Chapter 16

The army moved west by north for two days, and even as it moved, it swelled somewhat.  The Loreguard had snapped up all the plantation workers east of them, but out to the west of Rallan there were still Arcans on the plantations to liberate, further west and down the back roads where the Loreguard hadn’t gone.  The army was moving in a fan formation steadily to their destination, the base of the Smoke mountains and the terminus of the West Road from Rallan, which ended at the foothill village of Foggy Peak.  Kyven himself moved ahead of the formation, looking over the tiny hamlets and villages spread through the woods, sending information about them back to Danvers for him to use as he needed.

For a change, he wasn’t moving alone.  His three nannies were with him, as well as Lucky, who had decided that he was Kyven’s groom for his Equars and was now taking care of Vasha.  Sirra and Dauro were also lurking about, moving more or less parallel to them as they followed the map he was given from village to village.  When he reached a village, he went in alone and had his nannies and Lucky circle it out of sight, then met up with them on the far side after his investigation was complete.  The town visits were all relatively routine, since his illusions made him appear non-threatening, and he caused no trouble.  He drifted in, surveyed the town’s defenses, found any Loremasters that might be in residence, then he killed them, stole their talkers, and moved on.  When he came across a village with a Loreguard detachment, be it a single squad who was stationed in the village for their road patrols or a patrol resting before getting back on the road, he completely avoided them and moved on.  Whether there were Loreguard or not, he drained the collar of ever Arcan in the village and told them to flee south in the night before he moved on, that the Masked was to the south and would take care of them.  The talkers he sent back to the army via a courier than ran back and forth between him and the army, Lightfoot, and the Arcans he freed invariably found their way to the army.

After they camped for the night, he practiced with his shadow powers, then shadow walked out to do his business.  The first night he visited Greggson again to get the man’s answer, which obviously was yes, but didn’t demand any information or favors from him quite yet.  He was obviously lying and would be a double agent working for the Loremasters, but that was exactly what he wanted him to be.  The second night he again surveyed the Loreguard’s defensive lines east of Rallan, and saw that they were preparing for DeVaur’s arrival.  He returned and reported in to Danvers about the troop build up, which Danvers relayed to DeVaur.  He then used the shadow world to hunt down Danna, not to visit her, but to see where she was, and he was honestly surprised.

She was only about thirty minars west of Atan.  Her army was camped, and from the look of it, they would march into Atan by late afternoon tomorrow.


He returned to his camp to see what was, to him, the usual.  Ebony was prowling around the perimeter while Striker was engaged in light conversation with Lucky.  Lightfoot was with them that night, and she had Lucky sitting in front of her cross-legged while she sat on a log, her arms draped over his shoulders possessively.  Though she hadn’t yet caved in and slept with him yet, everyone in the whole army knew that Lucky belonged to Lightfoot.  And Lucky was quite content with his own personal form of slavery.  Fastpaw was studying a chessboard that an officer had given Kyven, as Kyven had taught him the basics of the game the night before, and he was puzzling things out.  Sirra and Dauro were laying at the edge of camp, close to Vasha, who had torn down a maple sapling and was gnawing on it sedately.  “Shaman,” Ebony said immediately when Kyven stepped out of the shadows at the edge of the camp.

“Ebony,” he nodded.  “All quiet?”


She nodded, stepping in with him as he approached their small fire.  “We’ll keep watch in shifts so you can sleep.”


“I’m not a baby, woman,” he told her, which made Lightfoot smile slightly.  He pointed at the striped cat.  “Aaat, don’t start with me, furball,” he warned, which made her bark in laughter before returning to her silence.  He sat on the log beside her.  “I just came back from Danvers’ main camp.”  He told them about his scouting of the Loreguard army.  “DeVaur looks like he’s gonna just try to march right over them.  I hope he’s not that stupid.”

“He’s human,” Lightfoot shrugged.


“We’ll have no racial superiority here, little missy, since I’m human,” he retorted.


“Nobody thinks so,” she mused, giving him a slight smile.


“Well, the Arcans don’t,” Striker agreed.  “The ones I’ve talked to think you’re an Arcan changed into a human.  They’re rather surprised to find out you were really born human.”


“I’m not too worried about that,” he said.  “From the looks of it, we’ll reach Foggy Peak tomorrow afternoon.  Since we’re fairly close, let’s go over the plan again.”  Fastpaw abandoned the chessboard and came over with Ebony, and they sat on the ground before him.  “What is my name?”


“Lieutenant Patton Brice of the Loreguard,” Striker replied.


“My reason for coming to Foggy Peak?”


“You’re on a mission from Loreguard headquarters,” Ebony answered.  “Investigating rumors of a large group of organized Arcans in the mountains west of the village.”


“And our job?”

“Set them up for Danvers,” Lightfoot murmured.


“Exactly.  Lightfoot, Ebony, Fastpaw, your job is to survey the terrain around the village and find any features that might give the army problems when it comes in, find good defensible positions to build fortifications, as well as make a little noise to make the villagers believe that something is northwest of the village, which will let Danvers march right in from the southeast.  Striker and Lucky will stay with me to pretend to be my slaves, because, I’m sorry Striker, you two are the least threatening-looking.”


“No offense taken, Shaman,” Striker chuckled.


“You two need to keep your eyes open, study everything, and talk to the Arcans in town.  Find out how many villagers there are, how many are men of fighting age, and how many weapons are in the village, both alchemical and regular.  Do not warn the Arcans we’re about to free them.  We need as much information as we can get so Danvers knows what’s here and he can plan for it.”


“Be careful,” Lightfoot warned Lucky, patting his chest with both hands.


“I will be, Lightfoot, I promise,” he replied, reaching up and taking her hands.


“While you do that, I’ll disable anything that might give our army problems when it comes in, any siege weaponry or large-scale alchemical weapons.  I don’t expect there to be any, but you never really know—“ he cut off as he sensed something…well, something strange, like a disturbance in the night.  He turned in the direction that it seemed to come from, then jumped a little when the shadows at the edge of the campsite shifted, then swirled, and then a figure literally fell out of them, flopping onto the ground just inside the light of the fire.

It was Nightfall!


“Nightfall!” he gasped, jumping up.  The female shadow fox Arcan looked at him, a bit vacantly, then scrambled forward as if something where hot on her heels.  She took his hand and jumped back to her feet, then literally got behind him, halfway crawling up his back.


“Are they coming?” she gasped, her body shaking.  “Did they follow me?”


He laughed helplessly.  “They can’t come into our world,” he told her.  “You figured it out!”


“It’s my second time,” she told him.  “I wanted to see where you were, so I looked for you just as you explained it.  I didn’t expect them to find me so fast!”


“I walked earlier tonight, so they were probably already in the general area,” he told her.  He shifted his senses into the shadows, and found she was right.  They were right on top of them, in the sense of the shadow world, and any further walking would be suicide.  “Well, you’re stuck here until morning, so go ahead and have a seat.  Ebony, get the talker and tell Danvers to tell Toby that Nightfall’s here, so he doesn’t worry.”  Ebony nodded and hurried to the packs, and Kyven led Nightfall over to the log and sat her down by Lightfoot.  “Well, congratulations, you’re the first to figure it out,” he told her.


“Second, including you,” she said with a weak smile.  “It was everything you warned it was.  I should have listened closer.”


“You listened enough to get out when you should have,” he replied, patting her on the shoulder.

“They were frightening,” she shuddered.  “I could sense their hunger. They wanted to eat me!”


“That’s part of why it’s dangerous,” he reminded.  “In there, you’re the prey, not the predator, Nightfall.  You have to move swiftly and carefully.”


“You make it look so easy,” she grunted, then chuckled ruefully.  “But that doesn’t prepare one for the dizziness or the fear.”


“Now you know why she didn’t take a timid girl for her Arcan,” he told her.


She gave him a weak little smile.  “Might I have something to eat?”


“Certainly,” Striker said with a smile.


The other sat around and listened as Nightfall ate some of the venison and described her two successful shadow walks.  The first had been literally one step, managing to get into the shadow world, panicking a little due to the vertigo, then getting right back out.  She admitted with a frizzed face that she threw up several times after getting out, then she settled down and managed to do it again, this time seeking Kyven out the way he’d explained, searching for him among the shadows.  She found him, and they found her, so she converged a gateway and literally threw herself through it as they reached out for her.  “I’ve never felt it’s like,” she said with a shudder.  “Those things, their hunger is like an angry dog, barking into your ears, scattering your thoughts.”

“You don’t entirely get used to it, but you can learn to tolerate it,” Kyven told her.  “The vertigo, well, that you just have to endure.  It doesn’t get any better, but the more you’re exposed to it, the less it bothers you.”


“What’s vertigo exactly?” Fastpaw asked.


“It’s like being so dizzy you can barely stand,” Nightfall answered.  “The sense of up and down changes, and since everything in there is murky and shifting, your eyes can’t fix on a point for reference.  In there, you feel like you’re tumbling down a hill, rolling and rolling, but you don’t actually go anywhere because there’s really no up or down.  So, you’re endlessly falling in place.”


Kyven chuckled.  “Don’t worry, Nightfall, DeVaur puked all over himself when I took him in there, and Patience immediately ran off behind a bush when I brought the other Shaman to save her dignity.  You’ll get used to it.”


Nightfall brushed a stray lock of black hair back over her shoulder, returning it to the thick fan of luxurious black hair that went all the way down to the base of her tail.  “I hope so.  I want to learn more, and if two of us can walk, well, that means there’s two of us in case we’re needed.”


“Has Toby been practicing?”


“I think he practices more to keep me from making him look bad than to explore his abilities,” Nightfall said darkly, which made Lucky laugh.  “He believes that since he’ll be changed back when he’s done, there’s no real need to learn skills he won’t have.  But he also can’t abide me learning a skill he hasn’t learned.  He’s a very competitive man.”


“And you’ll rub it in for a few days, naturally,” Kyven smiled.


“Until he learns it himself,” she corrected shamelessly, which made Kyven chuckle.


“We’re a pretty petty bunch,” Kyven said to the smiling Lucky.  “Always squabbling with one another in our subtle ways.”


“Who, Kyven?”


“The shadow foxes,” Nightfall replied with a little smile, glancing up at Kyven.  “Guile and deceit, young male.  It’s our mantra, even more so among ourselves than with others.”


“Naw, you’d never lie to me, Nightfall,” Lucky said with an outrageously overdone look of innocence.


“You keep believing that, Lucky,” she replied dryly, which made Kyven laugh.


After Nightfall ate, they settled down for the night.  Ebony took the first watch, prowling the edges of the camp as Kyven laid down by the glowing coals from the fire, Nightfall curled up against his back.  Nightfall was more spooked by the things in the shadow world than she was willing to admit, and she was seeking him out for comfort and a feeling of security, reminding him that Nightfall was actually a very young female.  Young, but also very brave and very strong.  She’d get over her fear and go back in the shadow world, he was certain of it.  He went over what would happen tomorrow in his mind, and the work they’d have to do when the army arrived the day after.  The digging in, the noisemaking to draw the Loreguard west, it was part of their attempt to help DeVaur get through, but Kyven already knew that DeVaur was walking into a trap.  He was angry with Danvers and Kyven, but he also wasn’t a stupid man.  He was moving north cautiously, listening to Danvers’ intelligence but not entirely trusting it until his own scouts confirmed what Danvers told him.  He’d see that the Loreguard was waiting for him, but by then it would be too late.  He’d be too close and would have no choice but to assault the fortified Loreguard positions.  How well he did that would show everyone just how good of a general he was.

He would lose men, and after losing even more in the attack on Avannar, Kyven figured the Flauren army would be more or less neutralized as a threat to Haven.


It was a low, rumbling sound he couldn’t quite identify at first, then he realized it was purring.  He opened his eyes to the spirits in the moonless night and looked across the camp, where Lucky and Lightfoot were.  Lightfoot was laying on her back, a content little smile on her face as Lucky licked her under her chin, his hand roaming up and down her sleek body.  He wanted her, but Kyven could see that he was obeying her by not going through with it.  She was letting him touch her, explore her, do anything but what they both wanted to do.  For that matter, she had her hands all over him as well.

Eh, it was good for them.  They just had to keep Lucky alive.  Lightfoot…he had no worries about her.


Kyven went to sleep, but sometime during the night, he woke up, as something tickled at his senses in a way he couldn’t quite explain.  He sat up and looked at Striker, who was standing at the edge of camp with his impact rod in his hand, the coyote looking calm.  However, his ears were picked up, and Kyven could hear him sniffing at the wind.  Sirra and Dauro as well were awake, their ears up, looking around.


Then he heard it.  It was the unmistakable faint clinking of metal.  Distant, barely audible, but in the forest, nothing else made that kind of sound.


Lightfoot was up and slinking into the forest literally within three seconds of that sound tickling Kyven’s ears, leaving Lucky a little confused and half-asleep, and the two Lupans also crept into the trees.  Kyven got up as well, making a motion at Striker to stay at camp and protect Lucky, then he put a hand to the amulet and enacted its power to change him.  He felt his body turn cold, his bones into malleable ice, as he was poured into his other form, and then he shook himself a little reflexively after it was done.  Immediately, he opened his enhanced senses to the night and opened his eyes to the spirits, taking a bandanna from his gear and tying it over his eyes so the glow didn’t get him shot.  He couldn’t smell anything, but his ears could pick out faint shaking of brush that seemed against the prevailing wind.  Someone sneaking towards the camp, about four hundred rods out.

“What goes on, Kyven?” Lucky asked in a hushed whisper.


“Someone’s sneaking up on the camp,” he whispered back as Ebony and Fastpaw got to their feet.  “Striker, stay here and defend the camp.  Use my rifle.  Ebony, Fastpaw, with me.”


“I can help!” Lucky protested as loudly as he dared.


“Your job is to protect Vasha and our equipment,” Kyven replied sharply.  “There’s a shockrod in my pack, Lucky, I know you know how to use it.”

Lucky nodded, then hurried over to Kyven’s pack as quietly as he could.


“Stay with them, Nightfall,” he said as he and his two taller companions crept into the forest on all fours, Kyven’s body disappearing into the shadows as soon as he left the small clearing.


They caught up with Lightfoot at a small ridge looking down into a very narrow clearing that had a small creek bisecting it, where about twenty Loreguard were on foot, all of them equipped with Briton rifles rather than muskets.  They were drinking at the creek, refilling canteens, as the man in front of the column used an alchemical point light to refer to a map.  The tiny light source was almost like a beacon in the night, but to Kyven’s Shaman vision, the twenty men were as plain as day.


“Shut that off, Lieutenant, or you’ll ruin your night vision,” the man beside the leader called in a low tone.


“Right, thanks Sergeant,” he whispered back, turning off the alchemical light.  “Everyone just hold steady.”


“I’ll be glad when this is over,” one of the men growled.  “Creeping around at night with hostile Arcans about.”


“What, you scared of a few Arcans, Bezzle?” another teased.


“I seen a wild Arcan rip the legs off a cow, Golli, and in the night, they could right sneak right up on us.  I don’t much cotton to having my arms ripped off tonight.”

“And you’re drawin’ ‘em right to us with your talkin’,” the Sergeant snapped.


“As soon as the scouts return, we’ll move,” the Lieutenant said in a calming whisper.  “Remember, the man on the huge horse needs to be taken alive. The Arcans are to be put down.”


“Who is this guy, Lieutenant?”


“We think it’s a deserter from the enemy army.  The General of that army is known to ride an Equar, and the farmers are certain the man they saw was on an Equar.  It can’t be a coincidence.  The Major thinks the man stole the General’s Equar and a few Arcans and he’s heading for the mountains.  If we can catch him, we can wring him for information.”


Kyven silently cursed.  His preference for Equars was a pattern, and while they didn’t know it was a Shaman on that Equar, it was enough of a pattern for them to realize it and take action.  He should have ridden a regular horse up here or covered his Equar in an illusion, but he loved riding Vasha too much to not bring her along.  He’d been under an illusion the entire ride up, concealing his identity, but he hadn’t covered Vasha in an illusion of a horse.  He hadn’t considered that while Strider had a black coat and Vasha a gray one, people wouldn’t realize they were two different Equars.  Domesticated Equars were just too unusual, and he’d been blinded by his love of riding them.

He was about to pull Lightfoot back off the ridge, but they heard distant shouts, several shots, and then the discharge of a shockrod.


“God damn it, I told the scouts not to engage if they found them!” the Lieutenant barked, jumping up.  “Move, move!”


“Go back to help Striker!” Kyven hissed at Fastpaw, who nodded and bounded off into the brush.  He glanced at Lightfoot and smacked his fist into his hand, and she gave him a serious look and nodded.  He pointed Ebony to the left and Lightfoot to the right, then he dropped down to all fours and scampered down the low ridgeline.  There were several more shots, then an agonized scream from the direction of the camp, which made the Loreguard soldiers break into a trot.  Kyven angled to meet the center of their formation, then he slid to a stop, rose up on his back legs, then channeled a withering blast of cold right into the middle of them.  The pale blue cone of magical light illuminated the creek and narrow clearing in a ghostly light, startling the soldiers as the middle of their formation suddenly rimed over in frost, flash-frozen in place.  Lightfoot struck before the men could even react, shooting the Lieutenant in the head with her pistol with one hand and literally blowing the head off the Sergeant with her shockrod in the other hand, the brilliant blast of light in the darkness making men flinch and cry out.  Lightfoot dove aside as several blind shots were fired in her direction, and in that second, Ebony hit the column from the other side.  She killed the last two men in the formation with the shockrod she’d been given, hitting them squarely in the back one after the other, then she slid behind a tree as the others in the back of the formation turned and fired at the source of that thunderclap, gouging several holes in the tree behind which she was hiding.  Their diversions let Kyven reset his position safely, and he channeled a second blast of cold, which killed three more men, before dropping on all fours and bounding off to the side, getting out of the origination of the cone and where the men who saw it would fire.  He was melded to the shadows, impossible to see, and that was the only reason he managed to avoid their wildly searching eyes.  He stayed out of the lines of fire of Lightfoot and Ebony as the remaining seven men ran for the trees, two more dying to their shockrods, but he turned and envisioned an illusion, beseeched the shadow fox for the power to cast it, and felt her connect to him.  He created an illusion of himself in the direction the men were running, the glowing eyes of a Shaman staring at the men with a cold emerald radiance.

“Shaman!” one of the men screamed in a strangled voice, shooting his rifle from the hip.  The other six men joined in, firing several shots at the illusion, which passed through it and caused the illusory Kyven to laugh scornfully, then raise hands crackling with lightning towards them.  They turned to each side and tried to flee, but Kyven killed the ones fleeing towards Lightfoot with a third blast of cold, which seriously sapped his strength, while Ebony was waiting for the men running towards the trees in her direction.  She stepped out from behind her tree and killed the three of them literally as they reached her, her short, strong claws ripping the life out of the men.


Lightfoot trotted up to him as he stood there with his hands on his knees, panting to recover.  That spell always did seriously drain him, but it was the only spell he knew that could kill more than one person at a time that also wouldn’t have set the whole forest on fire.  “Alright?” she asked.


He nodded.  “You know how that spell wears me out,” he replied.  “Go see if Striker and Fastpaw need us.  Me and Ebony will catch up in a few seconds.”


She nodded again and bounded back towards camp on all fours, as Ebony prowled the dead to make sure they were really dead.  He got his breath back, then motioned to her, and they ran back to the camp to see what was going on.  There was no more sounds of fighting, so it was probably over.

What was going on was they weren’t needed at all.  Four men were laid out at the edge of camp, and one of them had been mauled by the Lupans.  The other three had been killed by rifles and a shockrod.  Fastpaw was standing over the dead, a rifle in his hands, while Striker and Lucky were wrapping a bandage around Nightfall’s forearm.  “You alright?” Kyven asked in concern.


“I’m alright, I cut my arm on a tree branch,” she replied.


“Good work, what happened?” he asked Striker.


“They tried to sneak up on us,” he replied.  “I shot the first one, then we traded fire for a few seconds, at least until Nightfall and the Lupans hit them from behind.  They tried to move, and we picked them off.”


“Are the Lupans alright?  Sirra!  Dauro!” Kyven shouted.  He sighed in relief when the two dark-furred animals stalked out of the forest, Sirra carrying the lower leg of the man they’d mauled in her mouth.  She dropped it like a playful puppy when Kyven hurried over, running his hands over them to check for any injuries.

“Pack the camp, we move,” Lightfoot ordered.  “Strip the dead of weapons.  Nightfall can carry them back to the army tomorrow.”


“Where did they get the rifles from?” Striker mused as he knelt by the man he’d shot.


“That is a good question,” Kyven answered.


The group was far better armed than they expected, hinting that they thought Kyven was trouble.  When they went back to where they’d killed the other men, they found that the Lieutenant that Lightfoot had shot had one of those revolvers Danvers had been talking about.  Each cylinder of the revolver’s drum was loaded with cap and ball, like a musket, but the revolver’s action would allow the user to fire six shots before having to switch to another weapon.   Kyven gave the revolver to Lightfoot, putting it to best use, and he handed out the alchemical weapons they’d been carrying to his nannies and Lucky.  Five of them had been carrying shockrods, one had a firetube—which were dangerous in the hands of the untrained—and all of them had been carrying impact rods.   He took the unit’s talker, then, after sizing up the dead, he stripped one of the men of his uniform, which wasn’t easy since the man was still basically frozen solid, then took the Lieutenant’s rank insignia off his uniform and put it on the uniform he’d taken.  Nightfall winced when Kyven broke the man’s arms off in order to pull off his uniform jacket, and about all of them had their hands shattered so they could get their rifles.  They were definitely Briton rifles, but they were of a different design than the ones they were using, the stock shaped slightly differently and the barrel made of a square tube rather than a rounded one, the edge pointing up with a nib for the front sight.  The barrel was also shorter than their rifles by nearly two hands, which meant they didn’t have the same accuracy at great distance.  They seemed a lower-quality kind of rifle, but they were bolt-action, they didn’t have a lever underneath to load the rounds.  The shooter had to manually work the bolt on top of the rifle to load the next round.  They loaded from the bottom through a little gate rather than the side, since there wasn’t a lever down there to block it.  The bolt would make it a bit slower to fire than their long rifles, since the lever was close to the trigger and the shooter could jack the lever and fire off several shots in a quick spurt, but they were still an order of magnitude faster than muzzle-loading muskets.  Even though they were obviously different designs, they fired the same size cartridge round.  That made them useful.  Right now, since some of their Arcans were armed with farm implements, every weapon they could bring back was another soldier armed.

“It’s not like ours,” Lucky said as he worked the bolt of the rifle in his hands, puzzling that out fairly quickly.  “It’s smaller, doesn’t look as well made.”  He opened the bolt again, then pulled the bullet out of the breech.  “It’s the same kind of bullet we use.  I think they’re interchangeable.”

“Probably from a different manufacturer,  but the Britons demanded they use the same bullet so it would be easier to get ammunition for their different guns,” Striker mused as he looked down the sights of another one, then worked the bolt as he saw Lucky had done, then he pulled the trigger and sent a shot off high into the trees.  He then worked the bolt again and fired again, then nodded.  “But still better than a musket.”


“True enough,” Kyven agreed.  “Take one if you want it, we’ll send the rest back to the army with Nightfall in the morning.”


“I will, these are smaller, a little easier to carry for me when I run,” Striker nodded, slinging the rifle over his shoulder.


“Alright, everyone.  First, take off all their uniforms.  Then we’ll hide the bodies, but keep any small parts you break off.  Once we’re done, let’s find their horses,” Kyven said.  “I have something of an idea.  Lightfoot, help me go over the Lieutenant’s body, I need to know his name and unit.”


Their horses were picketed about half a minar from the battle, ground tethered in a small clearing just off the road.  The horses nickered and edged a bit when they approached, since Kyven was still in Arcan form, but they calmed down when Kyven stroked the nose of the first horse he reached, crooning to it softly.  “Everyone mount up, we’re taking the horses,” he declared.


“I don’t know how to ride one of those things,” Nightfall declared.


“Lucky, lead her,” Kyven said as he pulled into the saddle, hooking his claws on the edges of the stirrups since his feet wouldn’t easily fit in them.  They led the horses away, the unridden horses tied together in a string that Striker led, and Kyven explained his new idea.  “We’re going to use the attack to our advantage,” he told them.  “Tomorrow morning I’ll ride into Foggy Peak wearing that uniform.  This talker is the same kind used by the mounted patrols,” he said, holding it up.  “That means this group wasn’t garrisoned at Foggy Peak.  I got a good enough look at the man who gave me his uniform to take his place.  I’ll spin a tale of inspection, that I’m there to investigate the Arcan sightings.  Boys, Ebony, Lightfoot, I need you all to take the uniforms and set up something northwest of town.  Tear the uniforms up, kill a deer or something, then scatter blood and ripped-up flesh all over the place along with those fingers and other little bits and pieces we took from the dead.  That should salt the scene with a dash of truth.  Make it look like the men were torn apart in tiny little pieces, make it really gruesome.”

Lightfoot nodded as Ebony chuckled.  “A horror scene?”


He nodded.  “I want them to take every gun they have and point it in the wrong direction, and a nice little atrocity should do that.  Nightfall, when you get back to the army, tell Danvers he has to get up here as fast as possible.  He needs to hit them from behind while they’re all looking the wrong way.”


“I will.”


“I don’t like the idea of you going in there alone, Shaman,” Fastpaw said respectfully.

“I go in alone all the time, Fastpaw.  It’s my job,” he replied evenly.  “And pardon my saying it, but I’ll probably be safer alone.  If I don’t have to watch out for anyone else, it gives me many more options.”

After they moved far enough away from where they killed the patrol, they settled in for a few hours of rest.  Kyven and Striker stood guard, Kyven still in his Arcan form for its senses, but he wasn’t alone long.  Nightfall wandered up to him and sat on the log beside him, looking him up and down.  “I think you look much more handsome like that,” she noted.


He chuckled.  “Clover says much the same thing,” he replied in a low tone, his glowing eyes looking down over the hill, a break in the trees giving him a good view of the road below.  “Are you sure you can carry all those rifles back?”


“I can manage.  I’m stronger than I look.”


“I want you to take one for yourself.  Lucky can teach you to use it.  Striker’s right, these rifles will be easier for Arcans to carry, and you don’t have to worry about accuracy at long distance.  Not with your shadow powers,” he said with a slight, toothy smile.  “I want you and Lucky to go through them and find the most accurate and best-made of the lot, and have the Shaman start creating duplicates of it.  Once they make the first duplicate, take it back and keep that rifle for yourself.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” she nodded.  “Is this what you always do to the humans?  Play tricks?”


He chuckled.  “More or less.  I’m a true shaman of my totem, Nightfall.  Guile and deceit.  Sometimes I’m amazed that I turned out like this, given the moral and straight-laced upbringing I had.”


“Perhaps that upbringing only masked your true self, and you express it with the mother.”


“That could be true,” he shrugged.  “But it’s in the past.  I don’t worry about those things now.  I’ve chosen my path, and I’m quite content with it.  In all ways.  I am faithful to my totem, I have Danna, and I have people and Arcans who need me.  For a Shaman, that’s our true calling.”


“Ah, Danna.  I must meet her.”


“You can shadow walk now, you will,” he replied.  “You’d like her.  She’s much smarter than I am, and very brave and strong-willed.  She’s also a good leader.  The Arcans listen to her, believe in her.  She took a bunch of Arcans and turned them into a real army, all in just a few months.  That’s quite an accomplishment.”


“The humans wouldn’t act so.  I’ve noticed they don’t think females are as smart as males.”


“A racial peculiarity,” he replied.  “Human females are smaller and weaker than males on the average, so the males seem to think that since they’re inferior in that one way, then they’re inferior in all ways.  A stupid assumption.”


“Truly,” she agreed.

“Arcan males tend to be larger and stronger than females, but at least the Arcans don’t think that makes females inferior…mainly because even though she’s weaker, the average Arcan female can kill a male if she gets testy enough,” he chuckled.  “Weaker doesn’t necessarily mean weak.”


“Ebony,” Nightfall nodded.


“More like Lightfoot.  She may be smaller and weaker than males, but I don’t know a single male in the army that doesn’t get out of her way when she walks by.  And a rifle only needs enough strength to pull the trigger,” he noted simply.  “Guns make everyone equal, as long as they have the strength to aim and shoot.”

Nightfall smiled lightly and looked up at him.  “Toby says much the same thing about Lightfoot.  He fears her in a way he can’t completely articulate.  He just says she has too much salt for the average man.  I’m not sure what that means.”

“It’s an Alamari expression, it means she’s too dangerous to mess with,” he replied.  “Trust Toby when he says things like that.  He knows how to size someone up in a fight without doing any fighting.”


Nightfall scooted a little closer, then patted him on the knee.  “Show me the trick of making yourself a shadow again.  I want to study it more,” she asked.


“You never sit still, do you?” he chuckled.


“I’m not wasting this opportunity,” she replied simply.  “I have you all to myself, nobody asking you questions or pulling you away.  We can both keep watch while you teach me.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” he said lightly.  He demonstrated what she wanted to see and explained how it felt when he did it in great detail, then they got into a long discussion about the shadow world, so as to better arm her with knowledge the next time she shadow walked.  He told her everything he knew about it in great detail, which, he realized, was far more than he realized that he knew.  He’d come to understand the shadow world with an intimacy that surprised him when he sat down and talked about it.  The shadow fox had told him that knowing their world would be his protection, and he was surprised at just how much he did know about the shadow world.  And he also knew that he still had a lot more to learn.  She had told him that his safety lied in his understanding, and the shadow world was still a dangerous place to him.


It was a good time.  Nightfall was an intelligent woman, and while they talked of the shadows at first, eventually they started talking about just about anything that crossed their minds.  She was almost a nuisance in the army, asking everything of everyone, learning, learning, learning, learning anything anyone would teach her, and that aspect of her made her a brisk conversationalist. She was always pushing for the deeper meaning, trying to understand every aspect of a subject.  Eventually the subject turned to Danna, and she listened intently as Kyven described his headstrong lover, describing the smart, strong, fierce woman behind the fur he loved, and the tale of finally wooing her, making her see the truth of his devotion to her.

“You don’t seem all that devoted,” she said with a slight smile.  “You and Lightfoot spend a lot of time in the same bedroll.”


He chuckled ruefully.  “Well, you know Arcans.  They don’t see sex as necessarily part of love,” he answered.  “Lightfoot doesn’t mind that I’m a human, she actually rather likes me in that way, and with her not touching Lucky for fear of getting pregnant, she needs some kind of release.  Besides, I’m not stupid enough to tell Lightfoot no,” he said with a light chuckle.  “Not that I’d want to.  She’s very fun in bed, but she also understands my position.”


“What position?”


“Humans see sex much differently than Arcans.  Women especially see sex as something exclusive to the relationship.  Her man sleeps with her, and only with her.  Danna’s not much different.  She knows that I sleep with Lightfoot and doesn’t entirely like it, but unlike most human women, she understands the situation.  She knows that my rather unique situation means she has to make a few sacrifices, and I make sure she knows how much I appreciate her doing it every time we see each other.”

“And how would you feel if she sought a male while you were gone?”


He chuckled ruefully.  “I’d feel the same way she does,” he replied.  “But, would I fly into a jealous rage?  No.  I can’t very well be angry with her for doing the same thing I’m doing.  I wouldn’t like it, but I’d forgive her for it and move on.  But, that would be if she sought out an Arcan male.  If she was sleeping with another human, I’d probably feel much differently.  I know she’d skin me alive if she found out I was sleeping around with a human woman.  The Arcans she can understand, but if I took up with a human, she’d see that as a betrayal.”


“A curious distinction.”


“Humans are curious creatures,” he said with a slight smile.  “And different humans have different standards.  Some women wouldn’t abide me and Lightfoot, some women wouldn’t care at all.  Lucky for me, I’ve found a woman with a little understanding of the situation.”

“Ah.  So, when you fulfill your obligation to the mother and give Umbra another litter?”

“She’ll hate that even more than Lightfoot,” Kyven chuckled.  “Umbra and Danna have some history.”


“Hmm.  I wonder how she’ll feel about me.”


“What?”


“Think, Kyven.  If the mother is trying to start a new breed of Arcan, just you and Umbra and Danna and me and Toby won’t be enough.  Toby needs to have kits by Umbra, you by me.  Danna should also have kits by both you and Toby, give our children as many options for mates as possible, but from what I know of that, it won’t happen.”


“No, it won’t,” Kyven agreed.  And he had to agree, Nightfall was probably right.  The shadow fox would try to trap him into an agreement to father Arcan children by Nightfall as well as Danna and Umbra, then beat her head against the wall that would be Danna when it came time to try to trap her into having children by Toby.  She was already having enough problems just getting Danna to have Arcan kits by Kyven, trying to make her have kids by a father not her husband would go directly against almost every human moral Danna possessed, and she’d dig her heels in like a Ursorax and wouldn’t budge no matter what the shadow fox threatened.  Danna would live out her life as an Arcan before she had kids by someone other than Kyven, because at least Kyven would accept her as an Arcan and she knew it.  She would lose nothing by staying an Arcan, because Kyven would always love her, no matter what she looked like.  “Well, at least I’d enjoy the company,” he told her with a smile.

“So would I,” she returned, putting her clawed hand on his thigh, and she didn’t move it.  “Toby’s a good man, fun in bed, but I’d never stay with him.  We both know that.  Once he gives me my children, he’ll return to his human body and I’ll move on.  At least you’re part of our world forever, Kyven.  You will always be here, be you human or Arcan.”

“I guess I will be,” he agreed with a rueful smile.  “She owns me, Nightfall.  Body and soul.”


“And how much does it bother you?”


“Not as much as it used to,” he answered.  “As long as I can do something to help, as long as I can be a Shaman, I can live with it.  I’ll endure it so long as the Arcans and the humans need me.”


“And why would the humans need you, Kyven?”


“I was born human, Nightfall.  There has to be a reason for it.  The humans need Shaman now, else I’d never have been born.  I’m not entirely sure what role I’ll play, or the others after me, but the spirits are wiser than we are.  We can only do as they command and wait to see how their wisdom comes to pass in time.”


She gave him a slight smile.  “And the mother’s wisdom?”


“Oh, I can already see where that’s going, and I agree with it,” he answered.  “This war was inevitable.  In a way, it’s long overdue.  The Loremasters are now a threat to the humans as well as the Arcans, and they have to be stopped.  The shadow fox saw that earlier than the other spirits, and that’s why I’ve done the things I’ve done to make it happen.  The Arcans have to fight for their freedom or the humans will never let them go, and the humans have to take out the Loremasters before they bring ruination to Noraam.  And it has to be the humans.  If the Arcans destroyed the Loremasters, then they’d just rebuild and be back in ten or twenty years, as well as there being an unending war between the humans and Arcans that would only end with the total destruction of one race or the other.  This way, with the humans being the ones to take them down, they won’t reform.  The kingdoms will be independent of a controlling overlord.  I know it means that there will be wars and hardship, kingdoms like Carin and Hamm and Menn will probably fall to a larger neighbor, and there will be famines and pestilence when the farms go unworked because the Arcans are gone, but it has to be done.  I don’t have to like it, but it has to be done.  That’s part of the weight that comes with the wisdom of a Shaman,” he sighed.  “There’s a great deal of hardship coming for the humans, but they have to endure it, else they’ll never learn to do for themselves, they’ll never be what they were supposed to be.  Sometimes the most important lessons are the harshest.”

“Spoken like a true Shaman,” Nightfall said with a pat on his thigh.


“I’m not sure if that’s a complement or not,” he teased.


“I’ll let you figure that out,” she winked.


The others were up before sunrise, and they broke camp while Kyven helped Nightfall back to the army, shadow walking with her while carrying the rifles and equipment, more than she could easily carry herself.  Besides, it was another opportunity to teach, this time within the shadow world, as Kyven explained what they saw and felt and sensed, how their awareness of the shadows extended into the shadow world as a sixth sense that far surpassed the other five.  Kyven was aware of all the movements of the things within the shadow world, how far away they were and which way they were moving, and they paused inside long enough for Nightfall to get a better sense of them, what they felt like, so she could better keep track of them when she was there alone.  In that way, the shadow fox was right that understanding the shadow world kept them alive, for him being able to keep track of the things kept him from getting killed.  Once they got back to the army, Kyven turned over one of the rifles the Loreguard was carrying to Patience for her to take to the others and duplicate, and also told them they’d have that pistol for them to duplicate when Lightfoot returned to the army.


Once he returned, he mounted up on one of the Loreguard’s horses, in the Loreguard’s uniform, wearing an illusory face that concealed his true identity, then he cantered out onto the road and towards Foggy Peak.  Lucky was already on the way back to the army with Vasha and the other Loreguard horses—horses were in big demand, and every new horse they brought in was less for the other horses to carry—and they were giving him a lot of responsibility by letting him go by himself.  Then again, the advance scouts of the army were only half a day behind, so he wouldn’t have to go very far on his own before he was safe.  Lightfoot almost rebelled when Kyven gave that order, but he cowed her with a single cool look and the question with no answer, “don’t you trust him, Lightfoot?”  That was a question she dare not answer in front of him, else she’d mortally offend the young male who was trying so hard to prove himself.  Kyven had given him his first real job that had real responsibility, taking his precious Equar back to the army along with the other horses, and the young cat took that responsibility very seriously.  Lightfoot glared death at him for nearly a full minute after Lucky galloped off on Vasha, the shockrod he’d been giving in hand, one of the Loreguard rifles slung over his shoulder, and the other horses being led in a tether line.  Kyven wasn’t impressed by Lightfoot’s anger, swatting her on the rump and sending the Arcans out to do their jobs, to scout and make some noise northwest of town to draw the militia and any Loreguard in the village out of Danvers’ way.


Kyven rode into Foggy Peak with one of the captured rifles in his saddle boot, and saw a village in fear.  The streets were nearly deserted, and what few were on the streets were men boarding up windows or building barricades between the buildings, or filling barrels of water to put out fires.  They definitely knew something was coming.  Kyven was stopped the first citizen he came across.  “Thank the Trinity!” the man said, seeing him.  “Where are the Loreguard, Lieutenant?”

“The patrol is investigating something we saw on the way in, I came ahead alone,” he replied.  “I need to talk to whoever’s in charge of defense here.  We saw some things last night I have to pass on.”


“Well hell, we need them here,” the man said.  “And I’m the man you need to see.  Mayor Tomlin Barker,” he said, offering his hand.  Kyven shook it.  “Word came up from Longdale that there’s an enemy army approaching.”


“I haven’t seen them,” he answered.  “What we saw you need to know about is a large number of armed Arcans west of the village, moving north.  We encountered them south of here and chased them into the western hills, but we were repulsed by a much larger force of them.  Perhaps what we saw is this army Longdale saw, a large number of escaped Arcans moving towards the hills?”


“Maybe,” he replied with a frown.  “There’s Arcans running around everywhere.  Word from the south is they’re ransacking every farm and plantation they come across and freeing all the Arcans.”


“They are,” Kyven affirmed.  “They have men on horseback running in front of the main army, looting everything they can get their hands on and freeing every Arcan they can find.”


“Why on earth would they do that?”


“To deny the Loreguard Arcans to help build fortifications and cause general chaos in what is to them hostile territory,” he answered evenly.  “It’s a viable tactic.  I can admire it if wasn’t being used against us,” he frowned.  “The Arcans we chased might pass your village by, or they might raid it for supplies.  Either way, you need to know they’re there.”

“Why are they moving north?”


“The Cuman Pass, I’d wager,” Kyven replied.  “Even the Arcans know about it.  If I were crossing the mountains, I’d do it there.  Now show me your preparations, I’ll give you as much help as I can before I have to go back.”

“Can you have them send us some men?”


“I’ll see about it,” he said, taking out the talker he’d taken.  Kyven knew all the words and terms when the Loreguard talked to each other on the talkers, so he didn’t arouse any suspicion as he called back to the main controller and asked for reinforcements to be sent to Foggy Peak.


“No men can be dispatched to Foggy Peak at this time,” the captain that took over for the controller answered.


“I understand that, sir, but we have a problem over here,” Kyven answered.  “There’s a large number of armed Arcans on the loose, more than the men I have on hand can handle.”


“Word from command is that it’s only a diversion, Lieutenant, but if it’s as large as you say, then the civilians are in danger.  Take command and order all citizens to evacuate to Rallan.  Have your men do everything they can to assist and protect the civilians as they pack up and move.  After that, Lieutenant, you are to fire the village to deny it the enemy.  We’ll send a relief column back out to rebuild the village after the main army is defeated.”


“Understood, sir,” Kyven answered, a bit grudgingly.  Secretly, however, he was quite satisfied with that command, for it solved the only real problem he had…the possibility of resistance from the residents of the village.  With them out of the way, their army could take up residence, split up as it intended to do, have a day or two of rest with access to buildings, then move on after DeVaur got his ass kicked at Durm.

However, the tactics of it seemed unusual.  The Loreguard should have told him to dig in and fight for everything he was worth to make the enemy army believe their diversion was working, so as to take DeVaur by surprise when he attacked the defensive lines east of Rallan.  By abandoning the village, they were warning DeVaur that they were on to him.  But, perhaps the Loreguard generals around here were actually humane, and cared more about the lives of civilians than they did the battle plan.  Not every Loreguard officer was a heartless bastard.


“Burn down Foggy Peak?  Hell no!” Barker said angrily.


“I agree,” Kyven said darkly, putting the talker away.  “But, your people do need to evacuate, Mayor.  If the enemy is sending a force up here to cause a diversion, then that means they intend to attack, and there will be too many for the men we have on hand to be able to fight off.  The best thing to do is to get your people to safety.  Just take everything of value, leave nothing for the enemy.  I won’t fire the village, because I think a few well placed traps set here and there within the buildings would give them a little something to think about when they ride in here.”


“I like the way you think, Lieutenant,” Barker grinned.


“Let’s get to work.”


It took the residents about six hours to pack up what they could, placed in wagons, carts, or on the backs of Arcans that Kyven hated to let go…but there was little he could do for them right now.  While they did that, the scouts that the Mayor had put out encountered what they reported were scores of Arcans, but were really just four making a lot of noise and tormenting the clumsy scouts just a little bit.  One of the scouts did eventually find the scene they’d set up and reported it back to the Mayor, which the scouts reported as a massacre of Loreguard soldiers, which Kyven said had to have been from his patrol, either being chased off or lured into the forest, where they were killed.  The mayor and Kyven went out to the scent, which was just as gory and horrific as Kyven had ordered it to be.  There was blood and bits of flesh everywhere, about two rods of purple entrails hanging from a tree, and an eyeball sitting on a small rock.  The mayor vomited almost immediately upon taking in the scene, but Kyven paced along the edge of the small clearing, seeming to study the horrific red stained grass.  He knelt down and picked up a button, then clutched it in his hand.  “My unit,” he growled, then he jumped to his feet.  “Back to the village!  We have to get out of here!”

“What kind of monsters could do that to a man?” the mayor asked in a weak tone as they hurried back along the path leading to the village.


“It had to be the Arcans we saw, creating that diversion my commander mentioned, trying to scare you into calling for the army to come to Foggy Peak.  And for them to do that to men as good as mine, there has to be hundreds of them.”


“Well, it would have worked,” the mayor stated, wiping his mouth.


“They’ll attack the village when they realize we’re not taking the bait, forcing us to play the hand,” Kyven said.  “So we have to get out of here, Mayor, as fast as possible.  I don’t think I can protect the entire village alone.”

After the six hours, Kyven was quite unhappy with the pace of things.  The villagers wanted to all but dig their houses out of the ground and haul them off with them.  The idea that it was supposed to be an emergency evacuation was lost on them, so he spurred them along with a little illusory reinforcement.  He created audial illusions, sounds of howling, baying, growling, the rustle of many trees to make it sound like there was an entire army of Arcans moving to surround the village.  He let that unsettle them, then he added illusions of shadowy Arcan shapes moving in the trees just outside the village.  That got the reaction he wanted, causing the frightened villagers to speed things up considerably.  Kyven paced and barked commands while the villagers got moving, telling them over and over to go straight for Rallan and not to stop unless it was life and death…because stopping very well might get them killed.

When the last of the villagers was finally on the move, the mayor rode up to where Kyven was standing by a crystalcutter’s shop, his eyes even in the illusion showing a little wistful nostalgia.  “Lieutenant, we’ve got everyone going.  It’s going to take you a little time to get up to the front.”


“I’m not going anywhere, mayor,” he said in a pleasant tone, turning around.


“Sir, you can’t fight them all yourself!” he protested.


“I’m not going to fight anyone, Mayor Barker,” he replied, reaching down and taking off his boots, one by one.  The move confused the mayor, who turned his horse to get a better position.  “You’d best get going.  You’ll be safe in Rallan.”


“You’re worrying me a little, Lieutenant.”


“Nothing to worry about,” he said, reaching up and touching his chest, while under the illusion he put his fingers to his amulet.  He dismissed the illusion even as he changed, and the Mayor gasped in shock and nearly fell off his horse as the human Loreguard officer was replaced by a black-furred Arcan.  The mayor’s eyes widened and he very nearly lost control of his bladder when he realized that his horse was standing not ten rods from the infamous black fox Shaman.  “Now get back to your villagers, Mayor.  They’re going to need you on the trip to Rallan,” Kyven said, his eyes glowing a steady emerald.

“S-S-Shaman!” the mayor screamed, then sawed his horse’s reins and galloped away.  Kyven just watched the man gallop away, joining the tail end of the caravan heading for Rallan.  A few men armed with old muskets looked to turn around to try to kill him, but just the sight of the Shaman standing there, calm and cool and staring at them, made them lose their nerve, and they hurried back to the tail end of the host.


Kyven took a talker out of his uniform and turned it on.  “Danvers.”


The answer was almost immediate.  “Yes, Shaman?”


“Foggy Peak is empty.  The Loreguard ordered the civilians to Rallan, and I just helped them along.  The Loreguard flat out said that the attack here is nothing but a diversion.  You’d better warn DeVaur that they know he’s coming, and they’ll probably be all kinds of ready for him.”


“I’ll relay it,” Danvers replied.  “Our advance scouts are about four hours out from the village.  Poke around and see if there’s anything we can use there.”


“We can do that.  Did Lucky make it back?”


“He’s almost back.  The scouts found him about two hours ago, and a couple are helping him bring those horses in.  And they’ve already duplicated about twenty of those new rifles, the Shaman say they’re much easier to duplicate than the long rifles.”


“I’ll keep my long rifle, thank you,” Kyven said with a chuckle.  “I bet it’s far more accurate.”

“At range, yes, but for Arcans, those shorter rifles are almost perfect,” Danvers replied.  “Since the entire idea for Arcans is to get close, that added accuracy isn’t as important as it is for our line infantry and cavalry.”


“True.  We should have plenty of time to split the army and send the Arcans that can’t fight into the frontier, as well as get a little rest.  I get the feeling that DeVaur’s going to get bogged down, and we can’t get too far ahead of him.”


“True enough,” Danvers agreed.


Kyven called in the others with an illusory flare of light over the village, then he got to work.  He and his nannies and Lightfoot went through the buildings, taking out anything the army could use, as well as deciding to convert the village’s common building into a command post for Danvers.  Almost every village in the Free Territories had one, which served as an office for the Mayor, a meeting place for the Village Council, and a place for village assemblies, usually outside by the building.  They had a common building here as well, which looked like it served as a combination school and church, but it would be perfect for Danvers to set out his maps and strategize with his advising officers.


At sunset, the army arrived.  Kyven was sitting beside the common building at a little fire pit they had there with the others, Sirra and Dauro laying idly by the fire, a deer roasting over the fire for Danvers’ benefit.  Danvers rode up atop Strider and looked down at them, then chuckled.  “And here I thought you’d be hard at work.”

“We all deserve a little rest once in a while,” he replied.  “Come on over and have some venison, it should be done.”


“At least you remembered to cook it,” he grinned.


“Only for you, Wilson,” Kyven replied dryly.  “But I won’t be here long.  I need one of those new rifles.  I’m going to take it to Danna for the army to duplicate.”


“George, go get one of the original rifles they brought back,” Danvers ordered one of his captains.


“Yessir,” he replied, then turned his horse and cantered back towards the main host, which was still flowing into the village.


Kyven did show Danvers around, showed him the building to set up his command post, then watched as the army began to settle in.  There were far too many to fit in the 37 buildings of the village, so the buildings went to the officers while the army set up camp in the large clearing east of the village, the road to Rallan winding down the hill.  They didn’t just set up their tents, however, for Danvers ordered them to dig in, build fortifications at the edge of the tents and around the village, to protect against a possible counter-attack.  To the west were a few mines, all but one abandoned, so Lightfoot told Danvers when she described the local terrain, and Danvers had that single mine investigated and any raw crystals found in carts or easily pulled from the walls brought back and put with their inventory.  Hunting parties were sent out, and everyone settled into the routine of building camp and digging trenches.

After they army got started, Kyven took one of the smaller rifles and entered the shadow world.  He cast about, looking for Danna, and found her almost immediately.  She walked through a shadow for a moment, and that was all he needed.  He took all of two steps and converged a gateway back into the real world, paused a moment for anyone on the other side to take notice of it, then stepped through even as he willed it to pass over him.  He stepped out into a small clearing that he recognized almost immediately, for it was at the edge of what Kyven would call Atan’s territory.  It was at the base of a shallow cut in the side of one of the taller hills west of the village, where a runoff stream flowed when it rained but was dry otherwise.  There was a small clearing at the base of that cut, and that was where Danna was, sitting atop her horse with Firetail standing by it, pointing at a wagon and barking orders.  It was one of the supply wagons they’d brought from Haven, part of the logistics of moving an army.  There was a loose string of wagons just like that one trailing all the way back to Vanguard, bringing in food, supplies, uniforms, and raw materials.  There were similar supply lines running back from DeVaur’s army and the Loreguard army, because an army usually couldn’t survive on simple forage the way Danvers’ army was.  Then again, their army was much smaller than these other armies, and they’d been looting plantations all but overflowing with food on top of the meat brought in by the hunters.


“Kyven!” Danna said happily, giving him a toothy smile.


“I see you’re almost there,” he said as he approached.


“We should be in Atan tomorrow morning,” she replied.  “Then we dig in like there’s no tomorrow and send out the regiments to take and hold the passes and villages.”


“Firetail, can you call in the Shaman who mainly duplicate things?” he asked.  “We captured something you absolutely have to have.”  He held up the short rifle.

“Another Briton gun?” Danna asked.


He nodded.  “We killed a mounted patrol armed with these rifles.  This one’s easier to duplicate, and easier for the Arcans to carry on the move.  It’s not as accurate as the long rifles, but as Danvers pointed out, that’s not as much of an issue for Arcans.”


“Both are useful,” Firetail said.  “Even an army that prefers close quarters should be able to fight effectively from a distance.”


“Well said,” Kyven said.  “These use the same bullets as the long rifles, so there’s no worry about running out of ammo.”


He warned Danvers and the others he’d be staying the night, then he sat down with Firetail and Danna and had a nice dinner.  Firetail cooked Danna’s meat, both since Danna refused to eat it raw and Danna liked her cooking.  They caught him up on the march from Deep River to Atan, how their scouts had watched the Loreguard army march out from a distance, and how a group had followed Taggan Wild and a small group that had run for Two Rivers to report the shocking news to the Loremasters.  He told them about the upcoming battle between the Loreguard and the combined Flauren and Georvan armies, how DeVaur was going to march right into the throat of stiff resistance all because he’d had his ego bruised.


They weren’t alone for long.  At the end of the meal. Kyven sensed someone moving around in the shadow world, and both he and Danna looked over at the same time as a shadow gateway converged at the edge of their small clearing.  Nightfall stepped out, and Kyven had to laugh when Toby staggered out behind her, stumbling about woozily, his face looking like he was struggling to keep his stomach.  “Ayah,” he burped menacingly, which just made Nightfall give him an amused look.  “That wasn’t a fun trip.”


“I told you,” was all Nightfall said, pushing some of her thick fan of black hair back over her shoulder.


“Teaching him?” Kyven asked.


“She can shadow walk?” Danna asked in surprise.


Kyven nodded.  “She figured it out yesterday.  Well, since you two are here, stay.  I could use your help, Toby.”

“Sho’.  What’s up?”


“We’re going into Atan tonight,” he replied.  “I want to look it over, and we’re going to assess the Loreguard for Danna so she knows what’s going on.”


“Sho’, Ah can do that, mah friend,” he replied, standing back up and looking much better.  “Ah’d rather stay heah than go back in theah anyway,” he growled, his accent worsening, which made Nightfall chuckle.


“You get used to it,” Kyven told him.  “By the way.  Danna, this is Nightfall.  Nightfall, this is General Danna Pannen of the Arcan army.”


“The other female,” Nightfall said with a nod.  “Kyven thinks highly of you.”


“He complements you as well,” Danna said, a bit guardedly.  No doubt images of Umbra were rolling through Danna’s head at that moment.  Umbra and Danna had fought like rabid cats, so Kyven was fairly sure that Danna wasn’t going to be all that friendly to Nightfall, at least not at first.


“Well, come come, sit with us,” Firetail smiled.  “I haven’t seen you in a while, Toby.  That fur fits you well.”


Toby laughed.  “Ah’m gettin’ used tah it,” he replied, patting his bare chest; both he and Nightfall were naked.


Danna watched Nightfall out of the corner of her eye, but the female was quiet and quite sedate, just watching and listening and learning, always learning.  She complemented Firetail on her cooking and listened to Danna and Firetail catch up with the hunter since he left Haven, content to sit at the edge of obvious interconnected relationships about the fire that didn’t include her.  When Firetail asked her questions, she answered calmly and completely, not trying to be deceptive or coy, and Kyven could see that the intelligence in her words had put Danna back a little bit.  Umbra was smart, in her way, but she talked like a hyper child most of the time.  Nightfall was calm and measured, and she was quite observant and sharp, asking several questions about the army and how it worked that made Danna’s furry brows raise.  Nightfall had learned a hell of  a lot about soldiering by hanging around Danvers and the command staff, and she showed that she knew how to apply what she’d learned.

Hardstep approached as they finished their meal, the big Shaman smiling broadly and all but crushing Kyven in a bear hug.  “We’ve duplicated the first of those new rifles, Firetail, General,” he reported.  “Jumper assures us they can have a few dozen ready by morning.  They’re much simpler than the longer rifles.”


“Alright, let’s give them to the advance units,” Danna said.  “Kyven, can you show them how to use them?”


“Easily,” he shrugged.  “Anyone trained to a long rifle can use the new one after about fifteen minutes, they just have to learn how to load them and get the hang of the bolt.  Everything else basically works the same.”


“How are they different?” Firetail asked.


“The short rifles load from underneath, not the side.  And the short rifles don’t have a reload lever, you have to work the bolt on top.  That ejects the spent cartridge and loads the next round.”


“Ayah, Ah think Ah’ll sit in and learn, Ah think Ah might want one of those new rifles.  They look easier to carry.”


“Then let’s get it done,” Kyven said.  “Brother, can you round up some of the ones that need to learn?”


“Certainly,” he answered, then rumbled off.


“Don’t fire them,” Danna warned.  “We’re too close to Atan, the Loreguard might hear the shots.”


Kyven nodded.  “They don’t have to actually shoot them to learn how they work.  Come on, Toby.  You and Nightfall have something very special to do.”


“What?”


“Subdue Atan without killing a single man.  The three of us are going to go there.  I’ll explain it when we start for the village.”


It took about an hour for them to round up a class, get the rifles that had just been duplicated and oiled, then show them how they worked.  Kyven hadn’t actually fired one, but he’d seen them in use, and knew how they worked from playing with them after capturing them from the patrol.  He showed the group of about fifty Arcans how to load them, then explained the bolt action to them, stressing that they had to make damn sure they locked the bolt before they tried to shoot it.  He didn’t know what would happen if someone tried to shoot without pulling the bolt lever down after pulling it back into the ready position, and he didn’t want to know.


After training the class, who would then train anyone else who needed to learn, Kyven, Toby, and Nightfall stalked off into the young night, heading for Atan.  Nightfall would investigate the mines and perimeter of the village, looking for defensive fortifications and traps, while Toby checked the village proper.  Kyven was going to just walk in and call a council meeting, tell them what was going on, and see where the chips fell.  Toby’s job after he checked the village would be to capture any council members that ran for the Loreguard once they found out that the Arcans were coming.  It was a rather underhanded thing to do, but Kyven was an underhanded sort of person.

As he walked into the village under an illusion, however, eyed warily by several Loreguard soldiers standing at the village entrance, he felt a pang of nostalgia roll through him.  He stepped onto the main thoroughfare, Sun Street, down which the shop where he’d grown up and learned his trade was located, he looked around even as he dismissed his illusion and sadly realized that Atan was doomed.  It had many craftsmen, but its lifeblood was the mines.  When the mines were played out, when they couldn’t find any more deposits, then Atan would wither away and die.  Men, women, families, generations of families would have their entire history vanish, almost overnight, and be forced to either move down into the Blue Valley and take up farming, or pack up and move away.  The miners, he knew, would try other mining villages, maybe even take up prospecting in the less traveled areas, desperate to find more crystals, desperate to take up their livelihood, which was both harsh and demanding.  Some of them might even take up mining other things, like coal or iron ore, since both were quite useful and well in demand.  But there was no coal anywhere near Atan.  The coal in the Smoking Mountains was to the southwest, on the other side of the range, so those miners would have to leave, establish a new village deep in the mountains, to try their hand at mining coal.  Mining was all men like his father had ever known, and without it, they wouldn’t know what to do.


Men like Virren and Timble, however….  Kyven sighed.  The craft of crystalcutting was truly doomed.  When the natural crystals were gone, there would only be Shaman-made crystals, and those didn’t really need to be cut with any real skill.  Timble and the apprentices, and men like them all up and down Noraam, they would see their income and their prestige evaporate.  They would be men with skills that no longer mattered, and too old to learn another craft.  They would become manual laborers, farmhands, taking any job they could find just to survive, and no doubt bitterly remembering the power and prestige they once had as being one of the most important trade craftsmen in Noraam.  A crystalcutter ranked only under an alchemist when it came to prestige.  Ironically, the alchemists would survive.  Even if there were only Shaman-made crystals left, the ability to build alchemical devices would always be in demand.  While the number of alchemists would drop sharply due to the lack of crystals, the trade itself would survive.  And those alchemists that left the trade had all the skills they needed to be excellent blacksmiths, so they could simply change trades and start making horseshoes and knives and other iron implements.  The blacksmiths wouldn’t like the sudden swarm of alchemists applying for entry into the Blacksmith, Silversmith, and Artificer’s Guild, but the alchemists would survive the coming changes relatively unscathed.  They wouldn’t have starving families and be forced to do humiliating work far beneath their skills like the cutters would.


Atan was doomed.  How long would the village last?  Ten years?  Twenty?  Would the people who left here remember the village and the friends and the society they had after five years gone, or would they simply melt into their new communities and try to forget the past?  It was a melancholy train of thought.  It was here, walking the streets of the village he had called home, that the true impact of what was coming finally hit him.  The humans, their entire way of life, it was about to be disrupted…maybe even destroyed.  Thousands, tens of thousands, they were going to die in the war.  And ten times that number were going to die in the famine and pestilence that stalked in on the heels of that war, once the Arcans were gone and humanity had to fend for itself.  How many of the people he knew in this village were going to starve to death?  How many would die of the pox, or the red fever?  An entire way of life was on the brink of extinction, and humanity would be forced to embrace a new way, or wither away and die.  And if they did, the Arcans would simply move into Noraam and take it over, and the entire civilization that once existed here would perish from the earth. Oh, humanity would survive across the Angry Sea in Eusica and Fria, but an entire branch of human civilization would be gone.

And it would all be on his shoulders.  He was the one stirring up the war, he was the one his spirit had sent to get it all started in the first place.  In the end, it might come down to the destruction of the human civilization of Noraam being wholly and completely his responsibility.  That was a grim thought, but it didn’t sway him that much.  It would be a tragedy and would probably stain his soul for eternity, but it just had to be done.  Humanity couldn’t go on like this, not when they did it treading on the skulls of the Arcans they slaughtered.  The civilization of Noraam was built on slavery and pain and cruelty, and while he would feel forever marked for bringing about the destruction of an entire people and maybe a million lives lost because of him, he could not mourn the loss of the society those people represented.  The way the humans on Noraam treated Arcans was evil, and that evil had to be confronted and destroyed.


No matter the cost.


“Kyven?  Kyven Steelhammer!” Ingram Blackanvil said with quiet voice but an excited grin, rushing up and shaking Kyven’s hand.  Ingram was a blacksmith, the best one in the village, and the only one in the village that had his own forge to produce iron stock and specialty equipment.  Ingram’s forge could produce musket barrels, pig iron, and produced cast iron stoves many in the village used for both heating and cooking, those who couldn’t afford alchemical stoves and heaters, anyway.

“Hello, Master Ingram,” Kyven said with a calm, gentle voice, patting the man’s huge, burn-scarred hand.  “How have you been?”


“Both busy and not.  What are you doing here?  The Loremasters are hunting for you!  I saw a wanted poster for you when I went to Avannar on guild business!”


“Oh, I’m sure they are,” he said with a rueful smile.  “They’d like nothing better than to hang me over a fire and slow roast me for a couple of days.”


“Whatever did you do, Kyven?” he asked.


“I’ll explain it later.  Master Ingram, would you be so kind as to do me a favor?”


“Surely.”


“Would you go around and gather up all the men on the council and have them meet me in the Crystal Chimes?  Wake them up if you have to.  There’s something we need to talk about.”

Ingram gave him a suddenly serious look.  “Well, I guess I can do that, Kyven.  You’re officially calling council?”

“Yes.  And I appreciate it, Master Ingram.” Kyven patted him fondly on the shoulder, then turned and walked down the street, heading in the direction of the Crystal Chimes.


Junni smiled broadly and all but ran up to him when he stepped in, and he gave her a smile and patted her arm.  He told her that the council was coming, and they needed to pull some tables together.  It took a little rearranging with some of the patrons already there, many of whom tried to get Kyven to sit with them and tell him where he’d been, but they got a little curious when Junni and Gorvath helped him move tables to bunch them around the stage.  The council members started showing up in singles and pairs, and Virren and Timble rushed in soon after they started.  Timble gave him a rough hug and happy greeting, and Virren shook his hand.  “Why didn’t you tell us you were back, Kyv?” Timble asked with a laugh.


“I just arrived, as in just a few minutes ago.  I’m glad you’re here.  Did Ingram come get you?”


Virren nodded.  “He said you called council.  That it was important.  Since you’re technically on the council, they can’t just blow it off.”  Any council member could call council, at any time, and the other council members were expected to show up when it happened.  “What’s going on?”


“I’ll explain it when the council gets here,” he replied.  “Will the Loreguard try to crash the meeting?”


“I doubt it.  They hang out at the Three Boars, Gorvath discourages them from coming here because they get too rowdy.”


“How many of them are here?”


“A couple hundred,” Timble replied.  “They’re camped out up the mining road a bit, where the pens used to be.”  Those pens were empty now.  Most of the Arcans had been sold, or stolen by Virren’s agents.  There were only about twenty Arcans left in the village, and they were mainly house servants that were kept all but under lock and key by their fearful owners.


“Alright.  There is something I want both of you to know, right now,” he said with a grim look.  “When you get back to your shops, either pack up and leave, or get in the cellar.”


Virren scowled, and Timble looked a bit nervous.  “That’s it, then?”


Kyven nodded gravely.


“Shit.  I thought we had more time,” Timble grunted.


“Time’s up, Tim,” Kyven sighed.


The rest of the council ambled in over about a half an hour, and once they were all there, he had Gorvath bar the door before he got up on the stage.  “Thanks for everyone coming so quickly,” he said.


“What’s going on, Kyv?” Torvik asked.


“About two minars west, there’s an army of Arcans camped,” he replied with a steady look.  “They’re going to attack the Loreguard stationed in the village just before dawn.”  The men started shouting and calling out, but he quelled them with a few sharp shouts and raising his hands.  “They’re not here to attack the village,” he stressed.  “They’re after the Loreguard.”


“How the hell do you know that, Kyven?” Yevn demanded.


“Because I’m part of that army,” he said simply.  “I came ahead to scout out the Loreguard and warn the village, so no villagers get caught up in it.”


“You?  You’re helping Arcans?” Gardner Bell boomed.


“Yes, I’m helping the Arcans, Master Gardner,” Kyven replied evenly, staring right at him.  “I’ve been out in the world.  I’ve seen what’s really going on, and when this war started, I chose the side I thought was in the right.  You gentlemen have no idea what the Loremasters are really doing, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes.  They’ve betrayed all of Noraam.”


That made the men grumble and glare, but none of them shouted him down or tried to leave…at least not yet.  “I’d like to know how you came to that conclusion, Kyven,” Tenn Chandler said in his soft voice.


“I can explain it in detail later, if that’s what you want,” he replied.  “But for right now, let’s focus on what’s about to happen.  The Arcans don’t want to hurt any of the villagers, so they want you to stay off the streets and under good cover.  In cellars, in the middle of houses, so a stray musket ball can’t come through a wall and hurt someone.  We need to spread the word, but we have to do it quietly.  If the Loreguard get word of what’s about to happen, they’re going to dig in.  And what’s worse, they may take up positions in the houses and force the Arcans to come in or burn the houses down.  That won’t just get innocent people killed, it’s going to do serious damage to the village.”

“Why shouldn’t we warn the Loreguard?” Plavis Handspan snapped.


“Because they’re going to get wiped out no matter what happens, and I don’t want to see the village where I grew up wiped out with them,” Kyven said bluntly.  “There are close to two hundred thousand Arcans coming east, Master Plavis.  Didn’t you notice all the deer and other animals fleeing towards the valley?  The approaching Arcans have flushed them out of the forest.”


“That’s impossible!” Yevn shouted.  “There aren’t that many Arcans up here, and all the ones rebelling are down in Carin and Georvan!”


“I can take you to them, if you want,” Kyven offered.  “I’ll show them to you.  When you see that army, you’ll all admit that they’re going to defeat the Loreguard and take the village.”


“You said take the village,” Ingram grunted.  “For what?”


“Their plan is to take and hold the east edge of the mountains to prevent the Loreguard from marching west,” Kyven answered.  “Atan is at the end of the road from Avannar itself, so this is a very important strategic position.  Whoever holds Atan controls the path through the mountains west of here.  It’s not really a pass, but there is a way through the mountains between here and Deep River.  I know, I’ve traveled it myself.  The Arcans know about it, and so does the Loreguard.  They’re defending that route by holding its eastern terminus.


“So, the Arcans intend to capture and hold the village, but they don’t want to hurt any of the citizens,” he told them.  “When they get here, you’ll find the Arcans to be polite and careful.  They’re not going to barge into your houses, they’re not going to steal your food or your things, and if you want to leave, they’ll let you go.”

“Well, I don’t believe you!” Plavis shouted, standing up.


“Believe him, Plavis,” Virren said in a calm voice.  “He’s telling the truth.”


“How would you know?”


“Because,” he said, then he sighed.  “Because I’m part of the Masked.”


There was a collective gasp that rippled across the room.


“I’ve been in contact with the Arcan army approaching Atan for over a month,” he declared simply.  “Those Arcans aren’t the ones we’ve been hearing rumors about, the ones freed from farms and villages. These are different Arcans.  All the Arcans over the years that have escaped and fled into the mountains are coming back, and they’re part of that army.”


“Ain’t no way Arcans could pull off shit like that,” Plavis snapped.


“They’re being led by a human,” Kyven replied calmly.  “I’m not the only human in that army that’s coming, Master Plavis.  We know what the Loremasters are doing, and we’re trying to stop them.”


“What are they doing, then?” the mayor asked, finally speaking up.


“Simply put, they’re trying to take over all of Noraam, dissolve the kingdoms, and rule the continent the way the great ancients did,” he replied.  “That’s what all these Loreguard are all about, gentlemen.  Ask yourself this very simple question.  If the Loremasters weren’t expecting to go to war, why are there so many Loreguard soldiers now?  I know you’ve heard the rumors.  Tens of thousands of them camped at Riyan, and even more to the south.  Why do the Loremasters need so many soldiers unless they intended to use them?”

“They’re using them against the Arcans,” Plavis reasoned.  “Ain’t you heard?  There’s some Arcan rebellion down in Carin!”


“And what about the Flaurens?  Didn’t you hear rumors of them?”


Plavis frowned.


“They’re true.  The Flaurens, Georvans, and Alamari are marching north to attack Avannar.  They found out what the Loremasters were doing, and they’ve declared war.  The Flaurens captured Cheston, and now they’re about to attack the Loreguard who are forted up east of Rallan on their way north. The Arcans you’ve heard about are actually part of the allied armies led by the Flaurens.  The Masked have their own army down there helping the Flaurens, and it’s them that’s been freeing the Arcans from farms and arming them to fight against the Loreguard.”


That made quite a few of the men grumble and talk among themselves.


“The Flaurens and their allies are going to destroy the Loremasters for breaking the alliance,” Kyven summarized.  “The Flaurens are marching north, and I’ve found out that the northern kingdoms are marching south.  Avannar is going to be wiped off the face of Noraam,” he declared calmly.  “The Loremasters broke the alliance and tried to take over all of Noraam, but they were found out before they could execute their plan.  Now the twelve kingdoms are coming after them, and they won’t stop until Avannar is a smoking ruin.”

“How’d you find all this out, Kyven?” the mayor asked.


Kyven sighed.  “Because I’ve been in the middle of it since I moved to Avannar,” he replied.  “I’m also part of the Masked, Your Honor.  They sent me to Avannar to help find out what was going on, using my cutting skills as a front to shelter the spies inside my shop.  That’s why I took no apprentices, which I’m sure most of you thought was very strange, I didn’t want any of my boys mixed up in something so dangerous.  I’ve seen all the documents with my own eyes, Your Honor.  The Loremasters betrayed all of Noraam, and now every one of the twelve kingdoms are coming to destroy them for it.  Every single kingdom declared war on them, gentlemen, from Menn to Alamar.  And I hate to say it, but most of the war will be fought right here in the Free Territories.  The Loreguard control the territories, and the kingdoms have to march through them to reach Avannar.  The free Arcans hate the Loremasters even more than the kingdoms do, and they’ve thrown their lot in with the kingdoms.  That’s why they’re going to attack the Loreguard in the morning.  The mining villages up and down the Smoke Mountains are the keystone of the Loremasters’ overall strategy, so they’re going to take them to keep them out of enemy hands.”

“Free Arcans?  What kind of shit story is that, Kyven?” Plavis asked.


“Like Master Virren said, all the Arcans that escaped over the years fled west, over the mountains, where there aren’t very many humans,” he replied.  “They joined together and formed their own community using the skills they were taught while they were slaves.  But with the Loremasters invading their territory, they had to respond.  When the Loreguard marched over the mountains, they met the Arcans at the town of Deep River.  I’m sure all of you heard about them marching out of Riyan a month or so ago?” he asked, and saw a couple of nods.  “Half of them chased the Masked that had freed all the Arcans they gathered to be the slave labor for the expedition, the other half went on with their plan and went over the mountains.  Their job was to build a city at the point where the Deep River and Great Snake river meet, so they could control both rivers,” he explained.  “That was the first step of the Loremasters’ plan to take over Noraam.  The alliance specifically prohibits the Loremasters from controlling any city or territory other than Avannar, and yet they were going to build a new city of their own over on the other side of the mountains.”


“What use would that be?” the mayor asked.  “Nobody lives out there.”


“It makes perfect sense if you know what the Loremasters knew, Your Honor.  See, the crystals are running out.  Within two years, there won’t be enough crystals to meet the demand.  And ten years after that, there will be barely any crystals left.”


There was a long, startled silence in the room.  “But, but, that’s impossible!” Lomax Deepdriller barked, one of the major mine operators in Atan.


“Is it?  Why have the mines been playing out, Master Lomax?  They’ve been playing out for a while now, and the whole village knew it.  Why haven’t you found new deposits yet?  I know you’ve been looking.  When you do find deposits of shocked bedrock, there’s either no crystals or so few that they’re almost not worth the effort to mine them out.  Well, that same scenario is playing up and down the Smoke Mountains.  The southern edges of the chain have already seen their mines dry up, down in Georvan.  The only place where there are deposits of any size left are right here in the Free Territories, and the Loremasters knew it.  That’s why taking and holding the mining villages in the territories is the most critical thing we need to do, to deny them from the Loremasters.  Our little village and the others up and down the chain, like Darkhollow and Cumber, they’re now the most important places in Noraam, because they’re the only places left still producing crystals in any quantity.


“And now, look at the other side of it.  Look at all the alchemical devices we have now.  I think everyone in this room has at least two.  Every one of them needs a crystal.  Now multiply that by all the people that live in Noraam, from Menn to Alamar.  We’re even exporting alchemical devices to Eusica in exchange for their goods.  That’s millions of crystals we’re using up every year.  Those crystals don’t just grow under the ground, gentlemen.  Any miner worth his pick knows that.  They’re deposits, just like coal or iron ore.  And we’ve used up almost all the deposits that are easy to get at.  From here out, it’s going to take a lot of effort and a lot of money to find crystals, and it’ll just get harder and harder and harder, until there are none left.

“What this means to the Loremasters is that they were going to take over the mining villages to protect what crystals are left.  That’s why the Loreguard marched in here and took over the village, gentlemen.  They weren’t protecting you against wild Arcans, they were preparing to hold the village against the kingdoms when they finally realized what was going on and moved to capture the villages for themselves.  Why do you think they’re building all those fortifications?  And why are the heaviest ones facing east, gentlemen?  If they were just protecting you against wild Arcans, would they even need fortifications?  And why are they defending the road leading back to Noraam?  Arcans would attack from the forest to the west, using the trees as cover.  Only a human army would march up here on the road.


“As far as the Loreguard invading Arcan territory goes, they were going to build that city out on the Great Snake River because they were going to try to build an alchemical machine that makes crystals, and keep it well out of Noraam proper where nobody could easily get at it.  The Loreguard would see any armies marching west a long way off and be ready for them, and they’d control the river, preventing a naval power like Nurys or Flaur from coming up the river to attack their city.  They’d build that machine, then use those crystals and their stranglehold on the mines to conquer the twelve kingdoms, starve the kingdoms of crystals until they couldn’t fight against the Loreguard anymore.  And the kingdoms would be too busy putting down constant Arcan rebellions because there would be no more crystals for their collars to be able to put up much organized resistance,” he finished grimly.  “The kingdoms would be in chaos, starving and at war from within, fighting each other over every crumb of bread, while the kingdom’s armies would be attacking anyone and everyone they thought had reserves of crystals.  And all that would let the Loreguard just march in and take over.”

He let them talk a moment, absorbing that information, then he spoke again.  “So, that’s why what’s going on is going on, gentlemen, and why there’s an army of Arcans camped on your western border.  They’re going to attack in the morning and drive the Loreguard out.  After that, they’ll occupy the village.  They won’t interfere in the village’s daily routine any more than absolutely necessary, but I’ll tell you right now that they’ll free any slave Arcans they find in the village.  If you want to stay, they’ll let you stay.  If you want to leave, they’ll let you leave.  But if you do leave, for the love of the Father, do not go to Avannar.  Remember, the kingdoms are marching to destroy it.  If you want to leave, either go north to Two Rivers or go south to Charlotte’s Town, they should be out of the path of the armies.  Stay clear of Avannar and the territory around it.”

There were a few startled shouts when a billowing cloud of shadow manifested on the stage behind Kyven, then it converged into a gateway.  Nightfall stepped out of it calmly, then she stopped and looked at all the men gaping at her.  A few of the men had their hands down, reaching for knives or pistols.  “Calm down!” Kyven shouted, raising his hands.  “She’s not an enemy.”


“She’s a Shaman!” someone screamed, and Kyven had to shout again to stop the impending riot and potential lynching.


“No, she’s not a Shaman,” Kyven called.  “Nightfall, that was very bad timing,” he said darkly.


She gave him a slight smile.  “I’m sorry, Kyven.  We’ve completed our scouts.”


“Good enough.  Go back to Toby, and the two of you kill every Loreguard officer you can find, but do it quietly.  And I hate to say it, but Loremaster Gint has to be taken out as well.  Capture him if you can, kill him if you must.  That should keep them confused when the time comes.”


“Of course,” she nodded, then she stepped back into the shadow and vanished.


“Who are you, Kyven, to say a thing like that?” Torvik asked, giving him a look like the man had never seen him before.


“I’m a soldier now, old friend,” he answered grimly.  “Loremaster Gint is a good and kind man, but at this moment, he is an enemy of us all.  To protect both this village and the Arcans, he has to be neutralized.  I’d rather not kill him, but I will if I have to.”


“Son, you’ve said a whole lot here, but I haven’t heard anything yet that’s going to make me side with you,” the mayor told him.  “And now we see that you’ve brought a Shaman into this village.”


“She’s not the Shaman here, Your Honor,” Kyven said wearily.  “The things the Loremasters have said about the Shaman are all lies.  They’re not what they say they are.”


“How would you know?” Plavis sneered.


“Because I am the Shaman here, Master Plavis.  Not her.  Me.”

They all went dead silent, staring at him.  No sane man would say a thing like that, so they had to believe it, if only for the sheer audacity of him saying it.  For an irrational moment, with all those accusing stares, disbelieving stares leveled at him, he felt…ashamed.  These weren’t random strangers.  He had grown up with these people, he had once been one of them.  But that feeling of shame, of judgment, it faded quickly as his pride in who he was and what it meant roared into the forefront of his mind.  He had chosen his path, and he would never be ashamed of that decision.  He stood up straight, looking at them all with quiet dignity.  “I am a Shaman,” he declared in a strong voice.  “Everything the Loremasters have said about the Shaman are all lies.  I know, because I know them from the inside.  They aren’t evil.  Truth be told, they care about us humans as much as they do about the Arcans, because the spirits we serve care about you,” Kyven told him.  “As far as we know, I’m the only human Shaman alive, and that puts me in a unique position to do things no other Shaman can do, because I’m not an Arcan.  Come now, I’m sure you heard the rumors about me,” he said, looking Plavis in the eyes.  “That my shop was burned down and they put me in the Black Keep.”


“That’s why I was surprised to see you,” Ingram chuckled.


“That happened,” he admitted.  “And the other rumors that I escaped?”


“Those weren’t rumors,” Ingram said.  “I saw a wanted poster for you myself.”

“And you heard the rumors of the black fox Shaman?”


“That was the black fox Shaman,” the mayor called.  “The one that attacked the Loremasters.  They killed him.  They came and said that the black fox was using your name.”

“Actually, I’m the black fox Shaman.  It was my disguise in Avannar so the Loremasters didn’t know they were dealing with a human Shaman. My totem—nevermind,” he said, seeing their startled expressions.  “But that’s the simple truth.  I’m a human Shaman, and I’m doing what I can to protect the people of Noraam from a grave threat.  I doubt any of you will believe me, though.  All you’ll see is a Shaman, and give not one whit of thought to anything else,” he said, looking around, and seeing quite a few hostile or malevolent stares, and the hottest of them all came from Master Torvik.

“As crazy as that sounds, I don’t believe you, Kyven,” the mayor said bluntly.


Kyven opened his eyes to the spirits, then he channeled lightning between his hands.  The men gasped and jerked back when they saw the arcs of electricity dancing between Kyven’s fingers.  “No matter what you believe, Your Honor, this is the simple truth.  I left the village not because I wanted to prospect or explore before taking over the shop, but because I’m a Shaman,” he declared.  “I’ve been able to see spirits since the day my mother died.  My father told me to never tell anyone about it, that you’d think I was either insane or Touched, so I kept to myself, always stayed quiet, didn’t dare get too friendly with anyone else I’d accidentally tell them about what I could see.  I thought I was going mad before they found me, seeing strange things, seeing the spirits, seeing the shadow fox always sitting, always watching me.  When Aven died from the Touch, it should have been me.  The shadow fox lured me out of the path of that Touched Arcan, and it passed me by.  I got drunk that night, and I told Virren about what I could see.  Well, Virren is part of the Masked, he recognized what I was seeing, and he called a Shaman to come and see if I was crazy or if I was a Shaman.  I left the village the next day, and out there in the real world, gentlemen, I learned the truth about who and what I am.

“I am a Shaman of the shadow fox,” he declared, almost defiantly, sweeping his gaze through the room.  “She is my totem spirit, and I follow her.”  He closed his eyes to the spirits and lowered his hands.  “Now, is there anyone in this room that has anything to say about that?”


“Damn right I have something to say about that,” Torvik snapped, jumping to his feet.  “You’ve sold your soul to the demons!”


Torvik took a step back when Kyven laughed, almost ruefully.  “If it were any other Shaman up here, I’d have told you how wrong you are, Torvik,” he said with a slight smile.  “The spirit I serve is not a very nice spirit, to say otherwise to be an insult to her, but I serve her because she needs me.  That’s what we Shaman do, Master Torvik.  We serve those who need us, no matter who they are, whether they love us or they hate us.  The Arcans were in need, and so the Arcan Shaman came to be.  Well, now the humans are in need, and here I am.  I’m not entirely sure how I’m going to serve you quite yet, but that’s because I’m not very wise,” he admitted honestly.  “I haven’t walked the path of the spirits long enough to have the wisdom to see where I fit into the design.  But I serve the people of Noraam, Master Torvik.  I serve you, I serve this village, I serve the Free Territories, I serve anywhere I am needed.  That is the way of the Shaman, and it is a good way.”

Torvik glared at him, right along with Plavis and about half the council.  Kyven sighed, not really expecting anything different, but still a bit stung by their rebuke.  These were men who knew him, knew him better than most, and now they looked at him as if they had no idea who he was…and if everything they remembered about him was nothing but a lie.  The only compassionate looks in the room were from Virren and Timble.  “But we’re not here to discuss me being a Shaman,” he said evenly.  “And I think we should break this up before the Loreguard get suspicious.  So, everyone just go home, but try to spread the word as quietly for everyone to stay in their homes and stay under cover until it’s over.  When the army gets here tomorrow, you’ll see for yourself that everything I’ve told you here tonight is true.”

They got up and filed out, most of them giving him evil looks, except for the mayor, who regarded him with new eyes.  He may hate what Kyven had said, but what he said and how he said it made the mayor see that he was not the young man they all remembered.  He was different now…and to Kyven, he was a better man.  Kyven patted Virren on the shoulder, giving him a rueful look.  “You shouldn’t have admitted it, Virren,” he said.


“My time here was more or less done anyway,” he shrugged.  “When the army leaves here, I’ll go with them.  I’ll leave my shop to my apprentices.”


“You realize half of them will run straight for the Loreguard,” Timble noted.


“I know,” he replied evenly.  “And when they get there, they’ll find quite a surprise waiting for them.  It was the easy way to weed out the troublemakers.”


“You planned this?” Timble asked.


Kyven nodded.  “Toby’s waiting for the council members who run for the Loreguard.  He’s going to capture them.  That way, we know which ones can’t be trusted.”  He looked away a moment.  “And he’s already made his first catch.  Let me go help him, then I have some things to do.  I’ll see you two later.”


“Be careful, Kyven.”


“I will,” he assured his friend, then he stalked out of the tavern and into the night.


After helping Toby round up the six council members that rushed for the Loreguard, Kyven left it to Toby and Nightfall to sort it out, since he had other appointments that night.  He shadow walked back to Avannar, and again lurked within Greggson’s office, seeing that the man was alone, writing on a piece of parchment.  Kyven stepped out of the shadows in the corner of his office, and Greggson immediately looked up, a pistol in his hand and half raised.  “You,” he all but sneered.


“Who else would it be?” Kyven asked, sitting on the chair across from the desk and putting his feet on the edge of the Councillar’s desk.  “DeVaur will probably attack tomorrow, he’s camped about five minars from the line your Loreguard have set just east of Durm,” he said lightly.  “And I have your first assignment.”

“Really?” Greggson asked, his eyelid twitching.


“Oh come now, Greggson, don’t back out on me now.  Remember, it’s your own neck you’re saving,” Kyven smiled, reaching into his belt and taking a folded piece of paper.  He flipped it onto the desk.  “You need to order the Loreguard at Riyan to march immediately to Stinger Bay and reinforce the town.  Instead of withdrawing them back to Avannar, I want you to move them out of the way.  They should be safe enough at Stinger Bay.”


“And why am I doing this?” he asked.


“Because we’re going to need those men after Avannar is destroyed,” he answered evenly.  “Both of us, I mean.  I’m not out here to slaughter the entirety of humanity, Greggson.  I want to save as many lives as I can while carrying out my plan.  I also don’t want DeVaur to wander too far off course.  If there’s a nice big garrison at Stinger Bay bristling with all those new guns you’ve managed to get in, then he’ll think twice about little detours and stay on the path.  I don’t want him getting here and finding Avannar burned to  the ground by the northern armies, which are on their way south.  They’ve already allied themselves, which is why Mallan hasn’t attacked yet,” he told Greggson with a slight smile.  “Once DeVaur gets here, the two sides will most likely form an alliance of convenience, then burn Avannar to the ground.  That’s about when I’ll pull you out of here,” he told the man.  “Just before the first probing attacks.  I can’t risk you getting killed.”


“So I can still work for you?”


“I won’t have any need for you after that, but I made a deal,” Kyven said simply.  “Shaman uphold their bargains.  I promised you I’d keep you alive, and I’ll do just that.  When it looks like things are going to get too hot around here, I’ll help you escape.  Until then, you’ll help set things up so the Loreguard and the kingdoms beat each other senseless.  That way, they won’t even think of trying to fight the Arcans.  Everyone will just limp home, the Arcans will withdraw, and everyone will be happy.  Well, maybe not happy.  More like too beaten up to feel like carrying on,” he smiled lightly.  “I found a nice plantation just north of Vickburrough, on the Great Snake River,” he told him.  “It’s a sugar plantation.  It’s fairly secluded, and it has potential to make some money if you manage it right.  That’s your retirement package, Greggson, just as I promised.”

“What you want, it’s not going to work,” he grunted, looking at the paper.  “You have no idea what kind of defenses we have here.”

“I’m fairly certain I can make good guesses,” Kyven replied evenly.  “Lots of death machines, more alchemical weapons than I could possibly count, rabidly fanatical defenders who will fight to the death, and so on and so on and so on,” he said, twirling his finger in a circle beside himself.  “You let me worry about that part of it, Greggson.  I brought Cheston to its knees, I can deal with Avannar.  After all, you can’t hide your defensive alchemy from me.  I can see everything,” he said with a knowing little smile. “But what do you care?  If I’m wrong, well, Avannar wins, you crush the armies of the twelve kingdoms, then you can just march out and take over without all those little games you were going to play up in the mountains.  I guess you wouldn’t need me to help you escape if you’re so convinced that you’re going to win.  So, the question is, why are you helping me now?” he asked pointedly, which made Greggson flinch.


“I grew up a farmhand, and I’ve come too far to risk everything and lose it all,” he replied, a bit lamely in Kyven’s opinion.  The man was not a good liar under pressure.  “If somehow the enemy does win, then I want to live, and I don’t want to be poor.  I never want to be poor again.”   

Well, he was honest about that much.  “And you won’t be,” he said, pulling a crystal from under his doublet.  “This should cover any costs you incur if you have to bribe people to carry out the orders.”


Greggson picked up the crystal and stared at it in a bit of surprise.  “I’ve never seen—“ he breathed, then snapped a gaze at Kyven.  “It’s true.  It’s really true.”


“That Shaman can make crystals?  It is,” Kyven nodded.  “Well, I can’t, but that’s me.  Other Shaman can.”  Kyven could almost see the wheels turning in the man’s mind.  “I wouldn’t advise it.”


Greggson flushed a bit, looking at him.  “Advise what?”


“Trying to capture a Shaman,” he said with a slight smile.  “They can only make crystals if they still have their powers, and if they still have their powers, well, they’ll kill anyone and everyone around them.  Remember, Greggykins, as far as Shaman go, I’m weak.  And you’ve seen what I can do,” he said, a bit grandly.  “You don’t want to lock horns with a strong Shaman.  If you survived the experience, you’d regret it.”


“I, I wasn’t thinking that.”


“Of course not,” Kyven murmured.  “I’ll be on my way now, Councillar.  Try to have those orders in place by tomorrow at sunset.  I don’t want anything shiny distracting DeVaur as he marches north.”


“Where are you going?”


“To give DeVaur a detailed and completely accurate description of the defenses they have in front of him at Durm,” he smiled.  “I want his nose bloody, but I do want him to keep coming.  We’ll see how good DeVaur is when both generals know everything about the other.  We’ll see who comes out on top.  It should be quite an entertaining show.”

“You’re an evil monster!” Greggson spat, then he flushed.


“I’m not a monster, Greggson,” Kyven said with a chilling smile.  “Evil?  Well, that’s debatable, I guess.  If it’s an evil thing to save the world from another cataclysm like the one that destroyed the great ancients, then I guess I’m evil.”


“Bullshit!” Greggson snapped.


“That’s what all this is about, Greggson,” Kyven said seriously as the shadows started to rise around him.  “I’m trying to save the world, from you.  You have no idea what you’re doing.  That machine you want to build, that’s the very same machine that destroyed the great ancients.  The Loremasters are trying to repeat that terrible mistake, and the spirits will not allow it, so they sent me.  They don’t want to see the humans shatter their society a second time.  Everything I’ve done since I came to Avannar has been to stop you from making that terrible mistake.  You wouldn’t listen, you wouldn’t be dissuaded, so now the Loremasters must be destroyed.  When Avannar lies in rubble and you take your last look before I take you to Vickburrough, remember this, Councillar.  You brought it upon yourselves.  The Arcans will be freed, but that’s just a bonus that arises out of the main objective, Greggson, and that’s to save the world.

“Save it from you,” he breathed, his voice barely a whisper as the shadows enveloped him, and then melted away, leaving Greggson alone in his office.


And looking quite rattled.


The night was muggy and warm.


Kyven knelt on the top of an old tower, one of the ruins of Durm that didn’t burn down, a stone tower that had once held a clock, the famous Durm Clock.  It had been hundreds of years old and lovingly and carefully maintained by the citizens of Durm, but the fire that had raged through the city had destroyed the clock and killed the people that had once maintained it.


She was there, sitting beside him as he looked down over the enemy emplacements.  He’d wandered the lines, carefully studying their defenses and troop placements, preparing his report for DeVaur.  He had no doubt that DeVaur would have to resist having Kyven shot, but he wouldn’t put his nose up at the intelligence that Kyven brought him.  That was what Kyven did, and DeVaur knew it.  He’d hold his nose and tolerate being in the presence of the human Shaman, the man who had humiliated him, if only to get that precious intelligence.


He wasn’t kidding about being curious to see what DeVaur would do when both he and his adversary, Loreguard General Mark Beyonne of Nurys, had detailed intelligence on the numbers and disposition of the enemy.  DeVaur was reputed to be one of the greatest military leaders in Noraam, and Kyven guessed that tomorrow, he’d either prove it or he’d get his ass kicked.


She looked at him, her glowing green eyes unblinking and unwavering, and he put a hand down by her bushy tail.  She moved it to touch him, and in that touch, there was communication.  A dangerous game you play, she noted, a bit lightly.


“I learn quickly,” he replied aloud.  “I just wish I was there to see his face when he tries to play back that recorder.”


Indeed, she sniffed.  Greggson had had a recorder hidden in his office, but the drawback of them was that they only recorded sounds made by living things.  They would record voices and animal sounds, the sound of clapping hands or a fly’s buzzing wings, but not paper crumpling or boots on the floor or any other sound not directly made by a living thing.  When Greggson played that recording back, all he would hear would be his own voice.  Kyven had used an illusory voice, something that only Greggson could hear, working his mouth as if he were speaking the words but using an illusion to supply the voice.  That illusion would not be recorded.  You have pleased me.

“Enough to make you give me Danna?”


She gave him an amused look.  Nowhere near, she chided him.  But you are making progress.

He felt a little thrill at that, even through the hatred he felt for her.  That she was pleased by his work told him he was doing well, and that meant that he was doing his job.  He could tolerate her cruelty if it meant that good came about it for others.  After all, it was no longer about him.  It was about those who needed him.  You have other females to worry about, she noted lightly.


“Nightfall,” he grunted, to which she nodded.


She is infatuated with you.  And she is quite correct.  I will entrap you into siring a litter with her, she admitted with a toothy vulpine smile.


“Well, at least I’ll know what’s coming.”


It has done you little good in the past, nor will it in the future, my Shaman, she teased.  I will get what I want.  Bow to that inevitability.  She shivered her head a little.  The armies are in order?

“Yes, sister.  As long as I don’t allow DeVaur to go chase butterflies, they should get there right about the time the northern armies march in.  They’re staging in Phion now, the Hamm and Menn armies had a forced march to get there.  Avannar will be wiped out between them.  Then they start fighting each other, and Danna pulls the Arcans back to the mountains before they can turn on us.  By the time they figure out what I did to them, it’ll be too late.”


Very good.  Know that the spirits are well pleased with you, my Shaman, she told him, rather formally.

“I live to serve, sister,” he said eloquently.


And that pleases me.

She turned to look at him, then she dissolved away until only her eyes were left…and then those too vanished.  Kyven sighed, looking down again.  The spirits were pleased with him, but he wondered how pleased they would stay when the dying started.
