Chapter 19

The riding gave him time to think.

Death was part of the cycle of life, and while he could understand that, he couldn’t help but ponder in it a while as he rode with his nannies, the Lupans, and Lightfoot and Lucky walking beside Spirit, whom he was again riding to help protect his identity.  Firetail had been 52 when she died, a very, very old Arcan.  He hadn’t known that, and it certainly hadn’t shown.  Like all Shaman, she had been spry and energetic, right up to the end, but in a way that just hid her real age.  The Shaman in the army said she’d died of age, that her heart had simply stopped during the night, despite her conditioning, despite her excellent physical condition.  It was almost as if her time had come, and no matter how healthy she was, that was that.  Her time was over, and she just…died.


It made him ponder the possibility of fate or destiny, that thing were pre-ordained, but he’d never really believed in them…at least until Firetail died.  Firetail’s death was an argument for the idea of fate, but everything he’d learned told him otherwise.  Men and Arcans made their own destinies, fought for them, struggled their lives to achieve them, which could be short or long.


Though 52 didn’t seem very long, he realized that in reality, Firetail had lived a very long and full life.  The main difference between Arcans and humans outside of their appearances was how Arcans matured.  An Arcan could be sexually mature at three, and was considered a full adult by four or five.  That gave them 35 or 40 years of adulthood, which was not much shorter than humans, when one considered that a human wasn’t really considered an adult until around 16 or 18, depending on the culture.  In Atan, a young man could own property and sit in on council meetings at 17, which was considered the official age of majority.  Girls, on the other hand, were considered of marrying age at 15, which was the age of majority for them.  Given that the average Atan resident lived about 60 years or so, that gave them 45 years or so of adulthood.


 Those were generalities, though.  Kyven had been apprenticed to Holm when he was twelve, but even before that, living with his father, he’d been alone most of the time and had had responsibilities.  The life of a miner was filled with long, hard days, and Kyven had done what he could to make his father comfortable when he came home, always so dirty that he left a trail and trying to cough out the rock dust that invaded his lungs during his hard day.  And out in the villages, most kids were like him, doing a man’s work before they started noticing girls.  Kids in the cities, with their luxuries and their safety, could afford to be children a lot longer than Kyven had, who had been orphaned and on his own before he was 13, facing the terrifying reality that if he failed the first year exam, he would be homeless, and probably would have lived out his life in the mines, digging for crystals until the rock dust turned his lungs to stone and killed him.  And even with the dwindling of the crystals, odds were he’d have died before the mining stopped.


It wasn’t the years one lived, but the life one lived in the years he had, he supposed.  Arcans lived about 15 to 20 years shorter than humans, but they spent most of it as an adult, and that gave them the time to learn wisdom.  Kyven himself was 23, would turn 24 next month, considered a young man in human circles with middle age on the horizon, but considered middle age among the Arcans.  In the two years he’d been walking the path of a Shaman, he’d seen and learned more than some men twice his age.  He had put a whole lot of living in those two years, had learned a great deal, and had gained at least some wisdom.  In some ways, he’d learned more than he ever wanted to know.


But, that was the wind blowing over the field.  He had chosen his path, and though it had shown him horrors and put him in a position where he had to fight a war, had to kill, he would walk no other path.  He was a Shaman, in heart and soul as much as mind, dedicated to his treacherous totem and carrying out her will.


He glanced at Lucky.  Lucky was a typical Arcan youth.  He looked to be about four, maybe five, just at the very end of his adolescence, might grow a tiny bit more before reaching his full adult height…which wasn’t all that much.  Like many cats, Lucky was a bit short, but he was sleek, he was a hell of a lot stronger than he looked, and he was fast as lightning.  If he were human, he’d still be tied to his mother’s apron strings, but among the Arcans, he was considered a full adult, if an inexperienced one.  He’d been able to walk since he was just a few months old, and could do a human’s work by the time he turned two, and before Kyven had found him, he’d already been sold off the plantation where he’d been born, already put on the auction block.  Very young, but in Arcan society, he was an adult, and had already pinned his flower to Lightfoot, who continued to both push him away and keep him very close at the same time.  He knew his striped friend, and knew her resolve had almost crumbled.  She’d declared her feelings for Lucky already in how she treated him, and now she was just trying to come to terms with it in her own mind.

He patted Spirit’s neck as the horse cantered down the overgrown lane, an abandoned road on the brink of being reclaimed by the forest, more of a glorified path than anything else.  The sky was dark and threatening, and the rumble of thunder was distant to the west.  Storms weren’t uncommon in the summer, in fact, they were most of the rainfall they received in the late summer months, but it had been a bit unusual in how dry it had been over the summer, which had pleased Danvers.  Armies didn’t march well in mud, and that was what was the natural result when rain met dirt roads.  A hamlet was supposed to be just ahead, a tiny little village of maybe twelve houses in a natural meadow, according to Clover, so small that most people didn’t even know it was there.  According to the map, the hamlet was about half a day from Riyan, west of the city and north of the James River, along the path Danvers intended to take to reach Riyan so they could help DeVaur break through and continue north.

“I hear it,” he said softly to his horse as he nickered, looking westward.  “They’d better get back soon,” he remarked to Lucky and Striker.  Lightfoot and Fastpaw were ahead, scouting, while Ebony and the Lupans followed Spirit at a distance, ghosting their backtrail and the Lupans not getting so close it made the horse nervous.  Spirit could deal with the Lupans while they were camped, but on the road, his natural fear of Lupans following him never failed to get him a little antsy.


“If we’re as close to the village as you think we are, they should,” Striker noted, adjusting his impact rod a little on his belt.  He’d taken to copying Lightfoot in that regard, wearing only a heavy belt holding his impact rod and a shockrod for fighting at a distance, his short-barreled Briton rifle slung over his shoulder.  The scrap outside Foggy Peak had taught him that having a ranged weapon he could wield with one hand was a good idea, and it hadn’t been hard for Kyven to get shockrods for all three of his nannies.  A Shaman had a little pull in the army.  Unlike most others, however, he also carried three annihilators, hooked onto his belt and ready to be pulled off at a moment’s notice.  The others were also carrying them, exceedingly lethal little devices given how far they could throw them with that Arcan strength.  The three of them had been of a habit of throwing stones when they could as practice, to work on their aim so they could land one where it was needed.  Kyven was even carrying several black crystal chips to rearm the devices if they were used, kept in a little metal box in his pack which was sealed with wax.  One of the resident alchemists in the army had shown him how to put a new crystal in them, and they only needed a small chip, barely a tenth of a point.

Lightfoot and Fastpaw bounded around a bend in the path and hurried up to them.  The sleek felines shifted from running on all fours to standing on their legs with effortless grace when they reached him, and Lucky immediately handed Fastpaw his rifle.  “It’s just ahead,” Lightfoot reported.  “Half a minar.”


“Any activity?”


“The usual,” she replied curtly, accepting a waterskin from Lucky and taking a drink.  “Farmers.”


“Any Loreguard?” he asked, and she shook her head in reply.  “How many Arcans?”


“Only a few,” Fastpaw replied.  “We saw a couple working in a field, but that’s it.  There might be some working in the houses or the barns.”


“Well, we’ll see if we can find shelter from the storm, then break the bad news to the farmers just before we move on,” he grunted, looking back behind him.  He gave a whistle, the signal for Ebony and the Lupans to come up.  “May as well get the hospitality before they start shooting at us,” he noted, which made Striker grin a little.  That had happened that morning, when they came into the small village of Waterford, killed the two Loreguard that had been posted there, then taken the 17 Arcans in the village and freed them.  Those Arcans were probably almost to the army by now, since the advance scouts of their army were only about half a day behind.  The Arcans were sent back, where the scouts would find them and get them back to the army.  From there, they’d either fight or work in the army as best they could.

Yet another little victory.


“Alright, same deal,” he told them.  That meant that Lightfoot and his nannies would skirt the hamlet, studying it and looking for anything dangerous, while Kyven rode into town under the guise of an illusion with Lucky with him.  Lucky had on a false collar, and would stay close enough to where he could draw the rifle or shockrod Kyven kept on his saddle if he needed to protect himself.  The calico got right beside Spirit as the others scattered, Striker falling back to tell Ebony.


The hamlet was indeed very small, and at first glance it looked very crude.  There were maybe ten houses and twice as many outbuildings in the hamlet, the houses all built in a circle with their front doors facing a central green, built that way quite deliberately, and at the southern edge of their huge fields of crops.  The layout of the place immediately tickled Kyven’s memory, and it took him a minute to realize that these were Amish.  They were an ancient religious sect that did not follow the Trinity, having existed during the Great Ancient Civilization, and were reputed to be very secretive and isolationist.  Most people didn’t bother the Amish because they were fair and honest when they interacted with the outside world.  This was a family farm, each house representing a family in the extended clan, and they worked together to farm the lands behind their hamlet.  They had some curious customs, Kyven remembered.  They never used buttons, and all men grew beards as part of their religious observances.  They were also pacifists, forbidden by their religion to fight.  They also spoke their own language, though most of them also spoke Noravi.  There was a large population of Amish northeast of Atan, on both sides of the Podac River, though they were almost never seen.

“Amish,” Kyven told Lucky.  “That means we won’t be shot at this time.”


“Who are Amish?”


“A religious sect.  Some call them a cult, but I find it hard to call pacifists a cult.  They’re forbidden by their religion to fight, so they won’t shoot at us.”


“Oh.  Well, at least this’ll be easy.”


“Easy’s a point of view, my friend,” he said.  “We’ll see.”


Though most of them were out in the fields, there were a couple of people in the hamlet, an old woman and a pair of very young girls, wearing sturdy little peasant dresses and with bonnets over their hair.  Kyven raised his hand to the old woman as he approached, then dismounted and handed the reins to Lucky when he got close to the barn from which the old woman exited.  “Good afternoon,” he called as he approached.  “I was seeking a dry place from the coming storm, good woman.  Might I impose on you to use one of your barns before the storm gets here?”


“Who art thou?” she asked in a formal tone.


“Kyven Steelhammer, ma’am,” he said, taking off his hat.  “I’m on my way to Riyan.”


She looked to his horse.  “I am sorry, Kyven Steelhammer, but we allow no weapons of violence upon our lands,” she said strongly.


“Well, you might have to make a tiny exception, at least for a day,” he said ruefully.  “I’m a forward scout for an army that intends to march past your hamlet.  I do need to speak with the people in charge here, to warn them of their coming and assure them that the army won’t do them any harm.  They only seek to pass by.”


She gave him a stern look, then looked to the two curious little girls.  She barked at them in Amishar, and the two little girls ran towards the fields.  “Thou may discuss the matter with our elder,” she declared.  “But the Arcan, he may not come.  Slavery is a sin, and we will not allow it.  If he steps within our walls, we will free him.”


“Take off the collar, Lucky,” Kyven told him.  The woman gave him a look when Lucky pulled his collar off and put it in the saddlebag.  “I happen to share your viewpoint in that regard, ma’am.  In fact, that’s part of what the army that’s coming is about.  They’re going to try to end the Arcan slavery.  Lucky wears the collar as a deception when we move about, nothing more.”


She did give him a somewhat approving look.  “Bring your horse into the barn,” she told him.


The old woman fussed a bit over Lucky as Kyven unsaddled Spirit and put him in a stall the old woman provided, forking him some hay.  Kyven also made sure to unload his rifle and hide his weapons under his saddle, even leaving behind his fairly large knife for fear that they might consider it a weapon.  This could possibly be the first village they passed that they didn’t have to subdue the populace, so he wanted to make a good impression.  They might even try to buy some of their goods, the Amish were well known to always have plenty stored.  Kyven patted Spirit’s neck one final time and let him go to his dinner as he joined the old woman and Lucky, as she herded him towards the large doors, one of the houses visible beyond.  “Thou art in need of a meal, young buck,” she told Lucky.  “Thou art too thin!”


“I’m not being starved, ma’am,” he said with a chuckle.


“That’s no lie.  He eats twice as much as I do,” Kyven teased.


“Well, I’m still a growing boy,” Lucky said lightly.


The old woman led them to the house, and had them wash their hands and clean their shoes upon entering.  Kyven pulled his hat off and let it hang behind his back by its straps as he stepped into a large, airy house filled with homemade furniture and curtains, a rug on the floor in the dining room past the kitchen in which they entered.  “Oh, I’d better warn the others not to cause trouble.  I have four other Arcans out there, ma’am, watching the place.  I’ll call them in.”


“Aye, that’d be best,” she told him.


Kyven walked out to where he could be seen and whistled shrilly, then waved towards the house.  Almost immediately, the others came out of the forest, the Lupans staying behind in the trees.  “Put your weapons in the barn in Spirit’s stall, by my saddle,” he told them.  “These are Amish, they don’t believe in weapons.  I don’t want to offend them.”


Lightfoot looked decidedly annoyed, but she nodded.


Lightfoot, Striker, and Ebony caused their own problems when the old woman saw them.  She gasped and gawked, then hastily turned her back.  “Master Steelhammer, thy friends art naked!” she said, her cheeks flaming.


“Oh.  Oh, well, they’re Arcans, and I’m bloody not well going to try to make them wear clothes.  Not those three,” he said with a chuckle.  “But if I might borrow a few blankets, I think they wouldn’t object to using them to cover themselves while they’re here.”


“Aye, aye, Elder Jacob would die of fright should he see them thus!”


“You heard the lady,” Kyven told them.  “We don’t want to cause a panic, do we?”


“You owe me,” Lightfoot growled, which made him chuckle.


The old woman brought down very elaborate quilts, which the Arcans used as cloaks, throwing them over their shoulders and pulling them around so they were draped over.  The old woman sighed in relief when Ebony settled her blanket, then invited them into the dining room.  She served them glasses of cider and set a platter of bread and butter down in front of Lucky, then rattled it imperiously.  Lucky took up a piece of bread under her stern eye, which made her nod and scurry back to the kitchen.


Elder Jacob was definitely noticeable when he arrived.  He was old and gray-haired, but he was still strapping and looked quite fit.  He wore denim coveralls, a simple blue shirt, and had a straw hat in his hand, which he hung on a peg in the kitchen by the door, Kyven could see.  He spoke quietly to the old woman in Amishar, then hurried into the dining room.  “Thou wished to speak with me?” he called in a strong, no-nonsense voice.  This man was used to giving orders.


“Yes, sir,” Kyven answered, standing up.  “I’m Kyven Steelhammer.”


The man’s eyes widened.  “The human Shaman?” he asked.


Kyven chuckled.  “Yes, that’s me,” he replied.  “I’m surprised you’ve heard of me.”


“I heard stories of thee in Riyan when I went to go sell some of our early wheat,” he replied.  “Thou art reviled as a wicked man,” he stated.


“I’m sure they see me that way,” he said easily.  “A man’s enemies are often considered wicked, even when they’re actually in the right.”  He motioned.  “These are my friends.  This is Lucky, Lightfoot, Ebony, Striker, and Fastpaw,” he introduced.

“Welcome to Henver,” he said, sitting down.  “Anna said thou were from an army?”


He nodded.  “An army of humans and Arcans doing battle against the Loremasters,” he replied.  “They intend to march past your hamlet, sir.  They’re on their way to Riyan.  I’m riding in far vanguard to give the army intelligence of what’s ahead.”


“And what will this army do?”


“March right by,” he said immediately.  “Though I’m sure General Danvers might bargain with you over some of your staples.  He’ll pay a fair price,” Kyven assured him.  “They’re not going to trample your fields or loot and pillage your farmstead, sir.  They’ll pass by to the south, coming up the abandoned road that leads to Waterford, then they’ll turn east and use the wagon track I think you use to reach Riyan.”


“It is against our religion to give supplies to those who do violence,” he said sternly.  “But neither will we stand in thy way.”


“Then they’ll pass by quickly and try their best not to cause you any trouble,” Kyven said simply.  “The army’s objective isn’t to terrify the countryside.  They’re fighting to free the Arcans from slavery.”


“A noble pursuit,” the elder said with a nod.  “Though violence is never the answer.”


“I’m afraid we’ll have to respectfully disagree in that regard, sir,” Kyven said calmly.  “But it does raise an issue that will come up.  We saw a couple of Arcans in the fields as we approached.  The army will want to free them from their collars, but I get the feeling they’re here of their own free will.”


“They are,” he replied.


“If you would be so kind, may I meet them and speak with them before we leave, after the storm passes?”


“Thou mayest,” he nodded.


“Thank you.  And thank you for the use of your barn.  Once you’re satisfied as to my answers, we’ll wait out there for the storm to pass.  We don’t want to inconvenience you or your family.”


“That isn’t necessary, for I have questions for thy friends as surely as thou has questions for Jedediah and Ruth.”


“The Arcans?”


He nodded.  “When they came among us, we gave them proper names.  They have embraced the true faith and live among us as equals.  I will take thee to their house.  Anna, would thou please see to the comfort of our guests?” he said as he stood up.


Kyven followed him out the front door of the house, which opened to the lawn in the center of the houses.  Other families were moving in from the fields as the storm gathered to the west, who all stared at Kyven intently as he followed the gray-haired elder.  “Might I ask how your people feel about the Shaman, sir?” he asked politely.


“We tolerate them as we tolerate those of the Trinity,” he replied.  “The true faith is not for everyone.”


“So long as you don’t think we’re evil,” Kyven said with a light chuckle.  “Some people think I sold my soul to the devil.  The rest of them refuse to admit I’m real.”


“Art thou real?”


“Yes, sir,” he said calmly.  “I really am a Shaman.  I could show you, if you like.”


“Ah, no.  Our faith is unsure about the Shaman.  Shaman are Arcans, and Arcans are in something of a gray area in our faith.  They are sentient beings and obviously possessed of souls, but their status as not being human means that some of the strictures we must follow do not apply to them.  In the Bible, only humans are forbidden to use magic.  It makes no mention of the Arcans, so there’s some debate among the elders just where the Shaman fit in the grand design.”


“It’s fairly straightforward.  If it doesn’t offend you, I could explain it while it rains.  We won’t have much else to do,” he chuckled.  “So, since I am a human that uses magic, I guess I’d be considered evil?”


Jacob gave him a sly look.  “Correct, but we can discuss the matter at length while the storm passes.  The Bible also says that we may question, and since this is something we know little about, then it is good to question.”


“I’d be happy to answer any question you have, sir,” Kyven said as they approached what looked to be the newest house.  Jacob stepped up to the porch and knocked, and almost immediately, a slender female raccoon Arcan opened the door.  She wore a similar dress to the other women, and he saw that she was blind in her right eye, for it was milky white.


“Ruth, this is Kyven Steelhammer, the human Shaman,” Jacob introduced.  “He wished to see you and ensure you are well.”


“You’re a Shaman?” she asked, gaping at him.


“Yes I am, little one,” he replied in an immediately gentle, nurturing voice.  “I was going to free you from what I thought was slavery, but it seems that you’re not as enslaved as I first thought.”


She gave him a glorious smile.  “Come in, Shaman, come in!” she invited, stepping out of the doorway.  “Please make yourself at home!”


Ruth’s husband was also a raccoon, a bit taller and burlier than most, and like Ruth, he showed signs of abuse.  He only had two fingers and a thumb on his left hand, and his left ear was missing.  He entered the living room and shook Kyven’s hand when Jacob introduced him, then Ruth made them cider as they and Jacob sat at their table.  Kyven made no pretenses about it, he immediately came right out and asked if they were happy where they were.


“Oh, yes, Shaman, we are,” Jedediah replied, taking a cup of cider from Ruth with a nod.  “The humans here have been very kind to us.  They took us in, nursed us back to health, and they gave us a place where we belong.”


“What happened to you?” Kyven asked.


“Oh, this?  Well, after we escaped, we blundered into a bear’s den,” he replied, touching the area where his ear would have been.  “We knew nothing about the forest, so we knew no better.”


“Well, when the army gets here, I think Dancer might be able to do something about it,” he said.  “If you want.”

“They can restore what was lost?”


“I’m not entirely sure,” Kyven said honestly.  “But it doesn’t hurt to have her look, does it?  I know a healing bell can restore lost body parts, and there’s nothing an alchemical device can do that a Shaman can’t do, so long as the Shaman’s strong enough.  Dancer’s our best healer, so we’ll have her take a look and see if she can do anything to help you.”


“If it would be no trouble,” Ruth said demurely.


The rain started suddenly, pounding on the wooden shingle rooftop, and a loud peal of thunder rattled the cottage.  “Well, sounds like we’re stuck here, so we may as well be comfortable,” Kyven chuckled.


He spent most of the storm in polite but pointed debate with Jacob over the Shaman and magic.  He answered quite a few questions about it, explaining the spirits, and discussing the emergence of human Shaman.  “I’m not the only one,” he told Jacob.  “There’s another, just a girl, that we found not long ago.  The spirits feel that the humans need us, else we wouldn’t be here.  Shaman go where they are needed, but in this case, we’re being born where we’re needed.”


“These spirits, they’re like the old tales?”


“Well, they’re not the evil spirits you describe from your holy book, sir,” he answered.  “They represent the forces of nature.  Animals, elements, that kind of thing.  They’re not evil like the demons of your bible, but not all of them are benevolent.  There are some nice ones and some not so nice ones, just as not every human or Arcan you meet may necessarily be nice.”

He nodded sagely.  “And you believe there will be more?”


“I think so,” he said, leaning back in his sturdy chair as Ruth poured him another glass of cider.  “With the Arcans fighting for their freedom and the crystals the humans depend on nearly gone, the humans will probably need us more than ever.”


“That is why we reject technology,” Jacob said simply.  “A man must make do with his hands, with what he can build, with what crops he can sow.  To overly rely on machines or magic is to sin, for it goes against God’s design.  We use some tools and machines, but we could easily do without all but the most basic.”


“Again, we’ll respectfully disagree on that, sir,” Kyven said with a light smile.  “I see use in technology, but I have to agree with you in on way.  The humans have painted themselves into a corner.  They’ve come to rely on the Arcans they enslave and the crystals they mine.  Without them, human civilization will be thrown into chaos.  People will starve when the Arcans are freed from the farms and plantations, and kingdoms will fight one another for what crystals remain, causing untold death and destruction and misery.  I hate to see it, but in a way, it’s necessary.  As you said, it’s time for the people of Noraam to learn how to do for themselves.  They’ve built their entire civilization on the pain and suffering of others, and it must come to an end.”


“An astute observation,” Jacob said, nodding to Ruth.  “I thank thee, my friend,” he said as she set a plate of warm bread and churned butter before them.  “And these spirits intend to do something about it?”


“I think so,” he said.  “I’m not quite wise enough to understand all of their intent, but I can see why human are being born Shaman.  So they can be there to help when the misery comes, try to alleviate it.  Though they are against what the humans are doing, they’re not against the humans themselves.  They don’t want to upset human civilization and cause suffering, but they’ve reached the point where they see no other choice in the matter.  The human Shaman will try to lessen the suffering.”

“So thou has mankind trade one addiction for another?” he asked pointedly.


Kyven opened his mouth, but said nothing.  “That’s a good point,” he finally said, scratching his chin.  “I don’t think the humans would ever depend on human Shaman like they do the Arcans and the crystals, but it’s something we’d certainly have to keep from happening.  We want to help them, not have them depend on us to where they can’t live without us.”


“Astute,” he repeated.  “And what of thee, Kyven?  Thou does talk of the human shaman as they, not we.”


Kyven chuckled.  “I’d never serve mankind like that, I’m afraid.  They’re too afraid of me.  My abilities as a Shaman are…well, let’s just say that I do the dirty work, Elder Jacob.  I’m actually not a very nice man.  I’m a warrior, not a nurturer.”


“And yet thou nurtures the Arcans,” he noted, looking at Jedediah, who was coming downstairs.  “I could see the care thou has for them.”


“Well, they let me,” he chuckled.  “But the humans are too terrified of me.  They’d never accept me, because in a way, I reinforce all the lies they’ve been told.  My powers as a Shaman are geared for deception, lies, and spreading discord and fear.  I’m a spy, a thief, and when needs be, an assassin, Master Jacob,” he said honestly.  “When the humans say Shaman are evil and point at me, well, I can’t really say too much, because the things I do aren’t nice.  The Arcans understand that while what I do may be fearsome, I’m not.”

“Thou wouldst still do these things if thou were not a Shaman?”


“If I had to, but probably not,” he said after a moment’s thought.  “My magic is based on cunning and deceit.  Without that, I’d be a terrible spy.  But if it was what I had to do to help the Arcans, then I’d do it.  I’d be terrible, but I’d do it.”


“Thou art brave, telling me so boldly that deceiving others is thy purpose.  It puts everything thou hast told me in doubt.”


Kyven laughed.  “I know.  This is the truth in the lie, rather than the lie in the truth,” he said with a mischievous smile.

Lightfoot stepped into the open back door of the house and looked towards the table.  The quilt she had over her shoulders wasn’t being held together, so Jacob blushed a bit when he saw about everything about a rod wide across the middle of Lightfoot’s front.  “Loreguard,” she said quickly.


“Here?  Now?” Kyven asked, and she nodded.  “Do you have a cellar, Jedediah?” he asked quickly.


“Of course, Shaman,” he said in confusion.


“Get in it, both of you.  You too, Lightfoot,” he said as he quickly stood.  “They’ll try to take you if they know you’re here.”


“The patrol that often passes knows of them, and believe them owned by us,” Jacob said as he stood.  “We simply don’t correct them.”


“Well, they’ll take them now, we’ve depopulated the slave pens,” he said, looking out the door in a glance.  Ten horses were coming up the wagon track from Riyan, moving at a steady walk in the tail end of the rain.  The men all had their rain ponchos on, blue with gold trim.  “Go, go!” he said quickly, motioning at them.


“You will do no violence upon our land, Shaman,” Jacob said sternly.


“I won’t do them any harm at all, Master Jacob,” Kyven promised.  Lightfoot took Ruth by the arm and helped her as she followed Jedediah into the pantry, no doubt where the door to the cellar was.  As soon as they were out of sight, Kyven opened his eyes to the spirits and built an illusion in his mind’s eye, then beckoned to the shadow fox to grant him the energy to project it.  Jacob gasped when Kyven’s form blurred, and one of the younger men he’d seen coming in just before the storm replaced him, a tall, ruggedly handsome young man with hair the color of straw.  He immediately assumed a posture more akin to the Amish, straight and proud.  “Just don’t give me away,” he said in a different voice.


“I will not lie.  But, I will also not grant information when not asked for it,” he said with a slight smile.


Kyven walked across the interior green, the rough circle of common yard shared by all the houses, heading back for Jacob’s house.  He reached it before the Loreguard reached the hamlet, since Jacob had gone out to greet them.   Anna chattered sternly at him in Amishar, but he held up his hands.  “It’s Kyven,” he said in Ruth’s voice.  “This is a disguise.”

“Thou has used magic here?” she demanded.


“It was use magic or kill those men coming to your home, which Jacob told me not to do,” he said brusquely.  “Where are the Arcans?”


“The three tall ones are in the cellar,” she replied.  “The calico went to the barn to tend thy horse.”


“Keep them there til the soldiers leave, no matter what,” he said immediately and headed for the back door.  Jacob had engaged the Loreguard as Kyven made his way for the barn where Spirit was stalled.  Kyven listened as he moved out in view of the Loreguard, listened as the Loreguard questioned Jacob about seeing anything unusual.  He almost winced when Jacob quite bluntly told them about Kyven’s visit.  “We had a lone traveler come in from the storm,” he answered, and Kyven cursed a bit inwardly.  “A young man on his way to Riyan.  As thou knows, we always offer hospitality to those in need who come to us in peace.”


“Is he still here?”


“Somewhere about.  With the rain ending, perhaps he prepares to leave.”


“I’ll speak with this traveler, perhaps he’s seen something,” the patrol leader said as he dismounted.  “We’ll start looking for him with his horse.  Where is it stalled?”

Kyven reached the barn and immediately called out as loudly as he dared.  “Lucky?  Lucky!” he hissed.


“Up here, Kyv,” he replied quietly from the loft.  “I brought everything but your saddle up here.”


“Good man!” he said quickly.  He dismissed the illusion of the Amish and replaced it with a face he knew from the army, a rather plain young man, bordering on homely, with greasy black hair and an acrid, unpleasant odor about him which was also implanted into the illusion.  He opened a side door away from the Loreguard and left it open to explain where the Amish man went, and hurried over to Spirit’s stall.


The Loreguard officer and Jacob entered the barn as he threw the saddle over Spirit’s blanketed back.  “Young man, this man wishes to speak to you,” Jacob said, doing a surprisingly good job not reacting to Kyven’s unknown appearance.


“Well, sure, your honor,” he said in a Carin accent, shuffling out.  The tall, gray-templed man’s nose wrinkled a bit when Kyven got close enough to smell.


“Your name, traveler?”


“Ardy, sir,” he replied.


“Your destination and purpose for traveling?”


“Lookin’ for work, sir, goin’ Riyan way,” he replied.  “I’m a cooper sir,” he said, inflating his chest in pride.  “Just finished my apprenticeship and lookin’ for a shop in need of a journeyman.”


“Odd that you have no cooper’s tools,” the officer said, looking at his saddle.


“Well, tools cost money, sir, and my master was fairly known as a cheap man,” he said in an honest-sounding voice.  “Why do you think I left his shop after my apprenticeship?  I’d not earn enough to eat if I stayed there, no sir!”


“And who was your master?”


“Why, Ingram Copperband, sir, cooper o’ Greenjack,” he replied.  There really was a cooper named Ingram in Greenjack, so Kyven wasn’t afraid to name that name.  Keeping his eye out for such information was part of what he did.

“And how does such a poor journeyman afford a fine horse like this?  This is a bred horse, not a village nag.”


“Ain’t mine, sir, belongs to my cousin.  He works on a horse ranch out Rallan way.  He has business in Riyan next month, and will come for his horse when he gets there.”


“Strange that it has no brand.”


“Brand?  That’s a Freelander thing, not what we do in Carin,” he replied smoothly.  “Ain’t no reason for it, methinks, just makes the horse mad and likely to be cantankerous.  I got his papers, if’n you wanna see ‘em.  Tack signed ‘em over to me and had me sign him back over to Tack, postdated so’s I’d have to give the horse back,” he chuckled.  “If’n I don’t have the horse back to him by the first of November, I guess I’d be a horse thief.”

The officer gave him a searching look, just outside of smelling range.  “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.  Have you seen anything unusual?”


“Unusual?” Kyven repeated, then he spat.  “Things are goin’ to hell, that’s what’s unusual!  Beg pardon, sir,” he said to Jacob.  “They’s an army of Arcans down Foggy Peak way!  They just marched in and took it over, I heard, and ain’t nobody did nothin’ about it!  And if that ain’t enough, them Flaurens are marchin’ up from they kingdom and causin’ all sorts of trouble!  We heard they was some kind of fight or battle out east of Rallan, ‘atween the Flaurens and the Loreguard.  Where was the Carin army to protect the borders?” he asked, a bit indignantly.  “Well, I ain’t a’gonna live in a kingdom where the king lets crap like that happen, no sir!  So I’m goin’ to Riyan, I am, where things like that don’t happen!”


“So, you haven’t seen any of these Arcans, or met any travelers on the road that heard about where they might be going?”


“No sir, I been riding these back roads,” he replied.  “I be a lone traveler, with no pistol or weapon but a stout knife, and I heard tales that bandits sometimes take up on Tobacco Road.  I thought it safer to kinda meander into Riyan along the country lanes.  My second cousin Bard, he’s a teamster, so he knows the back ways well.  Owns his own wagon, he does,” Kyven said, again puffing out his chest.  “He told me which ways to go to get to Riyan without seeing many folks, cause bandits don’t like to haunt roads ain’t nobody usin’.  It’s a quick way to starve.”

“No weapon, eh?  Then why is there a shockrod holstered on your saddle?” the officer asked.


“Why, it ain’t nothin’ but a fake, your honor, sir,” he replied, turning around and stepping back to Spirit.  While his back was turned, he covered the shockrod with an illusion of his old fake one he used to have, but the illusion had no socket at the base for a crystal, it appeared to be a single piece of metal.  “My friend Grayson, he made it for me, he’s an alchemist’s apprentice.  I figured if someone with bad ideas saw it, they might just let me go by.”  Kyven drew the metal rod and offered it to the officer.  The man took it and turned it over in his hands, then he laughed.


“You’re a lot smarter than you look, Ardy,” he said as he handed it back.


“I just look dumb, your honor,” Kyven replied.


“Well, that does make things easier for us.  We’re going the way you came, so we shouldn’t have too much trouble.”

“Well, they’s a tree that fell over the road about six minars up Waterford way,” he supplied.  “But it ain’t so big a horse can’t step over it.  Now, if’n you’re usin’ a wagon, well, you might want to take a couple axes with you.”

“We’ll clear it, citizen, thanks for the information,” the officer said, stepping back out of the illusory miasma of Kyven’s bad body odor.  “You’re free to go.”

“Thanky kindly, your honor sir,” Kyven said with a clumsy bob of a bow, then turned to finish saddling his horse.


The officer and Jacob left the stable, to get away from his smell more than anything else, leaving Kyven alone to finish saddling Spirit.  “Slick,” Lucky whispered from the loft.


“Stay here until they leave, I won’t be far away,” he whispered back.


Kyven led Spirit out of the barn and mounted him, making sure to look not entirely professional about it, looking like a man not used to riding horses, but getting the hang of things.  He tipped his hat to the Loreguard soldiers with their horses standing in a line as he passed, then walked Spirit down the wagon track from which they’d come, moving like a man with all the time in the world.  Once he was out of sight, however, he immediately pulled Spirit off the track and into the forest, tethered him in a little void in the trees that would give him a tiny bit of grazing, then crept back towards the farm on silent, moccasin-clad feet.  He crawled up to the edge of the trees, looking through a bramble bush, and startled a small milk snake as he laid down a bit uncomfortably, watching.  Jacob and the Loreguard officer spoke for about five minutes more, then Anna came out and brought the men all large glasses of cider.  The men took them with thanks and quickly drained them as the officer grilled Jacob a bit about any other travelers that might have come through over the last few days, then, as he feared, the man asked about the Arcans on the farm.


“They were inside a bit ago, but might have—“ he started, but the officer cut him off.


“Might have escaped.  Jacob, I thought I’d give you a friendly warning.  I’ve been ordered to commandeer any and all Arcans I find on my patrol for the war effort.  You’ve been a good friend to us over the years, and I really don’t want to take yours.  Now, seeing as I don’t entirely remember asking you where those Arcans are, I’ll just assume that they’re not here.  And from now on, if I don’t see them when I patrol, well, I’ll just assume that they either ran off or you sold them.  I won’t ask, so you won’t have to answer.  If it turns out my assumption is wrong, I suggest you keep them out of sight at all times, at least for the foreseeable future.  If I see them, I’ll have to take them.”


“I will keep that in mind, Lieutenant,” Jacob replied calmly.


The officer nodded, then remounted and led his men towards the track to Waterford.  Jacob watched them go for a moment.  Kyven had to smile, at least a little bit.  Not everyone in the Loreguard was a bad man.  Danna proved that.  There were good men in that organization, who sadly were just fighting for the wrong side.

Kyven would have still killed him, had it come down to it, however.


The patrol disappeared down the Waterford path at a walk, and Kyven waited nearly five minutes before he went around the brambles and stepped out of the forest.  Lucky was visible in the doorway of the barn as he trotted back, and Kyven reached him quickly.  “Go tell Anna to let the nannies out, I’ll go get Lightfoot,” he told him.


“Alright,” he replied, hurrying for the house.


Jacob met him at Jedediah and Ruth’s house, as he neared the back door.  “I heard what he said,” Kyven told him.  “I suggest you don’t let them out of the house until all this is over, Master Jacob.”


“We will take care of them, Shaman.  I must admit, thy deception was quite convincing.”


“It’s what I do, Master Jacob,” he said modestly.  “I trained for years to talk my way past people.  And like you, I avoid violence whenever possible.  Our only real difference is I will resort to it when necessary.  Well, and I’ll lie through my teeth.”


Jacob chuckled.  “Thou art quite a complicated man, Kyven Steelhammer.”


“Thank you, Master Jacob,” he said with a mysterious smile.


Lightfoot was already in the kitchen when he got there, her quilt on the floor.  Jacob blushed a bit at the sight of her.  “Did you hear?” Kyven asked.


She nodded.  “We have to go.”

“Lucky’s fetching the nannies.  I’ll call that patrol back to the army, but will ask them to capture them gently.  The officer seemed a decent fellow, I’d rather not see him hurt.”


“Sentimental.”


“Good men are hard to find, Lightfoot.  I like to keep them around, even if they’re on the wrong side.”


“My belt?”


“In the barn,” he told her.


She hurried past him and dropped to all fours in a kind of diving lurch out the door, hitting the ground on her hands, then she bounded towards the barn on all fours.


“Thy companion is quite intimidating, despite her size,” Jacob noted.


“You have no idea,” Kyven chuckled.  “We’ll be on our way now, Master Jacob.  Thank you for your hospitality.”


“Thou came in peace, and so we welcome thee,” he answered, shaking Kyven’s hand again.


“I’ll make triple sure the army doesn’t bother you when it comes through.  But I will have Dancer come and check over the Arcans, see if she can do anything for them.  Or for you and your kin, if you need any healing.”


“We would not accept magical healing, Kyven,” he said simply.  “But the Arcans, well, they are a gray area,” he smiled.


“Good man,” Kyven chuckled, patting him on the shoulder.


Months of quiet yet steely determination had finally paid off.

Lucky had finally conquered Lightfoot.


Kyven almost chuckled as he heard Lightfoot growling softly across the camp, where Lucky was enjoying the reward of months of determined chasing on top of the sleek, dangerous little cat, making sure to give Lightfoot a night to remember without being so enthusiastic that he ruined the whole thing.  Like most Arcans, Lucky was no virgin, sharing comfort freely with some other females in the army, and he showed a talent for lovemaking that seemed a bit beyond his four years of age.  And judging by the writhing of Lightfoot’s tail, flailing about between Lucky’s knees as he thrust into her, she was seriously enjoying it.

Hell, Kyven was surprised that Lucky got Lightfoot on her back.  She liked doing it on her hands and knees most of the time, or on top.  She didn’t often like being put under a male, where she probably felt like she had less control.  But then again, Lucky wouldn’t be there long if she was serious about getting him off of her.

Ebony ignored them as she came up to him, stepping over Sirra’s tail.  Striker was out looking around, and Fastpaw was laying near the fire, already asleep.  “Are you sure we can’t go with you?” she asked.


“Not for this,” he said as he unbuttoned his shirt.  “This has been a long time coming, Ebony.”


“I don’t understand why you haven’t done it already.”


“There was more to gain in watching them than killing them,” he replied.  “But with the army getting closer, it’s time to put Avannar in a state of complete chaos.  Nothing will do that faster than killing off the Councillars, and as many of the Loreguard generals as I can find.  Well, I’m not killing those, I’m just gonna kidnap them,” he chuckled as he removed his shirt.  “Greggson will try to kill me the next time he sees me.  By now, I’m sure they realize I was the one that raided their armories.  I’m the only one who could have, the way it was done.  No forced entry, nobody sees a thing, just poof, their black crystals gone and many of their black crystal devices gone.  My usefulness to them is over because I’m now actively attacking them, so now they’ll take me out…if I don’t get them first.”


“I wish I could go with you.”


“You’re needed here,” he said with a slight smile.  “After all, Lucky and Lightfoot aren’t really paying much attention.”


She gave him a wolfish smile as he unbuttoned his pants, then stepped out of them, leaving him naked but for his necklace.   He touched the Arcan face of Danna and willed the change, then felt his bones turn to icewater as he flowed into his Arcan form.  He shook himself after it was over, put his hands on the small of his back and stretched backwards languidly, then flexed his clawed fingers.  “I’ll be out most of the night.  I want you to gather everyone up and pull back to the army if I’m not back by sunrise.”

“When are you going to sleep, Kyven?” Ebony asked.


“Eventually,” he chuckled.  His body melted into shadow, nothing but a silhouette against the campfire, then he converged a gateway into the shadow world with an absent wave of his paw.  “Be careful. I’ll see you soon.”


“You’re the one who should be careful,” she replied.


He stepped into the gateway and into the shadow world, which was now much less hostile.  The first thing he did, what he always did, was assess where the things were.  They’d taken notice of the gateway, but they weren’t moving quite yet. They’d learned from experience that now they couldn’t detect the invader, so while they were on alert for anything unusual, they weren’t moving towards it quite yet, waiting for something else.  The things didn’t congregate, he’d come to learn.  They each stayed to themselves, and some of them stayed generally in the same place, as if that were its territory or den or whatever.  They came together only as a side effect of chasing one of them around, and while he wasn’t sure if they cooperated, they didn’t fight among themselves.  He took a few steps to Avannar and looked around from above, seeing that they were continuing to build fortifications, tearing down some buildings to pile against the gates to make them impossible to breach, stringing a chain across the wide Podac River to stop boats, but abandoning the unwalled southern half of the city.  Cannons bristled both on the walls and in fortified emplacements in the city so they could fire at trajectory, and there were quite a few men wielding muskets moving around, many of them in civilian clothes.  As Kyven suspected, they’d conscripted just about any man that could hold a musket for the defense of the city.


Kyven moved to the headquarters and looked within.  It had triple the guards from last time, which were ten times the usual, putting nearly fifty guards on every floor, both in static positions and roaming the hallways.  The Councillars weren’t in the lower areas, they were instead up in the towers, including Greggson.  He found them all, in fact, in the council chamber in the north tower, a position protected by that powerful grounder.  Kyven could look in from the shadow world, but he couldn’t converge a gateway, the grounder would prevent it.


Well, if he could look in, why couldn’t he listen?


He concentrated hard on it for several moments, until his will and intent actually started breaching the boundary.  Faint garbled murmurs reached his ears, and when he closed his eyes, they sharpened and got loud enough to hear.  “—four days,” one of them said.  “It’s only going to take them two days to march from Balton.”


“What about our naval reserves?” an older voice asked.


“Blockaded at the mouth of the bay,” a woman replied.  “The Georvans, the Baltons, and the Menn have the entire bay mouth filled with ships.  We can’t get any more shipments in from Briton except by Carin.  Longwell at least isn’t openly resisting us.”


“He’s got his own problems, with his army sealed by a truthkeeper and the Georvans with a big army that has to pass back through his territory when we repel them,” another said.  “They very well may try to conquer Carin as a consolation for failing to take Avannar.”


“What about that Arcan army?”


“It’s disappeared again, but reports put it somewhere near Riyan,” a different woman replied.  “As fast as it can move, we have trouble keeping track of its exact location.  That fucking Shaman runs in front of it blinding our scouts and misdirecting reports.”


“Phaugh, we worry too much about them.”


“That army is being commanded by Wilson Danvers, who’s twice the general that the others are,” an older voice snapped.  “I’m more worried about the Arcans than I am DeVaur and the Flaurens.”


“I can’t believe he betrayed us,” a younger man grunted.


“What about the mountains?”


“From what little we’ve managed to get back from our scouts, there are Arcans filling every viable pass in the Smoke Mountains from Carin all the way up to near Two Rivers.  They’re occupying all the mining villages, and the crystal supplies are already starting to dry up.  They’re also digging in.  It looks like they intend to defend the mountains and the villages from attack.”


“We can’t allow that to happen.  We should send an expeditionary force to Atan to hold it.  There’s a viable path to Deep River from Atan, as long as it’s horses only.”


“The bulk of the Arcans are in Atan, Councillar Benderson,” an acid voice replied.  Kyven opened his eyes and located who was talking, a mature, handsome man he knew as Councillar Terenton.  “We’d have to send at least fifty thousand men to knock them out of there, and we can’t afford that many.”


“They’re just Arcans,” Councillar Willivon May snorted, who was a nearly elderly woman with a gray bun.


“And those Arcans managed to capture General Taggan Wild’s entire army,” Councillar Terenton replied darkly.  “Pannen may be a novice, but she’s proving she isn’t stupid.  If she can beat Tag, she can hold Atan against anything but an overwhelming force.”


“Well, she won’t be a problem for long,” Councillar Rell said with an evil smile.  “As soon as our assassin gets to Atan, he’ll take care of her.”


“And you trust an Arcan to go against its own?” May asked.


“This one?  It does what we tell it to do,” he smirked.  “It may be a stupid animal, stupid enough to come back to us after we let it go, but it can kill Pannen.”


They sent an Arcan to kill Danna?  He’d better warn her about that, the Shaman could probably find him before he managed anything.


“No human’s going to get close enough to do it,” Greggson said with a sober stare.  “Pannen has too many Arcans around her, and they’re fanatically loyal.”


“That reminds me, Greggson, has he visited you lately?”


“No sir,” Greggson replied.  “He usually comes late at night.”

“Then I think you’d better go back to your office,” Terenton told him.  “We don’t want him to show up where we’re not expecting him.  If we can capture him, we could break this entire invasion.  I have no doubt he knows everything.”


“We caught him once before, sir, without much success.  He vanished out of the Black Keep like a ghost.”


“We have a better plan this time,” Terenton assured him.


Curious, Kyven followed Greggson as he left the council chamber and returned to his office on the sixth floor.  When he got close to it, however, Kyven converged a gateway into an empty office along his path, then opened the door and yanked Greggson inside as he passed by.  The Councillar gasped and nearly fell down, stumbling into a chair.  “What the fuck—“ he started, but went silent when he found himself staring at nothing but a pair of glowing emerald eyes, the rest of the body hidden in the shadows.  “You!”


“I thought I missed you, Greggson,” Kyven said in a low tone.  “I went to your office and you weren’t there.”


He was quiet a long moment.  “They’ve set a trap for you.”


“I know they did.  You’ve been telling them everything, after all,” Kyven said easily.  Greggson tried to hide his surprise, but without much success, and that made Kyven chuckle.  “Come now, Greg, I’m not stupid.  I knew you were playing both sides of the net, so I let you pass along information I wanted the Loremasters to know.”


Greggson blew out his breath, then nodded.  “Be lucky you didn’t get caught.  Don’t go into my office, Shaman.  You won’t like what’ll happen.”


“Oh, I’ve already been there.  It’s fairly clever, but it’s not well hidden,” Kyven lied easily.  “So, as they say, Greggson, your usefulness to me is setting like the sun.”


Greggson didn’t even react.  “You offered to take me from here,” he said in a low, weary tone.  “I accept.”


Kyven raised a single brow, though Greggson couldn’t see it.  “That’s the last thing I expected to hear from you.”


“I’ve seen the reports, and after what you did, I can see what’s coming,” he said in a defeated tone.  “By the time the armies are here and ready, you’ll have stripped the Loreguard of everything that can turn the battle in our favor.  Nothing we have can stop you.  We will lose, and I’d rather be a live traitor than a dead patriot.”

There was a curious hitch in Greggson’s voice, a timbre that made Kyven believe him.  A gateway converged behind Kyven, and he let the shadow melt away from his hand as he reached out for Greggson.  “Alright then,” Kyven said.  “I promised you I’d get you out of here alive, and I’ll uphold my side of the bargain.  Take my hand, and get your stomach ready.  Inside, it’s all distorted and heaving, and it makes you ill.  Just either keep your eyes closed or try to focus on your hand and don’t let go for any reason.  If I lose you in there, I’ll never find you.  Do you understand?”


“I understand,” he replied, reaching out.  As soon as he took Kyven’s hand, his other hand flashed into his belt, and Kyven immediately yanked him into the shadow world.  He stumbled and made a heaving sound as the disharmony of the shadow world assaulted his senses, dropping the pistol that had been in his hand.  Kyven snatched it up and then took six broad steps, dragging Greggson along, then he converged another gateway as the things raced towards them and almost bodily threw Greggson through it even as he willed it to pass over him.  He followed Greggson out and onto a cool, dry grassy field just outside a small village, where Greggson immediately fell to his knees and threw up noisily.


Kyven squatted down on his haunches as Greggson retched again, his expression neutral.  “And so I hold up my side of the bargain, Greggy,” he said easily, as Rainsong and several other Arcans started towards them from Vanguard.  “Here, you’ll be safe, and you won’t have to worry about the Circle coming after you.  It’s not an Alamari or Flauren plantation as I first promised, but I think we’re both allowed to lie to each other a little bit,” he said lightly.  “You can start your own farm here, if you really want to.  Sister,” he greeted as Rainsong bound up on all fours, then returned to a vertical base.  “Could you have someone take this gentleman to the inn?  I suggest you watch him fairly closely.  He’s not entirely friendly.”


“Who is he?” she asked as Greggson looked up, his eyes widening.


“Councillar Greggson.  I promised to help him escape from Avannar if he helped me, and well, here he is.  He tried to kill me before I brought him, but it wasn’t anything I wasn’t expecting,” he chuckled, holding up Greggson’s pistol, loaded with black crystal shot.  “Inform Haven he’s here and settle him in somewhere.  Feel free to question him, but be gentle and be polite.  After all, he did help us,” he smiled, which made Greggson start screaming loud curses.  “Once he accepts his position, let him go.  He can either settle in somewhere here, or he can try to get back to Noraam.”  Kyven looked back to Greggson.  “Welcome to Arcan territory, Greggy,” he said lightly.  “You’re about fifteen hundred minars from the closest human settlement.  Now, you can either take up farming, start a trade, or head back for human civilization after the Arcans debrief you, it’s entirely up to you.  They won’t stop you if you try to leave, and if you decide to become an honest man, I’m sure they can find you some good farmland somewhere.”


“Bastard!” Greggson snarled, reaching into his belt again and producing a tiny  knife like what would be used to break wax seals, the blade not even two fingerwidths long.  Kyven took a single step back and prepared to disarm him, but before he could stop him, Greggson plunged the tiny blade into his own neck.  He stiffened unnaturally and then fell to the grass.


“By the spirits!” Rainsong gasped, taking a few steps back.  “A black crystal knife!”


“No, just poison,” Kyven said after he rolled Greggson over and checked the man’s pulse, but finding nothing.  “A fairly potent one at that, I’ve never seen a man die that fast that wasn’t black crystal.  Oh well,” he sighed.  He opened his eyes to the spirits to see if Greggson had any other little surprises of an alchemical nature, and realized that Greggson was still there to his eyes.   He wasn’t dead, at least not yet.  “Well,” Kyven murmured as he looked at the man’s body.  He was very much alive, despite the fact that his heart wasn’t beating.  Kyven stripped him of his belt and the multiple alchemical devices he carried as a matter of custom, then took an alchemical necklace from him, making sure to drain it before setting it aside.  He then out his hand on Greggson’s face and brought himself in touch with his spirit, imagining the poison to be purged the same way he could purge a disease, then beckoned to the fox for the energy to cast the spell.  She responded, a bit slyly, pleased that he was again trying to expand his boundaries, and Kyven felt the poison in the man’s body break down, attacked by his magic.  Greggson took a reflexive breath and started to convulse, for his body had been without air for nearly two minutes.

“Nice try, Greggy,” Kyven said lightly, patting him on the cheek as his eyes opened, his pupils slowly starting to focus.  “The poison was a clever idea.  Too bad for you I can purge poisons with magic.”


“Wha-Wha-What?” he panted, his wheezing slurring his words.


“Come now, do you think illusions are all I can do?” he asked with a quirky smile.  “Help me strip him, sister.  He may have other little surprises hidden in his clothes we can’t see.”


She gave him a sudden grin and nodded.


They stripped Greggson naked as other Arcans arrived, who bundled up his clothes and devices and carried them back to the village.  A pair of very burly bear Arcans picked Greggson up off the grass, then carried him towards the village as he tried to struggle, but could barely move.  The poison’s shock to his system and the near-suffocation was making it hard for him to recover quickly.  “Keep an eye on him, sister, he’ll try to kill himself if you give him the opportunity.”


“I will, brother.  I’ll send a message to Haven immediately and have them send someone to question him.”


“Be thorough, he’s a high-ranking Councillar.  He knows almost everything they’re up to.”


“I’m sure someone who knows spells that can cause one to speak only the truth can be sent,” she winked.  “Sadly, I don’t know that spell.”

“Keep him away from me, I’ll have nothing of the truth,” he noted, which made her laugh.  “I have to go, sister, I have things to do.  Be careful and be well.”


“You too, brother.”


Kyven returned to the shadow world and noted that the things were staying close to where his gate appeared, but were again not moving, no doubt straining to try to sense him, wondering if it was a trick or if he had really invaded their world again.  He created four different possible pathways away from the gateway, following the one back to Avannar himself, giving his adversaries more than one possible distortion to follow.  It suitably confused them, caused them to break up as a few followed each distortion.  But, once he was back at Avannar, he saw that the Circle had quit for the night.


And it was time to hunt.


The highest ranking Councillars spent most of their time on the top floors of the towers, in a kind of bubble inside their powerful grounders.  It allowed them to use alchemy inside the effect, in an area the grounders didn’t affect, depending on the enveloping anti-magic area to protect them from magical attack and checkpoint after checkpoint of guards to protect against mundane threats.  But for Kyven, it was nothing but an open invitation, because it meant that he could get into those rooms.


It was almost too easy.  Kyven waited for each Councillar to get busy enough to not be observant, converge a gateway behind them, then reach into the real world, grab them, yank them into the shadow world, then take a single step and throw them through another gateway.  That gateway was nearly half a minar over the ranchland just west of Avannar, which meant that the last moments of those Councillars was spent screaming as the dark ground hurtled towards them…and it would be moments.  It would take them quite a while to hit the ground from that high up.  After dispatching the Councillar, he would then plunder the office, taking any papers that looked important and whatever alchemical devices that were laying around, drop them off at his camp, then go do it again.


It got trickier after he killed the highest ranking Councillars, for the guards noticed that the senior Councillars were missing, and they sounded the alarm and herded the rest of them into the grounded area…and that was pretty clever.  Kyven couldn’t get at them in there.  The counterstroke for Kyven was simply to reach into the room holding the huge grounding device, which could not be grounded to operate, and drain its huge red crystal, shutting down the device.

That stirred up the entire building.  They knew immediately that the grounder had been disabled, and not two seconds later, a swirling disc of shadow appeared over the head of Councillar May, clawed hands reached out of it and grabbed her by her robe, and she was yanked screaming up into dark oblivion.  Shots rang out as guards fired into the gateway even as it swirled closed, then Councillar Weathers screamed in fear when the floor under him just vanished, and he too was drawn into the dark disc, this time by gravity, chair and all.


The guards did react quickly and decisively.  The officer in charge called for them all to pull their grounders.  They reacted swiftly when another shadowy disc appeared, pointing the rods at it and causing it to evaporate before anything came out.  The reaction was that the entire room plunged into inky shadow, what tiny bit they could see contorting and twisting in a manner that made a couple of the guards physically ill.  One of the guards screamed in terror, and grounders were swung in that direction, the cone effect of the grounder almost acting like a lamp, boiling away the convulsing shadow.  The screaming guard was very dead, his head very nearly completely severed from his body, a spray of blood on the wall behind him.

“Accept your fate,” ghostly voices came from all around them, from above, from the floor, whispering in their ears, screaming at the top of its lungs, a thousand voices all saying the same thing a different way.  “Accept your fate…accept your fate….”


“First squad, focus the grounders on the Councillars!” the officer screamed, pointing towards the terrified rulers of the Loremasters.  “Second squad keep searching for him!  Sergeants, black crystal shot at the ready!  We may only get one chance when he shows himself!” the officer barked, pulling a black painted pistol from the back of his belt.


Another guard screamed and a shot rang out, but it was one of the other guards that fell, a hole blown through the side of his head.  Another grounder fell to the floor and didn’t move, and when one of the patrolling guards swung his grounder over in that direction, they saw a grisly sight.  The man that had been holding it was literally stuck to the wall, his chest and belly open and his organs in the act of falling to the floor with a wet plop, his eyes open and vacant and locked in an expression of pure terror.


“You have angered the spirits,” the voices murmured and whispered and screamed and breathed all around them.  “Accept your fate.”


There was a hideous scream that made the Councillars flinch and shrink back towards the wall, then Councillar Terenton shrieked like a little girl when a thick line of blood and bits of flesh spattered a line across his face.

“Ghosts!  It ain’t no fuckin’ Shaman, they gotta be ghosts!” one of the guards screamed in a hysterical voice, then he dropped his grounder, and to the horror of the Councillars, he ran across the room and dove out of the window.  A window nearly ninety rods above the ground.  His scream trailed away, but ended far too abruptly for him to be out of hearing.


The shadows vanished so suddenly it made most of them flinch, and one of the guards shouted and pointed.  The black fox Shaman was standing in front of the door, a wicked smile on his face, his eyes glowing with an ominous emerald radiance.  “Accept your fate,” he murmured in a low, calm voice, bringing up his hand and pointing a clawed finger at the Councillars.  Just about every guard turned their pistols and shockrods at the Shaman and opened fire, but the bullets and lances of lightning went right through his body and slammed into the door behind him, gouging pieces of wood and setting it afire in five places.


“It’s a trick!” the officer cried, dropping his pistol and reaching for another.  One of the guards screamed and turned his pistol at another guard and pulled the trigger, but the weapon was empty.  “Coleson, stand down!” the officer barked, but the crazed guard drew his shockrod and pointed it at the other guard, then activated it.  The man screamed in agony as the shockrod blasted a charred hole in the center of his chest, causing him to stagger back and fall.  “Trinity damn it, stand down!  Stand down!” the officer screamed as another guard restrained the attacker.

“It was the Shaman! I kilt the Shaman!” Coleson protested as he struggled against the arms of the other.  “Look, look, he’s dead!  He’s dead, I kilt him!  I kilt him!  I ki—whu?” he said in confusion, looking at the dead man, smoke rising from his chest.  He blinked owlishly, then paled when he realized he killed one of his own.


“The Shaman is using his illusions!” one of the Councillars barked.  “He has to be in this room, Shaman must see what they’re affecting!  He must be one of us!”


“But the grounders—“


“He must have found a way around them!” the Councillar shot back.  “We need to get out of here!”


It was almost true.  Kyven was actually sitting cross-legged in the room above, looking down through the floor with spirit sight, a pained smile on his face as blood spread red in the white fur of his right upper chest.  One of the guards that had fired wildly at the gateway had gotten lucky and hit him, but strangely enough, the bullet lost a lot of its impact coming through the gate.  The ball was just under the skin under his collarbone, just deep enough to hurt like a son of a bitch.  He rolled sideways and onto all fours, literally dropping into the floor as he converged a gateway underneath him.  Now that he got the officers to use their black crystal shot, he could engage them directly.  He went right after that officer, yanking him down into the shadow world by a gateway under his feet, then opening another gateway and tossing him about thirty minars off the coast of the territories, in open ocean.  The things were getting closer and closer, he could sense, unable to find him but sensing the gates and the brief presence of the men and women he dragged in and threw out in short order.  Within the room, twenty gateways all converged at once, on the floor, the ceiling, the walls, in open air, making the guards panic and fire their weapons in every direction, not using their grounders because they thought they weren’t working.  Only one was real, however, but that didn’t stop every gateway from producing a single item.  Everyone in the room stared blankly at the small iron balls that dropped down onto the floor with metallic clanks, a corded band around their circumferences which was blinking with magical lights in a rapidly increasing pattern.


“Annihilators!” someone shrieked in terror.  The guards desperately turned their grounders on those balls, but there were twenty of them, and those that they spotlighted with their grounders simply vanished in a waver.


Luck was not with them


In a flash of magical light, everything within twenty rods of the real iron ball that was either alive or made of organic material simply vanished in a dull white flash, reduced to a fine white powder that drifted down to the floor.  The effect killed all but three of the Councillars, and one of the dead was only half within the effect, which disintegrated only half of his body.  The remaining half dropped limply to the floor in a near eruption of blood from open side facing the effect, along with the tinkling of metal dropping to the ash-strewn floor.  The three remaining Councillars backed away from the effect as if it were still there, and one by one they vanished into the floor, into a gateway placed on the floor behind them.  The guards screamed and pointed grounders at the last gateway, causing it to evaporate like mist, but nothing else happened.

They looked around, fearful, but nothing.


And nothing.


And nothing.


They all jumped when a disembodied voice regarded them dryly.  “Relax, gentlemen.  I got what I came for.  Go have a drink on me.  After tonight, you’re gonna need it.”


They flinched when a little leather pouch appeared out of little disc of shadow, and when it hit the floor, a few chits bounced out of the open mouth.


“Have a nice day,” the voice said pleasantly, then it was gone, leaving only the ceramic sound of a chit spinning to a stop on the stone floor.


“I thought you said you’d be careful!” Ebony barked when Kyven appeared, blood staining most of the white fur on his chest, appearing in the shadows at the edge of the fire’s light.


“So they got lucky,” he shrugged.  “Just dig the bullet out and put a bandage on it, Ebony, I have more work to do.”


“I will not!” she gasped, putting her hands on his shoulders to steady him.  “You need Shaman healing!”


“No, if I showed up at the army camp, the others would stick me in a bed or something.  I have things to do, woman.  Now patch me up and let me get it done.  This is barely even a flesh wound.  The bullet’s just under my skin, for the spirits’ sake!”


“How?” Lightfoot asked as she came up and gingerly touched the wound, which made him wince a little.


“One of them shot into the shadow gateway,” he replied.  “The bullet lost most of its power coming through.”  He gasped in pain when Lightfoot pinched the wound, and then she showed him a blood-streaked cylindrical bullet, not a musket ball, that had popped out under the pressure.   “See, it’s barely a scratch,” he told Ebony, a little defiantly.  “Now help me stop the bleeding and I’ll get back to work.”

Lightfoot held a bandage to his minor wound as Ebony stalked around the camp, muttering curses.  “She’s a bit upset,” he mused to his small friend.


“She likes you,” she replied, holding her other hand on the back of his shoulder to apply pressure.


“Speaking of liking,” he mused, giving her a knowing smile.  She swatted him lightly on the backs of his calves with her tail, which made him laugh.  “I knew you wouldn’t last forever.”


“He’s going to Haven,” she grunted.  “Whether he wants to or not.”


“Ah, so that’s how it is,” he grinned.


She glared shortly at him and jerked the bandage, making him wince.


“He won’t go, you know,” he warned, looking at where the young cat was sleeping by the fire.


“He better,” she growled.


“You know him better than that, my friend.  He won’t leave you.  And as long as you put yourself in danger, then so will he.  He won’t be able to stand letting you go alone.”


“He will.”


“Lightfoot, he followed us halfway across the territories,” he chuckled.  “Even if I took him all the way to Haven, I don’t think he’d stay there.  He’ll just come back with the first supply caravan.  That’s a very determined boy.”


“He will,” she growled again, looking at him.  But when she did so, the hard edge in her eyes softened noticeably.


“Fraud,” he teased, then he gasped when she butted the palm of her hand against the bandage, then pulled it away and watched for a moment to see if any new blood stained his fur.  “I take it I can go now?”


“You better, but be careful.  This needs healing,” she warned, but she was smiling slightly.  He leaned over and licked her muzzle fondly, then quite boldly reached down and patted her on her backside.  She pushed him playfully, which made him chuckle and converge a gateway back into the shadow world.

Kyven made sure that by daybreak, Avannar was in total chaos.


Assassinating the entire Circle and all the Councillars was just one step, though it was definitely the most important one.  The Circle commanded the Loreguard, after all.  Kyven first crushed the head of the snake, then he followed up by finding and kidnapping three Loreguard generals, all of them important and high-ranking.  Once he was done with that, he returned to the headquarters and set fires all over the sixth floor, forcing the Loreguard to rally to save the building.


But he didn’t kidnap all of them.  This war still had to happen, the Arcans had to fight to free themselves and earn their liberty…but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t allowed to stack the deck.  He kidnapped the ones that would know the defensive plans, the things Kyven couldn’t see in his reconnaissance missions, for he could only see emplacements and men, not intended plans of action.  They’d interrogate the generals and find out what the Loreguard was planning, just as they’d interrogate Councillars Greggson, May, and Weathers, the only ones Kyven left alive, all of which were now in Vanguard under Rainsong’s supervision.

By two hours after midnight, just about everyone in the walled half of Avannar was standing on those walls watching the island headquarters of the Loremasters burn, the sixth floor and four towers consumed in flame as the Loreguard and others feverishly labored to put out the fire.


While the Loreguard rushed to the burning main headquarters and tried to save it, Kyven went behind them and stole them blind.  The conflagration wasn’t just a political statement, it was also a very handy diversion, allowing him to plunder several Loreguard armories, steal yet more Briton rifles that had managed to reach the city, and a large number of shockrods and impact rods.  It took him most of the night, and it also caused several near-misses with the things in the shadow world, who could sense the objects he was dragging into their world.  Several times he was forced to hastily dump his booty through a gate and stay very still as the vaguely humanoid things lurked around him, searching for him, or searching where they’d felt the disturbance.  But so long as he remained stationary, they couldn’t find him.

And that was when he saw something that was absolutely critical.  One of the things that stalked around him, searching the area, wore the face of the man he’d thrown into the shadow world and left there to die.  He remembered that face quite clearly, and he was absolutely positive that it was the same face as the man he’d dragged into the shadow world in the Pens, then allowed the things to kill him.


The implications of that were not lost to him.  He could never do it again, nor could anyone else.  If the people he brought in here and let the natives kill turned into things themselves after they were dead, perhaps souls trapped here in the shadow world, then they couldn’t create more of them that they’d have to dodge later on.  Kyven studied the shade after realizing who it was, trying to discern if it was different from the others, but it didn’t look or sense any different than the others outside of one important feature; the shade of the Pens worker had an identifiable face, where the others did not, just amorphous heads with no features.  The shade even had the ruined eye of the man he’d thrown in here, the one his posts knife had punctured.  That heavily suggested to him that when the things killed someone, they turned the victim into one of their own.  So, that meant that they couldn’t use the shadow world as a convenient graveyard, else they’d populate it with so many things that it would be impossible to move within, even with their camouflage.  After all, taking on the shadow form wasn’t a foolproof means of evasion as it didn’t hide it when they moved, nor did it hide the gateways they created or whatever real objects they brought in with them.

It made him ponder if the other things here were prior victims of his totem.  If so, it would explain their hostility to living things beyond seeing them as food.  He could sense their hate every time they approached, both their hate and their dreadful need.

By sunrise, he was done.  In the confusion, he had tracked down and captured three key Loreguard generals, men he’d been keeping an eye on, three men that would know the Loreguard plan of defense for Avannar and also have detailed knowledge of Loreguard troop placements through Noraam.  He had stolen more equipment and arms to both deny them to the enemy and supply his own side—Danna’s army was still in dire need of equipment—and had surveyed the changes in the defenses they’d made since the last time he was there.

When he stepped out of the shadow of a large tree in the main camp of Danna’s army, the guards immediately took note that he was there, and that dried blood stained the entire front of his chest, from his collarbone down to the base of his rib, turning his white fur a rust-colored red except near his collarbone, where it was bright red.  The wound had reopened during the night, and he’d not had time to do anything about it.  It still stung, but it hadn’t bled fast enough for him to worry…but it also hadn’t completely stopped bleeding.  It would stop until he moved the wrong way, then bleed again for a little while.


“Shaman, you’re wounded!” one of the guards almost screamed, dropping his musket and rushing over to him.   That declaration brought quite a few Arcans out of tents, including a few Shaman.


“It’s nothing,” he said dismissively.  “I have a lot to tell you guys,” he said as Stalker was the first to reach him, the large wolf putting a tentative hand over the injury.


“Brother,” Stalker said with simple dignity.  “This is a minor wound, but you gave it no attention.”


“I tried, but I didn’t have much time, and I can’t really put a bandage on it when I’m skulking around.  No clothes or anything will meld into the shadow along with me.”


“Well, it’s easily healed.  Come to the fire.”


A guard quickly stirred the coals and got the fire going as Danna came out, gasped, and ran over.  She was in her human appearance because he had the fur, and she was almost falling out of the skimpy robe she’d thrown over herself.  “Rawr,” he said lightly when she reached him.


“Don’t show up here covered in blood and flirt with me, you jackass!” she said in hot concern, looking up at Stalker.  “Is it bad?”


“A minor wound, barely a scratch,” he replied.  “Just in a place that wouldn’t allow it to close with him moving around.  I’ll heal it as soon as he sits down.”


“Thanks, brother.  And I need to talk to you, Danna.  I have a lot of news.”


“Well, I think you can talk while Stalker heals you.”


Stalker put him down on a log they’d dragged over where the old mining camps used to be.  For some reason, Danna hadn’t commandeered a house or taken a room in the inn there in Atan, she was still living in her tent.  She was well behind what would be the initial front lines if the Loreguard attacked Atan, which was probably why they put here there.  The other Shaman with Danna’s army gathered around them as Stalker tended his wound, and he got straight to the point.  “I killed the Circle last night,” he declared.


“All of them?” Danna gasped.


“Anyone I didn’t capture for interrogation,” he replied, wincing a bit as Stalker pressed his hand over the wound.  “I left three alive.  They’re in Vanguard right now, and Rainsong’s watching them until Haven can send someone to debrief them.  I also captured three Loreguard generals and sent them up there as well, they have a lot of information about the enemy army we can use.  But the main thing is that I took out the leaders of the Loremasters.  It should put them in total chaos by the time the armies attack.  When are you going to move towards Avannar?”


“When DeVaur clears Riyan,” she replied.  “We want to get there just as he does.  None of us want the humans to see the Arcans coming and have time to get any ideas.”


“I’m quite impressed, brother.  How did you get them?” Coldfoot asked.  “I’ve been to their headquarters, I know how hard that had to be.”


“It wasn’t as hard as you think it was,” Kyven chuckled.  “I’ve learned a couple of new tricks, brother.  They let me bypass that huge grounding field and attack the field generator directly.  Once that was out of the way, they didn’t have a chance.  They didn’t believe anyone could attack them inside it, and I made them pay for it.  Anyway, it’s going to take the Loremasters time to figure out how to move on.  Someone’s gonna have to step up and take command, probably the Loreguard for the moment.  I’d guess that one of their generals will probably end up in control, at least in the short term.”

“The lay Loremasters that have no idea what their leaders were up to will object to the Loreguard doing that,” Cloud mused.  She was a dainty little ferret Arcan, very slender and petite, and was cute as a button.


“Which will add to the confusion,” Kyven nodded as the throbbing in his chest eased.  “It’s what I do, sister.  Sow discord.”


“And you do it so well,” she winked.


“When you have a talent, use it,” he shrugged.  “Thanks, brother.”


“Any time, brother,” he replied, patting Kyven’s now healed chest.  Kyven channeled the spell that stripped foreign matter out of his fur, leaving it white and pristine and black and glossy.


“I also captured some more supplies and equipment.  I’ll bring some of it to you later today.  I got Briton rifles, shockrods, impact rods, and some empty annihilators, unloaded ones.  Given I also took all their black crystals, well, they won’t be all that hard to load.”


“Where are they?”


“Currently piled on a small island in the Podac river southeast of Avannar,” he replied.  “I couldn’t take them very far, and besides, this was starting to get annoying,” he added, touching where he’d been injured.


“Any cannons?” Danna asked.


“It’ll be best to steal those right before the battle, so they don’t have a chance to replace them easily.  But I can steal them,” he assured her.


“Good, because we really need those here.  We’re not taking them to Avannar with us, we want them for the defense of Atan.  We figure this will be the first mining village they attack after Avannar falls.”


“I don’t doubt that,” he agreed, putting his hand on his shoulder and moving his arm in wide circles at the shoulder, feeling no pain at all.  The healing was complete and effective.  “Thank you again, brother.”

Both he and Danna looked past the fire to see the shadows shift and shimmer under the same tree under which Kyven had appeared, to see Nightfall’s form emerge from the twisting shadow.  She hurried right over to them and gave Kyven and Danna a toothy smile.  “I figured it out,” she declared.

“Figured what out?” Stalker asked.


“How I do it,” Kyven said cryptically.  “Congratulations, Nightfall.”


“And congratulations on you blessing,” Hardstep declared.


“You told them?”


“Of course I did,” Kyven smiled slightly.  “Now comes the hard part.”


“And that is?”


“Making you go to Haven.  You’re much too important to risk yourself now that you’re pregnant, my friend.  I do need your help when we attack Avannar, but after that, you’re getting packed off to safety.”


“That will be the hard part,” she stated, which made a few of them chuckle.


Nightfall sat down with them as he went over what happened in Avannar that night, describing the scene in the council room where he manipulated the guards and Councillars into a position where he could kill most of them in one fell swoop.  He didn’t exactly tell them that he terrorized them a little while doing it, using fear as a weapon against them, much as his spell that made one face his darkest fear was something he didn’t tell others he could do.  But this was war, and he’d use every weapon he could get, no matter how sinister it made him look.  He did, however, tell them about leaving the chits for those that survived after he got the last Councillar.  Kyven had a reputation for things like that, and it would only reinforce that it was him that did it once word got out over what happened.

“Why didn’t you kill them all?” Stalker asked.


“I wanted witnesses that the Circle was killed,” he replied.  “They’ll cover it up, of course, but word will still get out.  If they don’t do it, I will.  I want the populace to know that I killed the Circle.  I want them to think very hard about that.  After all, I’ve run amok in Avannar for most of the year, and now I just proved that nobody is safe in that city.  If I can get to the Circle, I can get to anyone.  I want whoever takes the place of the Circle to be looking over his shoulder every second of every day until the Loremasters are destroyed.”


“Well, that does make a sort of sense,” Sunny mused.  She was a rather burly bear Shaman, named thus because of the gold of her fur and her pleasant disposition.  She was one of the older Shaman.


“Who…who’s looking after things now?” he asked uncertainly.  “With Firetail gone.”


“I am,” Sunny answered.  “I’ve walked the path the longest among us, but it is by no means a position I want on a permanent basis,” she frowned.  “I was never meant to be the Firetail.”


“You don’t have a tail,” Kyven said lightly, which made a few of them chuckle.  “Alright, I’ll bring you the reports I’d been bringing to Firetail, Sunny.”


“What else is going on, Kyv?” Danna asked.


“Not much since my last report,” he replied, accepting a cup of water from a guard with a nod of thanks.  “Danvers is approaching Riyan. He’ll stop and dig in before getting too close and wait for DeVaur to get there, then we’ll help them break through.  The Loreguard won’t put much resistance up, they’re just there to try to slow DeVaur down and have orders to retreat to Avannar if he makes it across the river.  After that, we’ll make our march on Avannar, coming right up Tobacco Road.  We should make it faster for DeVaur if we’re going first to clear out any traps or ambushes.”


“How long will it take?”


“It’s about a hundred minars from Riyan to Avannar, so about ten days for DeVaur’s forces to march it,” he replied.  “It’s also about the same distance between Avannar and Atan.  If you want to try to arrive at the same time, I’d wait for about five days after they pass Riyan, given how much faster Arcans move.”


“What about at Avannar?”


“It’s a stalemate,” he replied.  “The kingdoms won’t attack without DeVaur and the Georvans, and there’s too many of them for the Loreguard to try to sally out from Avannar and drive them off.  So it’s a siege.  The northern kingdoms are camped about two minars from the walls, and the Loreguard and shoring up the defenses of the walled section of the city.  They’re abandoning the Trades district.”


“We have a few plans for that,” Danna said, looking at one of the Shaman, who nodded.  “We can use that part of the city once we march in.”


“Well, you won’t find a standing building within five hundred rods of the river, they tore them all down,” Kyven replied.  “I wouldn’t be entirely surprised if they weren’t planning to burn that half of the city, so the fire and smoke makes it hard for DeVaur and the Georvans to march in and set up.  We’ll find out when the Shaman in Haven interrogate the generals I captured.  I can look around and see fortifications, but they don’t let me see the Loreguard’s plans.  I can just guess at what they might do based on what I see, and well, I’m no general,” he shrugged.  “Usually I just tell Danvers everything and he makes the guesses.  Most of the time, he’s right.”  He took a drink of water.  “Have the villagers calmed down yet?”


“A little, at least those still here,” Danna said wryly.


“Well, I guess I should go drop in on Timble and the apprentices while I’m here,” he said, standing up.  “Cause I really need to get back.  No doubt they’re all wondering where I am, I said I’d be back by sunrise,” he chuckled.


“I’ll come with you,” Nightfall offered.


“Me too, I like Timble,” Danna replied.


“I need to give you back the fur, Danna,” he warned, touching his amulet.  “Though I’m sure you didn’t mind getting to go all night without it.”


“I was cold,” she grunted, which made him chuckle.  He willed the change, and again he felt like his bones had melted into icewater.  He shivered after it was over, then covered himself in an illusion that he was wearing a simple white cotton shirt and a pair of denim jeans, with sturdy boots on his feet.  Danna stretched, making a few Arcans wince when her back popped loudly, then she shivered her tail and gave him a look.


“Well, let’s go.  I don’t have much time,” Kyven declared, leading the two females towards the village. 
