Chapter 21

At sunset, Kyven began.  His primary responsibility was the alchemical death machine, which was the cornerstone of the Loreguard plan to stall DeVaur at the James River.  The debris wall they’d piled on the far side of the river and all their trenches and tactical positioning revolved around the cannons and the death machine; the cannons were a lure, a trick, to bait DeVaur into trying to charge the ridge with a big chunk of his army, then have them slaughtered by the death machine hidden in that excavated hole behind the first row of trenchworks, completely concealed from the south shore of the river.


Kyven’s shadow powers again served him well.  Kyven lurked within the shadow world, hidden from the things by the shadows themselves as he sat in on the meeting with the officers as Loreguard General Markos Longshot went over all their preparations, as well as got down to business.  “Our intelligence places the Flaurens just a few minars south of us,” he declared.  “They might be in position to attack within a few hours.  And if DeVaur is close, then that means that Danvers and that Trinity-damned army of Arcans of his must also be close by, so keep a sharp eye out and make sure the scouts with the night goggles stay alert.  I can’t stress enough, gentlemen, that this is not some valiant last stand.  If you believe the Flaurens will penetrate the line, then you call a retreat.  Save every man possible for when we fight them for real at Avannar.  No man here is going to be called out for calling a retreat, because that’s what you’re supposed to do.  Hold them off as long as you think it safe to do so, then retreat while you can, when you have the advantage to retreat safely, before you do it with musket balls chasing your ass.  Understood?”


The officers all nodded or rumbled their acknowledgement.


“If the Arcans are indeed close by, remember your training,” he continued.  “They’re fast, they can see at night, they’re hard to bring down with a single musket shot, and they’ll try to get close enough for hand to hand combat, where they think they have the advantage.  Use that against them.  Let them charge, then mow them down.  I have no doubt that DeVaur will have the Arcans attack first, because that’s about all they’re good for,” Longshot grunted, which made a few of the officers chuckle.  “Any questions?”


A younger man raised his hand.  “Yes, Captain Gardner?”


He stood and saluted.  “Sir, what do we do if they flank us at the canal?  If I were them, that’s where I’d attack first.”


The general gave him an approving look.  “If for some reason you can’t retreat to the canal, then pull your men back up Tobacco Road and reform at Mission Ridge.  We can hold that as we organize, not even DeVaur’s Arcans would be insane enough to charge that.”

And that was what Kyven needed to know.  He only listened with half an ear through the rest of the briefing, then stalked off into the shadow world as he planned out his counter.  He sought out Captain Gardner’s unit, which just happened to be the death machine, sitting on a crate as the men made sure the death machine was ready to go.  When they heard the bugle, the men picked up their rifles and pointed them in every direction; they had orders to shoot anyone that approached the death machine once that bugle sounded, for fear that the human Shaman might attack under the guise of someone else.  The Loreguard did learn from past experience, but unfortunately for them, Kyven was already there…though his mind wasn’t really on things.

He was pondering his vision, and what it meant.


He was supposed to guide the entirety of Noraam.  That was a huge responsibility, but what was more, if he was the one that had to do it, then it meant that it wasn’t going to be very pretty.  It meant that it was going to take manipulation, deceit, possibly betrayal and murder.  He was supposed to use his understanding of what had happened in the past to guide the future…well, what did happen in the past?  Well, the Great Ancients destroyed themselves by messing with powers beyond their comprehension.  They had overstepped themselves, had been so confident in their knowledge that they lacked the wisdom to know when and where to stop.

How that applied to what was going on now wasn’t very similar, up to a point.  The humans were holding the Arcans in slavery, and that had to stop.  It wasn’t going to be pretty when the time came to free them.  Arcan slaves were going to be killed before they could be freed, and it was going to take war to make some countries, like Flaur, release their Arcans.


In both cases, humanity was refusing to see a fundamental truth.  In the past, it was the truth that they were dabbling with power they couldn’t understand nor control.  In the present, it was that the era of slavery was at an end.  The spirits had decided to move, and Kyven and Andra had been born because of it.


Human Shaman.  That was part of what was coming, but it wouldn’t be his part.  Andra would be the one that would show humanity that Shaman weren’t what they believed them to be.  Kyven…well, Kyven was there to reinforce what they believed Shaman were.  Black and white, good and evil, Kyven and Andra represented the polar opposites of the Shaman, showing that Shaman were as diverse and different from each other as they were from those who weren’t Shaman.  Shaman like Kyven and Stalker worked side by side with Shaman like Clover and Andra.  Humanity had to see that the Shaman weren’t their enemies, and while Kyven didn’t advance that cause in any way, actually moved the bar backwards because his powers and abilities were terrifying to those who didn’t understand them, it was a fundamental truth, a necessary change that humans had to make.  They needed Shaman, and because of that, human Shaman had been born.


And the future of Noraam had been placed in the hands of the Shaman that represented the evil side.


He could admit that much.  Though Kyven didn’t consider himself to be evil, he understood that he often had to commit evil deeds in order to do his job.  His spirit believed that the end justified the means, and Kyven had come to adopt that philosophy himself, because the stakes were simply too high to fail.  He knew he would be called upon to kill, to terrify, to use fear as a weapon against his enemies…indeed, fear was his greatest weapon as it was.  The Loreguard was terrified of Kyven Steelhammer, and they took extravagant precautions to try to guard against him.

So, in what was to come, how would he try to guide Noraam to the desired outcome of a free Arcan nation and the peaceful separation and coexistence of both nations?  That was, after all, the ultimate goal.  Noraam would live on the east side of the Smoke Mountains, prosper, and be happy, and the Arcans would live on the great plains west of the mountains, prosper, and be happy.  There might even be trade and amicable relations after some time, after the humans got used to the new order, and they came to accept the human Shaman as part of human society.


The obstacles were many and considerable, and the highest among them was religion.  The Loremasters had used the faith in the Holy Trinity for centuries to justify the abuse and enslavement of the Arcans, twisting the scriptures so that monsters like Arthur Ledwell were morally and socially acceptable…so long as they turned their sadism on those they considered to be animals, to have no souls.

He would know what to do.  She told him that he would know what to do.


She was right.


The men screamed in fear and levelled their weapons at him when an ominous black-haired man sat on a crate of anchors used for the death machine, eyes glowing with that emerald aura…just sitting there.  He made no hostile moves, he just sat there and stared up at the stars.  “S-Stay right there!  Don’t move!” one of the men quavered, levelling a musket at him.


“A beautiful night,” Kyven said softly, looking up at the stars.  “Please, boys, put the guns down.”  The men squeaked in fear and flinched when their muskets jerked out of their hands by a solid nothing, then vanished into the darkness like they melted away to nothing.  “You’ve been outflanked,” he said in that same soft voice.  “Danvers is about to capture your entire army.”


The man gaped at him, afraid to move, but more afraid of what might happened if they didn’t do something.  “Shaman!” one of them shrieked.  “The Shaman is here!”


That caused almost instantaneous chaos.  Men ran all over, but none of them approached the death machine because they knew that the men there would kill anyone who approached, part of the precautions to prevent the Shaman from sneaking up on them under the illusion of a member of the army…which didn’t do them much good.


“Have you ever felt helpless?” he asked Captain Garder in a conversational, almost bemused voice.  “Know that you have to do something you don’t want to do, but if you don’t do it, things will be much worse?  I suppose you do,” he noted as they gawked at him.  “I don’t think you much relish the idea of using this thing.  You aren’t murderers, you’re soldiers.  You’re just doing your job,” he said, then he slapped his knees with both hands, making them flinch.  “I guess I’m doing my job too,” he said as he stood up.  “Gentlemen, if you’d kindly back away from the death machine.  I don’t want any of you caught up in this.”


“A-Are you going to attack?” the captain stuttered.


“Not you,” he replied with an enigmatic little smile.  “Not tonight.  In fact, I’m here to prevent an attack.  Tell General Longshot to pull his men out now.  Danvers is coming, and he has you dead to rights.  I should know, I sat in on Longshot’s briefing to his officers, and his briefing made it clear that he has no idea Danvers is already on this side of the river, preparing to blindside you with an army three times the size of your garrison here.  Danvers will roll over you like a full barrel coming downhill.  If you’re still here in three hours, you’ll either be dead or staring down the barrels of about ten thousand muskets.”


“Why tell us that?”


“Because my quarrel is with the Loremasters, not with you,” he said intently, walking past them, then turning to look at them with his back to the sinister metal contraption.  A huge circle of darkness appeared under both the Shaman and the device.  “Now retreat, gentlemen.  Avannar is going to need you.”

Then the circle of darkness rose up off the ground, and wherever it passed over the Shaman and the device, they just vanished.  When the circle rose up over the top of the device, it was gone.  The circle of darkness itself then evaporated like smoke, leaving the death machine crew with no death machine to operate.

“Stand down and prepare to retreat!” Gardner said quickly.  “We have to warn the general!”


About ten minars south of Riyan, the Flaurens were enjoying their meals around hundreds of campfires, each one placed in an exact spot that created a perfectly symmetrical pattern.  Muskets were placed near tent clusters, covered with canvas to protect them from any possible dew, and music was playing at many of the fires.  South of the neat and orderly rows of Flauren fires, the less organized encampment of the Georvans were scattered along Tobacco Road, in fields to each side.  The Georvans too were enjoying a late dinner, knowing that they’d be moving soon, and getting as much rest as they could before what would be a very long night and an even longer day.


The grand tent of Field Marshall DeVaur was in the exact center of the Flauren camp, right in the middle of the road, with a cushion of space between his pavilion style tent and the tents of other officers.  The Flaurens didn’t concentrate all their officers’ tents in one area so as to prevent a loss of the chain of command if the army were somehow ambushed.  DeVaur himself was lounging in his tent, listening to a quartet of musicians as they played chamber music, discussing the latest opera that opened just before they deployed from Tallasar with one of his colonels.  But the conversation ended abruptly when a cloud of what could only be called liquid shadow manifested in an open area between his table and his rather luxurious bed, and a figure appeared within those swirling, shifting shadows.  The glowing eyes were the first thing that they could make out, and DeVaur gave a tight look as the shadows melted away.


“Shaman,” DeVaur said in a steady voice.  “Do you bring news?”


“Yes, I bring news, DeVaur,” Kyven said in a calm, almost serene voice.  “The battle is over.”


DeVaur laughed.  “Did the Loreguard surrender?”


“No, they haven’t surrendered yet,” Kyven answered, turning out in the open area between DeVaur’s tent and the nearest.  “But the battle’s over.  The Loreguard is already retreating to the north.”


“What happened?” one of the officers asked.


Kyven turned and sat on the ground cross-legged, leaning down on his elbows.  “The Loreguard scouted out your army, decided it was too big to even try to slow down, and retreated.  But General Longshot has you dead to rights.  You need to move your army east, right now.”


“And why should we do that?”


“Because they have a death machine about a minute away from being ready to fire, and it’s right over there,” he said, pointing to the west.


DeVaur snapped his head to a low ridge to the west, which was hidden by the night.


“I’d order the retreat, DeVaur,” Kyven told him in a calm voice.  “Right now.”

Then they heard it.  There was a sound that a death machine made when it activated, a sound that all military officers were trained to identify.  That deep, rumbling THOOM washed over the camp, and DeVaur didn’t have to give the order.  Half the men knew that sound, and the sudden inky blackness that appeared to the west, swallowing the light, warned them from where the attack was coming.


“To the east!” DeVaur screamed.  “Retreat to the east!”


Kyven walked slowly out of the pavilion as he watched the armies of the Flaurens and the Georvans run wildly, screaming, to the east.  They plowed over tents, tripped over crates, the smarter ones jumped on horses or mules, and some men were killed when they were trampled over by the panicked mass of humanity as a broiling, undulating, seething black cloud of pure death rolled in from the west, pushed by the wind and moving with great speed.  DeVaur himself was on his horse, galloping to the east with his officers, the Georvan generals, and he was knocking men down in his haste.  Clearly, it was every man for himself.  Kyven looked at the billowing cloud with detached interest, and made no move to escape or protect himself as he swept into the field holding DeVaur’s camp, moving as fast as a trotting horse.  The nearest trailing soldier was about a hundred rods ahead of the lethal cloud, panting heavily as he ran for his life.  The man saw the black cloud envelop the human Shaman as he looked over his shoulder, who had made not even an attempt to escape it, but he was too panicked to think of anything but saving his own life.

The men at the lead of the retreating soldiers kept running, if only because they would get trampled from behind if they stopped.  It was a full rout, and that meant that the men had to protect themselves from their comrades as much as from the main threat.  The lead men reached the trees, which slowed them down, but also gave them some protection from those behind, as now everyone had to duck and dodge and weave among the trunks and branches, though it did little to help them against the thick brambles and thorn bushes for which the forests of the Free Territories were rather infamous.  The Flauren Field Marshall ducked under a branch as he entered the forest, looking back over his shoulder to see that the cloud was turning, the wind was pushing it south.  He slowed to a stop as men ran to each side of his horse, watching the cloud with intense concentration.  “Slow up!” he called.  “The cloud is being turned by the wind!  We are safe for the moment!  Officers, Sergeants, organize the men for a more orderly withdrawl!  We will pull back until the death machine is out of power, then return!”

On the other side of the cloud, Kyven’s face was a mask of intense concentration as he maintained the illusion.  There was no cloud around him, the illusion only existed at its vanguard, visible from the other side.  He continued to put everything into it, almost trembling from the effort to hold such a large illusion such a distance from him.  He started to pant, sweat dripping down his face as he allowed the cloud to start breaking up, swirling and buckling around a gust of wind that blew, quite naturally, across the large field upon which the encampment had been set.  He allowed the wind to tear the illusory cloud asunder, and once its integrity was broken, it evaporated with unnatural speed.


Smiling, Kyven retreated two steps back into the opening of DeVaur’s tent, then his body melted away into the shadows.


The pieces were now all in place. 

Back at the camp, Kyven appeared by the fire of the Shaman, their tents erected in a semicircle before it.  They were sitting on logs around it, eating venison as Clover scratched Sirra’s belly, which caused her leg to shake and her mouth to open in a kind of canine-like dreamy contentment.  The Shaman were relaxing before the coming battle, as was the army, judging from the music and laughter drifting to them from the distant campfires.  In about an hour, Danvers would rile them and get them ready for the attack.  For now, they were resting and preparing for a long night of action…which would never happen. 


“Brother, what brings you back?” Patience asked.  “Were you not watching the Loreguard?”


“I was, not anymore,” he replied, going past them, heading for the single pole corral where Strider and Vasha were frisking around.  “The Loreguard army is preparing to retreat right now.”


“Now?  They don’t intend to hold Riyan?” Longstep asked.


Kyven nodded.  “They’ll be done before Danvers can get the army in position, so they’ll get away.”


“Kyven, Kyven!” Danvers called as he hurried out of the tent.  “The forward scouts say the Loreguard are preparing to retreat!”


“They are,” he replied as he pulled a pole down to get into the corral, heading right for the Equars.  Both of them pranced a bit as he arrived, and he patted both of them fondly before putting his hands on Vasha’s powerful chest, calming her.  “Easy, girl, we’re going out.  I need to saddle you.”


“What happened?” Danvers asked.


“Not much, Wilson.  I just told them you were about to attack, then stole their death machine.  They took me seriously, I suppose,” he chuckled.


“You what?” Danvers snapped.  “You compromised our plans?”


“I did,” he replied calmly.  “Wasn’t the plan to get DeVaur past Riyan with a minimum of losses?  Well, that’s what I did.”

“But now those men will add to the forces in Avannar!” he retorted hotly.  “We could have reduced the number of troops and artillery pieces we’ll be facing later!”


“Those men won’t matter all that much in the end, Wilson,” he said dismissively.  “They lost the death machine, and that’s what matters most.”


“Well, where is it?”


“The death machine?  Oh, I left that not too far from DeVaur’s troops and used illusions to convince them that the Loreguard got it down there and turned it on to try to kill his army.  DeVaur will capture it and add it to his own armory, and that’s right where I want it,” Kyven said with a dark chuckle, taking Vasha’s saddle blanket from a stand near the corral pole.


“What do you mean?”


“Wilson, DeVaur is going to betray us,” he replied simply.  “He has a plan in place to attack our army at Riyan and blame the Loreguard for it, hoping to steal some of our rifles and supplies as well as just thinning out your army.  That’s in preparation for Avannar, where he intends to attack us as well as the Loreguard, wipe out our army, and he intends to put a bullet in both our brains.  He wants to kill us personally.  Actually, his plan is fairly clever.  As a fellow trickster, I can appreciate the cunning of his idea.  So, Wilson, I’m just putting everything in place to backstab him before he can backstab us.  Right before he sets his little plan in motion to wipe out our army, that death machine is going to be there to wipe out his army.  Up until that point, he’ll continue to serve his purpose of scaring the shit out of the Loreguard generals up in Avannar.”

“We knew he was going to betray us, Kyven, but we could use that death machine.”


“We won’t need that one, Wilson.  There are sixteen of them in Avannar, and we can steal them anytime we please,” he said as he picked up Vasha’s saddle, then almost had to jump to throw it over her back.

He seemed to mull that over.  “I don’t approve of you changing the plan like this, Kyven.  I appreciate your help, but we were counting on defeating the Riyan garrison both to reduce their numbers and also to get them out of our way so we don’t have to worry about them as we move north.  Now they can evacuate most of their men by barge and leave behind a skirmish force to set traps all the way to Avannar.”


“I know, but those will be DeVaur’s problem,” he shrugged, hunching over and stepping under the Equar to grab the saddle cinch strap dangling on the far side.  “We can just go west of them and outrun them, Wilson, because if I remember right, our plan was to go straight to Danna after this.  Hell, we could probably beat the barges there and ambush them before they can reach the city, if you really wanted to.  I’m sorry that I didn’t consult you first, but I had to get everyone back on the right track.”


“What do you mean?”


“You’re focused on defeating the Loreguard and taking Avannar, then falling back to protect the Arcans and Haven.  My goals are a bit longer, Wilson, and I had to do a few things to get both DeVaur and the Loreguard back on the path they need to be on, that’s all.”


“What goals are those, my friend?”


“The same as yours, really, Wilson.  Freeing the Arcans from slavery.  I know that’s what you want to see, but it’s not entirely what you’re here to do.  While you focus on the battles, I’m focusing on the bigger plan, that extends past the war we’re fighting.  When the time comes, you’ll have a very big hand in freeing the Arcans from slavery, my friend, but for now, let me worry about that part.  After all, it’s my job.”


“I thought the Shaman sent you to help us.”


“They did, but I take orders from my spirit, Wilson.  She may be a bitch, but she is very wise, and I am her faithful Shaman.  To be honest about it, I’ve been playing two different games here, my friend.  What you need me to do, and what she needs me to do.  Most of the time those two goals are the same, but there have been a few times when I’ve had to act on my own.  Like tonight.”

Danvers seemed to ponder that a moment.  “Can I trust you, Kyven?” he asked in a sober voice.


“You’ve never been able to fully trust me,” he shrugged.  “Like I said, I’ve been playing my own game in all this, Wilson.  I’ve done a few things that would make you very angry,” he said with a slight smile.  “I had everything all planned out to get all the armies at Avannar at the same time, let them get beaten up taking the city, then let them fight each other while the Arcans pulled back to the mountains and let them have at it.  I still want to see that, but now I need to do something more, because my plan didn’t include rescuing the Arcan slaves still in Noraam.  It was aimed mainly at protecting Haven, with the idea of freeing the Arcans afterwards, after the human armies shattered themselves both fighting each other and then fighting the Arcans, when they’d no longer be able to stop the Arcans from coming in and freeing the others.  Well, my spirit has taken me to task for not thinking that far ahead, so I need to see to that oversight, and that means that I have to take a few steps outside of the plans you have.  And the other Shaman as well,” he said calmly. 

“And what will that accomplish, my brother?” Clover asked as she came out of one of the tents.  “You are a totem Shaman, but you are also one of us.  Such things need to be discussed among us.”

“It’ll accomplish quite a bit, sister,” he answered her as she ducked under the corral pole, and Kyven managed to buckle the saddle.  “I had a vision, sister.  My totem showed me the path I have to take.  Simply put, I’m the harbinger.”


“The what?” Danvers asked.

“I’m the one who comes before the one that matters, bearing the message,” he said simply.  “The future is in Andra’s hands, Wilson.  She’s the one that will change humanity’s minds about the Shaman.  My job is to make sure that the people are ready for her when she shows up.  I have to clear the path for her, so she can walk without fear of tripping over every root and rock.  That means that I have to kill a few people that would stand in her way,” he admitted.  “Andra was born to serve humanity as their first Shaman.  I see that now.  I was born to serve the Arcans as their first human Shaman.  I belong to the Arcans.  Andra’s place is with the people.  Mine is with the Arcans, but I’ll help her in her task by preparing humanity for her arrival.  Andra will change the minds of the humans about the Shaman.  Part of my task was to show the Arcans that not all humans are what they believe.  I was born to show the Arcans that humans can believe in them, and they can believe in us.  Andra will show the humans that Shaman are not what they think they are, and that they need us.”


Clover gave him a long, searching look.  “You would raise her up to be the hero.”


“Not quite.  She’ll do that on her own,” he answered.  “Her personality will draw people to her.  My job is to make sure people are ready to listen to her when finishes her Walk and starts down her own path.  People will be in despair, then Andra will appear and bring them hope.  And that hope will change them, make them better.  Mankind will become what they were meant to be, not what they have made of themselves.”

“And how are you going to do that?” Wilson asked.


“Simple.  I’m going to free every Arcan in Noraam,” he replied calmly.  “And in the chaos left in the wake of losing their slave labor, Andra will fill that void with hope and self reliance.  She’ll teach the people how to do for themselves, to take pride in their own work, and in time, to accept the Arcans as equals.  But most importantly, she’ll teach mankind that the Shaman are not their enemies,” he said as he stepped over and picked up Vasha’s bridle.  “While the kingdoms commit their armies to securing what few sources of crystals there is left in Noraam, then face off against you and Danna, I’m going to take advantage of it and start an Arcan rebellion that will sweep across the entire continent.  I’ve got a plan in mind that will hopefully clear the path for Andra when she’s finished with her Walk and takes her place among the Shaman.  Oh, and we give the Arcans still in bondage a fighting chance.  It’s going to take a little deceit and a little betrayal, but if everything works the way I hope it does, then everything will be ready for Andra when her time comes.  We all have parts to play in the performance that’s coming, and I don’t mind being cast as the villain.  In a way, my spirit has prepared me for it.”  He buckled the bridle, then patted Vasha on the muzzle.  “Humanity will curse my name for a thousand years, my friends.  But I don’t mind, since my place was never going to be among them.”  He chuckled.  “You just keep going the way you’re going, Wilson.  Defeating the Loreguard and finally removing the last vestiges of the power of the Loremasters from Noraam is a critical task, and I wouldn’t feel any more comfortable with it being in your hands.”

Danvers seemed to digest that for a moment, giving Kyven time to finish getting Vasha ready to go.  “Where are you going, brother?” Clover asked.

“You’re going to need me to scout ahead,” he shrugged.  “I’m just saving Lucky the trouble of trying to saddle Vasha when she’s feeling playful.  Ebony, we’re leaving, gather everyone up!” he shouted.  “The flaw in my plan was the idea of waiting, and then having the Arcans come in and free the slaves.  I forgot to take into account basic human nature.  The common man would remember that humiliation until the end of time, and it would foment an enmity for the Arcans that would never fade.  Instead, the Arcans in bondage are going to rise up and take their freedom.  It won’t be much better than having the victorious Arcan army march in like conquering heros, but in time, and with Andra there to reinforce the idea that the Arcan slaves simply exercised their rights as sentient beings to take their freedom, in time things will smooth over.  It’s time for the Arcans to remember who they once were, sister,” he said simply.  “It is time for them to reach back into the past and embrace their inner warrior.  The Arcans in Haven understand it.  I have to bring that message to the rest of them.”

Clover gave him a long, assessing look, then finally nodded, her expression sober.


“You speak like that has great meaning, my friend.  Explain it to me,” Danvers pressed.


“The Arcans weren’t created by the Great Ancients to be slaves, Wilson, they were created to be soldiers, to fight in the war,” he explained.  “That’s why the Arcans we have here are so good at soldiering, if not all that good at the actual fighting.  We have to teach them to fight, but think about it, Wilson.  They do everything else like it was automatic.  The basic programming of being soldiers is still in them, and it’s why they work so well together.  In a way, it works against them, because it reinforces behavior they learn as slaves.  Cohesion, being part of a group, obedience to authority, they’re integral parts of Arcan nature, and they’re traits that make some of them take a complete slave mentality.”


“How do you know that?”


“Part of the vision my spirit showed me was showing me the past,” he said, his voice a little distant.  “I saw the Great Ancient civilization, Wilson.  I saw it rise up, and then I saw it fall.  I saw the buildings reaching halfway into the sky…and then I saw them crumble into dust.  My spirit told me that I had to understand the past in order to know how to move forward into the future.  I understand what she was trying to teach me.  Humanity is going to villify whoever frees the Arcans.  That’s my job.  Hell, they see me as a villain as it is, it won’t be much of a stretch.  I will spread despair and chaos across the land,” he said in a distant tone.  “Not with evil intent, mind you, but you have to admit that that’s exactly what’s going to happen once the Arcans are gone,” he chuckled darkly.  “This way, Andra’s not the one carrying that title.  She can’t help humanity if they see her as the one that destroyed their way of life.  That’s what I am going to do,” he said simply, nodding as Ebony, Striker, and Fastpaw arrived, with Sirra and Dauro just behind them.  “My spirit prepared me well for this, Wilson.  I’ve learned that so long as those who love me still love me when it’s over, then I can be happy despite what the rest of the world thinks of me.  As long as I have your respect, Wilson, and the respect of the Arcans, I can’t go wrong.”

“Well, my friend, if you need help, you know where I am,” Danvers said strongly.  “Freeing the Arcans from slavery has been the focus of my life for nearly fifteen years.  I’d be honored to carry that burden with you.”


“That matters to me very much, my friend,” he said, clapping Danvers on the shoulder.  “We’re going to scout ahead, nannies,” he told his three protectors.  “I think we’ll leave Lucky and Lightfoot here, I think they could use some time to themselves,” he chuckled.


“Then I will go with you,” Clover said.  “We need to talk, my brother.  Long and deeply.”


“I’d be happy to have you, sister,” he said as Ebony hurried towards the tent where he rarely stayed, more to hold what gear he didn’t take with him than anything else.  It doubled as the storage area for his gear when he was with the army.


Ebony returned with his saddlebags and weapons, and they loaded them on Vasha’s saddle as Clover went and gathered up her own pack. Danvers stood nearby, his expression lost in thought, no doubt mulling over everything Kyven had told him.  “Which way do you want me to go, Wilson?”


He blinked.  “A western approach to Avannar.  We’ll probably join up with Danna somewhere along the way.”


“Alright.  Since I’ll have Clover with me, we’ll make sure you get detailed directions on which way to go,” he affirmed.

“Alright.  Let me get the army ready to move.  I don’t want to be here when DeVaur comes north, he might attack us.”


“He will,” Kyven said simply.  “Right now, Wilson, DeVaur is just as much an enemy as the Loreguard.  If he catches up to our army, he’ll try to wipe it out, so we need to leave him behind.  And remember, he wants to kill you himself.  Don’t accept any offer he makes for a meeting.”


“Alright.”


Clover was ready within five minutes, but she wasn’t alone.  Dancer as well was wearing a pack and ready to move, and when he climbed up into Vasha’s saddle, she fell in beside Clover, obviously intent on going with them.  Kyven climbed up into the saddle of his Equar, then looked down at Danvers as Strider pranced over and nearly knocked him down with a playful butt of his snout.  Kyven chuckled as Danvers glared at his spirited companion, then laughed helplessly and patted him on the snout.  “Be very careful, Wilson.”


“We will.  Send me hourly reports, and do your best to avoid excessive contact with Loreguard patrols.”


“Will do,” Kyven nodded, patting Vasha on the base of her neck.  “Let’s go, girl.”


Clover and Dancer loped easily alongside Vasha as they rode to the north, moving to get at the base of the Smoke Mountains and ride parallel to them.  Though it was very dark once they left the lights of the army, none of them, not even Vasha, had any problems at all seeing.  Kyven had to rely on spirit sight to let him see, but everyone else had night-attuned eyes.  As they traveled, Kyven described his vision to his sisters with great detail, even describing the taste of the grass, then explained to him what he had learned from it in terms that fellow Shaman would understand.  He then told him what he believed it meant, and what it meant that he had to do, and he was much more descriptive with them than he was with Danvers.  Danvers was committed to the freedom of the Arcans, but even he might blanch at what Kyven felt he’d have to do in order to complete his mission.

He leaned his elbows on Vasha’s stout back—his saddle lacked the rope horn that many saddles possessed to give the saddle the ability to let the horse pull things—and sighed.  “When I told Wilson I was going to be the villain, I think he doesn’t realize just what that’s going to entail.  He’ll find out soon enough,” he grunted.  “As soon as DeVaur pulls that death machine where I want it to be.”


“You’re going to activate it,” Dancer said quietly.


“I am,” he said grimly.  “It should kill at least a quarter of DeVaur’s army if I do it right.  And I’m going to make sure they see me do it, sister.  I have to be the villain, so that means I have to commit a few atrocities.  I’m in no way going to enjoy doing it, but it is what must be done.  And I’ve been chosen to do it,” he said with a sober expression.  “That’s the cost of wisdom, I suppose.  The understanding that sometimes things are beyond your control, and you simply have to do your job no matter how much you might hate it.”  He sat back up as Vasha lowered herself down to drink, whch required her to spread her forelegs a little to get her head down that far.  “It’s a little change from the original plan, but not much.  I was supposed to go after the human armies anyway.”


“What plan is this?” Clover asked.


“My spirit has her own plans in all this, sister,” he admitted.  “I’ve been playing both sides against each other for a while, and I’m going to betray just about everyone in the end.  A few of the things I’ve done would make you and the other Shaman very mad,” he admitted.  “But that’s because I believe in what I’m doing.  I know what the humans are going to do, how they’re going to react.  I’m just using it against them to give the Arcans the greatest chance possible.”


“And what would make us so mad, brother?”


“Guiding DeVaur and the Loreguard armies into a head-on clash that will be absolutely ghastly,” he replied.  “The Shaman would be against what I’ve been told I have to do, but I know that my spirit is right.  The only way the Arcans can win this and gain both independence and acceptance is if the twelve kingdoms of Noraam are too busy fighting each other to be serious about marching their armies halfway across the continent.  My mission was to so debilitate and weaken the human armies that they wouldn’t be a threat to Haven, and that required…managing them.  I’ve given both sides information that Danvers would have considered treasonous.  I’ve manipulated the kings, lied to Danna and the council, assassinated those who jeopardized the plan, misdirected Danvers, even lied to you, sisters.  I’ve given aid to the enemy, and I’m not done yet.  Those men heading for Avannar right now that left Riyan, they’re as much a part of my plan as DeVaur’s army is.”


“How so?”


“Something my spirit said to me,” he said, looking up at the stars.  “That there are good men in the Loreguard who are simply fighting for the wrong side, who don’t know the truth.  They aren’t our enemies.  I’ve killed the Circle, and now the Loremasters are in chaos.  That means that the Loreguard generals are keeping things together until the Loremasters repair the damage I’ve done.  This gives me the chance to try to tell them the truth.  I think that if the common soldier knew what was really going on, he wouldn’t be quite so enthusiastic about fighting for the Loreguard.”


“You intend to sow dissent in the enemy ranks?” Dancer asked.


He nodded.  “The Loreguard as a military entity has to fold as quickly as possible for my plan to work.  What I really want to see is those men in the Loreguard either go home or join the armies of their home kingdoms.  As long as they’re fighting each other, their armies can be as big as they want them to be.  And they will fight each other.  DeVaur already has orders to take and hold Atan immediately upon the fall of Avannar, even if he has to march over everyone else to get there first.  And I know that he’s not the only general with those orders.  The second the commander of the Loreguard hands over his sword, there’s going to be a general brawl on the western road as all the armies fight to get to Atan first.  And whoever wins that war is going to find that the village is already occupied, and those occupiers have dug in and are waiting for them,” he grunted.  “That’s why I told Danna to betray the others, to pull the Arcans back before the fighting is over, so they can withdraw and dig in.  It’s also to save our people.  DeVaur intends to slaughter every Arcan he sees carrying a weapon, they’re a personal insult to his beliefs.  He also hopes to capture enough Arcans that didn’t actively fight to sell into slavery to make him the richest man in Flaur when he goes back,” he mused darkly.  “Oh, yes, DeVaur certainly has grand plans and high hopes.  It’s a shame that I’m going to dash them all.”

“Alright, that is little more than what we already know, brother, though I didn’t know you told Danna to retreat before the battle ended,” Clover noted.


“I told her not to send in the Arcans for any reason, to just stay on the western edge of the city and threaten.  I told her that the instant the human armies engaged the defenders, to pull her army back and save every soldier she can.  I’m sure that the humans will see it for the betrayal it is, but they’ll have other things to worry about.”


“Betraying the human trust is not a good way to begin our relationship with them,” Dancer noted.


“They have no intention of starting any relationship, sister,” Kyven said darkly.  “DeVaur’s view and opinions are the rule, not the exception.  He’s not the only general with hopes of lining his pockets with chits brought in from selling Arcans into slavery.  Besides, we have no reason to trust any of them.  They won’t take the Arcans seriously until they get their asses kicked by them, and they’ll never accept the Arcans as equals.  Not in this lifetime,” he declared grimly.  “That change of heart has to come from their children, not from them.  That’s why Andra’s task is going to take most of her life.  She’ll be swaying those that come after the ones here now.

“A task not suited for an Arcan.  We don’t live as long as humans do,” Dancer mused.


“I beg to differ, sister.  Your lifespan may be shorter, but the Arcans live more of their life than the humans do,” he replied with a smile.  “Half a human’s life is spent in childhood or adolesence, where they’re told what to do.  Arcans spend most of their lives as adults, and that counts for much more than it does humans.  Besides, there aren’t all that many humans older than Arcans.  Most humans die before they reach sixty.  An Arcan may only live forty or fifty years, but those years are much higher quality than human ones are.”


“That’s an interesting observation,” she chuckled, tapping her muzzle.


“Anyway, that’s what’s going to happen, despite what all the humans think will happen,” he told them as Vasha rose back up and pranced a bit.  “We’ll betray the humans before they betray us, let them fight among themselves, then take them on when whoever’s left limps into Atan.  We hold the mountain passes as long as we can, then if needs be, we pull back to the western forests and grasslands and stall them until winter.  Then we just let the winter kill them for us,” he said simply.  “While all that’s going on, I’ll be starting an Arcan rebellion in Flaur, among other things.”

“What other things?” Clover asked.


“Oh, keeping the kings honest, for one,” he replied.  “I have contact with all twelve of them.  The only one that I’d even come close to trusting is Alak.  He’s idealistic and fears his nobles too much to do what’s right over doing what’s popular, but he’s at his core a kind and compassionate man.  I’ll be keeping the human kingdoms milling around like ants for a while, and we’ll see where the soldiers of the Loreguard end up going.  If they try to maintain the Loreguard, I’ll have to do something about them, I suppose.”


“And you were doing all of this, making all these plans, while never intending to tell any of us?”


“Only if it was needful, and I needed to do it now,” he replied.  “With my plans changing, I needed to warn you of what’s coming, because I won’t be here to keep a personal eye on them as much as necessary.”  He chuckled.  “Besides, the shadow fox is a solitary spirit, doing her own thing often in the face of the others.  I’d be a poor totem not to be just like her,” he said with a light smile.  “She believes that the course the other spirits have set is wrong, and she tasked me to make sure things turn out right.  I’ve had to actively work against the other Shaman from time to time, but as you can see, I wasn’t doing it out of contrariness or arrogance.  I simply agree with my spirit, and if I didn’t believe she was right, I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing.  I’m sorry, sisters, but I believe that you are wrong.  The humans and Arcans can coexist, but it’s going to take a long time before the humans are ready for it.  We can’t negotiate our way out of this.”


“Well, brother, fighting the humans was something we knew we’d have to do,” Dancer protested.


“But you won’t do it the way it needs to be done, sister,” he replied immediately.  “The spirits want this war to be as gentle on the humans as possible, to do as little damage as possible, and that’s just not going to work.  And in a way, it’s not something you should be doing.  Just leave that part to me, and don’t ask too many questions.  If you knew what I fully intended to do, you may try to stop me, and I’m afraid I’d have to do something about that.  I love you two, and I’d hate to be put in a position where I’d have to fight my own sisters.”

“You speak like you’re planning something sinister.”


“You don’t know the half of it,” he said with complete candor.  “I’ve only told you what you need to know.  There’s going to be a lot going on that you don’t need to know.  You or the others.”


“Now you worry me, my brother,” Clover fretted.


“Don’t worry, I won’t get too outrageous, sister,” he promised.  “But when you need dirty work done, you send in someone not afraid to get his hands dirty.  This is part of what my spirit prepared me to do.  I fully understand why it must be done, and that’s the only reason I’m going to do it.  I’ll hate it with every fiber of my being, but it has to be done.  And sometimes, we must do what we don’t want to do in the furtherance of our goals,” he said with a set jaw.  “I will be the villain,” he said distantly, looking up at the sky through a break in the trees.  “But it’s a burden I’ve accepted, because what history may believe of me won’t matter as much as the results my actions produce.  Mankind will curse my name for a thousand years, but the Arcans will be free.  And I can live with that,” he said with simple dignity.

“And Andra will be the shining light banishing your darkness,” Clover said with a sideways look at him.


“That’s part of it,” he said, patting Vasha on the shoulder.  “She can’t be a hero without a villain, can she?  Just promise me one thing, sisters.  Promise me that when this is over, you remember what I’ve said tonight.  Remember it.  And remember that this was not something I was enthusiastic to do.  But I am a Shaman, and I am needed.  Even when what is needed of me is something that goes against the very tenets of our order.  I will be the villain,” he said, almost to himself, looking down at Vasha’s mane.

Clover looked at him for a long moment, then she glanced over at Dancer.  “Well, I forgive you, brother,” Clover said with a gentle smile.  “I have known you longer than the others, and I know your heart.  I could not believe you to be the villain, even if you act like one.”

“That means a lot to me, Clover.”


“I can forgive you as well, my brother, but if I am to show you that trust, then can you not show equal trust in me?” Dancer asked.


Kyven sighed, glancing at her.  “My original plan was basically the same as the council’s, to first try to negotiate the release of the Arcans from a position of strength, trading crystals and other goods for their freedom, you know, basically buying them out of slavery.  It would be the way to save the most lives.  But, if that failed, then I was to manipulate the council into having the Arcans march into human territory to force them to let them go.  But now I’ve been given the wisdom to see that it was the wrong approach.  It may free the Arcans, but it won’t change the way the humans see them, and that’s absolutely critical.  The humans have to accept that the Arcans are no longer slaves, and unfortunately, the only way that’s going to happen is by force, when the Arcans in slavery rise up and show the humans that they are slaves no longer.  So, I’m going to be using the chaos of the war to free the Arcans as a great rebellion that sweeps across the continent, which will also put further pressure on the human kingdoms.  Their armies will be busy trying to secure the crystals they need, but then the Arcans will rise up within their own territory, forcing them to divert forces and assets to deal with us.  I once joked that I’d be a poor choice to lead Arcan slaves,” he chuckled.  “Ironic, that.  I’m going to start at the southern tip of the Flauren peninsula and then work my way north.”


“You’ve told us all that, brother.”


He sighed.  “I will be the Shaman that frees the Arcans, and I won’t be nice or gentle about it, sister.  I don’t think you understand the scope of my plans or intent.  I don’t intend to leave a single Arcan in a collar anywhere in Noraam, and I’m not going to just sneak the Arcans out.  There’s going to be columns of smoke rising up behind us,” he said with dark eyes.  “The actions I take will effectively cause human civilization on Noraam to collapse.  The sudden removal of the slaves that grow their food and their cotton, paired with the loss of the crystals and their armies away fighting the Arcans of Haven, is going to send all twelve kingdoms into something approaching total anarchy.  Hundreds of thousands will die of famine and pestilence, and it’ll all be because of me.  Andra will be the Shaman that helps the humans put everything back together after I’m done.  I was born to destroy human civilization on Noraam,” he sighed.  “Andra was born to rebuild it.  I will be remembered as one of the darkest villains in human history, and Andra will be one of their greatest heroes.”

“I don’t think you will destroy human civilization, my brother,” Clover said with a gentle smile.  “You will definitely throw it into chaos, but not destroy it.”


“Thanks for that much, sister,” Kyven smiled wanly.  “I in no way look forward to this,” he said grimly.  “I was hoping to avoid this, at almost any cost, but my spirit got tired of my intractable nature,” he sighed.  “A Shaman must do what must be done, even if he doesn’t like it.  A lot of Arcans are going to die, and I’m going to spread chaos and misery across Noraam, but there’s no other way.”


“Well, you will not go alone, brother,” Dancer said seriously.  “When you go to start this, I will be with you.”


“As will I,” Clover agreed.  “You’ll need other Shaman with you.  I see wisdom in your words, and I agree that this rebellion will be necessary.  If not to free our people, then simply to force the humans to divide their resources, which will help protect Haven.  And it gives our enslaved brothers and sisters a chance to fight for their freedom,” she declared strongly, raising a fist.  “A chance to earn what is rightfully theirs!  We long feared that the humans would slaughter the enslaved Arcans as retaliation if we moved, but if we free them first, then they won’t have the chance.”

“Too right,” Dancer agreed, nodding her head.  “Besides, Kyven, you are our Shaman,” she said with a slight smile.  “We can’t let you go around without us.  Why, you’d have no one to serve!”


He chuckled.  “I am ever at your service, sister,” he told her lightly.


“Good,” the red vixen Shaman declared, vaulting up onto Vasha’s back and settling in behind him.  “Then begin serving me and carry me like the queen I am.”


He laughed earnestly as she put her arms around his waist.  “So, you really forgive me?”

“We’ll talk more about what you’ve done, but I can’t argue with the results, Kyven,” Dancer replied.  “We are in a good position with hope for the future.  If your actions helped get us here, then I can only thank you for it.”

“The spankings will come later,” Clover added, which made him laugh.


“You realize that if you go with me, you doom yourself to my fate,” he said seriously.  “To be remembered in history as the worst of the worst.”


“I can live with that,” Clover said with a smile.


“You don’t understand, sister.  You will be held responsible for what I do, because you were with me.  And I told you, I will not be nice.  The atrocities I commit will be put on your shoulders as well as mine.  The other Shaman may very well cast you out.”


“Well, I don’t believe it’s going to come to that, brother,” Clover replied.


“I do,” he replied immediately, looking down at her with grim eyes.  “Both of you think about that.  If you go with me, you share my fate.  And I will tell you right here, right now, it will not be a good one.  Infamy will be the least of your problems,” he warned darkly.

“If I must sacrifice myself to save my people, then so be it,” Dancer said simply, patting his stomach with both hands.  “It is something I would do gladly.”


“Don’t answer now.  There’s still time before I start the rebellion.  Think about it.  Think very carefully, then tell me where you stand when it’s time.  All I ask is that you don’t tell the others.  If they knew I was intending to go out there and cause chaos and terrorize innocent humans, they’d try to stop me.  It would go against the wishes of the spirits.”


“But it doesn’t go against the wishes of your spirit,” Dancer added.


“I’m a totem Shaman, sister.  I only answer to her,” he said simply.  “Just think about it, my sisters.  I love you both very much, and I don’t want you to walk into this without taking the time to thoroughly think it through and make completely and totally sure that it’s a sacrifice you’re willing to accept.”

“I’ll think about it, brother, but I think I already know where I stand,” Clover told him, reaching up and patting his leg.  “If you are to shoulder a heavy burden, then I will help you carry it. It is the Shaman way.”


“Damn right it is,” Dancer agreed, squeezing him around the middle gently.
