Chapter 22

The rain suited his mood perfectly.


It had started around dawn, after a brief rest and a very long and involved discussion with both the girls and his nannies, and had persisted through most of the day.  It had slowed down everyone, even Danvers, but not nearly as much as the human armies, whose trailing column got mired down by the mud churned up by the front of the column, slowing their march to a crawl.  But Kyven and the Shaman didn’t much mind the rain, even though he was soaked riding atop Vasha, water dripping out of his black hair and from his clothes, lost in thought, lost in plans for what was to come, and dreading every minute of it.

But what else could he do?


He sighed, watching a solitary deer bound across the road ahead of them.  They were on a back road that moved north, the hamlet of Oakville behind them, part of the crisscrossing mesh of tiny hamlets and villages in the western Territories that abutted the foothills of the Smoke Mountain, along the Green Hills that formed the eastern edge of the Green Valley.  These were roads that only the locals and Clover knew, but where a local might only know the roads within twenty minars of his village, Clover knew them all, and she guided them along a zigzagging path that was supposed to minimize their contact with whatever Loreguard patrols might be in the area, but the reality was that they kept encountering Loreguard almost every hour.  There were scouts on every road, track, path, and game trail along the Green Hills as the Loreguard searched for any movement from Danna’s army, which they knew was in Atan, and knew would not stay there forever.


It would begin tonight, but thank the spirits, what was coming tonight wasn’t going to be anything he dreaded doing.  He intended to try to get the Loreguard to surrender, and if that didn’t work, foment some desertion among the ranks.  Every soldier he convinced to leave Avannar was one less man that was going to get slaughtered, and besides, those soldiers deserved to know the truth, to know exactly who they were fighting for and how they were wrong for doing it.  There were good men among the Loreguard, men that would object to what the Loremasters had planned had they known, men that Kyven would rather not have to kill.  Those men weren’t really his enemies, at least not yet.  They might become his enemies when he started freeing the Arcans, but he would rather give them a chance.

Andra would need good people around her when her time came.


So many things were coming.  He could only wonder at how things would be when it was over, when the Arcans were free and Haven was faced with the difficult challenge of feeding and housing them all; their population would quintuple once the enslaved Arcans were free.  He wondered how the humans would cope with the loss of their slave labor, how long it would take for famine to set in, how many would succumb to the diseases such famines cultivated like a farmer of death, tending his fields with tender care and attention.  He wondered just how the human armies would react once Avannar fell, and the allies suddenly became enemies.  He wondered at how they would take the betrayal of the Arcans, who would, if he had his way, not even fire a single shot.

Betrayal.  There was going to be plenty of that going around in the next few days.


They stopped at a creek that had risen, racing high and fast in its bank, and he dismounted to let Vasha drink and graze a little.  He patted Ebony on the shoulder as she came up to the creek, smiling, and sat on the soggy grass…which didn’t make much difference, since he was just as wet as the grass was.  He opened his eyes to the spirits and created an illusory map of the western Territories, the map Danvers had shown  him, checking on their progress and seeing how far they were from Atan.  Clover talked to Danvers, warning him of all the scouts on the roads, and Kyven ruffled Dauro’s fur when the massive, pony-sized soggy animal padded in from the woods.  He wasn’t sure if the two Lupans would follow him all the way to Flaur, but he’d miss them if they didn’t.  They weren’t his pets, but in a way, they had become part of his family.

And they were the small Lupans in the pack.  The alpha Lupan was the size of a horse.


“We’ll have to strike out cross country if we want to avoid all the scouts, General,” Clover said into the talker.  “So far they haven’t discovered us, because we see them coming long before they notice us.  The Lupans are invaluable for sniffing them out, even in this rain,” she chuckled.


“Just be careful, dear friend, those scouts will no doubt challenge you if they discover you,” Danvers warned.


“Do you want us to start dealing with them?” Clover asked.


“No, the last known locations of missing scouts draws a line on a map that any general with a brain can follow,” he replied.  “The Loreguard requires their scouts to call in once an hour with their location, so eliminating scouts just draws them right to you.”


“We could use that to misdirect them,” Dancer mused.  “Attack scouts on a different route.”

“We may do that, but not yet,” he replied.  “Just do your best to evade them.  How are the road conditions?”


“Deteriorating,” she replied.  “There’s little traffic, but the rain’s been falling in this area all day, so it’s saturated everything.”


“Same here,” Danvers grunted into the talker.  “Are the rivers and creeks overflowing yet?”


“Approaching that,” she replied, looking at the swelling creek.  “I’d give the creek I’m looking at right now another hour, and it’s going to be hard to cross.”


Danvers was quiet a moment.  “I’m going to call a halt,” he warned them.  “I don’t like losing the time, but I also don’t want to lose anyone trying to cross a river.  You should find someplace dry to hole up for the night, my friends.  We’ll see how the weather is in the morning.”

“This looks as good a place as any to make camp,” Clover said, looking around.  “Once we get some distance from the creek, anyways.  I don’t want it to rise and flood us out in the night.”


“Shaman?” Ebony asked, looking down at Kyven.  He nodded, patting Dauro’s flank, and Ebony hurried up to Vasha’s side, pulling out the tents.  They retreated about 50 rods from the creek bank, on top of a grassy little rise that was a large natural meadow in the forest, no doubt having been made by a farmer years ago, but the farmer had died or moved away, his house had rotted away or was over the ridge on the far side of the large meadow, and the trees had yet to fully reclaim the area he cleared.  Such was the transience of life and the irony of memory, for the land was quick to forget those who tread upon it, and almost seemed to work to eradicate all traces of those memories from itself, returning to the condition in which it had been beforehand.  Kyven helped them set up tents, then he sat down in his tent after using magic to dry himself off and prepared for the night to come.


He had two things to do tonight.  First, he had to take a trip west.  Then, he’d go to Avannar and see what he could do to sow desertion among the Loreguard.  That would be the hardest thing, since the Loreguard was very well trained, and they’d be resistant to Kyven’s cajoling…but there were lots and lots of involuntary conscripts in that army as well, and they wouldn’t be quite so disciplined.  He could frighten them into desertion, and would have to rely on calm words to try to sway the Loreguard forces.  With Avannar doomed, now came the final pieces to move on the board to set things up the way that Kyven wanted them before he moved in for the kill.

“Heavy thoughts?” Striker asked as he looked in.  He was dripping wet from the rain, which had only intensified over the hour that they’d set up camp.


“Pretty much,” he replied.  “Why are you standing out in the rain?”


“Where else would I be as I keep watch?  I can’t see much from a tent,” he grinned in reply.


“Well, since you’re here, warn the others that I’ll be gone all night.  If you have to pack up and move, I’ll find you.”  He sighed and rose up onto one knee.  “And I’d better get going.  I have a long way to go and a lot to do.”


Striker nodded.  “I’ll warn Ebony.”


As his friend went to tell Ebony, Kyven vanished from the tent and entered the shadow world.  Covered in shadow, hidden from the things, he moved twenty large steps to the west, traversing the majority of the continent in barely five heartbeats, twisting the shadow world enough for the dangerous denizens to take notice of it.  He stopped when he found himself looking at the Arcans called the Snow Mountains, rocky, formidable mountains so named because they had snow capping their highest peaks at all time of the year.  He knew it was somewhere here, along this rugged chain of mountains, most likely hidden underground.  The Loreguard knew where it was, and Kyven had managed to glean that information out of the many papers he’d read.  But, directions in a report weren’t the same as actually being there.


It took him nearly an hour to find it, moving slow step by slow step within the shadow world and searching for an open space that had darkness within it among the mountains, a place that was artificially hewn out of the rock, not a natural cavern.  He couldn’t see into a place that was nothing but darkness, since shadow required light as much as darkness to be shadow, but the darkness itself would be present in the shadow world as a place, where the solid rock would appear as nothing but invisible nothingness.  The large underground complex could be sensed from the shadow world thusly.

He stepped out of the shadows in front of a massive, almost unfathomably large metal door set in the face of a rock wall.  Time had scoured its surface, leaving it rough and pitted, but it had not rusted.  A thousand years of wind and sand had eaten away at its surface, however.  Surprisingly cold, biting wind howled around him, funneled down a narrow pass leading to this door, the steep slope behind him long ago fallen away, which had once held one of their roads.  The door looked unmoveable, and after all this time it probably was, corroded and eroded by a thousand years of exposure to wind, rain, sun, and temperature.  The rock around it was weathered, there was a pile of dirt and talus at the base of the door nearly ten rods tall, but the door itself was nearly thirty rods high and forty rods across, so huge that twenty horses could ride through that opening side by side if the door were open.


He could almost feel the pain and suffering behind that door.  It was a palpable thing, an echo trapped within for a thousand years, the pain of those who had been sacrificed to become Arcans.  The shock as they died, the feeling of betrayal, of outrage, they almost seeped out of the door like a mist of negative emotion, bottled up for a thousand years, and the sensation made Kyven honestly reluctant to get past that door and go in there.  He didn’t believe in ghosts, but then again, just a few years ago he didn’t believe in spirits either.  Just because he didn’t believe in them didn’t mean they couldn’t be real, and if any place could be haunted, what he was sensing coming through that door made this place one hell of a suitable place for it.


She told him he had to understand the past to move into the future.  She had taught him how to read the language of the Ancients.  It was abundantly clear to him that this was what she wanted him to do.  The origins of the Arcan race and much of the Great Ancients would be behind that door, sealed away from the world, frozen in time since the day that the massive door was closed.  Oh, he was fairly sure that the inside was in ruins, that time had found a way inside, but he was also sure that there had to be something left inside, something from which he could learn, something that would help him in his task.  He had to find it, and also, he wanted to find that machine and move it if possible, destroy it if he couldn’t.  The Loremasters wanted it, and if they managed to somehow survive his plans and rebuild, they would come after it again.  Because of that, and the danger that it posed, the machine had to be moved to Haven, where they could dismantle it.  And if he couldn’t move it, he’d find some way to destroy it.

But first, Kyven would study it.  How they made it was something he wanted to know, since they had had no idea what the spirits were back then.  How they built a machine of alchemy when they had no Shaman, it was a strange paradox now that he thought about it.


Kyven covered his mouth with a scarf that he brought, unsure of what was in there, then he shadow walked through the door and into utter, total darkness.  There was absolutely no light, and there was no sound but what he made himself, his own breathing, even the beating of his heart.  In this tomb of blackness and silence, even the whisper of cloth against cloth was loud and unwelcome.  He pulled an alchemical spotlamp from his belt and activated it, tasted strangely fresh air that smelled dead, not dead as in rot and decay, but dead as in completely devoid of anything he would attribute to life.  This air had been trapped in here for a thousand years, and instead of smelling like rocks or like a cave, it instead smelled…sterile.  There were no smells, absolutely no smells at all, just…air.  The air didn’t even smell of dust or rock, and it was bone dry, so dry that it made his lips chap after just a couple of breaths, drawing the moisture out of them and making him blink several times to replenish his eyes

Pure air.  He lowered his scarf and realized that.  Something, something in this base was keeping the air clean, absolutely pure, even removing the dust from it.  Something that was still working after a thousand years!


The chamber into which he stepped was a huge roadway more than a chamber, the entry into the moutain, and he was standing upon a roadway of artificial rock, black and grainy, that had stripes painted upon its surface.  There was no dust anywhere, and both the roadway and the walls were clean, so clean that it almost seemed to him that he had stepped not through the door, but backwards in time.  Something in here was keeping this place clean and in good repair, either dwellers here or some kind of alchemical device.  He cast about with his senses, and while he couldn’t feel any alchemical devices about, there was…something.  He couldn’t explain it.  There was a faint aura of spirit magic about this place, a feeling that saturated the air, the walls, even the rock beyond them, very subtle, so subtle that he hadn’t noticed it until he actively went looking for it.


Perhaps…perhaps that machine wasn’t the only thing in here that had survived the Breach.


Drawing his shockrod with his other hand, the one upon which he fell back when he expended all his magic, Kyven carefully, quietly padded down that long tunnel, wary and alert, unsure of what was around.  But there were definitely things about to capture his attention, since he could read the writing on the walls.  One scrawled across the road read SPEED LIMIT 20, which seemed a warning for their vehicles to go slow, he assumed.  Another on the wall, at the height of a man, read SAFETY FIRST! and just a few rods past that one was a large metal banner hanging off the ceiling that read CHECKPOINT AHEAD.  Just where that was was lost in the gloom ahead, and the only sound reaching him was his own breathing and the soft steps of his boots on the stone floor, but in this place, that sound echoed off the walls like he was a hundred men in hard-soled boots marching in step.

He found the checkpoint, a little building with gates that came down over the roadway to block movement to large vehicles, and after intensifying his light and sending it down the tunnel, he saw that behind it the road continued for about a hundred rods and then split into three directions.  He ducked under the gate and looked into the little building, with large windows, and to his shock, there were papers inside!  He fumbled with what looked like a latch and then got the door open, finding the inside actually smelling of paper and wood rather than utter sterility, though the air inside was just as utterly dry as the air outside.  He picked up a bunch of papers connected to a little brown board with a metal spring-loaded clip and looked at it.  He could read it, saw that it was a log of vehicles that passed by the checkpoint, a column dedicated to ensuring that proper identification was displayed for anyone entering the underground base.  There was a calendar on the wall, a calendar from a thousand years ago, turned to the month of June in the year 2047, and there was a strange little display, like a dark window of sorts, sitting on the desk in front of a rectangular device that had a series of buttons marked with the letters of the alphabet and several other symbols, and a little oval device that looked like an egg cut in half longways.  He picked it up and saw that it had a tiny little piece of glass on its flat underside.  What it was, he had no idea.

What he did learn from the little building was that there were a lot more vehicles leaving than arriving, at least there at the end.  Kyven assumed that these papers were the records of what was the last day, and on that day, it looked like the base was evacuated.  Many, many vehicles leaving, only two coming in.


He continued on until he reached the three-pronged fork in the road, reading the signs, which weren’t much help.  The signs assumed that anyone that was here would know what the codes meant, for one road read to Block A, one road led to Block B, and the last road led to Block C.  He decided to go left, to Block A, figuring that he’d thoroughly explore the place no matter what, even if he found what he sought.  He was here to learn, and to learn, he had to explore.


The passage led to a large main room that then opened up into a maze of small, interconnecting rooms that almost looked like a hostel, or an inn.  There were things strewn on the floor, a table overturned, showing that on that last day, they fled this place in great haste, not taking everything.  He knelt and picked up what looked like a little child’s toy, a stuffed bear that crackled in his hand, then split open and caused white fluff to pour out of it.  The total lack of water in the air had dried it out, made it brittle, he realized.

A child’s toy in a military base?  Then again, he remembered his spirt telling him about the end time for the Great Ancients, that they were sacrificing their own children, even infants, to the machine to create Arcans.  Anyone who could not fight was sacrificed to create someone who could.


He looked around the large room that seemed a hub for a series of small bedchambers, still holding sheets on their beds, and realized that this was where they held the people that were going to be killed.  They waited here, unaware of what was going to happen to them, and that meant that if he looked around, he would find many things to entertain or distract them, keep them calm, keep them compliant until the day they were taken out and would never return.  He looked at the remains of the toy on the floor, and a shiver ran through him when he considered that a thousand years ago, a little girl might have been holding that toy, maybe clutching it for comfort as the adults all ran around in a hurry, unsure of what was happening.  And then he wondered how many other little hands had held that bear, hands that had been pulled down a dark hallway and into oblivion, before it came down to that little girl that just might have survived this place….


But probably had not lived long afterwards.


Going on logic, if Block A held those yet to be killed, then Block B held the machine itself, and Block C was where they kept the newly created Arcans, taught them what they needed to know before they were inducted into the army for further training.  After all, those neophyte Arcans, being animals orginially, wouldn’t even know how to talk.  They’d be like infants, but fully grown, physically powerful infants.


Searching Block A gave him no confirmation, since what was left was carefully edited to prevent those who’d been here from knowing the truth.  It was indeed a holding area for the people slated for death in the machine, and everything about the place was designed to keep them calm, even comfortable, with many activities, many entertainment rooms, and play areas for children.  He found a few “guest lists” in control rooms, found a pamplet of sorts on a table in a room that had many cleaned-out shelves titled Your New Life:  What You Need to Know About the RC Project.  Another he found on a bedstand in one of the rooms was titled RCS or RCN?  It’s Your Choice! but what was definitely the most creepy was one he found in a child’s play room, done in bright colors and using a cartoon caricature of an Arcan that was titled You’ll Be a Grown-up Soon!

That one made him recoil, throwing it down like it was a live snake.


How could those who ran this place do it?  How could they look into the eyes of a child and know that they were sending them to their doom?


They didn’t know.  He realized that even those here in the base didn’t know exactly what happened to those that were put into that machine.  He had no doubt that they believed just like the victims that the people that went down that long hallway he found that led to Block B would return as Arcans.  The operators of the machine may not have even known, probably only those who built it and those who ran this place knew the truth.


But someone did know, and that someone was a damned soul.

The passageway into Block B took him from a warm, cheerful place to a place of military sterility and cold function.  Gone were the playrooms and the toys and the entertainment devices and games, and in their place were holding areas filled with long benches, chutes for clothing that dropped down into lower areas of the base, and a room that held a series of baskets sitting on walls, some of them still holding things.  He took one down at random and realized it was the personal effects of someone that had gone on to their doom, for it held a small knife with a folding blade—which went right into Kyven’s pocket since the device was still in perfect working order despite its great age—some pieces of paper, and a leather wallet of sorts that broke apart in his hand, the leather drying out over the centuries and turning brittle.  He also found a picture, a picture of a handsome older woman with her arms over the shoulder of a dark-haired young man, both of them smiling.  Past that room was yet another room filled with seats, with a desk of sorts inset into the wall facing them, and a single heavy, ominous-looking door that went on.

That was the last room before reaching the machine.  Kyven stopped when he stepped into the room holding it, for the room was so big that most of Atan could fit inside it.  From what little he could see using his light, it had a domed ceiling that was a hundred rods over the floor at its highest point, and what confronted him was a huge pillar of metal that had a set of doors leading into it at floor level, when it was pretty clear to Kyven after looking at the base of it that the machine went down into the floor.  There was no way out of that domed chamber, just the one door…a stark symbol to Kyven, and maybe some few that came in here, that this was indeed the end.  A series of signs to each side of the door into the machine were almost haunting to him.  REMEMBER YOUR TRAINING DURING THE PROCESS read one, while over the door was a stern warning; DO YOUR BEST TO REMAIN STILL AND CALM.  THE MORE YOU MOVE, THE MORE DISCOMFORT YOU WILL FEEL.  That made his blood run cold.  Kyven opened the heavy door out of curiosity and found himself looking into a chamber layered with what looked like iron, or maybe steel, but there was no rust anywhere, a circular chamber without any decoration.

He could feel the horror coming out of that chamber.  Those that had died in it did not die peacefully.  They died in pain and terror, for in the end, they knew the truth, they knew what was happening, but by then it was too late.  The feeling made him slam the door and put his back to it, as if to hold that horror inside, his other hand on his chest and breathing heavily, trying to master himself, get control again.


If this was the last stop for the human, then below him, he sensed, was the first step for the Arcan.


He shadow walked through the floor and found himself in a wide, low-ceilinged chamber holding the base of the device, where there was another heavy metal door from which the Arcan would emerge.  There were three doors out of the room, and there was a padded table next to the door, which was on wheels.  They must have put the Arcan on the wheeled table and removed them, he reasoned as he opened that door and looked inside.  It looked like the other room, just not as high, but just as featureless.


There had to be something else.  Where was the animal placed?


He looked around and found nothing else, then realized that they had to put the animal in that chamber.  It didn’t destroy both the human and the animal and then create the Arcan, the animal became the Arcan.


That discovered, he put his hand on the outside case of the machine itself and tried to assense it.  It had no magic in it anymore, but it felt like no alchemical device he had ever touched.  Usually when he touched  one, he could feel it, feel how the magic flowed through it, but this thing, it was almost a paradox.  The pathways for magic inside it were disjointed, chaotic, almost random, and it made no sense to him.  But more than that, he wondered at how it got its power.  They had no crystals back then, so how did they draw spirit energy into the mortal world?


That was one thing he was here to discover, but it would wait for later.


It took him two more hours to explore B block, because it was where most of what he’d come to learn about was located.  The block was where they did all the actual work, and though they’d evacuated, they’d left a few records behind for Kyven to peruse.  They were maintenance records in a repair shop that had been stripped of everything but its work tables, leaving empty shelves and vacant bins and drawers.  The papers were hanging from the wall, records of repairing something called a transmitter, a list of parts, and a list of names with times by them, a schedule of work.  B Block also held the barracks of the military personnel, so he picked through what little was left, finding a few pictures of naked women, a couple of flags with those red and white stripes and the white stars on the blue background in the corner, the flag of the original nation.


Then he found the office, and the first sign of anything that even remotely approached life.  It was the office of the commander of the installation, according to the sign on the door, and inside was a body.  It had mummified in the bone dry air, turning a ghastly shade of grayish-tan and drawing up, the withered flesh tight against the bones, the fingers gnarled into claws.  The side of the head was completely gone, showing grisly gray-white dried tissue within, the remains of the brain, and there was a pistol unlike anything Kyven had ever seen laying on the plush red carpeting by the body.  Rust-colored spots were on the wall behind the desk, and there were a few bits of bone and dried, jerky-like flesh littering the carpet in an arc between the body and those spots.

A self-inflicted wound.  This man had killed himself.


Kyven knelt by the body and regarded it.  He wore a faded green uniform with brass buttons, many faded strips of color on one side, and the nametag was still legible even after all this time.  This man had been named Frasier, and the placquard on the desk gave his full name as General Doug Frasier.  One hand was empty, close to his weapon, and the other clutched at a strange little metal device that he couldn’t really see.  Kyven figured that there must have been a great deal of guilt in this man for him to do this, to end it this way.


The desk confirmed it, for there was a hand-written letter right in front of the chair.  Fearing it would fall apart if he touched it, like the bear had, Kyven leaned down and peered at the faded writing:


My darling Rose, I’m sorry it had to be this way.  When I took this assignment I knew it would mean a long separation from you, and I have yearned for your touch the way the flower yearns for the sun.  You are my light, you are my life, and it has been a living death being down here in this dungeon, this much closer to hell, and being apart from you.

I know I’m breaking my promise, my love, but it’s best this way.  There’s only so many supplies, and they shouldn’t be used up on a broken-down old wretch like me.  Better for me to give my part of the rations to younger, better people, the people who will rebuild, the people who will be our future.  Besides, the military will execute me anyway after they find out what I’ve done, so I’m just saving them the time and effort.


I’ve done many terrible things in my life, my love, but this—there was a scrawl where the man had scratched something out—I can’t even bring myself to tell you what happened.  If this place is closer to hell for being so deep underground, love, then those of us who gave the orders only have a shorter distance to fall to get there.  I can only hope that God will forgive me for what I’ve done, and hope that my last actions bring me at least a little bit of atonement.


I love you, Rose.  I love you like I have never loved anyone, and I hope that we find each other in Heaven.


Doug.

 He knew.  The man had known what he was doing, and at the end, he had found no forgiveness in his heart for himself, so he took the only path he could see before him.  He tried himself, and had found himself guilty…then he carried out his self-imposed punishment.


Kyven picked up the pistol.  It was blocky, heavy, yet strangely sleek and dangerous-looking.  It was engraved, looked to be as ceremonial as it was functional, with swirling designs down the glossy black barrel and black handgrips, and after looking it over, he found that it was called a Colt 1911 .45, whatever that was.  He had no idea how it worked, but after a thousand years in this bone-dry air, it looked as clean and pristine as the day it fell to the carpet, as if time had not touched it.  It had a little lever on one side and a tiny button on the other, and playing with it a little while being careful not to pull the trigger showed him that the tiny lever close to the thumb caused a little case to come out of the bottom, which held several large brass cylinders that looked almost exactly like the rifle cartridges, just not as long.  He took one of the bullets out and studied it, then put it back in its little spring-loaded case and put the case back into the grip of the gun, feeling it lock in place.  He hit the lever again and made it unlock, put it back, hit the lever and put it back, assuring himself that even after a thousand years, it still worked.  There was some creaking going on inside the gun, a thousand years for what oil or grease it had on its moving parts to harden, but it did work.


Well, the gunsmiths at Haven would probably be very eager to get their hands on this, a working model of one of the guns used by the Great Ancients.  They could take it apart, the Shaman could duplicate the pieces, and then they could build them.


C Block was also a residential area, this one for the Arcans that came out of the machine, and the layout of the place showed just what those Arcans were.  The first set of housing was single beds per room with control stations in each pod, almost like a jail, with heavily reinforced doors and control checkpoints.  Past that was another housing area with rooms with four beds each and what looked like schoolrooms, the old English alphabet on a banner over a whiteboard.  This was there they educated the Arcans that came out of the machines, at least after they calmed down, he reasoned.  The last section was barracks-style housing, large rooms filled with stacked bunks, lockers at the foots of the beds, motivational posters on the walls.  Virtually everything in C Block was stripped out, leaving only the rudest of the furniture.


Returning to B Block, Kyven explored the side passages and the lower levels, searching for information about the machine.  They had to have alchemists on site to operate and maintain it, and that had to be here somewhere.  He padded along utterly silent corridors, still feeling that tingle of magic around him, until he found what he was looking for.  It was a large iron door with the words RC MAINTENANCE painted on it, along with AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.  Beyond was a half-cleaned out warehouse-sized chamber filled with benches and shelves, and it was a chaotic mess.  They hadn’t cleaned out this room before evacuating.  But what they left behind was nothing like anything he’d ever seen before.  Plate-like square or rectangular wafers with all sorts of little things attached to one side, with a spiderweb of copper lace bonded to the bottom.  Tiny little colored pieces, cylinders with little metal wires coming out of them, little black rectangular things with metal pins in rows along each side, spools of copper wire and what looked like strands of transparent string, a strange flexible clear material, hanging over a bench, these were the leftover pieces of the technology of the Great Ancients, those machines that used the electricity that the shadow fox had told him about.  But, if this was the repair shop for the machine, what use was this junk?  Alchemy didn’t use such things.


But, after finding a row of heavy books, he found out that this was the shop that repaired the machine.  He almost gleefully took one of the books down and opened it, and found that it described a part of the machine as a series of drawings showing its internal structure.  But, the more he looked through it, the more confused he became.  The machine used their electricity, according to these drawings, but when he touched it, assensed it, he could feel the chaotic pathways for magic within.


How could the device use both their power source and spirit energy?  And just where did it gets its spirit energy from?


It seemed illogical, impossible, but it had worked…somehow.  He was no alchemist—


But he needed one if he wanted to figure this out.


Virren.  He needed Virren for this.


He decided to go get Virren later, after he was done exploring.  There was one more major section to look over, as well as the deepest passageways.


The last major section turned out to be a training area of the military personnel that controlled the facility.  There was a long room with targets hanging on the far side, probably where they practiced firing their weapons, and futher down he found a promising door labeled ARMORY.  He shadow walked through the door, but all he found to greet him were empty racks.  He went all through the armory room and found that they’d taken virtually everything, just leaving a single little box-like thing that held bullets laying in the corner, probably dropped and forgotten in the rush, like the one that went into the handle of the pistol, but one that was larger, probably for a rifle.  He went through the armory and into another room where it looked like they repaired and maintained the rifles and pistols, for he found several pieces of what looked like a rifle, a barrel here, a stock there, and he found a shelf above eye level that held several boxes of much larger bullets at the very back, missed in the rush to evacuate, longer, thicker, and ending in a wicked-looking point.  Bullets for the rifles.  He found one of those green glass-like things he remembered from the vision, the green eyepiece over the Arcan’s eye, and he set it over his face since it was made for a human being.  It fit, letting him see a world tinted in green through one eye and the regular world with the other, which made him a tiny bit queasy at first.


Another room did have something that looked interesting.  It was another part of the armory, but here they held those pieces of armor he remembered seeing on the Arcan, hanging in cubbies along the walls.  About half the cubbies had at least one piece in them, and when he picked one of the pieces up, he found it was made out of some kind of strange, lightweight material…that shattered like glass as soon as he applied any pressure to it.  The thousand years had turned the armor pieces brittle, and were little more than ornaments, a testament to a dead civilization.


He sensed a disturbance in the shadows, and Nightfall stepped out of a gateway just behind him.  Behind her, Toby stepped out as well, and he was covered in shadows.


“I see you figured it out,” Kyven noted in a hushed tone that seemed very loud in this place.


“About time,” Nightfall said lightly.


“Ayah, hush, woman,” he replied tartly as the shadows bled away, leaving him standing there nude and in his Arcan body, which made her chuckle.  He looked around curiously.  “Where we at, Kyv?  Ah ain’t nevah seen a place like this befo’.”


“This is the underground base where the Great Ancients created the Arcan race,” Kyven said in a quiet, reverent tone, putting the sand-filled fabric covering that had once been a piece of armor back in the cubby.  “I’m searching for whatever they left behind that might help us.”


“Ayah,” Toby said in a whisper.  “Why ain’t it all fell to ruin?”


“That’s a good question, and one I’m going to find out,” he replied.  “The whole place is like this.  The air is bone dry and still, it’s like a tomb, but I’ve only found one dead man, dried up like smoked meat.  Most of the things they had here are gone, I found papers that said they evacuated this place at the end, then I guess they sealed it up and left it just as it is now.  I’ve found papers and some other things that seemed to have held up over the centuries, but other things,” he said, pointing at the ruined armor piece.  “Some of it will just crumble if you touch it.”


“Then we’d best not touch anything,” Nightfall surmised, looking around.


“I did find one thing that’ll be very handy,” he said, pulling the pistol he’d taken out of his belt.  “It’s one of their guns, and it’s still working.  I bet the gunsmiths can do something with it.”


Toby’s eyes widened when he looked at the blocky piece of black steel, and he grinned widely.  “Dayum, Kyv, Ah want one!  Did you shoot it?  Does it really work?”


“The mechanical stuff all works, but I didn’t try shooting it.  I don’t know if the bullets are any good after a thousand years,” he said, putting it back.  “There were pieces of other guns in that room over there, it was where they repaired them.  But there weren’t enough pieces to figure out how they go together.”


Nightfall, however, wasn’t paying much attention.  She was looking around, towards the ceiling, then the floor, and had her hands around her front, all but hugging herself.  “I don’t like this place, Kyven,” she told him.  “It’s not a nice place.  It’s scary.”


“I know, I can feel it too,” Kyven nodded.


“Feel whut?” Toby asked.


“The horror left behind here,” he replied grimly.  “So much pain happened here, it’s sunk into the very walls, like a residue, like an echo of a scream trapped in this place for all time.  This place would make any Shaman shiver.”


“Not just Shaman,” Nightfall said with a low growl.


“Ah don’t feel nothin’, but that don’t mean that there ain’t nothin’ here,” Toby declared.  “Ah wouldn’t mind havin’ mah pigsticker right about now.”


Kyven tossed Toby his shockrod.  “It’s fully charged, just don’t get stupid with it,” Kyven told him.


“Thanky Kyv, Ah feel better now,” Toby declared, adjusting his grip.  “Ah wouldn’t mind goin’ tah look through that gun room.”


“It’s right there,” he pointed at the door.  “Nightfall, stay with him, I’m going to go check some other rooms.  Be careful, and try not to touch anything unless you’re absolutely sure you can identify it.  If it doesn’t fall apart, it might be dangerous.  We don’t know what most of this shit is, what it does, or how it works.”


“Alright, Kyven,” Nightfall nodded.  She took Toby’s hand and then pulled it around her shoulders.

“So, now yo’ gettin’ affectionate,” Toby teased lightly.


“This place is angry, Toby,” Nightfall said in a hushed tone.  “It doesn’t like us here.  I want to leave.”


“We’ll be careful, hon,” Toby said in a much less playful tone, patting her shoulder.  “Let’s see what we can see, but if yo’ feelin’ too unsettled, yo’ can go back.”


“Alright,” she said, pressing herself against his side.


Kyven picked through the other three rooms in the armory section, but it was more of the same.  Empty shelves, tables, chairs, bins, and very few books or papers, but lots of those black windows and little button-boards with the alphabet on them…they were in every room, almost on every table.  They were definitely common, heavily used.  He found another calendar with the same month, but this one had days marked off until June 17, 2047.  Was the last day they were here?  Possible.  He left the armory and shadow walked down through the floor rather than try to find the stairs, getting into the lowest levels, and it was here that he felt…something.  Something magical, that faint sensation he’d felt when he first came in, but stronger.  Kyven put his hand on the floor and felt it even more acutely, then he opened his eyes to the spirits to see if it was something that would show in the spirit world.


It did.  There was something magical under him, just at the edge of his vision, below and to the left.  He shadow walked through the rock and to where it was, a seething, shifting, violently agitated mass of spirit energy, that got only more agitated as he stepped out into a huge chamber, the ceiling some hundred rods high, dominates by a tremendous machine.


It was another alchemical device.  A second one, buried in the heart of the mountain, but this one was working!


The writing on the machine labeled it as some kind of environmental control system, which was probably why the air in here was bone dry, why things hadn’t decayed to dust after a thousand years.  This machine was maintaining the base.  Looking into it, he saw that it was tapping spirit energy directly out of the spirit world in a tiny breach, a hole punched between the real world and the spirit world, barely more than a pinhole. He stepped up to it and put his hand on it—


—and woke up moments later all the way across the room, smoke wafting out of his hair.


Of course.  He was a Shaman, a living conductor of magical energy, and this machine must not have been built with people like him in mind.  He shook his head to clear the cobwebs and clawed himself back up onto his feet, feeling a bit woozy, but he sensed the magic of the device starting to fade.  Him touching it had upset its workings, and the seething mass of spirit energy trapped inside was bleeding away, because the breach into the spirit world had closed the instant Kyven had touched it.  Kyven stepped up to the machine and watched through spirit sight as the mass of energy decayed, retracted, then faded away to nothing, escaping back into the spirit world like mist evaporating before the morning sun.


And the air immediately lost its sharp sense of sterility.  Kyven realized that it was the machine keeping it like that, and without the machine, now the air in this place would turn stale, get dank and musty as water invaded the place, and would ultimately turn poisonous. 


But, that was how they did it.  They didn’t use mana crystals, they breached directly into the spirit world and drew power from the world itself, not any particular spirit.  It also explained the Breach, when they built a machine that tried to open a hole that was too big, or they couldn’t control it.  That had torn the fabric between the two worlds and allowed spirit energy to flood into the mundane world like an avalanche, which then caused that cataclysmic explosion that heralded the end of the Great Ancient Civilization.


So, now he knew how it worked, but it didn’t answer how they did it.  How did they know about the spirit world?  They had no Shaman back then.  How could machines detect spirits, since those machines were dead, and only the living could sense a spirit?  After all, spirit sight could not see anything that wasn’t alive.  The spirits and the energy they represented were the energies of life—well, except for black energy, but there could be no death without life—and a machine that was not alchemical would never be able to manipluate or even detect spirit energy.


So, how did they discover alchemy when they needed alchemy to discover it?


It was just another paradox about the Great Ancients, and about this place.


He put his hand back on the machine and assensed it.  This machine had none of their technology inside it.  It was a pure device of alchemy…which might be why it was still working after all this time.


It did tell him one thing, though.  The Great Ancients had been learning before they were destroyed.  The machine above used their technology in it where this one did not.  Either they had learned from the Arcan machine that they didn’t need their technology and built this machine, or they had built this machine and then learned that their technology could affect alchemy in some way, and had built the Arcan machine.  Either way, the existence of the two different kinds of alchemical devices showed Kyven that the knowledge of alchemy possessed by the Great Ancients had evolved…but in which direction it evolved, that was the question he wanted to answer.


He explored the last few rooms, maintenance rooms holding the scraps left over form their evacuation.  The places with racks and bins had held parts, tools, equipment, and they would need those things out there in the world, so the areas were stripped almost completely to the walls.  He found the room where the clothes went from the changing room, filled with nothing but empty shelves and a small closet holding brooms.

That was it.  There was nothing left for him to explore.  The place had been almost completely emptied out of anything remotely useful, the only thing left behind the pistol in Kyven’s belt, and only because, most likely, the man Frasier had made them leave him behind, where he killed himself as a final act of atonement for what he’d done. Outside of those paper books holding the drawings of the machine, the place was almost devoid of records, of information.  Where had they kept it all?  Had they taken it with them, and just left the machine drawings behind because they were of no use to them out there in the world?

The shadow fox had taught him to read English to come here and learn…what?  That there wasn’t much here to learn?


No.  The machine.  That was why she’d sent him here.  If anything, he had to destroy that machine, even if there was little chance anyone could ever get in here.  That massive door sealing this place in looked all but impregnable, but still, he couldn’t take any chances.  The Loremasters knew about this machine, and that meant that odds were, others did as well.  They may not have known exactly what it was or how it worked, but they were aware of its existence, and for that reason alone, Kyven had to destroy it.  But that machine in the deepest chamber, that might be useful.


Toby and Nightfall appeared behind him in the room, Nightfall still all but clinging to the intimidating hunter.  “Ayah, we done looked around, Kyv,” Toby reported, handing him back his spotlamp.  “They ain’t much here, and what is here falls apart if’n yo’ touch it.  But, Ah think that gun barrel we found, that might be useful.  The gunsmiths might be able tah learn something from studying it.”  He held it up.  “Ah got it right heah.”


“Those bullets I saw might be useful too,” Kyven mused, looking up at the ceiling.  “Toby, I need you to be an errand boy, if you don’t mind.”


He chuckled.  “Ah don’t mind ‘tall.”


“Go back and get those bullets, then walk them and the gun barrel straight to Haven.  Have the council find the best gunsmith in the city and give them to him.”


“Want me tah take that pistol too?”


“No, I’m keeping it,” he said.  “We have some good smiths in the army, I’ll have one of them take it apart and clean it, make sure it works, then Clover and the others can see if they can duplicate it.  If I hand it over to Haven, I may never get it back, and I have the feeling I’m going to need it.”


Toby chuckled.  “Smart man.”


“Friends, when you leave here, never come back,” he said with an intense voice.  “I’m going to bring Virren here to help, then we’re going destroy the alchemical machine and leave this place a death trap for anyone who tries to get in.  So never come back, no matter where in the base you try to step in from the shadows.  Since I can do it too, I’m going to make sure that nowhere in here is safe.  Do you understand?”


“I understand.  I’ll just be glad to leave this place, and I’ll gladly never come back,” Nightfall said anxiously, her eyes scanning the darkness.  “This place is, is, it’s evil.”


“And that’s why I’m going to destroy it,” Kyven growled.  “So many people died in here, died horribly, it’s cursed the very rock around us.  This is no place for any sane man or woman.”


“Ah still don’t feel nothin’ ‘tall, but Ah’ll take yo’ word for it, Kyv,” Toby said, looking around curiously.  “C’mon, babe, let’s get these things tah Haven.”


After they shadow walked out, Kyven blew out his breath.  Now he was lying to his closest friends.


He covered himself in shadow and walked out, marching across the continent in mere seconds, then stepped out back in Atan, in the street directly facing Virren’s alchemy shop.  It looked just as it always did, but now there were Arcans everywhere, Arcans carrying muskets, pitchforks, polearms, swords, axes, staves, even clubs, anything they could get their hands on.  It reminded him that the main army was woefully underequipped, with barely enough muskets for a third of the fighting force, forcing the rest to use whatever they could find.  The Shaman could only duplicate so many muskets a day before getting tired, and that was added to what the foundries back in Haven were hastily making and shipping out on the supply trains.  There were caravans of loaded wagons in a nearly continuous chain between Haven and Atan, so many that there wasn’t even so much as a pull cart left anywhere in Haven, and when they ran out of wagons, they used mules, burros, domesticated buffalo, and horses as pack animals, and when those ran out, they had Arcan volunteers who literally carried the equipment on their backs the two thousand or so minars between Haven and Atan.  It was almost merciless work, carrying hundreds of stones’ weight of equipment all day every day like a pack mule, but they had volunteered for it, and in a way, it was something that they were good at.


That was one reason why he didn’t want Danna to engage at Avannar, to hide the fact that barely a third of the army had muskets.  It would just invite the humans to attack Atan in force instead of fearing to try.


The shop was closed for the night, but the lights in the upper windows told him that Virren was still awake.  He rang the bell by the door, and almost immediately, the door opened.  Two Arcans Kyven didn’t know were inside the entry room.  Both were burly, tall, rugged-looking canine Arcans, one a wolf and the other a boxy-muzzled male with tawny fur and no hair.  “What business have you?” the wolf asked.


“I need to see Virren,” he replied calmly.  He spied Old Gray look in from the doorway in the back of the room.  “Old Gray!” Kyven called.


“Well, my old eyes must be playing tricks on me,” he said in a weedy voice, stepping in.  “It’s alright, boys, he’s a friend.  An old friend,” the grizzled, elderly Arcan said with a smile.  The two Arcans stepped out of the way and let him enter, and he stepped up and took the old Arcan’s burn-scarred hands, earned from years of working with red-hot metal.  “It’s been a long time, Master Kyven,” he said.  That name made the tawny-furred Arcan jump a bit.

“It’s good to see you well, old friend,” he said gently, putting a hand on his shoulder.  “And stop with the Master shit, it gets on my nerves,” he chuckled.


“You are the master of the cutter’s shop here, so it’s a perfectly acceptable title,” he smiled, showing a couple of gaps where teeth used to be.  “It’s your right as an artisan.”


“That was a different life, Old Gray,” he sighed.


“I know.  Will you bless me, Shaman?” Old Gray asked, somewhat formally.


“You, my friend?  All day every day,” he replied.  The two Arcans at the door gaped a bit when Kyven recited the ritual benediction, then they hurried over.


“We didn’t recognize you, Shaman,” the wolf apologized.


“It’s alright, boys, not everyone knows what I look like.  Sometimes I like it that way,” he chuckled.


He didn’t get out of the room without blessing both the guards, then Old Gray led him to the stairs.  “Why the guards?” he asked.


“There was some trouble with the villagers when Master Virren’s true sympathies were exposed,” he replied.  “Traitor was the kindest of their accusations.”


“Are the villagers still here?”


He shook his head.  “Only a handful, like Master Virren.  General Pannen had them lock up their houses and shops, and the army leaves them alone.  The army camps out near the mines.”


“So nothing’s really changed since the last time I was here,” he grunted as they reached the second floor.  “Has Timble and Danna—General Pannen been visiting Virren?”


“Daily,” he answered.  “Timble is an old friend, and as the best alchemist in the village, the army has been making use of Master Virren’s forge and talents.”


Virren was in his upstairs study, sitting behind a desk writing in a ledger when Kyven entered the room.  He looked up, then smiled brightly and stood.  “Kyven!” he greeted exuberantly.


“Hello, Master Virren,” Kyven said, taking his hands over the desk.  “It’s good to see you.”


“You here to visit Danna?”


He shook his head.  I need you, Virren.  I need your expertise with something, an alchemical device.”


“I’m at your disposal, my friend.  What did you bring me to look at?”


“It’s too big to move, I have to take you to it,” he replied.  “And you’re not gonna like getting there.”


“Really?”


Kyven nodded.  “I have to shadow walk you there, I’m afraid.  And most people don’t travel well doing it.”


Virren chuckled.  “Let me get my toolbox, then we’ll see about it.”


“Do you need help, Master Virren?” Old Gray asked.


“No offense, old friend, but I’d prefer to only take one.  It’s easier on me, and it’s easier on who goes with me.”


“Then good journey, and come home safe,” he nodded, then he closed the door.


After fetching his traveling toolbox, Kyven tied them together with a length of stout rope.  “No matter what you do, Virren, do not stop,” Kyven warned.  “When you’re inside, you won’t be able to see much past your hand, and what you do see is going to shift and shimmer and move in a way that’ll make you queasy.  On top of that, it’ll feel like you’re standing on a plank balanced on a rolling barrel.  You’re going to get dizzy and nauseous in there.  Just about everyone I walk ends up puking when they get to the other side, so don’t feel too self-conscious about it if it happens to you.”


“I’ll do my best.  I just can’t lose this,” he said, hefting his heavy oak box, its corners bound with iron.


“I’ll carry it,” Kyven said, reaching for it.


With a passenger, the things took immediate notice of him, but again, they advanced and then pulled up, afraid to get too close.  He could feel their anger, their hatred, their hunger, but he could still feel their fear.  They had yet to think of a way around his ability to literally control their bodies, lock them in paralysis and hold them thus until he was out of the shadow world, and so they were afraid to get too close to him.  Eventually, they’d get the idea of all of them attacking him at once, he was sure, hoping that he couldn’t control all of them.


He had a surprise waiting for them when they tried that.


Virren looked much better than most when they reached the utter blackness of the base, back in the maintenance room holding the books, at least to Kyven’s spirit sight.  Virren was teetering just a little with a hand on his stomach, then he lurched a little because he was a little dizzy and couldn’t see a thing.  Kyven steadied him and set the toolbox down on the floor, a floor he couldn’t see because everything in this place was sterile, no unseeable life giving that aura of glow on the surface of inanimate objects.  It was just as dark to his spirit sight as it was to his regular sight, the only things he could see were himself, the toolbox, and Virren.  He turned on his spotlamp and made Virren wince, even as he blew out his breath and patted his stomach.  “That was almost like riding inside a barrel rolling down a hill, like I did in my youth,” he chuckled.

“You didn’t throw up, that’s one for you, Virren.”


“I don’t get sick that way easily.  Now, show me this device.”


“We’ll start with these drawings of its insides,” Kyven said, pointing at the books in the shelf along the wall.  “It’s huge, Virren, and it was built before the Breach.  It’s from the Great Ancients.”

“Really?  Kyven, I may know alchemy, but I can’t figure out something they built!” he gasped.


“You’re more of an expert than me,” Kyven shrugged.  “And you’re the best alchemist I know, Virren.  You’ll understand more of it than I did.”


“Alright,” he said after a moment.  “Can we see the device, Kyven?  I’d love to see it, just put my hand on it once,” he said reverently.


“I can show it to you, but don’t fall in love with it, Virren.  As soon as we finish studying it, I’m destroying it.”


“Why?” he gaped.


“Because it’s evil,” Kyven replied with a stony expression.  “It’s the machine the Great Ancients used to create the Arcan race, Virren,” he said darkly.  “And they did it by sacrificing a human being to create the Arcan.  That machine killed hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of people, Virren.  When we’re done with it, that blight will be removed from the world forever.”


“Then why are we studying it if we’re destroying it?”


“Because I was sent here by my spirit to understand the past, and in its way, that machine is part of the past, so I need to understand that machine.  But, it just doesn’t make any sense, Virren,” he said, shaking his head.  “It’s a paradox, it shouldn’t work according to everything I know about alchemy.  That thing has their original technology in it, but it also has alchemy in it.  I can’t understand how they built something that draws power from something other than mana crystals, especially when they didn’t have any.  I don’t see how they could power an alchemical device with anything other than spirit energy.”


“Oh, I think I see what you’re talking about.  It’s an alchemical device that shouldn’t even work?”


“Exactly.  Just help me figure out how the hell they did it, Virren, then we’ll destroy that evil machine and be done with it.”


They spent several hours poring over the drawings and plans of the machine, and the entire time, Virren kept his brow furrowed.  Kyven helped as best he could, then took Virren to the machine itself.  They found an access port that Virren opened with tools from his box, and inside was a jumble of thin, vine-like wires, dull metal cases connected to them, and little else.


“This is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Virren noted as they looked in, Kyven using his own spotlamp and Virren using one from his toolbox.  “It violates every rule of alchemy there is.  Are you sure this thing worked?”


“It worked alright,” Kyven grunted, touching one of the colored wires.


“It has no metallurgical recipe.  It has no inlaid pathways.  This metal looks like it came right out of a forge, untouched by an alchemist’s hands,” he declared, touching the metal case.

“That matters?”


“It matters a great deal,” he replied as he pushed wires aside to look at the metal behind them and the cases.  “Alchemy’s not only about the metal, Kyven.  It’s as much about how the alchemist shapes the metal as it is about the metal itself.  The better you build the device, the better it functions, you know that.”


“I know, but what if you could build a machine that creates a perfect copy every time?”


“Alchemists have tried that over the years, and the results aren’t what you’d think,” he answered, pulling wires completely out and setting them on the floor.  “The devices made from stamped pieces are unpredictable.  It works best when each device is built by hand.”


“That’s strange.”


“Not really.  No two pieces of iron stock are the same, my friend.  It takes the personal attention of the alchemist to adapt to the materials, tailor the stock to the device, so that means that if you want a device that works best, it has to be built by human hands, not stamped from a die.”  He grunted and pulled out more wires.  “I mix all my alloys myself, either by my own hand or watching my apprentices, so I know exactly what quality materials I’m working with.”

Something about that…just seemed to be off in his mind.  In alchemy, the shape of the device, the quality of the materials, and their proportions within the device were the three factors that determined how good it was.  All spotlamps, for example, looked exactly the same.  They might be larger or smaller, but the basic shape of them was the same, since it was the shape of it that made it a spotlamp.  Virren had books and books and books of alchemical blueprints at his shop denoting the exact dimensions and shapes of most commonly known alchemical devices, and exactly what metals were used in its composition.  All shockrods looked the same, all impact rods looked the same, and so on and so on.

That shape and the composition of the metal that made the device determined how magic flowed in it, and made an alchemical device function.  So, if two devices were made from metal poured into a mold, why would they act differently if the metal was poured from the same melted stock?  After all, the composition was the same, the shape of the two devices would be identical.  So, what made it different when an alchemist built it by hand?  He watched Virren pull more wires out, his strong, scarred hands setting the wires down with surprising gentleness.  The burly alchemist was—


The alchemist.


The alchemist!


It hit him so hard he blinked and flinched.  Of course!  The alchemist!  That was why talkers built by different alchemists couldn’t talk to each other!  It was because of the alchemist!

Kyven laughed loud, so suddenly that Virren banged his head on the top of the access hatch.  He grumbled and pulled his head and arms out, giving Kyven a long, slightly stern look.  “What’s so funny?”


“It makes perfect sense!” he said, standing up quickly and motioning at the device.  “That’s why this thing worked despite it going against every principle of alchemy we know!”


“What do you mean?”


“It worked because the men who built it wanted it to work!” he said, his eyes bright.  “But it wouldn’t work now, because they’re dead, and because the men of today wouldn’t understand it, wouldn’t believe that it would work if they didn’t know beforehand that it did!”


“Kyven, what are you talking about?”


“Alchemy, Virren!  Alchemy!  Virren, my friend, you’re as much a  Shaman as I am!  Hell, you’re probably much better than me, when it boils down to stock!”


“What do you mean?”


“Virren, it’s not the science of alchemy that makes alchemy, it’s the alchemist!  It’s like illusions!  It’s exactly like an illusion!” he gasped.  “It worked because they believed that it would work,” he said in a calmer tone, relaxing a little as his mind wrapped around what he was trying to express.  “When an alchemist crafts a device, he does it with his own hands, and that, it, well, it imprints the belief of the alchemist right into the device.  It works because he believes it will work, because everything his schooling and his books and his training tells him is that it will work.  And the belief of other alchemists impacts that fundamental belief,” he elaborated, thinking it through quickly.  “Mankind has created a science out of their belief.  When I create an illusion, the belief of one has to overcome the disbelief of others to make it reach into the real world.  The belief of many can shape the illusion…and that’s all alchemy is.  It’s an illusion.”  He pondered it for a moment in silence, then he laughed loudly and ruefully.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Kyven,” Virren said.


“Alchemy is just another form of magic, Virren, but think about Shaman magic a minute,” he said, sitting back down.  “You understand it better than just about anyone, since you’re an alchemist and you’ve been friends with Shaman over the years who have talked to you about it.  What’s the core aspect of Shaman magic?”


“Strength,” he answered, a little uncertainly.  “The Shaman has to be strong enough to handle the magic that flows through him, or it’ll kill him.”


“Not quite, but you’re right about that,” Kyven agreed.  “What it takes more than anything else is willpower.  I have to be strong enough to handle the magic, but it’s my will that makes the magic do what I want it to do.  I refine it by using imagery, imagination to direct the magic better, but it just boils down to me making the magic do what I want it to do.  That’s half the strength you were talking about.  Now, think about my illusions,” he said, opening his eyes to the spirits and creating an illusion of Dana in her Arcan form, wearing that wrap he remembered from when she was at Deep River.  It was perfect in every detail, and the sense it exuded was almost as if one could touch it.  Since he was so familiar with her, he could easily instill the very substance of Danna into an illusion of her, and that made it powerful.  “Who is this?”

“Danna.”


“How do you know?”


“I have eyes, Kyven,” he chuckled.  “That’s Danna.”


“Are you sure?” he asked pointedly.  “Are you absolutely sure that it’s Danna, Virren?”


Virren looked at the illusion again, a little harder this time, and as soon as he did so, some of the substance of the illusion faltered, as his belief in what he was seeing was challenged.  But then that substance returned when he made up his mind.  “It’s definitely Danna.”


“This is the core of alchemy,” Kyven told him with a smile.  “This is Danna because you believe that it’s Danna.  Alchemy works because you believe that it works.  Over the years, it’s become a science over being a form of magic, until it became so imprinted into the very psyche of mankind that it evolved into the very science that mankind believed it to be,” he said, almost reverently.  “It’s an illusion that people believe so completely that it becomes real,” he realized, then he whistled.

“Kyven, I still don’t understand.”


“No.  No, you wouldn’t.  And you shouldn’t,” he said quickly.  “If you really understood, it might ruin your business.”


“Kyv, what do you mean?”


“What it comes down to, Virren, is that you’re such a good alchemist because you believe you are, and everyone else believes you are too,” he told him.  “It’s your confidence, your belief in your skills and your training, that makes you so good.  That’s the hidden truth behind alchemy.  Since it’s actually a form of Shaman magic, when you build a device, you’re actually casting a spell, just doing it with hammers and bellows, and your attention to detail, your desire to build the best device you can, your confidence in yourself, that’s your willpower that imbues your devices with their power.  That’s why devices out of your shop are the best in Atan, Virren.  You’re the best because you know you’re the best, and because everyone else knows you’re the best.  You’re as much a Shaman as me, my friend, you just work in metal and tools, not magic,” he smiled, patting Virren’s shoulder.  “After all, alchemy and Shaman magic use the same energy as its power.  It only stands to reason that they’d be more related than people think.”


“That doesn’t make much sense, Kyven.  I’m no Shaman.”


“You’re not a real Shaman, Virren, but you’ve learned how to mimic Shaman magic using alchemy.  That’s what I mean.  But some of the same requirements for alchemy and magic are there.  It’s why not everyone can be an alchemist.  Shaman are born Shaman, but alchemists are all men of great willpower and discipline, men who have the self-confidence to excel in such a difficult profession.  An alchemist isn’t just a man who’s good with working with metal, he’s a man of exceptional mental discipline.  It’s why a man can be a great blacksmith, but couldn’t build an alchemical device to save his life.  He lacks that intangible quality that you have, Virren.  Mental strength.  Discipline.  Confidence.  Self-assuredness.  Those are absolutely mandatory requirments for an alchemist.”

“Well, that might be true,” he said after a moment.  “Most alchemists I know are much as you describe.  We’re all driven men, perfectionists in our own ways.”


“Of course it is,” Kyven smiled.  “I need to go check something, Virren.  Just stay here and keep working, I’ll be right back.”


He nodded.  “Be careful.”


Kyven really just needed to end the conversation before he ruined Virren.  He had to lie to him so as not to tamper with things.


Alchemy was just an illusion.


That was all it was, and that was why Kyven understood that fundamental truth, because he was a totem Shaman to a spirit whose primary sphere was illusion and deception.  Because the belief in the illusions he created was so critical to their working, he understood the tremendous power that came when a sentient mind decided that that was the way things were supposed to be.  It was such a strong force that it could actually alter reality itself, twist what was real and what was not.  It was that elusive ultimate power that his totem had described when she first taught him about illusions, to create that perfect illusion that was so powerful, induced so much belief, that it became real.  It was the belief that made it real, both his belief and the belief of those that viewed it, and it took both of them to make it happen.  If Kyven didn’t believe in his illusion, it would fail just as much as if the victim didn’t think it was real either.  It was why the shadow fox drilled it into him that he had to believe too, and he invested that belief not with actual pure belief—he knew it was an illusion, after all—but with imbuing the illusion with so much substance that it could even override his own disbelief in what he was doing, make it feel so real to him that he could accept it as real, accept the reality he forced into the world rather than the reality that was already there.


And he had done it, several times.  He remembered the illusory fire that burned the grass in Riyan, the illusion of the fortress doors in Cheston that was so solid that men could push against it, the Wolveran he made that he actually rode, the big monster at Durm that physically knocked down the breastworks.  He had brought his illusions into reality more than once, and it was based on both his belief in what he was doing and the belief of those that saw his illusions.

And that was alchemy.  It worked because men believed that it would work, believed so completely that their belief was intruding into the real world, and on a global scale.  The concentrated belief of so many that alchemy was real made it real, so real that someone with absolutely no concept of alchemy, like a baby, could get hurt by an alchemical device.  Though the baby all by himself in a room with an alchemical device had no belief in the device, the concerted belief of everyone else made that device work, and that made it just as real as anything else.  Their reality shaped the reality of the baby, who would have no inkling of their reality.  Their reality intruded into the baby’s reality, where the baby lacked the will to enforce its version of reality over that which was imposed upon it.


Over the centuries, they had turned it into a science.  Men had rationalized it, set rules for it, and it was their collective belief that turned it into the very science that it was, to the point where alchemy was now just as real as anything else, and would remain so for all time.  It had been permanently imprinted into reality by the belief of mankind.  The belief of man had taken what was an illusion and had permanently brought it into reality, just as the spirit had told him so long ago when she said that the mind perceives its reality, and that perception could have an effect on all reality, not just the reality of that one being.

Reality, after all, was nothing but the sentient mind’s interpretation of what its senses told it was there.  And no two people had the same reality, because they didn’t see things in exactly the same way.  That was the mystery behind linked talkers.  That one alchemist’s concept of reality was imprinted into his devices, and because of that, no other talker could link to them…because they had different versions of reality in them.

Alchemy began as a mass delusion…but after so long, that delusion had become reality, to the point where it was now part of the very natural order of the world.  Even after the minds that created it were long gone, alchemy would still exist, because the imprint into the true reality beyond the senses was permanent.

This was what she wanted him to learn.  He was sure of it.  This was important.  Maybe not important to anyone else, but for him, this was critical, because it showed him just how powerful belief could be.  So long as he could approach the world with the innocent wonder of the baby, yet have the will to force his reality over the reality imposed upon him, his illusions would become real.

He had to reject reality in order to accept reality.

It had opened his eyes to the potential of illusion, a potential far greater than anything he had ever considered before.  It showed him that while his shadow powers had grown, evolved, seemed to outclass hs Shaman powers, they were not his greatest power.  The power of illusion was his greatest power, because it was truly a power with no limits other than what he could imagine, as long as he had the willpower behind it to force his reality upon others.


And learning the truth of alchemy had expanded his imagination vastly.  The possibilities…they were, were endless.


Now he understood, understood on a level he had never understood before, just how powerful the power of illusion could be.  It was about more than just making people see things that weren’t there, it was about imposing his own version of realty on others.  And if he could make them believe in his reality, then they would conform to it.  Even if his reality violated every tenet of the reality the victim held in his heart.  As long as he could make them believe, they would be forced into his reality.

It was so, so simple, yet sometimes, the simplest of things were the hardest to understand.  Reality was not real.  Reality was nothing but what was in the mind, and reality was not the same for everyone.  Nothing was real, not in the way people believed it to be.  Men made their reality, shaped it with their minds, reinforced it with the cooperative belief of other minds that formed the fundamental laws and workings of what they perceived.  There was something underneath it all, the way things really worked were there not a single sentient mind in the world, nature at its basic level.  That was the base upon which men formed their reality, interpreting this raw, primordial reality and shaping it to their belief, forced nature into their reality rather than nature pulling them into its own. 

Alchemy was one of those things.  It was something that did not exist, yet was made to exist by the belief of sentient minds that accepted that which was not real as real, and that belief made it just as real as the sun in the sky or the wind in their hair.


That was where Kyven was different.  He had to approach the world as the baby, with no preconceptions, but he had the will to override what the other minds in the world tried to force upon him.  He could reject their reality, and substititute it with one of his own, so long as he believed that he could.

She had told him that the power of illusion was limitless.  Now he understood that, understood it at its most fundamental level.

Because now, now, he believed.

She was there.  He looked down at her, down into her glowing emerald eyes, and she simply regarded him, seated sedately and with her tail wrapped around her legs, that pose he knew oh so well.


“I know what to do, sister,” he replied with a solemn nod.  “Thank you.”


She blinked only once, did not move, and then the penetrating blackness around him swallowed her up, and she was gone.


He returned to Virren and knelt down, seeing nothing but Virren’s backside and legs.  He had crawled haflway into the device.  More than ever, Virren was going to be critical now.  He was an alchemist.  He could build alchemical devices.


He could help Kyven use mankind’s belief against him, to help him exceed his own limits as an illusionist.  Kyven believed.  Virren would help him make others believe.

“We’re about done here, Virren,” he said.  “Is there anything more you wanted to do?”


“A little,” he replied.  “Mind if I take some of this home with me to study?  Their technology.”


“I don’t mind,” he replied.  “But without their power, none of it’s going to work.”


“I don’t mind, I think it’ll be interesting just to look inside one of these boxes,” he said, tugging again, and Kyven heard something give inside the hatch, a series of metallic sounds.  “I can take the books about the machine, but I can’t read their writing,” he replied.


“No, we leave the books here, my friend.  The Loremasters were sending men out to study this thing, so we can’t leave anything out anywhere where them or people like them try to learn more about it.”


“Well, then I guess I’m about done, at least as soon as I get this piece out,” he said, tugging a little.


“Alright.  When we get back, Virren, I need you to do something for me…at least after we both get some sleep.”


“Anything, my friend.  What do you need?”


“I need you to build me an alchemical device.  It has to be your best work, Virren.  It’s going to be important.”


“What’s it going to do?”


“Save the Arcans,” he replied simply as Virren tugged a long, thin rectangle out of hole, wires still dangling from it.  “I’ll give you the blueprint for you as soon as I get it.  I have to go fetch it from Avannar.  It’s something they have in their vaults, and I figured it was safe to leave it be.  After all, I know where it is, and they certainly wouldn’t let something like that out of their sight.”

“Sounds dangerous.”


“Not dangerous at all, just something they never wanted to see built,” he replied.  “So much so that they killed the alchemist that invented it.”

“What does it do?”


“It’s best that you don’t know that, for your own good,” Kyven told him.  “But I wouldn’t have any other alchemist do it, Virren.  You’re the best.”


“Not the best, but I do try,” he said modestly.


“Okay, you may not be the best, but you’ll build it for me and not ask too many questions,” he winked.


Virren laughed.  “Aye, I can do that,” he agreed, standing up and picking his prize up off the floor.  “Now let’s get down to the task of destrying this thing so we can get back, my friend.  It’s probably almost dawn by now.”


“I know, I totally messed up my errands,” Kyven chuckled.  “I had much more to do tonight, but I got hung up on this.  But the other things can wait until tomorrow.  Avannar’s certainly not going anywhere.”


“How are we going to destroy it?”


“Fire,” he replied.  “It’s too big to really destroy, but if we gut its insides with fire, nobody will be able to figure out how they built it.”


Virren pondered that a moment, then nodded.  “Then let’s go get those books.  They’ll be good kindling.”


“You do that, I’m going to shadow walk out and get some oil and some coal.  I want a big fire, my friend, something that will burn hot and burn for a while.”


“Then bring lots of coal.”


“I will.  Collect up your souvenirs, my friend, and we’ll get this done as soon as I get back.”
