp! He paused, holding his temper in check before continuing. “You need not trust the word of an ignorant and uneducated traveler, just continue on this trail and you will find a dead yeti. If seeing one doesn’t unsettle your nerves enough to make you run back to Aakadon, I suggest extreme caution from that point on.”
“A real yeti, have you actually seen it,” the young lady asked in a strong Lobenian accent.
“Quite clearly,” Terroll replied.
“What killed it?” the Talented with the bushy eyebrows asked.
Terroll rolled his eyes upward, trying to remain patient. There simply was not enough time to give these children an education. “You are Talenteds, go find the yeti and determine what happened yourself,” he said, then watched as the young man’s face flushed red. The lady stared ahead wonderingly, while the Serinian sniffed loudly and pointed his nose skyward.
“Thanks for the warning, stranger,” the female Talented said. “Have a pleasant journey,” she added, and then heeled her stallion forward.
“Don’t worry, stranger, we’ll handle the yetis. You’ll be safe enough. I didn’t see any back where we came from,” the Serinian said, then urged his warhorse to a trot.
“Have a safe journey and please don’t be offended by his attitude,” said the remaining Talented, formally the lead rider. He smiled and followed after his companions.
Terroll continued south, wondering about the state of affairs in Aakadon. Sending Talenteds to do the work of Accomplisheds was grossly poor judgment. How could they be so desperate? The city is greatly in need of better qualified Maestros.
He pressed onward, reaching the Gosian River at twilight and proceeded along the bank, choosing to cross near the city. He made his way to a stone bridge arching up and over to the opposite bank. Fishing boats and cargo vessels of all sorts were passing under, some obviously heading home for the night while others sailed on to their next port of call. From the high point of the bridge he could see glowing lanterns in the many buildings and along the streets and walkways leading into Zoltair.
He made his way over and headed up the street called Straight. Most of the city is stretched along the thoroughfare while lesser streets led off to the poorer and unseemly parts of Zoltair. Every building had hitching posts and water troths in front of them. Great masses of people moved about, doing there business, seemingly oblivious to the fact that night had come upon them. The activity would likely continue on until shortly before midnight, if memory served correctly, and thanks to Daniel it did.
Terrell walked on into the heart of the city where an intersection forked in six directions. The prominent citizens lived in this area. He chose the sixth route, urging Dusty by the familiar buildings to his right and left. He had once served as the Accomplished to Zoltair and did so proudly, although very long ago. The city had not changed much in the last fifty years, a little bigger perhaps, certainly more populated.
Up ahead he spotted an attractive white marble building, the very one he used to call home. Twin lightning bolts carved into the doorpost marked the building to be the dwelling place of an Accomplished. The Stone Guild built the huge house nearly seven centuries ago and made it seem a small palace in comparison to the surrounding estates.
He dismounted and tethered Dusty to a hitching post with a nearby water troth, from which the gelding began to eagerly drink. He patted the horse on the neck and then turned and stepped onto the porch. Grabbing hold of a thick yellow cord attached to a mechanism in the wall, he pulled hard; sounding a gong, and informing the occupants they had company.
A tall gaunt-faced man dressed in brown pants and a white cotton shirt opened the door, staring out with unwelcoming eyes. “May I help you?” 
Terroll stepped forward. “Yes, I would like to have a word with the Accomplished.”
The servant was new and definitely not more then thirty years of age. Buferd Watts had been the butler on the last visit and was fairly old then. He probably retired or died.
“Please, step into the vestibule,” replied the servant, evenly, without a trace of emotion.
Terroll entered his former abode and stood waiting on the plush violet carpet. The color scheme included red, violet, and purple, the pearly white walls being the only exception. These were considered the colors of royalty and persons of high stature in the realm. No self respecting noble could possibility live surrounded by the earth tones of the commoners.
“Who may I say is calling?” asked the servant. A single twitch of his right eye was the only hint of his curiosity.
“Terroll Barnes. Please inform Randall I am back.”
The servant turned, opening a pair of crystal doors, and then headed down a long hallway and came to a stop at the fourth door on the left. He knocked and waited for a response from within before entering. Eight doors lined both sides of the hall and the single door at the end led to the dining room.
Randall stepped out, exiting from the room on the left. His black and crimson outfit possessed a golden lightning bolt on each sleeve and a pendant hanging from his neck to his chest was studded with diamonds forming the letter, Z. A smile lit up his face. “Terroll, it is good to see you again. How are you?” he said, and covered the distance quickly with his servant following close behind.
“I’m fine, couldn’t be better,” Terroll replied. “How have you been?” he asked, while taking hold of his friend’s hands and in a warm shake.
“Oh, I can’t complain,” Randall said, releasing his grip and stepping back. “What brings you hear? Is there anything I can do for you?”
“I’ve come for my belongings,” Terroll announced, boldly. 
There was little doubt as to how Randall Kamis would react. His facial expressions went from welcoming good humor to profound sobriety. “Only an Accomplished can wear those clothes,” he said, in a careful manner, obviously taking pains not to cause any unnecessary hurt or offense.
Talk was cheap. Terroll decided a demonstration was in order. He played the tune, Sheet of Air, in his mind, summoning the potential, and focused it on the butler. The man’s eyes widened when he floated into the air and hovered for a ten count before being gently set back down on the carpet.
Both men stood with mouths open wide. Terroll smiled. “I remember everything,” he declared, with a renewed sense of enthusiasm.
Randall closed his mouth and rubbed his chin. “But how, the spell used by Gerard DeCamp was meant to be permanent?” he said, as if he was having difficulty believing his own eyes and needed a rational explanation.
Thoughts of Daniel came to mind. The newly raised Accomplished had not wanted to leave his home, honoring his wish in that respect was part of the gratuity agreed upon, and Terroll had every intention of fulfilling his part, for as long as possible. “Have you felt any harmonic ripples from a High Power spell recently?”
Randall seemed taken aback, no doubt expecting an answer not a question. “Was that you?” he asked after a long pause. “I have sensed the use of High Power spells quite often of late. They began six or seven days ago and the most recent occurrence was last night.”
“No, I had nothing to do with those,” Terroll said, not wanting to take credit for the accomplishments of someone else. “However, I was in range of the first spell.”
“I see, the spell reversed the work of the Maestro,” Randall concluded, he always was quick witted. His left eyebrow arched up questioningly. “Who did the casting?”
Terroll decided it was time to get back onto the original subject. “I want my clothes back and your support in Aakadon.”
“My support for what?” Randall replied, and then glanced at his butler, who stood with a blank expression on his face. A wise man did not get involved in Aakacarn affairs.
“I’m going to challenge Gerard DeCamp.”
Randall’s eyes widened and the butler blinked. “Challenging the Maestro wouldn’t be prudent. Have you learned nothing over the last seven years?” said the Accomplished of Zoltair. He let out a sigh, staring blankly down the hall. “He may kill you this time. Think it over, stay here as my guest, rest up, and clear your mind of this foolishness.”
“I was a fool before,” Terroll admitted, as much to himself as to his long time friend. “I know what needs to be done and how to do it. Please, get my clothes.”
Randall nodded his acquiescence, walked down the hall to the last door on the right, and went inside. His butler stood silently in a dignified stance. The Accomplished returned after a while carrying the requested garments neatly draped over his right arm.
“Thanks,” Terroll said, taking the silk shirt, and then stripped to the waist.
Randall’s eyes widened a second time. “You gained another bolt,” he said, as if the fact was not readily apparent.
Terroll focused on the black cloak and cast a spell, causing a second golden bolt to appear on the left sleeve where previously there had been one.
“You may finish changing in here,” Randall said while pointing to the first door on the right.
Terroll entered the small room, small being a relative thing, if a thirty-five square cubic room with a sparkling chandelier hanging from its ceiling can be described as such. A purple velvet couch ran the length of the back wall, in front of which was a handsome maple wood table a cubit and a half high and only several cubits less than the length of the couch. Hanging on wall, the Mandella, a priceless work of Verin Sannz the renowned seventh century artist, was easily the rarest and most valuable painting in all of Ducuan. The timeless portrait is thought to be of the artist’s first wife who died giving birth to their second child.
Terroll quickly removed the common clothes forced upon him during his period of silence and then donned the honorable apparel of his calling, reinforcing the knowledge that he was once again an Accomplished, filling him with a sense of majesty. Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, he cast the spell, Ageless, thereby retarding the aging process for another year.
Opening the door, he stepped out into the hall. “Tell me now, do I have your support?” he asked, skipping the small talk and getting right to business.
Randall scratched his head, staring for several awkward moments before making up his mind. After all, giving official support to an opponent of a Maestro was not conducive to a long career in spell casting, unless the challenger wins. “I will support you,” he said, firmly and with conviction.
“Good,” Terroll replied. The affirmation was never in doubt. It was possible he would be refused, human nature being what it is, but not probable in this case. “We should start out for Aakadon immediately.”
Randall held up a restraining hand. “Not before dinner and a good night of rest,” he insisted, sternly, showing he would brook no argument. In truth, Dusty needed rest and sleeping on a bed did have a certain appeal. It would be wiser to face the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild well rested and alert rather than saddle weary.
A growling from within strengthened the decision to put off leaving. Terroll nodded his head and rubbed his belly. “You’re correct as always. Tomorrow morning will be soon enough,” he said, and then added, “Will dinner be soon?”
Randall smiled, gesturing down the hall. “Sheela is preparing supper even as we speak. Jolinde will tend to Dusty’s needs while we eat,” he said, and then glanced at the butler who acknowledge with a nod and walked away.
Terroll followed his host to the dining room. The large maple wood table was exactly the way he remembered it. Twenty-four people could sit comfortably without feeling cramped or having to rub elbows while trying to eat. Two golden candle stands placed at each end helped to give the setting an eloquent charm, although did little to illuminate the room. Eight oil lamps on tall silver and gold stands provided the necessary lighting. There were only two place settings, one at the head of the table and one just to the right of it. He took the guest chair, enjoying the feel of the velvet cushion and realizing how wonderful it felt not to be in the saddle.
A middle-aged woman with graying hair entered carrying a golden brown turkey full of stuffing. This meal had been planned well in advance and without him in mind, Terroll realized. Either that or left-overs had been planned or Randall was a bigger eater than his small frame implied.
Terroll enjoyed every bite of food and the fine wine as well. He ate to satisfaction and graciously retired for the night as Julinde and Sheela were finishing off the succulent bird.
He awakened before dawn and prepared Dusty for the journey with every intention of being in Aakadon before noon, which meant a quick breakfast and little time for reminiscing. He stood patiently waiting while Randall rattled off a list of instructions to Julinde and Sheela. The Accomplished finally finished giving orders and swung up in the saddle. Briar, his brown and beige stallion, seemed eager to go, a trait apparently not shared by his rider.
Terroll heeled Dusty forward, navigating between the slower carriages, wagons, and pedestrians. By the way they moved, one would think punctuality counted for little among the Zoltairans. He led the way to the docks and booked passage to Aakadon on a cargo vessel, after deciding that traveling on the river would be not only faster but easier on the horses.
Scattered white clouds floated slowly in the sky, Terroll noticed while guiding Dusty over the plank and onto the slightly swaying boat. He watched while Randall led Briar aboard. The sails were slack without wind and before long the captain gave orders and the crew began rowing. Fortunately for them Aakadon was down river and they had the current on their side, coming back would be different but of no concern to Terroll. He was busy trying to calm Dusty who did not seem to care for boating. The gelding faced yetis with less agitation. This was definitely a one way trip. Victory would mean life in Aakadon serving as the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild and defeat meant being silenced, imprisoned, or both for the rest of his natural life.
Randall stood quietly beside Briar with a face that seemed carved in stone, looking for the entire world like a condemned man facing the gallows, a man willing to stand by his friend for a cause he believed in, even though it seemed doomed to fail.
Towers of red, green, blue, and many other colors appeared on the horizon looking like polished gems, most of them actually being made of precious stones. The city skyline, vibrant with every color of the rainbow, positively glowed with power under the brilliant sun. The great ruby pyramid rose up like a red hill, possessing a huge diamond at the top in the shape of an eye, a sentinel and guardian of all that is good and right. The pearly white walls surrounding the city stood forty cubits high yet were dwarfed by the massive buildings inside.
Terroll paid the captain the rest of the fare and then led Dusty across the plank and onto the dock, only then did the gelding return to his usual state of calm. Randall led Briar, who seemed to have no problem with boating, onto the dock. The guards at the gate were dressed entirely in white silk, bowing respectfully and knowing better than to question the arrival of a pair of Accomplisheds entering Aakadon.
Aakacarns of all ages walked the marble streets and byways of the great city. Terroll gave a nod of greeting to each Accomplished, even though many of the faces were unfamiliar to him, and those who did recognize him simply responded in kind, without interfering in the politics of what his arrival wearing honorable garments and an extra bolt on his shoulder implied. He acknowledged the bows of Talenteds, who knew their place in Aakacarn society. Humility before exaltation, this had been the tradition since a thousand years before the rebellion of Tarin Conn. The city never changed, only the faces of those who pass through its golden gates.
The home of the Zephyr Guild glittered in the sunlight, making it difficult to gaze upon. The outer walls were made by meticulously spell binding millions of diamonds into a seamless four hundred cubit high structure with twin towers stretching up another two  hundred cubits, the length and breath of which was two hundred by one hundred fifty strides.
A female Talented of Taracopian birth exited the building and came to a stop in front of him, waiting to take Dusty to the stables. Terroll handed her the reins and acknowledged her bow, while a boy of Lobenian ancestry lead Briar away. There was no need to instruct or admonish either of them; each performed their duties efficiently and without speaking. If anything, the dour look on Randall’s face provided more than enough encouragement to be quick about their tasks, it showed they possessed a certain amount of wisdom.
“You could curdle milk with that face,” Terroll commented. “Cheer up old friend. I’m not going to lose.”
Randall’s brow creased into deep wrinkles. “You told me the same thing seven years ago and I narrowly escaped being Silenced then,” he replied, and then let out a long sigh. “Come; let us get it over with.”
Terroll entered the building feeling confident. His best friend could only remember the past and only saw failure ahead, yet was willing to stand with him anyway. Terroll knew without a doubt he would succeed and become the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild before the end of the day.
The inside of the massive structure was just as impressive as the outside, with sunlight filtering through prisms and making rainbow colors on the floor. He headed straight for the executive offices, passing many fellow Accomplisheds, not one of whom questioned his being in the building, seeing a fellow member of the guild was hardly unusual. He adjusted the hood of his cloak forward, hiding his face from casual view, and thus avoided the chance someone might recognize him as the one who had previously challenged the Maestro. There was no doubt stories concerning those events had circulated through the years, and none of them flattering to the loser.
He reached the outer office of the Maestro, gestured for Randall to wait in the hall, and then went inside. A plump one bolt Accomplished sat reading a memo behind a maple wood desk. The fellow was so young he must have only recently been raised from among the Talenteds. His brown hair was neatly trimmed and parted down the middle, making his face seem rounder. “Do you have an appointment?” he asked in a nasal whine.
Terroll noticed a red amulet, the communication link to Gerard DeCamp, laying on the secretary’s desk and picked it up. He stared at the young man whose mouth gaped open in a profound look of surprise. “I am making one now. Inform the Maestro that an old acquaintance has returned and desires to see him. I will be waiting in the coliseum,” he declared, and then turned to leave.
“Wait just a moment, you can’t take that.” the Accomplished said, while pointing at the amulet. He stood up. “Who are you?”
“I am Terroll Barnes, soon to be the next Maestro of the Zephyr Guild, get used to me,” he said, and then walked out of the office. Motioning for Randall to follow, he tossed the amulet in the air, caught it, and repeated the gesture several times to show his success. So far so good, his plan was working.
The coliseum was four hundred strides in diameter and stood sixty cubits high with a clear dome covering the entire structure. The facility was primarily used to raise newly graduated Talenteds to the level of Accomplished. It would soon be the sight of a challenge and where an Accomplished would be raised to Maestro.
He walked to the center of the court and placed the amulet against his forehead. “Gerard DeCamp, you are unfit to lead the Zephyr Guild. I, Terroll Barnes, do challenge you for the office of Maestro,” he said, in full awareness an official challenge could not be refused and his future was irrevocably on the line.
“Only an Accomplished can make such a challenge. You are nothing, less than a commoner and have no business here, go away before you get hurt,” the Maestro replied, through the amulet. The man clearly had no respect for tradition, having no right to refuse a lawful challenge issued by a member of the guild.
“If I am nothing, then you have nothing to worry about. I am Aakacarn and I will bring charges against you before the Grand Maestro if you do not grant satisfaction,” Terroll stated, hoping it would not come to that, knowing an audience with Efferin Tames would be time consuming to obtain. He would win the appeal and the challenge would take place eventually, but he wanted it now and hoped DeCamp would choose not to involve the Grand Maestro in guild affairs.
He tossed the amulet to the ground and cast a shield spell, feeling certain the Maestro would come. It would be characteristic of the guild leader to attack without warning. Randall stood off to the right near the bleachers looking more miserable than before. He was vulnerable to attack. The rules prohibited spectators and especially supporters from summoning potential during a challenge. Only an unscrupulous Aakacarn would attack the challenger’s supporters. There was hope that DeCamp had not sunk so low as to commit such a vile act. But then, he did attack with a permanent forget spell, Daniel broke the Silencing but that did not change the Maestro’s intent.
The Maestro, a corpulent man with brown-graying hair, entered the coliseum, moving swiftly for one so fat, and came to a stop thirty paces from center court. He had two lightning bolts on each sleeve and a golden buckle with a diamond encrusted letter, Z, indicating his office, Maestro of the Zephyr Guild. A red aura emanated from him, potential for a spell, but what kind? His round face twisted into a haughty grin and his jowls flapped when he opened his mouth to speak. “I am here, Terroll. It would seem you are able to summon potential again. Oh, and is that a fourth bolt I see? No matter, I assure you this time the punishment will be permanent,” he said, and then raised his arms, glowing with power.
Terroll strengthened his shield in preparation for what promised to be a major spell. A wall of wind slammed against his energy field and knocked him backward five strides. A second blast struck, shoving him back another ten. The third assault hammered him against the metal fence separating the spectators from the combatants. He was aware of Accomplished and Talenteds entering the coliseum and taking their respective seats. Another blast of wind pounded at his shield but this time had little effect, he could not be thrown back any farther. The Maestro’s plan was obvious, hammer the shield until it collapsed and then strike with a forget spell. What devious spells he would throw after that was anyone’s guess.
Gerard DeCamp wore the arrogant look of victory on his puffy face. So much the better, the cocky Aakacarn would make mistakes and the height of his folly will be in underestimating his opponent.
Terroll waited for the next assault, it came and was as legally powerful as any four-bolt Accomplished could throw in a challenge, such would certainly overwhelm a two-bolt and possibly a three. The timing between the blasts of wind would need to be precise. The switch from defense to offense would have to be done quickly to keep DeCamp from sensing the change. Another wall of wind struck and pinned Terroll against the fence, and then dissipated. He swiftly shifted spells and wrapped the Maestro in swirling bands of silver light, spinning him like a top. Vomit sprayed from him in a sight that was far from pleasant to behold.
Terroll collapsed the spell while DeCamp was still heaving his lunch and in no position to counter strike, then summoned the potential for the same spell that Silenced him seven years earlier and focused it at his opponent. After a vain attempt by the Maestro to regain his equilibrium, Gerard Decamp wobbled and fell to the ground. The desire to sling the man around in bands of air was intense, but the brutality of it was beyond Terroll. Deep hatred gave way to a strong dislike, which might some day lesson even more, and lead to forgiveness. The man was motionless, except for the steady rising and falling of his chest.
Gerard Decamp opened his eyes, his red face twisted in murderous rage. “I’ll kill you, I’ll..,” he began, and then fell quiet, trembling as the realization of what had been done to him set in. “I can’t remember my spells. Please, tell me it isn’t permanent.”
Terroll helped the fallen man to his feet. “As permanent as the one you used on me.” 
“No,” the Maestro whimpered.
Terroll turned his attention to the spectators. The coliseum was half full: Aakacarns of all levels were in attendance, even Lena Beyers, the Maestro of the Sun Guild. She usually spent most of her time within her own affiliation and rarely concerned herself with the affairs of other guilds. The remaining five Maestros stood from their vantage points, each one nodding their approval of the outcome. Efferin Tames made his way down to the first level and stepped out onto the court. Twenty members of the Zephyr Guild followed him.
Terroll wiped the perspiration from his brow and faced the Grand Maestro to ask the formal question. “I declare my right to the office of Maestro. Does anyone among the Zephyr Guild support me?”
“I, Randall Kamis, do support Terroll Barnes for Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” stated the Accomplished of Zoltair, in a strong voice and without hesitation.
“I, Jason Laarin, do support Terroll Barnes for Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” said a tall one bolt Accomplished of Serinian descent.
“I, Zackeriah Takennon, do support Terroll Barnes for Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” said a slim three bolt Accomplished, who had publicly distanced himself seven years ago and apparently now hoped to make amends. This was no time to be petty so all things would be forgiven for the good of the guild.
Scores of Zephyr Guild members gathered on the court to voice their support. Terroll gratefully acknowledged them all, and then turned once again to Efferin Tames, who wore a solemn expression befitting his office. “Numerous and respected Accomplisheds of your guild support your claim and none of the sixty members still seated in this facility oppose or challenge that claim. Terroll Barnes, I hereby declare you to be the Maestro of the Zephyr Guild,” the Grand Maestro stated, and then handed over the belt of office he apparently had taken from Gerard DeCamp during all of the declarations of support. The coliseum thundered with applause.
Terroll waited for the crowd to calm and then thanked Efferin Tames and all the Accomplisheds who gave their formal support, especially Randall Kamis, who no longer stood grim-faced. “Gerard DeCamp, I’ll not banish you from Aakadon to fend for yourself as you once did me. You shall live here for the remainder of your natural life tending gardens,” Terroll said, and then waited for the proper reply. The sentence, seemingly harsh, was certainly a good deal less than the viscous former spell caster deserved.
“Your will be done, Maestro,” the former leader of the Zephyr Guild intoned, albeit grudgingly.
 
 



Chapter Ten: Dowman’s End
 
The sun burned like a furnace as Daniel sipped from his canteen and found that even the water was hot. Half of the precious liquid seemed to evaporate before reaching his throat. Sweat appeared on his brow and vanished just as quickly. This was not natural; at least that is what he had been taught, although his information could be out dated. News from other lands seldom reached the top of Tannakonna and few of the residents traveled beyond the slopes without a good reason.
He stared at the harsh reality around him. Dead cypress trees dotted the plane along with several other varieties of plant life; all were dried out and lifeless. No, this was not natural. Those trees and shrubs would have only grown in a well watered environment. The few clouds he remembered seeing were those gathered at the mountain peek. He longed for shade. The wide brimmed hat was the only thing keeping the sun from baking his brain.
The desert seemed to have no end, a wasteland stretching as far as the eye could see. He groaned. The pain from the injury to his left arm had intensified to the point he could no longer ignore it. Letting a wound fester was foolishness so he dismounted Sprinter and then stripped to the waist. Dried blood had caked over the swollen gash and infection was beginning to set in. He summoned the necessary potential and touched the tender wound with his glowing index finger. Injured flesh became unblemished skin and the pain ceased as if it had never been.
He donned his red-dyed buckskin shirt and then led Sprinter on foot. The sun seemed to drain his energy as much as it drained moisture. The healing spell had taken more from him than usual; it took twice the power to heal his own injury than it did to heal someone else with the same type wound, a lesson just learned. Terroll never mentioned the affect and until recently the need had not arisen. He took a swig of hot water and continued onward. Marks passed and the sun sank in the sky but the terrain did not change. His canteens were empty and Sprinter was weakening.
A town came into view and he rubbed his eyes to make sure it was not an illusion. The buildings were still there, causing him to breathe a sigh of relief. He quickened his pace, hoping with all his heart the town did not vanish and turn out to be a product of over exposure after all. A few scrawny trees clung to life on the outskirts of what appeared more and more to be a quiet town. He came upon a faded sign nailed to a narrow post which read, Dowman’s End. The name sounded familiar as he read it out loud. Yes, the legendary watchers of Tarin Conn‘s prison were stationed here, a fact taught in every school in every kingdom and even on remote mountain tops. This was the home of a grand army of archers, swordsmen, and cavalry.
Brown and gray buildings lined both sides of the only street. Most of the buildings were run down and in ill-repair, some not repaired at all. The largest building by far was the barracks, behind which was a corral big enough to hold two hundred-fifty horses, although it presently held about a fifth of that. Men in gray uniforms wandered around as if without purpose and few of them even took notice of a stranger entering their town from the direction of Kelgotha. These men were not fit to guard chickens let alone the prison of Tarin Conn.
Located in front of the only stone building in town was a well, Daniel headed straight for it. The dwelling was slightly larger than the one he grew up in and once called home. Arriving at the well, he lowered the bucket while watching his surroundings, and then drew water. He filled his canteens and gave the rest of the water to Sprinter, then lowered the bucket again and drew more water, drinking freely until his thirst was quenched. He removed his hat and poured water over his head, relishing the cool and blessed relief. Several people glanced at him and not one of them seemed interested enough to rouse from their lethargic behavior. This town was inhabited entirely by men. He was certain there were no women because the men would not be lying about doing nothing otherwise. The vast majority of residents were wearing gray uniforms along with profound looks of despair on their faces. What happened to the proud guardians?
“Greetings traveler,” a deep voice sounded from behind.
Daniel turned to see a tall man with stooped shoulders and a long white beard standing in the doorway of the stone building. His garments were red on black silk and on each sleeve was a golden lighting bolt. Glaring against his chest in the sunlight was a silver bird of prey emblazoned on a gold medallion.
“Greetings, Accomplished,” Daniel replied, without fear. There was a time in the not too distant past when just such an encounter would have filled him with terror. After facing yetis, Cenni Quen, and the mighty Tarin Conn, this fellow warranted caution. Even a Talented could kill or inflict serious bodily harm and this man clearly had years of experience and could not be taken lightly.
“Please, be my guest. I don’t get many visitors,” the Accomplished said, beckoning with his hands. “Come, eat and rest from your journey.”
Much to his embarrassment, Daniel’s stomach betrayed his hunger, growling before he could utter a reply. He had not eaten since shortly before the yetis attacked Bashierwood. “Certainly, thanks for the offer,” he said, and then tethered Sprinter to a post and placed fresh water in the troth before entering the stone building.
“I’m Bella Sander,” the Accomplished stated formally. “Won’t you have a seat?” he added, pointing to a padded chair.
“Pleased to meet you, sir. I’m Daniel Benhannon,” he replied, and then sat down while taking a quick glance around the room.
The cozy home did have plenty of comforts. A finely carved table for ten with matching chairs, nearly as good as the work of Ronn Benhannon, occupied the center of the room. A handsome mahogany rocking chair in front of the fireplace had a green misshaped cushion and looked to be the most used piece of furniture.
The Accomplished suddenly glowed with potential. Beautiful violet rays flowed from his hands, weaving a spell that set the table. A second spell opened the pantry and brought out apples, oranges, peaches, and pears, and then gently lowered them onto plates. He smiled, clearly pleased with himself, or perhaps truly happy to have a guest.
Daniel did his best to appear impressed even though he had done as much, actually more, on the morning he prepared pancakes. It seemed wise for the time being to keep his own abilities a secret, although he was tempted to cast a shield spell, especially while his host was in the middle of summoning potential. The fewer people who knew about his being an Accomplished the better, was his thinking. Hopefully, Bella would not summon the spell, Potential, and discover his guest is an Aakacarn.
 “Shall we eat?’ his host said, while taking a seat at the head of the table. The elderly fellow seemed to be gentle and kind, a decent man.
Daniel hesitated, preferring his host to take the first bite. The Accomplished bit into an apple, allaying all suspicions.
“Dyed Buckskins,” Bella said, and nodded his head, “Unusual clothing for this region. I would venture to say you’re from the southeastern mountains. The western mountaineers do not dye their buckskins. Wait, let me guess, Geble, Tirana, or maybe, Tannakonna. That accent of yours is definitely Ducaunan backwoods.”
Daniel swallowed hard and placed the apple core on his plate. “Tannakonna,” he confessed. “I didn’t know I had an accent, although most everyone I have met recently does seem to have one.”
Bella chuckled. “This must be your first time away from home. Trust me; there is a big world beyond the slopes of Tannakonna.”
The Accomplished was perceptive, maybe too much so, and managed to learn quite a bit through casual observation. All responses would have to be weighed carefully before being uttered. “I believe you,” Daniel replied.
Bella’s smile faded and he glanced toward the window and then focused on his guest, leveling a penetrating stare. “This town is a strange place to begin your travels, why have you come?”
Daniel calmly grabbed an orange and sliced it neatly with his hunting knife. He could answer the question easily enough without lying, although a drastic pruning of the facts was definitely in order. “I’m just passing through on my way south,” he replied, as if there was nothing more to tell.
Bella stared without blinking, as if weighing the response he was given and perhaps what he would say in reply. “South is the wisest choice,” he said, and then brought back his ready smile. “I noticed a guitarn among your possessions, would you mind playing a tune? I seldom get the opportunity to hear music other than my own.”
“It would be my pleasure,” Daniel answered, happy to have been asked and pleased about the change in topic.
Outside, the sun was an amber sphere half way below the horizon and shadows had grown long and foreboding. Sprinter drank from a near empty troth. Daniel drew fresh water from the well and refilled the troth to the stallion’s delight.
Bella appeared in the doorway. “You’re welcome to stay the night. I have a small stable and oats around back for your horse and an extra bed inside for you,” he kindly offered.
“Thanks, a good night’s sleep would be appreciated,” Daniel replied, feeling sure the old Aakacarn would do him no harm.
Daniel untied Sprinter and led him behind the stone dwelling and into the stable. An old black mare stood inside eating contentedly, seemingly undisturbed by the new arrivals in her domain. He removed the saddle from the stallion’s back, proceeded to give the horse a thorough rub down, and then grabbed the guitarn and headed back into the building to entertain his generous host.
He made himself comfortable and began playing, The Mountain Lion and the Hound. Bella applauded and soon joined in on the vyolin. The melodious tones provided Daniel a temporary escape from his worries and a lightening of the burdens weighing down on his soul.
He finished the whimsical melody and played, Flight of the Whippoorwill, and gave his mother due credit for the composition. Thoughts of the home he would never see again tugged at his heart and he shoved them aside, only joyous memories were permitted tonight. His host seemed to enjoy the music, nodding and smiling. The Accomplished picked up on the melody quickly and joined in.
The evening seemed to pass like a breeze and before he realized the time had been spent, Bella was leading him to his bed chamber. The room was large and painted white with red trimmings. A narrow bed covered in crushed blue velvet was pushed against the left wall while a larger bed with a dresser and night table occupied the space along the opposite wall. “You may sleep there,” the Accomplished said, while pointing to the left.
“Thanks,” Daniel replied, knowing the accommodations were more comfortable than what he was used to, yet he missed his old bed.
His host reclined on the larger bed. The Aakacarns have spells to slow down the aging process, which meant this fellow had to be truly ancient for him to appear so old. If the Accomplished was this advanced in years, why did he have only two bolts? Daniel dismissed the thoughts as being of little importance. Terroll mentioned the youth spell during his training sessions but decided Daniel did not need to know it yet. An inspiration stirred and filtered up into his consciousness until finally forming into a Melody. Daniel was sure he could summon the potential and immediately stop aging, but decided against it. Mostly because his Aakacarn host was sleeping less than five strides away and in truth there was no need to appear to be nineteen for the rest of his life. The pillow felt good and his thoughts began to fade in and out until he could no longer fight off the urge to close his eyes, and sleep took him.
Tarin Conn stared down from his crystal throne. “Greetings, Daniel Benhannon. I’ve come to reason with you,” the Dark Maestro intoned.
Daniel shook his head but the vision did not go away. He was standing in the massive court below the thirteen steps leading up to the grand sparkling chair. “This can’t be. You are a dream so go away.”
Tarin Conn rose to his feet. His face was blank and impossible to read. He seemed neither upset nor offended. “I can enter your dreams at will any time you fall asleep. Wake if you can and I’ll be back at the next closing of your eyes.”
This was a dream but who was in control? Daniel could think of only one way to find out. “I still have no intention of serving you,” he stated, defiantly.
“Don’t be hasty. You will serve me one way or the other, eventually,” Tarin Conn replied. He seemed too much in control of himself, a stark contrast to his demeanor at their last encounter. The Maestro was trickier than any living soul and people trusted him at their own peril.
“What do you mean, one way or another?” Daniel asked. He did not like the sound of that, even when spoken in a civil manner.
The Maestro’s lips formed into a malicious smile that could send chills up the spine of a river serpent. “Simply this, serve me of your own free will or I shall compel you to do so,” the ancient Aakacarn replied, as if he thought this was actually reasonable.
Tarin Conn’s new approach at recruiting was not working and Daniel was growing impatient. The self-appointed master of all had gone too far and his colossal arrogance could not go unanswered. “I will not serve you voluntarily and you can’t make me do anything!”
Tarin Conn’s right eye twitched and his face turned bright red. The show of calm vanished in the wake of his growing rage. “You ignorant whelp, there is nothing I cannot do!”
“Except break out of prison,” Daniel shot back, smiling. 
“You mock me!” Tarin Conn shouted and his black eyes narrowed dangerously. “I will show you exactly what it means to defy me. Let us see how long you keep that smile when a legion of yetis and the Condemneds led by Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild attack your precious mountaintop village.”
Daniel blinked, thinking of his parents, and swallowed hard. He pushed and the Dark Maestro pushed back. What about Tim and Val and Gina? Everyone in Bashierwood was going to die and all because he could not keep a civil tongue in his mouth. No, it was not his fault. The blame belonged to Tarin Conn.
The Accomplished smiled, having regained his composure. “Good, I see the smirk has left your face. Your friends need not suffer. Serve me faithfully and you can rule over that region and spare them the horrors they will otherwise endure.”
Daniel had no intention of serving the Dark Maestro. Doing so would go against everything Daniel knew to be good and decent. People were going to be hurt no matter how he chose. He took a deep breath, steadying his nerves. “Never,” he stated, flatly, without flinching or batting an eye.
Tarin Conn stared with eyes full of hate and began to glow with a pure white energy, causing the crystal throne to sparkle with greater intensity. “Balen Tamm will see to it your parents die slow agonizing deaths,” he breathed, in the matter of fact way a person would say the sun will rise tomorrow.
Daniel thought of his parents screaming in pain and it shook his self confidence, which was not at an all time high at the moment. The stubborn mountaineer in him could not back down. “No!” he shouted. Bashierwood had been attacked before and survived. He saved them once and he would do it again, or die trying.
Daniel woke up drenched in sweat and groggy.
“Are you all right?” Bella asked while crossing the room quickly for a man of his years, his wrinkled brow creased with worry.
Daniel sat up, thinking of the threats made against his loved ones. “I won’t serve Tarin Conn,” he said, more as an affirmation to himself than an answer to his host, a statement he inwardly chastised himself for making out loud.
The elderly man let out a sigh and sat down on the corner of the narrow bed. “Have you been to Kelgotha?” he asked his voice not much louder than a whisper, as if he already knew the answer.
There was little point in hiding the fact. Daniel focused on the floor tiles. “Yes,” he replied, and rested his head in his hands.
Bella nodded his head with a knowing look on his face. “The dark Maestro is haunting your dreams, is he not?” the Accomplished stated more than asked.
Daniel sat up straight, facing his host. “Yes, but how did you know?”
“The curious don’t really believe the stories. They come to prove their manhood or womanhood or bravery, you name it,” Bella began with compassion on his face and in the tone of his voice. “All of them regret they ever came. Some go insane and others kill themselves. Then there are those who give in to the seduction,” he paused and let out a long sigh, as if summoning up painful memories. “Tarin Conn will sift them like wheat and glean all the benefits he can. The rest, well, he enjoys torturing the poor souls in their dreams. Why did you come?”
The compassion filled voice demanded an answer. “I was brought to Kelgotha against my will while asleep. I didn’t even know I was off Tannakonna until Tarin Conn himself told me so,” Daniel replied, answering was one thing but he had no intention of throwing all caution to the wind; the Accomplished did not need to know more details.
Bella shook his head. “How sad, you have been cursed by a foolish prankster.”
Cursed? The word never had a good connotation, it sounded so final. “Is there any way to keep Tarin Conn out of my dreams?” Daniel asked, knowing, hoping, that there was.
Bella sighed again and tugged at the corner of his long white beard. “No, the curse is for life. I don’t know a spell that would free you.”
Daniel wanted to scream, and would have if doing so could help. He struggled against the swelling current of helplessness building up in his soul. Ever since casting that first spell his problems seemed to pile up faster than he could solve them. His father often told him to set his priorities and arrange his chores accordingly. The words gave him something to cling to. It was time he did some prioritizing.
His host sat quietly gazing at the floor as if seeing something only he could see. “Tarin Conn grows stronger, I can feel it, but don‘t fret over it,” the elderly Accomplished mussed. “No matter how strong evil becomes, the Creator provides a …,” his voice trailed off and he hesitated as if searching for the right word, “A balance. A human vessel endowed with the ability to overcome the forces of darkness and give hope to the world. Should that chosen vessel fail, the world would be plunged into centuries of gloom and despair until a new vessel is chosen. But don’t worry, such is the concern and purpose of the Aakacarns,” he stopped and frowned, making the wrinkles in his face seem even deeper. “Things aren’t what they used to be,” he started up again, perhaps thinking a change in conversation was the only relief he could offer. “The desert has been growing. When I first came to Dowman’s End, the town was thriving within a lush forest and families lived here and children played in the street. The desert expanded and crops began to fail and gradually the forest died, and then most everyone moved away. Only the garrison remains and Captain Trask constantly complains about the quality of the men assigned to him. It seems he is being sent soldiers lacking in discipline. Although, if he gives them an order, and that is rare; they obey quickly. Trask is not a tolerant man. Over the years, misfits have replaced the valiant army that once resided here. Me, I’m here to give warning should Tarin Conn break free from Kelgotha. The event isn’t likely to occur during my lifetime..,” the Accomplished talked on. 
Daniel only half listened to what was being said. This was the second time someone referred to the chosen vessel but that was a curiosity and not his present concern. The ultimate fate of Bashierwood lay squarely on his shoulders and every monster he had been told about since childhood would soon be marching against the people he loved. His first priority was to keep his parents alive and unharmed. Now all he had to do was arrange his chores. Some chores, prepare the village to fight yetis, Condemneds, and defeat who knows how many Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild. All in a days work, he thought ruefully.
He listened politely to the ramblings of his host, which was preferable to falling back asleep and listening to Tarin Conn, which was probably Bella’s way of helping him. The marks of time passed slowly, it seemed as if daylight would never shine again, then the Accomplished stood up and opened the curtains, allowing the morning rays to brighten the room.
“Come, have some breakfast,” Bella invited. He did not seem the least bit affected by having sat up half the night with his guest.
Daniel followed his host out to the kitchen and watched Bella prepare ham and eggs through spell casting while seated at the table. Daniel sat down and tried to look impressed, which proved to be more difficult than before, especially with the added burdens piled on by the Dark Maestro. However, the aroma did produce a gratified smile that could be taken for awe.
The meal tasted as good as it looked; as well it did for this was probably the last decent one he would have for quite a while. Daniel put down his fork and then wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Thanks for the kind hospitality, can I do some chores to show my gratitude?” he asked, having been raised not to expect something for nothing, knowing Aakacarns are to be paid a gratuity for their services, although Bella’s kindness certainly went beyond a business transaction.
The old Accomplished stroked his beard while leaning back in his chair. “You are most certainly welcome. It is a pleasure having a guest again,” he said, and then smiled good-naturedly and summoned potential for a spell. Violet light flashed from his fingertips and the dishes floated off the table and over into the sink. “As you can see, I’ve no need of help. Maintaining this dwelling is simplicity itself.”
Of course the Accomplished needed no help; spell casting was the only way to survive in the desert without regular supplies being brought in. How else could he have fresh fruit to offer and food for his animals? There had to be chickens and at least one recently deceased pig. But the offer of help had to be made, being the polite and honorable thing to do.
“I don’t envy your situation,” Bella said, concern showing on his face and in his voice. “What will you do?”
Daniel stood up, reaching for his guitarn. “Change what I can and learn to live with what I can’t,” he replied, while absently strumming random chords. “I am definitely  not going to serve Tarin Conn or kill myself, not intentionally anyway.”
The Accomplished crossed the room, apparently having something more on his mind, being far too clever of a man for this line of questioning to be merely small talk. “I’ve been thinking,” he began, and hesitated as if searching for the right words. “I cannot rid you of the curse; there is no point in my giving you false hope. If you stay here I can at least help to maintain your sanity.”
The offer was more than generous and one only a kind hearted soul would make. The invitation would have been tempting to accept were it not for the threats made by Tarin Conn. Daniel softly plucked, Riding the Wind, while choosing his words carefully so as not give offense. “I really appreciate your offer. Understand, I can’t accept. I have more than myself to think about, obligations to fulfill. Afterwards, I’ll have the luxury to consider my options,” he replied, hands coming to rest in the playing position.
Surviving to consider any options would be nothing short of a miracle, taking strength and determination. He prayed for strength, determination he already had. “I’m heading south this morning. It’s important for me to get home quickly.”
“Go with the Creator,” Bella said. “Do what you must to protect your sanity. My offer stands, come back any time,” he added, and then extended his right hand.
Daniel shifted the guitarn and shook hands with his host. “Thanks,” he said, and then went to the stable and saddled Sprinter. He mounted up and heeled the stallion forward without looking back, fearing if he delayed too long he would tell Bella the whole truth. Or worse, Tarin Conn’s forces would move against the village and everyone would be dead before Daniel arrived to save them.
The soldiers paid him no mind and probably would not have cared if the Dark Maestro had galloped by. He left followed only by a cloud of dust. Within a candle notch of time, signs of life appeared on the horizon. Barren oaks ranging from sapling to thirty cubits in height grew in fields of tickseed and thin spindly marigolds. The plant life became more abundant as he traveled along southward.
The sun gradually sank toward the Western world and he reined Sprinter to a halt below an oak and made camp, then searched the area for dry sticks and soon collected an arm full. The tune, Sparking the Flame, came to mind. Summoning the potential, he focused and sent a single beam of blue light from his fingertip to the kindling he had piled in a shallow pit. Fire burst forth and began its slow consumption of the contents.
Daniel leaned back against the massive trunk while Sprinter stood several strides away nibbling on a tuft of grass. Wood snapped and crackled in the burning flames and an owl hooted some twenty strides to the left from the branches of a neighboring oak. Crickets chirped their greetings to one another while nocturnal life slowly took charge of the darkening world.
Silence came suddenly and was as stark in contrast as a scream. Daniel scanned his surrounds, moving nothing but his eyes. Sprinter flattened his ears and stomped his feet and seemed as much ready to fight as run. Something large jumped toward the fire. The flickering light revealed a naked hairless man whose twisted face was made lopsided by a jaw bone that had been unnaturally bent to the right. His ribs, several of which had penetrated the skin and left festering wounds, were an uneven mangle of bone perverted in contrary directions. The poor soul had no toes and his legs were bowed outward, giving him the awkward gait. A hump on his back forced him to lean forward in a permanent state of bowing.
Daniel rubbed his eyes and suddenly was not sure whether or not the wretched figure before him was even a man; there was nothing on his or her body that would indicate one way or the other. This was neither man nor woman, but one of the Condemned. Daniel remembered the description from the stories told by Orin Netless. The grumpy old man was accurate except this particular one had a long sharp knife in its gnarled hand. The Condemned jumped forward like a giant toad.
Daniel summoned the potential and sent a streak of white hot flame at the leaping creature of Balen Tamm’s sick pleasure. The extreme heat burned the Condemned to ash in mid-hop. Daniel fortified his nerve for the unpleasant task ahead, and then went over and touched the cremated remains. Casting a find spell was the only way to be certain there were no more nightmare beasts scurrying about in the area. He summoned the potential and modified the melody to locate yetis as well. Nothing, not a single monster lurked within the radius of the spell. Five spans was as far as he dared scan, greater strength could send out detectable ripples and would surely draw unwanted attention. Apparently, this Condemned had been wandering the woodlands alone; perhaps all of Tarin Conn’s minions did so until being summoned.
Daniel wiped his hands and sat down against the tree and listened to the returning sounds of the night. Crickets chirped and the hoot owl seemed interested to know who dared to interrupt the natural order. Or, who would fall asleep first? Or, maybe, who shares the neighboring oak? The possibilities were endless and only worth contemplating because falling asleep would definitely be a less than pleasant alternative.
He should not have been able to modify that spell, Terroll said a spell would collapse if not done exact and without flaw. It would seem even a well trained and highly experienced Accomplished could be wrong. Or, only a six bolt Aakacarn could modify spells, which did not seem likely. The answers were not important, staying awake and alert was. He grabbed his guitarn and strummed a chord while wondering, why has the desert grown and what in the world is an Aakasear? He played, Riding the Wind, and the questions kept coming.
 
 



Chapter Eleven: The Price of Failure
 
Balen Tamm reclined on his bed and stared up at the mural of Tarin Conn painted on the ceiling. It was time to make his report to the great Master. Frustration grew. Cenni Quen should have returned with the information concerning the Tannakonna incident. Now it was time for the meeting and he had no answers. The idiot was making him look bad, such could not be tolerated. He closed his eyes, waiting for sleep to take him.
Tarin Conn sat dressed in royal splendor on the crystal throne and his demeanor seemed far from pleased. Intense anger burned in his eyes and was etched in the contours of his scowling face. Each response made to him would have to be carefully weighed.
“I have work for you,” the Supreme Maestro said in a deep and tightly controlled voice.
Balen gave a deep bow. “How may I serve you, great Master?” he said, while hoping the subject of Tannakonna would not come up.
Tarin Conn stood and walked down the marble steps, his face unreadable. What did he want? “Do you know of Daniel Benhannon?” he asked, with forced calm. The man, whoever he was, clearly meant a great deal to him.
Balen pondered the question, that name had never been mentioned in any reports made to him by members of the guild. How frustrating, must he be aware of every person in the world? “Great Master, I have never heard of the man,” he confessed through gritted teeth, waiting tensely for a stinging rebuke, ignorance was not usually well received or tolerated by the ancient spell caster.
Tarin Conn licked his lips like a predator and seemed on the verge of a smile. “I suspected as much. Cenni Quen has found the one responsible for casting the High Power spell. Evidently, he has failed to consult with you on the matter.”
Anger boiled up from the depths of Balen’s soul and he struggled to keep the emotion in check. No one bypasses his authority and gets away unscathed. He swallowed his rage, saving it for a more appropriate time. “Great Master, you need not trouble yourself entering the dreams of such men. You have but to command and I will obey,” he replied, with all the finesse he could muster. The position of Maestro could well be hanging in the balance and fully dependant upon how well the statement was received. You will pay for this, Cenni Quen, he promised.
Tarin Conn smiled. “Your loyalty is not in question,” he said, promptly, which could mean it was true.
A disquieting question still remained. “Then why did you go directly to Cenni Quen?”
“I did not go to him, he came to me,” Tarin Conn replied. “Now listen,” he demanded in a voice chilling enough to make an icehouse seem warm.
Balen stiffened “Speak on, Master, your servant is listening,” he said, quickly.
Tarin Conn glanced up toward the crystal throne, as if calling forth a memory. “Daniel Benhannon has been here in my presence. His potential is extraordinary. His first spell felt over a hundred spans from its starting point is proof enough of that. I want him in the guild. He can be a great asset to you.”
This news could not be good. The Ancient One rarely took an interest in recruiting Aakacarns. However suspicious the reason, there was little choice but to obey. “I presume this man lives in Bashierwood,” Balen said, sure of himself.
“Correct,” Tarin Conn said and affirmed with a nod. He returned to the throne and sat down. “The young man escaped your Accomplished and is heading back to his village. Send a legion of yetis to Bashierwood along with a squad of the Condemneds and members of the guild. Kill however many people as is necessary to insure his willing submission. It is an imperative this be done for he must learn to obey you. Keep a close rein on him, he cannot be trusted.”
“Kelgotha is north, shouldn’t I send the legion there and have him brought to me?” Balen asked. The order simply did not make sense. Killing the villagers was no a big concern, but sending a legion to capture one man who is not even there seemed to be a colossal waste of power and resources. That and it would draw unwanted attention to the activities of the guild.
The spark of anger reappeared in the eyes of Tarin Conn. “Do not question my judgment!” He shouted, adding a scowl that could send a yeti running away in terror.
“Your will be done,” Balen blurted, dropping to his knees and sweating profusely. 
“Of course,” Tarin Conn replied, evenly, calm once again.
Balen opened his eyes, wide awake, and sprang to his feet. His position as Maestro was still intact, although it may not remain so if Daniel Benhannon is not brought to heel. The task would have to be handled skillfully. The young man would need to be brought to the guild and then his loyalty or at least obedience would have to be secured, there were ways to bring this about. Tarin Conn decided to hold the village on Tannakonna as a ransom. Taking of the mountain could not be trusted to Cenni Quen, although he shall be a participant. That bungler nearly caused the last meeting to end in disaster.
Balen grabbed the baton of Tarin Conn and marched straight into the throne room. As expected, Accomplisheds stood waiting for an audience. Three of them seemed nervous and the fourth hid most of his face under the hood of his silk cloak, which was one Aakacarn who could be standing alone in a quiet room for all the emotion he showed. The first man, having finally returned, appeared to be the most anxious of all, and with good reason. The stout fellow with the large nose and bald head glistening with perspiration took a step forward and knelt on one knee.
Balen took his place on the throne and smiled at the Accomplished before him. “Cenni Quen, make your report,” he said, calmly, outwardly, and fuming inwardly.
The chubby Aakacarn stood up, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. “Maestro, I’ve learned the spell on Tannakonna was a memory spell, one that actually improves memory permanently,” he began, in a voice quivering with trepidation.
The fool was not even competent enough to know there was no such memory spell, none that was long term. The blithering idiot would hang himself. All he needed was a little prodding. “I see. Who is responsible for casting this fantastic spell?” Balen encouraged, without blinking or giving any outward sign of his growing displeasure.
Cenni Quen trembled anyway. “Daniel Benhannon, a newly raised Accomplished of the Sun Guild,” he answered, hands shaking so violently that he dropped the handkerchief and then had to scramble quickly to pick it up without looking down.
Balen glanced at each of the guild members standing before him, licked his lips, and then focused his attention back on Cenni Quen. “Where is this man, he doesn’t seem to be in this chamber?”
“I captured him, but he managed to escape,” the foolish Accomplished explained, his voice a mournful groan. He twisted his sweat soaked handkerchief and then mopped his brow again.
“How and where?” Balen asked in an icy tone.
The man, who could well be considered yeti bait; parts of him anyway, swallowed hard and took a step backward, nearly bumping into the fourth Accomplished. “I took him to the entrance of the Great Master’s shrine. He struck me with a sleep spell and was gone when I awakened. How was I to know he was a fast learner? Otherwise I never would have hummed the spell in his presence. After all, it took me weeks to learn that spell.”
“I see,” Balen intoned, kindly, with sympathy and understanding, the nicest he could feign.
Cenni Quen smiled as if relieved, as if he were off the hook. “I can track him down and bring him here. Just allow me to summon more yetis,” he stated, apparently misguided by the seemingly good will of his Maestro.
“Oh, more yetis, what became of the thousand you led to Bashierwood?” Balen inquired, smoothly.
“Daniel is quite adept at killing them,” replied the unsuspecting fool.
 A Melody came to mind. Balen summoned the potential, aiming the baton; he focused and cast the spell. A bright red beam shot forth from the diamond in the serpent’s mouth and struck Cenni Quen before the doomed Accomplished could raise a defense, frozen in place by sheer terror and the mind numbing affects of the spell. The silk garments flew off his body, leaving him stark naked. A second spell instantly followed the first, causing every hair fell to the floor, even his eyelashes.
“I’ll start with the nose,” Balen stated, and then glanced at the three remaining Accomplished, wanting them to witness the price of failure.
Cenni Quen shrieked as his nose ripped away from his face, leaving a large bloody hole. His forearms began to stretch while his legs shortened. Bones snapped and crackled, being reshaped, the sound echoing throughout the chamber, adding a macabre rhythm to the wailing protests. Soon, his knuckles were scraping the floor and his pelvic and hip bones split, writhing under the skin, and re-knitted. His ribs twisted and turned and finally mended in a grotesque parity of humanity. Torn body parts lay on the floor in a crimson puddle, leaving him neither male nor female.
“You fool; I wanted the spell caster brought directly to me!” Balen shouted. “If you had done so, he would not have escaped. You stupid swine, that’s it, I’ll give you the mind of a pig.”
He summoned the potential and cast the spell, causing the diamond to glow and flash, a red beam shot out, striking Cenni Quen. The pitiful excuse for an Accomplished grunted and sniffed the blood soaked floor, doomed to live out his life as one of the Condemned.
Balen fixed his sternest gaze upon the Accomplished who had previously been the fourth and was now the third in the chamber. “Serin Gell,” he called, and pointed the baton at the man.
“Yes, Maestro, how may I serve?” he replied, dispassionately, in a low scratchy voice that grated on the nerves. He took a step forward and bowed, taking obvious care to avoid the various body parts scattered on the floor.
“I want Daniel Benhannon brought here to me, both conscious and coherent,” Balen commanded, lowering and resting the baton on his lap. “Go to Bashierwood and kill every villager until the Accomplished surrenders. Take a legion of yetis, capture the young man and bring him here, and then finish off the village. Am I making myself clear?”
Serin Gell’s left eyebrow twitched, as if he was surprised by the scope of the orders given, not that his reaction was not unexpected. After all, it was not every day a force of that size is mobilized. In fact, the guild had not summoned an army in such numbers in over five centuries. He cleared his throat and the dead-pan look returned. “Maestro, shouldn’t I head north to capture him, he couldn’t have traveled far from Kelgotha?’ he replied, showing how closely he had paid attention to Cenni Quen’s final report.
Balen was amused, seeing as it had also occurred to him, but he could not afford to share his mirth. “Do not question my orders!” he shouted, and watched as the normally calm Accomplished flinched at the sudden rebuke. Satisfied with the response, Balen continued the instructions, “Spare some of the villagers after Daniel surrenders so he can watch them die,” he paused, glancing at Cenni Quen, who was sniffing his former attire. “You know the price of failure.”
Serin Gell smiled, apparently unaffected by the sight. “More than that, I know the rewards of success,” he replied, confidently, showing himself to be one to keep a close watch on.
Balen pointed the serpent-shaped baton at the Condemned Aakacarn. “Take him and a squad of Condemneds along with any two Accomplisheds of your choosing. The fool has no mind of his own, but he can still summon potential if you guide him through a spell.”
“Your will be done, Maestro,” Serin Gell replied, and then exited the chamber, followed closely by the grunting Cenni Quen.
“Duroshur Beccar, you are to contact Landec Turner and Cellan Bane. They are in the Troas Mountains. Have them search the forest for the Accomplished, I doubt Daniel Benhannon could be much farther south at this point. They are only to locate and follow him, not make contact. He must reach Bashierwood,” Balen ordered.
The Aakacarn bowed quickly. “Your will be done, Maestro,” he said, in a voice that quivered, and then made a speedy exist, clearly affected by witnessing the price of failure.
Having dispensed with the Tannakonna business, Balen decided to focus on other pressing matters and particularly, the remaining Accomplished. “You, go back to Pentrosa. King Jarred mustn’t suspect you. If Efferin discovers where your true loyalty lies, he’ll Silence you and I will do worse,” he stated, and then watched the tall Aakacarn bow gracefully, reflecting a highly refined Serinian ancestry.
The three-bolt Accomplished proudly displayed the serpent ring, worn only when at the guild. Beyond that, he appeared to be from Aakadon, wearing the traditional crimson and black silk garments and a golden pendant showing a silver bird of prey in flight. His square jaw and aristocratic poise gave him a distinction normally found among the nobility. “I shall depart at once, Maestro. As for being caught, no one suspects me,” he replied, with certainty in his voice. He turned, starting for the door.
Balen smiled, amused at the haste in which his minion tried to exit. “One more thing, Vance Cummin, I want the trumpet of Tarin Conn, I must have it. Am I making myself clear?”
He watched with pleasure as the Serinian nodded affirmatively before existing. The errand was still important even though the instrument would be useless against the spell holding the great Tarin Conn in the bowels of Kelgotha. The trumpet is one of the most powerful crescendos in the world, even greater than the baton Balen held firmly in his grasp. He stared at the golden serpent, having it made him stronger than Efferin Tames and possessing the trumpet would make him invincible. “Tarin Conn is fortunate to have me,” he told the empty chamber. “Without me, there is no Serpent Guild.” He smiled, feeling extremely pleased with himself.
 
 



Chapter Twelve: A Quick Trip
 
Daniel stared at the crystal throne and the evil Aakacarn sitting on it. The fight to stay awake had been lost and this was the price. There seemed to be no way to keep the Dark Maestro out of his dreams and the encounters were growing tedious.
“Greetings, Daniel. I’ve been expecting you,” Tarin Conn said from his sparkling pinnacle of power. He appeared calm and supremely confident, a mood that could change swifter than a lighting strike. There had to be a way of using his towering ego against him. “Have you decided to revere and serve me, or do you need to see your village destroyed?”
To show fear would be a grave mistake, Daniel was sure. He fixed his gaze on the Maestro and walked boldly up the marble steps, not stopping until he loomed over his adversary. “I’m not afraid of you or your miserable white fur balls. I’ll fight your followers and make you pay dearly for every inch of ground. My loyalty can’t be worth that much,” he said, firmly, feeling as though a huge melon was stuck in his throat.
Tarin Conn stood up, evidently not liking the idea of being looked down upon. “Oh, but you are worth the price. Talents like ours come along once in a millennia, if that often. What is the loss of a few yetis in comparison? I have over twelve hundred years experience in spell casting and can teach you things no person today has ever dreamed of. Serve me and I’ll make you great,” he said, in dulcet tones.
Serving the old Accomplished was not even a consideration and his promises of power were far from tempting. It was clear the lives of other people meant nothing to him. Daniel knew what needed to be done, fight for Bashierwood and do so with all of his might. All of the talk about special talents and power seemed insubstantial when weighed against the lives that would be lost. Silence filled the great chamber as the mighty Tarin Conn stood waiting with what appeared to be something akin to anticipation. How could the loyalty of one simple mountaineer matter to a person like him?
“Well,” the Dark Maestro grumbled. “Have you no answer?”
Daniel sighed, wondering if the rest of his life would be spent in futile posturing against the empty overtures of greatness from the founder of the Serpent Guild. Well, not if he could help it. “All I want is for you and everyone else to leave me alone. My spell casting has been a curse from the start,” he began, speaking his mind. The words came out in a rush and would not stop until all was said. “Call off the assault on Bashierwood and I’ll go live on a remote mountain, you’ll never see me again. I’ve never seen Aakadon and have no loyalty to Efferin Tames.”
Tarin Conn stood quietly, watching for only he knew what, with eyes seemingly able to peer into the soul. He at least appeared to be considering the response. “I believe you are speaking candidly. Allow me to explain the situation and perhaps you will better understand my position. You are ignorant of your own abilities, so listen up boy. You are an Aakasear; this alone makes your loyalty important to me and worth the cost. Add in your being a six bolt Accomplished, and the benefit becomes even greater. Here is my problem, sooner or later you’ll make one of three choices. Unfortunately, you are already leaning toward the third,” he said, like a master instructing his apprentice.
Daniel shifted his stance, curious. What choices did the ancient Maestro think he would make? Couldn’t the Accomplished understand the decision had been made and stated? “I only want to be left alone,” Daniel said, with emphasis on the word alone, hoping to get through to the man, not knowing how to make his position any plainer.
“For now, you feel this way. At some point in the near future you will make one of three choices. The first and wisest would be to serve me. We could rule together. Your second option is to ally with Aakadon, which would be a mistake. Efferin Tames would Silence your ability. That is, if he ever manages to fathom the scope of it. If he finds out you are an Aakasear, he will see you as a younger version of me and imprison you. Just seeing six bolts on a person so young would be enough to earn his enmity,” Tarin Conn said, positioning himself on the throne, his face could have been carved from stone. “Your final choice would be a grave error in judgment. You can choose to oppose both myself and Aakadon. I’ll not allow you to stand in my way. I will trample you into the dust. Unfortunately, you even now resist me and avoid Aakadon. Tell me, what shall be the name of your new guild?”
Daniel held his breath, trying to remain calm, struggling to hold onto his confidence and to keep his mind focused on the fate of his parents and the villagers. True enough; the Dark Maestro had summed up his options accurately. Both sides would seek him out and eventually force him to choose. No, there was another choice. The realization gave birth to courage and a new path for his life to take, however long or short it may be. “I am a citizen of Ducuan and my duty is to serve the Queen. Cleona has my loyalty and my talents are hers to command,” he said, boldly, in a strong and unwavering voice.
His host flushed red-faced, trembling like a volcano about to erupt, and then took a breath and let it out slowly, calming himself with no small effort. “Your family will not be killed,” he said, in a civil tone.
Daniel quickly closed his mouth, confused. Could it be true, had the evil Accomplished actually decided not to carry out his earlier threats?
Tarin Conn leaned forward, as if to whisper something in confidence. “They shall be Condemned!” he shouted, bellowing at the top of his lungs.
Daniel stumbled back from the throne, his mind filling with the image of the grotesque creature he killed near the oak. He would not allow his parents to be changed into that, not so long as a single breath remained in his body.
Tarin Conn burst out laughing, a spine tingling sound that chilled to the marrow. He composed himself, pulled a golden trumpet out of mid air, and began playing a peculiar Melody, and then smiled at the end. “I can mutate any creature into a Condemned with the spell you just heard. Balen Tamm also knows the tune and, like me, rather enjoys casting it.”
Daniel forced his eyes open by a supreme act of will, unable to bare the audience any longer, and stared up at the leafy branches blocking his view of the stars. His nerves were on edge, sharpening his senses, especially his tracking skills. He listened to the nocturnal sounds with instincts keener than ever, they had to be, many lives depended on how well his future moves were made. One ill considered response to the Serpent Guild could bring about disaster.
He noticed a modulation in the harmony of the crickets, a lessening to the south, something large was coming from that direction. He banished thoughts of his last encounter with Tarin Conn and concentrated on the intruder. Daniel whispered the words of his father, “Set your priorities and arrange your chores accordingly,” and then thought of the locate spell. He modified it to scan for yetis, Condemneds, Aakacarns, and ordinary humans. So what if one spell was not supposed to be capable of all that? A Melody to perform the desired task formed in his mind and he knew with all his instincts it would work. He summoned the potential, focusing the energy within a two span radius of his camp, keeping the power output low so as not to attract unwanted attention, yet adequate for the current need.
Two Aakacarns were approaching from a hundred strides to the southeast, moving north. They walked slowly and with an awkwardness that made them appear out of place, as though unaccustomed to traveling through a forest. Fortunately, they did not seem to sense his presence.
He broke the spell and quickly cast another, one taught to him by Cenni Quen. The transition from one spell to the next took less than three blinks of the eye. He focused where his enhanced memory told him the intruders should be and sent blue beams from his fingertips. He maintained the flow for a few extra moments, and then ceased and cast the locate spell to find out whether or not he had been successful. Could a sleep spell be cast simultaneously with a locate spell? He knew fire and sphere spells could. It was too late for wondering, the strike was made and he had to hope for the best. He had a feeling there would be plenty of opportunities in the future to test and perfect his capabilities.
The two Aakacarns were sprawled motionless on the ground. He smiled, knowing they would likely sleep beyond day break. It did not matter much at this point whether they were from the Serpent Guild or Aakadon. He wanted nothing to do with either group. The hapless travelers would hopefully awaken without knowing what caused them to pass out.
He swung into the saddle and heeled Sprinter forward, wanting to be as far south as possible before the intruders woke up. Perhaps they would awaken and continue north, he could only hope. Time was not on his side; he still had hundreds of spans to cover. How had Cenni Quen managed to transport himself, one man, and a horse so far in such a short amount of time? The mystery was a mild concern, the fate of Bashierwood weighed far heavier.
He yawned and at the same time noticed a low hanging branch and ducked his head in barely enough time to avoid hitting it. Getting rest was becoming near impossible with Tarin Conn constantly interrupting his dreams. It was no wonder some people went insane and killed themselves after having been to Kelgotha, they could never get enough sleep. How much time could pass before he would not be able to string together a coherent thought? Sleep deprivation could do funny things to the mind. Old Ben Kaplin was said to see things when kept awake too long and the stories told by Orin Netless did not help the poor guy either, giving his imagination kindling to feed on. A way to break the cursed link to Tarin Conn would be found, one short of death. Daniel stiffened in the saddle, refusing to accept the curse as permanent. In spite of his best efforts to the contrary, he fell asleep.
Tarin Conn stood beside the crystal throne grinning like a hyena about to pounce. “Welcome back,” he said, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “I hope our brief separation has given you time to reconsider your options,” he added, shaking his head like a parent about to administer discipline. “You are a wild stallion waiting to be saddle broke. I am the one who can do the breaking and more, I can help you.”
“You can help by leaving me alone and letting me sleep,” Daniel snapped, hoping the ancient Maestro heard the contempt.
“Serve me and I’ll let you sleep,” Tarin Conn replied, as if this was actually a bargaining point.
Daniel fixed his stare on the marble steps, refusing to look at his host. ”No,” he said, not loud but definitely firm.
His adversary seemed unaffected by the obvious show of disrespect. “You are a bronco and like I said, I will do the breaking. Obedience can be profitable and the power gained enormous. I can teach you a spell that could extend your life beyond a thousand years,” he said, adding a new promise to the tired old offer of power.
Of course the ancient spell caster could teach such a spell, considering his age, but the price was too high. “I want nothing from you. Leave me alone,” Daniel replied, deliberately insolent. So what if the egotistical Accomplished gets all upset, all he can do is turn red and bellow like a bull in mating season.
“My yetis are nearing your village,” Tarin Conn informed, in seductively mild tones. “Thousands of them,” he added, slightly louder.
Daniel tried not to listen, pretending the news held no interest, and he failed miserably. “No, not possible, no army can move that swiftly,” he blurted, staring straight into those black penetrating eyes.
Tarin Conn smiled again, no doubt pleased to be the victor in the duel of wills. Let him glory in the minor victory, he would not win the important ones. “My army can. I’ll teach you to cross vast distances quickly,” he added.
Daniel put on his best smirk. “How?” he asked, knowing there would be no answer forth coming. This was obviously just another ploy to weaken his resolve.
“Simply teleport,” Tarin Conn replied, as though he had just taught a child how to lace up his shoes.
Daniel shook his head, having more than his share of doubts. Night and day would pass away before the ancient Maestro ever taught a spell out of good will. “I haven’t agreed to serve you, and fully intend to fight your army, why would you teach me anything so useful?”
“Of course you will fight my army,” Tarin Conn began, as if stating water is wet and the sky is blue. “You will fight and lose, how better to teach you the futility of resistance? Even now the yetis are on Tannakonna waiting for my command to attack. By the time you reach the slopes on horseback, the village will be destroyed and your parents among the Condemneds. Teleporting is the only way for you to appear in time to witness the great event.”
The ancient Aakacarn, or Aakasear, did not wait for a response; he went right into the instruction. “When you cast the spell, think of your destination, picturing the location and surroundings firmly in your mind. You can only teleport to a place you have been before,” he said, and then snatched a trumpet out of the air and played the Melody. He smiled upon completion, “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he stated more than asked.
Daniel opened his eyes, forcibly ending the dream and wondering about the new spell. The sun had already begun its westward journey across the sky and he had a full day ahead of him. The trail was narrower and Sprinter came to a stop, shook his head violently and neighed. The surrounding bushes were disturbingly quiet, something was wrong. Daniel summoned potential for a sleep spell and waited. The silence was broken by the snapping of shrubs and twigs as a huge cat charged onto the trail ahead, showing long white teeth and four inch claws meant for ripping and slashing flesh. Sprinter rose on his hind legs, facing the beast. The narrow path gave limited mobility but Daniel did not really need much room. He focused on the mountain lion, unleashing the spell, dropping the huge feline in its tracks. He ended the Melody for the sleep spell and began another, focusing on the sleeping cat, lifting it on a sheet of air, and placing her on the trail behind him. Killing was not necessary, especially since she probably had cubs. She was the first creature he knew of who benefited directly from his being a spell caster, she would have died with a hunting knife in her heart otherwise.
He urged Sprinter onward, patting the stallion gently and thinking of the spell Tarin Conn had taught him, at least the horse would have soothed nerves, Daniel’s could not be soothed while the ancient Accomplished troubled him. Trusting the Dark Maestro involved no small risk. The spell could result in death for the caster, but not if Tarin Conn still wanted a new recruit.
With a strong sense of foreboding, Daniel made his choice. His parents would be Condemned and Bashierwood destroyed before he could make it beyond the Troas mountains, he could not possibly reach Tannakonna in time to save them on horseback. Taking a deep breath, he pictured himself and Sprinter on Binkman’s Cliff and played the Melody in his mind. Potential surged in him, thrilling and gratifying, small wonder spell casters were tempted by the power, only the growing thirst from drawing the potential could keep an Accomplished from thinking himself omnipotent. He had no desire to be all powerful, but had to admit summoning and focusing all that energy thrilled him beyond anything he had ever felt before. This particular spell required a terrific amount of energy and was drawing moisture from his body at a fantastic rate. His blue aura brightened and engulfed the stallion. Total darkness and complete sensory deprivation occurred. He could not even feel Sprinter beneath him. The affect lasted no longer than the space of three heart beats and yet at the same time seemed to take an eternity to pass.
Thirst, deeper than any Daniel had ever experienced or even thought possible, struck before he had time to get a good look at the change of scenery. The spell dehydrated him severely and he groped for the nearest canteen, grabbing hold, emptied its contents down his throat and coughed as some went down the wrong way. The terrible thirst would not be quenched. He reached for the second canteen and suddenly the ground came rushing at him in a blur. He hit with a thud, having the air forced out of his lungs by the impact. Panic made him gasp in air. Water, he needed water and fast. Something nudged him on the side. Sprinter’s nose, it must have been; not important. Wanting Water made him think of a lake, the one where he and Tim happened to find Val and Gina bathing, it was only half a span from Binkman’s Cliff. He reached up and caught hold of the stirrup, trying to pull himself back into the saddle. He made it half way and fell back to the ground, bringing the guitarn with him, sounding a vibrating open chord. Darkness swallowed him and his body did not have the strength to fight it off.
He could not look up, there was no need to anyway, the marble steps and their destination were all too familiar. It did not matter; he had no desire to look at the Dark Maestro.
“Did I neglect to say the spell should always be performed with a crescendo, I guess not,” Tarin Conn said, mockingly.
Daniel had a strong desire to stand up and smack the ancient spell caster right in the head and knock off the smirk he knew was on his tormentor’s face. The act would be a useless waste of energy, desirable as it seemed.
“The spell should be enhanced by a crescendo, otherwise the caster suffers from dehydration,” Tarin Conn continued. His voice grew louder; he was descending from the throne. “By the way, the spell is even more draining if one, such as you, chooses to transport, let’s say, a horse for example.”
Daniel opened his mouth to protest, not a sound came out. How frustrating, he wanted to reach up and wring the Maestro’s neck.
“I must say, this is the most appropriate way you have appeared before me. Get use..,”
The world lurched, spinning in circles. Daniel attempted to fix his eyes on one image. It would be just like the evil Accomplished to play another trick. No, not so. Cool water passed between his aching lips and over a tongue that felt something akin to a huge cotton ball. His dry throat welcomed each precious gulp. The face over him slowly came into focus and he still could not be sure this was not an illusion.
“I’ve searched half the mountain for you,” said the image that looked very much like a scowling Tim Dukane. “You look awful. Drink slowly,” he added in a gentler tone.
Strength returned, though not swiftly. Daniel took hold of the canteen and forced himself to sit up. He took another sip and shook his head to clear the fuzziness. This was no an illusion. “Tim, thank goodness. I wasn’t sure it was really you.”
Tim stood from a crouching position and stared down. “Of course its me, who else would be fool enough to traipse through yeti infested woods looking for you?” he replied, the worry clear in his voice.
“You’ve seen yetis?’ Daniel asked, knowing the answer and yet hoping it was not true. Tarin Conn was not bluffing, apparently never failing to carry out a threat. At least the village was as yet unharmed; hopefully there would be time enough to keep it so.
“Yes, they’re lurking in the woods, although none have made any threatening moves,” Tim answered, eyes darting to the surrounding trees. Even a fool could understand the beasts were not likely to remain docile, and no one on the mountain was a fool, though Daniel did question some of his more recent judgments. “We watched you draw the yetis and kill them on the cliff. The ones here now arrived just this morning, seemingly from nowhere,” the drummer added.
Daniel stood up, shaky at first. He examined the guitarn and breathed a sigh of relief to find it undamaged, and then turned and stared at his boyhood friend as one of the shards of his shattered life dug deep into his soul and demanded attention. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with me,” he said, in a tight voice.
Tim glanced downward and kicked away a small stone. “I didn’t know what to think back then, you being Aakacarn and all. When you went out alone to fight the yetis, I realized you were being more of a friend to me than I to you. Please forgive me.”
Daniel did not have it in him to hold a grudge, especially since he understood why his friend behaved the way he had. “There is nothing to forgive. I’m having a hard time adjusting to the changes myself. I would’ve run from it too if I could.”
Tim looked up, though stopped short of smiling, the situation seemed far too serious for even him to show any sign of mirth. “I don’t think you are up to fighting yetis,” he said, appraisingly, with a frown. “Come back to the village with me and get some rest. I think we’re going to be in for a tougher battle this time.”
The original plan was to stay in the forest and draw the yetis like before and Daniel wanted very much to say he could handle the beasts alone, but his reckless teleporting eliminated that option, at least for a day or so. The legion could attack at any moment and he needed plenty of water just to gain back the fluids he lost. “I’ll come if you go first and ask them to accept my help. Tell them, I only intend to stay until the fighting is done,” he replied, firmly. After all, he had promised to leave and he hated to go back on his word.
Tim peaked over the edge of the cliff toward the village below. ”If that’s the way you want it,” he said, and then turned, facing Daniel. “Tell me where you were. I’ve been here quite often in the last few days and you weren’t here, what happened?”
Daniel took a deep breath, wondering how much he should tell and where to begin, the truth, straight, honest, and bald, seemed to be the best way. “I was captured by an Accomplished of the Serpent Guild named Cenni Quen. His spells are painful to say the least. He transported Sprinter and me to Mount Kelgotha,” he began, casually, as if re-telling ancient history, deliberately so.
Tim’s jaw went slack and his eyes widened as if he was sorry he asked the question, however he needed to hear what was coming. His life was at risk just for having the misfortune of knowing an Aakacarn.
“I escaped using a sleep spell the Accomplished inadvertently taught to me,” Daniel said, and then paused to let the words sink in, for what was coming made the first part sound like the recanting of an ordinary day, although it actually was a normal part of his day. “Tarin Conn haunts my dreams and has been doing so ever since my visit to Kelgotha. It would seem he can form a mental link with anyone unfortunate enough to end up on his mountain.”
“Tarin Conn,” Tim mouthed silently, as his face grew paler.
 “Yes, the Dark Maestro,” Daniel re-stated, matter-of-factly. “He’s been trying to recruit me into the Serpent Guild and seems to be convinced my abilities are beyond those of a normal Aakacarn. In fact, he says I’m not one at all, I am an Aakasear, whatever that is.”
“Tarin Conn,” Tim said, as if stuck on the one thought.
“Yes, he sent yetis here to destroy Bashierwood and capture my parents so they can be turned into Condemneds,” Daniel explained, wishing he could some how make it all sound not quite so bad.
“Condemned?” Tim stammered, apparently latching onto thoughts beyond the Dark Maestro, “Tarin Conn, yetis, and the Condemneds!”
“Yes, and probably Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild,” Daniel replied, holding nothing back, seeing no way to lighten the load he was dropping on his friend. He drank some water and then continued. “Tarin Conn is waiting, giving me a little time to make up my mind. If I agree to serve him he will spare the village and my parents, or so he says.”
Tim stared off at some point in the sky and finally shrugged his shoulders and let out a sigh, apparently reaching some sort of conclusion. “You can’t join the guild. We must fight him now or the village will never be safe. He will control you by threatening us every time you hesitate to obey,” the drummer stated, firmly and accurately. “By the way, how did you get here so quickly from Kelgotha?”
There was no way to answer that question without sounding like a fool, for indeed the action had been foolish. “Tarin Conn taught me how to teleport. He left out a few details, which is why I can hardly stand now,” Daniel replied, softly, feeling the heat in his cheeks. It was embarrassing.
Tim frowned, disapproval written on his face. He had heard well enough, having given his undivided attention. “I suggest you not trust the Dark Maestro any more. What ever possessed you to believe him?” the drummer said, as if talking to a child.
“You’re right, I shouldn’t have trusted him,” Daniel admitted, feeling even more like a fool than before. “This is all new to me. Every decision I make seems to mean life or death for me or someone else. Until recently, my biggest decision had been where to build my cabin before asking Val to marry me. Now she hates me and every monster I’ve ever heard tell of is chasing after me,” he finished, closing his eyes. A warm hand came to rest on his shoulder.
“I know. I would be a babbling idiot by now if it were happening to me,” Tim said, in a sympathetic tone, perhaps not fully realizing he too would soon get a taste of that experience. He swallowed hard and stiffened. “We’ll fight Tarin Conn’s army together,” he said while hefting his long bow.
The valiant show of friendship and support was impossible to refuse. Daniel smiled. “Thanks, I can use a good drummer.”
Tim chuckled, although his merriment did not last long. “I’m going to start out for the village while you take Sprinter and hide. The Serpent Guild may not have targeted you for death, but they certainly wouldn’t hesitate to take you prisoner again. I’d bet my hunting knife on it,” he said, and then moved off stealthily into the woods.
“I’ll be careful. Hurry back and stay clear of yetis,” Daniel said, watching his friend wave and then disappear behind a tree.
Tannakonna’s residents, in all likelihood, would not reject his offer of help, once they understood the enormity of the forces surrounding them. He doubted the present sight of him would gain their confidence and hoped he would appear stronger by the time they laid eyes on him. He sipped from the canteen and led Sprinter behind a large clump of bushes, then stretched out on the ground, listened to the wind whisper softly through the pine needles, and stared up at the tree tops.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen: Unwelcome Guests
 
“Show off,” Samuel mumbled, sitting at table four where the unmistakable smell of charred wood permeated the air. The entire village reeked of fire damage. Still, the mountain inn had a certain rustic charm. The hard wood tables and floor were freshly polished. He sipped tea from a crockery mug and watched the Serinian perform minor, very minor, feats of low power spells to impress the local folk, mainly the children. Most of the adults kept their distance and avoided so much as to make eye contact. Even the proprietor, a chubby man named Polkat, hesitated to approach without being asked to do so. It was the clothes, the white silk garments practically screamed Aakacarn. But Sherree and Jerremy would not listen, oh no, not them. That would have been too much to hope for. Now the villagers acted like hungry wolves were in their midst. They would probably run if he said, boo!
“Stop brooding,” Sherree whispered, somehow making it seem like a scolding shout. The golden-haired Aakacarn sipped from her mug, and then placed it back on the table with a satisfied nod. “It doesn’t matter if people like us or not. We will sort out the truth.”
Jerremy held up a plate before his audience and let it drop to the floor. Shards of fine china flew several cubits from the place of impact. Henri Polkat did not seem impressed, judging by the grunt he made and the deep frown furrowing his forehead. He turned and went back into the kitchen. A violet glow formed around the Serinian and extended to the broken pieces. The plate re-assembled and flew back up into his hands. The children, most of them dressed in buckskins of varying shades, laughed and clapped their hands merrily.
Samuel emptied his mug and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Must he go on like that? The mountain folk are frightened enough of us as it is. Even our clothes make them nervous. This shameless display is making matter worse,” he whispered, unable to keep the anger out of his comment.
The Serinian had lectured often enough, giving speech after speech on the proper conduct befitting a Talented and about doing nothing to embarrass Aakadon. Now the hypocrite makes himself a jester.
Sherree smiled sweetly. A good number of men and older boys stole glances at her, in spite of her being an Aakacarn. Most of her hair was covered by the ever present hood, not so the smooth contours of her face. Strangely, the villagers seemed wary of her the most, as though she was a lioness ready to pounce on them at any moment, proving they were perceptive. More than a few young Talenteds who had not yet adjusted to the tradition of celibacy learned the hard way how ferocious she could be. “On the contrary,” she said, in a soft voice. “Jerremy is doing more good then the two of us.”
“How can you say that? I’ve been casting the spell to locate Potentials while he has been playing with children,” Samuel replied, affronted by her reply.
Sherree is a likable person but sometimes her reasoning was seriously flawed. She angled her head slightly to the right, staring Samuel straight in the eyes, and raised an eyebrow, giving a look that said, “You know better.” She was very good at communicating with facial expressions.
“Well, he is playing while I am working,” Samuel added. He did not have to defend himself. She had no right to look at him that way. This is the look Jerremy should be receiving.
Sherree sighed and leaned forward. “The adults will not talk to us. Even Mr. Polkat only takes our orders and says nothing more than is absolutely necessary,” she began, and then glanced at the Serinian. “He may be able to encourage the children to reveal what they know”
Samuel watched the children laugh. They did seem to like Jerremy. Maybe entertaining them was not a bad idea after all. Something awful took place in this village and nobody wanted to talk about it. Several buildings had been burnt to the ground and many others were undergoing extensive repairs. There had been whispers of yetis and he had seen a burnt corpse at a distance that could have been one being whisked away by four men. The people fell silent whenever the subject was brought up.
Twin sisters were eating a light meal at table ten; both of them had long black hair and were very attractive. They had full figures and looked to be quite healthy. Unlike most of the village women, these were wearing pink-dyed buckskins and each possessed a long knife sheathed in her belt.
Business, stick to business, Samuel scolded himself. The purpose in coming was not to gawk at the local women. The twins seemed to have their nerves on edge, ready to spring up and stab something. Well, that was to be expected. They, and the people of Bashierwood, have survived what had obviously been an assault by yetis and were presently seated only a short distance from three Aakacarns.
Jerremy made six glasses of water float in the air above his head without spilling a drop. The children laughed with glee. He picked up a candle and concentrated. A flame ignited on the wick. One of the twins at table ten stared intensely and suddenly burst into tears.
“Val, don’t watch, it will only remind you of him,” her sister said, offering what comfort she could.
A boy of about ten, who had been watching from the right hand corner of the room, walked over and stared up at the tall Serinian. “That’s pretty good, but Daniel can throw streaks of fire hundreds of strides.”
Samuel nearly leaped from his chair. Information, a name! Only a warm pressure on his left arm settled him back down.
“Let him handle it,” Sherree said, with a gleam in her eyes that no doubt mirrored his own.
Jerremy looked down at the brown-haired boy and smiled. “Really, hundreds of strides? Wow, I’d sure like to meet him.”
The boy grinned. “He’s terrific, but kind of scary,” he said, while popping up and down on the tips of his toes.
“I guess so,” Jerremy replied, and then bent down on one knee. “Who is Daniel, does he live here?”
The dark haired twin at table ten all but flew out of her seat and stalked over to the Serinian. Her right hand was dangerously close to the knife in her belt. She grabbed the boy by the arm and pulled him away. “Jordan, go home!” she shouted, pushing him toward the exit. He ran outside.
“Gina, don’t,” Val shouted, and then wiped the tears from her eyes and walked determinedly toward the Serinian, who straightened to his full height. She looked him in the eye and said, “Leave. Aakacarns are not welcome here,” and then sobbed into her hands. Gina gave Jerremy a menacing look and guided her sister toward the door.
A young man, dressed in a red-dyed buckskin shirt and blue-dyed buckskin pants and wearing a straw hat, bolted into the room and nearly knocked both women off their feet. Wavy strands of light brown hair hung slightly below his collar. A sense of urgency could be seen in his almost black eyes. He stood three fingers less in height than the Serinian.
“Tim Dukane, you are the clumsiest,” Gina scolded, shaking her head, although her tone carried not the slightest trace of anger. The corners of her mouth seemed ready to curve into a smile. She arched an eyebrow at him questioningly. “Are you hurt? You squirrel-brained ninny, you could’ve been killed. What do you mean by rushing off into the woods like that?’ she asked, sounding more anxious than annoyed.
“I found Daniel,” he said.
The simple announcement gained him the attention of every ear in the room. The innkeeper’s son, judging by the resemblance, dropped a wooden spoon. The sound seemed to punctuate the sudden quiet tension filling the dining area.
“Is he,” Val began, in a trembling voice, and hesitated a moment before finishing with the thought, “Dead?”
“No, he is alive, although he wasn’t in good shape when I found him,” Tim replied, and then removed his hat and stepped into the center of the room.
Henri Polkat hurried out from the kitchen with a scowl on his face. “Boy, what is the meaning of this?” he demanded. The innkeeper was not a tolerant man. He would have made a good instructor in Aakadon, if he had been born with extra energy in his life force.
“He found Daniel,” Gina answered, seemingly in defense of Tim as much as to convey the news.
Practically every person in the room suddenly was focusing on table four, except for those few who were staring at the Serinian. Samuel stiffened and mentally prepared to be attacked. These people were unpredictable.
“We are not alone,” Henri Polkat stated, as if he was being discreet about whom he meant. The man all but pointed.
Tim stared wide-eyed at the Serinian and then at Sherree, his attention did not linger on her like some of the others had a tendency to do, Gina probably had something to do with it.  He wisely relaxed and shrugged his shoulders. “Good, we’ll need all the help we can get,” he said, adding to the mystery.
The local folk began whispering quickly amongst themselves, no doubt pondering the news. The speculations died down and everyone gave the young man their undivided attention. Samuel thought of a shield spell, better to be safe. The emotional tides were shifting rapidly.
Val rounded on the young mountaineer. “Where is Daniel? What happened to him?”
“I found him on Binkman’s cliff. The last few days have been hard on him,” Tim replied, looking at Val or Gina, Samuel shook his head, distinguishing between the two was not easy. “I thought you hated him,” Tim added with a trace of accusation in his voice.
Val, as far as Samuel could tell, looked stricken. A tear ran down her cheek and was quickly wiped away. “I don’t really hate him, he scares me is all,” she said, while her sister gave Tim a scolding glance, which barely seemed to faze him.
Henri Polkat cleared his throat, drawing attention to himself. “Why didn’t he come back with you?” the innkeeper asked, appearing to have mixed emotions concerning the man in question.
“Yetis are in the forest. I’ve seen a score and signs of much more, Daniel says there are thousands,” Tim informed, pausing as more people entered the inn to hear the news.
Hough Bess, a heavy set village official, who made it clear upon arrival that Aakacarns were not welcome to stay in Bashierwood, walked in with arms folded and a readily apparent eagerness to listen. The room quickly filled to capacity as people filed in around him and gathered about the doors and windows.
“The yetis are here to destroy Bashierwood. These won’t follow him to be slaughtered on the cliff like the others,” Tim finished.
An old-timer made his way to the forefront. The man continually fussed about Aakacarns being in the village. Samuel eyed him carefully. That man had been the first person in the village to introduce himself and make threats. His accusing gaze shifted from person to person before he finally opened his mouth to speak. “I told him to go away and never come back. He agreed. Obviously, his word is no good. He’s back and has brought more trouble upon us,” the old mountaineer croaked. He glanced at Jerremy and frowned.
“Orin, shut up!” Tim said, raising his voice, fixing a level stare on the elder man. His sharp tone seemed to surprise him as much, if not more than, the people standing around. It was the old-timer who looked away first, perhaps gaining the measure of the man and no longer seeing a boy. Tim calmed himself and continued without apology. “Daniel refuses to come back unless the village agrees to it. He was captured after the last battle and perhaps tortured by an Aakacarn of the Serpent Guild. He escaped and risked his life to come back in time to warn us of the coming attack. I’m told the assault will be led by Accomplisheds and will include Condemneds. He came back only to help save Bashierwood and then leave, permanently.”
Samuel glanced at Sherree, whose concerned face clearly reflected that of his own. Jerremy passed through the crowd, who parted without hesitation as if he carried a plague, took his seat, and for the first time seemed at a loss for words.
“The situation is far more serious than any one of us can handle,” Samuel began, glancing from one to the other. Hopefully, they realized as much. The signs of a previous yeti attack were obvious and there was the dead one they found back on the trail. He could think of only one thing to do. “We should contact Jason Renn for advice.”
“You’re correct of course. Fighting full Accomplisheds, Condemneds, and yetis is way beyond me, and we don’t know enough about this Daniel fellow to depend on him,” Jerremy added, actually consenting without an argument.
“Yes, I agree,” Sherree said, adding an affirmative nod. She reached into her inner pocket and pulled out the amulet. “I suggest we all link with Jason this time.”
Samuel removed the communication device from his own pocket and placed the sapphire stone against his forehead. “Instructor Renn,” he called, in deep concentration.
“I sense the three of you. I didn’t expect to hear from you before evening and even then only one. What is so urgent?” replied the Instructor.
“We have a problem,” Sherree began. “Bashierwood is about to be attacked by an army of yetis led by Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild.”
 “Is the Serpent Guild responsible for the High Power spell?” Jason asked.
“No, it would seem the spell was cast by a man named Daniel. We hope to learn more about him shortly,” Jerremy replied.
The information being given was important, but what to do about the impending assault was more so. Samuel felt the other could wait. “That is if we aren’t killed by Accomplisheds, Condemneds, or yetis,” he pointed out. “We need to learn a spell, something effective against a large number of attackers.”
Sherree and Jerremy fidgeted in their seats. Silence prevailed and for a moment it seemed the link had failed. That or the Instructor was contemplating the need.
“I knew Efferin should have sent Accomplisheds on this mission,” Jason’s voice whispered in his head. “Listen carefully, the spell I am about to teach you must be enhanced by crescendos and played in concert. Sherree will conduct and focus the potential. Pay attention. By the urgency in your voices, time is short. There are better spells, however this one is less complex and therefore can be learned quickly,” he said, and then played the music over and over again until Samuel could have hummed it in his sleep and the others gave their assurance they could perform it as well. “I will inform the Grand Maestro of these developments. Hold out, help will come,” Jason assured, and then the link was severed.
Fortunately, none of the villagers had been paying attention, being too busy debating among themselves. Hough Bess raised his hands and motioned for silence. “I say Daniel should be allowed to return. He is one of our own,” the official said, and the debate continued until even Orin Netless grudgingly agreed.
Samuel picked up his trumpet case and removed the brass instrument. Sunlight reflected off the rim and cast an arc on the wall and ceiling. “The music is simple,” he commented, and then brought the mouth piece to his lips.
“Thank goodness,” Jerremy added, holding up his vyolin and horse hair bow.
Sherree unpacked her silver flute. “We are fine individual musicians but we have little experience performing spells in concert. Even so, it is well within our abilities.”
The Serinian nodded agreement. Good or not, they needed practice. There would be no argument over who should conduct the spell. Jerremy’s acceptance was nothing short of amazing. Sherree seemed humbled rather than puffed up over being chosen. Who could blame her? The lives of many people could very well depend on how well and where she focused the potential. Samuel was suddenly glad he had not been chosen.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen: Bad News
 
Efferin Tames stared at the symbols hanging from the far wall of his office. The responsibilities of leadership were staggering, causing a feeling of dread to wash over him, a sense he could not ignore. A little good news would certainly help, and the information piled on his desk held none of that. The desert around Kelgotha is growing. A land once teaming with life is slowly dying while mysteries abounded world wide. Each report seemed to add more worries to his already bulging list. Contemplating the natural happenings were, at the moment, a waste of brain power. The barren land around Kelgotha could be puzzled out another time. The current activities of the Serpent Guild concerned him the most, demanding top priority.
The daily reports of people missing did not seem to be a cause for alarm. Certainly for the families of those lost individuals it was tragic and such things are always sad, but those were problems for their local Accomplished to handle. The many problems developing around the world far out weighed the troubles of individual communities, or so it would seem. The separate incidents began to develop into a recognizable pattern. Abductions were on the increase and so, not coincidently, were the ranks of the Condemneds. This all smacked of Balen Tamm, for he alone knows that heinous spell.
Efferin jotted off a note to Talmon Reese, Maestro of the Eagle Guild, a long time friend. Balen Tamm had to be stopped. His forces grow daily in number and audacity. All efforts to crush the Serpent Guild must be doubled.
The pressures were enough to give any Accomplished a colossal headache. Frustration grew. The three Talenteds had certainly taken their sweet time in reaching Bashierwood. The imperative had been to learn the source of the High Power spell, not vacation in the mountains. Perhaps the real mistake was in failing to send a full Accomplished to investigate. The world could not afford such poor decisions.
“Grand Maestro,” Bran said, meekly, showing only his head through the half open door.
“Yes, what is it?” Efferin replied, not bothering to keep the irritation out of his voice.
Bran stepped all the way inside and cleared is throat. “Instructor Jason Renn is here to see you. He said the matter is urgent.”
Efferin let out a long sigh. “Well, show him in,” he said, hoping for news on the High Power spell.
Jason entered the office. The strain etched on his face indicated a high level of tension. No doubt his information would prove to be unpleasant. He took a deep breath and waited for Bran to exit before speaking. “I reported earlier that the Talenteds came across the corpse of a yeti,” he began, forgetting to even give the proper greeting. The slip in protocol could be ignored. Indeed, the news had to be terrible for the Instructor to forget his place.
Efferin folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. “Yes, go on,” he said, with a dry throat, preparing himself for the worst.
“Bashierwood is surrounded by yetis, directed, I’m told, by Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild,” Jason began, words coming out in a rush. He continued on in the same breath. “I taught the Symphonic spell, Wall of Wind, to the Talenteds. Hopefully, they can keep the creatures at bay until we can send help.”
Efferin slammed his fist on the desk. The news was almost bad beyond belief. An army of yetis on Tannakonna is unprecedented, seeing the mountain had little if any strategic value. Bad did not begin to describe this news. This was nothing short of a disaster. “It would seem the High Power spell was only a trick to lure our people into a trap,” he said, forcing his voice to remain even and sound calm through a shear act of will.
Jason shook his head negatively. “The Talenteds believe a man named Daniel worked the spell. They have yet to meet him, but I am told he has offered to help defend against the servants of Balen Tamm,” he said, in a voice filled with anxiety.
Efferin rubbed his chin, contemplating; at least the three youngsters had made progress on their mission. And, hopefully would live long enough to complete it. “I see. If they manage to survive the assault, Daniel is to be brought to Aakadon immediately.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Jason replied, stiffly, as if he expected more.
Giving the proper response proved the Accomplished finally remembered to whom he was speaking. Efferin smiled, a difficult act but necessary in order to appear confident. “Wall of Wind, is an excellent choice of spells. It is relatively simple and can be quite effective when performed in concert,” he said, smoothly, comfortingly.
A deep frown appeared on the Instructor’s face, revealing how miserably the attempt to encourage him had failed. His face turned red and his eyebrows arched up. “We must help them. You know our Talenteds can’t hold back the yetis indefinitely and they are certainly no match for opposing Accomplisheds,” he said, in high volume, and then added, “Grand Maestro.”
The man obviously had not thought out the situation, perhaps a strong dose of reality would help. “Listen to me. The village will be over run well before any Accomplisheds of the Eagle Guild can possibility get to them. Horses at full gallop would take at least two days to make the journey that is if they don’t fall over dead of exhaustion. Our people are more likely to arrive just in time to help bury the dead,” Efferin said, firmly, and not liking the very idea of having to give an explanation.
“No, we must do something. You can’t just let them die!” Jason shouted, definitely forgetting his place, using a tone which was completely out of line.
“Instructor!” Efferin shouted, striking the desktop with his fist for punctuation and giving his sternest stare.
“Yes, Grand Maestro, how may I serve,” Jason replied, in a much softer tone, swallowing hard and staring at the floor.
“That’s better,” Efferin said, lowering his own volume. No doubt the Chief Aid was lurking near, he usually was. “Bran, come in hear at once.”
The door flew open and Bran rushed into the office, stumbling in his haste, only Jason grabbing his arm kept the man from falling on his face. “Yes, Grand Maestro, how may I serve?” he asked, between rapid breaths.
“Get me Fenton Chen’s amulet. I need to send a message to Cleona,” Efferin commanded.
Bran straightened to his full height and blinked, “I was about to come in with a request from her,” he said, and then hesitated.
“Well, what does she want?” Efferin asked in a shout. Why does the man always hesitate?
Bran glanced briefly at Jason and took a deep breath. “There have been sightings of yetis in her kingdom. The reports place them on several different mountains. Her army is prepared to move and she would like your advice as to where her soldiers would be most effective.”
Efferin fought back a smile. Cleona’s timing could not be more perfect. Of course reports of yetis would reach her; the beasts were not exactly common. Any substantiated report would be taken seriously. He should have realized that would be the case. “Quickly, have Fenton inform Her Majesty she would do well to have her cavalry ride to Bashierwood.”
“Your will be done, Grand Maestro,” Bran replied, and then moved swiftly for the door.
Jason shifted on his feet, having obvious affection for the Talenteds, which was not unexpected. Instructors occasionally developed fondness for promising students, and those three were the best. “I hope that is enough,” he said, in a voice pleading for encouragement.
Efferin leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He had done all he could and only time would tell if it had been enough. “As do I,” he said, and then added, “It has to be.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen: A Taste of Battle
 
Gray clouds drifted low in the sky, blanketing out the sun and every sliver of blue as a gentle breeze whispered through the pines, but not a single bird chirped. Even the animals seemed to sense what was coming, for an uneasy silence had settled over the forest. A twig snapped, drawing Daniel’s attention to the trail, someone, or thing was approaching and trying to be stealthy. He patted Sprinter in an effort to keep the stallion calm while thinking of a shield spell and then waited silently. He could feel his strength slowly return and hoped it would be normal before the assault began. If the yetis were to attack now, he did not want to think about what his chances would be.
“Daniel, where are you?” came a familiar whisper. “The entire village wants you to come back and everyone is there now, even your parents.”
Daniel breathed a sigh of relief and led Sprinter out into the open. “Everyone you say, even Orin Netless?”
“He agreed, although not without complaining first,” Tim replied, while glancing warily to the right and left, yetis could be anywhere and the drummer was no fool when it came to survival.
Daniel knew the villagers would not reject his offer of help, even the most stubborn among them bent when necessary. “We should move quickly. I have a feeling the attack will come soon,” he said, and then drank from his canteen while glancing at the dirt trail leading to Bashierwood.
“Yes, I can tell. Even the animals know what’s coming,” Tim said, and then turned and started toward the village.
Daniel led Sprinter down the trail, heard a rustling in the bushes ahead and came to a quick stop. A large creature jumped onto the path six strides from Tim. The male or female stood buck naked, arm joints twisted in unnatural directions, and its elongated neck appeared barely capable of supporting its bulbous head. Long fingers with sharp pointed nails seemed well suited for penetrating and ripping flesh.
Tim grabbed an arrow from his quiver; hands shaking while huge drops of sweat dripped from his brow. He was nowhere near fast enough and did not have much of a chance. The creature would be on him before he could draw back, much less let fly.
Daniel summoned the potential for fire and focused on the twisted parity of humanity. Red flames streaked out at the Condemned, nearly scorching Tim as well. The foul beast fell to the ground, thrashing wildly until being taken by death, the only true relief one of its kind could have.
He swung up into the saddle and heeled Sprinter in the flanks. “Mount up!” he shouted, speeding forward.
Tim leaped on as the mighty stallion raced by. Bloodcurdling, screams, roars, and howls came from the woods behind and were met by more of the same coming from everywhere. The race to Bashierwood was on. Two yetis sprang onto the path blocking the way.
Daniel grew thirsty. He could not afford to ignore the danger of dehydration any more than he could the yetis. The fire spell had set his recovery back by at least several candle marks. A less draining spell would have to be used. An inspiration filled his soul and a Melody took shape for a spell he never thought possible, a permanent sleep spell; a death spell. He summoned the potential and focused, sending tendrils of light out from his fingertips, striking the pair of yetis. The shaggy beasts fell to the ground without making a sound and probably without knowing or feeling a thing, simply falling asleep never to wake again.
“What did you do?” Tim asked. He could not have seen the low powered spell, only the results, naturally he would be curious.
“Death spell,” Daniel replied, evenly. The kind only a member of the Serpent Guild would think of using, he thought ruefully. Could Tarin Conn have taught him the spell through the link? It was a frightening thought to be sure. First, a sleep spell and then a teleportation spell. How long would it take before the difference between he and his enemies became impossible to distinguish?
“Good, better them than us,” Tim said, bringing the matter into perspective. “You seem to have picked up a few new tricks since leaving.” 
“Unfortunately, yes. I’ve learned from Cenni Quen and Tarin Conn,” he admitted, while urging Sprinter to jump the corpses and continue forward. “I’m not sure where the death spell came from. The Dark Maestro may have planted it in my subconscious.”
“Scary thought,” Tim remarked, and gave off what felt like a shudder.
Sprinter moved ahead at full gallop, raising a cloud of dust. The north end of Bashierwood came into view, a sight quickly blocked by another Condemned running onto the trail. His or her body was thin and wiry, making it able to run impossibly fast for a two legged creature.
Daniel could feel Tim leaning back, holding on by his legs to keep from falling off the charging stallion. The drummer pulled and notched an arrow, twisted slightly to the right and managed to make a quick shot. The arrow flew straight into the heart of the Condemned. “Go, go, go!” he shouted, at the top of his lungs, as if encouragement to do so was needed.
Daniel urged more speed from Sprinter, blessing the valiant horse in his heart. The distance to the village grew shorter by the moment. A few strides more and they were safe inside. The enemy did not follow. He peered ahead at the near deserted streets and figured most of the people were likely at the inn. He entered the village seeing burnt buildings with fresh stacks of lumber placed in neat rows to be used for repairs after the new assault. Speculating was useless, gaining him nothing but extra worry. He reined the stallion to a halt at the well across from the Polkat and dismounted.
“I don’t know about you, but I’m thirsty enough to drink a river,” Daniel said, and then drew the water manually.
He filled two cups and handed one to Tim after the drummer dismounted looking pale. Facing Condemneds seemed to have wearied him. The first time was always the worst, if the person managed to survive the encounter; feeling drained was a small price to pay.
Daniel lowered the bucket and drew water to fill the trough, which looked, going by the dust and soot, to have been neglected since the original attack of the yetis.
Sprinter lowered his head and began drinking after the second bucket was poured, doing so with as much gusto as his riders.
“Daniel!” his mother called from the porch of the Polkat. She ran from the inn with a speed he never thought her capable of and with so many emotions crossing her face he could not tell if she was happy, sad, or frightened, she seemed to be all three at once. ”You look awful. Quickly now, come inside and tell me what happened,” she said in a rush, and then wrapped her arms around him in a firm hug.
Expressions of affection were in short supply of late and he had to admit he missed them. The warm embrace held for a few moments more and then ended abruptly as she broke away, guiding him toward the inn. His father stepped out onto the porch, followed closely by Hough Bess. Henri Polkat stood in the doorway next to Darby Jack and Orin Netless; all but one seemed to be having mixed emotions. Orin’s feelings were plain on his scowling face.
Daniel walked on determined not to show any emotions on his face, realizing none of the people looked at him the way they had before his being an Aakacarn was known. His own father seemed nervous, feet shifting and eyes widening, as did many of the residents who were even now filing out of the inn to get a look at the carpenter’s son as if he was a mysterious stranger.
A hush fell over the crowd as three travelers emerged from the Polkat, Talenteds from Aakadon, judging by their white silk clothing. The tallest of the trio stood half a hand taller than Hough Bess. The hood of his cloak lay back revealing black silky hair. His deeply tanned flesh and proud demeanor marked him a Serinian. He walked with the confidence of a young lord.
The second person stood slightly taller than Orin. He wore his hood in the same manner as the first, revealing neatly combed hair that was brown, almost black. His thick eyebrows stopped just short of being one straight line. To his right walked a young woman, equaling him in height, with eyes the color of emeralds. The hood of her cloak was up but several locks of yellow-gold hair were plainly visible. Her light complexion stood out amid the dark haired mountain women. She looked like a foreign princess. But what were she and her friends doing on Tannakonna?
Daniel leveled a stare at Tim, who arched an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you tell me they were here?”
Tim shrugged his shoulders, as he always did when confronted with a question he did not have a ready answer for. He hesitated, wearing the face of innocence. “I was going to, but the Condemneds and the yetis started after us and, does it really matter?”
Daniel glanced at the strangers, whom his mother was guiding him towards, and decided it did not. “I guess not. We would be fighting yetis anyway. Besides, maybe they can be of help.”
The Talented with the brown hair and thick eyebrows pointed his finger, not threateningly. An orange glow emanated from him. The young lady suddenly glowed amber and the Serinian, violet, although not the same hue Bella’s had been.
Daniel glowed in the blue aura of his own potential. Young Mr. Eyebrows must have cast the spell for identifying Aakacarns.
Tim, who had just finished hitching Sprinter to a post, hurried over. “What’s the matter? You look like a cat ready to pounce,” he said, and then looked towards the strangers. “So do they.”
Daniel quickly thought of a shield spell, but held back on summoning the potential, not wanting to provoke them into further action, but choosing to be safe.
His mother came to a stop in front of the Talenteds and pointed to the woman, “This young lady is Sherree Jenna. On her left is Samuel Cresh and on his left is Jerremy DeSuan. They are Talenteds from Aakadon. Talenteds, this is my son, Daniel,” she said, with a hint of pride.
“We’ve heard much about you,” Jerremy said. “Please, come inside. We have important matters to discuss,” he added, making the request sound like a command.
“Pleased to meet you too,” Daniel replied, dryly, knowing the Talenteds would eventually attempt to take him to Aakadon. The looks in their eyes practically shouted their intent, but for the sake of everyone he would work with them, for now. Cooperation was essential under the circumstances. “Lead the way,” he added, and followed after them.
“We’re glad you came back,” Hough said, walking up with his right hand extended, as if greeting a foreign dignitary, acting strangely for a man who had known him since birth. Aakacarns apparently have that effect on people.
“I’ll do every thing I can to help,” Daniel assured, hoping he sounded more confident than he actually felt.
His father shook hands with him, a hug would have been better. “We know your heart and what you’re capable of,” he said, formally.
The relationship would never be the same again, nothing would be as it was, and the master carpenter did not know a tenth of what his son was capable of. Daniel saw the change reinforced in the eyes of his father and also in each person who shook his hand. He nodded his head and forced a smile, pretending the change did not bother him.
Orin stalked up like a lion about to take down a deer. “Why didn’t you..,” he began, and then glanced at Tim and paused. Something happened between them. The sour mountaineer changed tone in mid-sentence. “Why, we’re just pleased to have you back to help us fight the yetis. We’re doubly pleased to see your spell casting has attracted more Aakacarns to assist us,” he amended in a softer tone, as if he would rather be biting into wormwood then say such words. 
An inquisitive glance at Tim only produced shrugged shoulders. He was not about to explain so Daniel returned his attention to Orin. “I owe Bashierwood that much and intend to be on my way when this crisis is over,” he said, loud enough for everyone close by to hear.
“I always took you for a clear thinking man,” the old mountaineer replied.
Daniel stifled a laugh, knowing Orin had taken him for much worse and told him so countless times. He shook hands with him and moved farther into the dining area.
Val and Gina occupied table ten and seemed to be doing their level best to ignore the growing excitement his presence brought to the room. Their reaction was not entirely unexpected, but that did not stop it from hurting. Gina had been one of his friends and Val much more. He looked away and hardly noticed Donald Laird walk up and give him a bow before going outside, no doubt to check on Sprinter. Why did he bow?
The Talenteds settled at table four and waited expectantly, as though they were in charge, at least the Serinian appeared so. All three of them seemed anxious to speak with him. Daniel took a seat next to Sherree and pulled an empty chair from table five over for Tim. 
“We’re told the village is surrounded by yetis and Condemneds,” Samuel began, stating the obvious. “What can you tell us about them? How many are there? What about Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild?”
Jerremy frowned and glanced at his companion with unmistakable disapproval. Could there be division among them? “What my fellow Talented is trying to say is; what are we up against?” he said, seemingly unaffected by the angry look he received from Mr. Eyebrows. “I would also like to know what you plan to do.”
Daniel opened his mouth to answer but a warm hand landed gently on his wrist, causing him to look toward the third Aakacarn. She immediately withdrew her hand after seeing she had gained his attention. Her penetrating green eyes focused on him, revealing the intelligence behind them, making her the one to watch, and showing her to be far more dangerous than her two companions.
“A High Power spell originated from here. The harmonic ripples were felt all the way to Aakadon,” she said in a friendly manner. “I suspect you did it, although how is a mystery to me. You’re obviously not an Accomplished and yet you seem too strong and capable to be a mere Potential.”
The mystery would have to remain, strangers could not be trusted and especially not Aakacarns. Daniel gave one of Tim’s famous shrugs and focused on the Serinian, Sherree was too distracting. “Yes, you felt the ripples of my memory spell,” he admitted, and leaving it at that. “For my part in the coming battle, I intend to use anything and everything at my disposal. What are you three planning to do?” he added, hoping the question would shift the burden of answering queries onto someone else.
“We plan to cast a High Power spell that will blow the enemy forces away,” Samuel announced, as if the army he faced would not pose much of a challenge.
Daniel sat back in his chair while suppressing a sudden urge to sigh. None of the Talenteds had a lightning bolt, in spite of that they appeared supremely confident. He studied them for a while. Samuel’s foot was tapping the floor while Jerremy tapped a nervous rhythm on the table top and Sherree’s eyes blinked excessively. He stared into the eyes of each Talented and came to the conclusion they were not so sure of themselves after all, a good thing. The show of boldness was put on to give courage to the people who were standing around listening, some of whom were shaking their heads in apparent agreement with the questionable tactic. Samuel mentioned blowing away the enemy. A wind spell would do that but it would not kill many yetis, but it might keep the beasts from entering the village and give the archers time enough to kill as many as possible.
“I see, you don’t want to talk about yourself,” Sherree observed, proving how perceptive she could be. “It’s okay for now but the subject of the High Power spell will come up again.”
She showed a persistence that would not be easily side tracked. She would have to be watched even more closely but Daniel felt up for the challenge, being a skilled hunter who did not leave any tracks unless he wanted them followed. He leaned forward. “You can ask again after the attack. That is, if we survive,” he said, softly, making sure his voice did not carry far. It would not be prudent to frighten anyone else. “Have any of you experienced a battle?”
All three of the Talenteds shifted nervously in their seats, making the answer painfully clear. They had no experience. Daniel sighed. He did not want to teach them spells they could later use against him, like when they insisted he accompany them to Aakadon and he refuses to go, something they will surely try to do. And, even if he did teach them a few spells, could they summon the potential to use them? A six-bolt Accomplished can routinely cast spells in moments that would take a one bolt half a mourning of intense concentration to perform, even with a crescendo it would take half that long. He wondered if the combined potential of these three Aakacarns even amounted to a single bolt.
Samuel cleared his throat. “Raiders attacked our wagons once when I was small. The men had to fight them off,” he said, with sadness in his eyes. “We won but many people died.”
A Teki, Daniel suspected as much. A Serinian, Teki, and what? Where did Sherree come from? Her accent was unfamiliar.
“I’ve never been in any battles but I have seen wounded soldiers return from them. Some of the men were maimed for life and others we could only make their last moments more comfortable. Queen Clarees recently lost her brother the same way,” Sherree said, and swallowed, seemingly saddened by whatever images were invading her mind.
Daniel rested his arm on the table. The stories were sad and more so because they meant he could not expect great feats of spell casting from them. He took Jerremy’s silence to mean battling was not one of his experiences either. He looked at Sherree. Clarees rules Lobenia, but the Talented‘s origin was not important beyond simple curiosity. The three of them are Aakacarns and their allegiance was to Aakadon, a society he wanted no part of. He tried to summon contempt and force himself to dislike them, but could not. They had done nothing against him or his family or Bashierwood. Efferin Tames is the one who deserved to be disliked, sending Talenteds to do a job way beyond their abilities. It would seem Tarin Conn had not lied about the Grand Maestro. Both Accomplisheds were dangerous, only in different ways. At least Efferin held his office legitimately. The exalted ruler of Aakadon did not go around threatening villages and turning people into Condemneds. It suddenly was not possible to hate the Grand Maestro. It occurred to Daniel that the Talenteds could have been sent by Terroll Barnes, but he could not muster any animosity toward the Ecoppian either.
“I think you should get some rest,” Tim said, his voice full of concern. He was standing now, waiting, apparently not willing to accept an argument to the contrary.
“You do look exhausted,” Sherree added, full of compassion. “Perhaps you should get some rest. I heard you were a captive of the Serpent Guild. Did they hurt you?” she asked. “Do you need healing?”
Daniel glanced at Tim and wondered how much his friend had told these people. None of them knew what it was like to bear the curse of Tarin Conn, how could they?  Cenni Quen had used a painful spell to capture him but the agony passed. The Dark Maestro’s psychological assault was far worse, it never ended. Daniel sighed. “I would rather not discuss it. The constant battle of wills is wearing me out. I can’t rest. The nightmares come, awake or asleep. At least awake I have some control, although not much.”
Every eye was fixed on him. People had heard and he had said enough, too much really. Tim led the way to the kitchen, in the back of which was a small room, sometimes used for travelers who worked for their lodging and most times used by Henri to nap in.
A scream stopped Daniel in his tracks. He turned to see Linda Polkat sobbing in the middle of the floor, blood flowing from a deep gash in the palm of her hand. The innkeeper’s young daughter stared at the open wound with a look of horror and disbelief.
Bernie Keppin rushed to her carrying a white cloth in his big hands. The man stood taller then the door and was nearly as wide, making him the biggest mountaineer on Tannakonna. The giant hunter bent down, gently wrapping the wound. “You’ve seen him hundreds of times, try to be more careful,” he said in a rich bass tone.
Linda wiped away a tear and looked up. “Yes, but he’s not Daniel anymore,” she replied, making it hard to believe this was the same little girl who used to sit and listen to him play the guitarn.
The words stung a little but she was only voicing what the entire village, including his parents, did not want to say out loud. He let the remark pass without comment and quietly walked over to her, then removed the bloody cloth and thought of the spell, Sowing the Rip.
A soft blue glow formed as the potential surged in him. He traced along the cut with his index finger, causing the damaged tissue to glow and the laceration to vanish as if it never had been there. The healing required very little power.
“Thanks,” said Linda, with the natural exuberance only a child could lay claim to. She jumped up, gave a quick hug, and then ran out of the kitchen shouting about what had happened.
Daniel smiled; the hug went a long way in making him feel better. He turned toward the back room and caught a glimpse of the three Talenteds watching him from the other door. Their expressions were difficult to read and differed with the individual. So what? Let them look. The child needed healing and he had no regrets about doing it. He entered the dark room and without much thought, cast a spell to light the lantern hanging by a hook in the ceiling, startling Tim, who even so remained quiet.
Daniel stretched out on the bed, and then watched his friend nod affirmatively before exiting. There was mumbling in the kitchen but none of the voices were clear enough to be understood, no doubt they were talking about him. Let them say what they wanted, it did not matter. He glanced around the room, pleased there were no windows. With the flame out, the only light would be that which filtered in under the door. He decided to keep the light on, not wanting to fall asleep, hoping to avoid what promised to be an unpleasant audience.
A fresh pitcher of water had been placed beside the bed, possibly by his mother, although it could have been meant for the innkeeper. He poured a glass of the refreshing liquid and drank half the container before settling down. Until this moment he had only been inside the room for the expressed purpose of cleaning it. The very idea of lying in Henri’s day bed seemed strange. Fatigue set in and his eyelids grew heavier, each blink lasting longer than the previous until his tired body could no longer resist the urge to sleep.
He stood in the grand chamber facing the crystal throne but fixed his gaze on the steps, refusing to acknowledge the man sitting in the royal chair at the top, and hoping the evil Accomplished would get angry and end the encounter sooner rather than later. The Dark Maestro was getting on Daniel’s nerves; not being able to rest was part of the reason along with the egotist’s threats and wild mood swings.
“Welcome back,” Tarin Conn said with a hint of surprise in his voice. “You are looking much healthier,” he added, no doubt expecting to the contrary.
Daniel remained quiet, wanting to kick himself for falling asleep and Cenni Quen for bringing this curse upon him.
“Sulking will not help my young stallion. Give in. Serve me and save your precious village,” Tarin Conn droned on. “Promise to serve me and the village will be yours to protect or discard at your discretion.”
Daniel looked up at the Dark Maestro, wanting to kick himself for lapsing and acknowledging the ancient Accomplished. “The village isn’t yours to give. Go away and leave me alone!” he shouted with unmistakable contempt.
Tarin Conn leaped from the throne and landed less than a cubit away, staring down with those dark penetrating eyes. “Boy, don’t you get testy with me. I can destroy you!” he yelled, and then smiled wickedly. “Your attitude needs adjusting. Let the lesson begin!”
Daniel opened his eyes, ending the miserable session. He sprang to his feet while casting a locate spell. Hundreds of yetis were moving towards the village, and more came with each passing moment. He sensed the three Talenteds in the dining area and four Accomplisheds in the forest along with twelve of the Condemneds. He broke the spell and extinguished the lantern, knowing the time for battle had come, and then hurried through the empty kitchen and out into the dining room.
Tim was on his feet instantly. “What’s the matter?” The drummer asked, rushing from table ten where he had been sitting with Gina and Val.
Daniel glanced around the near empty room; hoping people would not be caught sleeping. “The yetis are coming. Are the barricades in place?” he asked, as his mother approached.
“You were asleep, how can you know what is happening outside?” she asked.
“I cast a spell,” he replied, hurriedly, having little time or reason to elaborate on something only an Aakacarn would truly understand. He glanced at table four. “Sherree, I think you folks should get into position.”
The Talenteds moved swiftly and bravely towards the door with instruments in hand, a flute, trumpet, and vyolin. They had the appearance of self-confidence, but he knew better and was glad to know they did too.
He followed them onto the porch. Crates were piled on the northern approach to Bashierwood and the southern end seemed equally fortified. He and Tim, who silently matched his stride, walked along the dirt covered street. Anson Trushell stood atop the eastern barricade, poised to shoot an arrow. Willy Thorn stood watch on the western defense. The village seemed to be ready.
“Sound the alarm!” Daniel shouted, and watched as Hough Bess rang the warning bell.
Men rushed out of the buildings carrying knives, swords, axes, and long bows, running to the barricades and readying themselves for battle. The Talenteds did not seem to know what to do or where to go.
“Follow me,” Daniel said, making a decision and heading towards the southern barricade. Tim notched an arrow and filed in behind, bringing up the rear, as if he did not fully trust the three Aakacarns.
Daniel walked straight up to the crate and leaped on top to get a view of the field. The forest seemed dark and dangerous even in broad daylight. The closest trees were over a hundred strides away, fortunately, that distance would give a few extra moments to aim. Twenty archers stood by him ready to send up a volley. Men twice his age and more seemed eagerly awaiting his advice. “I want you Talenteds to stand up here where you can see the battle clearly. Don’t let the yetis get within thirty strides of this fortification. Work with the archers and let plenty of the beasts get within range of the volleys,” he said, and then glanced at the old trapper standing to his right. “Work with the Aakacarns.”
“Sure, anything you say,” Darby Jack replied, enthusiastically.
The Talenteds climbed to their positions with ease, apparently not strangers to physical exertion, a good thing too. The fact could have a direct bearing on whether or not they live to tell of the experience.
A large group of yetis ran from the forest, screaming fiercely, making the skin crawl, and inspiring fear enough to cause most people to flee in terror. That is, if there had been a safe place to go. The Talenteds took up their instruments and performed the spell, Sherree taking the lead. Each of them began to glow, bathing the barricade in orange, violet, and amber hues. The archers stared wide-eyed at the lights, the High Power spell clearly within even their visual perception. They seemed to take courage from the display of raw power. Sherree focused the potential and sent a triple color beam into the charging yetis. The entire first row flew backward into the second, startling even the archers.
“Launch volley!” Daniel shouted, and then watched the arrows fly into the air and strike twenty of the downed beasts. “Good, keep this up,” he said, and then leaped from the barricade with Tim landing next to him a moment later.
Hough Bess made his way to the wall of crates. “Where do you want me?”
The cries of the yetis seemed to be coming from every direction. Daniel hesitated, caught off guard by the mayor’s question, not expecting to be consulted. “Direct the eastern defense, I’ll take charge of the North,” he replied, making a snap decision.
Hough acknowledged with a quick nod of the head and hurried into position, immediately giving instructions to his team.
Daniel sprinted to the north end of the village, leaping onto the barricade as Chad Grening stepped aside to make room for him and Tim, who leaped up at the same time.
Yetis were charging onto the field, closing the distance quickly. “Launch volley!” Daniel shouted.
The mountaineers let fly at his command, raining a shower of arrows onto the shaggy beasts, striking with deadly accuracy. Tarin Conn had not been lying about sending a legion of yetis. The numbers were staggering. Even still, hundreds more streamed from the forest, making the first kills seem inconsequential.
“Launch volley!” Daniel ordered, when the screaming horde came into range.
The archers struck down an equal number of yetis, but did not make much of a dent in the over all size of the enemy forces. Daniel first thought to unleash his deadly arsenal of spells on the yetis, but changed his mind. Fight smart. The words echoed in his head, clearing his flawed thinking. He quickly cast a location spell and found the enemy Accomplisheds half a span up the north trail leading to where he once lived. He maintained that spell while making slight alterations in the Melody to summon the potential for another spell, trying out his theory of casting the location spell simultaneously with another Melody. Blue tendrils of light snaked from his fingers, through the trees and directly to his intended victims.
His shot had partial success. He sensed only three living Accomplisheds, they must have cast a shield spell after seeing the first one drop dead. All three Aakacarns suddenly vanished, sending out ripples of a teleportation spell. “The cowards fled,” he grumbled, and then noticed how close the yetis were to the barricade and the archers sweating as they awaited his command. “Launch volley!” he shouted, and then cast a broader location spell and found the Accomplisheds had indeed left the mountain. His senses only detected the Talenteds maintaining the southern defense.
Even with the enemy Aakacarns gone, the yetis were still a threat. As if to prove the fact, they charged on ferociously. Daniel summoned the potential for fire and sent a streak of flame across the field, engulfing scores of the foul beasts.
Squads of yetis ran from the forest to die as the thrill of focusing such power washed through him. He unleashed the potential, bathing them in white hot flames, granting them the death they deserved. He gulped a full canteen of water and continued the slaughter, fighting until there was nothing but burning corpses in the smoldering field and no sign of life.
A cheer went up around him from those he shared the barricade with, but for him the time of rejoicing had not come. He cast another spell and found the yetis were concentrating their attack from the east and west, being unable to gain against the spell casting on the north and south. Some of the beasts were in the village and creating havoc. The assault was not over it had only shifted. “Tim, you’re in charge. Hold the position,” Daniel said and then leaped from the wall of crates and hit the ground running.
He had sensed fifteen yetis within the village, all would have to be disposed of. Three were attacking the inn. He summoned the death spell, drawing his potential, and sent blue light from his fingers, striking the beasts and dropping them instantly in their own tracks.
Screams beyond hysteria led him to the stables where two yetis were fighting over Gloria Dockett’s severed arm. She now lay silent, probably in shock, on the ground in a pool of blood. Daniel struck both beasts dead and hurried over to help her.
A yeti jumped from behind a corner of the building, landing on top of him. Its sharp claws ripped through the buckskin and into the flesh of his right shoulder. Pain racked his nervous system, but with the heat of battle came endurance. Ignoring the pain, he cast a wind spell and floated the protesting beast off the ground, wrapping it in bands of air far stronger than three finger width hemp. He slammed the yeti to the street, raised it, and slammed it again, then cast a fire spell and turned the white nightmare into a living torch. He wrapped it once again in bands of air, but this time tossed the fiery corpse out of the village. Burt Sutchen ran to Gloria, tied off the blood flow, grabbed the severed arm, and guided her to the Polkat.
Daniel ran to the eastern barricade and found Hough shouting orders and shooting arrows with a vengeance. Six of his archers lay wounded alongside several dead yetis. The injured men were in no shape to help against the huge creatures now approaching the crates. The beasts were coming too fast; the mountaineers did not even have time to notch an arrow and take aim. He had to act quickly. The fire Melody played in his mind and with it the potential. He sent streaks of flame from both hands at the advancing forces, roasting them until the field was void of life and acrid smoke filled the air.
Expressions of gratitude from Hough and the remaining archers were ignored; Daniel had no time for that. He took off running toward the western barricade, covering the distance quickly. He found seven archers dead. No doubt this was where the yetis had entered. His father gave an order and the surviving twenty-one defenders wearily sent up a volley.
Daniel stepped through the smashed crates, over five yeti corpses and onto the field, facing the screaming horde. Flames shots from his hands and consumed every beast in sight. Thirst grew and the strength he had gained since casting the teleportation spell was draining fast. He fought on until only smoke and charred remains were all that could be seen. The din of battle was subsiding and he sensed peace was forth coming. Wanting to be sure, he cast the location spell and sensed the legion had indeed withdrawn. Yetis were still in the forest, but none of them dared attempt to cross the field. He could not find a trace of the Accomplisheds or Condemneds, yet knew in his heart they would regroup and attack again soon.
The members of the Serpent Guild seemed to have been taken by surprise by his assault on them. They had to know he could sense their location. Or, maybe they did not know spells could be combined to have duel results. After all, he had learned out of sheer desperation. The limited location spells Terroll had taught him could only locate one type of object at a time. Daniel’s spells were more advanced and adding the, Death, spell had been simplicity itself. The how and why were not important; results were all that mattered to him.
He headed for the northern barricade without waiting for thanks from his father or the archers. His shoulder ached, healing it would be simple enough, but he wanted to check on Tim and the others first. People were walking about with bloody wounds and he intended to heal them all. The yeti had ripped half his shirt off with one swipe, leaving his flesh covered with blood and the pain becoming more intense by the moment. Suddenly, healing the shoulder first did not seem like a bad idea after all. He cast the healing spell and the wounds vanished without a trace.
“We did it,” Tim said, striding forward with a grin. He stopped short, standing with his mouth wide open.
Daniel glanced at his shoulder where three golden lightning bolts were plain to see. There had to be a spell for mending clothing. He knew one existed for cleaning and also knew plates could be mended. Why not clothing? He concentrated on the current need. Random notes in his head developed into a Melody. He used the new inspiration to summon the potential, and focused. The blue light emanated from his body and the buckskins became whole, laundered, and good as new.
Tim blinked, shaking his head as if he had trouble believing his own eyes.  “I never know what to expect from you anymore,” he said, and then swallowed. “Three bolts is strong, I think. Why am I surprised after all I’ve seen today?”
Daniel felt guilty about keeping facts from a friend who had searched the woods and risked his life to find him, such withholding under the circumstances went against his nature. “You may not want to hear this or be around me after I tell you. What I say must be kept between you and me.”
“Whatever you want to tell me can’t be worse than what I already know,” Tim replied, unblinking. “Go ahead; tell me, I’ll not repeat it.”
Daniel scanned the area to be sure there was no one else close enough to see, and then opened his shirt briefly to expose his left shoulder.
“Six,” Tim mouthed, before his jaw went slack, leaving his mouth wide open. He seemed to realize he was gawking and forced himself to stop.
“Don’t even say it out loud. Now you know why Tarin Conn is so interested in me,” Daniel warned, not wanting the villagers to fear him more than they already did.
The drummer stared at the ground until finally reaching some inward conclusion, and then looked up. “I thought this battle was over, but it isn’t. Tarin Conn isn’t going to give up on you.”
Daniel glanced at the burning buildings and the bodies of people he had known all his life being carried away. He wanted to scream. More innocent folk were going to die because of him. “Orin is right; an Aakacarn in the village means trouble for everyone.”
Tim’s face became hard, as if chiseled in stone. “We can’t go back to the way things were. The present is all we can work with. If you hadn’t come back, the village would have been destroyed and your parents would be among the ranks of the Condemned. That is a fact. Stop fretting about what you’ve become and learn to live with it.”
Daniel stared up at the smoke filled sky and knew the words were true. He needed to accept his fate and get on with his life. Balen Tamm is his fleshly enemy, the corrupt tool used by Tarin Conn to afflict the world. Stop the Maestro of the Serpent Guild and you stop his master as well. The thought, though correct, did little to solve his current problem. None of the violence had been Daniel’s fault. He only wanted to be left alone, which did not seem to be a likely turn of events. “Thanks, I needed to hear that,” he said, having known the truth but needing to hear someone else say it.
Tim’s stone face cracked a smile. “What are friends for?” he said, and then shifted his eyes as if looking for something. “Where is your guitarn I think we all could use some entertainment.”
Daniel wiped perspiration from his brow. He had not given the instrument much thought, but was in no mood to play it anyway. “I left it strapped to Sprinter’s saddle. I’ll go get it later. We could be attacked again at any moment and besides, I’m tired and thirsty enough to drink the well dry.”
“Come to think of it, I could use a drink about now,” Tim replied, and then gestured towards the inn.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen: No Mere Potential
 
Forty, fifty, or more hairy blood soaked carcasses lay atop each other, each group forming rows of grotesque mounds throughout the field. Each of the skilled hunters turned out to be excellent marksman and had placed their arrows accurately. Smoke and a sickly smell carried along by the west wind assaulted the olfactory nerves. Samuel lowered his trumpet and breathed a sigh of relief as the last volley sailed into the air and finished off the remaining yetis. He was proud to say not a single shaggy beast had come within ten strides of the barricade, even though the mountain spell caster had suggested thirty.
Samuel, being on the verge of physical and mental exhaustion, found it difficult to build up the desire to brag about the great victory. His tongue felt like a thick wad of cotton and his body like a dry sponge eagerly seeking water. He glanced at his fellow Talenteds and noticed they appeared to feel similarly. “We did it, we saved the village,” he said, ending the statement with a dry cough.
The Serinian wiped his bloodshot eyes and pointed to the archers. “Yes, along with them, an unbeatable team,” he added, over the cheering voices, the loudest of which belonging Darby Jack.
Sherree turned away from the dead and dying yetis and stared towards the village and frowned. Samuel turned immediately and understood her reaction. Clumps of small fires burned in the sandy street while men and women busily tried to extinguish them. The bodies of villagers who had not survived the attack were being carried on make-shift stretchers to the livery. The doors of the Polkat stood wide open, admitting the many injured residents. It was obvious the yetis had entered the village.
Tears formed in Sherree’s eyes, and not just because of the smoke. Her compassion was famous. The woman had healed every injured creature between here and Aakadon, although she showed no such concern for the yetis. “I must help them,” she said, and then leaped from the barricade, heading for the inn.
“She’s right, we should do whatever we can for them,” Jerremy said, and then leaped down and followed after her.
Perhaps the villagers would be less afraid of an Aakacarn now that they see how helpful one can be, Samuel thought, as he waved to the archers and hopped down from the wall of crates. He passed by several people, they greeted him with polite and respectful nods of the head. Attitudes seemed to be improving already. He enjoyed their quiet acceptance of his being among them, what a shame it had to come at such an awful cost.
Structurally, the village had not suffered, looking much as it had when he first arrived. The western barricade was down and fire burned in the field beyond. Men struggled to bring the blaze under control. What started it in the first place was not readily apparent. He stopped at the inn and watched Jerremy and Sherree go inside. A movement to the east caught Samuel’s attention; wounded men were being escorted to the Polkat, for a moment he had feared the yetis were attacking again. Thankfully, the beasts were all dead. He glanced to the north and noticed the barricade had held. The east and west were obviously not so successful. The defenses had been breached and yetis had entered the village and even still had not gained any great advantage, they certainly should have. Once inside, there should have been no stopping them.
Samuel continued north, knowing the answers lay with the peculiar young man in charge of the barricade. Passing the livery, he caught a glimpse of bodies being covered over with sheets and any other material large enough to do the job. The wind spell had helped to maintain the southern front, but could not prevent those deaths. Perhaps a better spell could have saved more lives. He knew the Eagle Guild possessed such spells, the kind more suited to battle. He wiped his eyes, blaming the smoke for his tears, and walked on wonderingly. A spell to locate enemy positions would have been useful, if such a one existed. If so, the Eagle Guild would know. He intended to affiliate with them after graduation, if only to oppose the Serpent Guild directly and prevent innocent villagers from being hurt.
His entire reason for coming to Bashierwood now stood less than twenty strides ahead talking to an archer. The young mountaineer could be considered handsome in a rugged sense of the word. Some women seemed to be attracted to that type. Of course, such things did not matter to an Aakacarn. The tall spell caster seemed on the brink of exhaustion, a condition not surprising to see. No mere Potential could do what he did. It took three highly trained Talenteds all of their strength to defend the south and this fellow somehow held the north on his own. Someone gave him training; there could be no other explanation.
Samuel walked ahead slowly, thinking of his own past. Back when Talenteds happened across his wagon troupe and discovered his potential, he resented them, putting up quite a fight to stay home and avoid his destiny. In time, he learned better and all had worked out for the best. How could he make Daniel understand that being among his fellow Aakacarns is the only real choice? Like him, all wants and feelings aside, the mountaineer would have to accept his own destiny and go to Aakadon, willingly or not.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen: An Agreement
 
Daniel watched Val carry a bucket from the well and hand it to Bernie Keppin, who in turn used it to drown out a fire near Chad Grening’s previously repaired stable. She and the others who had not been injured worked diligently to restore some sense of order after the brutal attack. Daniel wanted to go over and hug her and tell her he was glad she is still alive, but was fairly sure she would not return the sentiment.
Todd Polkat and Hough Bess carried a stretcher from the inn over to the livery. Someone else had died and Daniel could not make out who it was, only that the person was large and wearing buckskins. The sight was becoming depressingly frequent. “I’m going inside to heal those who have been injured before more of them end up in the livery,” he said, and then noticed young Mr. Eyebrows making his way up the busy street. “We have company,” he warned, nodding his head toward the Talented and playing the shield Melody in his mind, ready to summon potential.
Tim spun around with an arrow notched and ready, and then lowered his bow upon seeing who was approaching. “It’s only, Samuel.”
Far more people would have suffered and died were it not for the efforts of the Talenteds. Orin was wrong about all Aakacarns being trouble, these three definitely proved otherwise. Daniel felt a twinge of guilt for not trusting them.
Samuel came to a stop in front of the barricade where Kemer Tannet stood, bow in hand, keeping a watchful eye on the forest. “You seemed to have held your position well,” the Talented stated.
“We did our best,” Tim replied without going into detail, proving he could be trusted not to reveal all he knew.
Daniel worried, seeing only the Teki. Where are his friends? “Have Sherree or Jerremy been injured? Are they alright?” he asked. Perhaps that’s why the spell caster seemed nervous. Surely the other Talenteds aren’t dead.
“They are no worse off than am I, mostly thirsty,” Samuel replied, eyebrows twitching. “I’m glad the battle didn’t last longer. The spell nearly exhausted us even using crescendos. I don’t think we could have held the blighted beasts back had the assault stretched on for another mark,” he paused, frowning as though some offense might have been taken by his words. “I’m sorry. Do you know what a crescendo is?”
Daniel was amused. “I’ve heard of them,” he said, trying not to smile, and clearing his mind of the shield spell.
Samuel fidgeted, staring at the ground, obviously having something more on his mind. He shifted his stance and looked up stone faced. “Now that Bashierwood is safe, I think you should ride with us to Aakadon.”
Daniel stiffened, knowing the subject was bound to come up sooner or later. He did not think this was the time to argue and knew Bashierwood was far from safe. Of course Samuel could not know that. The next assault would likely last longer and possibly be unstoppable. Any decision about where to go after the battle could be made when the fighting was over, assuming there was anybody left to discuss it. He had no intention of going to Aakadon and knew it would take more then three Talenteds to compel him to go anywhere. “We’ll talk later, my throat is dry and I would really like something to drink,” he said, trying to keep his tone none-abrasive and hoping the Aakacarn would be prudent enough to let the matter drop.
“Of course, I’m thirsty too,” Samuel replied, giving a tight smile, apparently willing to save the discussion for a later time, and wisely so.
Daniel nodded affirmatively and headed down the street. Most all of the fires were out and the few people who were not watching the forest concentrated their efforts on helping the wounded. Smiles and warm regards greeted him as though he was some sort of hero, which was better than being blamed for the mess. He entered the Polkat, once again serving in the way it had after the original attack led by Cenni Quen.
No doubt that Accomplished was one of the four directing the recent assault and, likely as not, one of the remaining three. Daniel pondered the matter while looking for Gloria Dockett. He found her in the right hand corner of the room with skin nearly as pale as the sheet she was wrapped in. Stacey Grening worked to make Gloria and others with life threatening injuries more comfortable. “Where is her arm” he asked Mrs. Grening while watching the victim. 
Stacey blinked and her left eyebrow arched upward. She seemed on the verge of making a sharp remark and then hesitated for a moment and sighed, pointing to a sack on the floor. “I don’t know why they brought it in, you men seem to think we can sew anything back on,” she said, making an obvious attempt to keep the sarcasm out of her tone, and failing miserably. He knew the attempt would never have been made had he asked the question before his being an Aakacarn became public knowledge.
He grabbed the sack and removed the mangled arm with all the clinical detachment he could muster, which was not near as much as he would have liked. The flesh was cool and sticky to the touch and missing large chunks of muscle where the yeti had been chewing. Seeing Gloria in such pain did not help either.
“What are you doing?” Stacey demanded, not bothering to hold back her emotions now, Aakacarn or not. She stood with hands on hips and even added a scowl for good measure.
Daniel walked passed her quietly, being in no mood to justify himself, bringing the severed arm to Gloria, who flinched and looked away. “Listen, I can heal you,” he said, gaining her attention. “If you want my help, go to the little room Henri keeps just off the kitchen.”
Gloria nodded her agreement and motioned to Stacey, who arched an eyebrow questioningly but hurried over to help her up anyway.
Daniel had no trouble getting people to make way for him. One glance at the object in his hand sent the stoutest hearted individuals off in another direction. He went straight to the room and waited for the women to enter before closing the door.
Stacey helped Gloria to the bed and then stepped back with arms folded over her breasts and her right foot tapping the floor.
Gloria hesitated briefly, took a deep breath and let the sheet drop away from her. Bandages with deep red stains covered her chest and shoulders. She nodded to Stacey, who proceeded to remove the narrow strips of cloth.
Daniel stepped forward without hesitation. The sight of a topless woman would have aroused him under different circumstances. What he saw now was far from erotic. The yeti’s claws had made four deep cuts reaching half way across her chest before ripping the arm out of its socket. Fresh blood oozed from the naked wounds and it seemed the crude stitches were not helping. How she endured the pain was beyond him. He had seen men weep like babies over lesser injuries.
He held the arm against her shoulder and thought of the spell, Stitching the Rip. The arm began to heal, but did not re-attach. He could force it back on but making the epidermis cover the extensive wounds would not be enough to keep the arm from being useless. He knew there had to be a spell for this type of healing, but it was not among the ones Terroll had taught him. Daniel searched to the depths of his soul for a Melody. Slowly, random notes took on a rhythm and jelled into a complex tune with chords. He knew with all his instincts this would do the job and did not hesitate to hold the arm in place and summon the potential. The blue glow surrounded him and extended to Gloria. Bone and socket knitted together along with muscle tissue, veins, and flesh, making the arm whole and without blemish.
He touched the lacerations on her breasts and watched as the wounds vanished under his caress. Her injuries were gone. “Rest and drink plenty of fluids,” he told her.
Now he understood how physicians could tend to the sick and see them unclothed without being aroused. There was nothing sexy about seeing mangled bodies and torn limbs, nothing erotic about seeing a fellow human being suffer. He noticed a scratch on Stacey’s forehead and quickly healed that as well.
Gloria wrapped both arms around him and held on as if she might never let go. “Thanks Daniel,” she whispered.
He gently ended the embrace and stepped back. “You’re welcome,” he said, and then started for the dining area. There were more people who needed healing and he had no intention of resting until all had been taken care of.
“I’m sorry,” Stacey called out.
Daniel came to a stop with his hand on the door latch, “What for?” She had not done him any harm.
“I doubted you,” she replied, while helping Gloria cover up with the sheet.
He had no intention of holding grudges against anyone, especially under the circumstances. Tensions were running high and people were frightened, naturally folks would be ill tempered and impatient. “You don’t owe me an apology. I didn’t know I could do it until the need arose,” he replied, and opened the door. He crossed the kitchen and entered the dining area without stopping.
He noticed Sherree crouching beside Todd Benkesson. The lanky fur trapper had a nasty gash, his biceps were shredded. An amber glow formed around the female Aakacarn while she rubbed her hands softly over the wounds. She seemed to be focusing and concentrating on what to her was a major expenditure of potential. The injuries slowly healed until not a trace of them remained.
Orin grimaced as Jerremy reached out with a glowing hand and healed the crusty old timer’s head wound. The Talented received a grudging thank you for his trouble and accepted a glass of water from Lydia Polkat, and then went on to heal Laren Cutter’s broken arm.
Daniel drank several glasses of water, and then proceeded to heal everyone within his reach. Fred Jameson walked up to him exposing a badly burned arm. The cooked flesh healed instantly, and with minimal concentration.
“Hey, thanks,” said the broad shouldered archer while flexing his arm, and then headed out the front door.
Daniel quickly assessed the needs of the remaining injured folks scattered across the room while sipping from his glass. Jenny Taylor was stretched out on a cushion near the fireplace. Crimson stains saturated her beige dress, particularly in the abdominal region. Her parents stood close to her, weeping unashamedly.
Daniel made his way over to the grieving family, wanting to help. Jenny was seventeen and anxiously waiting for Tom Grening to build a cabin and invite her in. Daniel wanted to see her live to accept. “Show me the wound,” he said, and prepared himself for what promised to be a stomach turning sight.
Cynthia Taylor lifted her daughter’s dress without hesitation, apparently confident he could do her some good. She looked away as if unable to bear the sight any longer. “Please help her,” she pleaded, and then sobbed into her hands.
Daniel winced at the sight of the wounds. Five gouges marred Jenny’s abdominal region. Her muscles were slashed as if by five hunting knives. Her intestines were not only exposed, they were ripped open and giving off horrible gastric odors. This girl would not live another two fractions of a mark. Her under pants were soaked red and judging by the wounds, this was not the dress she was attacked in, the yeti must have torn it to shreds.
He sighed and shook his head, causing even her father to moan. This was not going to be easy. It made the injury Val had suffered after the first attack seem simple. He took a deep breath and summoned the potential, reaching into Jenny’s gaping wounds. She moaned as he healed each sausage-like section of her intestines and pushed them back into position. He flattened both palms over the tear in her belly and allowed his potential to flow into her. Muscles reconnected and new skin formed. He spread his hands out over her waist, healing the rips and scratches there as well. The healing was complete. He broke the spell and gazed at her perfectly shaped and scar free tummy. He thought of the spell, Laundering, used by the Aakacarns to clean their clothes. His cheeks went hot at the idea of using it on her, mainly because touching would be required and since this was not in the line of healing, it did not seem proper.
Jenny opened her eyes and sat up, groggily, sending waves of luxuriant brown hair down her back. She was groggy from the loss of blood. “You saved me?” she asked in a voice slightly above a whisper. She touched her tummy and smiled. “Not even a scratch. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Daniel replied, while her mother hugged him and her father tried to shake his hand. He glanced at the people standing around and noticed some of the older boys were staring at Jenny’s tummy with desire and not wonder. “Your tummy is attracting attention,” he whispered.
Jenny’s eyes widened and she smoothed her dress down while her face turned bright red.
Tom Grening ran inside the dining area wild-eyed. “Where is she? Hough told me she is in here dying!” he shouted, and then glanced at Jenny and ran to her. There was little doubt he would be building a cabin soon.
Daniel glanced at the entrance and spotted Val. She was taking care of people having minor cuts and scrapes. His cabin for her was finished, and so were their dreams of a life together. She looked up in his direction and froze like a mouse cornered by a snake.  Her eyes widened as if she actually thought he might strike at her. He could never marry a person who looked at him like that, in sheer terror. Daniel got the distinct impression she would rather be sharing the room with a yeti. The truth did not seem to hurt as much this time. “Accept the changes,” he told himself, and not marrying her was one of them.
“Sit down and drink this,” his mother said from behind. He had not even heard her approach, and not for the first time in his life. Miriam Benhannon could out stalk a cat when she wanted to. “You haven’t rested since before the attack. All that flame throwing must’ve made you tired and thirsty.”
His mother was not the kind to be easily sidetracked. It was easier to do what she wanted. Besides, the tall glass of water in her hand did look inviting. He took his mind off Val and gave in to his mother.
“There that’s better. Now relax awhile. You and the Talenteds have healed everyone who was seriously injured, the rest can wait,” his mother said, sounding more the way she did before he cast the first spell. Even this relationship was changing. She stared at him glassy eyed, as if viewing royalty.
“Thanks,” he said, and then took a sip of water and sat down at table seven. It made him uncomfortable to have his own mother look at him like that but there it was. What could he do? He glanced elsewhere, not being particular, and spotted Gloria Dockett resting on a cushion. Her eyes slowly closed and he almost envied her. She could do the one thing he both desired and dreaded, sleep. Tarin Conn would not permit rest. Holding out against the Dark Maestro could prove to be difficult. How long before fatigue caused Daniel to make bad judgments or worse, lose control. There was little worse than a mentally unstable spell caster.
“I didn’t have an opportunity to thank you earlier,” said a voice, interrupting the thought. Daniel looked to his right and nearly blushed at his own failure. Twice now he had been approached without having noticed. Hough Bess was seated next to him. “We would have been the main course at a yeti feast if it hadn’t been for you. That fire throwing is something to behold, especially when you aim it at yetis. How did you know they had broken through our defenses?”
Daniel did not see any point in holding back the answer. He finished his drink and placed the empty glass on the coaster. “I know a spell that allows me to sense the whereabouts of yetis,” he replied, and smiled when his mother refilled his glass with sparkling water. He nodded to her, took a sip, and cleared his throat. “There will be another attack, I’m sure of it. A close watch should be kept on the forest at all times,” he added, although it seemed strange to be giving his opinion to the mayor.
Hough shook his head and pursed his lips, looking doubtful. He took a sip of wine and leaned back in his chair. “Trust me, men and women are taking turns on the barricades,” he said, and his eyes narrowed and he hesitated as if unsure of what to say, or possibility what not to say. He looked very much like a man afraid to disagree, a thing rarely seen on Tannakonna. Most folks welcomed a difference of opinion and the mayor more so. It was clear he no longer saw the mountaineer who grew up practically under his nose. “I don’t think we’ll experience another assault like the one today,” he ventured to say. “But there could be yetis wandering about in the forest and letting even one of them get into the village would be dangerous,” he added, hastily, as if confirming he at least agreed a watch should be kept on the woods.
Daniel did not like people stepping around him as if they were walking on eggshells. Tim seemed to be the only one not doing so. At least the drummer understood the scope of the situation, how enormous the opposition really was. Of course, no one else had been told of the Dark Maestro’s reason for attacking in the first place. Daniel stared into his glass, not wanting to look Hough in the eyes just then. “There are still three Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild and hundreds of Condemneds, not to mention thousands of yetis,” he said, hoping the words would sink in.
“Tim mentioned them, but I’ve only seen yetis and the Condemneds. What makes you think the others are out there?” Hough replied, obviously avoiding the word, Accomplished, not that he could be blamed for not wanting to speak of them.
Daniel emptied his glass in four gulps and stared up at the mayor. “Trust me, I know,” he said in a voice harsher than he intended.
Hough’s knuckles went white around the glass in his hand. He drank the contents quickly and gave a nod that seemed to indicate acknowledgement, but could have meant just about anything from, yes, to, I’ve got to get away from this table before it’s too late. The conversation had taken a decidedly negative turn and Daniel wished there was some good news to offer, something that would help the mayor sleep at night. Recent events might well haunt the man’s dreams for years to come; that is if he is among the survivors after the next assault. Hough stood and walked over to table one where Henri and Chad were talking among themselves.
Daniel took another sip of water, he had not noticed when the glass was refilled but glad for it. He watched as Samuel worked his way around the room healing minor cuts on the people he encountered. Some of the scratches probably were not even related to the attack. The Talented healed them just the same. His white silk garments appeared to be freshly laundered in spite of all the blood he came in contact with. None of the Aakacarns seemed to tolerate so much as a smudge on them for more than a few moments.
The room was becoming quieter and less crowded as people who were no longer wounded left the inn. Daniel drifted off to sleep and regretted it immediately. He appeared in a sitting position on the steps leading up to where Tarin Conn sat on the crystal throne. He did not bother to turn or even acknowledge the ancient Accomplished.
“No need to be ashamed,” Tarin Conn said, tauntingly. “You may rise and face me.”
Daniel stayed put, strengthening his resolve to just sit and rest. Let the Dark Maestro talk up a storm, what did it matter, he concluded. The best thing would be to pretend the old spell caster did not exist.
“You are a resourceful young man. Soon now we will accomplish things the world has never seen,” the Maestro began with his usual blathering about being omnipotent. “Give in. Even now Balen Tamm is plotting your defeat, and he will succeed. Surrender and save the good people of Bashierwood while you can,” he added, and his voice was colder. It seemed he resented having a back turned on him.
What kind of fool turns his back on the Dark Maestro?
Daniel smiled. It felt good to tweak the spell caster’s pride a bit. He looked up, studying the intricate patterns on the vaulted ceiling. The pentagrams with faces and flowers and spirals within spirals were definitely of Serinian origin, a change from the mirrored ceiling. He wondered idly if Jerremy knew the Dark Maestro was one of his countrymen, not that it mattered. Almost any thought was worth entertaining at the moment.
“This day you had but a taste of battle, two tenths of the yetis amassed on Tannakonna. Tomorrow will not be so pleasant,” Tarin Conn rambled on, although it was proving more difficult to ignore his words or the dangerous edge growing thin in his normally seductive tones. “The entire legion will move against you and keep coming until your strength is exhausted. Serve me, obey me!” his voice thundered.
Daniel sprang to his feet and whirled around to face Tarin Conn eye to eye. “No.”
 “Serve me!”
 “No.”
 “Serve me!!!”
 “No, I’m not going to serve you!” Daniel shouted and opened his eyes, ripping himself out of the dream world. It took several moments to clear the Dark Maestro from his mind.
A warm hand lightly touched his shoulder, helping him to focus and purge himself of the encounter. He lifted his head and found his mother staring back at him. She seemed to be assessing his physical as well as mental condition. She frowned and felt his forehead. “You were yelling. What’s the matter?” she asked.
To say the name, Tarin Conn, out loud would only increase the anxieties of people who were even now craning their necks in his direction. His father stood a short distance away with a scowl that made him appear older than his years.
Daniel stretched and yawned. “I had a bad dream, that’s all,” he said, and shrugged, hoping to convey it was nothing for anyone to worry about.
“I’m telling you it is a bad omen,” Orin whined. He was unfortunately among the listeners. “Daniel has nightmares and they come to life and haunt us.”
To argue the point was useless, but Daniel did not think the remark should be left unanswered. He stood up and fixed a cold stare at the old mountaineer.
Sherree came out of the kitchen and seemed to sense the mood. She glanced at Orin and spared a few sharp looks for most everyone else in the room. “There’s nothing in here for you to do. Why don’t you go outside and fix something?” she said, directing her remarks at Orin, who mumbled under his breath and walked away.
The few people who did not leave after she was done speaking kept their distance while the Talented with the yellow-gold hair sat down. Her silk hood was up but several locks were visible. Her bright green eyes stared as if taking in every detail to be analyzed by her keen mind. “Sit, we need to talk,” she said in a soft voice that made a man want to obey.
Daniel sat down, resigned, knowing there was no avoiding the coming conversation. He had no doubt she wanted to talk about Aakadon. Between Tarin Conn’s constant recruiting efforts and the Talenteds wanting to cart him off to their city, he felt like a gnat over a fish pond where landing anywhere would get him devoured.
Sherree extended her right hand. “May I?” she requested, stopping just short of touching his forehead.
Trusting her was risky, especially since he did not know her intentions. Even a Talented would know a spell for splitting small rocks. Six bolts or none, hard headed as some folks have accused him of being, unshielded, he knew she could kill him. There was no sign of cruelty in those emerald eyes so he nodded affirmatively and waited.
Her warm hand pressed lightly against his forehead, feeling rather pleasant in and of itself. A soft amber glow formed around her and poured into him, making him feel blessedly rested. She broke contact and leaned back in her chair.
“Do you feel better?” she asked, and nodded satisfactorily, as though she already to knew the answer.
“Yes, thank you,” Daniel replied, unable to keep the amazement out of his voice. That was not one of the spells Terroll had taught him. She must have spent time with the Aloe Guild. “This is the best I’ve felt in days,” he added, and was pleased to see his response bring a smile to her face.
She leaned in close, and then glanced to her left and right as if to be sure no one was close enough to over hear what she was about to say. “I know Samuel spoke briefly with you about coming to Aakadon. Please come with us, it really would be for the best,” she told him softly, and then paused as if to be analyzing his reaction to her words. It was a shame she had to spoil the restful moment with such a depressing topic. “Don’t frown, hear me out. You need to be trained. I’m told the random spell you originally cast is what drew the yetis.”
It was hard not to frown at her when she did not know a fraction of what was happening or how dangerous going to Aakadon would be for him, a six-bolt Accomplished. Well, she did ask for it. He was not going to let her remain totally ignorant. “How I happened upon that spell, the Creator knows. One thing is for sure, it turned my life inside out and then upside down. The changes are making me into something I never asked or even wanted to be,” he started and could not stop, “You don’t understand. Everybody seems to think there are only a few yetis in the forest. I wish it was true. Every nightmare creature I’ve ever heard of is after me. Worse still, Tarin Conn is after me,” he said, and shivered even though the air carried no chill. “The army he sent is under the direct command of the Serpent Guild. Balen Tamm is even now plotting to destroy Bashierwood and capture me, and the only thing you want to discuss is my going to Aakadon.”
Sherree peered across the table with eyes widening, if the talk frightened her then so much the better. She leaned as far forward as possible. “How do you know all of this?” she asked, giving her undivided attention, as were the people who no doubt now wished they had left the room earlier. Only Tim stood stone faced and ridged.
Too much had been said. Daniel felt a stab of guilt for frightening people this way. He regretted doing it. Talk of the Dark Maestro and or certain spells would inevitably lead to a discussion on rank. He combed back his hair with his fingers and sighed. Folks were better off believing him to be a Potential.
Sherree pursed her lips, and even that was attractive on her face, but Daniel refused to entertain such thoughts any further. She really was more dangerous than her two friends. “We know you received some training, that much is obvious,” she said, and then paused as if waiting for something or perhaps thinking over her next words. He could not say what but she did seem determined. “I noticed some of your spell casting during the attack and healing of the injured people afterwards.”
She probably witnessed the locate spell. She could not have seen more during the battle, he was sure. The flame throwing and death spell were deliberately performed out of the Talented’s line of sight. Daniel was not biting the bait.
She dove in at another angle. The woman was tenacious he had to give her that. “Not that I could see the effects your spells were having on the yetis. That is, not until afterwards and their chard remains were everywhere,” she added, drawing accurate conclusions.
Daniel knew the conversation should be brought to an end before he slipped and revealed something he really did not want known. Those understanding eyes demanded to know more and he was tempted to oblige. Well, he could tell her just a little more without getting into trouble. “An Accomplished came through Bashierwood not long ago. He, like you, wanted me to go with him to Aakadon. I refused, so he taught me enough to keep me from hurting myself or others,” he explained. And wondered if Terroll did send these Talenteds?
Sherree sat back in her chair and licked her lips thoughtfully. “I know nothing of this Accomplished you mentioned, but I do know we came here by order of the Grand Maestro to discover who cast the High Power spell,” she said, and he believed her.
Perhaps Terroll did not send the Talenteds after all. That was good to know; not that Daniel would have sought revenge had it turned out to be otherwise. The spell certainly attracted the attention of Balen Tamm; why not that of Aakadon as well? He noticed his water glass had been filled again and took a sip.
“How do you know Tarin Conn is after you?” Sherree persisted with the questions. She was not unlike his mother when she had something on her mind, no sidetracking that one.
Daniel swallowed wrong and coughed. She would not leave him alone until he gave a satisfactory answer. Her dogged approach aside, he knew the people of Bashierwood stood a good chance of not living beyond tomorrow. They should at least be told why. “I can’t explain,” will not, “Tarin Conn can and does enter my dreams every time I fall asleep,” he began and smiled at Sherree. “Your spell provided the only relief I’ve had for more days than I care to remember. Even that good spell doesn’t make up for the lack of real uninterrupted sleep, but it helps. I don’t know how to keep him from haunting me,” he confessed, and was relived when she placed a warm hand on his shoulder.
Her eyes looked to be the very portrait of sincerity and understanding. “All the more reason for you to come with us, Aakadon possesses knowledge gleaned over thousands of years. If any person in the world could help you, it would be the Grand Maestro,” she replied, giving no sign her response was borne of anything other than genuine compassion and concern.
Daniel let a sigh escape when she removed her hand from his shoulder, making him wonder if it was the loss of contact or the weight of the decision he had to make. He decided it was a little of both. He asked himself one simple question, what is worse than going to Aakadon? The answer was clear in his mind, facing Tarin Conn in every dream.
Tim was standing in the corner and only a flatlander would believe he had not been listening. He crossed the room silently and pulled up a chair, ignoring the reproachful look he received from Sherree, a look that seemed to demand he stay out of the conversation. “If the Grand Maestro can help you, I’ll come to see that they don’t keep you longer than you want to be there.”
Daniel knew he could not have found a better friend, although the archer could not do much against a city full of Aakacarns. For that matter, Daniel did not think there was much he could do either. All told, he liked the idea of having at least one ally. “Thanks, in that case I’ll go. That is, if we survive the final assault tomorrow.”
Sherree gave a smile that slowly faded to a frown, an expression that in no way diminished her beauty. “This situation could go on for days, what makes you think the final battle will be tomorrow?” she asked, apparently unable to refrain from probing deeper.
She seemed to want to know and every person in the room seemed anxious to hear his reply. Daniel figured they had a right to know. “Tarin Conn told me.”
 
 



Chapter Eighteen: The final Assault
 
Daniel watched the faces of those sharing the dining area with him go from skepticism to grim acceptance. Hough Bess started for the front door and with a nod of his head was followed outside by Chad Grening, Kemer Tannet, Donald Laird, and Bernie Keppin. It was not hard to figure out why. The fortifications would have to be doubled and more arrows would need to be made. Finally, everybody seemed to be taking Daniel’s warning as fact rather than opinion.
“I suppose the wind spell will be needed again,” Sherree remarked, seemingly worn out by the thought of summoning and wielding the potential again. “I better let Samuel and Jerremy know,” she added, and then rose gracefully and went into the kitchen.
Daniel stood up. He did not want to fall asleep again and little time could be spared on idle chatter. “We should help make arrows,” he said, glancing at Tim, who nodded agreement.
Standing on the dusty street outside the Polkat, Daniel fought down the urge to take a deep breath, being mindful of the smoke rising from the remains of the beasts in the fields around Bashierwood. He studied the surroundings with all the hunting skills his father had taught him. The sun was an orange sphere hanging low in the western sky, casting long shadows that played tricks on the eye, giving the uneasy feeling that yetis were hiding in all the dark places. The cool breeze still carried the stench of burnt hair and flesh. Half a score of older boys were out in the southern field collecting arrows from the shaggy corpses. Bob Frankle and Caleb Vansent seemed to have repairs to the western barricade nearly completed. Each worker spared more than a few anxious glances at the darkening forest, producing an extra burst of speed as a result; no doubt Hough was spreading the word quickly.
Daniel waved a polite greeting to villagers who acted like they were greeting someone important, never mind most of them knew him since the day of his birth. He passed the livery without so much as glancing inside; little could be done for the dead other than giving them a decent burial. He noticed Tim avoiding the sight as well.
Todd Thatcher’s supply store had been chosen as the place in which to make arrows. The log building spread as far and wide as did the Polkat, although had only one floor. Daniel went inside and identified all the occupants in a single glance. His father sat honing a long shaft that would eventually be an arrow. He had three quivers full already. Ten men and six women were busy following the master carpenter’s example. Gina worked silently in the far corner. It came as no surprise to see Tim hurry over and begin working beside her.
Daniel picked up a piece of wood and went to work beside his father. Toiling together was like old times and felt good. He finished an arrow, fletching and all, placed it in a quiver, and then started another. Was there a spell for making arrows? The thought brought several Melodies to mind but somehow it did not seem wise to cast either of them, conserving his strength for the coming battle seemed more prudent. Besides, he found the monotonous work somewhat comforting after the excitement of the past few days. He glanced at his father, who smiled back. The relationship had changed, but some things were still the same. 
He toiled until sunlight filtered through the minute cracks in the door. He stretched and yawned and placed the last completed arrow into a quiver. In spite of the fact that hundreds of arrows had been made, he knew there would not be nearly enough of them to do the job. His spell casting would be the deciding factor and he prayed with all his heart that he would be up to the task.
“Good job, son. I was beginning to think you had forgotten how to work with your hands,” his father said, good-naturedly. 
“A person doesn’t forget what he enjoys doing,” Daniel replied with a saying used often by the master carpenter.
His father winked and smiled broadly. “No, we certainly don’t,” he said, and his smile vanished. “Shouldn’t you be talking to Hough about the assault?”
Well, the moment was fine while it lasted. Daniel was glad enough to have spent even a short time just being the carpenter’s son. He nodded affirmatively. “Yes, but I’ll be checking the northern defense first,” he replied, and then headed outside.
He approached the barricade and noticed the crates were stacked higher than before. Seven archers stood atop the fortification with grim determination carved into their faces. Tensions throughout the village ran high and folks seemed jumpier than crickets on an ant hill. A quick glance down the street showed the southern barricade equally prepared.
Hough Bess hurried forward and matched stride. “You said something last night about a spell to locate yetis,” he began, between breaths.
Daniel slowed, out of courtesy. The mayor seemed to be at wits end. Battling yetis was not something the elected leader probably expected to be doing. “I was just about to cast the spell,” he replied, and came to a stop.
Hough folded his arms and stood like a man waiting to hear what promised to be bad news. Lying to make him feel better likely would not work and was morally unacceptable. Besides which, the grim reality would not allow a falsehood to last beyond the first bellow of a yeti.
Daniel closed his eyes and summoned the potential, casting the spell as far and wide as he could, which took in most of Tannakonna. He gasped, and nearly lost the integrity of the spell. Tarin Conn had not been lying about eight tenths of a legion being on the mountain. The nearest enemy concentration came from the north while masses of them flowed up the southern slope and from the east and west as well. There was a Condemned for every twenty yetis. He had no doubt the assault would begin soon.
His spell located three Accomplisheds on the north trail, moving south. The third person had the taint of the Condemned. Twelve of the twisted humans were walking about a stone’s throw from the Aakacarns. Back in Bashierwood, the three Talenteds exited the Polkat and were moving towards him.
Daniel broke the spell and opened his eyes. Sherree, Samuel, and Jerremy, stood before him looking as though they each had a hundred different questions for him. They had to have seen his aura and knew he had cast a spell. They were probably dying to know what kind, but he was not going to give them the satisfaction of asking. “We are completely surrounded. Most of the yetis are coming from the north, but there are thousands moving up from the south, east, and west approaches,” he told Hough, figuring this was not the time to be obscure with the facts, let the Talenteds make of him what they wanted.
Sherree’s left eyebrow arched upward. It was difficult to say whether she was surprised by the news or by hearing such information could be obtained by a half trained Potential.
He found more often and than not his gaze fell on her whenever the three were together. Those emerald eyes hinted at intelligence. Her attractive appearance seemed at odds with her current demeanor. She had an unpredictable quality, full of compassion one moment and tenacious as a hound on a hunt the next. 
Jerremy stood blank-faced like a noble who has decided all of this is beneath his concern. Samuel, on the other hand, fidgeted as if he was going to burst if he did not say something.
“Should I order people to their positions?” Hough asked. He seemed to accept the report as he would a documented fact.
The answer was obvious but evidently the man needed to hear confirmation. “Yes, that would be wise,” Daniel replied, and then focused his attention on the Talenteds. “You three should be heading for the southern barricade,” he said, hoping to forestall any questions.
“What about the Accomplisheds of the Serpent Guild?” Sherree asked.
Daniel stared at the ground. These Talenteds would not even be a challenge to the Aakacarns directing the battle. The three before him did not need to know the enemy location, but answering might get them into position quicker. “Three Accomplisheds are on the north trail,” he said, expecting them to be satisfied with that.
“They did little more than send in yetis last time,” Sherree remarked, with a tenacity that was wearing a little thin. “Do you expect a more direct involvement now?”
Daniel glanced at the barricade; he really had no time for this. “Yes, they didn’t do much yesterday because they were caught by surprise,” he replied, wanting to take up his position on the crates.
“Oh, what surprise?” Sherree persisted.
The warning bell sounded and people scrambled out of every building. Hough shouted orders, sending individuals to their assigned positions. That is, everyone but the three Aakacarns who seemed bent on gleaning more information. They stood as if rooted to the spot and time was of no consequence.
“Get to your positions,” Daniel said, much louder than he intended.
He turned without waiting for a reply and ran to the barricade with Tim close on his heals. He leaped a stash of arrows and landed beside Kemer, who had just leapt from the fortification.
“We’re ready for’em,” said the old archer. His wrinkles were deceptive to anyone who did not know him. In spite of his age those eyes were sharp as those of an owl and he was still one of the best shots with the long bow on Tannakonna.
“Good. We’ll show them they have bitten off more than they can chew,” Daniel replied, and then climbed onto the barricade.
He waited while Kemer gave a nod of agreement and took up a position on the barricade. Tim came up right behind him. Twenty men stood waiting for orders while Daniel stared out across the field
He blinked twice at the sight, knowing about the enemy numbers from the spell was different than seeing them. Yetis streamed from the forest with amazing swiftness for beasts of their bulk. “Launch volley!” he shouted as the first row came into range.
Arrows flew into the sky and arched downward into their targets with deadly accuracy. Twenty yetis fell on their faces with shafts in their chests.
The forces of Balen Tamm continued to advance, trampling over the dead and dying as though dross to be swept away.
“Launch volley!” Daniel shouted, and watched sixteen yetis and four Condemneds fall dead in their tracks.
Killing forty out of the hundreds rushing forward seemed about as effective as scooping a few drops out of a pond, especially with thousands more coming up behind. At that rate, the barricade would be long since over run before the first hundred were dead.
He knew what needed to be done. The leaders had to be eliminated first. Eyeing the terrain, he spotted movement on Binkman’s Cliff. The three Accomplisheds were up at the edge, which made sense since it gave the best view of the village. The third member of the group stood hunched over on short legs with arms twice as long as they should be, yet he glowed with potential, radiating a pinkish light not unlike that of Cenni Quen. He seemed to be mimicking the motions made by the other spell casters. All three were in the process of casting spells, possibly the means by which they control yetis and Condemneds.
“Daniel Benhannon,” a tenor voice sounded, amplified no doubt by some sort of low powered spell. “I am Serin Gell, Accomplished of the Serpent Guild, and commander of the legion. Surrender immediately and your village will be spared,” he added, loud and clear enough to be heard over the shouting defenders and howling yetis alike.
There was no lull accompanying those words, the foul beasts continued to advance. Daniel took the offer for what it was worth, spit on the ground. It was a ploy to turn the village against him. Orin probably stood debating the merits on the western barricade while notching an arrow.
“Launch volley!” Daniel shouted, and watched as nineteen yetis fell with arrows in their hearts. Number twenty fell wounded and was immediately trampled to death.
“You can’t surrender,” Kemer said while drawing back an arrow on his bow. “This is a trick. If they’d wanted to, they’d taken you when you and Tim was still out in the woods.”
Daniel nodded; pleased to see he was not the only one to recognize the offer as false. “Yes, I know,” he said, and returned to studying the field.
The auras around the Accomplisheds brightened substantially. Serin Gell seemed to be the one conducting. They were up to something more than directing the assault, a High Power spell to be sure, but what kind?
With the sound of a thunder clap, a ball of fire six cubits across exploded into being. It floated ten strides higher than the tallest tree on Tannakonna and loomed menacingly over the cliff.
Daniel raced through everything Terroll had taught him and still could not come up with a counter spell. Slowly, random notes began to form, too late…
The fiery orb darted forward, sailing over the barricade close enough to force everyone to drop to their bellies and then slammed into the Polkat. Flames engulfed the fifth floor and spread quickly. Loud screams and panic irrupted as people rushed to do battle with the raging inferno. The advancing yetis made it impossible for any of the defenders to leave the barricades.
The pit of Daniel’s stomach was a boiling caldron. People he knew since childhood were being roasted alive. He gave up on the Melody taking shape in his mind, there was not time to finish the composition, and folks were dying. He settled on a spell Terroll had taught him, but added a few modifications. He summoned his six bolts of potential at the well in front of the inn. A low rumble grew steadily and the ground began to shake, as if the entire mountain stood ready to explode. The brick and wood covering broke and splintered, bucket and all, destroyed as the water gushed up out of the ground and formed into a fountain rising eighty strides into the air. Water rained down on the village and extinguished the fire.
Daniel was soaked to the skin, as was most everything and everyone in Bashierwood. He broke the gusher spell and concentrated on the enemy. Blue tendrils of light snaked from his fingers, striking all three Accomplisheds, and nothing happened. They must have anticipated his response. He scratched his head, trying to think of a spell they could not shield against, something that would affect them indirectly. He scanned the rock face, hoping to find the answer. “Launch volley!” he shouted as more yetis came into range.
An idea formed and with it a Melody Terroll had not taught him. He wished he knew the source of all the new spells, but was grateful where ever they came from.
“Why are you smiling?” Tim asked, from down the line, both eyebrows raised, looking as though facing a madman. 
“You’ll see,” Daniel replied, and then used the new Melody to summon the potential. The thrill of drawing and harnessing the power of his life force filled his soul.
The archers were bathed in bright blue light and staring wide eyed at him. The energy required for this spell was well within their visual range, where as the low powered death spell had not been. He focused, sending twin beams of light from his hands into the rock face. Loud popping sounds came from the cliff as cracks developed and within moments Binkman’s Cliff came crumbling down with a roar, taking along with it the three Accomplisheds and twelve of the Condemneds. One Aakacarn seemed to vanish just before the rest of his comrades were buried under tons of stone and dirt.
Daniel would have screamed if he thought it would do any good. Ripples of a teleportation spell washed through him and confirmed what he suspected; one of the Accomplisheds had escaped. He was almost willing to bet his guitarn it was Serin Gell. He knew one thing for sure, none of the Aakacarns were holding instruments, meaning, whoever had teleported should be near death wherever he ended up, unless he had a baton, in which case he would be only slightly better off.
The yetis no longer seemed to be charging as a unit. They ran forward more like an angry mob, although the difference did not make them any less dangerous. With no one left to call a retreat, the beasts would keep coming until Bashierwood was destroyed and all were dead. Even that made little difference since the Serpent Guild apparently intended for all to die anyway.
Daniel summoned the potential for fire and sent twin streaks of flame at the screaming monsters. Even with the three Accomplisheds gone, the battle seemed to be in favor of the Serpent Guild. He could no longer afford to defend only one side. The village would soon be overwhelmed. What he needed was a place from which to see the entire battle.
He glanced behind and smiled. The Polkat stood taller than any other building and aside from a huge hole in the roof and some burnt planks; the inn seemed to be sound, although appearances can be deceiving.
“Tim, take charge,” he said, without explanation, they would have to trust him. He grabbed a jug of water, leaped from the barricade and sprinted down the muddy street to the inn.
People raised their eyebrows and some frowned at him as he entered the Polkat, ran through the dining area, and up the stairs. They no doubt expected him to be outside defending the village. He ignored them, not having the time to explain his actions. Too many lives were a stake. He reached the fifth floor and climbed out the hall window. His hands were blackened by the chard beams as he climbed the rest of the way to the roof.
The view was excellent. He could see the entire assault. Yetis pressed in tight on the east, west, and now north. The Talenteds seemed to be holding their position well. A triple color beam shot across the field and slammed into the first three rows with enough force to knock an extra fifty or more yetis to the ground. Volley after volley rained death down upon the fallen beasts.
He focused on the eastern defenders, who seemed the most at risk of falling at the moment. Two jets of flame burst from his hands, turning yetis into living candles as they fell screaming to the ground. The archers turned toward the Polkat and waved.
There was no time to acknowledge their gratitude. Daniel turned to the west. The first row of yetis had succeeded in reaching the barricade and was attempting to climb the wall of crates. Bernie Keppin waited for the beasts to reach the top, and then signaled the archers. Thirty arrows flew and penetrated the thick shaggy monsters. As those fell, more of the foul beasts began their climb.
Daniel could not risk burning down the barricade. He decided to leave the climbers to the archers and concentrate on the hordes in the field. He threw flame with a vengeance. The burning rows of dead yetis served to slow the progress of those rushing forward.
The enormous potential flowing through him took its toll on his body. His growing thirst and parched throat made it impossible to ignore his need for water. He took the time to drink from the jug while eyeing the activity to the north. Tim seemed to be ordering volleys in rapid succession, allowing just enough time between shots for an arrow to be pulled, drawn, and aimed. Even that valiant effort did not seem to be enough. The enemy swarmed onto the field, occupying every corner to the point that not a patch of ground could be seen under their forward thrust. Daniel summoned the potential and sent streaks of fire down onto them. To the yetis it must have seemed as if fire was raining out of the sky. They were not going to make any more gains without taking heavy losses, at least not as long as he could help it. The beasts did seem to be slowed by the hungry flames, which gave the archers a few breaths between volleys.
He sipped from the jug and sent flames down on the Western field with his free hand. The amount of yetis streaming from the forest seemed endless. He placed the jug at his feet and shot flames to the north and east simultaneously. The minions of Tarin Conn and his puppet Maestro were closing in, the numbers were simply too great. Daniel drank water while eyeing the assault. The Talenteds with their triple color beam caught his eye and sparked an idea. He could use a wind spell, but it would have to be something more effective than a wall. He ran through the list of Zephyr Guild spells Terroll had taught him and was once again disappointed to find none of them matched his current need. He hoped an inspiration would come to him and concentrated on moving air. Musical notes flowed in his mind and began to come together in a Melody. He worked it through over and over again, changing notes and modifying rhythms until his instincts told him this was the appropriate spell. He seriously doubted Tarin Conn was the source of all the helpful spells that formed in his soul when the need arose. Perhaps they were a gift from the Creator Himself. He gave thanks and summoned the potential.
The massive flow of energy thrilled his soul and made him feel more alive than at any time in his life. The blue aura of his potential radiated from him and he focused, weaving countless bands of air into a swirling mass. He shaped the conjuration into a funnel and directed it toward the eastern field. The whirlwind touched down, sucking up yetis and Condemneds like an aardvark over an ant hill. He moved the tornado across the field, clearing a broad path through the enemy forces.
The number of yetis and Condemneds flowing from the forest slowed considerably. Evidently, the thoughts of facing a twister were not very appealing, even for their limited understanding.
Daniel concentrated and brought the whirlwind around to the north, clearing away even more yetis with the effort. His thirst grew faster than expected. The demand on his potential was far greater than all the other spells combined. Effective as it was, the tornado could not be maintained. He would die of dehydration long before the legion was destroyed. He cleared the eastern field and cut off the potential, and then finished his jug of water while watching the mutilated and mingled corpses of yetis and Condemneds fall in a gruesome clump.
The lull did not last long. Yetis came out of the forest, although not as quickly as before. Still, they came and were a threat. Daniel sighed and slumped against the chimney stack; unable to do more at the moment than watch the archers do their work. He was proud of the tornado but irritated to know he could have maintained it if he had thought to bring his guitarn. “I’m a blighted fool!” he shouted to the wind. There was no time to go get the instrument. The shaggy beasts were swarming onto the field, facing volleys of arrows. Time and sheer numbers favored the enemy. The archers would soon have nothing to draw on their bows, not good. There were only ten men in Bashierwood who had swords, which was also not good. Just about everyone had knives and axes, but how effective would they be against the sharp claws of a yeti, worse, hundreds of yetis?
He rested as best as he could under the circumstances, feeling guilty for sitting there while others were fighting so desperately. His strength gradually returned and he did feel better but there would be no more grand spells. He summoned the potential for the death spell but held off focusing it. There was a lessoning of yetis entering the field from the west. A low rumble grew into a thunderous sound that he swore was caused by a stampede. What was Balen Tamm throwing at him now? He braced himself for the worst and waited, holding the potential, hoping whatever it turned out to be was something he could counter with a spell of his own.
Soldiers in green and gold uniforms charged out of the forest with trumpets blasting and swords swinging, killing yetis and trampling them under powerful warhorses. It was the Queen’s Army.
“Yes!” Daniel shouted, and nearly lost his footing, and did cut off his potential.
He thought of the find spell and modified it to allow for horses and people, having had plenty of contact with both it was not necessary to go down and touch them. He sensed thousands of soldiers on horseback moving through the woods. He drew a sigh of relief. Reports of the yetis must have reached the queen, bless her royal heart. He should not be surprised, so many yetis concentrated in one kingdom is difficult to keep secret and impossible to ignore.
The mounted soldiers swept to the north field after a tri-color wall of light appeared in the southern field and slammed into the approaching yetis. Apparently, they could recognize Aakacarns at work or at least their commanding officer did. They rode on with crimson stained swords cutting through tough yeti hide and Condemneds alike.
Daniel looked to the east. It was time once again for him to enter the fray. Condemneds were about to breach the wall of crates. He summoned the potential for the death spell and focused. Blue tendrils of light snaked from his fingertips and struck down four Condemneds and six yetis on the spot. The spell was not spectacular and it did not kill as many of the enemy forces, but it was adequate and most importantly less draining.
He struck again, killing a Condemned and nine yetis, as the eastern defenders launched volleys in rapid succession. Folks in the background were working frantically to keep the archers supplied with arrows, of which there might be just enough to fend off the assault. The tides of battle were once again shifting and this time against the forces of Balen Tamm. The plans crafted by the puppet Maestro seemed to be coming apart, thanks to the added strength of the Queen’s Army. It was only a matter of time now. Daniel knew the Serpent Guild’s assault would fail.
He killed ten more yetis and paused. It occurred to him that he could make better use of the spell if he sustained the tendrils rather than sending them in short bursts. The charging horde was large enough that it seemed all he had to do was wave his hands in their general direction, missing them would be near impossible. He modified to allow for maintaining the spell and managed to kill fifty of the foul beasts within the space of three breaths. He proceeded to prune the enemy numbers, watching them dwindle, striking with fury, determined that these monsters would never again threaten his family or friends.
He continued the executions until shouts of victory filled his ears from seemingly everywhere, coming from soldiers as well as mountaineers and the villagers. Bashierwood was saved. He leaned against the chimney stack and stared up into the darkening sky. Night would soon come, which meant the assault had lasted all day. Fires burned, and he was pleased to see none of them were in the village. Not a single yeti or Condemned had breached the barricades, although some had managed to climb up and lose their heads to either sword or axe.
Friends and neighbors and even soldiers waved up to him and he responded to them in kind. He waved a few more times and decided it was time to go back inside before he ended up spending half the night waving to people. Stepping carefully over the charred boards, he climbed down through the window.
The damage to the inn seemed greater, now that he had time to really look at it. The walls and ceilings were scorched and the once shiny floors were dull and blackened. He splashed through puddles while making his way to the fourth floor. Water dripped on him. The top floor would require extensive repairs, he noted on his way down. The third and second floors seemed to have far less damage and the first seemed relatively unharmed. He sighed; knowing a fire this size must have seriously injured people.
He entered the dining area, poured a large glass of water, and sat down at table seven. People filed in and most all of them took the time to stop and pat him on the back. They had seen the flame throwing and the tornado, not to mention the giant gusher that put out the inferno and drenched all of Bashierwood. Not a few of them talked about his assault on Binkman’s cliff; which was now a sudden drop from the forest edge.
The three Talenteds made their entrance, receiving praise as they walked over to table seven and practically dropped into their chairs. Their eyes were half closed and their lips were chapped, both the natural result of continuous spell casting. They sat quietly as if even talking would take more energy than they could afford.
Samuel glanced at his clothes and only now seemed to realize they were dirty. He sighed and did nothing, apparently not having the energy to cast the laundering spell. “Are there any more?” he asked in a voice that pleaded for good news.
Daniel drank his glass half empty, and then summoned the necessary potential. He made a careful scan of the entire mountain, which was about as far as he could reach at the moment without a crescendo. There was not a single trace of living yetis, Condemneds, or Aakacarns, except for the Talenteds. “No,” he replied, and then took a sip of water.
Sherree smiled in spite of her obvious fatigue. “You certainly don’t believe in elaborating.”
Tim arrived carrying a pitcher of water and four glasses, “You guys look like you can use this,” he said, and then sat down.
“Thanks,” Jerremy said, it was the first time Daniel heard such a response from him. The Talented must really be thirsty. He took a sip and held the glass near his lips, and after a short while, took another sip.
Daniel leaned back in his chair, positioning himself comfortably. He did not feel like doing anything other than rest, if only for a few moments, and he did not want to answer any questions that required more than a yes or no response. He knew the break would be short lived, especially since injured people were being carried in by the moment and would soon require his attention.
“Where did all the water come from?” Sherree asked. She was obviously feeling better. Even worn out from the exertions of battle, she did not cease to make inquires. “I was in the middle of focusing our combined potential when water fell from a cloudless sky and soaked me to the skin,” she added, and then somehow found the energy to cast a laundering spell and make her clothes spotless.
“Yes, the spell collapsed and we had to summon the potential all over again in a hurry. By the time we had an opportunity to look, the inn had fire damage and the entire village was wet,” Jerremy said, without a trace of haughtiness. He glowed with potential and his silk garments became clean.
Samuel leaned forward raising his thick eyebrows quizzically. “I heard Serin Gell ask for your surrender, everybody did. What was he trying to do, drown us?” the Talented said, guessing wrong about the origin of the spell.
“No, he wanted to roast us. Daniel wanted to…,” Tim began.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen: A Time to Heal
 
“Daniel wants to go heal the wounded,” Daniel interrupted, and then stood and left them to chatter among themselves.
The conversation taking place at table seven could go on; Daniel had better things to do, like healing people of their injuries. He noticed a man having gray sideburns lying semi-conscious on a broad cushion. The middle-aged gentlemen had few wrinkles on his well rounded face, a heavy set fellow who seemed more muscle than fat. Deep lacerations on his chest and right side bled profusely. The emerald green pants were all that was left of his uniform, and those were in tatters, ripped as if caught in a thresher. The teeth marks of a yeti marred his left arm, yet it was far from being the most serious injury. He stared blankly as the precious life sustaining fluid leaked from his body.
A young officer, a man not many years older than Daniel, having red hair that stopped just short of his collar, had a nasty gash on his right arm. He stood grimly over the other fellow, seemingly more concerned about the older man than with his own injury. “Can you help the General?” he asked in a tight voice.
People must have been talking; otherwise the officer would not know who to seek help from. Normally, a young buckskin clad mountaineer would not be high on the list of people asked to provide medical attention. Daniel shrugged it off. Of course people would talk, battles like this did not happen often, especially in Ducaun where spell casters and soldiers did not trust each other enough to ally in common cause. He had a feeling that prejudice would change after today, at least on Tannakonna.
He summoned the potential and healed the young officer first. The effort required little power or concentration, unlike what would be required to heal the General, which would be slightly more.
“Thanks,” the Lieutenant said, wide-eyed, as if surprised he had been healed, while rubbing the affected area. “What about him?’ he added, pointing to the man on the cushion.
“I’ll try,” Daniel replied, it was all he usually promised; although he had healed injuries far worse than these appeared to be. “This shouldn’t be difficult.”
He summoned the potential and focused the familiar soft blue glow. Starting with the arm, he gently rubbed the wounds, flesh healed at his touch as he moved from there to the chest area where several ribs were plainly visible. He restored both muscle and skin, and then closed the side wound and healed all the minor scratches on both legs.
Daniel rubbed his head, something was not right, there seemed to be more blood soaking into the cushion. The man’s injuries were more severe than they first appeared to be. This called for a more thorough examination.
He levitated the commanding officer off the cushion and quietly assessed the newly discovered injuries. One glance told why the Lieutenant had been so worried. Skin and muscle were ripped away from the backbone, hanging in strips, exposing vertebrate, and not a few of those were broken.
“His spinal chord is severed,” Sherree said, from somewhere close behind, stating the obvious.
Daniel glanced at the Talented. “Yes, I know,” he said, and then gently turned the general in mid-air and lowered him to the cushion.
He knew the damage could be repaired no matter how grim the tone in Sherree’s voice. He summoned the healing potential and touched the spinal chord. The delicate nerve cluster became whole. He touched each vertebrate and the shattered bone and ruptured discs knitted and reformed. The general moaned. Unfortunately, his suffering could not be avoided, each injury had to be healed individually and any damage to the back guaranteed pain to the victim. In this case, each wound took only a moment or so to heal, shortening the ordeal was the best relief Daniel could offer.
He repaired all the internal damage and began rubbing the entire back area. New flesh formed, thus closing the final wounds. The healing was complete and had taken less time than a stroll across the street. “Let him rest. It will be awhile before he gains strength,” Daniel ordered, deciding the General would do better recovering naturally than through artificial strengthening. A similar spell to the one Sherree used would not last long, not like a blissfully deep sleep, something he yearned for but did not dare risk. Tarin Conn was not likely to be in a good mood.
“Nice job,” Sherree commented, sounding truly impressed. “He would have bled to death before I could have closed half of those wounds, much less attempt to heal his spine.”
Those emerald eyes were locked onto Daniel. Her pupils seemed to dilate in order to grant her a more intense scrutiny. She reacted similarly on other occasions, beginning when they first met. No one else seemed to provoke that reaction from her, not even her two companions. It made him feel like a mouse trapped under the gaze of a hawk “I’ve seen you heal people, your skills aren’t bad either,” he replied, while washing the General’s blood off his hands.
Sherree smiled as if she had been given the highest compliment one could receive, something perhaps rare in Aakadon.
Val came forward and stood beside the golden-haired Talented, fidgeting, as if waiting to get a word in edgewise. Physically she was taller and shapelier than Sherree, although both of them were beautiful in different ways. Val had the unmistakable look of a virgin about to offer herself as a sacrifice. She moved forward stiffly and her hands were trembling. Her lips slowly formed a smile that never seemed to touch her eyes. “Daniel, what are you planning to do with your cabin?” she asked, wide-eyed, as if approaching a hungry lion and asking what it wanted for dinner.
The moment had come and he knew what was expected. The man is supposed to ask the woman into his cabin. If she agrees, they go inside and consummate the marriage. This was apparently the sacrifice she had in mind. No person desired to be the mate of an Aakacarn, Terroll had said as much. A spell caster is too dangerous for a normal person to associate with, let alone marry. That never did explain in Daniel’s mind why Aakacarns could not marry each other. Terroll had gone on talking about responsibilities and traditions and how marriage would not work because there are three types of people, men, women, and Aakacarns. Men do not marry men, women do not marry women, and Aakacarns do not marry Aakacarns, it would be considered indecent. The words had been stated clearly by the harper and were easy enough to understand, but not the concept. Terroll’s facts were meant to be accepted as stated. Staring at the black-haired beauty in front of Daniel brought him back to reality. Terroll was right. She would go into the cabin with him, make the sacrifice, but not out of love, possibly for the relationship they once had. Daniel accepted the facts. He was Aakacarn or Aakasear, if Tarin Conn could be believed, and marriage for him was out of the question. She feared him, like any sensible woman, and there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. The only people who did not seem to be afraid of him to some degree or another were Tim and the Talenteds. He would never ask anyone to live a life of fear, especially not Val. He had known the truth of it days ago and the time had finally come to answer the question left hanging. “I’m giving the cabin to Tim. He can do what ever he wants with it.”
Val’s smile turned genuine. For the moment she was the old Val he fell in love with. She opened her arms and stepped forward, and then froze in place as if suddenly realizing what she was about to do. Her eyes widened and the fear returned. “I wish things could’ve been different,” she said, with a tear trickling down her cheek.
Different is the word that could be used to describe his life, the only thing guaranteed. There would be no happy evenings at home and hearth, no wife, no children, no family sing-a-longs. He smiled, the guitarn was still his. “Me too,” he replied, not knowing how else to respond.
“You take care,” she said, and then drew near.
Her warm lips met his right cheek and remained for an instant, then the moment was over and she pulled back smiling. It was not passionate, but it was more than he expected. She walked away, disappearing into the crowd of people waiting to be healed.
“I guess Tim receiving your cabin meant a lot to her,” Sherree said, proving the Talented knew nothing about mountain customs, not that he expected her to grasp what had occurred, she came from a different culture.
“Yes, it did. More than you know,” he replied, and then gestured with his right hand at the crowd. “I think these folks need our help.”
“Yes, you’re right,” Sherree said, nodding her head affirmatively, and then moved to help Kemer Tannet who apparently injured himself after the assault.
Hough Bess made his way to the forefront. “Daniel, would you please follow me?” he said, and then turned without giving an explanation.
Daniel honored the request and followed the mayor out of the dining area and into the kitchen, which was illuminated by four standing lamps and had been stripped of most large cooking utensils, apparently to make space for people who had been injured by Serin Gell’s fireball. Sheets were hung separating males from females. Severe burns had disfigured most of the people beyond recognition, not that identification mattered. He would heal everyone as quickly as he could. A good many of the victims seemed to have had the clothing burnt off their bodies along with much of their skin. The spell to heal burns was simple enough but on this scale it would take a great deal of potential.
He drank a tall glass of water, placed the empty glass on the counter and approached the nearest of the life threatening cases. The man did not seem to have any place on his body that was not burned. Daniel summoned the potential and focused, ignoring the blue cast his energy threw over the entire area, it seemed to shock a few people who were watching him, although everyone should be used to seeing it by now. He touched the top of the man’s head and gently rubbed the seared flesh. New unblemished skin appeared as he healed the facial burns and he froze for an instant when the victim’s identity became clear. Henri Polkat moaned, but did not fully regain consciousness, which was a blessing. Daniel healed the neck burns and the innkeeper woke in a grimace of pain. He could do little more for the man than he was already doing, the suffering would have to be endured.
He could not heal the burns any faster, although he wished it possible with all of his heart. He healed the left shoulder and arm, and then the right shoulder and arm. Skin appeared as he rubbed the chest area. His hands moved deftly to the abdominal region and then to the right and left hip. He healed the groin and worked from the crotch down the left leg to the foot and then repeated the motion on the right.
The healing was far from complete; he still had the entire back side to cover. He levitated the innkeeper high enough to turn and lower him back to the cushion. The burns on the back and buttocks were every bit as severe as those on the chest and abdomen had been. He went to work, caressing the baked flesh and leaving healthy skin in its place. He healed the thighs and breathed a sigh of relief as Henri stood up on his own, albeit weekly. The healing was complete.
Lydia grabbed a sheet off the counter and wrapped it around her husband. Tears flowed freely from her red and puffy eyes. She mouthed the words, “Thank you,” not having the voice to speak up.
Henri cleared his throat. “Thanks Daniel,” he said, and then was escorted away by his wife.
Daniel chose another patient and knelt beside her. The hungry flames had cooked all but her feet.
“Val doesn’t know yet and neither does Tim. She didn’t want them to see her like this, that’s why I sent Tim out with the pitcher. If he had known it was her..,”
Daniel looked up as his mother’s voice trailed off and intense grief wrinkled her normally smooth brow. He felt a lump in his throat and tried to swallow. Her words were identification enough. This was Gina who lay near death. A tear formed and he wiped it away, refusing to allow another to squeeze out. She was in terrible pain and knowing made him want to scream. He struggled to form some sort of clinical detachment, to divorce his emotions. “Don’t’ worry, I’ll make her well,” he said, reassuring himself.
“I know, son,” his mother replied, in a voice without a trace of doubt.
He drank another glass of water and went to work. Potential surged into him and even the thrill of holding and controlling such power did little to ease the ache in his heart. He caressed the top of her head, forming new skin beneath his touch. With each pass of his hand, a face slowly took shape out of the ruined flesh. He touched her seared nose, restored it, then her cheeks, making her smooth skin and light complexion beautiful as ever.
Her eyes opened and she screamed. He winced, knowing the agony she felt. Tears flowed freely as her body shook with the force of her shuddering wails. She was better off asleep. Daniel remembered the spell Cenni Quen had inadvertently taught him and summoned the potential and Gina’s eyes closed.
Daniel, struggling for detachment, took a deep breath and caused her hair to grow to the length she liked. He focused on the clinical aspects of healing, restoring her throat, and then healing the burnt flesh of her left shoulder, arm, and chest. She had nothing he had not seen before, although coming upon her and Val at the pond had been an accident. Funny, he had not thought of marriage before that incident. He found Gina one other time at the pond years earlier. The random thoughts were not helping his detachment. He shook his head and continued with the healing.
New flesh appeared as his hands caressed the damaged tissues. Ignoring the results of his healing was proving difficult. What kept him focused was seeing the horrible burns on the rest of her body and the sickly smell of burnt flesh permeating the kitchen area.
He rubbed her abdominal region and worked his way to her right and then left side. He bit his lip and healed her groin and hips and then levitated and turned her using a cushion of air and lowered her gently to the soft fluffy mat. The little skin that had not been seared away was blistered and oozing. He placed both palms on her back and healed from shoulders to buttocks. He restored the flesh of her legs and a few agonizing moments later the healing was complete and he removed the sleep spell.
Gina rolled over and sat up as if she had never been hurt, although it must have taken a great deal of strength. Most of the energy for the spell came from him but it was her body forced to produce new skin at an unnatural rate. Healing takes a toll from both physician and patient. For that matter, no spell can create something from nothing. The caster summons potential to affect the basic elements that already exist. She had to be close to exhaustion, but the woman possessed a will that would make a mule seem pliant and at times it served her well. Her lips formed into a familiar smile, the kind she had for him before his Aakacarn abilities were made known. She wrapped her arms around him and gave a quick hug and a non-passionate kiss on the mouth.
Daniel felt his cheeks get hot, she was not dressed. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth but nothing came out. He grabbed a sheet off the counter and wrapped it around her. “You’re welcome,” he managed to get out.
Gina squeezed his hand. “Thanks,” she said, and then headed for the back door, probably to go home and put on buckskins.
He drank another large glass of water and went back to work. People were in pain and he did not want them enduring it any longer than necessary. Each case tugged at his heart, being people he knew quite well. Even in the face of several suggestions from his mother to rest, he did not stop until the remaining five men, three woman, four girls, and three boys were healed. Young Jordan, being the last person healed, smiled and stared up at Daniel in wonder. The boy’s natural exuberance seemed to over power the normally exhausting affects of the healing and he ran out of the kitchen wrapped in a towel, shouting about how he had been healed.
Daniel was tired and thirsty and wanted to sleep, yet did not dare give in to that impulse. On his mental list of things to do, facing the Dark Maestro was not even on the page.
“You did well,” his mother said, and he detected a trace of pride in her voice. “They wouldn’t have survived,” she added, while handing him a tankard full of water.
Seeing no chairs, he hopped onto the counter and made himself comfortable. “Thanks, I just wish something could have been done to ease their pain,” he said, blaming himself for not being able to heal them faster. Touching the grotesque wounds had not been pleasant but he considered the discomfort nothing compared to the agony his friends endured. He took a sip of water and a stared at the floor.
Samuel and Sherree entered the kitchen droopy-eyed and walking as if half drunk. Miriam poured each a glass of water and smiled as they gratefully accepted, and then leaned against the counter.
The Teki brushed back his thick hair with one stroke of his hand and suddenly had the look of a fox about to raid a hen house. The Talented obviously did not come in just to take a break, something was on his mind. Having to be on guard around these people was beginning to wear thin. Where to go had already been agreed upon, what more did they want? “General Tallen insists on escorting us to Aakadon,” Samuel stated, as if making casual conversation.
“He sent a message about you to Queen Cleona by carrier pigeon,” Sherree added, and then extended her hand.
Daniel figured she either wanted to smack him or help him relax artificially. He hesitated, trying to decide which, but then leaned forward and allowed her to touch his forehead. The amber glow surrounded her and focused where she made contact. He was filled with the sensation of having slept for a candle mark, which helped, although was not like getting a full six or seven marks, something he really needed. “Thanks,” he said, and then leaned back against the wall.
The hawk to mouse look appeared in Sherree’s eyes, making him feel uncomfortable. “You’re welcome,” she replied, pursing her lips as if waiting to answer a question he had not yet asked.
He glanced at his mother, who stood quietly with no apparent intention of interrupting. She would not interfere in Aakacarn affairs, not even for her own son. He decided to take the bait, spring the trap, and ask the question. A mouse has a better chance with a fox than with a hawk, he thought wryly. “What did the message say?” he asked the Teki. 
Samuel had a twinkle in his eye. “That Talenteds sent from Aakadon have found a Potential, they are extremely rare in Ducaun.”
Sherree looked sideways at the Teki and frowned, perhaps annoyed at being beaten to the answer. She glared at him, and then looked away as if he was not there, which definitely took the twinkle out of his eye. “The General thinks you are the most promising Potential ever to be discovered,” she said, in a tone indicating she agreed with the assessment. “You are highly skilled at healing and, of course, saved his life.”
These two Aakacarns were as obvious as a pair of goats in a sheep pen. Daniel hopped from the counter, glancing back and forth between the Talenteds. “You don’t need an army to make sure I go to Aakadon. My word has been given on the matter and that should be enough. I want rid of Tarin Conn and I know the Maestros are my only chance,” he said, knowing the Talenteds and Ducaunan Cavalry combined could not make him enter the Aakacarn city against his will and it was galling to think they would try. He refused to let them questioning his word bother him. There was nothing to be gained by arguing the point since he did agree to go.
“No, you have it wrong,” Samuel insisted with both eyebrows raised. “It is to be an honor guard.”
Daniel sipped from his tankard, not expecting such a thing. He still did not see the need. “I don’t want an honor guard, but if they want to travel with us, I don’t mind the company.”
“When will you be back?” his mother asked, breaking her silence. It would appear motherly concern was alive and well.
He knew she would not like the answer. To leave home was a decision he had made after the first yetis attacked under the command of Cenni Quen and nothing had changed. “It won’t be soon and coming back to live is out of the question, Tannakonna has suffered enough on account of my spell casting,” he told her, looking into her teary eyes and seeing hurt. “I’ll be back to visit, hopefully after my business with Tarin Conn is over with. Maybe when I am free of him, Balen Tamm and Serin Gell will leave me alone.”
“Make it soon,” she replied, soft as a whisper, and then hugged him like she would never let him go.
“I believe there are people waiting to be healed in the dining room,” Samuel interrupted, while wiping his eyes and heading for the door. The fellow had a heart and it would seem the shrewd look he wore earlier was only to hide what he thought would be news taken as a pleasant surprise.
Sherree stood smiling, not speaking, as if interrupting a mother embracing her son was beyond her. She waited and then said, “We are leaving tomorrow,” after the hugging ended and then added, “You will need to pack your belongings.”
Daniel gestured with both arms open. “I have a horse and saddle, two canteens, a guitarn, and what you see here,” he replied. He had given everything else to his best friend.
“That’s what I thought,” Sherree said, with a twinkle in her eye and the look of a cat about to swallow a guppy. “How did you surprise the Accomplished of the Serpent Guild?” she asked. “They conjured a fireball and threw it at the village and I hear plenty of talk about gushing fountains and tornados. Were those from you or them? What did you do?”
He always knew she was the most dangerous of the three. At least she had not seen much and seemed to be relying mostly on second hand information. He certainly had no intention of confirming her suspicions. Terroll had warned him about revealing his six bolts to anyone and this conversation was taking a close trail to that subject. He would give her an answer, however obscure. “I fought and worried, and then fought and worried until the fighting ended,” he said, and tried to ignore the askance look she gave him in return. The expression was quite attractive on her and he did the best he could not to smile.
Her emerald eyes seemed to sparkle with delight. “How many yetis did you kill?” she asked, as if certain the question would force a more precise answer.
In truth, he did not know the answer, he had given up counting somewhere in the thousands. “Every single one that I could,” he replied, and then glanced at the floor before she could respond. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk on the way. Right now, I’m ready to heal more people.”
Sherree did not get angry; rather she smiled as if the answer was exactly what she expected to get from him. A mischievous glint appeared in those emerald eyes and she lowered the hood of her white silk cloak, allowing luxuriant waves of yellow-gold hair to fall freely about her head and shoulders. She went to the door and whirled around, hair shimmering in the firelight, facing him. “Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked, and then slipped out into the dining area.
He certainly had not expected that from her. He shook his head and walked out of the kitchen wondering why his mother was smiling at him. His life was complicated enough without trying to figure out those two women. He put the incident out of his mind, concentrating instead on taking care of the injured. Samuel and Jerremy seemed to be doing that very thing at table five. Two lines had formed and both Talenteds glowed with potential. Sherree, her hood back in place, had taken a seat at table one. Ten people lined up in front of her exposing their wounds. Fifteen pairs of eyes suddenly focused on Daniel, all belonging to wounded men in green and gold uniforms. He sat down at table seven and gestured for them to approach.
“Will you heal me?” asked a dark haired soldier who could not be older than sixteen, holding out an arm that was bent and broken in three places.
“Certainly,” Daniel replied, and then straightened the arm and cast a spell to knit the bone back together.
The soldier saluted him and then walked away while rubbing his arm as if he could not quite believe it had been healed. Daniel focused on the growing line of injured persons, which now included some Tannakonna residents, and he was determined not to take another break until he had healed them all.
A huge victory celebration followed the next morning. Every man and boy in Bashierwood shook his hand and every woman and girl hugged him. They even hugged the Talenteds. People were glad to be alive and so was Daniel. He did not know the full ramifications of his first spell but he felt better and was ready to deal with them and willing to admit he needed some help. It would take time to cope with all the changes in his life but he would manage them as he always did his tasks, set the priorities and arrange the chores accordingly. He would take back control of his life, beginning in Aakadon.
 
 
 
 
The End
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To Challenge a Maestro
 
Daniel Benhannon, a young mountaineer, recently raised to six-bolt Accomplished, wants to be left alone to live out his life as he chooses. The casting of his first spell has placed him square in the middle of an ancient battle between the seven Guilds of Aakadon, led by Grand Maestro, Efferin Tames, and the Serpent Guild, led by Maestro Balen Tamm. To accomplish his goal, Daniel must break his link to the mind of the evil Tarin Conn, the Dark Maestro, imprisoned beneath Mount Kelgotha. To break the link, he must go to Aakadon, keep secret his standing as a six-bolt Accomplished, a potential equaling that of the Grand Maestro, out maneuver Efferin Tames, Balen Tamm, and Tarin Conn, three of the most powerful Accomplished in history, and show them what a Ducaunan backwoodsman can really do after he sets his priorities and arranges his chores accordingly.      
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