Chapter 2

His mind just wasn’t in it.  However, years of doing what some said he was born to do took over.

Kyven’s hands slid over the small green crystal, about the size of a paddleball, oddly spherical and very, very valuable.  It had a strange radial lattice structure, a kind of spiral swirl of lattice within that focused the power of the crystal quite naturally, giving the crystal more innate power than other crystals its size.  This kind of unusual energy pattern in the crystal made it difficult to place any basic template on cutting it.  This would be completely freehanded, because a crystal like this required an absolute minimum of cutting to express it.  He’d barely do more than shave the rough outer shell off the crystal, chipping it away at natural faults within the crystal that inhibited the power within from flowing smoothly and efficiently.  The result would be a nearly round green crystal, looking like a dimpled ball.

He held up the crystal to the light, looking at it, looking into it…looking through it.  It was how he appraised crystals.  He didn’t need a magnifying glass like the other cutters.  He could see that it had no internal flaws at all, a truly perfect crystal that must have cost Verrin a bloody fortune.  A green crystal was rare enough, but one this big with no flaws?  Usually, the bigger the crystal, the more minor internal flaws it had, which diminished a crystal’s increase in power compared to size after they went past fifteen points, but even smaller crystals usually had at least a few very minor flaws in them that a cutter had to identify and cut to make the crystal’s power flow around it.  This seven point green crystal was flawless.

He set it on the stand and begun, though his mind wasn’t on what he was doing.  His hands worked by themselves, slicing off the rough exterior of the crystal along natural planes as his mind still whirled from the last couple of days.  Not only was the fox not a hallucination, but he’d told someone about it.  But, at the time, it seemed the right thing to do.  Something inside him just opened the floodgates on impulse, and his deepest secret had spilled out of him before he knew it.  But even now, he didn’t really dread what he’d done.  Some part of him told him that he’d done the right thing.  He knew Virren’s dark secret, and knowing it just seemed to bring it out of Kyven.  Virren knew how to keep a secret.  Virren wouldn’t tell anyone, just as he wouldn’t tell anyone that Virren was a sympathizer.


But to know that the fox wasn’t an illusion, to admit it to someone else, which admitted it to himself…he couldn’t stop thinking about it.  The main question, the one he couldn’t answer, was how.  If the fox was not part of him, not a figment of his imagination, then what was it?  If it truly was external, then why was he the only one that could see it?  If he was the only one that could see it, didn’t that mean that it was a figment of his imagination?  But it wasn’t a figment of his imagination, because it had proved it.  Those two paradoxical thoughts just tumbled over and over in his mind, as cyclical as the chicken and the egg.  It couldn’t be an illusion because it knew things he did not, but it couldn’t be external because nobody else could see it but him.  If it really wasn’t a part of him, then what was it?

He had absolutely no idea.  He couldn’t even venture a guess.  He just had no idea, no inkling.  It was a question so far beyond his understanding that he wouldn’t even try.  It was something he could not explain or understand, and he had to leave it at that.


There had been no help in the books he’d read at the Loremaster’s library this morning.  There was no mention of anything like it.  The only thing that came close was some theology book that talked of demons and angels.  This fox didn’t seem like it could be some kind of religious being, so he discounted that.  Besides, the book said angels were winged human-like beings that were part of the religious lore of the Trinity, while demons were scaly, ugly beings with horns and frightening visages.  This wasn’t anything like that.  Yes, it was definitely not natural, but it was no angel and it was no demon.

He kept going around and around in his mind, lost in thought as his hands continued to work on their own, until he blinked and saw that it was done, and he’d worked through lunch, finishing just as the other apprentices were returning.  The crystal was cut with a myriad of tiny facets around its surface, producing a scillinting jewel that sparkled with green gleams and flashes whenever it was turned or moved.  It was cut with such small facets that it almost looked round, hundreds of them.  He carefully buffed it with a polish cloth until it all but dazzled in the light of his lamp, then wrapped it in a cloth and put it in a backpack.  He warned Master Holm he was delivering the crystal, then snuck the some twenty paces down the alley to Verrin’s door.  Bragga let him in and sent him to the forge, where Verrin and three of his apprentices took turns striking a piece of glowing red metal with heavy hammers while that canine Arcan held it steady and still with a pair of tongs grasped in paws covered with heavy leather gloves.  Kyven just stood back silently and watched and listened as Verrin explained the consistency of the alloy to the apprentices and told them that this alloy would be used for medical devices, for healing.  He quizzed the apprentices on why, and when none answered, he told them that iron was the metal most attuned to the body.

Little wonder why he was forging alloys for healing devices given the crystal that Kyven had just cut for him.


“Stoke it,” Virren commanded to the Arcan, and the canine turned and thrust the cooling metal back into the forge.  Another apprentice took up the tongs as the Arcan began working the bellows, tending the metal carefully as the Arcan stoked the heat of the forge.  “You’re finished already, Kyv?” he asked.  Kyven nodded and took off the backpack, then the pouch, then removed it from the pouch and unwrapped it.  Virren took one look at it and nodded in satisfaction.  “Old Gray!” he boomed.


An aged, gray-furred coyote scurried into the room.  He wore a cast on his left arm, the arm caught up in a sling.  He wore nothing but a pair of thick leather breeches, a scarred leather apron, and a collar, and his arms and upper chest showed dozens of tiny little bald patches in his fur, burns from the molten metals with which the Arcans and alchemists worked.  “Take this to the vault,” Virren ordered, pointing to the crystal in Kyven’s hand.  “Put it in the double-locked chest.”

The aged Arcan nodded and waited as Kyven wrapped it back up and put it in the pouch, then handed it over.  The Arcan held it close to his chest as he hurried out of the room.


“I see he didn’t stay in his room long,” Kyven noted.


“I couldn’t make him sit still,” Virren sighed.  “So I put him to some of the apprentice’s chores, things he can do with one arm.  The apprentices didn’t mind until I made them do an inventory of all our stocks.  Feeling better today?”


“Some.  My mind’s just not been here today.  It’s a good thing my hands can work without it.”


Virren chuckled.  “I know that feeling.  Hung over?”


“Not really.  Just too much to think about,” he sighed.


“It gets better.”


“It has to.  If it gets any worse, I’ll end up in the Black Keep.”


Virren chuckled.  “I heard that the miners are back to business.”


“Yeah, Master Torvik was over this morning to talk to Master Holm, they were talking about it.  Master Holm thinks they’ll be moving the mines soon.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard.  Smaller and smaller crystals, and they’re working harder to find them.”


Kyven nodded.  “Looks like Cougar Ridge has almost played out.”


“I think they’re going to try Maple Ridge next, a lot of the ground prospectors have had good luck there, and the exploratory mine they dug looked promising.  They found lots of shocked bedrock.”


Shocked bedrock was the telltale sign that crystals were nearby.  The presence of the crystals altered the rocks around them, producing a kind of stone called shocked bedrock.  The shocked stone was more brittle than the stone around it, which was a boon to mining the crystals as well, but also required significant shoring and reinforcement when the mine had hit a major pocket of crystals, since cave-ins were such a danger when mining crystals.


“Maybe we’ll start seeing some good crystals soon,” Kyven said.  “Master Holm’s business has dropped off.  He’s had some of the younger apprentices cut many more mainstream crystals than usual to keep up the profit margin, though he’s been telling them it’s just so they can get some extra practice.”


“As rich as he is, he can afford a dry spell,” Virren chuckled.  “Does he still have those big raw crystals in his vault?  The ones he keeps on the stands?”


“I don’t think I should be telling you what’s in Master Holm’s vault, Master Virren,” Kyven said simply.  “It’s not my place.”


“True, true, forget I asked,” he nodded.  “Feel up to a tankard after you’re off, Kyv?”

“No thanks, Master Virren, but thanks for the offer,” he said politely.  “I need to get back, I have a seven point red to double radial cut.”


“A rare cut.”


“I’m going to teach the cut to the youngers, it’s so rare they’ve never seen it done before.  There’s only so much you can get out of studying cutting plans in a book.”


“Well, have fun with that,” Virren told him.  “See you later.”


Kyven slogged through the training session, as all the youngers crowded around his bench and observed as he explained the approach behind the double radial cut, then did some cuts and then paused for them to see, and repeated that process all afternoon as they watched, took notes, and asked questions, until he chipped off the final burr at about their usual quitting time and polished it, then allowed them to examine it under his magnifying glass.  He sat quietly through dinner as the brand new first years served it, something of a tradition in the shop, and he left the table after barely touching his food and headed outside.  He walked aimlessly in the warm summer afternoon, without direction or purpose, as his mind was lost in thought, still consumed by the revelations of the last two days.  It was a sobering thought to discover that you’re not crazy, but that discovery leaves you with no rational way to explain what the hell is going on in its wake.  He felt powerless, impotent…stupid.  He just couldn’t explain it, and it was driving him nuts.  What was it?  What was it?  If the fox wasn’t an illusion, but only he could see it, then what was it?  Was it a ghost?  Was it some kind of phantom?  Was it some kind of crystal-eating monster that no human had ever seen before, and it had somehow latched onto Kyven since he was a kid, following him around like some kind of pet?

It was getting close to sunset.  He looked up from the ground and realized he was quite a ways from town, on the Avannar Road, halfway down into the Blue Valley.  Cougar Creek bubbled merrily out of his sight, behind a stand of trees and a curve in the road where an old wooden bridge crossed over it, the last time anyone on the road would see Cougar Creek as it turned south and the road continued to the east.  He was nearly a half hour’s walk from town.  Had he really lost track of time like that?  He needed to get back.  It was almost the new moon, and the moon wouldn’t rise until late tonight, which meant that it would be a dark, uncertain trudge back up the road if he didn’t get there before dark.  He turned around and started back towards town.


Bark!


Kyven stopped dead in his tracks.  It was the fox.  He remembered that sound.  He turned just his head and shoulders, looking behind him.  It was sitting in the center of the road, tail wrapped around its front legs, glowing green eyes unblinking.  Kyven almost ran away, but he was almost paralyzed by those eyes, those pupilless, glowing green eyes, twin pools of emerald radiance that looked at him with calm reserve.  He stared at it over his shoulder for a long, long moment, and then it uncurled its tail from its front legs and stood up.  It turned towards the side of the road and padded over to it, then stopped and looked at him expectantly.

It wanted him to follow.


Again, he found himself moving towards it almost against his will.  To follow it was to recognize it, and to recognize it only drove him insane with confusion as he struggled to understand this absurdity, tried understand that which could not, should not exist.


And yet he followed.


It led him down a narrow game trail to the creek, then along the creekside for nearly twenty minutes.   Kyven jumped the creek again and again as the fox padded along in a straight line in front of him, walking along the bank, and what made his eyes widen the first time he saw it, on top of the water.  It proved that the fox wasn’t there, wasn’t real…and yet it was.  It looked solid, looked real, but there was nothing there.  It was just an illusion, a spectre in his own mind, but it was something with an external intelligence that was not part of him.  At the base of the valley, nearly two minars south from where the road was, the fox finally stopped at a steep bank of the stream as it turned fully south and followed the base of the ridge, nearly three rods from the water to the top of the muddy wall, nearly, so high that the grassy top of the bank was just over Kyven’s eyes.  The fox then walked out over the top of the water, went to the far side of the slow-moving, deep area of the curve, and started pawing at the surface of the water almost as if it was digging.

There was…something there.  He could feel it.  There was something there it wanted him to find.  It had brought him here to show it to him.  But what?  What was he here to find?  He approached and stopped at the edge of the stream, then realized that whatever it was, it would require him to get wet.  He pulled off his clothes, putting them on the bank and standing nude before the fox as it continued to paw at the water’s surface, then he waded into the stream, felt a cold chill go up his spine as the cold water collided with warm skin, and felt the muck ooze between his toes as he stepped out into the streambed.  The fox stopped pawing and moved, then sat down and curled its tail around its front legs a few paces upstream of where it had been as Kyven reached where it had been pawing.  The water was thigh-deep where the fox was, and when he knelt down to put his hands down to the bottom of the streambed, the water lapped at his chin.


He had no idea what he was looking for.  He felt around among smooth rocks half-buried in the mud at the bottom of the stream, his fingers probing, and at one point brushing up against something cold and slimy that flinched and retreated from him.  His fingers probed down into the mud, searching for…what?  A rock?  Some special piece of mud?  A buried stick?

No.  That.  He felt a strange tingle against his pinkie, a tingle he usually only felt when working with crystals.  They had a tingle to them, the tingle of the power in them, a tingle he was so used to feeling when he did his work that he really paid it little mind.  He carefully shifted his hand until he felt the tingle between his thumb and middle finger, then carefully and gently squeezed them together.  He felt something small between them, something that was secure in his hand as he pulled it out of the mud.  When his hand was free, he swished it in the water vigorously to clean the mud off his hand, then pulled it out of the water and looked.


He almost dropped it.


There, between his fingers, was a white crystal, a two point crystal, about the size of  large pea, and his fingers tingled at the touch of it.


He couldn’t believe it.  It was…it was…it was a treasure!  This tiny crystal was worth—By the Father’s grace, it was worth a bloody fortune!  Even though it was only a two point crystal, it was white. With that one tiny crystal, he could buy out his contract with Master Holm and have enough left over to buy his own tools, even put a down payment down on his own shop!

He could buy out his contract.


He could buy out his contract.


He looked to the fox.  Its form seemed to meld with the deepening shadows of the forest, until only its eyes were visible, and then those vanished.

He was alone.


He sighed.  But, it was more proof that it was no part of himself, no hidden side of his mind.  It had known about the white crystal and led him to it, led him to a crystal so valuable he could free himself of his indentured service to Master Holm.


It truly was something outside of him, some external consciousness.


He knew he should feel giddy, ecstatic, but he just felt…lost.


It was a long, slow walk back to Atan, in the rosy light of the morning sun.  He’d sat on the muddy streambank until well after sundown, and then only got  up to move to the dry, warm sand of the sandbar facing the steep bank.  He’d sat on the riverbank as the sounds of the night washed over him, passed through him, as he just thought.  He thought about the fox, what it was, what it meant.  He thought about what was happening to him, why it was happening to him, but he could find no answers.  For long hours in the dark, he sat there, naked, and could find no answers.  He didn’t understand.  He knew it was impossible, it was crazy, it was insane, but he knew he wasn’t going crazy.  What had happened, what was happening, no one would tell him he was crazy if they knew all the facts, but they’d say it was a crazy situation.


That was the dilemma.  That was the paradox.  It was an impossible thing that could only be explained by an equally impossible answer.


Over the night, he could only come to one conclusion, but that conclusion gave him no comfort.


Perhaps there was more to the world than he’d been taught.  Perhaps there was more to the world than people knew.


As far as the crystal was concerned, he knew what he needed to do with it.


As the sun rose the next morning, he finally decided to move.  Besides, Master Holm was probably worried sick when he realized that Kyven didn’t come home last night, for someone would have come to wake him by now and would find his room empty.  He put his leather smock and woolen pants back on, slipped his feet back into his soft boots after cleaning the sand off of the bottom of his feet, then went back up the game trail to the road and started the climb up the gentle, zigzagging ridge to return to Atan.  People looked at him curiously when he came up the Avannar Road nearly an hour after sunrise, but none of them really knew him well enough to talk to him…and that was the way he’d arranged it.  Kyven was an enigma in Atan, a gifted crystalcutter who was intensely private and very reserved, rarely saying more than two words to anyone with whom he didn’t interact at work, or didn’t pester in the bar to learn about prospecting.  They didn’t know him, though they knew of him.  A crystalcutter of his ability was a common point of conversation in a town filled with crystalcutters, miners, and alchemists.  Some of the girls had tried to catch his eye, hoping to marry someone who would clearly be a wealthy man once he established his own shop, but none had yet to get him to say more than ten words to them, even though they could tell that he enjoyed their attention and seemed to like their company.  The girls often speculated that he either preferred men, which was highly scandalous behavior, or he had some kind of dark secret for him to be interested in girls yet not accept their invitations to court them. 

If they only knew how right they were.


He returned to the shop and came in through the customer’s door.  Mistress Henna gave him a surprised look when he came in through the schoolroom, interrupting her lesson of teaching the first years to read, and then ignored all the calls, jokes and questions from the workshop when he arrived tremendously late.  He went straight to Master Holm’s office, and opened the door without knocking.  Master Holm was sitting at his desk, a lamp above illuminating the room as he wrote in his ledger, tallying the costs and profits of the day before.  “What’s the matter, son?” the old man asked in sincere concern after taking one look at him.  Holm knew Kyven well, and Kyven could rarely hide anything from him.


Kyven closed the door and came in, then sat at the chair opposite the desk. “I…I’m sorry I’m late.”


“Kyv.  Son.  I’ve been your mentor and your friend for nine years, I’ve known for days now that something’s been bothering you.  Is it Aven?”


“It—well, that’s just a part of it, Master Holm.”


“Son, that was just an accident.  It wasn’t your fault.  It was blind luck, and you shouldn’t kick yourself over something you had no control over.”


“I know.  It’s more than that, though, Master Holm.  Things are changing for me.  Things are…different.”


“Son, these things happen.  You’ve been a damn fine apprentice, a good worker, and one of my few friends.  If you need some time away from the shop, it’s yours.  Your good health is more important to me than the bottom line.  Your workbench will be here when you get back.”


“I appreciate that, Master Holm,” he said, reaching into his belt pouch.  “But I could never do that to you.  Last night, while I was walking, I found myself down at the east end of Cougar Creek, where it turns south and goes down into the valley.  Well, I didn’t really know what I was doing there, and well, when I was looking around, I found, I found this.”

He put the white crystal on the desk, on top of Holm’s ledger.


The old man’s eyes gawked in shock.  “By the Trinity, boy!” he gasped.  “You found this prospecting?”


He nodded.  “In the streambed,” he answered.  “Master Holm,” he said with a cleansing breath, “I want to buy my contract.”


“Good heavens, son, you could buy out both yours and Timble’s contracts with this!  You could buy your contract and buy your own shop with what’s left over!  You need to take it to the bankers immediately!”


“No,” he said, putting his hand over the crystal.  “You’ve been a good man to me, Master Holm.  You taught me more than you’ve taught anyone else, even Timble, and you’ve always been a good friend.  I want to repay you for that.  This is for you, to buy my contract.  Take what’s left over and just hold it for me for now.  I trust you with it.”

“Hold it for you?  What are you talking about, son?”


“I, need a few days to think over some things, Master Holm,” he said.  “With what happened with Aven, and finding this crystal, and a couple of other things, I’ve had a lot on my mind, and I think I need to take a few days or maybe a week and think things through.  And when I’m ready to come back, well, Master Holm, you have been talking about scaling back, maybe retiring.”  He took in a breath.  “I want to buy your shop, Master Holm, buy a stake in it for now, and work to pay you the rest of it once I work through this and am back at work.”


Holm gave him a long look, then laughed.  “Done!” he said immediately.  “Son, I was planning to offer to bring you on as a partner after you finished your contract with me, both you and Timble!  You think I want to try to compete with you two?  You’re nuts!  I’m too old to try to work that hard!  I’d rather have you as a partner than a competitor!  As long as you agree to keep Timble on as a journeyman until he can buy in as a partner, I’ll take that offer!”


“This shop wouldn’t be the same without Timble, Master Holm.”


“Don’t call me that anymore, boy,” he grinned toothlessly.  “I’m just Holm now.  You’re not an apprentice anymore.  I’ll send a letter to the Guild by lunch, Kyv.  By the end of the day, you’ll be an artisan crystalcutter.”


Despite his problems of the last couple of days, he couldn’t help but feel a little pride at that declaration.  He’d been working to earn that title for ten years, after all, to go from apprentice straight to the owner—or part owner, in this case—of a shop.  That was the difference between a journeyman cutter and an artisan cutter.  Artisans were shop owners, journeymen worked in them.  Usually, the Guild would require that Kyven take a test to prove his cutting skills, but that would be a silly thing to do in his case.  Holm’s affirmation that he was good enough was all they’d need, and Kyven’s cutting skills were well known in the village.

Holm reached his hand across the desk.  “Congratulations, Master Kyven,” he said with a broad smile.  “You just bought yourself a stake in the shop.”


“Thanks, Ma—er, Holm,” he said, then he chuckled as he shook Holm’s hand. “It’s going to take a while to get used to that, after nine years.”


“It won’t take long,” he said, picking up the white crystal and standing up.  He went past Kyven and into the main shop, then banged his cane on the floor.  “Listen up, everyone!” he boomed.  “I have an announcement!”


The apprentices stopped what they were doing and looked to him.


“Today, Kyven has bought out his contract, and is no longer an apprentice!” he announced with a broad smile.  “Our little prospector went out and found this,” he said, holding up the white crystal to show them.


Everyone gasped, and every single one of them asked “where did you find it!”


“On Cougar Creek, down in the Blue Valley,” he answered them.


“Needless to say, Kyven has bought out his contract, and I’ve offered him a partnership here at the shop,” he said.  “So don’t call him an apprentice any longer!  He’s Master Kyven now!”  He reached out and clapped Timble on the shoulder.  “And when you finish your contract, son, you’re welcome to join us, too.  I was going to offer both of you partnerships, but Kyven’s lucky find forced me to spoil the surprise,” he said with a chuckle.

“Congratulations Kyv!” Myk said, and Kyven accepted several handshakes and claps on the back.


“No more work today!” Holm shouted.  “Today we celebrate!  Leo, wrangle up all the first years and send them to the kitchen, and tell Surry to cook us a feast for tonight!  Tim, Kyv, come with me.  We’re going to the banker, and I don’t want to walk the streets alone with this!”


Timble and Kyven escorted Holm to the banker in the center of town, by the watch house, and the old man revealed his plans to them.  “I was going to tell you during the Yule,” he told them.  “When you were six months from finishing your contract.  Keep you on as journeymen, let you earn enough to buy in as partners, then let you slowly take over for me.  I’m getting old, boys, and I wasn’t planning on staying in business much longer after I set you two loose, cause I won’t be able to compete with you, so the only way to do it is to sell you my own shop rather than have you run it out of business between the two of you,” he chuckled.  “But Kyv got lucky, and I didn’t want you to think things were going to change too much, Tim,” he told the young blonde man.  “You two have been like sons to me, and I’ve never trained a better pair of apprentices.  Kyv bought out his contract, and put down a payment on his share of the shop.  When you’re released, Tim, you’ll be on as a partner too, but you’ll have to earn it.  You’ll start as a journeyman until you have enough to buy in, then you’ll be a partner.  Is that a problem, son?”

“It’s only fair, Master Holm,” he said simply.  “You taught us to be fair and honest in all dealings, especially with each other.  I don’t mind at all, because I know I’ll make it.  I can easily earn it.”


“Good lad,” Holm told him with an approving nod.


They entered the bank, which was a recent institution out of Avannar.  The bank held onto money that people left with them, a safe place to keep it, and it was backed by the word and bond of the Loremasters.  Most people in the village had an account with what was simply called the bank, and in the four years it had been there, the bank had thus far been honest and forthright.  It gave back any money its customers had on deposit when they asked for it.  If they didn’t, the Loremasters would come down on them like an avalanche, so they were always very careful to be totally honest and fair in all their dealings.  The bank was a large building by the watch house, with stout, barred windows and a thick door, beyond which was a large common room split in half by a large counter, behind which bank workers stood and helped customers.  Each worker had before him a ledger, a scale, and a crystal glass for examining crystals in detail.


The banker almost had a stroke when Holm set the crystal down on the counter.  “Weigh it,” Holm ordered.


“I—I can’t help you with this, it’ll take a manager, Master Holm,” the young man said, keeping his hands away from the crystal like it was a live snake.  “Master Jenkan!  Master Jenkan, your assistance please!” he called urgently, waving towards the desks at the back of the room.


Master Jenkan was one of the original five men who came to open the bank.  He was about sixty, with a bald head he kept hidden under a brimmed hat and a dark woolen suit.  The old banker in his dark suit nearly had  stroke when he saw the crystal.


“Weigh it,” Holm demanded with a smug smile.  Jenkan took it with a shaking hand and put it on the scale, then added tiny weights to the other side.  “Two and one eighth points,” he said, almost reverently.


“What’s the going rate for white crystals?” Holm asked.


The banker turned and consulted a slateboard hanging in the back of the large room.  “The stated rate is twenty thousand two hundred fifty chits per point,” he said.  “At two and one eighth points, that’s forty three thousand thirty one and one quarter chits, sir.”

“Then I’ll take all but five hundred chits on deposit in the shop account and take five hundred in cash,” he stated calmly.  “Bring me my money and write me a receipt.”


“At once, sir,” he said, carrying the crystal away.  He called over a burly armed guard, and the guard escorted him through the back door, towards the bank’s vault.


“Where did you find it?” the young teller asked in amazement.


“Cougar Creek, down in Blue Valley.  Kyven found it.  Got it panning the bank, he said,” Holm told him with a grin.  “Boy’s bought into my shop, he’s a partner now.”


“Wow, congratulations, Master Kyven,” the teller said.  “Cougar creek, you say?  Whereabouts in Blue Valley?”


Kyven laughed.  “Down where it turns south after coming down off the ridge.  Good luck.”


“Hey, you found one, maybe I will too,” he said with bright eyes.


The banker, Jenkan, returned with a small pouch and a written receipt.  “A receipt, sir.  The balance has been credited to the account of your cutting shop, as noted here.  Five hundred chits cash,” he said, pouring twenty amber coins out onto the counter and tallying them, twenty twenty-five chit coins.  “However did you come across such a find, Master Holm?” he asked curiously.  “Did a miner sell it to you?”


“Kyven found it prospecting,” Holm chuckled.  “Used it to buy out his contract and buy into my shop as a partner.”


“Congratulations, sir!” Jenkan said.


“Thank you,” Kyven said with a nod.


“Where did you find something like this?” he asked curiously.  “I would think that it would have been found long ago, given how many miners and villagers prospect the region.”


“Pretty far out from here,” Kyven told him.  “Down where Cougar Creek comes off the mountain and turns south into Blue Valley.  I guess it got washed down after that last storm.”


“Odd, quite a few pan that area.  I guess you got lucky, sir.”


“Very lucky,” Timble laughed.


Kyven left the bank with his new partner and friend feeling…free.  He wasn’t indentured anymore, he was a free man, and now a partner in Master Holm’s shop, working for himself rather than for someone else.  The shop’s profits were his profits, and the shop’s problems were now his problems.


“Aright, boy, let’s go celebrate while the youngers take advantage of our absence to have fun,” Holm chuckled.


Holm rarely went out, but when he did, he went to the Crystal Chimes, an upscale festhall on the east side of town.  Unlike the Three Boars, this tavern, inn, and festhall catered to the artisans, not the miners, so the furniture was better made, the place was much cleaner.  The common room was fairly large, with tables and benches arranged in neat patterns, a hearth on the right wall, a stage in the back left corner, and a bar dominating the remainder of the back wall.  The near left corner had targets on a wooden post for darts and knives, which were highly, highly popular games among crystalcutters.  The young, pretty daughter of the innkeeper, whose name was Junni, curtsied to them as they came in.  There were only two other people in the common room when they arrived, giving Junni very little to do.

“Good morning, Master Holm!” she said brightly.  “Would you like some breakfast?”


“I want a platter of spiced potatoes and bottle of blood wine, we’re celebrating today!” he said.


Junni giggled.  “Isn’t it a bit early for blood wine, Master Holm?”


“Usually yes, but it’s not every day you release an apprentice!” he answered.  “So bring me a bottle, some paper, and a pen.  I have a letter to write before I get too drunk!”


They were seated and brought a bottle of blood wine, wine made from a type of grape called the blood grape that produced a sweet, delicious ruby wine, and the Crystal Chimes’ famous spiced potatoes.  They were strips of potato glazed with a glaze of piquant spices and baked in a brick oven, which were among the most famous special dishes served in Atan.  Master Garva, Junni’s father and the owner, had rejected multiple attempts by merchants and competitors to either buy or steal the recipe for his spiced potatoes.


“Kyv, let’s have a turn at the posts before we can’t aim!” Timble offered.


“You just have a deathwish today, eh?” Kyven asked.


“Brave words when you’re using the house’s knives!” he laughed.  “Five chits a game!”


“Your money,” he shrugged.


Timble procured six throwing knives from Garva and held them out, fanned in his hands.  Kyven waved his hand, and Timble split them into two groups of three and handed Kyven one set.  “The back line,” he said, pointing.

The game was called Posts, which was related to darts.  The board and throwing lane was up against the left side of the wall, in front of the small stage, where two posts were set, each with a pair of large round targets.  One of those targets on each post was a horsehair dartboard, while the other was a spongeboard, a spongy kind of wood with a tiny crystal-powered device that caused it to repair punctures from the knives.  Where dartboards were set up in a radial pattern, wedges divided by three sets of rings to create the double and triple score areas and the two inner bull’s-eyes, postboards were a series of concentric circles, some twelve of them, divided into four quadrants of north, south, east, and west.  Each ring had a value from twelve to one, with the outermost ring being the most valuable and the innermost ring worth one…but the center bull’s-eye was worth ten.  The idea of the game was to play eight rounds of three knives each and score as much as possible.  On each round, a sector of the board was worth double points going clockwise around the board from north.  The trick of the game wasn’t the bull’s-eye, but the outermost ring.  But the danger of the outermost ring was that if one missed and the knife went out of bounds, then all scoring for that entire round was lost.


This was the game of choice among almost all cutters, because their highly developed manual dexterity and hand-eye coordination naturally translated to throwing knives and darts.  It was all about control, and cutters had control of their hands.  And Kyven was a great posts player.  His natural dexterity made throwing knives totally natural for him, and he was the best posts player in the shop.  He could very nearly be the best posts player in the village, but he almost never played in public.  He didn’t like to draw attention to himself, because he’d always feared getting too friendly with people and blurting out his secret to the wrong person.  Usually he wouldn’t even play posts here, but there were only two people in the place besides them, and they both looked too hung over to really care about two apprentices playing posts.

But Kyven and Timble both had taken it past that.  Master Holm was a fairly deadly throw at the posts himself, and Holm had expanded beyond posts to learn how to throw knives and daggers in self defense, and he taught that skill to his apprentices.  Kyven and Timble both could throw nearly any dagger or knife, even ones that were unbalanced, and sink them into almost any target, even from very long range.  Kyven and Myk were the best knife throwers in the shop, with Timble being a very, very close third.

And the silly part was, Kyven virtually never carried a knife around with him when he went out.  It was a bit silly to be so highly trained with a weapon, and never carry it around with him.  He never carried one because he never felt particularly threatened anywhere in or around Atan.  He almost never went out after dark, when it was most dangerous, and he avoided places like the Three Boars when things got rowdy.


“Age trumps,” Timble prompted.


“Yeah, by two weeks,” Kyven snorted as he carefully weighed and hefted the throwing knife in his hand, balanced for throwing.  He then took it up by its blade, stepped up to the furthest line, which was some twenty feet from the posts, took aim, and threw.  His knife sank solidly into the north ten, which was worth twenty points.  His second knife slithered in just above it, on north eleven, and the third hit above that, on north twelve. A good posts player could get two knives into one ring sector, but it took a great posts player to put all three in the same ring, not without hitting another knife and possibly losing all points for a throw by either bouncing off the other knife or knocking one out of the board.  A knife that didn’t stick in the board counted as no points, unlike hitting out of bounds, which killed all points for all throws that round.


“Ooh, Kyv’s too jumpy from his find to be good today,” Timble teased as he threw his three knives at his own postboard on the other post, and scored four points higher than Kyven.  “All that excitement at me having to call him Master Kyven,” Timble laughed as Kyven took his place at the line.  East and west were Kyven’s specialty, where most other post throwers preferred north and south.  He sank all three knives into the twelve point ring in east, then gave Timble a cool, amused look.

The competition really began then.  As Holm wrote his letter and savored a glass of blood wine before many men had their first break of the day, Kyven and Timble were engaged in a fierce posts war.  Kyven took the first two games, but Timble roared back and took the next three, Kyven won the next three, then Timble took two in a row.  “No, this is too easy now!” Timble laughed, backpedaling and jumping up onto the stage.  “Come on,  Kyv, let’s make it a challenge!  Ten chits a game!”


“You’re on,” Kyven told him, coming over and jumping up on the stage himself, then deliberately walking all the way to the back, as far from the posts as he could go.


“You’re on!” Timble grinned and joined him.  “Back foot stays against the wall!”


The “back foot against the wall” idea didn’t pan out as it didn’t give them enough room, so they decided on a line made from a piece of rope a pace from the back wall, which gave them enough room.  Kyven was first up, and he measured the increased distance and height change almost absently, took up his knife, and hurled it.  It whistled across the common room and sank into the target on the nine ring of the north sector.  He adjusted his aim and threw the second, hitting the eleven ring, and the third just barely hit the twelve ring.


“I hate you, Kyv,” Timble laughed as he took up his knives.  The hate didn’t last long, though, for he scored a ten, ten, and eleven.


Now they attracted a small crowed.  Several more patrons had come in for early lunch while they’d been playing at the line, but now that they were throwing from all the way across the common room, and still scoring highly, a few people wandered over to watch from the relative safety of the foot of the stage.  “Damn, Holm what do you teach those boys in your shop?” One of them, Master Torvik, asked with a laugh when Kyven threw his next three and scored eleven, eleven, ten.  “They must not have time to cut if they spend all their time playing posts!”

“They have enough time to keep our profit margin higher than yours!” he teased back.


“It sounds like we need a little friendly competition here, Holm,” Torvik told him.  Such a statement wouldn’t offend him at all; he and Holm were old friends.  “Why don’t I put my boys up against your boys in a little posts competition?  Each side puts up fifty chits, winner’s team walks away with it all.”


“You’re on,” Holm said instantly.  “Tournament rules.  We’ll divvy them up by age.”


“Hey, I’ll put my boys in on that action!” another cutter artisan, Master Yevn, called with a laugh.  “Not only do we have a little healthy fun, we give our boys some quality time to rub elbows with others in the craft.”


“We’ll be happy to take your money, Yevn,” Torvik grinned.  “When do you wanna do it?”


“Tomorrow is open for me,” Holm said.


“I can bring my boys by tomorrow as well,” Yevn agreed.


“It’s set, then,” Torvik agreed, clapping Yevn on the shoulder as Timble made his throws.  “No ringers!” he added with a laugh, “including these two!  I have no apprentices their age.”


“Then you can throw against them yourself,” Holm offered.  “I’m a bit too old for posts anymore, one of them can represent the honor of the shopmaster against you two.  Say, whoever wins this game of theirs is my champion,” he grinned.


“Hey, I like that idea!” Yevn said with a grin as Kyven made his throws.  “I wouldn’t mind throwing a set or two in a friendly tournament myself.”


“That’s a deal, Holm,” Torvik agreed.  “We’ll have to add a new game to the tournament, though.  Hell, gentlemen, now I want to try a game of posts from the back of the stage!  That looks like great fun!”


“It’s pretty challenging, Master Torvik,” Timble chuckled as he stepped up to make his throws.  He sent his knife spinning across the room, and it solidly drove into the eleven point ring.  “Just aim at eleven, that way you don’t blow your round if you miss,” he laughed, then threw his next knife, scoring a twelve.

“I may have to aim at the bull’s-eye,” Yevn said, which produced quite a few laughs.


It was a tight game, with Timble up by two points coming into the last round.  Kyven threw first, scoring ten, ten, eleven, and then Timble threw, scoring ten, eleven, eleven.  After they tallied it up, Timble laughed at the slateboard.  “Tied!” he announced.


“Then play a tiebreaker game of Ladders,” Torvik urged.


“Ladders from here?  This should be interesting,” Timble laughed.


Ladders was a different knifethrowing game that was fairly simple and straightforward.  Whoever hit all twelve rings and the bull’s-eye won, but the catch was, if you hit the same ring twice, you lost credit for that ring and had to hit it again.  A game could be over in thirteen throws, or go on forever if they were bad knife throwers.  And from so far away, the control required to play ladders would make it a long game.


It wasn’t as long as it could have been, but it wasn’t short.  The tricky part was the two, one, and bull’s-eye.  Both Timble and Kyven cleared the outer rings quickly, but when they got to trying for the bull’s-eye, they kept having to redo the inner rings.  Timble finally eked out a victory, to a round of cheers from both the patrons and the innkeeper, and they handed the knives over the Torvik and Yevn to let them try playing from that distance so they could go get something to eat and drink.

“That was fun,” Timble laughed.  “I don’t beat you often, Kyv.”


“I’ll definitely be looking for revenge,” Kyven chuckled.  They watched as Torvik and Yevn tried their first round, which was almost funny.  Yevn put two knives out of bounds on the first throw, and Torvik put two in for scores and completely missed the entire board with the last throw.  They both laughed at their performances, and Yevn defended himself by saying that they’d tried from the back  of the stage without warming up, and using house knives.


“I think it’s a good idea to have the tournament,” Holm said as he sipped at his fourth glass of blood wine.  “The cutters should be more friendly with each other like the miners and the alchemists.  That we’ll win it is just an added bonus,” he all but purred.  “We should have an alchemist make a little trophy for the winning shop, so we can put it in the showroom for everyone to see,” he mused.  “Kyv, go talk to Virren about it.  While you’re on the way, drop this off at the Guild,” he added, handing him the letter.


“Uh, sure, Mast—uh, Holm,” he said, which made Holm laugh.


“Keep practicing,” he chuckled.  “Now get you gone.  You may be my partner, but I’m still the boss.”


“Yes, sir,” he laughed, taking the letter and leaving the tavern.


The posts game had done much for his mood.  He didn’t feel half so mopey or worried now that he’d spent a morning with one of the few friends he had.  Him and Timble had been together since their first year.  They’d passed the first year test together, and had survived eight years while other apprentices were sold, dismissed, or finished their contract and were released but not taken as journeymen at Holm’s shop.  Some of them were the premier cutters in other shops, two had opened their own shops, and the rest had left town to establish their shops in a village with less competition, or moved to Avannar where there was a demand for good cutters.  Atan and Avannar were the two places were a cutter could get a job quickly and earn a good living so long as he wasn’t a bad cutter.


Word had already gotten out.  When he dropped the letter off at the Guild, the first large building coming into town on the Avannar Road, people kept stopping him in the street and asking him where he found it.  Everyone in the Guild building congratulated him, and asked him where he found it.  And when he came out of the Guild building after delivering the letter, he noticed quite a few miners and prospectors heading down the Avannar road instead of up into the mountains.

Typical.  They were going to see if they got just as lucky.


But in Kyven’s case, luck had nothing to do with it.  He’d been guided to that crystal by the fox, for the fox, for some mysterious reason, wanted him to have it.  Did it know he’d just use it to buy out his contract and try to buy a partnership in Holm’s shop?  He hoped so, for that was exactly what he did with it.  Free of his contract, he now worked for himself, and thank the Trinity that Holm let him buy a partnership with him.  Kyven didn’t really want to leave the shop.  It was his home.  But, he wouldn’t have been comfortable with anything but being a partner, having control.  He couldn’t be a journeyman in Holm’s shop, he had to be a partner, an artisan.  It was either own a share of Holm’s shop or strike out on his own and start his own shop.  He couldn’t be subject to someone else, not after nine years of working for another.  He was too good of a cutter to do that.  He could make it on his own, so that was exactly what he was going to do.

He wouldn’t be back at work immediately, though.  He did want to take a couple of days and think it through, try to understand what the fox was and why it was helping him, try to find some answers to those questions that seemed to have no answer.  The fox wasn’t part of him, so he had to try to figure just what it was.  He couldn’t be all mopey and downcast over it.  He had to approach this like a cutter.  A cutter analyzed the crystal, took it in in its entirety, then carefully studied it to plan out exactly how to go about achieving the perfect cut.  That was what he had to do here.  He had to study the situation in its entirety.  He had to learn as much as he could, see the whole, then plan out his approach to achieve his perfect cut…which in this case was learning what he wanted to learn.


He wanted to know just what the fox was, since it was clearly not a figment of his imagination.


He wanted to know why he was the only person who could see it.


He wanted to know why it was helping him.


He had to come up with a plan to find out those three things, but it wouldn’t be easy.  And since it wouldn’t be easy, it was best if he didn’t have to worry about working for a few days as he tried to learn what he wanted to know.

He entered Master Virren’s shop through the front door, like any other customer, and had the greeter, a paid servant who did only this, go fetch Master Virren or one of his senior apprentices.  Virren himself answered the call, wearing a burned leather apron and carrying thick gloves.  Kyven’s eyes lingered on the passage, though, because there was a strange shimmering behind the alchemist, in the hallway.  It was almost like how he saw things shimmer before he started seeing the fox or other things, but nothing came of it.  The shimmering faded away, and he didn’t feel the fox’s eyes on him.  “Kyven, I heard about your good luck.  Congratulations.  What did you do with it?”

“I bought my contract and used what was left over to buy a stake in Master Holm’s shop as a partner,” he answered.


Virren chuckled.  “Well, seems Holm’s smarter than I thought,” he said.  “If I was Holm, I wouldn’t dare let you try to compete with me.”

“I’m glad he did.  I’d rather stay at the shop.  It’s home, you know?”


“I can understand that.  What brings you by?”


“Holm wants you to make a little trophy,” he chuckled, and explained what was going on.


“Ah, I can do something like that.  Tell him it’ll run him thirty chits.  I can use a lampcast base and just make it pretty.”  He laughed.  “And tell him the honor of the alchemists must be represented.”


“I think they’ll probably draw the line there, Master Virren,” Kyven chuckled.  “Maybe the next time, but it’s shaping up to be a battle of the cutting shops.”


“Maybe the alchemists could arrange a similar little tournament, playing a better game,” he mused.  “We don’t obsess over posts the way you cutters do.”


“Hey, it’s a game that plays to our strengths,” Kyven chuckled with a shrug.  “I’ll go let Master Holm know.  When will it be ready?”


“By closing time, I can put my first stage apprentices on something that simple,” Virren said with a wave of his hand.


“I’ll let him know.”


“Well, Kyv, now that you’re a Master, what are you going to do?” Virren asked curiously.


“Right now?  There’s a few things I want to think over,” he said, glancing back to the passage leading into Virren’s shop again.  He still could…almost see something, a dark shimmer, but there wasn’t anything there.  He blinked a few times and looked back, and the passage was back to normal.  “Important things.  After I work that through, I’ll be back at the shop cutting, but as a partner instead of an apprentice.  I still have to fully pay off my share to buy in.  Holm’s shop is valuable, so I have to pay quite a bit to fully buy in.”


“How much?”


“We didn’t discuss specific numbers, Virren.  When I’m bought in, Holm will tell me.”


“Son, that’s not good business sense,” Virren chuckled.  “He could just milk you.”


“We are always honest with each other, Virren,” he said simply.  “Besides, I have a long way to go.  It cost me five thousand chits to buy out my contract, and personally, I’d value buying into Holm’s shop at a fifty thousand, minimum.  Holm’s shop is the best shop in Atan, and it’s easily worth three times that.  I got a little over forty thousand from the crystal, so after you subtract  buying out my contract, I’m still a long way off from that fifty thousand.  It’ll take me about a year to pay off my share of the buy-in if I work hard, but I’ll make it.  I want to be completely bought in as quickly as I can, so Master Holm can feel like he’s free to retire.  He’s old, Virren, he’s earned it.  His pride in his shop is the only thing that keeps him going anymore.  He can retire and both me and Timble will be slowly buying out the rest of his interest, until he’s totally out.”


“Timble too?”


Kyven nodded.  “Holm actually was planning on offering at the Yule, but I found the crystal and ruined his Yule present,” he chuckled.


“Well, I’m glad you did, son,” Virren told him.  “It means you’re totally free.”


“In a way,” he corrected.  “I’ll see you later, Virren.”


“See you soon,” he said as Kyven left the shop.


Virren took a couple of steps back, near the door leading back into the shop, then leaned against the wall by the doorframe.  “That’s him,” he said quietly.  “Guess it was good luck he wandered by right now.  what did you see?”

“He has potential,” came the reply from the hallway, a deep, rough, ominous voice.  “It’s subdued.  He denies his power, so it makes it hard to assess him.  I’m…amazed,” the voice said.  “A human.  What has the Great Spirit done?”


“Remember who you’re talking to before you keep going with that line of thought, Stalker,” Virren said, a bit sharply.


“You are not bad, Virren,” came the unapologetic reply.  “For a human.  You risk your life to help my people, and for that you have my respect.  But your race has much to answer for, and until they are worthy of my respect, they will get nothing but my scorn.”


“Then you’d better put that superior attitude back in your pants, because who do you think might have to take him back if he agrees to go with you?”


The unseen figure growled, an inhuman sound.  “Not until I’m sure it’s worth our time,” came the answer.  “He has potential, but if the limit of his ability is to see spirits, then he’s best left here and unaware of the truth.  I will take a measure of him,” the voice announced.  “I will force him to show me if he is worth my time.”


“I’ve never interfered with the Shaman before, Stalker, but I’d like you to listen to me.  Kyven has a neutral attitude towards Arcan, but he’s afraid of Shaman, like most other humans.  If you attack him to try see if he has any ability, you’ll poison any attempt to take him in and train him.  If he expresses any ability, it’s going to traumatize him.  He won’t be able to handle it.  He’s already walking a fine line just over his ability to see spirits.  I got him to talk to me, Stalker, and he thinks that he’s going mad.  If you drop something like that on him so abruptly, he might convince himself that he is.  Take my advice this one time, please.  That young man could be a tremendous asset to the Masked, if he sides with us.  That young man will not side with us if you try to scare him into showing his potential.  He’ll either be too afraid of you to go with you, or too afraid of himself.”

“I will take a measure of him in any way I see fit,” the voice called, a bit coldly.


“Which would you prefer, Stalker?  Having him as an ally, or scaring him to the point where you destroy his life?”

“As it goes,” the voice called nonchalantly.  “After all, he’s only a human.”


“He might also be your brother.  I don’t know much about the Shaman, but don’t you frown on fighting amongst yourselves?”


“No Shaman would consider a human to be a brother,” the voice snorted coldly.


“And if he is a Shaman?  Then what?”


There was a long, uncomfortable silence.


“Hold onto that feeling.  That’s how he’s going to feel.  It’ll be as shocking to him as it is to you.  Remember, he’s been taught that Shaman are evil, and he’ll be facing one, and facing the fact that he might be one.  How would you react to news like that?”


“That…is an approach I can understand.  Very well, I will treat him like a cub.”


“That’s the best thing you can do.  When will we approach him?”


“We?”


“It’s best if he greets you with someone he knows and trusts,” Virren told him.

The voice snorted.  “Tonight,” he announced.  “I will go attend Old Gray for you right now.”

“Don’t destroy the cast,” Virren warned.  “The village knows he broke his arm, if he shows up days later fully healed, people will talk.  Either I wasted valuable healing crystal on an Arcan, or Old Gray must be a Shaman.  Either rumor will cause me problems.”


“I will leave the cast,” the voice assured him.


Virren scratched his cheek.  Clearly, the spirits were moving.  The spirit that had attached itself to Kyven had saved his life, led him to Virren, now he’d bet that it had something to do with Kyven’s lucky find.  It was just too convenient for Kyven to find a crystal like that when a Shaman was coming to investigate him, that freed him of his indenturement and basically freed him up to be allowed to be taken to be trained.  And what was a masterful stroke for the spirit, had set it up so Kyven would return to a place of prominence, where he would be of tremendous use to the Masked.


He was a little worried though.  Why did they send Stalker?  Clover or Coldfoot would have been much, much better.  They didn’t have Stalker’s attitude towards humanity, and were much more sociable and kind.  Clover could have sat down with Kyven and charmed him out of his fear with her charisma and wit, and Coldfoot could have used his gentle wisdom to debate away all of Kyven’s fears with kind words and logic.  Stalker…was not like them.  He would be harsh, abrupt with Kyven, because Stalker wouldn’t see a potential Shaman, he would see a human.  Stalker’s bigotry could do some real damage here.

If he wanted a Shaman to come and deal with Kyven, he’d send for Clover or Coldfoot.  If he wanted someone killed, he’d send for Stalker.


He just hoped they knew what they were doing.

The shop celebrated Kyven’s good fortune all day.  Kyven, Timble, and Holm came back to the shop well after noon to something approaching a party in the workroom, as the apprentices played musical instruments, talked, and enjoyed themselves.  Kyven wasn’t in as much of a celebratory mood, however, and Holm had other things to do.  As the others celebrated, Kyven and Holm sat in his office and talked.  Holm showed him the books, they haggled over a final price for buying into the shop—seventy thousand chits—and Holm urged Kyven to talk about what had him so unsettled.

It was different with Holm.  Kyven had just known that he was ready to reveal his dark secret to Virren, but he had no such similar feeling with Holm.  And without that powerful compulsion to push him into it, he held back.  It made it harder to convey what had him so upset without revealing that truth, but he finally managed to struggle through with half-truths and disjointed statement that let Holm draw his own conclusions.  Holm concluded for himself that the brush with death, the death of his friend Aven, and finding the crystal had converged in his mind to create a feeling of powerful uncertainty and unease.  His entire life had turned on its ear in the last three days, and since Kyven was a young man and quite domestic, used to a predictable life, this interruption in the daily routine had him a little jumpy.  It wasn’t the truth, but it was close enough for Holm to understand why Kyven wanted to take a few days away from his bench to come to grips with it and then get back to work.

Word of the upcoming posts tournament had caused Kyven and Holm to come back out to an all-out posts practice session.  All eight of the other apprentices were taking turns at the four postboards they had, bringing them down into the workshop and pacing off the lines, then taking turns throwing using their own personal knives.  Holm gave everyone a set of their own posts knives for Yule in their third year, but the two second-year apprentices had bought hand-me-down posts knives from the older apprentices once they started earning enough money to buy their own set.  Holm’s gift knives were good, but a good posts player picked out his personal set himself, and the serious ones had them made. Kyven and Timble’s posts knives were made for them by Virren, specifically balanced and weighted to best suit their hands.  It took them both over a month to save for those knives.

In the apprentice’s world, where they had little money of their own and little to actually buy since Holm fed, clothed, and housed them, posts knives were one of the few external luxuries and expenses.


Kyven didn’t feel like joining them, however.  He excused himself from the others and took a walk about town, trying to think things through…but with no luck.  He simply couldn’t understand it.  Whatever was happening to him, it was far beyond him, and beyond everything he’d read so far to try to learn about it.  He just wandered aimlessly, without a destination, for most of the afternoon, trying to come to some kind of understanding.  Kyven was a bright fellow, and now that the shock of it had had a chance to sink in, he turned his sharp mind to the problem at hand.

Point.  The fox was an independent entity, apart from him.  It knew things he did not, and seemed possessed of an external personality.  It seemed aloof, proud, because it had always simply watched with decorum and propriety.  It didn’t jump around like an excited puppy.  It was sober and serious.


Point.  The fox was not an enemy.  It had saved his life, and led him to the crystal, which was of great personal gain to him.  It seemed interested in him, both in his life and in his welfare.


Point.  The fox was not real.  It was a figment of his imagination, in a way.  It was independent of him, but it also at the same time did not exist.  It had no physical body, it could not be seen by anyone but him.  That made it more like a ghost than an animal, but a ghost that only he seemed able to see.


Point.  Given all of that information, he could therefore state with some authority that he was not going crazy.  The independent actions of the fox led to rational results; following it had, thus far, saved his life, shown him a secret of Virren’s that it seemed he needed to know, and had led him to a highly valuable crystal worth over forty thousand chits.


Counterpoint.  The fox was a figment of his imagination that he was simply assigning a sense of external personality to convince himself that he really wasn’t going crazy.  It was his hallucination, after all…perhaps he’d gained some semblance of control over it, allowing him to cause it to do things.


Counterpoint.  The fox, being a figment of his own imagination, was being some kind of external indicator for things he couldn’t explain.  Perhaps years of working with crystals had finally caused a touch of Crystal Fever in him, a common illness among miners, cutters, merchants, and alchemists, people who handled bare crystals, an illness that produced a physical allergy to crystals that made the sufferer sick to be around them.  It went away after a few days of having no exposure to crystals, and lessened over time.  Apprentices and new miners and merchants were most susceptible to Crystal Fever, but once they built up something of a resistance to it, it caused very few problems.  Kyven had never suffered from it, nor had Timble or Myk…perhaps he’d finally suffered his first case of it, and one of the reactions was to cause his old hallucination to do new tricks.


Counterpoint.  The fox truly was not real.  He was rationalizing his own hallucination by assigning an external personality to it, to keep from having to face the fact that he was going crazy.

Counterpoint.  Given all that information, he could conclude that, if looked at from another point of view, he was crazy.  Perhaps he’d heard the Arcan and not realized it, and moved of his own volition.  Perhaps his many visits to Virren’s shop to deliver crystals had set a foundation for him to believe that the mouse hadn’t really died, which led him to watch and see what Virren would do, and lead him to learn Virren’s secret.  Perhaps he’d come across that crystal like any other prospector did, just blind luck, and his sensitivity to the feel of crystals, the sense of them he could feel when he touched them, had been what allowed him to find it.  White crystals were very powerful, maybe he could somehow detect it from a distance.

So, among those points and counterpoints, he had to ferret out the truth from the fiction…and that wasn’t easy.  He wandered until dinner, when he returned to the shop and ate with the others, partaking in a huge feast, and being toasted several times by his friends and Holm for his good fortune.  He ignored their praise, for the most part, absorbed in his contemplations.  After dinner, he returned to his idle wandering, walking to help him think as he enjoyed the midsummer evening.  People who had heard of his luck stopped him in the street and congratulated him, and not one failed to ask where he’d found the crystal.

Kyven figured the east run of Cougar Creek would be very crowded for the next few weeks.


The one person he didn’t expect to come across was Virren.  The burly alchemist stopped him near the courthouse and shook his hand in greeting, but he seemed less friendly than usual.  “Kyven, I’ve been looking for you,” he said.


“What, did I cut that green badly?” he asked in concern.


Virren laughed.  “No, no, I just have a little business with you, that’s all.  There’s someone I’d like you to meet. He might have an offer to make you.”


“What kind of an offer?”


“I think it’s best for him to tell you about that,” he said seriously.  “Are you interested in talking to him?”

“I—sure, why not,” he said.  “I’m not doing anything I can’t postpone.”


“What are you doing, anyway?  People have been gossiping about you, you know.  They say you’ve just been wandering around town all day.”


“Basically, yeah, I have,” he said.  “Walking helps me think.”


“Ah.  Say no more,” he said with a nod as he led Kyven away.


Virren was silent as he led Kyven out of town on the Avannar road, and he quickly realized that he was taking him to Cougar Fall.  He started getting very curious, and a little nervous, for he remembered the last time Virren came here.  Was Virren looking to introduce him to someone from those Arcans?  Was Virren leading him out here to try to recruit him, or—


Was he bringing him out here to kill him?


He took stock.  He was carrying a few chits, and praise the Trinity, he had his posts knives with him, still in their sheath stuffed into the back of his belt, from when Timble had talked him into one game before dinner.  It would take a while to get them out, but at least he was armed.

There was nobody at the creek when they arrived, though.  Kyven stayed close to the trees, a few paces behind Virren.  “What kind of a business meeting takes place out here, Virren?” Kyven asked.


“This isn’t the usual kind of business meeting, Kyv,” he answered.


“He brought you to see me.”


Kyven’s eyes snapped up to the top of Cougar Fall.  Up there stood an Arcan.  It was a huge Arcan, nearly seven rods tall, and his black fur seemed to meld with the twilight shadows.  But his eyes all but glowed in the shadows, two yellow slits that were quite dramatic.  The figure seemed to flex, and there was a dark blur, and then the huge Arcan was standing not a rod from him!  He was a rod taller than Kyven, a wolf Arcan with a strong muzzle and gleaming white teeth, a solidly built frame, stocky and burly, but he moved with sinuous grace.  A clawed hand rose up and scratched the underside of that ebon muzzle as the huge Arcan stared down at him in manner that made Kyven very afraid.  Almost like he was…prey.


There was more to it, though.  This close to him, a strange, shadowy kind of nimbus seemed to surround him, an aura, and it was an aura that made him afraid.  It was black and menacing, just as black as his fur.

“Kyven, this is Stalker.  As you can see, he’s an Arcan that I’ve had…dealings with in the past,” Virren said by way of introduction.  “When you confessed to me about what you saw, I thought you needed to meet.”


“You see spirits, human,” the huge wolf told him in a narrow kind of voice, those glowing yellow eyes boring down on him.  “You see what other humans cannot.”


“That’s why you’re the only one who can see it,” Virren told him.  “When you described what you’ve seen, I recognized the sense of it from your words.”


“Stop dancing about, human,” Stalker told him, glancing back at Virren.  The wolf drew himself up in front of Kyven, towering over him, and Kyven shrank back from that intimidating sight almost reflexively.  “Talking around the issue is pointless.  Virren says there is no easy way to explain this to you without saying the truth, so let’s get straight to the truth,” the wolf told him.


“Stalker—“


“This is not your affair,” the wolf snapped, interrupting Virren and making him visibly flinch from the cold tone in his voice.  “There is more to the world than what humans believe,” the wolf told him.  “There is a world behind that world, the world where the spirits dwell.  The spirits are the souls of our ancestors and the forces of nature and the land, who watch the mortal world.  There are some who can sense this other world, can sense the spirits, and can harness the spirit energy that flows from that other world.  You, Kyven Steelhammer, have at least some minor ability.  You can see the spirits, and you might have a deeper connection to the spirit world, if you seek to explore your ability.”

“Spirits?  What do you mean?”


“The fox Virren described is a spirit, human,” the wolf told him.  Kyven felt a little fearful when the wolf leaned down, almost nose to nose with him, his glowing yellow eyes boring into his own. “It is the Shadow Fox, the fox of the midnight fur, a being of intelligence, cunning, and guile.  It is here, now,” he said, pointing to the top of Cougar Fall with a clawed finger.


Kyven followed that finger, and it was there.  Seated sedately at the top of the rocky ridge, it looked down upon them with unblinking, glowing green eyes.


It was here…and this wolf Arcan could see it.


“So you are not crazy, human, though I think the spirits have lost their minds,” he said with a growl.  “You see the spirits, and if you can see the spirits, then you are Shaman.”


Kyven’s jaw dropped, and he took a step backward from the wolf as he eyes stared at him disbelievingly.  “S—S—Sh—Shaman?  Me?  That’s, it’s, ridiculous!  Impossible!”


“I would agree with you if I wasn’t looking at impossible with my own eyes,” the wolf said steadily, staring down at him.  “But it is undeniable.  The Shadow Fox shows herself to us as proof, and her presence incites your ability, for she is your totem.  I know you can see her, human.  It shines in your eyes.  You have the eyes of a Shaman.”  The wolf took one step back and produced something in his huge furred hand, and held it up.  “See the truth for yourself.”

The wolf held a small mirror, and it showed his reflection.  He could see it clearly.  His eyes seemed to be lit from within with a faint emerald radiance, very faint, almost undetectable in the twilight, but he could see it.


It was absolutely impossible!  He couldn’t be a Shaman, he was human!  But his eyes…they were glowing.  What did it mean?  Was the wolf right?  Or was this all some kind of sick joke?  Was the wolf—

The wolf was a Shaman!


Kyven gasped and literally fell backwards to the ground, gaping up at the wolf in near-terror.  A Shaman!  He was a Shaman!  By the Trinity, what had Virren done to him, bringing him to a Shaman?  Sheer terror took over as he gaped up at what the Loremasters said was the most dangerous thing alive, a monster in the flesh, a demon on earth.


“You’re a Shaman!” Kyven gasped, scrambling back away from the wolf.


“You just now realize that?  You are denser than I expected, human,” the wolf said with a grim kind of amused voice.  “I walk the path of the spirits.”


Kyven acted out of pure panicked impulse.  He squirmed back on the forest floor even as his left hand reached behind him and grabbed his sheath, then came up holding his sheath in one hand and a drawn posts knife in the other.  The wolf Arcan—the Shaman!—took a single step back, his eyes narrowing as the radiance within them seemed to blaze forth, becoming noticeably brighter, literally illuminating his muzzle with amber light.  “Little human, do not make the last mistake of your life,” the wolf said in a deceptively calm, soft voice.  “Shaman or not, you will only try to kill me once.”


Bark!

The fox jumped down from the rocks and bounded to him so fast it was almost a blur.  It went around him, circled him, then sat down with its back to him, facing the wolf.  It then sat down and wrapped its tail around its front legs sedately.


“Sister!” the wolf said, almost sounding scandalized.


Bark!

The light within the wolf’s eyes began to dim.  He sighed, then nodded and took a few steps back on his hybrid legs, then stood by Virren, dwarfing the shorter, burly man.  The fox then turned its head, looked at him from the corner of its eye, and cast upon him a discouraging stare.


He lowered the hand holding the knife, which was ready to throw.


It nodded calmly, then turned its gaze back on the Arcan and Virren.  The Arcan gave a surprised look, then, to Kyven’s surprise, dropped down literally on all fours, sitting on his haunches.


The fox then stood up and turned around to face him.  It advanced on him, and he took a fearful step back, caught his foot on a root, and tumbled to the ground.  He rose up on one elbow and found himself almost face to face with it, so close its nose was almost touching him.  It was staring at him with those unblinking, glowing eyes, then sat down sedately and stared down at him, its gaze wavering and slightly reproachful.

It was angry with him, he could tell.  Why?

Because he was afraid.  The fox had saved his life, and helped him, and he was afraid of it.  That was very…inconsiderate of him.  He had no reason to be afraid of the fox, not after what it had done for him, and he knew it. But he just…couldn’t help it.  It was so strange, so new, so alien to him, went against most everything he learned when he grew up.


“I’m, I’m sorry,” he apologized.


The fox nodded once, then turned to look back at the wolf and Virren.  Kyven sat up, but he remained seated on the ground, simply pulling in his legs.  The fox had calmed them down, and it seemed to want him to listen to them.  It had saved his life, he owed it that much, to listen to what they had to say.

“Let’s slow down and talk this over,” Virren offered.


“What do you want from me?”

“We want nothing from you,” the wolf told him, much calmer and reasonable in tone.


“Kyv, you have a special gift,” Virren told him.  “It’s so special that no other human we’ve ever heard of has it.  You can see the spirits, you have the potential to be a Shaman.  That’s literally unheard of for a human.  What we hope is that you’d be willing to explore that gift more, to find those answers you said you were seeking.  Stalker can explain everything to you, and at least with us, nobody will think that you’re crazy.

“Shaman aren’t what the Loremasters say they are,” Virren explained.  “They’re not demons or practitioners of witchcraft.  They don’t drink the blood of children to fuel their power,” he said with a snort.  “They use the same power that we tap using mana crystals, they just use it directly from the source.”


“Just so, human,” the wolf said.  “The power of crystals is spirit energy trapped in the mortal world.”


“So they’re doing nothing more than what we do, they just have the power to touch that power directly instead of using the sciences of crystalcutting and alchemy,” Virren finished.  “Why the Loremasters say those things is because up to today, the only known Shaman are Arcan.  They couldn’t allow people to believe that Arcans could be anything other than slaves and animals, so they have poisoned the people against the Shaman.”

“The Loremasters are our enemies,” the wolf told him.  “They seek to keep my people in perpetual slavery and treat us as animals,” he said, his voice rising with anger.  “We are not animals to be worked to death, then skinned and butchered like cattle!”


“They seek to restore us to the glory of the Great Ancient Civilization, Kyven,” Virren told him, “and while that can be a noble pursuit, they seek to restore every facet of it, not just the wondrous technology they possessed, but also their customs and practices.  They believe the Arcans were created to serve man as slaves, so they try to maintain that practice across Noraam, to retain a facet of the society of our ancestors.  But some of us believe differently.  How can he be an animal, Kyv?” he asked, pointing at the wolf.  “He may look like an animal, but he is intelligent.  He has feelings.  Doesn’t that make him more than the Loremasters teach?”

Kyven looked fearfully at the two of them, his mind racing.  He was a Shaman?  Him?  A human?  It seemed impossible!  But…he saw his eyes in the mirror.  They were glowing!  He felt like he wanted to panic, but another part of him told himself to take a step back and look at this from the big picture, not to seize on one little part of it and go flying off on a tangent.


The logical part of Kyven’s mind had taken in what they had said, and could admit that it was possible.  Nobody knew where the crystals had come from or how they worked.  It could be quite possible that they were linked somehow to Shaman…after all, it was well known that Shaman could tap crystals themselves.  How could they do that if they weren’t somehow related to their power?  He knew what the Loremasters taught about Shaman, yet if he was a Shaman, then they had to be wrong…since humans were Shaman.  So how wrong were they about other things?  If they were wrong about one thing, it was only reasonable that they were wrong about others…maybe even everything, though he highly doubted that.

The fox stood up, continuing to stare at him.  Kyven was so close he could reach out and touch it, and looking at it—no, her, it was a her—looking at her seemed to…calm him.  She was a friend.  He was sure of it.  She had saved his life, saved him from the Touched Arcan, and led him to the crystal that freed him of his servitude to Holm, and she also seemed to be tied up with Virren’s activities.  He wasn’t so sure about Virren, and he really wasn’t sure about that wolf, but the fox…he could trust her.  She didn’t save his life just to hand him over to the wolf to kill or torture.  The wolf could see her, after all.  Kyven had thought his entire life that she was just a figment of his imagination, but she was not.  Here was another person who could see the fox, had pointed right at her, and had called her by a name that made it abundantly clear that he both could see her and also knew of her.  The wolf had called her shadow fox, and if there was ever a term to describe her, that was it.  Her dark fur melded with the night, melded with the shadows, making her to seem as a shadow herself.  Only her eyes, the silver ruff under her chin, and the silver tips of her ears and tail were easily visible in the summer night.

He’d wanted to find the truth.  He’d wanted to come to understand the nature of his condition, to understand just what the fox was, and why only he could see her.  He’d wanted to know…and here, presented before him, was a means to discover the answers to those questions.  Virren had understood Kyven’s confession and summoned an Arcan Shaman to come tell him the truth.  He had come to tell him that he was not crazy, that the fox was real…it was just invisible to most people, hiding itself from them.

He’d wanted to find out the truth.  Here, before him now, was an Arcan who could answer those questions.


“I…want to know more,” Kyven said after long moments of silence.  The fox dipped her head to him, then stepped up until her nose was almost touching his own.  He looked into her glowing eyes uncertainly, but she made no other moves.  She turned away from him, then padded into the darkening shadows, her form melding with the night until she vanished from view.


“See, it works when you approach people the right way,” Virren chuckled to the wolf.


“My way worked well enough,” he snorted darkly.  “It caused him to show his eyes to me.  I cannot believe it, though.  A human Shaman.  What insanity possessed the spirits to grant their greatest gift to one of you?”


“I feel so appreciated,” Virren sighed.


“Uh…what now?” Kyven asked.


“This is not something we can discuss here,” the wolf told him.  “You will come with me.  I will take you from this place, and you will find the answers you seek.”


“Leave?  Leave Atan?” Kyven asked in surprise.


“Why do you think the fox led you to that crystal, Kyv?” Virren asked simply.  “She was preparing you for this.  She freed you of your obligations, and now you can search for your answers without worry.”

“How did you know—“


“It wasn’t that hard to put together,” Virren told him simply.  “The fox brought you to me, knowing I could summon a Shaman, and you find that crystal so quickly afterwards.  She was preparing you for this.”


“There is little more for this,” the wolf snorted.  “Take him and prepare him, Virren.  I will come for him tomorrow at sunset.”


“Wh-Where are you taking me?”


“I don’t know,” the wolf shrugged.  “The way of the Shaman is not found in a book, human.  The way of the Shaman is the path of wisdom, for the spirits are wise.  You do not find true wisdom in a book, you find only knowledge.  I will teach you the way of the Shaman while the spirits guide us to where they wish us to go.  When we get there, they will show you wisdom, and you will grow.”


“I don’t understand.”


“And so you must walk the path, to come to understand,” the wolf said simply.  “In that understanding you will gain wisdom, and that is the path of the Shaman.”

“Get used to it, they all talk that way,” Virren said with a sigh.  “The Noravi version without all the mystery is this:  Stalker teaches you the basics, but you learn the rest by yourself.  Clover calls it the Spirit Walk.  Your fox, your totem, will guide you to places and show you things, in hopes that you learn from them.”

“Totem?”


“Sometimes spirits take special interest in someone, sometimes even humans who don’t know that they’re there.  When they do that, it’s said that the spirit is your totem.  The fox has been your totem for quite a while, Kyv.  You said yourself she’s watched you for years.”


Kyven pieced that together immediately.  The other spirits he’d seen in his life, the ones interested in other people, they were acting much like Virren described.  The cat that had calmed the apprentice during the test, the hawk on the shoulder of the new first year, they were spirits that seemed especially interested in those boys, even though the boys had no idea they were there.

“Do not confuse the human,” the wolf told him.  “Take him.  Prepare him.  I will come for him at sunset tomorrow, so he may begin his journey.”

The wolf turned from them and gave one bounding leap that vaulted him up to the top of Cougar Fall, then glanced back before vanishing into the darkness.


Kyven felt a little strange.  He was leaving Atan.  He’d left before, he’d been all the way to Avannar before while on a trip with Master Holm, some Guild business that required him to go to the Guild’s headquarters in Avannar.  But he’d be leaving for a while, maybe never coming back, and that was a bit daunting.  He was a very domestic person.  He’d lived all his life in Atan, first in a tiny cottage near Miner’s Road, then at the shop.  He’d never hunted before, had slept outdoors only four times in his life; twice on the way to Avannar, and twice on the way back.  He knew how to ride a horse, but he wasn’t used to it.  This would be new to him, very new.  And he’d be going with only an Arcan for company…and an Arcan that didn’t seem to like him very much.

“Don’t worry too much at it, Kyv,” Virren told him.  “Stalker will explain it all to you.  And if you find that it’s not the life for you, you can always come back.  We’ll just make sure you set it up with Holm that you expect to return, you just don’t know when.”


“How?”


“Easy.  Tell him that you’re going out to the frontier settlement over at Deep River, both to think things through and to play at prospecting.  You’ve already bought him, and Holm likes you.  He’ll let you go as long as he’s sure you’ll come back.”

“But what if I don’t come back?”


“I think you will,” he said simply.  “If you decide to join us, Kyven, you’d be the most help right here in Atan.  The Masked have a very strong presence here, and you here would make this place a bastion for us.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m an alchemist, Kyv,” he explained as he took out a small bronze device and twisted it, which flooded the area with brilliant light, illuminating their path as they went back.  “I build a lot more than what the people of Atan see.  There’s also a miner that’s one of the Masked, hiding where I get my crystals from.  But those crystals still have to be cut, and it’s hard to explain where I keep getting such perfect crystals from, so having a cutter among the Masked would be very helpful to us.”


“What is the Masked?”


“We’re an organization that works for the welfare of the Arcans,” he answered.  “We try to help them as much as we can without giving ourselves away.  One of the ways I help is by building alchemical devices that we use.  That’s how I healed the mouse, Kyv, using a healing bell.  That crystal you cut yesterday was to replace the crystal I used in the bell.”  He laughed.  “With you here, our miner friend may not even be needed.”


“I don’t understand.  I’m no miner.”


“Kyven, Shaman can create mana crystals,” Virren told him.  “They draw the power from the spirits and manifest it into our world in the form of a crystal, just like the crystals we mine.  You can’t tell a Shaman made crystal from a natural one unless you’re someone who works with crystals for a living.”


“I…yes.  That crystal you gave me, it was just perfect.  No internal flaws, no planar faults.”


“That crystal was made by Clover,” he said simply.  “She can make them with flaws inside them, but she hates doing it.  She thinks it’s a waste of effort to not make something the best you can, and I have to keep explaining to her that if she keeps giving me perfect crystals, I’m going to have to start explaining that fact to the cutters that cut them.”


“Why can’t she make one that doesn’t need cutting?”


“They can’t.  They have control over the power that forms the crystal, but it still has to be created in a natural state.  It has to have a rough exterior to allow them to build the crystal inside it, kind of like the shell of an egg.  Think about it, Kyv, why do you never cut a crystal until you use it?  Why are all those crystals sitting in your vault uncut?  To make it hold its power as long as possible.  Once you cut it, the magic inside begins to bleed out, fade away.  It’s locked in by its imperfect exterior, by its shell.  Honestly, I could put an uncut Shaman-made crystal into almost any device and it’d run, but cutting still maximizes that power.”

“I knew crystals degraded over time, but I never heard it explained quite that way.”


“Alchemists are much more concerned about that kind of thing, Kyv.  We use those crystals you cut, once you cut them and sell them, you’re done with them.  A crystal begins to degrade after it’s been cut.  It takes a long time, years, but it still happens.  That’s why I never bring you a crystal I don’t intend to install in a device within the month.”


“That makes sense.  So, I could make crystals?”


“It’s possible.  Not all Shaman can do it, though, and not all Shaman can make all kinds of crystal.  Stalker can’t make blue or green crystals.  Clover can’t make black crystals.  Coldfoot can only make red crystals.  None of them can make white crystals.”

“Why?”


“I have no idea,” he shrugged.  “It’s some Shaman thing they don’t explain to us normal people.”


“Oh.”


“You’re pretty calm about this,” Virren chuckled as they reached the road.


“You said it yourself, Virren.  They have the answers I’m looking for.  I want to know.  I want to know what it means.  I want to know who I am, what I am.  I just want to know that I’m really not crazy.”


“I can understand that, friend.  I really can.  Now, I’ll leave you here, I have someone to go talk to.  Get ready to go on a journey, my friend.  Pack for the road, and buy a horse and the provisions to make it look like you’re going prospecting tomorrow.  You’re going to need it.  Do you have enough chits for that?”


“I think so.”


“Come by my shop if you run short, I’ll spot you.  Come by my shop in the morning no matter what, tell me how it goes with Holm.”


“I will.  Night, Verrin.  And thank you.”


“Any time, my friend.  Any time.”


They separated, leaving Kyven with his thoughts.  He was…afraid.  He could admit that.  He was going to go off with a Shaman, a figure he’d been taught all his life to fear, because that Shaman had answers to questions that only he could answer.  Kyven wanted to know.  He wanted to know about this spirit world, he wanted to know about the fox that had watched him all his life.  He wanted to know why the fox was so interested in him, why she was now helping him when always before, she had done nothing but watch him.  What had changed?  Why had she decided to take an active role in his life?


She.  Yes, the fox was a she.  He wasn’t quite sure when she went from it to she in his mind, but she had.  She wasn’t some mind image, some hallucination anymore.  She was truly something outside of him, possessed of her own personality and soul.


And he wanted to learn more about her.


Holm, it seemed, had almost expected something like this.  He went to his former master after returning to the shop and quietly told him what Virren had said, but in his own words.  “I need a little time to think, Holm,” he explained after telling him his plan.  “And to be honest, this might be my only chance ever to try something like this.  I’ll be in the shop from here out, limited to trips to Avannar for Guild business.  I’d like one chance to go out and see a little of the world before my whole world becomes this shop.”


Holm grinned at him.  “I’m glad to hear you say that, son,” he said with a laugh.  “Now I feel very comfortable with selling out to you.  Go out there and see something of the world, have your own little adventure, then come back to us.  I did the same thing myself you know,” he grinned.  “I spent a year on a ship after I finished my apprenticeship as a sailor, just to see something of the world before I spent my life huddled over a workbench.  It was a very happy and exciting time for me.  I came back home missing a tooth and with a nasty disease I caught from a frisky barmaid in Gorveon, but eh.  A trip to the healer cured the little bug, and I got used to the missing tooth.  Your bench will be here waiting for you when you get home, my boy.  And to be honest, the time away’ll give the other boys time to adjust to the idea of you being a Master and not an apprentice.  I can get them used to the idea of it while you’re gone.  It’ll also give me time to get Timble ready to take his place as a journeyman in the shop.  Just do me a favor and be back before he’s free of his contract, if you can.  I’d like you to be here to establish the new order when Timble’s done with his contract, and I can start teaching you and him so I can start pulling back and getting some rest.”

“I’ll do my best, Holm,” Kyven said, visibly relieved.  “I’m just glad you’re alright with it.”

“You’re a young man, Kyv, and there’s a whole lot of world out there.  The shop can make it without you for a while, and it’s something that all young men should do at least once in their lives.  You love to prospect, so go on an adventure!  Go prospect the frontier, far from here, where everything is new and exciting!  And when you’re done, you can come back home and reap the rewards for nine years of hard work.  Who knows, you may even come home with some money in your pocket,” he grinned.

“Thanks, Holm.  You’re a great friend.”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence, my boy.  Now, you need to gear up for your prospecting trip, so get going!  Be sure to talk to the other miners to get a good idea of everything you’ll need.”


Kyven slept fitfully that night.  He had unusual dreams, but dreams he couldn’t remember all that well when he woke up.  They were foreboding, though, foreboding and ominous.  He chalked it up to his uncertain feeling about what he was doing, but his determination was unwavering.  He was willing to do this, to leave Atan in the company of an unfriendly Arcan if it meant that he would get his answers, and would come to understand the mysterious fox that had lived in the shadows of his life ever since he was a little boy.  He would put up with it for that chance, the chance to find the answers to his questions.


It was a strange thought.  He was a Shaman…or he could be.  He remembered both of them make that distinction the night before.  They said he had the potential to be a Shaman.  A human Shaman.  A thing that was supposed to be impossible.  But every time he thought about how impossible it was, that this all had to be some kind of insane dream, he remembered seeing his own eyes in that mirror, eyes that glowed from within with an emerald radiance.  That one thought, that one image, it told him beyond all doubt that they were correct about at least that.  He had some kind of strange, unusual ability, and it was related to being able to see the spirits that no other human could see.

He remembered the light of the wolf’s eyes from the night before, how it seemed to intensify when Kyven threatened him with a knife.  Was that radiance an indication of a Shaman’s power?  His eyes hadn’t been glowing this morning when he looked in the mirror after waking up.  Did they only glow when he could see spirits, or did the proximity of spirits cause his eyes to glow?

No reason to get ahead of himself.  He’d learn about it from that intimidating wolf that didn’t seem to like him…oh, that was going to be so fun, traveling with someone like that.  But the wolf could answer his questions, so he’d endure dealing with someone that seemed to blame him for the ills of the world.


Kyven made several stops that morning.  Atan was a mining town, so it had everything he needed to make it look like he was prospecting.  He bought all the gear he’d need to both pan and dig for crystals, remembered to buy two sniffers for hunting for them, then bought all the survival gear he’d need to camp outdoors for extended periods of time.  He ended up with so much stuff that he needed both a riding horse and a pack horse.  Kyven knew little about horses, but he did know that one of the stable masters had a reputation for honesty and fairness, so he relied on the man’s reputation and had him sell him a riding horse and a pack horse, tack and saddle, and a pack saddle.  He bought three pairs of sturdy leathers for hard travel, rugged clothing that would handle the wild, and stopped in at Virren’s shop under the auspice of buying the alchemical devices that would make living in the wild less dangerous and more comfortable.  Virren met him in the showroom, and discussed several devices that he might find useful, from lamps to weather shields to excavators to rock cutters to water generators to bug repellers to a healing bell.  Virren made a show out of discussing the various devices that many frontier prospectors used, and when a few other townsfolk came into the showroom to buy devices themselves, they haggled over the prices of the devices they’d discussed.

When they were alone, though, Virren immediately switched to the real matter.  “As soon as you’re set up, head out,” he said.  “It would look suspicious if you try to leave in the middle of the afternoon, but not so strange for you to head out as soon as you’re geared up.  That’ll look like youthful enthusiasm.  Take the Avannar Road and stay on it.  He’ll catch up with you later.”


“The Avannar Road?  Why not the Miner’s Road?”


“That’s the way you want to go if you’re heading for the frontier,” he answered.  “You’d have to go north to get to the Podac River to get to the Cumman Gap, and it’s a lot easier going up through the Blue Valley than it would be to go along the ridges.”

“Alright.”


“How far along are you?”


“I have prospecting gear, clothes, camping gear, horses, and now I’m buying stuff here.  I just have the food left to buy and I’m done.”


“Not quite.  You’ll need to buy a weapon.  You’ll look very strange if you leave for the frontier with nothing but posts knives.  Go to the gunsmith and buy a musket at the very least.  I’d buy a pistol too, if I were you.  Almost all frontiersmen carry both, and the better off ones also carry an alchemy weapon like a shockrod or firetube…but I don’t think you need to get quite that exotic.”


“Alright.”


“You have enough chits?”


“I’m not sure, I’ve never bought a musket before.  How much do they run?”


“A musket will run you about three hundred chits.  A pistol will cost about four hundred.”


“I’m short then,” he said with a grimace.


“No problem, I’ll give you a thousand chits to cover it.  Remember to buy powder and ammunition for it too, and make sure you buy a musket and pistol that uses the same size shot, so you only have to buy one kind of shot for both.”


“Alright.”


“Remember, buy it, pack it, head out.  He’ll meet you on the road, probably after you camp for the night.  He doesn’t like moving around in the daytime.”


“Got it.  I guess this is goodbye, Virren,” he said.


“Only for a while,” Virren smiled.  “I told you, this is where you’d do the most good, so I fully expect to see you back here soon.”


“I hope so.  This is my home.  I’m going to feel strange leaving it.”


“Just be happy, Kyv.  Find your answers, and then make your decisions based on it.  You might walk the path, you might not, just do what you think is right for you.”


“I will.  Thanks Virren.”


“Good luck, Kyven,” he said, clasping his hand in a firm grip.


Kyven did as Virren ordered.  He bought two week’s worth of provisions from a grocer, a musket, and a pistol, and packed it all on the pack horse as best he could, given he’d never done that before.  His result looked a little bulky, but at least he was careful to balance the two sides so the poor horse wasn’t pulled in a circle from a lopsided load.  After he had everything loaded up, he returned to the shop and had a first year watch his horses while he went inside to say goodbye.  He shook Timble’s hand and got an actual hug from Holm, as well as a round of farewells from the younger apprentices, wishing him good journey and good luck on his prospecting trip.

He didn’t get out without a gift, though.  Holm handed him a wrapped bundle.  He unfolded the leather flaps, and found within five throwing daggers in separate sheaths, all perfectly balanced.  “These make no noise, son, and you don’t have to reload,” Holm told him.  “A pistol can stop a man coming after you, but you only get one shot and you tell the whole world where you are.  Remember, son, a posts player knows how to throw a dagger, and they’re just as deadly as a pistol at close range.  Carry them with you at all times.”


“I will, Holm,” he said with a nod, feeling the balance of each one.  They were literally made for throwing.  He put a dagger in each boot, and tucked the remaining three in his belt.  “I’m going to go ahead and get on the road, Holm.  The sooner I get out there, the sooner I get back.”


“Too true, son.  Be careful out there, and enjoy your trip.”


“I hope I do, Holm.  I really hope I do.”


He felt…strange.


He rode out of Atan about an hour after noontime, gnawing on a beef sandwich in the saddle as he got used to the strange sensation of both riding a horse and knowing that he was riding away from his old life and riding towards a new, uncertain one.


What would he find out there, in the real world?  What would it be like to learn about the spirits?  Was he really a Shaman, could he do real magic?  Could he really create mana crystals?  Or was he simply some kind of mutant, some kind of freak, born with the ability to see spirits and nothing else?  What kinds of answers would he find to his questions?  He wasn’t sure.  All that he knew was that after so many years of living with the fox in his life, he was ready to do this to find out about her, and everything that went along with it.


He could accept the idea that he might be a Shaman, because it answered some of his questions.  It explained why he could see the fox, and that he wasn’t the only one.  But it left the one question unanswered, and the one that was the most important.


Why.


Why the fox had stayed with him all these years.  Why the fox had saved his life.  Why the fox wanted him to do this now.  Why the fox was so interested in him.  And in a way, why he felt like he owed this both to her and to himself.


He wasn’t entirely looking forward to this.  The idea of being a Shaman didn’t excite him, it terrified him.  He would become what the Loremasters said was the epitomy of evil, and he’d be turning his back on the entire human race to become what they most feared.  But he had to go through with it.  He had to know, he had to know if he really was crazy, he had to know who the fox was and why he seemed to matter so much to her…and why he was beginning to feel that she meant something to him.


He was willing to travel with the wolf Shaman and learn from him, so he could find the answer to those questions.  If he didn’t, they would haunt him for the rest of his life, haunt him every time he saw her sitting, watching him, forever lament that he gave up his chance to learn the truth.


He knew that if he didn’t do this, if he did not leave Atan and learn about this newly revealed part of himself, he would regret it for the rest of his life.  So, he was willing to ride away from Atan, ride away from his comfortable life, ride away from everything he thought he knew to find the answers he sought.


He just had to know, no matter what it cost him to find out.


He had to know why.
