Chapter 18

Andra was a very, very curious young lady.

After Patience bargained with the coyote to teach her Noraavi, Cajar, and Flauren, the three languages of Noraam, Kyven got an insight into her personality, and he was both impressed and a little worried.


She was almost fanatically devoted to her religion, what the Noraavi called the Father and Son, but most just mistakenly called them sun worshippers, mistaking son for sun.  She was so devoted to her religion that she might have become a nun had Kyven not spirited her away.  This worried Kyven, because while the spirits weren’t gods, the Shaman were devoted to them, and for the Arcans, the Shaman and the spirits more or less were their religion.  But, that devotion was also what brought her to Noraam, because she believed in her heart and soul that slavery was immoral and evil, and it was her moral and religious duty to stand against it.  The Eusicans considered the Arcans to be people, called them the animal people, and as such, it was one of the gravest sins a man could commit to enslave another.  That was why most Eusican countries and kingdoms didn’t even allow Noraavi to enter their lands.  Only Briton and Normandia permitted Noraavi traders, but those ships could not have a single Arcan anywhere on them…and they were thoroughly inspected upon docking.  Her religious convictions had brought her to Noraam, but he was a bit worried that they were going to cause her a lot of trouble when she started her Walk, for he was almost certain that one of the first things that the wolf would teach her was that sometimes, a Shaman had to act against his own personal convictions.  For someone as deeply rooted in her religious morals as Andra, this was going to be a major problem.


Outside of that, Andra was a very personable and intelligent young lady.  She was highly curious, almost fearlessly sociable, and she was a very engaging and charismatic girl.  Within the first day, she had about half the army wrapped around her little finger, and the Arcans were almost enthralled by her because she was so curious about them.  She talked to every Arcan she could find, asked them all kinds of questions, listened to them.  She’d never met an Arcan before Clover, and she was testing what she’d learned about Arcans in her village against the reality. The Arcans were at first a little nervous about her attention, but when word got out that she was a fledgling Shaman, they flocked to her both to get to know her and so they could protect her.

Kyven hadn’t been kidding about that.  The new center of the army was wherever Andra happened to be at that time, and there were several near-fights between Arcans and humans when the humans got uncomfortably close to the young Shaman.  Just about every Arcan in the army wanted to protect her, and it got so bad that Danvers had to assign six Arcans to be her escorts and bodyguards.  The competition for who got to be one of those protectors was fierce, but the result was that Andra had six of the toughest, strongest, most dangerous Arcans in the army following her around almost all the time.


Kyven almost expected to be the one that would have to at least start her training, and he was not wrong.  Both the white wolf and the shadow fox came to him the day after bringing her back, and told him that they wanted him to explain the basics to her, what to expect and what it would mean, as well as when and where it was going to begin.  It was not going to be a good conversation, and it wasn’t one that he wanted to give in public.


So, along with his own nannies, Sirra, and Dauro, Kyven rode with Andra at the tail end of the army, lagging further and further behind, until they were far enough away to talk privately.  “The spirits have decided what to do,” he told her as he patted Vasha on the neck.  “They want to start your training in five days.  I’m supposed to take you to Vanguard so you might begin your training, where you’ll train with Rainsong for the first phase.”


“What is that?” she asked.


“Physical, mainly,” he told her.  “The magic we use, Andra, is extremely demanding, and the way you are right now, it would kill you to channel a candle flame,” he said honestly.  “It takes nearly superhuman strength and endurance to use Shaman magic.  The first thing you’ll do is train your body so you can handle the demands the magic will place on you.  And I’ll tell you right now, girl, it won’t be fun.  There were times during my own training when I thought it was going to kill me.  But when it’s over, you’ll be about three times stronger than any woman, able to arm wrestle most men, and beat them.”


“Really?”


He nodded.  “But don’t worry about it making you look, you know, manly,” he said, which made her giggle.  “I’m not exactly muscle-bound, but I’m about twice as strong as most men, and I can run a horse to death.  That’s the kind of conditioning you’ll need before you even attempt your first spell.”  He glanced back at Lightfoot, who was ghosting their backtrail along with Lucky, teaching the boy the art of tracking and scouting.  “After you’ve conditioned your body, you’ll begin your Walk.  And I’ll be honest, Andra, you won’t like it,” he said darkly.  “Wisdom is not as gentle or as nice as most people believe.”

“What do you mean?”


“Wisdom isn’t just understanding things, Andra.  It’s about doing things that you won’t like to do.  When I went on my walk, my spirit had to teach me how to kill,” he said bluntly.  “But what she was teaching me more than how to kill was to understand when it was necessary to kill.  There are times, girl, when killing is necessary.  That’s part of the wisdom that you’ll learn, knowing when you use a gentle hand, and when you use a club.”


“Murder is against God,” she declared immediately.


“And that’s the first thing they’re going to teach you, Andra,” he sighed.  “That your convictions are a good thing, but you can’t let them blind you to the realities of the world.  Killing is indeed wrong.  I hate to do it.  It’s also against the basic nature of my spirit, for whom killing is the last resort.  But we’re not just in a war here, we’re also fighting to free the Arcans from slavery.”  He looked at her.  “Do you think the humans are just going to pull the collars off their Arcans when you show up and tell them to free them?” he asked bluntly.


She looked about to say something, then she frowned.


“I know it’s much easier to daydream about something than it is to do it,” he told her compassionately.  “But that’s part of what you need to understand.  The Walk is going to challenge your religious convictions. They’re not going to do it on purpose, but what they will do is make you understand that sometimes, what you believe to be wrong is exactly what you have to do in order to do the right thing.”


“The ends justify the means?”


“Sometimes they do,” he agreed without hesitation.  “But sometimes they don’t, and that’s also something that you’re going to learn.”


“It’s not a sin to challenge your convictions,” she said after a moment.  “God gave us free will so that we might question, and the truth of God will always bring us back to Him.”


“That’s a healthy attitude,” he nodded.  “Spirits know, I had my convictions tested like hell during my Walk.  So, just so you know, you’re going to be tested at least in that way.  The wolf will pit your religious convictions against wisdom and see what you do.”

She looked less enthusiastic.  “That’s, well, cruel.”


“Cruelty is part of life, and to understand that is part of wisdom,” he told her simply.  “I both hate and love my spirit, Andra.  She’s not a gentle or kind spirit.  She is possessive, selfish, arrogant, and manipulative.  She’s done almost unspeakably cruel things to me in the past, and for that, I hate her.  But each of those cruel acts taught me a very important lesson, and I feel I’ve gained wisdom because of it.  She is my totem, and I follow her because she needs me, and I need her.  Because she is my totem, I love her, at least after a fashion.  I am devoted to her and her cause, and I will always obey her.  But that’s me and my spirit.  Your relationship with the wolf will be very different, because the wolf has a different personality.  I’m not saying it’ll be better, I’m not saying it’ll be worse, but it will be different.”


She was quiet a long moment.  “What will he do?”


“I can’t say, but I’d say that he’s going to teach you that it’s alright to have your religious convictions as long as they don’t interfere with understanding the truth of things,” he mused.  “But don’t worry too much about it, sister.  I’m fairly sure that in the end, you’ll be able to both hold your religious beliefs and be a proper Shaman.  There’s nothing stopping me from going back to the Trinity, really, outside of the fact that the Loremasters have twisted the religion to mirror their own propaganda.”


“You don’t believe in God?”


“I do, but that’s not where I’ve been called to serve,” he said simply.  “The spirits need me, and so I serve.  I don’t worship the shadow fox as my god, but I do honor and revere her.”


“These spirits seem like the nephilim from the Holy Book,” she mused, mainly to herself.  “The nephilim can be both cruel and kind, helpful and harmful, some help humanity while others test them.  That sounds like the spirits, and you told me that they are part of the world that normal humans can’t see.  God created the world to be perfect, and if they are part of it, then I think they are part of God’s design, and as such it’s acceptable for me to follow them.  After all, I am just following a servant of God.”


“Well, there you go,” he smiled.  “You just passed the biggest test.  And I agree with you.  Spirits take the form of animals or elemental forces, representing the natural world, but there are some that look Arcan.”


“Truly?”


He nodded.  “Those are the spirits of Shaman who have passed away, who were so wise that the spirits brought them into the spirit world rather than allow them to move on.  They are the spirits of our ancestor Shaman.  Some of them take the form of an animal when they reach the spirit world, but some prefer how they appeared in life.”

“And is that what awaits you and me?  Will I be denied my place in Heaven by being a Shaman?”


“We’re human, so I really don’t know,” he said.  “Besides, not every Shaman gets there.  Only the truly wise Shaman become spirits, and for one, I know I’m nowhere near that wise.  I still have much to learn.”


“As do we all, Shaman,” Ebony interrupted.


“Besides, the ancestors chose to become spirits, so when your time comes, Andra, I guess you’ll be given a choice.  There is always choice in being a Shaman.  I could walk away right now, but I won’t do it.  I’m still needed, and the Shaman serve where they are needed.”


“That is a good thing,” she said, in a bit of relief.


They talked a while longer about some of the finer points of wisdom, how it differed from knowledge or intelligence, and he showed off a bit showing her his strength on a fallen log, picking up one end that would have taken two lumberjacks to pick up.  They then returned to the army, where Andra rode with the other Shaman to get to know them and listen to them, while Kyven rode with Danvers and heard about what happened at Durm.  Danvers tried to show him on a map, but Kyven created an illusion of the map in front and between their Equars where he added little red and blue blocks to represent the armies.  Danvers rather liked his creation, and used a stick to show him what happened.  “Alright, you created the hole in the breastwork here,” he pointed.  “DeVaur focused his attack on that point, while the Loreguard called in their reserves to try to repair the fortifications as best they could.  They were doing it under heavy artillery bombardment, however, so they failed.  This Loreguard artillery position prevented them from charging the hole for nearly two hours, at least until DeVaur managed to destroy it using a flitter.”


“A flitter?  How did he pull off that miracle?”


“The flitter rider was carrying a bomb,” Danvers said.  “It was pretty damn clever, but the flitter was shot down and the rider killed.  But, he got the job done.  He must have trained to drop things from a moving flitter, because he landed that bomb right in the center of the cannons and blew them all to hell.”

“I’ve never heard of anyone using a flitter that way.”


“I know, it just shows that DeVaur’s a devilishly clever general,” Danvers nodded.  “Anyway, once the cannons were taken out, the Loreguard tried to bring more cannons up from further east along their line,” he said, pointing to the right side of the map.  “And that’s about when General Jacker of the Georvan Mountaineers hit them right here, on this ridge,” he added, pointing at a point on the Loreguard defensive lines.  “They never dreamed anyone could get an army through those woods without giving themselves away.  Jacker literally caught them playing dice,” he chuckled.  “He had an entire brigade of Georvan mountaineers with him. They took the position and moved down the line, flanking the defenders.  The Loreguard commander recalled the artillery to deal with Jacker’s breach, and that’s when DeVaur charged nearly a third of his army through the hole.  He took some losses charging them up the hill, but he took their trenches because his soldiers had more alchemical weapons.  Once they got within range, they overwhelmed the Loreguard defenders with shockrods and firetubes.  They had the Loreguard separated into three pockets, so they wiped out the pocket in the middle, solidified their lines, then pushed the Loreguard out of their fortifications from the flanks and from behind on both sides.  The battle took about a full day to wage, and when it was over, the Loreguard surrendered.  DeVaur spanked them.  He’s a brilliant tactician.”  That coming from Danvers was no idle complement.  “But he had plenty of help from you,” he added with a chuckle.  “Had you not captured Beyonne and broke a hole in their lines, it would have been a much longer and bloodier battle.”


“What did they do with him?”


“There hasn’t been a real war on Noraam for nearly a hundred years, but the old rules of war are still honored.  Beyonne was treated with dignity, and in the old ways, he’ll live on a Flauren plantation with a host family until the war is over.  High ranking officers are always given that kind of consideration, because they’ll do the honorable thing and just sit out the rest of the war.  The common soldiers were all disarmed, and they’ll be held for exactly thirty days before they’re forced to take a vow to a Truthkeeper not to fight for the Loreguard for five years.”


“A grounder can clear a Truthkeeper’s Mark,” Kyven grunted.  “And the Loreguard have lots of grounders.”

“True, but it still leaves the white mark, and if any man with that mark is caught in a uniform, he’ll be summarily executed.  Besides, the Loreguard’s not a nation, and most Loreguard soldiers are in it for the money, not national pride.  Those soldiers are from all over Noraam, the Loreguard can’t really round them up all that easily.  Hell, DeVaur could probably get some of them to fight for him if he pays them enough.”


“I’m not sure I’d trust them like that.”


“They’re trustworthy when you put a single man in a company of Flauren regulars,” Danvers chuckled.  “You don’t keep them together, you break them up and spread them through your army.”


“Ah.  That would work, I guess,” Kyven said as he dismissed the illusion.


“Can you show me a map of the central territories?” Danvers asked.


“Umm, yeah, if someone gets me a paper one,” he replied.


A guard fetched one from Danvers’ personal wagon, and he used that to project an illusion of the southern and central Free Territories.  “Alright, we’re here, just about to cross into the Territories from northwestern Carin,” Danvers pointed.  “DeVaur’s next major obstacle will be Riyan, so that’s where we’re headed.  Clover’s already plotted out a route for us to take now that we’re back in her territory.  We’ll skirt the foothills of the mountains, swing well west of Riyan, and right about here, we’ll turn east,” he said, pushing his stick at a point almost directly between Riyan and Charlotte’s Town.  “I want to get on the north side of the James River in case DeVaur needs us there, where we can cross the river safely and well out of sight.”


“It’s not much of a barrier.  Hell, you can wade across it in most places in Riyan,” Kyven mused as he looked at the little square that represented the city on the illusory map.


“Even a little creek can be a barrier, Kyven, because DeVaur’s men will slow down and be out in the open as they wade across it,” he explained.  “If the Loreguard commander there is smart, he’ll stack his forces on the north shore and use the river to slow down any attempt to cross it, stacking defenses at the most fordable points.  The river’s not fordable to the east, it’s too deep, and it runs too fast to the west to make crossing it safe.  Besides, DeVaur will be forced to take Riyan anyway, he can’t leave that city there and march past it, they’ll cut off his supply lines.  DeVaur will be forced to attack Riyan because that’s where the river’s most easily crossed, and the Loreguard will use that to their advantage.  They know where he has to go, and they’ll set up their defenses there.”

“That’s why I’m glad we’re with you, Wilson, you make this shit easy to understand,” Kyven grunted, which made Danvers laugh.


“Why thanks, Shaman,” he smiled.  “Now, when you’re up to it, I’d like you to return to scouting well ahead for us.”


“It won’t be for a few days, I’m starting Andra on her education,” he answered.


“Sweet girl,” Danvers said with a smile, glancing back at where she was surrounded by the other Shaman and her personal retinue of bodyguards.  “What do you think of her?”

“I think she’ll be alright,” he said.  “She’s young, but she’s sincere.  She’s here to stamp out slavery, and she sees being a Shaman as the perfect way to get it done.”


“She’s that serious about it?”


“As you know, slavery is the ultimate sin in their religion, and she’s devout,” he answered.  “If she’s any indication of the typical Eusican, Noraam had better be glad they’re across the Angry Sea from Eusica, or they’d probably declare war on us in some kind of holy crusade against Noraam’s sin.”


“Not probably, would,” Danvers agreed.  “Not that I wouldn’t welcome their help, but the Angry Sea is a bit too dangerous to try to sail an army across.”


“I wonder how the Loreguard got all those rifles from the Britons.  They’re believers in the Eusican religion too.”


“Sometimes, money trumps religion, Kyven.”


“That’s true wisdom there, Wilson,” Kyven agreed sagely.


When they stopped for the night, Kyven again took Andra aside and had a long talk with her.  He described the spirits as best he could in detail, and not just their totems.  He described the way spirits interacted with the mortal world, and explained the one power she did possess, spirit sight.  He meticulously explained exactly what it was and how it worked, and both the advantages and liabilities she’d have when she used it.  “It’s the core of our power as Shaman, Andra,” he finished as they walked along a forest path with no lights, using spirit sight alone.  “A Shaman has to see what he’s affecting, because our eyes are our windows into the spirit world.  And if you lose your eyes somehow, you lose the majority of your powers.  So protect your eyes at all costs.  Better to lose an arm than an eye.”


“I’d never noticed this before,” she breathed, looking around.  “Always before, I would just see the wolf, and then he would disappear.  I was too busy looking at the wolf to look around, I suppose.”


“It’s not as easy to tell in the daytime,” he told her.  “But at night, you can easily tell when you’re using your spirit sight.”


She chuckled.  “So, do you really intend to marry me, Kyven?”


He laughed.  “Afraid not, sister,” he told her.  “That was just to get you away from your parents.  I’m already spoken for.”


“Oh, really?  Tell me about her!” she said eagerly.


He was about to say something, but he felt it almost immediately.  He felt Danna, and he felt her within the shadow world.  She had managed to shadow walk!  He laughed and looked towards her.  “You’re about to meet her, she’s trying to find me,” he told her.  “Just don’t be surprised at what you see when she gets here.”


She all but leaped out of a converged gateway but a few seconds later, her eyes wild with fear.  Kyven was already in front of it, and he caught her easily.  “Holy shit!” she gasped, turning to look back as the gateway dissolved.  “Kyven!  I found you!”


“Dannagirl, you did it!” he said happily, hefting her up and pushing her into the air over his head, which made her gasp in surprise. He caught her easily, then wrapped her in his arms and kissed her on the muzzle.  “Gonna throw up?”


“I might now,” she said archly, slapping his shoulders, which made him laugh.  “But it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”


“Danna, I’d like you to meet Andra D’Alaro, she’s the second human Shaman,” Kyven said as he put her down.  Andra was absolutely gaping at Danna.  “Andra, this is Danna Pannen, my girlfriend and hopefully soon to be fiancé.”


“She’s an Arcan!” Andra gasped.


“I am not an Arcan!” Danna protested.


Kyven chuckled.  “She’s not,” he agreed.  “She just looks like one at the moment.  It’s tied up with the magic of this,” he said, pulling his medallion out from under his shirt, which currently held Danna’s human face.  “It’s a bit complicated, but me and her trade wearing that fur.  When I need the senses and speed of an Arcan, I take the fur from her and look like an Arcan, and she becomes human again.”


“Daios mai!” she gasped.  “Truly?”


Danna nodded.  “His bitch of a spirit did this to me,” she growled.  “I didn’t know she’d change me like this when I agreed to it!”


“My spirit is cunning and deceitful,” Kyven told Andra.  “Never bargain with her and expect a fair outcome.  That’s a lesson I learned the hard way, and so did Danna.”


“Damn right,” she growled.


“But forget that.  I’m so proud of you, baby!” he said happily whirling her around.  “You did it!”


“I’ve done it three times, just this time I tried to come to you,” she replied, a bit smugly.  “But those things were like right on my ass when I found you, so no way am I going back in there for a while.”


“You’re welcome to spend the night here, I know exactly where you can stay,” he said in a husky tone, sliding his hand up her side.


“Not in front of the girl,” she protested, which made Kyven laugh.  “You’re a Shaman?”


“I just found out yesterday.  He came all the way to Eusica to get me!” she said, pointing at Kyven.  “You can do the same?”


“I guess I could, but he has more practice.  It’s the only tradeoff for this,” she grunted, pinching the fur on the side of her muzzle.  “I have the same shadow powers he does.”


“So all Shaman have these powers?”


Kyven shook his head.  “They’re special abilities based on my totem spirit,” he replied.  “Danna has the essence of the shadow fox inside her, so she has their powers.  Shadow foxes are monsters native to Noraam,” he explained when she looked a bit confused.  “They manipulate shadows to hide from enemies and to hunt.  Danna here is an Arcan version of one, and so am I when I’m the one wearing the fur.  But the powers remain, even if we’re in human form.  They’re something of a gift.”


“Nothing that cost this much is a gift,” Danna grunted.


“True,” he agreed.  “You need to meet Nightfall and Toby, Andra.”


“I met Toby and Nightfall,” she said.  “She looks like her, but with different colored hair,” she added, pointing at Danna.  “And Toby talks funny, but he’s nice.”

“Nightfall is a shadow fox Arcan,” Kyven told her.  “She’s the only one in the army, not counting Toby or when I’m wearing the fur,” he said, poking Danna lightly in the side and making her squirm.  “Toby is like us.  He’s really human, but he struck a deal with the shadow fox spirit that had her change him into an Arcan temporarily.  He has one of these medallions too, and it’s linked to Nightfall.  When he does what the shadow fox wants him to do, she’ll change him back into a human.”


“What’s that?”


Kyven chuckled.  “Make Nightfall pregnant.”


“Truly?”


“Yes.  My spirit created the shadow fox Arcans, Andra.  There are only two, and both are female.  Well, they need males to give them babies, and that’s what Toby agreed to do.  When Toby and Nightfall have babies, Toby can have the shadow fox change him back whenever he pleases.”


“That seems…I don’t know.  Unnatural,” she said.  “How can Nightfall have babies to a human?”


“He’s actually an Arcan at the moment, as Arcan as any Arcan out there,” Kyven answered.  “The shadow fox has the power to change a human into an Arcan.  It’s very hard for her to do, but she can do it.  But enough talk about that,” he said.  “Let’s head back to the camp.  I’m sure everyone would love to get to know you, Danna.”


“I’d like to meet General Danvers, maybe get some advice,” she said, which made him chuckle as he put his arm around her.


“Clover misses you, you know.”


“You mean she misses fighting with me.”


“That’s one way to miss you,” he grinned.


Danna caused quite a happy row in the army.  She joined Danvers and the inner circle, getting to know the human General, spending half the time laughing and talking and the other half asking his advice on any number of issues they’d have when the time came to attack Avannar.  She then caught up with Toby and got to know the other Shaman as they ate around the fire, and Kyven had to almost chuckle at how quickly Andra just seemed to…belong there, sitting right among his brothers and sisters, listening intently all the time, listening and learning.  She really was smart.

However, Danvers pulled him aside after an officer brought him some documents, holding one of them out.  “DeVaur’s requested your assistance, Shaman,” he began.


“What does he want me to do?” he asked, amused that DeVaur would actually lower himself to asking Kyven for help.


“He wants you to start studying the defenses they’re preparing at Avannar,” he replied.  “I agree with his reasoning.  The more we know about what we’re doing now, the better we can plan and execute an attack when we get there.”


“I’ve been keeping an eye on things.”


“Yes, I know, but he wants maps, Kyv,” Danvers replied.  “Detailed maps of everything they’re doing.  He also wants you to search for their black crystal weapons and find out how many they have.  It’s Avannar, Kyv, there’s no doubt there’s quite a few death machines of various designs in the city.  After all, the Loreguard’s main armory is in the city.”


“That’s true,” he agreed.


“His idea is only sensible,” Danvers added.  “Now, what I would like you to do is see if you can capture anything that we can carry easily but would help us,” he added.  “You said you learned how to pull things into the shadow world.  If you come across any repellers or such, why don’t you bring them back to us?  As long as it’s something we can carry.  You know how we operate.”


Kyven nodded.  “Vasha and Strider can pull something if it’s too big,” he reasoned.  “They’re up to it, though they’ll both be pissed off at us for a while.”


Danvers laughed.  “I’m not that brave,” he grinned.


“Alright, I can start tonight.  I need to visit Greggson anyway, make sure he hasn’t forgotten about me.”


“I’d be careful around him, Shaman,” Danvers said.  “You said it yourself, he’s a zealot.  There’s no telling what he’ll do now that he sees that Avannar is doomed.”


“He’s already come close to deciding to kill me twice,” Kyven agreed.  “I fully expect him to try to kill me when he thinks he can’t get anything else out of me.”  He scratched his chin.  I might drop in on Alak while I’m running around, see how the Cariners came out of it.”

“I’d be careful of him as well.”


“Eh, I like Alak,” he chuckled.  “Half the reason I want to go is to just sit and share a glass of wine with him.  He has excellent wine.”

“Well, bring me back what’s left in the bottle,” Danvers chuckled.


“I’ll have to give it to Danna, or she’ll kill me for not being with her when she came all the way out here to see me,” he noted.


“Point,” Danvers agreed with a smile.

Holy shit.


Kyven had never done what Danvers suggested, investigate the armory and see what the Loreguard on hand, and in a way, it’s a good thing he didn’t, else he’d never have got himself into this in the first place.


They had warehouses full of large-scale alchemical weapons.  Flame projectors, shockbombardiers, concussion cannons, siege pounders, all of the kinds of weapons that were so big and cumbersome that moving them around was an undertaking.  Had the war not come on them so suddenly, these weapons would have been on the way south, pulled by teams of ten to twenty mules or oxen each, and each one would have been worth ten artillery cannons.  A shockbombardier by itself could lay waste to a large area.


And those were just the normal weapons.  The Loreguard did indeed have several dozen large scale black crystal weapons, but they also had tons of smaller ones, meant to be used by just one or two men.  He came across nearly an entire storeroom filled with that device that the Loremaster had used so long ago on Aven, which had annihilated everything organic within its area of effect.  Kyven had no idea that was a black crystal weapon, but here they were, all lined up and already loaded, black crystal chips already placed in them, letting a single man twist, throw, and kill several dozen men if he had good aim…and only damage the muskets in destroying their wooden stocks, which could be easily replaced.  He found a storeroom filled with black crystal shot, made of tiny slivers and chips of black crystal implanted in special alchemist-made pistol and musket balls, ensuring that one hit would kill…much like the one that Danna had used on Scar a couple of years ago, back when they captured her.

And Kyven wanted the Flauren army weakened before it got here…if he’d seen all this, he’d never have done that.  But, it wasn’t a complete waste, because now that he knew it was there, he could do something about it.


It was so nice of the Loreguard to make all those weapons, which would now be used against them.


It took him only about an hour to stalk around in his Arcan form, using a variety of illusions to get past soldiers and what few civilians remained, shadow walking from time to time to get higher vantage points or look into heavily guarded buildings, and he started taking a tally of the large-scale black crystal death machines the Loreguard had on hand.  They had quite a few of them, but again, now that he knew about them, disabling them wouldn’t be all that terribly difficult.


But one thing was for sure.  Kyven saw that a raid on the Loreguard and Loremaster crystal stockpiles was in order.  If they didn’t have replacement crystals for those large-scale machines, they wouldn’t be too effective.  Large-scale weapons like that used crystals like mad, as in some guy shoveling buckets full of crystals into the power chamber to power the devices for each use.


After that, he used one of three maps of Avannar that Danvers had dug up for him to annotate all the defensive preparations.  One map was the south shore, New Avannar, one was a map of the Loremasters’ island, and the third was the north shore, Old Avannar.  He saw already that the Loremasters were ready to concede the southern parts of the city, the trades and craftsmen’s districts, where most of the commoners lived.  That part of the city wasn’t surrounded by a wall, the newer part of Avannar, and the Loreguard felt it wasn’t worth trying to hold.


It looked almost nothing like what he remembered.  At nearly every intersection, houses had been pulled down to block the streets, and while the bridge to the north bank was intact so far, both bridges to the Loremasters’ headquarters had been dismantled, isolating the island.  Odds were, they’d also take down the bridge across to Old Avannar, and use the river as their major obstacle, for it was nearly five hundred rods across and deep.  It was crossable to the west, upriver of the falls, but that meant that one would have to deal with the wall.


The wall itself was a creation of alchemy, he realized after walking the battlements.  It had been alchemically treated over the centuries to make the walls stronger than steel, so they could resist cannon fire and alchemical siege weapons.  Cannons usually brought walls down easily, but cannonballs would just bounce off the old walls of Avannar, and a groundpounder wouldn’t shake the wall off its foundation.  The walls were going to be a very serious obstacle for any army…like the Mallan army, whose campfires were visible from the wall off to the north.  They were sitting up there waiting, waiting for the northernmost armies to arrive, and probably also waiting for DeVaur.  Kyven had no doubt that the kingdoms were communicating, and they were coordinating.


A flitter passed overhead.  The pilot couldn’t see him since he was merged to the shadows, but the flitter told him that the Loreguard were not being passive. They were sending it out to scout, what flitters were mainly built to do.  The Loreguard was keeping a close eye on the Mallans, watching for any sign of an attack, when they’d use all the weapons they had nestled into and behind the walls.  Cannons, artillery, several alchemical weapons, and six separate death machines, arrayed along the walls facing the Mallans.

Nightfall stepped out of the shadows just behind him and immediately dropped to all fours, coming up beside him.  She couldn’t see him any more than the humans could, but she could sense his shadows, and in that way, she knew exactly where he was.  “Danna is waiting for you to come back,” she whispered.  “How do things look?”


“Unpleasant,” he replied, kneeling down.  “The Loreguard must have pulled every large-scale alchemical weapon they had and recalled them to Avannar.  They’re armed to the teeth.  It’s going to take us to get the armies past these walls,” he told her grimly.  “You, me, Toby, hell, probably even Umbra and Danna.”


“How so?”


“I’ll have to teach you,” he grunted.  “I can pull their weapons into the shadow world from within the shadow world.  If the five of us make a few rounds and steal a couple dozen of their heaviest weapons, we’ll even the odds.”


“Can Umbra shadow walk?” she whispered.


“I don’t know, but I doubt it.  She’s not that curious about her powers.  I might have to try to teach her…if I can.  I’m not sure how I’d do it, though,” he grunted.


“Did you finish the map that Danvers wanted?”


“Almost.  Here, you can take this one to him,” he said, handing her one of the tightly folded maps he had with him, which he’d been carrying tightly held in his hands so they weren’t seen, enveloping them with himself to make them disappear with the rest of him.  “It’s everything south of the river.  I’m still assessing things over here.”


“Alright.  You were right about the things in the shadow world.  They stay well away from us now, almost as if they fear us.”


“They’re not afraid of us in the slightest, Nightfall,” Kyven warned.  “They’re not stupid.  They’re just pulling back to observe us, figure a way around my new trick, and that’s it.  As soon as they think they can catch one of us, they’ll be back at it.”


“I know,” she agreed, leaning over and licking his cheek.  “I’ll go take this to Wilson.  Good luck, Kyven.”


“Be careful in there,” he warned again.


“Always,” she replied, turning and stepping into a converged gateway.


It took him nearly three more hours to finish the assessment, as he prowled near and sometimes among Loreguard patrolling the city and the walls.  In all, he didn’t like what he saw, and he knew that it was going to take both the shadow fox Arcans and the Shaman to breach Avannar, at least if he didn’t want a slaughter of monumental proportions to happen here…and he didn’t.  He didn’t want to see the armies wipe each other out, he just wanted them to be equal after all was said and done, so no one kingdom could roll over the others.  As long as they were fighting each other over who was going to capture the mining villages after the fall of Avannar, it would give the Arcans time to retreat back to the mountains and prepare for their arrival.


Prepare for their betrayal.


Instead of going straight back, he dropped the maps off in Danvers’ tent by thrusting them out of the shadow world, then he went back to Avannar, aware that the things were stalking him without getting anywhere near him.  If they were stalking Nightfall as well, but hadn’t stalked Danna, then that meant that they could differentiate, could tell them apart.  For some reason, they feared Nightfall for the moment, but they didn’t fear Danna…that was curious.


He’d have to think about that.


Greggson was sleeping in his office when Kyven stepped out of the shadows, in his Arcan form and not even bothering with an illusion.  They’d moved a fairly nice bed into the office for him, and a look around with spirit sight showed him that quite a few others were doing the same.  They weren’t even leaving the headquarters now.  Kyven looked around for anything alchemical, and outside of the lamp, two talkers, an air cooler, a shockrod, and a black crystal chip in his desk drawer, probably loaded into a pistol, there was nothing close to Greggson’s bed to use to threaten him.


“Well, that’s new,” Kyven said idly, which made Greggson snap up to a seated position in his bed in a heartbeat.  Kyven channeled a faint ghostly light in the air over them, and let Greggson see him sitting on his haunches on top of Greggson’s desk.  “Like the look?  I was feeling a bit nostalgic, so I decided to run around as the black fox Shaman again.  I always did like this,” he murmured, touching the white fur on his chest absently.  “It’s one of my greatest creations.”


“What do you want?” he demanded.


“Just checking in.  I didn’t want you to forget me,” he said with a toothy grin.  “That and seeing if you want to leave yet.  Things are starting to get hot, and I thought you might be ready to go.”


“I will not!  Not yet,” he amended.


“Well, alright,” he said.  “Since you’re willing to stick it out, I might have some instructions for you in a few days.  I’m waiting for things to settle down in Carin, see how things develop.  DeVaur…shit,” he chuckled.  “That man’s a lot smarter than I thought he was.”

“I saw the reports, you helped him.”


“Yeah, I kinda had to,” he chuckled.  “I didn’t think he’d get through your army that fast given what I did to help.  But DeVaur, damn, I’m gonna have to be more careful next time,” he said lightly.  “They’re marching on Riyan right now.  They rounded up your army there in Durm and made them vow to a Truthkeeper, so those soldiers are out of it.  Did you send those men to Stinger Bay?”


“Some, but not all,” he replied.  “They’ve been sending men down the Podac to where the seafaring vessels can moor, down at Delmara, bringing up arms and equipment shipped from Briton.  They pulled some of the men I ordered to Stinger Bay to go up to help.”


“Yeah, I saw some of it, those short rifles. They’re pretty rugged,” Kyven nodded.  “It must have cost you your collective first born to get them.”


“They weren’t cheap, that’s for sure,” Greggson grunted, acting almost, well, casual.  “They’ve got more coming in, artillery this time.  Supposedly, the Briton cannons have more range and power than anything we use.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Kyven nodded.  “Were they going to send them to Riyan?”


He shook his head.  “Here.  They were going to send some of our older artillery to Riyan, using the canal.”


The canal was a marvel of Noraavi engineering.  Built two hundred years ago, it was a canal that linked Mansa to Riyan, and Mansa was only about thirty minars southwest of Avannar.  It was a canal built to follow a series of valleys and natural plains, and was bored right through the hills when they ran out of valley to use, forming tunnels.  The canal ran for nearly eighty minars, and used barges that were hauled by teams of oxen or mules from the shoreline.  It was used mainly to transport grains and tobacco from Riyan up to Mansa, and then on to Avannar, using the barges to allow them to move a large amount quickly.  There had always been talk of extending the canal up to Avannar, but the engineers back then and today said that it wouldn’t be a good idea, for some scientific reason dealing with the Podac River.  Mansa was as far north as they would let the canal run, but that was close enough to get a huge amount of goods from Riyan to Avannar in just a couple of days.  Some merchants couldn’t afford the fees involved with the canal, however, so they transported their goods by wagon.


Odds were, that was how the Loreguard was going to move the army at Riyan, stack them on barges and send them up to Mansa.  Boats couldn’t make it to Riyan from the Angry Sea, since the James river wasn’t navigable once one was twenty minars upriver, that was where the first fordable area was, shallow enough to wade across.  Instead of setting up a system of portages, they just had a road running from Riyan to the town at the ford, which they called Jamestown in honor of the same man from ancient times for whom the river was named.


“So I was wrong, the Loreguard is going to make a stand at Riyan.  I thought they’d sacrifice Riyan and come straight back here.”


“Not a stand, a delaying action,” Greggson yawned.  “They’re just there to slow the Flaurens down.  They have orders to retreat to Avannar if the Flaurens get across the river.”


“Clever.  But then again, I’ve noted that quite a few Loreguard generals are quite clever,” he said appreciatively.


“I guess they wouldn’t be generals if they were stupid,” Greggson grunted, yawning again.


“You’d be surprised,” Kyven chuckled.  “Well, I’ll let you get some sleep.  I’ll be back in a few days to check on you.  Until then, be careful and be safe, Councillar.”


Back within the shadow world, he sat down on his haunches and pondered things, both to observe the things and think things through.  If Greggson was right and Riyan was just an operation to stall DeVaur, then he was right in that the Loremasters were putting everything at Avannar.  Riyan would be a major obstacle because of the river, and if the Loreguard did it right, they could bog DeVaur down while using only a tenth of the troops that DeVaur had, allowing the Loreguard to evacuate the rest of what forces they had left in the southern Free Territories to Avannar, to aid in its defense.


And that defense would be stiff.  Kyven was going to need Nightfall and Toby for sure, and maybe also Danna and Umbra to chip away at those defenses, and that meant that they had to spend extended amounts of time in the shadow world…which wasn’t safe, not even for him.  Clearly, this was a problem that had to be fixed.


The shadow fox had told him long ago that his knowledge and understanding of the shadow world would be his greatest protection from the things, and since they were currently wary of trying to attack him, well, he guessed it was the best opportunity he had to really look around.


The first thing he did was apply wisdom to the issue.  If he needed to understand this place, then the first place to start was right where he was.  He looked around slowly, carefully, keeping only a little attention on the things, seeing the shadow world.  It was dark, murky, shifting and, well, shadowy.  The real world was visible from the shadow world, but it was indistinct, hazy, wavering, and it changed depending on the shadows that appeared and disappeared there.  There was no up or down here, part of what incited the vertigo, and he knew that he could walk up or down as easily as he could forward or backwards.


Alright, so, everything looked the same to him.  He didn’t see or sense anything new or different by observing the shadow world while at rest, so he observed it while in motion.  He used his will to force himself to move as he walked, watching the shadow world, trying to sense it, trying to feel what the things felt when he changed the dimensions of this world, that thing that drew them right to him.  He could feel the change of the world, feel it pull and contract and tug like taffy as he used his will against it—


But he never felt that when the things moved.  He sensed them because they were shadow, and he was attuned to shadow.  That ability to sense shadows was also what allowed him to find people from within the shadow world even from great distances, sensing their shadows within this place and using it like a lighthouse to guide him.

Alright, that was something new.  The things used some other means of travel here, which allowed them to move even faster than he could.  This was their natural habitat, after all, so it stood to reason that they’d learned a means of moving that didn’t involve wholesale alteration of the shadow world to accomplish.  So, the question was, exactly how did the things move here?  That was a question worth pondering, at least some other time.

After walking halfway to Haven and feeling the things stalking him, staying well out of his sight but keeping close by enough to be able to rapidly close the distance, he stopped, sat down, and pondered again.  Alright, he knew he was onto something when he started to consider the things.  After all, they were part of this world, and knowledge of this world would be his greatest defense…so it was only logical that learning more about the things was also important.  Know thy enemy and whatnot.  He  picked the closest one and started moving towards it, but that caused it to retreat from him.  He tried again with a different one, and that one as well retreated from him, even as the others kept that optimal distance and kept him all but surrounded.

He sat down again, pondering…then he had something of an idea.  It was fairly simple, actually.  One of his strongest defenses in the real world was to turn all but invisible when he was in the shadows, hiding from the senses of his enemy.  Clearly, if he could pull the same trick here, he could either sneak up on the things or avoid them.


He first tried melding to the shadows of the shadow world, but found that it didn’t really work here.  He was an alien thing here, and he stood out like a pile of coal in a ballroom.  Not even melding to the shadows made a difference in that, because the shadows couldn’t hide him.  He was like a glaring beacon in the shadow world.

Well, if he was that alien, then he needed to be the shadow.


It was like everything suddenly changed.  He brought the essence of shadow into himself and changed his body, taking on his shadow form, and it was like the entire shadow world changed. It suddenly became far less murky and shifting, seemed to snap right into balance.  The vertigo-inducing movement of the shadows around him ceased, and his surroundings both in the shadow world and the real world became much more clear, more focused.  Suddenly, he could see the things in the distance, saw them in their natural forms, which were surprisingly humanoid in shape, but still lacking depth, like two dimensional beings imprinted on a three dimensional world.

Holy shit!  Their real world bodies had much more of an effect on the shadow world than he ever dreamed!  By becoming the shadow, by taking on a body aligned to this world, it removed the effect he had on the shadow world!


But, while he had a shadow body, he still found that he couldn’t move without enacting his will against the shadow world.  He took a single step, and he immediately saw things turn murky again.  That meant that it was them affecting the shadow world that made it so nauseating, and just them being them had a powerful effect on this place, he’d already learned.  He also saw the confusion in the things.  They felt that, but they could no longer see him, no longer sense him.  They moved uncertainly in the direction they felt the alteration of the shadows, but they did not come directly at him.  He moved towards the closest one and could almost sense its confusion, for it could feel the distortion moving towards it, but couldn’t see him.

He stopped and forced his will on the shadow world, creating a moving distortion that quickly moved off, as if he were taking giant steps, and the things responded to it, hurrying off after him.  They all left, left him totally alone.


He had to laugh, and laugh almost maniacally.  That was the answer!  That was what the shadow fox was hinting at!  By using the aspects of the shadow world in his favor, he could both hide from the things and decoy them away!  And in time, as they learned it was nothing but a trick, simply creating two possible paths for them to follow any time he moved would forever make them uncertain about exactly where he was!  The only indicator they’d have would be gateways converged back into the real world, but by then, it would be far too late.  Not even the things could move that fast, to catch one of them as they were leaving.


She had been right.  Understanding this world was his greatest defense.  He had learned today, learned a great deal, both in how to evade the things and also in how to make moving around within the shadow world much less nauseating.


He returned to the army, feeling the things uncertain as to if his distortion was real or not, confused by his decoy, then converged a gateway back into the real world.  The army was sleeping, only the guards moving about, all the Shaman also asleep in their tents near the main pavilion tent that was Danvers’.  Danna, however, was still awake, sitting by the dwindling fire in front of the Shaman tents, in her human form since he was wearing the fur, sitting almost demurely on the ground with her legs tucked under her, poking at the coals with a stick.  She gave him a bright smile as he stepped into the firelight, and he wasted no time sitting beside her and licking her cheek.  She chuckled and put her arm around him.  “All done?”


“More or less,” he replied, doing the same and being mindful of his claws.  “I learned something big today.”


“What?”


“I learned how to move through the shadow world much, much more safely,” he replied.  “Since I made the things afraid to attack, it gave me time to really study the shadow world, and I figured a few things out.”


“Well, I’m all ears, love,” she said with a bright smile.


“You have something else to learn first,” he told her, then he explained what he’d learned to her in great detail, taking nearly two hours to describe everything he sensed and felt, described how the things reacted, and how taking on his shadow form within the shadow world made it much less vertigo-inducing.

“So, it sounds like I need to figure out how you do that,” she said after he finished, as the guards changed shifts at midnight.


“As quickly as you can, so that’s what you need to work on from now on, until you get it,” he replied.  “I might need your help when it comes time to attack Avannar, so you need to be ready.”  He reached up and touched his medallion.  “Ready to change back?  I’d better not spend too much time like this, I may need the shape tomorrow.”


“Well, I guess,” she sighed.


“Just be patient, love, I’m working on it,” he chuckled.  “I’m not getting very far, but I am working on it.”


“I’ll be glad when you do,” she grunted as they both changed.  Kyven returned to his human form, and Danna took on the fur and became the Arcan.  “I’m starting to get used to this, but I still want to change back for good.”


“It has its moments,” he told her as he pulled her against him, then kissed her muzzle.  “But I don’t care what you look like.  It’s the woman inside that I love.”


“I do believe that you mean that,” she said, licking his cheek playfully.


“Now, since I can take you back safely in the morning, why don’t you stay the rest of the night?”


“That was kinda what was on my mind when I came over here,” she admitted with a husky undertone, nipping at his ear lightly.


“And here I wasted half the night by doing work.  Silly me,” he noted, which made her laugh as he picked them both up off the ground and led her towards his tent by the hand.


After escorting Danna back to her own army just before dawn, Kyven rode with Nightfall and Toby and made an entire morning out of explaining things to them.  Danvers wanted him to scout ahead, but this was much more important, and besides, it gave him the chance to ride Vasha.  As usual, they rode with Danvers and the other Shaman walking or riding with them, which was a bit rough for Kyven and Danvers.  Vasha and Strider had started playing like colts over the last couple of days, and they didn’t see carrying riders as an impediment to their recreation.

He was just as detailed with them as he was with Danna.  He took nearly three hours explaining what he’d learned in great detail, every aspect of it, then stressed in no uncertain terms that learning how to take on the shadow form was far more important to them now than learning how to shadow walk.  “Both of you need to learn how to do it as quickly as possible.  Once you figure that out, then you can work on shadow walking, because it won’t even be half as dangerous.”


“But there’s still danger,” Nightfall noted.


“Oh yes,” he replied.  “The things might start getting wise to it after a while, so we have to exploit this window of opportunity.  If the three of us can stay in the shadow world for hours at a time come when we attack Avannar, well, we can do some major damage.  At least after I teach you guys how to reach into the real world and pull things into the shadow world, anyway.”


“Like what you did with Beyonne?” Dancer asked.


Kyven nodded.  “But more for going after their death machines,” he replied.  “If we can steal those, then not only do we keep them from being used against us, we can use them against them.”


“It’s too bad that not all Shaman can do that,” Andra noted.


“My shadow powers have nothing to do with me being a Shaman,” Kyven reminded her.  “They’re what you might call something left over from when I was an Arcan.  Actually, my shadow powers are the main reason the Loreguard take me so seriously,” he chuckled.  “If I only had my illusions, I wouldn’t be even half as effective.”


“Well, I’d take someone seriously too if they could move across the entire continent in a matter of minutes,” Patience smiled lightly.


“I have to say, Kyv, if you can steal their death machines, it will make a huge difference,” Danvers agreed.


“That reminds me, I picked up some information from Greggson last night about Riyan.  I really need to talk to him when he’s sleepy, he’s much more talkative,” he chuckled.  “They don’t intend to stand and hold at Riyan, they’re only going to hold their position as long as they can to slow the southern armies down.  DeVaur will certainly need to know.”


That afternoon he again talked with Andra, walking around the camp with her after they stopped for the evening, introducing her to his spirit in a roundabout way, since she was sitting there waiting on him when they came around a cluster of tents.  Her presence incited Andra’s spirit sight, and she gasped and gawked at the shadow fox as she sat sedately, her tail wrapped around her legs, her emerald eyes glowing with a calm radiance.  It was that pose he had seen her use most of his life, a picture of calm patience, as if she could outwait time itself.  “Sister,” he said with a solemn nod, not letting his true emotions show in front of Andra.  The others may know how he felt about his spirit, but he wasn’t going to openly disrespect her in public.  They kept their wrangling private.

The white wolf seemed to materialize out of the evening haze, coming into being as he walked towards them, going past the shadow fox and coming up to Andra.  He sat down before her as she looked at him, with curiosity more than fear, then he bowed his head once.


“Reach out and touch him, Andra.  He wants to speak to you.  You must touch him to hear his words.”


She glanced at Kyven, then did as he commanded, reaching out and putting her hand on the big wolf’s shoulder.  “Know that we are well pleased with you, child,” the wolf informed her, but doing it audibly, so he could hear it.  “You have learned what you needed to learn quickly, and what is more, you have shown wisdom in reconciling your religious beliefs with the necessities about to be forced upon you.  You have demonstrated that you have the wisdom and maturity to begin your Walk.  You are ready to begin your training.  Kyven of the shadow fox.”

“Yes, brother wolf?”


“This night, take her to Vanguard.  Sister Rainsong will begin her physical training in the morning.  There is little time, and she must be ready.  She has pleased me with what she has learned, but she still has much more to learn before she may walk among you as an equal.”

“It will be as you wish, brother wolf,” he said with a nod.  “Congratulations, sister,” he told her with a smile.


“Thank you, Kyven,” she replied with a bright smile.  “I hope I’m ready.”


“You’re not going to like it,” he winked.  “When I did it, I thought I was going to die on a daily basis.  You have to work yourself beyond exhaustion every day, because the magic that Rainsong will use will make you recover stronger and stronger the more you tire yourself out.  In a matter of weeks, if you really work hard, you’ll complete your physical training and start learning the wisdom that brother wolf wants to teach you.”


“Then I begin to learn magic?”


“A little at a time,” he nodded.  “Brother wolf will teach it to you little by little.  When he teaches you new magic, then you’ve pleased him and have done well.  Think of the spells he teaches as rewards for hard work and wise decisions.”  He chuckled.  “And don’t fret if you don’t learn much, sister.  We’re humans, Shaman magic is extremely difficult for us to do.  Most spells the others use would kill me if I tried to use them.  I only know a handful of spells, but those spells I know, I know well.  They get me by.”

“Well, as long as I learn enough to help, I’ll be happy,” she replied.  “It’s why I’m here, to help end the evil bondage of the Arcans, which is against God.  I just want to help.”


“You’ll do fine, Andra,” he said gently, patting her shoulder.  “Now, let’s go back and pack up your tent and let you say goodbye to the others, and I’ll take you to Vanguard.  You’re going to be very busy in the morning.”


“I’m a little scared, but I’m really excited.”


“That’s a healthy outlook,” he said, nodding to the two spirits.  “Brother, sister.”


“Thank you, brother wolf,” she said hesitantly, reaching out and putting her hand on his shoulder again.  He surprised her by rubbing against her side, almost like a cat, which both startled her and made her laugh.  He bounded off towards the trees, vanishing from sight.


“Wolves are playful, Andra,” Kyven told her with a smile.  “Expect it.”


“Are shadow foxes playful, Kyven?”


“Their kind of play isn’t what most people would find amusing,” he said with a dark smile.  “But yes.  In their own way, they play.”


The shadow fox just gave him an amused look, then the shadows rose up and claimed her.


The others were quite surprised when they found out that Andra was starting her training, but they were quite happy for her.  Dancer and Patience especially hovered around her like protective mothers, giving her all kinds of advice as they helped her pack her tent, warning her that winter came early in the far north and that she should have them prepare her winter clothes quickly.  Andra hugged and kissed her way through the Shaman and the Arcans that had been tasked to watch over her, hugged Toby and Nightfall goodbye, got a big kiss from Danvers, then she turned and took the rope Kyven offered her.  “I hope I don’t throw up again,” she said, flushing slightly.

“It’s not for the weak-stomached, that’s for sure,” Dancer laughed, giving Patience a look.


“Oh hush, you threw up too,” she replied primly.


“True, but you threw up first,” she dug, which made Patience slap her on the shoulder.

“You’ll be alright, it’s not as far to Vanguard as it was when we came here from Eusica,” Kyven told her as she tied the rope around her slender waist.


“I’ll be gone for a while, Wilson.  I didn’t get a chance to see Alak last night, so I’m going to drop by Rallan on my way back.”


“Alright, Kyv.  We’ll keep the fire going for you.”


Andra managed her second trip through the shadow world much better than the first.  When they got to Vanguard, she only looked a little pale and peaked, but didn’t immediately bend over and throw up like she did when they traveled from her village.  He gave her a moment to get her stomach back under control, then they walked down into Vanguard.  It was still just before sunset there, again proving that the sun did indeed move around the world, and the diminutive little Rainsong hurried out to meet them as they came down into the green, surrounded by excited children.  “Sister, this is Andra,” Kyven introduced.

“I’m so happy to meet you, sister!” she said eagerly, giving the startled young woman a hug.  “To know that there are more human Shaman makes me very happy!”


“Why is that?” Andra asked.


“Because it means that the humans are joining the rest of the world in harmony with the spirits,” she replied immediately.  “It means that soon, maybe within my lifetime, the wisdom of the spirits will find its way into human hearts.  That will be a wonderful day.”


“Andra, it’s important that you obey Rainsong like she was every parent, aunt, uncle, mayor, prince, and king you ever heard of all wrapped up in one,” Kyven told her.  “Sometimes what she’ll tell you to do won’t make sense, but you need to do it anyway.  Trust her, she knows what she’s doing.”


“I will,” Andra nodded, then she hugged Kyven.  “Thank you, Kyven.  For bringing me here, for giving me a chance to do what is right by God’s mercy.”


“No problem, sister,” he said, patting her shoulder.


“And they’re wrong, you’re not scary at all,” she told him.


“You’ve only seen my good side, Andra,” he chuckled.  “You’ve never seen the other side of me, and you don’t want to see it,” he winked.


He kissed her cheek and pushed her to Rainsong gently, who put her arm around her and led her towards the village, then he felt the shadow fox emerge from the shadows beside him.  He glanced down and saw her sitting beside him, tail wrapped around her legs, so he knelt down and put his hand on her back.


I am so proud of you I don’t know what to do with myself, she told him, a bit giddy.  You have learned one of the great secrets of the shadow world, my Shaman.

“Well, when I had time to actually stay in there and study it, observe it without having to run for my life, it just seemed to fit together,” he said modestly.  “And as soon as the others learn how to take on the shadow form, they’ll be much safer.”


Yes, but know also that there is more to learn.  You have unlocked one secret.  There are others, and I would have you learn them all.  No Shaman of mine is ever content with what he knows, but always seeks to know more.

“I’ll keep at it.  Your teachings served me well, sister.  They led me to the secret.”


As it should be, she replied, a bit teasingly. Now, on to matters.  Nightfall is pregnant.

“Already?  I guess Toby didn’t mess around,” Kyven laughed.


I would have you bring her to Haven, where she will be safe.

“I can do that, but I was kinda hoping she could help with Avannar.”


She can shadow walk, my Shaman.  I don’t think she’ll be staying in Haven very much.

He chuckled.  “No, she can be quite willful when she wants to be,” he agreed.  “Has Toby decided what he wants to do?”


He wishes to retain his Arcan form until the battle in Avannar is complete.  He knows you will need his help.  After he is returned to his human form, I would make a slight alteration to the magic that binds you and Danna together, allow you and her to change independently of one another, at least for short periods of time.  That way, both of you can hold the Arcan shape when it is needful.  But Danna will still be an Arcan, and you will still be a human, she added with a slightly mischievous look.  I will not let go of her until she gives me what I want.

“You know, I was thinking,” he mused.  “If we’re always different, just how was she supposed to get pregnant?”


You believe that that makes a difference? she asked with a sly look at him. All that matters is that your seed reaches her eggs.  What happens afterwards is not your concern, at least until your kits are born.

“Speaking of kits, how is Umbra?”


Getting fat, ungainly, and short tempered, she replied, which made him laugh.  She will be delivering at the end of summer.

“That’s just a few weeks away,” Kyven mused.  “Half the reason everyone’s rushing is so they can get all the fighting done and dig in before the first snows.”


The leaves are already starting to turn to the north of Haven, she informed him.  Umbra carries a girl and two boys, and they are maturing at a quite normal rate.  They will be fine kits.

“My children,” he breathed, a little intimidated and quite overjoyed at the sound of it.  “I can’t wait to see them.”


Even though they are Arcan?

“That makes absolutely no difference to me,” he replied immediately and with a little heat.


Then you should bow to the inevitable and give me Danna’s Seal, she told him lightly.  Then you would have more children to be proud of.

“You just let me worry about that,” he replied easily, patting her back.  “I’m going to find a way to beat you, sister.  Mark my words.”


Optimism is an admirable quality, she intoned with dry aplomb.  Now, you have tasks to perform.  See to them.

“Yes, sister,” he replied, standing up.  He gave Rainsong and Andra a final wave when they reached the door to the inn, then he turned and vanished into the shadows as efficiently as his totem.


He had quite a shopping list of things to do that night, but fortunately, all of them but one were in the same place.


The first thing he did was drop in on Alak Longwell.  He observed from the shadow world as he and Sheldra ate dinner in his private apartment, and after the maid came in to clear the dishes, he decided he’d better crash their party before they became indisposed.  Alak had Sheldra’s bodice halfway unlaced by the time either of them took notice of him, sitting calmly at the little table near the royal bed, feet propped up and a glass of wine swirling in his hand.  Sheldra gave a startled call that surprised Alak, who whirled around with a tiny little pistol in his hand, no doubt hidden somewhere upon his person.  The guards stationed outside were also attentive, for both of them barreled through the door upon Sheldra’s gasping cry.

Clearly, Alak was far more nervous and far smarter than Kyven expected.


“You need to find some way to announce yourself,” he said, a tiny bit shortly, waving the guards back outside.


“Where’s the fun in that?” Kyven asked with a mischievous smile, pouring another glass of wine.  “I came to see how your people fared afterwards.  Did your army come through intact?”


“Mostly.  They weren’t in the actual fighting because the Loreguard weren’t entirely trusting of them.  Afterwards, they were forced to vow to a Truthkeeper, but the vow was to not fight for the Loreguard or the Loremasters,” he chuckled.  “There was nothing in the vow preventing them from being patriots for Carin.”


“Well, that’s good for Carin.  The question is, what do you intend to do with them?”


“Do?  Shaman, Carin doesn’t do with her army,” he replied simply.  “We’re a small kingdom that minds its own business.  My troops will be securing our borders, and that’s it.”  He took the glass of wine.  “But what concerns me is Foggy Peak.”

“I figured it might,” Kyven said easily.  “It’s still being occupied by a sizable Arcan force.”


“Why are they there?”


“To seal off the southern pass through the Smoke Mountains,” he answered honestly.  “It’s not much of a pass, but it’s a pass that an army might conceivably move wagons through, so they’re sealing it.  They’ll be in Foggy Peak for maybe ten more days, then they’re going to pull back into the mountains.  Just  tell your citizens to be patient.  Hell, they can go back now if they want, the Arcans won’t stop them, and they’ll find all their houses untouched.  They’re not there to loot and pillage, they’re just there to hold the village until they know where they’re going to set up in the mountains.  Then they’ll pull back.  As long as you don’t try to march into the mountains, Alak, you’ll be just fine.  But I suggest in the strongest possible terms you do not do that.  They’ll attack you.”


“So, now we become enemies?” he asked simply, taking a sip of wine.


“That’s going to depend on you,” Kyven replied.  “I’ve already told you exactly what we’re doing and why.  I know you don’t like it, and your plantation owners really don’t like it, but times are changing.  In five years, when the crystals in the Arcan collars start to fail and there’s no replacements, we’d have come to this point anyway.  The Arcans will be free, Alak.  Nothing you can do is going to stop that.  But what you can do is prepare for it and make the blow as soft as possible.”


“You’re talking about them dragging me out of this palace and lynching me.”


“I don’t think it’ll be quite that bad,” he said seriously.  “But, if you want some advice on how to handle it, I think we could think up a few things.”


“What do you mean?”


He finished pouring a second glass and offered it to Sheldra, who had finished lacing her bodice back up.  “Think about it a minute, Alak.  What’s going to happen when the collars fail?”


“Arcans are going to escape, in huge numbers,” he reasoned.  “They’ll be only be a few at first, but then more and more are going to escape.  Eventually the owners will have to resort to cages and chains to hold them, with men with muskets patrolling the fields to keep them on the plantations.”

“Which won’t work very well,” Kyven said simply.  “It’ll be even harder when the Masked start unlocking those cages at night and helping the Arcans escape.”


“That’s an act of war,” Alak said darkly.


Kyven shrugged.  “The Arcans of Haven consider holding their brothers and sisters in bondage to be an act of war, Alak.  Who has the moral high ground?”


“We do,” Sheldra said simply.  “The law, it states that Arcans are property.”


“Your law,” Kyven pointed out.  “Haven has its own set of laws.  Curiously enough, humans have the same rights in Haven as the Arcans do with one exception,” he chuckled.  “That’s a curious thing for former slaves to do.  But anyway, Carin law isn’t going to really matter very much here.  I told Alak the last time I was here that the Arcans aren’t going to rest until all Arcans are free.  You can deny it and see your kingdom fall into chaos, or you can accept it as inevitable and plan for what happens afterward. One way or another, in ten years, there won’t be an Arcan left east of the Smoke Mountains.  Haven intends to take all of them west and separate the races for a while, until humans can accept that Arcans aren’t inferior to them.  When they do that, you’ll have to run a kingdom that no longer has its slave labor, Alak.  What are you going to do?”


“I just can’t accept that,” Alak said stubbornly.  “The Arcans don’t have the power or the organization to pull something like that off.”


Kyven put his glass down.  “Actually, I think it’s about time for you to see something, Alak.  I’ll show you.  I’ll take you to Haven and I’ll show you.  If you’re up to it, anyway.  The way I travel is very hard on a man’s stomach.”


Alak and Sheldra traded glances, then he set his glass down.  “I would like to see it,” he declared.  “Dear heart, would you wait here for us?”


“Wait?  I will not wait,” she snorted.  “I will go.”


“It’s going to be unpleasant, Sheldra,” Kyven warned.  “The way I travel is like being sick at your stomach.”


“My stomach, it is strong,” she shrugged.  “I will see this Haven for myself.”


“Warn your guards, we might be gone an hour or so,” Kyven said.  “Oh, and we’ll need some rope.”


“Rope?  For what?”


“So you don’t get lost in the shadow world,” he replied.  “We tie ourselves together at the waist.  That way I don’t lose one of you.”

The guards were puzzled over Alak’s request for rope, but they brought more than enough for Kyven to secure himself to his passengers.  “Alright, where we’re going will be like a dream world,” he warned them.  “You won’t be able to see very far, and everything will shift and move.  There won’t be any up or down, and it’ll make you queasy.  We’re going to walk about ten steps and then come right back out, so once you’re in, just follow the tension on the rope and do not stop.”


“Why?” Sheldra asked.


“Because there are things inside that see us as food,” he replied.  “If you stand still, you won’t ever move again.”


Sheldra looked much less enthusiastic.


Despite her sudden reluctance, once he got them in the shadow world, they did as they were told.  They followed him as he walked to Haven, both of them holding onto the rope with both hands, and Alak had his eyes closed tightly, just letting Kyven lead him.


Once they were out, Alak burped menacingly, but Sheldra was quite solid, looking around Firetail’s Square with something approaching awe.  “Jesui deaux,” she breathed as startled Arcans stared at the sudden appearance of the humans.


“You really do have a strong stomach,” Kyven mused to the tall Nurysian Cajar.


“Oua, when you eat what Cajars eat, nothing unsettles you,” she said with a slight smile.  “May I untie?”


“Go ahead, but we have to keep the rope.  It’s alright, everyone,” Kyven called.  “I’m Kyven Steelhammer, the human Shaman.  I brought them, and they’ll only be here for a short time.  Please, don’t let us bother you.”


It did, however.  Alak looked more than a little bit stunned after he got over his queasiness, as Kyven led him along the sunset-lit streets of Haven, with a few hundred Arcans following along behind them as they walked.  Kyven met a few of the braver Arcans who approached them, handed out some blessings, and gave Alak and Sheldra a little tour of the center of Haven, but giving nothing strategic away.  “Just look around Alak,” he said calmly as he carried a little cat Arcan child, her parents hovering very close.  “Arcans as far as you can see, and living in well-built houses.  No running wild, no chaos, no disorder, just Arcans going about their daily business, living in a large, well-maintained, organized and orderly city.  This scene is playing out in any number of other cities right now, but the only difference is, here there’s nothing but Arcans.  About half a million Arcans live here, and while they don’t live in luxury, they are free.  The Arcans live here peacefully and happily, and all they want is to be left alone.”


“By the Trinity,” Alak breathed as he looked at an older Arcan couple sitting on a porch, gawking at the three humans.


“This is what the Masked and the Arcans are fighting for,” he said.  “To allow Arcans to live here without fear of a slaver’s collar, where they can do what they want to do and be surrounded by love and acceptance.  Feel lucky, Alak.  Usually, humans aren’t allowed here. I’m sure the council will chew my ear for a while for bringing you here,” he chuckled.  “That’s the one rule where humans are treated differently than Arcans.  There are humans living in Arcan territory, but they live in the border villages.  They respect the Arcans’ need for one place where the most traumatized of the former slaves can come and live without fear.  It’s very kind of them,” Kyven murmured.  “But I think you needed to see this, Alak.  I think when you go home, you’ll have a different point of view.”

“Humans live here?” Sheldra asked in disbelief.


“They live in Arcan territory, yes,” he replied.  “Most of them were prospectors, frontier settlers, mountain men who stumbled into the area and found the Arcans, but then stayed on because they found something they liked.”


“And what of those that didn’t like what they found?” Sheldra asked pointedly.


“I’d assume that they’re dead,” he shrugged.  “The Arcans have the right to protect this place, Sheldra.  After all, it’s the only place they have.”


“And now we know about it.”


“And now the whole world does,” Kyven agreed.  “But it was necessary.  This might be the only chance we have to break the cycle of slavery, so the Arcans of Haven are risking everything for it.  I have absolutely no doubt that at least one of the kingdoms of Noraam is going to try to march in here, Alak,” he said bluntly.  “There’s going to be war on the northern plains.  The Arcans are going to have to fight for the freedom they’ve made for themselves, but they’ll win.”


“You’re so sure?”


“Positive,” he said simply.  “You’ve never been here in the winter, Alak,” he chuckled, a bit ominously.  “The Arcans only have to stall until winter, then come back in the spring and bury the soldiers that froze to death.  Winter is already on the minds of the Arcans here, they’re getting ready for it.  In a month or two, they’ll have their first snow.  Then it’ll pile up by the rod and stay until spring.”


“But it’s only just turned August!” Alak protested.


“And the first snows will be on the ground in October,” Kyven said simply.  “September snows aren’t very common, but they do happen,” he added lightly.  “Arcans have that fur for a reason, my friend.  They’re much hardier than we are.”

A commotion to the side drew his attention, and to his surprise, Teacup knocked a couple of Arcans to the ground and raced up to him.  “Kyven!” she cried in glee, jumping into his arms.  He gave the diminutive raccoon a huge hug, swinging her back and forth a few times, then he set her down.  “It’s so good to see you!”


“Why Teacup, it’s been a long time!” he laughed.  “How has your training been going?”


“Well, I hated making barrels, but it turns out I’m really good at mixing paints and painting, so they put me in a painter’s shop.  I even sold a couple of paintings!”


“Good for you!  I’m glad you found your calling,” he said with a laugh.  “Oh, Teacup, may I present Alak Longwell, king of Carin?  And this is his fiancé, Sheldra.  Your Majesty, my Lady, this is Teacup, an Arcan I helped bring here when I first came to Haven.  She traveled with me.”


“Hi!” she said in her bubbly, fearless manner, boldly stepping up and taking Alak’s hand.  “You’re cute for a human!”


“He’s also taken,” Sheldra murmured, a touch warningly.


“What are you doing here, Kyven?  I thought you were fighting in the war!”


“I am, but I can move back and forth quickly,” he said mildly.


“How’s Clover and Patches?”


“Clover’s fighting in the army.  Patches and Tweak are on their way back here to start cutting shops,” he told her.  “Hmm, maybe I should just go get them and bring them here.  It’d be safer, and I worry about them.  Is Watcher here?”


“Who?”


“Oh, that’s right, you don’t know him,” he chuckled.  “I sent him to Haven not long after I got back to the human lands.”

“So, why’d you bring the humans here, Kyv?” she asked, looking at Sheldra, who had snapped a fan open and was waving it vigorously just under her chin to cover her nervousness.


“They needed to see Haven, hon,” he replied.  “It was important.  Wasn’t it, Alak?”


“Yes,” he breathed, looking around.  “I believe that it was.  I just can’t believe what I’m seeing.”


“You’d be quite surprised if you spent a couple of days here,” Kyven said mildly.  “Arcans have built their own society, and while it isn’t perfect, it works for them.  Quite an accomplishment for a bunch of animals, isn’t it?” he asked pointedly, waving towards the large, well-built council building.  A few of the gathered Arcans bristled slightly at Kyven’s choice of words, but since he was a Shaman, they didn’t say anything.


“I would never have believed it if I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes,” he said honestly.


“Jesui cest mon vai amo undelle benne vella,” Sheldra breathed, speaking Cajar.


“Well, I’d better go see Umbra while I’m here, or she’ll let me have it,” he chuckled, glancing at the monarch and his lady.  “I think you two can tag along.  Umbra would be disappointed if you didn’t meet her.”



“She’s been cranky lately,” Teacup giggled.


“She probably can’t see her feet anymore, she has reason to be cranky.”


Kyven led quite a parade to Umbra’s house, which was the spare house nextdoor to Firetail’s house.  She’d moved into it after the others left, he’d been told.  “Umbra!” he called as he brought them into Firetail’s compound, the other Arcans staying outside the fence respectfully.  “Umbra!”


She waddled out the door and gasped, then ran over to him as fast as she could.  She was very pregnant, but then again, she was carrying three babies, so it was no surprise that she was pretty round.  He gave her a fond hug and accepted a lick on the cheek, then she regarded the two humans curiously.   “Who are they, Kyven?  They smell like they’re about to pee themselves.”


Sheldra gave an aggressive snap of her fan at that, which made Kyven chuckle.  “The two nervous humans are the king of Carin and his wife to be,” he replied with a smile.  “Alak and Sheldra.  Alak needed to see Haven for himself, and since I was here, I just had to come see you.  You’re getting ready to pop, hon,” he said, putting his hand on her very round belly.


“Just a few more weeks,” she replied with a happy nod.


“She, she looks like you,” Alak murmured.  “When you’re the other way.”


“I’ve never appeared like that to you before.”


“I’ve seen the wanted posters,” he said with a wry smile.


“I better, since we’re both the same,” Umbra grinned.  “I think he looks ugly like this, but he never listens to me,” she said, slapping him lightly on the forearm.


“I thought the black fox was just a creation you used,” Alak said, giving him a curious look.


“Nope, there really are black fox Arcans, they’re just really, really rare,” Kyven replied, giving Umbra a warning look not to say anything extra.  She had a strange mind, but since she was so attuned to deceit and trickery, she picked up on his look with a slight nod and a smile.  “I think they’re rather handsome, so I built my alter ego using them as an example.”

“He’s so pretty when he’s the right way!” Umbra gushed.


“Pretty?”


“Long story,” Kyven said mildly.  “Now, I don’t have much time, hon, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to go.  I just wanted to stop and see you.”

“Aww!  You need to come back!”


“I will, tomorrow, I promise,” he said, kissing her nose lightly.  “Go on back in the house, now.  I’m going to take Alak and Sheldra home.”


Teacup gave him another big hug, then the two of them watched from the porch as Kyven had them tie themselves together again, then pulled them back into the shadow world.  Alak looked even worse the second time through, and when they got back to his room, he ran straight for the nearest container and got noisily sick.  Sheldra looked a little queasy, but she got control of it quickly, fanning away a light sheen of sweat on her dark-skinned face.  “Now then, Alak, what do you think?” Kyven asked as he wiped his mouth and came back over to the table where their glasses of wine were waiting.


“I’m not sure what to think,” he said honestly, sitting down.  Sheldra joined them and took a deep drink from her glass to settle her stomach, then she sighed audibly.


“Well, there’s more for you to think about,” Kyven told him.  “I want to buy every Arcan in Carin.”


“Buy?  Buy how?”


“Simple.  You use your crown to take them off the farms and out of the kitchens, you pay a fair price for them, and we pay you enough to cover the costs of buying and moving them, with an extra twenty five percent.  That way your people at least get something back for their investments.  The alternative is that we simply take them, and they get nothing.  Either way, no matter what, you’re going to be dealing with owners who have no Arcans.”


“I don’t think you have the chits for that.”


“I’m not paying in chits.  I’m paying in gold.”


“Gold?  How on earth can you possibly think that something like gold can pay for things?  It’s a jewelry metal!  It’s barely worth ten chits a pointweight!”


“Well, mainly because in twenty years, Alak, there won’t be any more chits,” he said pointedly.  “If there are no crystals for alchemy, then there are no crystals to crush and make into chits.  The chits degrade, Alak, you know that.  They only last about ten years, then they have to be replaced.  Most people accept degraded chits anyway, taking them for their face value because they know they can trade them in for fresh ones, but do you think they’ll still do that after everyone knows that the crystals are drying up, and they can’t trade them in anymore?” he asked pointedly.  “Oh, I’m sure someone’s gonna get the clever idea to use colored glass in chits, but in the long run, the chit is going to disappear as a currency.  The Eusicans use silver and gold, and more than a few of us think that those coins are going to replace chits as the currency of Noraam.  This gives you the chance to get ready for it.  You can be in a better position than most of the other monarchs, because not only will you avoid most of the chaos concerning losing your Arcans, you’ll have a treasury filled with silver and gold to use to trade with the Eusicans.  They will flock here when they hear you’ve ended slavery in Carin, Alak.  It’s the only reason they don’t trade with us.   You can position Carin to be strong as everyone else weakens, maybe even get back some territory from Georvan.

“It’s not going to be quick or easy, Alak,” Kyven said simply.  “But you have to look at the big picture.  Yes, there’s going to be fury and outrage, maybe even calls for your head.  But in ten years, when the Cariners see what’s really going on, they’re going to look back at what you did and praise you for your foresight and intelligence.  Unlike the others monarchs, you know what’s coming better than anyone else, because I rather like you, and I’m a lot more honest with you.  And Haven could use a real ally out here in Noraam.  I won’t be coy about that.  Flaur is going to backstab us the first chance they get, and we know they will.  We’ll need contacts, and we can pay well for your help, be it in gold and silver, or in crystals.  The Arcans have some crystals stockpiled, and they’d probably sell some of them to you, giving you access to them when few others do.  While the other kingdoms fight over the mines, you’ll get your crystals from us.  And all you have to do to get them is bow to the inevitable and move to end Arcan slavery in Carin…because it will end, Alak.  I think after you sit down and ponder it for a while, you’ll see that truth for what it is.  You can profit from it and prepare Carin for it so you’ll be in a strong position, or you can founder and tread water with all the other monarchs when we come and take the Arcans from you.


“And we can do it, Alak,” Kyven said grimly.  “You know we can, no matter how much you might want to deny it.  So, I want you and Sheldra to sit down and talk about it.  Look at the advantages and analyze the risks, because there are some risks here, my friend.  I’d be a fool to tell you there weren’t.  But the big picture I want you to look at is this:  in twenty years, where will Carin be compared to the other kingdoms if you accept my bargain?  You might be one of the most powerful kings in Noraam, Alak, because you were prepared when everything went to hell.  You could go from the king of the most politically weak kingdom in Noraam to one of its most powerful, if you move carefully and work with an eye towards the future.

“Think about, Alak.  Think about it carefully, and explore all your options, because I’m sure that when you study the board, you’ll see that my offer is the best thing for Carin.  Maybe not in the short term, but it will be in the long run.  And that’s what truly matters, isn’t it?” he asked with a smile as wisps of shadow started to form around him, growing thicker by the second.  “Carin will be strong, its people wealthy and important and powerful, and they’ll all know that it was your wisdom and foresight that made it all happen.  They might even make a statue of you,” he said with a light smile.


Before Alak could reply, Kyven’s body dissolved away into the wisps of shadow, and he was gone.


That morning, a very sleepy Kyven appeared out of the shadows near a tree at the edge of camp.  He yawned and stretched, his back popped audibly, then he started for camp, nodding to a sentry who had approached to challenge him.

It had been a long but very productive night.  Kyven had seen enough of Avannar to do something about it, and do something about it he did.  Come morning, when the Loremasters went into their crystal vaults to take some out, they were going to find several shelves and a couple of rooms empty.  Every single crystal would be gone from those rooms, because Kyven had shadow walked in and drained crystals until he couldn’t take it anymore.  He’d barely put a dent in their stocks, but after a couple more weeks, if he got lucky and could keep sneaking in without having to fight, he could do some damage to their inventory.  He’d gone after the most important crystals first, mainly their green ones, denying them the ability to heal their troops and get them back into the battle.  Their black crystals were held under heavy guard in a fortified vault deep under their building, and he couldn’t drain those even if it was possible…but nothing stopped him from stealing them.

All of them. Every black crystal they had that wasn’t already integrated into a weapon or device was stolen, since they held them all in the same place…and they didn’t keep guards in the vault, just at the only door in or out of it.  Stupid Loremasters, they knew what he could do, and they still hadn’t put guards on their most valuable asset.  Maybe they didn’t think he knew about them, maybe they didn’t think he could get in there, but either way, it was a horrible mistake and he made them pay for it.

He was sure he’d be able to hear their screams even from here, if we went someplace high and quiet.


That wasn’t the only thing he stole.  That armory room he’d found filled with the annihilators were now empty, and the boxes and crates of them were stacked neatly in their supply depot.  That was exactly what Danvers had in mind for Kyven to steal, something small and easy to carry, yet would have definite military worth both to the Loreguard and to them.


The black crystals, well, those were in Haven, under the watchful eye of the council.  He didn’t want to put those in anyone’s hands without the council’s approval.


He’d also stolen several crates of the new rifles the Loremasters had bought from Briton, which both took them out of the hands of the enemy and gave them more weapons to use.  The short rifles were very popular with the humans in the army as well as the Arcans, for they were easier to use from horseback, easier to carry, and were very accurate.  The long rifles were being used by humans mainly, since it was a little easier for them to carry them in saddle skirts than it was for the Arcans to carry them as they ran.


In just one night, Kyven had done some damage to Avannar’s ability to protect itself, and he figured he could get away with two or three more big heists before the Loreguard wised up and put everything important under heavy guard.  He could still steal them, using illusions and trickery, but it would take longer and he’d have to plan his forays.


He came up to the center of camp, and saw that all the Shaman were awake, sitting around the fire, and they looked rather upset.  He approached quickly, and before he could say anything, Clover buried him in a deep embrace.  “Oh, Kyven, what are we to do?” she asked, then she sniffled.


“What happened, Clover?  What’s wrong?”


“Brother, Firetail has passed,” she said, looking at him with sheened eyes.  “They found her in her bed this morning.  She passed in her sleep, peacefully.  We have lost our wisest Shaman,” she said, then she put her head on his shoulder and held him.


It was like a blow to the gut.  She never seemed old, but she was.  She was really quite old for an Arcan, and it seemed almost impossible that she’d, she’d, she’d just die in her sleep like that.  But she herself said that she could feel her age, and the rigors of the expedition…maybe they’d just been too much for her.  He put his arms around Clover and tried to get his mind around it.  Firetail, dead.  She had been so wise, so calm, so kind.  She had been a central part of his life since he’d arrived at Haven, living with her, talking with her, learning from her, laughing with her.  She had been so incredibly wise, it seemed almost impossible that she wouldn’t have known that her time was close.


But death was the most cunning hunter of them all.


The Shaman would have to choose a new Firetail.  And they’d have to do it right in the middle of a war, when they were scattered…but this would trump the war.  The Shaman would return to Haven, mourn the loss of Firetail and bury her by her namesakes on Firetail’s Hill, and they would choose a new Firetail to take over.  They wouldn’t be able to do it immediately, but as soon as they concluded the battle at Avannar and destroyed the Loremasters, the Shaman would leave the human lands and return to Haven, where they would meet in a grand council and choose the new Firetail.


But that wasn’t on his mind right now.  A thousand memories of Firetail boiled in his mind, of their talks, of her gentle humor, of her incredible wisdom and intelligence.  Her rueful laughter as the groundskeepers chased her away from the plants she seemed so adept at killing, her beautiful voice as she sang while she cooked, her gentle eyes that could always convey so much even when she spoke not a single word.


The Shaman had lost one of their very best that day, and like the others, tears started sliding down his cheeks.  No Shaman could fail to weep at the loss of Firetail, their wisest Shaman, and their leader. 
