Chapter 17

This was the kind of warfare the stories talked about.

Kyven sat on all fours in the ruined clock tower of Durm, watching as the artillery batteries prepared to start firing.  It was still a bit too dark for them to see what they were shooting at, but they had to respond because the artillery from DeVaur’s army had already begun to fire, and they were finding range.  DeVaur’s men had to have some kind of night sight alchemical devices for them to be firing in the steely darkness of predawn, when there was almost enough light to see, but not quite.  Their batteries had been firing for over an hour now, concentrating their fire on the extreme western edge of the heavy fortifications, the ones abutting the ruins of Durm.


He’d discussed these kinds of tactics with Danvers several times before.  Warfare conducted by the humans was a very messy and bloody business because of the weapons they used.  Smoothbore, muzzle-loading muskets had a relatively short range and a slow reload time, so the best way to utilize them was the volley, getting as many troops in position as possible and firing all at once.  Because of that, the military units would move in groups, rush up to a firing position, fire, then either advance or reload and allow another element to advance in their stead.  These infantry units would be supported by artillery, trying to clear out the point of attack, even as the enemy artillery tried to break up the advances.  At short range, alchemical weapons came into play.  Every unit had a smattering of shockrods and firetubes, and Kyven could see that two of the critical Loreguard emplacements had repellers standing by and waiting for when the Flaurens finally got range.  The Flaurens had bigger cannons, giving them more range, but the defending Loreguard had set up along a ridge east of the ruins and in the eastern ruins themselves, so they had the height advantage.  DeVaur’s men would have to charge uphill to assault the fortifications, which were extensive.

The numbers slightly favored DeVaur, Danvers had told him.  The combined Flauren and Georvan armies outnumbered the Loreguard six to one, but with the extensive and considerable fortifications the Loreguard had built along that ridge, it helped to equal things out.  They had trenches so their men could fire without presenting a target to the enemy, a breastwork of logs and rails to block or slow down charges, and earthworks around critical positions to absorb artillery fire.  Danvers said that an entrenched soldier was worth four attacking soldiers, so that gave DeVaur a roughly two to one advantage.  However, since he would be assaulting from a heavily unfavorable position, the odds were actually only slightly better for DeVaur than for Beyonne.  And both sides knew exactly how many soldiers the other had, as well as generally where they were.  DeVaur had a map of the Loreguard defensive fortifications, and General Beyonne had a detailed report of the location and disposition of enemy units.  DeVaur was using that map already, having chosen where to bombard with his artillery first, going after enemy artillery emplacements so his troops could advance without being blasted by cannons.


Kyven didn’t really want to watch this, but he had to keep tabs on things here.  This was an important event in that if the Loreguard repelled the attackers, then Avannar might be able to hold out against the northern armies.  Avannar really was heavily defended, it was going to take Kyven going in there to disable many of their death machines to even things out, and could most likely repel an attack from the combined northern armies due mainly to the river and the fact that they’d be attacking the walled section of the city.  Stone walls usually were nothing to a cannon, but those walls had been alchemically altered over the centuries to make them stronger than steel, to where cannonballs would just bounce off of them.  Despite being capable of killing, watching the kind of mass slaughter that he knew was coming did not sit well with him, even more so because many of those deaths would be his fault.  He was directly responsible for how this battle had shaped up, but he could live with the guilt.  Every man who died here was a man that either wouldn’t be there to defend Avannar or a man that wouldn’t be marching west to attack Haven once things went downhill.  He was trying for maximum casualties without crippling the fighting ability of either side, so they could continue to fight each other.  In the end, both sides would be their enemies, so they had to soften them up as much as possible while still dangling the carrot of victory in front of them to incite them to keep going.

This battle would take a day or two, Danvers had speculated.  It was going to depend on if DeVaur could break the defenses and hold that breach long enough to get his army in there.  He had the advantage in that the Loreguard was defending a line nearly twenty minars long, but the Loreguard had the advantage of being able to pull defenders from other parts of the line to break up DeVaur’s penetrating advance.  That was why DeVaur was going to attack the Loreguard at two points, one a diversionary attack and another, much more serious attack further east, at a point where Beyonne would not expect him to attack, a heavily wooded area where the ridge was high.  The Georvans were skilled at woods fighting, and they’d be leading that attack, using the forest to get right on top of the defenders, then attacking them.  The Flaurens were more adept at more conventional warfare, fought in the open using volley companies.


They’d have fun with that.  The forest in Carin wasn’t like the forests in Georvan and northern Flaur, which were predominantly pine and oak and had little undergrowth.  Forests here in Carin and further north were thick jungles of old growth trees and heavy underbrush, most of it briars and blackberries.  A man trying to march through a briar patch wouldn’t have much of a uniform left when he reached the other side.  The Georvans would need to find game trails through the brush to get to the top of the ridge, else they’d be bloody messes by the time they got up there.  If their scouts could find them trails up the ridge and they could get a sizable force up there with a minimum of noise, they had a good chance of surprising the Loreguard and taking the ridge.  From that foothold, they could attack the flank of the army, behind the fortifications, and that would let them pincer the Loreguard between their eastern breach and their western assault, break them, and force them to either retreat or surrender.


For the defenders, their only real goal was repelling DeVaur, pushing him back.  DeVaur couldn’t just march around them, else they’d attack the back of the army as it marched north, and that would decimate DeVaur’s army.  An army on the move was in no way ready for combat, and besides, DeVaur had supply lines running back to Georvan that he had to protect.  The Loreguard could cut off his supply lines if he didn’t rout them here, for it would put a sizable force between him and the source of his supplies.  It might even spur the Loreguard into invading northern Georvan to make the Georvans pull back to protect their territory.


As the light increased, the cannons started to fire.  They were loud and smoky, quickly putting a pall of bluish smoke in the air over them.  More and more cannons also started to fire, other embankments, and that meant that the battle was now fully engaged.  Kyven watched impassively for nearly an hour as cannons traded volleys without any troops moving, as the steely dawn gave way to a cloudless, muggy sunrise.  Kyven watched cannonballs bounce off the repeller shields of the bunker not far from him, them using two of them in tandem, one being active as the other had its crystals replaced; repellers burned through crystals like mad.  Those repellers protected the cannon emplacement from being destroyed by the bigger cannons of the Flaurens, but didn’t do much for the soldiers.  More cannons were firing, and those were firing at trajectory, trying to land cannonballs into the trenches behind the palisade.  The Loreguard were trying to do the same thing, firing at a high arc from the ridge at where they thought the Flaurens were positioned, which was inside the treeline about half a minar from the base of the ridge, not far inside the forest that survived the inferno that destroyed Durm and burned out the forest around it, creating the grassy plain through which the ridge crossed that went fifteen minars east and wet, but didn’t burn very far down the ridge due to the way the wind was blowing when Durm burned down.  The fire had spread along the ridgeline, and then rain had put it out before it created a huge grassland like the one northwest of Deep River.  DeVaur would have to cross that field in plain sight of the Loreguard, and that would be the shit assignment for the Flauren troops.

Kyven spotted Beyonne himself about an hour after sunrise, riding the back of the fortifications out of sight of the Flaurens, and outside of cannon range.  He had about ten officers with him.  Kyven pondered jumping down there and killing him, at least until Beyonne looked right at him, his eyes almost intentionally drawn to the Arcan sitting on top of the burned-out clock tower.  Quickly, word spread through the Loreguard army, and close enough for him to hear them shouting those most feared of words among the Loreguard, “Shaman!”  “It’s the black fox!” someone in the artillery emplacement shouted in both fear and fury, pointing up at him.


Well, damn it, he didn’t want to be spotted quite so quickly.  Now DeVaur would find out he was around, and if he didn’t put a hand in, DeVaur would be very suspicious.  After all, he was supposed to be aiding the Flaurens.  He rose up on his legs and reared back a hand, then thrust it forward even as he channeled lighting down into the artillery bunker.  His target was the kegs of gunpowder they had stored behind an earthen wall that separated the cannons from the ammunition, there to prevent a hit on a cannon from taking out their powder stores.  His lightning flash-ignited the powder, and he flinched and then dove to the ledge of the tower when a raging fireball bloomed from where he struck, all but vaporizing about ten men and sending fiery shrapnel flying hundreds of rods in every direction.  The clock tower shuddered, then he heard a terrible groaning sound from deep within it.  The concussion had damaged the tower!  The whole thing started to shift, then it leaned ominously.  Kyven abandoned his perch, literally diving off and into a converged gateway, rolling over his shoulders in the shadow world, then he looked back into the real world and saw the clock tower teeter, then crash into the ruins of Durm away from the army.  He bounded just a single four-legged lurch and converged a gateway back into the real world just before and under him, but instead of dropping through it, he instead reached through it, feeling the cold tingles all over his arm as it reached through the gate.

He knew how it looked to those men.  A black disc appeared over them, then a clawed hand-like paw reached out of the darkness, hooked into the back of General Mark Beyonne’s uniform, and hauled him up out of his saddle and into the dark nothingness, which then disappeared and left not a trace of the man or the arm that had reached out of it.  The man cried out in Nurysian, that Cajar language as Kyven dragged him two steps and converged another gateway, then threw him through it. Again, he knew how it would look to those outside. The black disc would appear, then a Loreguard officer would tumble out of it, literally right at the feet of Field Marshall DeVaur’s horse.  Beyonne vomited noisily as Kyven stepped out of the gateway himself, the man on his hands and knees and trying to recover from being exposed to the shadow world, something DeVaur knew only too well.  “Field Marshall, meet General Beyonne of the Loreguard.  I’m sure you two will have a nice long chat.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll create a diversion so you can attack,” he said, then he backed into his gateway and let it dissipate.


Without Beyonne, DeVaur was sure to win, but the Loreguard would still slow him down considerably.  Beyonne was certain to have competent officers that knew the battle plan and could carry it out without him; the one thing he couldn’t fault the Loreguard was over the quality of its officers. They were well trained, and while they’d never seen anything like Kyven before, they did show that they learned from experience.  It was something of a standing order everywhere in the Loreguard that men of importance were never alone, just in case Kyven happened to be around and tried to kill them and take their places.  Kyven had burned the Loreguard using that trick enough times for them to take it into account, and they knew he had a magical means of transportation that allowed him to move great distances in a very short time.  That they knew from Greggson himself, since he’d been seen in Cheston and Deep River while also showing up in the capitols of all the northern kingdoms and Avannar, something that was impossible by normal means.  They knew he could traverse the entire continent in a day.

Kyven did continue to assist, and that was by doing what he was best at, spreading confusion and terror through the Loreguard army.  They knew he was there now, and the officers had an idea of what he could do.  He did, however, have to do it all out in the real world, since he may need the shadow world for a quick escape, and he didn’t want to make it easy for the things in there.  He had to at least look like he was helping, else DeVaur might get suspicious, but he didn’t want to help so much that it made it easy for him.  Kyven took the illusion of an artillery officer and stumbled out of the ruins of the emplacement he had attacked, pretending to be struck deaf by the explosion.  He stumbled into the trenches acting dazed and confused, blinking owlishly at the men that looked at him, looking for all the world like an injured and shell-shocked man, blood seeping out of his ears and a gash and burn on his cheek.  One man put down his rifle and moved to help him, but the man screeched in agony and collapsed.  The other man gasped and whirled their rifles when they saw the black fox there, blood dripping off his claws from where he’d ripped the throat out of the man that had advanced to help him, but they died where they stood, flash-frozen by a channeled blast of pure cold.  Kyven laid down in the trench and took the illusion of just another murdered soldier, a quartet of claw rakes on his face taking out one of his eyes just to make it extra-gruesome, then attached himself to the illusion so he could move around without the illusion of the corpse moving, so long as he stayed in touch with it.  He wanted to be safely in a trench for this.

His next bit of handiwork made him quite proud of himself.  It took him nearly five minutes to work out how he wanted it to look, dredging his memory of his childhood stories and what little religious education he’d received under his father and Holm, then he looked over the construction in his mind’s eye and felt it was good enough.  He took on a look of intense concentration as he opened himself to the shadow fox, let her see his planned illusion and grant him the power to cast the spell, which she did so with particular relish.  What he was about to do was the epitome of guile and deceit, and she approved of it heartily.  This was one of the most complicated illusions he’d ever attempted in both the scope of it and the number of components it possessed, and he knew he had to throw himself utterly into it.  Just like with the gates of Fort Summer in Cheston, they had to believe what they saw, else this would just burn up his energy for no reason.


He felt it under his feet when it began, and that told him that he’d made it believable enough for it to affect the very earth itself.  The ground began to tremble, then shake, then there was a huge eruption of flame at the base of the ridge, gouting hundreds of rods into the air, sending bits of flaming earth flying in all directions.  What rose out of that pit was almost indescribably hideous, a muzzle-faced thing with flames for eyes that clawed its way out of the earth, huge fangs that dripped green ichor, black, cracked skin with glowing red in the fissures, the skin looking as if it had been charred by the heat within.  The thing tore itself free of the earth, standing up somewhat erect, its head over the top of the ridge, then he arched its back to raise its head to the sky, and it shrieked out a cry that made just about every man who heard it have the hair stand up on the back of his neck.

It was a creature right out of the Book of the Trinity.  It was one of the Fallen Ones, a demon, which supposedly were the creatures that the Shaman had bargained to gain their power, according to Loremaster propaganda.  But hell, if they were going to believe that idiocy, he may as well use it against them.  The Loreguard shivered behind their fortifications, gaping at the smoldering monstrosity, feeling the heat it emanated tightening their faces and scorching the grass around the flaming crater under and between the creature’s feet..  Kyven had thrown everything into the illusion, all but breathing life into it, because it had to affect the real world for anyone to believe it.  He had it walk down the ridgeline about twenty steps, each step covering ten rods, getting right about where DeVaur was planning to assault the main line of the Loreguard in his diversionary attack.  It then turned to face the ridge, and it shrieked out that blood-curdling roar just before it hunched over and slammed its long clawed hand into the wooden breastwork arrayed in front of the trenches.

This was the telling moment, and the illusion proved to pass muster.  The illusory hand slammed into the split logs and rails, and burning wood tumbled down the hill as the illusion raked its claws over the breastwork, tearing a hole in it, even as the mere sight and the heat of the illusion made the men in the trenches climb out on the far side and flee mindlessly, screaming in terror.  The forty rod tall illusion stepped up the ridge and kicked the breastwork away from the hole, widening it, then crossed the trench even as cannons were turning to fire on it.  But what surprised Kyven was when four men brought up a cone-looking device made of brass and iron, clearly an alchemical weapon of some kind, but too far away for him to see clearly.  The only reason he was maintaining the illusion at that distance was because it was so big that he could still see it clearly through spirit sight, having to partially look through the ground under the trenchline.  The four men working that device aimed it at the illusion at the orders of a mounted officer, then the man pointed his saber at it.  Kyven gasped, then he cursed when a black eruption of concentrated darkness exploded out of the end of the cone. It was a black crystal weapon!  The black ray struck the illusion and passed right through it, because Kyven was too startled that they had a black crystal weapon that he didn’t have the illusion react to it in any way…and since it wasn’t real, the black energy just passed through it harmlessly.  The ray struck the tops of the trees on the other side of the field, and those trees immediately had their leaves turn black and crumble into dust, and the trees themselves fell into the field edge, killed instantly by the weapon.  He had the illusion turn on that weapon immediately, raising its clawed hand to smash the weapon and kill its crew, a crew who gaped up at the illusion in shock.  But, unfortunately, that officer there was much sharper than most humans.  “It’s just an illusion!  It’s the black fox playing tricks!” he shouted, twirling his saber.  “Don’t believe it!  It’s a fake!”


And that was enough to doom the illusion.  No matter how much substance he put into the illusion, if enough people looking at it didn’t believe it was real, their reality smothered the reality Kyven was trying to imbue into his creation.  The men around the illusion flinched when the heat they felt it emanating just stopped, though the flames licking at the logs the illusion tore out of the breastwork still licked hungrily at the split rails.  Kyven had the illusion look down at the officer, a hideous smile on its fanged maw.  “Well played, human,” he had it say, even as he converged a gateway into the shadow world.  “But unfortunately for you, you just showed me who I have to kill next,” the illusion uttered, then it wavered and vanished.

The man barely had time to turn his horse before a swirling disc of pure darkness manifested right over his horse, and the men around gaped in horror when they saw the officer grabbed by his saber-wielding arm and yanked up into the disc, which then vanished like it had never been.  Another swirling disc of shadows appeared under the black crystal weapon, and it suddenly dropped into it, gravity pulling it down, along with the four men who were manning it, their screams cut unnaturally short as they fell into the darkness.


Within the shadow world, Kyven basically had the four men and the weapon fall right in and right back out, another gateway manifesting about two minars away…and about two hundred rods above the trees.  The alchemical weapon and the four men plummeted down into the canopy, the men killed by impact with the braches and the black crystal weapon bashed into pieces by the time it hit the ground.  The officer in his grasp, who was swaying unsteadily, he decided to keep alive.  He again stepped out of the shadows in front of DeVaur, and he threw the man to the ground.  “This one’s too smart to kill,” he told the assorted officers and men guarding them.

“You did that, that thing?” DeVaur asked in surprise.


Kyven nodded.  “It was just an illusion.  This clever one here figured that out, so I had to get him out of there before he ruined my other little surprises,” he chuckled.  “I take it that it was fairly impressive?”


“Mei Diau, I almost wet myself when I saw that thing rise up out of the ground,” one of DeVaur’s generals said with a chuckle, which earned him a short glare from the Field Marshall, who had in fact done just that when faced with the kind of fear Kyven’s tricks could inspire.


“Give me another ten minutes or so to completely disrupt the trenches right there where I tore out the breastwork, then make your attack,” Kyven told them as he turned and thrust his open palm out behind him, causing a swirling disc of shadow to manifest.  “And if I see another black crystal weapon, I’ll destroy it immediately.”


“We need those cannons taken out!” DeVaur called.


“It’s either the men or the cannons, take your pick,” Kyven told him.  “I’ll be too tired to do both.”

“The cannons,” he replied immediately.  “My men can take the ridge if they can get close enough without being broken up by those cannons.”


“Then it’s the cannons,” Kyven said confidently.  “Give me ten minutes, and don’t expect any more help.  I’ll be exhausted by then.”


“Good luck, Shaman,” one of DeVaur’s officers called.


“I don’t need luck,” Kyven said with a toothy smile as he stepped back into the shadow world.


It took Kyven about ten minutes and a lot of moving around to attack two of the three cannon emplacements that had range to attack where DeVaur was going to assault.  Each time, Kyven struck from ambush, not using his cold attack because it was too tiring, but instead appearing within range of the gunpowder they used and channeling lightning against it, then vanishing before any of the Loreguard could draw a bead on him with their muskets, where they lost him in the explosion of the gunpowder.  Kyven felt the things in the shadow world quickly homing in on him as he had already walked several times, and walked several times more as well as lurked within the shadow world to figure out where best to appear to attack the cannons, until he knew they had found him and he couldn’t risk another journey even as he stepped out to attack the last cannon emplacement a short distance away, back among the trees where they couldn’t see him come out of the shadow world…and saw that they were ready for him.  They had nearly fifty men around the emplacement, guessing correctly that it was next on his list.  Kyven wasn’t a fool, however.  Unable to escape back into the shadow world, he wasn’t about to risk himself against that many Loreguard, not with him being as tired as he was and them expecting him.  He retreated deeper into the trees, which put him nearly three hundred rods from the cannons, then he blew out his breath, centering himself.  He took on the illusion of a rabbit, dropped down to all fours, then used the small illusion as cover to make his escape, fleeing the battlefield.  He was no longer any use to DeVaur, and he didn’t want to do too much.  Kyven could actually tell the truth if he was challenged over not destroying those cannons, that he was too tired and they were too heavily defended.

He ran deeper into the old growth forest after getting out of where the forest had burned, nearly an hour into thick forest, then he finally stopped and called Danvers.  “DeVaur wants to know where the hell you are,” Danvers chuckled after picking up the talker.


“About an hour from the fighting,” he replied.  “I ran into too much resistance, I couldn’t do anything else.  I escaped.”

“Well, you did enough.  From what I’m being told, DeVaur is certain he can take the fortifications now,” Danvers told him.  “You punched a big damn hole in their defenses, and they’re scrambling to repair it while under heavy cannon bombardment.”


“Good.  I’m stuck here for a while, Wilson.  Tell Nightfall that she can’t shadow walk until I call back and say it’s safe, it’s way too dangerous to shadow walk right now.”


“I’ll pass it along,” he replied.  “We’ll probably be moving by the time you get back to us.  We’ve split up the army and we’re all marching out now.”

“Alright, I’ll look for you on the way to Riyan.”


“That’s where we’ll be,” he affirmed.


Kyven gave the fur back to Danna after he put the talker away and continued on foot, running effortlessly along old game trails wearing a pair of leather moccasins that one of the infantry men made for him, which he could roll up and put in a pocket.  They were just thick enough to protect his feet from anything sharp on the forest floor, but thin enough to let him feel the contour of things under his feet.  He was just getting more distance between him and the fighting behind him.  It was going to take DeVaur a few days to defeat the Loreguard, rest his troops, then start north again, and hopefully the Loreguard would give him a bloody nose.  He was confident they would.  Even without Beyonne to command them and Kyven breaking a hole in their breastwork fortifications, it would still cost DeVaur a lot of men to storm that ridge, which he would do now that Kyven had made a hole for him.


So, his work at Durm was done.


He stopped in a small clearing that had a brook running through it and got some water, then he sat on the grass by the bank and rested a moment.  He leaned back on his hands and just enjoyed the sunshine, at least until the presence of a spirit incited his spirit sight.  He felt his eyes shift of their own volition, and a huge white animal with a glowing blue nimbus around it appeared before him.  It was a massive canine of some sort, looking somewhat like a wolf, but with a slightly broader snout and nearly half again as large.  Not nearly as large as a Lupan, but somewhere in between.  It sat on its haunches before him patiently, its tail wagging.  It was a male spirit, Kyven sensed, and he nodded to it.  “Brother white wolf,” he said respectfully.  “Are you seeking me?”


It reached a paw out and put it on his shin, and in that touch, there was communication.  I seek you, the wolf affirmed.  I would ask a boon of you.

Kyven looked at him.  “I am a totem Shaman, brother,” he replied.  “I would be happy to help you, brother white wolf, but sister shadow fox must approve.  She is my totem. I am her Shaman.  I will summon her for you so you might discuss the matter, if you so wish it.”


He felt her materialize right behind him, then rear up and put her paws on his shoulders, looking down over his head.  I approve, she declared.  Brother wolf has need of you, Shaman.  You will help him to the best of your ability.

“As you wish, sister,” he said obediently, throttling his usual emotions because there was another spirit present.  How he felt towards his totem was their private business.  In the public eye, he must appear as nothing but a dutiful and obedient Shaman to his totem.  “What do you need of me, brother wolf?”


You are the only mortal capable of distant travel, he began.  I need you to fetch a human from Eusica and bring her here.

“I would be happy to do so, but it’s very dangerous for me to shadow walk at the moment,” he said, a bit apologetically.  “Can it wait until perhaps this evening?  It should be safe by then.”


That is perfectly fine, he nodded. I will return at sunset.

“I’ll wait right here for you,” Kyven replied.  The wolf nodded, took his paw off his shin, then turned and walked calmly into the forest, where he vanished.  Kyven looked up over his head and could barely see the shadow fox’s nose.  “What does he need me to do?”


As he said. There is a human in Eusica we need here.  You will bring her.

“That sounds easy enough,” Kyven said.


You remembered your place.  That pleases me, she told him, a bit impishly.  You are mine, Shaman.  To hear you admit it pleases me far more than I care to admit.

“You make sure to make it abundantly clear all the time.”


That’s because you’re too strong-willed and defiant.  Admirable qualities, when sufficiently managed, she told him, licking the top of his head playfully.  Your actions in Durm also pleased me.  That was quite clever.

“How long will it take DeVaur to break through?”


Most likely half a day.  The western Loreguard positions are not expecting the Georvans to attack from the forest.  They will take them completely by surprise.  They labor to repair the damage you did to their wooden breastwork, but DeVaur’s weapons of war are only widening it.  Soon he will attack, and not just to divert attention.  You have given him a hole, and he intends to march right through it.  He has grudgingly admitted to Danvers that you are very useful, she informed him with a slightly smug tilt to her thoughts

“I’m…glad I’m not there.  I have no real desire to watch so many die,” he said with a sigh.


It is against our nature.  To kill is the last resort, only when guile and deceit fails, she told him sagely.  But when it is necessary, it must be done.  And this is necessary.

“I don’t have to like it.”


And it is good that you do not, she agreed.  Your use of the shadow world was quite clever, Shaman.  It pleases me that you expand your knowledge every day.

“Well, it just seemed like an easy way to go about it,” he said with a rueful chuckle.  “I still have much to learn.”


True, but your progress has been exceptional.  You are truly my Shaman to adapt so quickly to what is alien to you.  It proves the bond between us.  I would remind you to pass your knowledge to the others.  Even Nightfall could do with daily lessons, and to better arm Toby and Danna for their first steps into the shadow world is only wise.


“I know, I’ve been doing just that,” he nodded.  “Mainly with Nightfall, because she’s in the most danger.”


Focus on Danna.  She is close, Shaman.  She will walk very soon.

“I will.”


She left him after that, and he settled in at the clearing.  He hunted down a deer and rested while he ate, got his strength back, then he practiced with his shadow powers.  He was getting very good at manifesting solid shadows, though it was still quite difficult.  It took a lot of concentration.  He practiced more with his shadow form, understanding that in a pinch, it could be a powerful defensive ability, allowing him to shift and change and stretch his body to avoid a sword, flatten out of musket fire, evade shockrod blasts, even reach impossibly high and pull himself into the trees.  He even combined his shadow form with solid shadows, evading imaginary attacks while using solid arcs of shadow like a shield, presenting them to those same imaginary attacks.  He learned how to move with the shields, almost like a fluid dance, understanding that it was best to deflect rather than stop, let the attacks hit the shields of shadow at an angle and deflect away harmlessly, that it would take much more of his energy and concentration to prevent the shield fully to the attack and try to stop it.  He had to make it as efficient as possible, since manifesting solid shadows was both hard to do and took a lot out of him.


At sunset, the white wolf returned.  He was actually a very handsome and noble-looking spirit, Kyven decided, his head at Kyven’s chest, his fur white as fallen snow, his eyes glowing with a soft blue radiance.  Kyven knelt down and proffered his hand, which the spirit accepted by sitting and putting his paw within it.  We go a great distance, Shaman, and sister shadow fox warned me that the further one travels within the shadows, the more dangerous it becomes.  Are you comfortable with this?

“My spirit told me to go, so I will go,” he said simply.  “The danger is irrelevant.  I obey sister shadow fox,” he said simply.

Such loyalty is becoming to the wolf, he said with simple elegance, nodding once.  I will go where you must be.  Can you find me there?

Kyven nodded.  “I know you now, brother.  I can find you as long as I can see you.”


Then abide here until the sun fully sets, then come seek me, he ordered.


“I will do as you say,” he replied, sitting down and crossing his legs.


Kyven only had to wait about ten minutes until the sun fully set, as the sky darkened in the west, then he stood up, blew out his breath, and prepared himself.  He’d never tried to walk so far before, and the wolf was right.  The further he went, the more dangerous it was.  But if he could walk safely between Cheston and Haven, he could walk between Noraam and Eusica.  It couldn’t be much further.


He converged a gateway into the shadow world and stepped through, then immediately started casting about for the wolf spirit.  He could indeed sense it, a great distance off to his left, so he turned and bent the shadow world to his will so that every step would carry him a vast distance.  And as soon as he took the first step, the things knew where he was.  They could feel the tremendous alteration he was enforcing into their world, and it drew them to him far faster than usual, even when he walked to Haven.  Then again, he’d never tried to travel so great a distance in so few steps before.  By six steps, he realized that the things were going to reach him before he reached the wolf, so he all but broke out into a run, trying to cover the remaining distance immediately.  His attempt worked, but it also succeeded in bringing the things right to him.


He could see them when he reached where the wolf was, saw them reaching out for him with those stretching tendrils, those deadly tentacles whose touch was death, and he realized in that split second that he had no time to open a gateway back into the real world.  He moved instinctively to defend himself, sought to turn aside those shadowy tentacles with a shield of solid shadow—

Shadow!  Shadow!


He’d never even considered it before, but it was truth!  The things didn’t just live in the shadow world, they were made of shadow!


His eyes narrowing, he thrust his open palm out, fingers spread, and exacted every iota of concentration against his attackers.  The closest of them shuddered, and then its reaching tentacles stopped, the closest of which barely an arm’s reach away from his hand.  He held out his other hand as more tentacles lanced in at him, taking a half-step back and setting his feet almost as if he were pushing, because in a way, he was.  He was exerting physical force against his attackers, attacking their bodies themselves, controlling the shadow.  They struggled against him, sought to break free of his control, their tentacles shivering and trembling as they sought to just stretch just a tiny bit more, close enough to touch him….


But they could not.  Kyven pushed his hands forward, and the tentacles retreated.  The things started to howl in fury, a sound that made Kyven’s skin crawl, but he maintained his absolute concentration not on the shadow world, but on the things themselves, using his power to control shadow against them.


“Back,” he said softly, feeling them struggle against him.  He stood fully erect and spread his arms, holding them in place while he converged a gateway behind him using his other hand.  “I’m sorry,” he said mildly, “but I’m not going to be your dinner today…or any other day,” he added, understanding what this meant.  If he could control them, then he could hold them at bay until he left the shadow world.  And they weren’t as mindless as they sometimes appeared, which was in its own way a deceptive danger concerning the things.  He could feel others of them hanging back, watching, learning.  They saw that he could control them directly, and they weren’t coming close enough to let him do it. Like a hunter, they were studying their intended prey, learning his tricks, planning the day when they could outsmart him and catch him.  It was almost easy to think them mindless in how they acted, but the reality was that they were actually rather cunning.


Almost intelligent.


He held his concentration on them as he backed into his gateway even as he willed it to pass around him, then he found himself standing in a small clearing of an old forest, the trees huge hardwoods with no brush between them, their canopies towering high over him, and there was a thin mist among the trees that made it hard to see more than fifty rods out if he were using his human eyes.  This was definitely not Noraam.  The trees looked familiar, like oaks, but they were far too large to be oaks.  They had to be Eusican trees, which were fabled to reach halfway to heaven in some of the oldest forests, true giants.  The white wolf sat sedately near him, watching as Kyven gestured at the gateway and allowed it to dissipate.  Kyven blew out his breath and let himself relax a bit, then he looked at the wolf and chuckled.  “That was exciting,” he declared.


“We have only a short ways to go,” the wolf said audibly, though its mouth didn’t move.  “The human female we seek lives just over that ridge,” he added, motioning with his muzzle.


“Lead on, brother.”


They traveled for about ten minutes, and came up over the ridge and found a small village nestled in the shallow valley on the far side.  It had a small brook flowing right through the center of it, no doubt where the villagers drew their water, ten different small bridges crossing over the brook at regular intervals.  The houses were small and made of mud-sealed timbers and roofed with thatch, a humble place, but the houses all had small, neatly tended gardens behind or beside them, each garden protected by a fence.  Kyven’s spirit sight couldn’t look through the walls of the houses, the walls covered with moss growing on the sides of the timbers or in the mud chinking.  Every single house was totally covered on the outside with moss, all the way up into the thatching.  That living barrier hid the interior of the houses from his Shaman eyes.

And that was something he filed away for future reference.  It seemed to be very useful when dealing with Shaman…or with spirits.


“Come, the house we seek is on the other side of the village,” the spirit intoned, padding past him and down the hill.


The village was quiet.  It almost seemed deserted.  Kyven noticed that there were no dogs around the houses or in the village, and that every door was quite heavy and looked very sturdy.  These people, they were afraid of something.  He said as much to the spirit, who nodded as he walked beside him.  “Noraam is not the only place where there are monsters,” he said simply.  “But for now, we are safe. They are elsewhere this night.”

The wolf led him to the house furthest from the center of the village, a small yet very sturdy little cottage with its walls covered in moss, making it impossible to see inside.  Though the door was made of wood and was uncovered, he couldn’t even see through that, for there was something alive about the wood that blocked his vision.  That, or the wood that made up the door was still alive, either or.  He regarded the door for a moment, then he stepped up and rapped on it.  He heard startled shouts from within, but he simply knocked again, then called out.  “I’m not a monster,” he called.

The door opened quickly, and a large, very burly man with dark skin and curly jet black hair stared at him in shock.  The man was bare from the waist up, and he wore only a very brief pair of knicker-like pants that only reached his upper thighs, thighs which were as round as oak trees.  He grabbed Kyven roughly by the shoulder and yanked him in, then bolted the door from the inside, throwing a heavy crossbar over it.  He chattered at Kyven in what sounded like Cajar, the same flowing style of language.  “I don’t speak Cajar, I’m sorry,” he said apologetically.


“It’s alright,” came a soft voice from the next room.  The voice was feminine, demure, and two women stepped out.  The taller of them was obviously the mother of the shorter, a dark-skinned woman with thick, curly black hair and very handsome features.  But as the shorter one stepped out from behind her, Kyven could only stare in shock.  She was about fifteen, young, but very well endowed with adult curves.  Her face was dark like her father’s, handsome like her mother’s, but her eyes were sky blue, and her hair was a shimmering, pure white, like snow.  Just looking at her shivered his soul, and he knew why the white wolf had sent him as he looked at her.


She was a Shaman.  The second human Shaman.


“I speak some Noraavi,” the woman said.  “What do you do out and about during the night, Noraavi?”


He kept his eyes locked on the shy girl, who seemed to be as awestruck staring at him as he was at her.  The two adults took notice of their strange stare, then the husband picked up a stout cane from near the door and took a step back.  “What are you doing out, stranger?” the woman asked again, more firmly.


Kyven blinked.  “I’m sorry.  I was sent here,” he replied, glancing at the girl.

“You dared walking the forest at night?”


“I’m not afraid of the monsters,” he shrugged.  “May I come in?”


“When you explain why you are here,” she said firmly after speaking to her husband, who was glowering at Kyven and holding his cane like a weapon.


Kyven slowly withdrew his shockrod and removed his posts knives, showing them to the man, and he stepped up and set them on the small table next to the door.  “I’m not here to fight, I’m here to talk,” he declared, pointing at the girl.  “I’d say I’m here to talk about your daughter.”

“What do you know of her?” the woman asked before translating, which was making the husband uneasy.


“I know that she’s much more than she appears to be,” he replied evenly.  “And I know she hides a secret.”


The woman frowned, said something to the man, who then barked in that musical language of theirs and brandished his cane.  “You are not welcome here,” the woman said in a commanding tone.


“I know about her because she is one of us,” Kyven said, opening his eyes to the spirits.  The two adults gasped and stepped back, but his spirit sight incited the same in the girl, and her eyes took on an azure glow, which was exactly like the wolf’s.


White hair…blue eyes.  Was she a totem Shaman?  Had the wolf claimed her?  Kyven’s hair was black, like his totem’s fur, and his eyes glowed with the same green radiance as his totem spirit.  Were those visible marks of a Shaman who was claimed by a totem?

“I’m not here as an enemy,” Kyven said in a soft voice, holding his hands out.  “I’m here to talk about your daughter.  Talk about what she is, and what it means.”


The husband and wife gave each other startled glances, the woman translated, then the man lowered his cane.  “You are like her!” the mother said in surprise.


“She is a Shaman, honored mother,” Kyven told her simply.  “As am I.  I was sent here to talk to you about it.  There are things that must be done.”


“Shaman?  I have only heard myths of them.  Stories.  They are not real!” the woman declared.


“We are very real, honored mother,” Kyven said in the same calm voice, keeping his hands out.  “Though there are very, very few of us, and we live on Noraam, not here in Eusica.  Your daughter has come of age, and her powers are starting to manifest. That is why she shows her eyes to me.  It means that it is time for her to start her walk,” he said, almost to himself.  “I was sent here to bring her back, so that she might learn to control her powers, but I didn’t know she was so young.  Clearly, honored mother, we must sit and talk this out.  This is an unexpected complication.”


The man chattered at the woman, and she responded in a slightly nervous voice.  The man gaped at him, then glared menacingly and said several words in a low, dangerous tone.  “You will take our daughter nowhere,” the woman declared.


“You’re right, I’m not going to take her,” Kyven said.  “We must sit and talk of this, honored mother.  I think that this is the time for understanding and wisdom, not violence,” he said, looking at the burly father, who clearly looked like quite a handful in a fight.  “I will explain why I am here and what needs to be done, and you will explain if any parts of it are unacceptable.  We can then…bargain over those points where we disagree, and come to an agreement that we can both live with.”  He glanced at the man.  “Perhaps I could return in the morning, when things aren’t so sudden or frightening?  I can meet you anywhere within the village you wish.”


The two parents exchanged rapid, almost heated words over several minutes, as the girl continued to stare at him, her eyes open to the spirits, then she gasped and retreated behind her mother when the white wolf came through the door and sat sedately by Kyven’s side.  She looked around her mother’s arm and stared fearfully at the wolf, but Kyven simply reached out and put his hand on the wolf’s head, his hand appearing to touch nothing to the parents.  “It’s alright, young one, he won’t hurt you,” Kyven said in a gentle voice.  She may not understand his words, but she’d understand his tone.  “I get the feeling that he’s been watching over you for a long time, just as my totem did for me.  Brother wolf, would you be so kind as to allow the others to see you?  It might explain quite a bit.”

You are wise, Shaman, the wolf imparted with a little amusement.  The parents gasped and recoiled when what Kyven was touching suddenly became visible to them, and it was clearly not a natural animal, not with it glowing with that soft blue aura.  “This is brother wolf, honored mother.  He has been watching over your daughter, protecting her, probably since the day she was born.  He is…a guardian spirit of a sort.  He means you no harm.  In fact, he probably cares a great deal for you, since you are the girl’s parents.”


“Daios mai!” the man said in astonishment, staring at the spirit.  That sounded strangely Flauren to Kyven.


The woman gave him a long, hard look, then she swallowed.  “Come, we will sit and talk,” she declared.


They brought him into their house, and while the husband didn’t relinquish his cane, he did sit at a table within a low-beamed kitchen.  The woman put on a kettle of water, then spoke to the girl, who then went back to a pantry.  The wolf sat beside Kyven, still visible, which caused both of them to constantly glance at him.  “Andra has spoken of the large white dog that only she seems to be able to see,” the woman said.  “Now I see that it was no fancy of her imagination.”

“No, the white wolf is very real,” Kyven nodded.  “He is a spirit, honored mother.”


“Darda,” she said.  “And my husband, Jallack.”


“Kyven Steelhammer, Shaman of the shadow fox,” he introduced, nodding to them, which the woman translated for the man.


“What exactly is a spirit?” she asked.


“They live in a world behind our own, a world attached to ours that we can’t see, but they can see into ours,” he replied.  “The spirits are much like we are, Mistress Darda.  They are sentient beings with unique personalities.  Some are kind and gentle, and some are not.  They are as varied as human kind.  However, all of them are very wise, and they care about the mortals in our world.  We Shaman serve the spirits by acting as a go-between, communicating the wishes of the spirits to the people and helping whenever and wherever we are needed.”


“The stories I’ve heard say that the Shaman are evil demon-worshippers who subvert the animal-people slaves of Noraam.”


“Arcans, Mistress Darda, they’re called Arcans.  And as you can see, there aren’t only Arcan Shaman,” he added, patting his own chest.  “At first, there were only Arcan Shaman because the Arcans needed them.  Shaman exist where they are needed, Mistress Darda, our primary purpose is to serve.  I’m the first of the human Shaman, but I’m certainly not the only one,” he said, looking at the girl as she came out of the pantry.  She went around the far side of the table and went to the kettle, pouring what looked like tea into it.  “The spirits have decided that the humans now need Shaman too, and, well, here I am.  I’m the first of those to come.  Your daughter is a Shaman, Mistress Darda.  That’s why her eyes glow sometimes, it’s caused when spirits are near her.  You’ve seen them glow before?”

She nodded.  “It’s been happening since she was ten,” she said.  “The villagers believe she can sense the loup garou that stalk the forests at night, and that when her eyes begin to glow, they are close and we must seek shelter.  Because her gift protects the village, the villagers believe her eyes are a boon of the nephilim, a blessing to the village.  She’s told us that the white dog appears when the loup garou are close, and when she sees him, she knows it isn’t safe to be outside.  Her warnings have saved many villagers.”


“Clever, brother, clever,” Kyven noted as the husband angrily demanded translation, and Andra satisfied him.  The white wolf lolled his tongue out playfully at the complement.  “Well, her gift isn’t from these nephilim, Mistress Andra.  She’s a Shaman.  She’s sensitive to the spirits, and it’s the white wolf that was warning her when the monsters were near.  As I said, the white wolf protects her.  He is her guardian spirit, her totem.  When he’s near her, it causes her eyes to glow, because that’s how she sees him.  He warns her of the danger, and she warns the village.”

“What is this totem?” she asked after translating for Jallack.


He sighed.  “It’s a bit hard to explain,” he said.  “The simplest explanation is that there’s a special bond between your daughter and the white wolf.  While some spirits watch over many humans, the white wolf watches only over her.  And while most Shaman can seek out help from many different spirits, your daughter may only seek out help from the white wolf.  They are a special pair, connected by powerful bonds.”

The woman translated, then Jallack chattered at her and gave Kyven an expectant look.  “My husband wants to know what you intend to do with our daughter.”


“Well, to be honest, I thought she was much older,” he said, a bit sheepishly.  “I was going to take her to Noraam so she might learn about her gifts, learn what it means to be a Shaman.  Just because she’s born with the ability, there’s still a great deal of training involved,” he explained, pausing so Andra could translate.  “After your daughter completed her training, well, I guess it would be up to her what to do.  She wouldn’t be forced to become a full Shaman, but she would have to at least go on her Walk, learn about her connection to the spirits, so she might make her own decision.  I was given that same choice, Mistress, and I chose to become a Shaman,” he told them calmly.  “I will not force your daughter to do anything.  A person cannot be made to be a Shaman.  It is something they must embrace willingly.  And because she’s so young, I’m not going to just take her, either.  She needs the guidance and advice of her parents to decide what to do.  But in the end, that choice must be hers, Mistress.  Hers and hers alone.”

That seemed to mollify both of them just a little bit, looking a lot less hostile after Jallack heard the translation.  “Couldn’t she learn here?” Darda translated.


Kyven shook his head.  “She could only learn in Noraam.  Besides, that is where she will be needed, and Shaman go where they are needed.  It is our way.”


“Why would they need her there?”


“I’ll be honest, Mistress Darda…I don’t know.  The spirits haven’t revealed their full plans to us yet, and when we don’t understand, we simply have faith in their wisdom.  The spirits are far wiser than we are, and we must trust them when we don’t understand their full intent.”


“So, you worship these spirits?”


“They’re not gods, Mistress, though they have powers that make them much more than we,” he answered.  “The Shaman revere them and obey them, because we are the voice through which they speak into the mortal world.”


“So, you are a man of the faith?”


“The Noraavi Trinity?  No,” he said bluntly.  “The Loremasters have twisted the religion to be everything I stand against.  I put my faith in my totem spirit.”


“So, she is your god.”


“No, she’s no god,” he stated again.  “But man can have faith in something and not worship it as a god.”  He knew better than to go any deeper than that, since the shadow fox literally owned his soul.  “My faith in my totem is a matter of duty and obedience, not worship.  When she calls, I answer. When she directs, I obey.  When I don’t understand the motive of her commands, I have faith in her wisdom, for she is wiser than me.  I…trust her,” he said, almost having to force himself to say it.  “I am a Shaman of the shadow fox,” he said proudly.  “And when she needs me, I am there for her.”

Jallack spoke again, and Darda nodded.  “What would she learn?”


“Wisdom,” he replied automatically.  “She would learn wisdom, Mistress.  The goal of any Shaman is to become wise, so we might better understand the commands of the spirits, who are far wiser than we, and better carry out their orders.  It also helps us nurture and support those who are in need.  The spirits teach us wisdom, so we might better serve both the spirits and the people who need us.”


“What do Shaman do exactly?” Darda asked.


“We serve,” he said simply.  “Right now, I’m serving the Arcans, helping them as best I can, because they’re trapped in bondage.  I understand slavery is against your religion?”


“It is,” she replied with a grave nod.  “It is why the Noraavi aren’t allowed here in Espana.  Gaul, I think your people call our land.  So, you seek to end the bondage of the animal people?”


He nodded. “That’s what I’m doing right now, yes,” he replied.  “Currently, war has broken out in Noraam.  The twelve kingdoms learned that the Loremasters were about to betray them, and so they’ve gone to war.  We Shaman are involved, helping the kingdoms against the Loremasters.  In exchange, they are freeing the Arcans they capture while they fight, helping to bring slavery to an end.  That is our ultimate goal, to end slavery in Noraam and bring peace between the humans and the Arcans.”


“A noble pursuit,” Darda translated for Jallack, who nodded emphatically as he spoke.  The girl suddenly rattled off quite a few sentences, making several motions, then she brought the steaming kettle over to the table and started pouring piping hot tea.  “Andra wants to know how she’s supposed to learn from these spirits when she can’t understand them.”

Kyven laughed.  “Brother wolf understands you just fine.  It’s just me that can’t,” he replied.


As they drank tea, Kyven explained more and more about the Shaman and what was going on in Noraam, giving them information that probably wouldn’t get across the Angry Sea for months.  They listened intently, interrupted quite often to ask questions, then asked his opinion on what Andra would be doing there.  “Given that me and her are the only human Shaman, I’d venture to guess that the spirits want to show the humans they’re not what the Loremasters have said they are,” he mused, looking at the pretty young lady. “The spirits have decided that humans need Shaman.  It’s why me and Andra are here.  But the Loremasters have poisoned the people of Noraam against the Shaman, making up all kinds of wild and ridiculous stories, and from the sound of it, a lot of that propaganda made its way over here.”

Darda looked a trifle sheepish.


“We need to prove to the people that the Shaman aren’t their enemies, and for the average Noraavi, your daughter would be far better at that than I would.  Noraavi men with any kind of culture in them won’t be rude to a lady, and that should let her get her foot in the door.  I can’t say exactly what your daughter would do, but that seems the most sensible thing.  A beautiful young lady who looks quite well mannered would woo the people far more than I ever could.”


“You seem quite polite to me,” Darda objected.


“Yes, but I’ve been fighting the Loremasters openly for over a year. They know I’m a human Shaman, and they’ve spread enough propaganda about me to make the average Noraavi citizen afraid of me.  Most of that propaganda is true,” he chuckled.  “My skills as a Shaman lean towards spying and skullduggery, Mistress.  When the kingdoms want to know something, want something stolen, or a man killed, they call me, and that gives me a very bad reputation among the humans the Loremasters can influence.  I’m a bad example.”


“You’re a thief?”


“When the situation demands it,” he admitted.  “Actually, I’m a spy.  And sometimes, a spy has to steal something that’s important for gathering information.  Have you ever heard of the black fox Shaman?”


She gave him a look.  “Some stories have reached us, yes,” she admitted.  “Supposedly, this black fox attacked one of the great cities of Noraam, and was killed.”


“I’m the black fox Shaman, it’s the disguise I used back when I didn’t want the Loremasters to know I was a human,” he told her.  “And most of Noraam knows I’m the black fox Shaman, knows it was just a disguise.  So, would that make me a good choice to try to show the people that Shaman aren’t as bad as they were taught?”


She chuckled ruefully.  “I see,” she nodded.


“Shaman do what they’re best at, Mistress.  I’m sad to admit it, but I’m best at being a spy.  I’m one of the Shaman that fights openly against the Loremasters, and I do it by spying on them.  People have a preconceived impression of me based on the lies they’ve been told.  Your daughter, on the other hand, would disarm them with her beauty and feminine charm, and change minds through words and actions, where I never could.”


“What of those kingdoms you’re helping?” she asked after translating.


“They’re even more afraid of me than the Loremasters,” he chuckled ruefully.  “They tolerate me because of what I can do for them, and for no other reason.  My skills can be very…frightening to those who don’t understand them, Mistress.”


“Show me.”


“I can, but understand that my skills will not be your daughter’s skills.  My skills come from my spirit, which isn’t the white wolf.  My spirit, the shadow fox, is a creature of guile and deceit.  Those are the traits of illusion, making people see and hear things that aren’t really there.”  He motioned to his side, his eyes glowing with the emerald radiance that marked his power in use, and the three of them gasped and flinched back a little when an illusion of Lightfoot appeared beside him.  “This is an illusion, the image of a friend of mine,” he told them.  “She looks quite ordinary.  But, while this is an illusion of what’s real,” he said, changing it.  Jallack almost fell backwards out of his chair when a smaller version of the demon he’d created that morning stood in Lightfoot’s stead.  “This is something purely imaginary, and much more scary.  Now imagine coming around a corner and meeting this face to face.  That’s why they’re afraid of me,” he told them easily.  “But, it’s not just limited to things like this creature.”  Andra gasped and looked around when their cozy kitchen seemed to dissolve away, leaving their table standing in the middle of a sunlit meadow that had a warm, gentle breeze blowing, purple snow-capped mountains in the distance.  “When I’m around, they can’t tell what’s real and what’s not, and that can be a very frightening thing,” he told them, dismissing the illusion, returning them to their kitchen.  Jallack reached down and put his hand on the floor, as if to make sure it was really there, then he gave Kyven a startled look.  “You should tell him that those were just illusions, Mistress,” he chuckled.

“Amazing.  I could feel the breeze and the sun, and I could smell flowers!” Darda exclaimed, then she quickly soothed her husband and daughter by explaining what happened.


“I’d be a poor illusionist if I couldn’t make you feel what wasn’t there,” he smiled slightly.  “That’s part of the way the illusion works.  The more you believe it, the more real it seems.  If you believe it enough, you can actually touch an illusion.”


The daughter chattered at Darda.  “She wants to know if she can learn to do that.”


Kyven shook his head.  “Only Shaman of the shadow fox can do that,” he replied.  “Her skills would depend on the white wolf.”


“And what are those?”


“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “But the wolf spirits are all fiercely loyal and nurturing, strongly attuned to healing energies.  Your daughter would probably be a healer, but it would depend on her personal strengths and weaknesses as to what the wolf spirit would teach her.”


Kyven spoke less and less as the three of them began to discuss things, only answering the occasional question as they talked it over.  He listened to their musical language for a while, and after it seemed that they no longer had need of him, he got up and wandered around the kitchen, then excused himself to relieve himself.  He wasn’t about to do it inside using a chamber pot, as they did so, so he went back outside and found a nice bush.  He saw that it was nearly dawn, which confused him more than a little bit.  He’d only been here for a couple of hours, he was sure of it!  He put that miracle out of his mind, however, because he could hear distant howling, and it wasn’t very friendly.  Those had to be those loup garou monsters.  Monsters were very rare outside of Noraam, because that was where the greatest concentration of crystals were, and it was the energy of the crystals that changed the animals and made them into monsters.  But the Breach had had global reach, global effects, and the creation of monsters in Eusica and Fria were no doubt part of it.  He seriously doubted that the monsters here had any powers like some of the monsters back home, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t dangerous.  These people were quite afraid of them.

A small hawk spirit landed on his shoulder, which almost surprised him.  The talons gripped his shoulder gently, and in that touch, there is communication.  Shaman Clover is quite distraught.  They cannot find you, they cannot talk to you.  The alchemy machines won’t reach this far, the spirit told him.  She bargained that I might come find you and assure that you are well, Shaman.

“I’m fine, sister hawk,” he told her.  “My totem sent me here at the behest of brother white wolf.  He has found another human Shaman.”


Impressive.  Brother wolf always was quite the hunter, almost as good as me, the spirit replied, a bit playfully.  Might you know when you will return?

“I’m not sure.  Brother wolf wants me to bring the Shaman back to Noraam, but it turns out that she’s very young.  She’s barely more than a child,” he grunted.  “Her parents are discussing the matter right now.  I think the girl’s intrigued and wants to go, but the parents aren’t quite so enthusiastic.”  He chuckled.  “She wanted to know if she could create illusions.”

You are quite envied for that ability, she told him.  But I don’t think many Shaman understand what you had to give to get it.  Few would pay that price.

“Wisely spoken, sister,” he said in a grim tone.


I will return to Shaman Clover and tell her that you are well, but are unsure about when you will return.

“Thank you, sister hawk.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


The sun began to rise, but the village, nestled within those ancient trees, was still gloomy and murky.  Other villagers started to come out to begin the daily routines, and many of them took notice of Kyven.  Several of them, dressed in simple homespun dresses, pants, and tunics, approached him and tried to talk to him, but he just said a few words in Noraavi and smiled, which told them he didn’t speak their language.  He stayed by the house of the girl, however, showing them that he wasn’t just wandering around, standing next to their door, leaning against the moss-covered wall, simply waiting as they talked things over.


After about an hour, Darda finally came out, clearly looking for him.  She looked at him as he turned to face her.  “It is, what is the word…complicated,” she told him.  “Andra wishes to go, but my husband will not permit it.”

“And what do you think?”


“To help those in need is one of the foundations of our religion, so for her to want to help is a good thing.  She also has a great hatred for the evil that your people inflict on the animal-people.  Our religion teaches that because they can be taught to understand the holy word of God, even the animal-people have souls, and as such, to enslave them is one of the greatest evils a man can inflict on another.  But she is my daughter,” she sighed.  “She also has responsibilities to the village.  Without her, we will not know when the loup garou are close.”


“I heard them just before dawn,” he noted.  “Their howls.  What do they look like?”


“They are like wolves, but they are much, much larger.”


“Like Lupans?”


“What is a Lupan?”


“A wolf-like animal about yea big,” he said, holding his hand above his own head.  “At least the fully grown ones.  I have two Lupan companions that are smaller,” he added, putting his hand about at his own nose, “but that’s because they’re very young.  Give them a few years, they’ll be as big as the rest of their pack.”


“That sounds like a loup garou,” she affirmed.


“I’m surprised you have Lupans here.”


“Legend has it they were brought here by a foolish man who sought to tame and breed them, but some escaped.”


“That’d do it, Lupans are actually very intelligent,” Kyven grunted.  “And over here, with no Ursorax or Wolverans to keep them in check, there’s nothing in the wild big enough to kill them except maybe a very angry bear.”


“As you say,” she agreed.  “We can kill them with our rifles, but they are fast and clever.  They always attack from ambush.”

“Well.  How many Lupans are around?”


“We don’t know, but we think it’s just one pack.”


“If I arrange things so this pack leaves the village alone, would you allow Andra to come with me?”


“You can do this?”


“Not personally, but I know someone who can,” he grunted.  “She might even be able to talk the Lupans into protecting your village, but they’ll demand compensation.  You give them food, they leave you alone.”


“That’s a matter for the village, not just us,” she said.  “Come, we will talk to the mayor.”  She took his hand and started leading him away from the house, rather quickly.


Since he didn’t speak their language, he waited around as Darda took him to a cooper’s shop in the village, then had a long talk with the mayor.  Darda motioned at him several times as she spoke to the very muscular man, with dark skin and black hair like Darda’s family, then the man approached him with Darda in tow.  “He wants to know how you will do this,” she said.


“I know someone who can talk to Lupans,” he replied.  “I’ll go get her and bring her back, we’ll track down the pack, then we’ll negotiate.”


“How can someone do this?  The loup garou are animals!”


“She’s a Shaman,” he said simply.  “Some Shaman know magic that lets them speak to animals, and even monsters.  I can’t do it, but one thing I can do is go get her and bring her back within a matter of minutes.”


Darda translated, and the man gaped at him and said something in a hushed voice.  “He can’t believe you’re a magician,” she said.


Kyven raised his hand, opened his eyes to the spirits, and let several arcs of electricity dance along his fingers.  The man took a step back, then laughed ruefully.  “He accepts.  We would be most appreciative if you could convince the loup garou to leave our village in peace.  But understand, that may not change my husband’s mind.”


“That’s fine,” he shrugged.  “Wait here.  I’ll be back in about ten minutes or so.”


Both of them gasped when he converged a gateway into the shadow world, then he stepped into it.  He felt the things relatively close by, but much to his surprise, they didn’t immediately start towards him.  They seemed to…to lurk, like they remembered what he did to them.  He started back for Noraam, each step covering hundreds of minars in the real world, and the things  shadowed his movements but did not come any closer.  He was right; they were studying him now.  He’d done something that had proved that he could stop them cold, and now they were studying him, trying to puzzle out a way around his powerful defense.  He cast about for Clover, and found her within a couple of minutes, converging a gateway back into the real world.  He stepped out not into the early morning, but into the night, which stunned him.  How could it be night here, but daytime in Eusica?  It seemed, well, impossible!  A startled guard gawked at him for a moment, then rushed up to him.  “Shaman Kyven!” he said.  “Are you alright?”

“Fine.  I need Clover,” he said, stepping past and to Clover’s tent, which was near Danvers’ pavilion and with the tents of the other Shaman.  “Clover,” he called.


Her tent flap burst open and he had a whole lot of coyote all over him. She gave him a fierce hug and licked his cheek, laughing lightly, then pushed out to arm’s length.  “Sister hawk told me what you said, but I didn’t expect you to come yourself to prove you were alright,” she smiled.


“I need your help with something.  Guard, we need some rope.  It doesn’t have to be very long, maybe ten rods or so.”


“I’ll go find some,” he said with a quick salute, then he hurried off.


“What’s going on?”


“The spirits found another human Shaman,” he told her, which made her gasp.


“What was that?  Another human Shaman?” Patience called from her tent, then she quickly boiled out of it. Hardstep and the others came out as well, and he was surrounded by brothers and sisters, laughing a bit as they all but mobbed him.


“She’s Eusican,” he told them.  “That’s where I’ve been, over in Eusica.  She’s barely more than a child, so I’m having some problems talking her parents into letting her come with me.  Their village is having problems with a pack of Lupans, however, so I agreed to try to bargain something of a truce.  So, I need you, you silly coyote,” he said lightly, poking her in the belly.


“Well, I guess I can come help,” she answered with a laugh, rubbing her belly.  “Let me get my clothes, and we can go as soon as you believe it to be safe.”


“It’s safe now,” he replied.


She went back to her tent, and he explained things to the others as she dressed.  “Brother white wolf found her, and he’s been watching over her,” he told them.  “I guess he felt she’s old enough now, because she’s starting to demonstrate her power.  Sister shadow fox agreed to help, so she sent me to go get her.”


“Another human,” Hardstep mused.  “It is a good thing.”


“I agree,” Darkeyes agreed.  The dark spotted feline nudged Kyven lightly.  “After all, our brother here is somewhat acceptable.”


“Watch it, brother,” Kyven smiled.  “I can do very mean things.”

He laughed.  “As we all know so well,” he grinned toothily.


The guard ran back to them carrying a coil of rope.  “This was the only one I could find, Shaman,” he said, a little out of breath.


“It’s fine,” he replied, taking it.  “Thank you.”


He saluted and went back to his post, and it made Kyven muse a little bit over how Danvers’ army had accepted the Shaman.  These men had their own grudges against the Loremasters, but it showed that even humans who had at first hated Kyven and the fact that he was a Shaman had changed their minds after seeing what Kyven was doing for them, but what was much more, being exposed to Shaman like Clover.  Clover was gentle and kind, intelligent and compassionate, and it was hard to hate someone like her.  Clover had done much to make the men in the army accept the other Shaman, even Kyven, and it gave him hope that maybe the rest of Noraam could change and come to accept the Shaman, to discount the stories and the lies and see the truth.  The Shaman only had to show them who they really were, and with time and patience, things would hopefully change.


Clover came out wearing a somewhat tattered pair of leather breeches and a red shirt that ended at her ribs, showing off her flat furry belly.  “I take it we’re going to shadow walk there?”


“Unless you can swim,” he said, tossing the end of the rope to her and beginning to tie his end around his waist.


“I’ve always been curious about it.”


“You won’t like it,” Patience warned.


“I’m not as weak-stomached as you, my sister,” she teased, which made the others laugh.


“Take her the long way, Kyven,” Patience told him, which made him smile wolfishly at Clover.


“She’ll lose her bluster,” he promised as he jerked on the rope and found the knot true.  She tied off her end, and he wrapped a portion of the rope around his wrist.  “Remember, keep moving and just follow the way the rope pulls,” he told her.  “We have to travel some distance, so do your best.”


“I will manage without throwing up,” she said, giving Patience a teasing look.


“We’ll see what you’ve got, sister,” he said as he motioned, and a gateway converged of conjured shadow in front of him.


To her credit, she handled it far better than the other Shaman.  She kept up, managing to not only keep her eyes on him, but keep up with him as he carried her along with him, keeping the rope taut as he kept his mind on the things.  They were again stalking him, but would not approach him, keeping their distance just at what Kyven felt was what they thought was the outer edge of his perception.  Even Clover could sense it, he realized as they neared the village.  “I can feel them,” she said, keeping her eyes locked on him.


“They’re afraid of me at the moment.  I did something new today, and they’re mulling it over.”


“What?”


“I repelled their attack, and they haven’t quite figured out how to get around it,” he replied as they reached the village.  “As soon as they think they can get past my new trick, they’ll attack again.  We’re here,” he announced, twisting a gateway out of the shadows of the fabric of the world.  He had Clover go first, then he stepped out behind her.  Much to her credit, she looked only slightly queasy, a hand on her stomach, then she blew out her breath as the mayor and Darda gaped at them, or more particularly, at Clover.  “Darda, this is Clover, my sister Shaman,” he said as he started working on the knot in the rope.  “Clover, this is Mistress Darda, the girl’s mother.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Mistress,” Clover said, still with her hand on her stomach.


“Don’t throw up now, Patience will never let you live it down,” he teased.


She laughed.  “It wasn’t as bad as I expected, but still, it was quite strange.  I guess hearing you describe it so many times helped steel me for it.”


“Are you ill?” Darda asked.


“The way he travels, the place where he goes makes one feel a little nauseous,” she replied, blowing out her breath.


“It takes getting used to,” Kyven agreed as he untied the knot.  “The rope’s so we don’t get separated.  It’s hard to see in there unless you’re familiar with it, so it’s easy for someone traveling with me to get lost.  That would be very bad.”


“Truly.  I could barely see you, and you were little more than an arm’s length away.”


“Darda, sister Clover is going to help you with your loup garou problem,” Kyven said, and using that word made the mayor take notice.  “We’ll find them and talk to them.  What we need to know is what you want us to say.  Should we ask them to avoid your village, or have you offer them food in exchange for protecting the village from other packs?”


She talked to the mayor, and they discussed things for a few moments, giving Clover time to get her stomach under control.  She looked around, then chuckled.  “I see it’s true.  The sun does move across the world,” she said, looking at the rising sun.  “Our world is round, friend, and the sun moves around it.  Moving so far so fast, it’s easy to see it.”

“I was wondering about that,” he said.  “I thought I was going crazy when the sun started rising here.”

“One of the many wonders of the world, my brother,” she smiled.


Darda turned back to them.  “The mayor wishes to speak to the village about what we should do,” she declared. 


“That’s fine, we have time,” Kyven said.  “We can go find the Lupans while you’re discussing the matter.”


“Yes, but I would like to meet my new sister first,” Clover said eagerly.


“She doesn’t speak our language, sister, only Mistress Darda does.”


“That’s easy to fix,” she said with a smile.  “I will bargain a boon from a spirit so she might be able to speak our language.  Brother coyote is quite adept in the spoken words, he could teach our new sister Noraavi.”


“Still, given that her father is a bit antsy, we should wait until she’s there.”

“As you see fit, my brother,” she smiled.  “Let’s go find those Lupans.”


After they were far enough away from the village, Kyven took the fur from Danna and loped with Clover along the huge, ancient trees, the canopy making the forest floor a strange landscape of dark shadows and large brown trunks.  Some of the trees had exposed roots around the thick trunks, some didn’t, and gentle hills and folds in the land made a surprising number of places for animals to hide despite the lack of underbrush.  They stopped often to test the scents on the ground, and Kyven was certain that they were indeed Lupans when the finally crossed one of their old trails.  “Hours old,” Clover noted as she took her turn testing the ground with her nose.  “They went that way.”


“If they’re like wild Lupans, then they have a territory,” Kyven reasoned.  “So they can’t be too far away.”


“Lupans have territories in the hundreds of square minars, brother,” Clover said.  “But the village represents a temptation for easy food, so they probably have it at the center of their territory.”


“If it’s the only village around, yeah,” Kyven grunted.  “I heard them howling in the night, so they shouldn’t be too far off.”


It took them about an hour to find them.  It was a very small pack, just two full-size adults, two juveniles, and three pups, and none of them looked all that burly.  They were all very thin, almost on the verge of starvation.  The two Shaman coming up on them by stealth as they dozed after eating a kill.  Their meal was two freshly killed carcasses of some kind of deer that had to be half the size of a red-tail.  Kyven realized that if those deer were any indication of the size of the game here in this part of Eusica, the pack would probably never get any bigger.  Such huge animals needed a lot of food to survive, and when the game was so small, they either had to over hunt their territory and starve, or subsist on what little they could get.  Without the megafauna that existed in Noraam, wild cattle, buffalo, red-tails and white-tails, the Lupans had very little to eat.  Granted, there were no Ursorax or Wolverans here to prey on them, but the price they were paying was almost never having a full belly.

No wonder they were threatening the humans.  Lupans actually didn’t like humans, they tasted terrible, but hunger was driving this pack to prey on anything it could catch.  And if they couldn’t catch a straggling human because of Andra, what livestock the village may possess was a tempting target.


“Their den,” Clover whispered, taking note of the faint wind that managed to get down to the forest floor.  They hunkered down when two juveniles started growling at each other, their hackles up, the two pony-sized animals baring their fangs and moving with slow, steady, measured steps.  “Dominance,” she breathed to him, and he nodded.  Like wolves, Lupans had a hierarchy, and the two juveniles were probably continuing a running issue over which of them had higher rank.  Such things often led to fights, though they were rarely fatal.


“We should go back,” Kyven told her.  “We can come back later, they’ll stay close to their pups.”


She nodded, and they retreated, then loped easily back to the village.  Kyven made sure to return to his human form before coming within sight, and when they arrived, the entire village was gathered outside, near the mayor’s house.  They were listening to Darda talk, then the mayor talked, then a few of the villagers called out in their musical language.  The entire village absolutely stared at Clover as they came down to the edge of the gathering, about 50 people, and it occurred to Kyven that they had to have some farmland somewhere…maybe on the other side of the village.  They had probably never seen an Arcan before, only heard stories about them, and Clover took notice of all the attention she was getting but took it in stride.  One old lady, however, did get up and shake her finger in Kyven’s face in an accusatory manner, at least until Darda called her down.  She looked a bit sheepish, mumbled a few words, then patted Kyven on the forearm and returned to her seat on a little stool, which was what they were all using for seats.  Kyven and Clover walked through them, back to Darda and the mayor.  “Well, we found your loup garou, and they’re definitely Lupans,” Kyven told her.  “But talking to them may not be easy.”

“Why not?”


“They’re half-starved,” Clover said.  “When an animal is hungry, they sometimes are not easy to talk with.  They may agree to leave you alone today, but hunger may drive them to raid the village in a month.  And honestly, you cannot blame them.  Hunger can drive both man and beast to extremes.”  She looked to Darda.  “How long have they been here, Mistress?”


“For years,” she replied.  “Decades.”  She pursed her lips and looked to Kyven.  “Could you not take them away, like you left and brought your friend?”


Kyven blinked.  “Move a pack of half-starved wild Lupans through the shadows?” he said, a bit incredulously.  But when Clover gave him a speculative look, he frowned at her.  “Can you imagine what that’s going to be like, Clover?” he protested.  “If the shadow world doesn’t scare them into attacking out of panic, they’re going to be almost impossible to keep moving in the same direction!”

“Can you think of anything else?” she replied.  “We can’t just leave them here, brother.  They’ll either starve to death or continue to terrorize the humans.  They don’t belong here.  They are Lupans, they belong on Noraam, where they can get enough to eat.”


“That’s—Clover!” he blustered.  “You’re serious!”


She simply nodded.  “Everyone wins,” she said soothingly.  “The Lupans can return to their natural habitat where they can find enough food to thrive, and the humans can live without fear.”

“It would save our village much grief if you could take them away,” Darda wheedled a bit.  “They have haunted us for many years, and here in the last few years, it’s not even safe to leave sight of the village.”


“They’ve almost hunted out their territory, hunger has driven them to prey on the humans, something they wouldn’t normally do.  They’ll die in the next couple of years if we don’t act, brother.  It is our duty.  The Lupans need us.”


Kyven sighed.  “Alright, we can try, sister.  But you’re helping,” he said, pointing at her.  “If they don’t fly into an immediate panic the instant we go in, they might spook and bolt inside, and I don’t much like the idea of trying to play tug of war with terrified Lupans.”


“We’ll come up with something,” she said assuredly, smiling at him.  “Blindfolds perhaps, or we can hobble them.  Or maybe both.”


“Yeah, you explain it to them when you’re tying their legs together,” he grunted.


Darda explained things to the villagers, who all gave them surprised and hopeful looks.  They started talking among themselves again, but Kyven and Clover both weren’t paying attention to them. Jallack and Andra were approaching them, Jallack looking a little annoyed.  Andra took Clover’s hands when she offered them, looking down at the smaller young lady with a gentle smile, then she patted Andra on the shoulders.  “Such a beautiful young lady,” she said in her sweetest voice.  Andra couldn’t understand her words, but the rich, gentle, welcoming tone in Clover’s voice made her smile.  “I am Clover, my new sister.  Clover,” she said, patting her upper chest with her fingers.

“Andra D’Alaro,” she mirrored, pointing at herself, then she chattered away in her native language, looking Clover up and down, clearly all but enthralled by the sight of an Arcan.  She dared pinch a little of Clover’s grayish-brown fur on the side of her neck, then touched the black fur around her muzzle.


“She’s never seen an Arcan before,” Kyven reasoned.  “I don’t think any of them have.”

“I’d be surprised if she had, this is Eusica,” Clover replied calmly.  “The Eusican kingdoms don’t permit slaves here, so Arcans aren’t even allowed to be on ships that dock in their cities, because they believe that all Arcans are enslaved.”

“We don’t permit slavery, but we won’t let the slaves come here to be free.  That’s quite a position,” Kyven grunted.


“They simply don’t know us, that’s all,” she said with a smile, leaning over and licking Andra on the side of her face.  The girl spluttered, then giggled, smiling up at Clover.  Darda joined them, then listened to both Andra and Jallack take turns speaking, Andra quite firmly, Jallack with a hint of steel in his voice.


“My daughter wishes to go.  She is quite taken with the idea that she might learn to do real magic, just like in the stories we told her as a girl.  My husband is opposed,” she explained.  “As am I.  She is too young to be by herself.”


“This is Eusica,” Clover said calmly.  “Kyven, buy her hand in marriage.”


“What?” he gasped.


“If they are true believers of the father and the son, they must entertain a serious bid for marriage,” she replied simply.  “If you can meet their marriage price, they must give Andra over to you.  Given her beauty, that price would be fairly high,” she mused with a light smile.

“You know our ways,” Darda said, a bit startled.


“I only look like an animal, mistress,” she said with a toothy smile.  “But I am a Shaman.  Shaman know many things.  Knowledge is but one path to wisdom.”


“You’re serious,” Kyven grunted.


“Deadly,” Clover replied.  “And I think removing the Lupans from the area could be but one part of the marriage price.  After all, it benefits everyone, so it has high worth.  You can bargain a marriage price with them, and once it is met, Andra can come with us.”


“I’m gonna lose an ear explaining this one to Danna,” he sighed, which made Clover laugh.


The business of bargaining a marriage price out of Darda and Jallack almost made him lose his temper, because they were pretty much against Andra leaving the village and going to Noraam.  She was their only daughter, and she was very important in the village, so Kyven suspected they didn’t want to lose some of their status, on top of losing the little girl they obviously doted upon.  Once Andra realized what was going on, however, she put her own hand in, bickering with her parents more than once as they sat in the D’Alaro cottage and discussed the matter.  What aggravated Kyven was that every time he thought they were getting somewhere, the parents would demand something outrageous as part of the marriage price, obviously trying to prevent it.  Clover had quite effectively breached the stone wall of no they had prepared, using their own religious customs against them, but they were fighting tooth and nail to make sure Kyven either could not or would not meet their outrageous demands.

Wisdom, however, finally held sway.  Kyven could tell that Andra wanted to go, and that was how he attacked her parents…with outright blackmail, combined with a dash of deceit.  “Mistress Darda, to be honest about it, you can’t force Andra to stay here,” he said after nearly three hours of fruitless debate, made almost intentionally slow when Darda had to translate back and forth.  “I’m quite willing to pay you a fair price for the loss of your daughter’s help around the house and the social status she gives you in the village, but to be honest about it, I don’t have all day here.”  He paused as she translated.  “But, if you don’t want to be fair, if you want to go against your own daughter’s wishes, well, I don’t necessarily have to be fair either,” he continued.  Darda gave him a hot look, then translated that.  “After all, I can come and go as I please, and you’ll never know when I’m around.  If you don’t want to be fair, well, some day I might just happen to come visit, find Andra by herself, and she might just happen to decide to go back with me on her own.  She’ll do what she wants to do, and you’ll get not a single chit or pig for your trouble.”


Jallack overturned his chair when he heard the translation, shaking a finger at Kyven and shouting, but Kyven simply leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on their tea table.  Andra was giving him a sudden grin.  “You would steal our daughter?” Darda snapped hotly.


“No.  I would simply be nearby someday when she decided to go to Noraam,” he replied easily.  “And I’m telling you straight out that you’re not going to keep her here if she doesn’t want to stay.  She is my sister Shaman, and I’ll be here to help her, any way she needs it.  If that means that I have to provide her with a means to run away from home, then that’s what I’ll do.  But, we can avoid all of that,” he said, looking at Darda.  “I can meet a reasonable marriage price, Mistress Darda, and since I can come and go, that means that you’ll see her again if you really want to.  If you’re willing to face the shadow world, I’d be happy to help you cross the Angry Sea and see your daughter, taking you to Noraam the same way I brought Clover here.”


Jallack and Darda fell into a heated discussion, with Andra interrupting several times to talk, then Darda gave him a dark look.  “We will not offer you a marriage price,” she said, a bit icily.

Kyven sighed.  “If that’s the way it’s going to be, then that’s the way it’s going to be,” he said.  Darda screamed when Kyven kicked backwards and rolled back with the chair as it fell, then he quite literally dropped out of sight, his body swallowed up by a converged shadow gateway placed on the floor under him, then he rolled over to his knees within the shadow world, opened another one just in front of him, then reached out through it.  The D’Alaros saw Kyven’s disembodied hand reach out of a swirling disc of shadow directly over Andra’s head, hook under her arm, and she gave a cry of surprise when he yanked her up and into it.  Kyven didn’t give her a chance to get sick, converging another gateway immediately and pulling her out, which set them outside, about ten rods from Andra’s front door.  She looked at him a little wildly, looking around, then she laughed brightly.  That laughter caused a commotion within the house, and the front door was torn open with Jallack taking up the entire doorway, looking on in both anger and surprise.  Darda looked under Jallack’s thick arm, her eyes wide and look of both panic and relief on her face.  “I think I’ve proved my point?” Kyven asked calmly.  “Either accept a fair price or get nothing, Mistress Darda.  I’ll leave that choice to you.”


The parents were furious, but they knew when they were on the short end of things.  Kyven had demonstrated that he could take Andra if it came down to it, and since she wanted to go, she wasn’t going to fight him off when he appeared.  They returned to the table and the parents got a lot less outrageous, and when they did so, Kyven became quite willing to compromise.  However, the one thing he wouldn’t permit, no matter how much they begged or demanded, was for him to take them with her so they could live together.  “She can’t learn the wisdom of the spirits while still under the sway of her parents,” he said adamantly.  “She will live by herself, but with others very close by to help her if she needs it.  That is the Shaman way.  I can bring her back when she wants to visit, but that’s as far as I’m going to go.”

“That is unacceptable!  She’s still a child!”


“She’s going to learn the wisdom of the spirits.  She’s going to grow up, Mistress Darda, quickly.  She’ll be well cared for until she’s mature enough to make it on her own, I can assure you of that.  She’ll be living among the Arcans at first, and the Shaman are revered among them.  And trust me, if they see that she can’t protect herself, just about every Arcan alive would fight to the death to protect her.  Trust me, she’ll be very safe.  Hell, I’m a full Shaman, and I have enough problems with them trying to protect me,” he snorted.

They almost broke down over that point, but eventually, they got back to the point at hand.  They were more and more unhappy with him, but they knew that they were bargaining from the sinking end of the boat.  Andra was going with him no matter what, and it was just a matter of how much they got for her.  But, to their credit, they cared far more about Andra than they did about getting rich by selling her marriage rights.  Kyven could respect that.

Eventually, a bargain was reached.  Kyven would pay them in pure gold, one thousand coins of it, he would remove the Lupans from the village’s outskirts, and he would ensure they got regular updates as to the health and welfare of Andra.  He would deliver letters back and forth once a month, and whenever Andra wanted to visit her parents, he would bring her.  Kyven found those to be fair terms, and he agreed, if only because he wasn’t really sure how much a thousand gold pieces was worth.  But it was gold, and gold, well, that wasn’t going to be a problem.  He’d need Clover for that, but the gold was easily attainable.  They gave him some strange looks when he asked them how much one of the gold pieces they demanded weighed, but they showed him a silver coin and told him that it would be about the same size.  When he asked them if it was just the weight of the gold that mattered, if they would accept it he brought them the same weight in gold as nuggets, they agreed.

That was all he needed.  Clover was out in the village, being followed around by about all of the village’s children, who watched her tail with almost hypnotic fascination, and the children gasped and scattered when she turned quickly and headed for him, a little scared of her but also utterly enthralled by her exotic appearance.  “How did it go?”


“We made a deal,” he replied, putting his hand on her shoulder.  “I’m afraid I bargained you into a hole, sister.  They demand a thousand gold coins the same size and weight as this one,” he said, holding up the silver piece.


“Easily done, brother, an earth spirit can find it for us,” she said with a smile, taking it from him, weighing it in her hand.  “Would they accept gold dust and nuggets, or do they demand these coins?”


“They just want that weight in gold, no matter what form it’s in.  Strange that they use gold as a currency.”


“They don’t have enough crystals here to make chits.  And think, brother.  Soon, Noraam will have to find a new currency, once there are no more milk crystals to make into chits.  Odds are, Eusican coins will become the new money of Noraam, since the port traders already keep Eusican money on hand to trade with them.  They don’t take chits,” she told him.  “Soon, we’ll be using these gold and silver coins too.”


“Huh.  Well, Haven will be a rich nation, then,” Kyven mused.


She gave him a sly smile.  “It will indeed, since we don’t have to go mine the metal,” she winked.


Clover invited Andra to watch real magic of a sort that only Shaman could perform, and since Clover conducted the summoning outside, she also attracted quite a crowd of villagers.  Kyven and Clover sat facing each other at opposite ends of a circle she drew in the dirt, then she bent to the task of summoning an earth spirit.


The elemental spirits were slightly different from the living spirits of the spirit world.  They too lived in the spirit world, but since they represented the elemental forces, they had different personalities.  Kyven couldn’t call upon elemental spirits any more he could call on any spirit other then the shadow fox, but that wasn’t an issue for him, since he could get his things other ways.  Clover, he’d come to learn, was one of the most adept spirit bargainers among the Shaman.  She had a magnetic personality, and that natural charm helped a great deal when dealing with spirits.  She could talk quite favorable bargains out of spirits, because they liked her.

The villagers gaped and gasped and recoiled and whispered furiously when Clover’s eyes began to glow, a steady yellow-amber radiance not far from the color of her eyes.  Kyven opened his eyes to the spirits as well, to see it when it appeared, and that made the villagers whisper even more.  Clover called to the spirit mentally, making no sound, and it answered quickly.  It looked like a pile of stones rising up out of the ground, but since it was a spirit, it was insubstantial and opaque, surrounded in a faint greenish nimbus.  And since her powers were untrained, the presence of the spirit incited Andra’s spirit sight as well, which made many of the villagers call out in warning and start looking towards the forest.


“Tell them that the Lupans aren’t coming,” Kyven said in a calm voice.  “Clover, could you ask the earth spirit to become visible?  That way they see what Andra sees.”


She nodded, looking at the spirit with a calm expression, then he could tell that it manifested into the physical world, which made quite a few of the villagers gasp and recoil a little. They’d never seen anything like it before.  Clover conducted her negotiation without making a sound, a serene look on her face, then she smiled and nodded and reached out her hands to the spirit.  It surged forward a little and let her put her hands on either side of the stone that was at the top, like its head, then it sank into the ground.  “He agrees,” she told him.  “He’ll have the payment ready for us within the hour.”


“Good work, sister,” he said with a nod.  “I hope it didn’t cost too much?”


“Nothing I am not happy to give in return,” she said with a smile, and she said no more.  The bargains between Shaman and spirits were personal and not discussed, at least usually.  Kyven was something of a special case, since he was a great example of what not to do when bargaining with spirits.

“That was one of these spirits?” Darda asked.

“An earth spirit, yes,” Clover replied as she easily returned to her feet.  “He agreed to help us.  While he works on that, let us go take care of the Lupans, brother.  Mistress Darda, might we have a good length of rope and several rags or swaths of unneeded cloth or leather?  We’re going to need it.”

Kyven and Clover bounded off towards the den as Kyven worked out how he was going to do this.  Approaching the Lupans might be tricky because they’d been preying on humans, but once he got in among them, the real trick was going to convince them to let them tie them all together and take them through the very unnatural shadow world.  Despite being so thin, the adult Lupans could easily drag Kyven and Clover both all over creation if they decided to run, so the major issue was going to be keeping them calm.


Once they got close to the den, Kyven enacted the amulet to return to his human form and approached warily, with Clover up a tree.  They were gambling here, gambling that Kyven’s monster-friendly scent would be enough to keep them from attacking, but he was on a knife’s edge from converging a gateway if he had to run.  The puppies noticed his scent first, coming out of the den with their noses up and their tails wagging, and the two thin, almost malnourished pups ambled towards him as fast as their little legs would allow, yipping and tails wagging.  One of the juveniles came out of the den immediately afterward, a young, raw-boned female that was a good two rods smaller than Sirra, and she growled and advanced towards Kyven uncertainly, her fangs bared.  Kyven just sat on the ground and let the puppies jump excitedly on his legs, then he held his hand out to the young female.  She perked her ears up and advanced a few more steps, sniffing at him, then she padded over and sat beside him, sticking her nose in his hair and snuffling, making him laugh reflexively.  “The others out hunting, little girl?” he asked in a soft voice, but he already knew that answer.  “Clover, we need them to return.  Tell her to call them.  If she howls, they’ll respond.”  The female growled again when Clover started down the tree, coming into sight, but Kyven put a calming hand on her neck even as Clover called out to her.  Her ears picked up again and she turned her head quizzically, then she tilted her head back and howled, loud enough for Kyven to wince and put a hand over the ear facing her.

Clover remained safely high enough up one of the smaller trees that she could sit on a limb without being sixty rods off the ground, and Kyven stayed in the clearing, the female getting a little playful as the pups play-battled each other half on his lap, all squeaky growls and yips and yaps.  It didn’t take long for the adults and other juvenile to return, and when they saw Kyven surrounded by their youngers, the two adults immediately rushed him.  Kyven startled the two pups when he rose quickly to his feet, converging a gateway behind himself even as Clover shouted out, speaking so the Lupans could understand her, telling them to stand down.  That made them pull up short, and once they caught his scent, their hackles came down and they approached him curiously.  He greeted them carefully and let them inspect him, sniffing at his chest and arms, their noses getting dangerously close to his throat.  They decided to accept him, however, at least for now.

Clover came down out of the tree and approached very slowly, talking to them as she did so.  Kyven listened as she told them about taking them somewhere where they’d have plenty of food, a new territory, a new range, but first they’d be cared for by friends, fed well, and allowed to rest and regain their strength.  Once they were healthy, they could go establish their own territory.  They seemed interested in her offer, since they’d been going hungry for a long time, but when Clover promised them all they could eat when they arrived at their destination, that persuaded them.

“Alright, this isn’t going to be easy,” Kyven said as he started measuring out the rope.  “Moving in there takes will, and I don’t think the Lupans can focus enough will to force themselves to move.  They’ll just walk in place. So, on top of being all tied together, we have to be touching them, Clover.  We’ll carry the pups, I’ll guide the adults, you guide the juveniles.  We grab a handful of fur and guide them along, and we pray to the spirits they don’t panic.”


“Would blindfolds help?”


“Maybe, but it won’t stop the nausea, and that’s what I’m worried about most,” he grunted.  “Explain to them what we have to do while I get the ropes measured out.”


The Lupans did not look happy over the ropes, but they endured for that promise of all they could eat.  Kyven tied himself to the two adults, then to Clover, who tied herself to the juveniles.  They fashioned slings for the two puppies, and even tied them into them so they couldn’t wriggle out and try to run when inside.  Kyven urged the adults into position, then knelt between them.  “Alright, repeat this back to them, sister,” he began, patting the adults on their necks.  “It’s going to be dark and hard to see inside.  The ground will shift and move like water, and you’ll feel sick at your stomach.”  He let her repeat that.  “I can see where we’re going, so let me guide you with my hands.  I’ll hold onto your fur and guide you in the direction we need to go.  It’s very important not to be afraid.  Lupans are brave animals, and I trust you not to try to run away.  If you get lost in there, I may not be able to find you again to help you get out.  Make sure you stress that, sister,” he grunted.  She repeated it, making sure to stress that they could not try to run away, that it might cause them to get lost.  She added the things herself, telling them that there were predators within that would try to eat them if they got separated, but since they were deathly afraid of Kyven, it was safe with him.


Kyven blew out his breath.  “Alright, let’s do this, sister,” he grunted, converging a gateway about five rods away, so the Lupans could see it, then he stood up.  “Let’s go.”


It was far easier than he expected.  To their credit, the Lupans didn’t panic or bolt, but he heard them whine in fear from the minute they stepped inside.  Both the adults kept their eyes down on the ground, or what passed for it, and let Kyven guide them with firm grips on the fur on their neck.  Once Clover and the juveniles were in, he started them out.  The puppies had it the worst, crying in fear and shivering in their slings, struggling against the ropes that literally tied them in, and he felt the things lurking close by as they moved, daring to get closer, approaching Clover from behind.  Kyven stopped briefly and stretched the space behind Clover as a warning that he knew what they were up to, and that caused them to retreat to a certain distance and keep that distance as they started moving again.  He took them to their destination, then converged a gateway in front of the adults and urged them through it even as he willed it to pass over him.  Once he was out, he kept his focus on it, causing it to pass over Clover and the juveniles, and then he dismissed it.

It was midmorning on the grassy field in the center of Vanguard, and their arrival was noticed almost immediately.  Kyven barked in alarm when several Arcan children rushed towards them, causing them to stop short, and he knelt down and started untying the ropes.  “We’re here.  Someone go get the chief!” he shouted.

Darik rumbled out of his forge almost immediately, who was the village chief.  He preferred to be called mayor, however.  “Shaman!  Bless me, it’s good to see you again!” he called as he approached.


“Darik, I need you to go find all the meat you can get your hands on and bring it for these Lupans,” Clover told him.  “They are very hungry and weakened.  This village will nurse them back to health.  Is Tallspan here?”


“He’s with the army, Shaman, a youngling Shaman named Rainsong is performing his duties.”


“I know her.  She needs to be here.”


“I’ll go get her, Shaman!” Chaser called, then ran off on her sturdy legs.  The Arcan had grown considerably since he’d last seen her.  The canine had been just a girl when he’d seen her, but now she was well into adolescence, and was starting to fill out.


Rainsong arrived about the same time as the first delivery of buffalo meat, which Darik laid out close by.  Clover told them that the human and Arcans would bring them meat until they couldn’t possibly eat any more, and they released the Lupans to their meal.  Rainsong was a cougar, like Firetail, but she was very young, barely more than an adult.  She was also surprisingly short, barely taller than Lightfoot.  She hugged Clover fondly, then hugged Kyven.  “I’m glad to finally meet you, brother,” she said.  “I just returned from my Walk last month, and instead of sending me to the army, they bade me come here to greet our brothers and sisters who found their way to us.”

“It’s good to meet you too, sister,” he said.  “We brought you something other than Arcans, though,” he gestured at the Lupans.  “We need you to nurse them back to health.  They’ve been starving for a while.”


“Did the humans cage them?”


“Actually, they’re from Eusica, they escaped from some fool that had taken them there, and there’s nothing over there big enough for them to eat.  So they’ve been starving slowly over the years, never getting enough food,” he grunted.


“Poor things.  We’ll take good care of them, brother,” she nodded.


“Can you speak to them, sister?” Clover asked.


“No, but I can bargain with a spirit to explain things to them when necessary,” she replied.  “I’ll have a barn made up for them to use as a den while they recover.  Once they’re rested and recovered, we can let them go find their own territory.”


“I’ll explain it to them.”


The Lupans were almost impossible to move, however, once more meat in front of them than they’d seen at one time in their entire lives, being carried out by Darik and the village Arcans.  They instead started putting it in the barn southeast of the village that Rainsong had set up for them to use as a den, making sure it had straw and blankets for sleeping, moving out some of the more dangerous farm implements, then having Clover finally convince them to go to the barn once they finished the meat Darik brought them.  Clover explained to them that they’d be resting in the barn while the village fed them and helped them regain their strength, stressing that they were not to hunt anything while they were at the village, that the humans, Arcans, and their livestock were off limits.  The village would provide all the meat they could eat, and their primary focus was to rest and recover their strength.  She made sure to stress that once they were recovered, they would be free to go establish their own territory, but they should never hunt humans or Arcans, because there were buffalo and elk and red-tails and many other things big enough for them to hunt and eat.


Kyven, Clover, and Rainsong watched from the doorway as the Lupans continued to eat, then Rainsong chuckled.  “This is the first time Vanguard has welcomed Lupans,” she noted.  “How goes the war, my friends?”


“We’re winning,” Kyven chuckled.  “We’re spreading through the Smoke mountains now, and once we have it under our control, the humans will think twice about trying to invade them.”


“That’s good,” she nodded.  “Not that there’s ever a true victor in war, but in this one case, I can pray to the spirits for there to be one.”

“Well said,” Clover nodded.


“We’d better get back, sister, before Darda and Jallack change their minds,” he prompted.


“Yes, we should.  Anything you want me to tell them before we go, sister?”


“No, I think we have it under control, sister.  Thank you for coming to see me!”


“Any time, youngling,” she chuckled, hugging the small cougar.  Kyven gave her an embrace as well, then he took the rope end Clover threw to him.


They got back to late-evening Eusica to find the village going about its business.  Kyven and Clover went back to the D’Alaro house, and when he knocked, Darda opened the door immediately, a wild look on her face.  In the common area, a large pile of gold nuggets sat on the floor, and Jallack was looking at it like it was a live snake.  They stepped in, and Clover chuckled.  “The earth spirit was punctual, I see,” she noted.


“The Lupan pack is gone, Mistress,” Kyven told her.  “We took them to Noraam.  They won’t bother you again.”

“And I see that you have received your gold, so with your permission, we will take Andra with us now,” Clover said, a touch firmly.  “We must get her to Noraam so she might begin to learn about her powers.”


“Remember our bargain,” Darda said, her eyes misting.


“I’ll bring you letters from her once a month, on the full moon, as promised.  And when she has time, I’ll bring her to visit.  I fulfill my bargains, Mistress.”


“Alright,” she said, sniffling a little, then she called Andra.


Kyven and Clover stood a respectful distance as the parents said teary farewells to the white-haired teenager, who hugged them and spoke soothingly to them.  She’d brought down a little cloth bag holding her belongings, and when she picked it up quite deliberately and came over to Kyven, Darda broke out into tears.  Andra called gently to her, then she opened the door of the house.  Kyven and Clover followed her out, then she closed the door and took a deep, cleaning breath.  She pulled a little cross out from under the bodice of her homespun dress, kissed it, then tucked it back and looked at Kyven expectantly.


“I think she’s impatient, brother,” Clover chuckled.


“Works for me.  I’m getting a little tired, and us flaunting ourselves to the things is probably rubbing them a little raw, so I’d like to get safely back to the army.”


“We can keep her with us until I arrange for her to learn Noraavi, then brother wolf will take charge of her training.  Most likely, one of us will be the one teaching her the basics, as Stalker taught you.”


“Works for me,” he said again, taking up the rope.  “Now let’s get this done.” 
