Chapter 23

It was raining again when he got Virren back to Atan, and shadow walked back to where the camp had been.  They had packed up and moved on, as he expected that they would, but it wouldn’t be that hard for him to find them.  They would be moving north, making sure that there was nothing exceedingly nasty in the path of Danvers’ troops.  He stood in the rain by the drowned ashes of the campfire, pondering a moment in silence, pondering what was to come.  And not just his discovery, but the weighty thought of the Great Ancients.  He had stood in the last bastion of their very civilizations, read their papers, walked along halls that had not known the footsteps of a man in a thousand years.  Though it was a place of great evil, still, it was his past, it had shaped the present, and as much as he could object to what they had done, he could relate in that now he had to do something that he didn’t want to do.  But unlike them, he fully understood and appreciated what was coming.  His spirit had sent him there to learn more than one truth.  One had been about the very nature of magic and alchemy itself, but the other…the other….

Sometimes, there are no happy endings.


So be it.  He had accepted that lot when he took up the burden of Shaman, had decided to walk with his totem rather than accept death when she gave him that choice.  For him, there would be no happy ending.  But so long as he made the ending happy for others, then he would be content.

The age of slavery was going to come to an end…and with it would come the death of an entire civilization.  What was born from the ashes would be a better place, shaped by kindness, but he would take no pleasure or joy in the destruction to come.  It would be with a heavy heart and a reluctant hand that he cut away the last strings holding Noraam together and plunged all Noraavi civilization into chaos.  All men would curse his name as long as the memory of him remained in history.  Only when he passed into myth would he finally find reprieve, find rest, and he would be long gone by then.


Long gone, and probably still held in thrall by his spirit.


And it was about to begin.  DeVaur had overrun what futile resistance the Loreguard had put in his way, and he was on his way to Avannar.  The northern kingdoms had been in place for a while, amusing themselves by sieging New Avannar, splitting it from Old Avannar—not that there was anyone really left in Old Avannar, since the Loreguard had correctly realized that they couldn’t hold the entire city and had abandoned the southern half.  Danna was mustering the Arcans in preparation for the march east, and the Arcans spread through the Smoke Mountains were digging in and would be ready when the time came.  Atan wouldn’t be the only mountain village the human armies attacked, but it would be the first, and the most heavily defended by the Arcans.  Atan was one of the major strategic assets of the coming war, for it was at the terminus of a path through the mountains that anything but a wagon could use.  The Cuman Pass and Two River were the other major strategic locations that the Arcans had to defend, for they were the two widest passes through the mountains, one an overland pass and the other a river valley that cut through the mountains.

In four days, Avannar would fall.  In four days, the Loremasters would be removed as a continental force.  In four days, the Loreguard would be shattered and rendered little more than a series of isolated garrisons scattered through the twelve kingdoms.  In four days, the entire continent of Noraam would be at war.  In four days, the era of slavery would begin to wane like the setting sun.


In four days, change would come to Noraam.


And he hated it, even as he hurtled towards it.

It took him only a few minutes to find the others, dropping from a shadow gateway over Vasha and literally dropping down into the saddle, startling his Equar quite a bit.  She brayed in surprise and reared, which made him laugh and clutch onto the saddle.  “Woah there, girl, it’s just me!” he told her.


“I was starting to worry, Shaman,” Ebony told him from beside Vasha.  “Did your tasks go well?”


“Well enough,” he replied.  “Where are we?”


“On the way to the Atan Road,” Clover answered.  “We’re about a day from reaching it.  We’ll be climbing up and over into the Green Valley in just an hour or so.”


“The rain?”


“It stopped overnight, enough for the streams to recede somewhat.  I’m sure it’s still quite mucky for the army, though.”


“Where were you off to all night, brother?” Dancer asked.


“I was learning about the past, as my spirit bade me,” he replied.

“And what did you learn?”


“How to make sure we don’t repeat their mistakes,” he replied in a grim voice.  “I found the place where they kept the machine,” he told them.

They gasped.  “What was there?” Dancer asked.


“They evacuated the place at the end, so there was little left.   I found the machine itself and some scraps they forgot in their hurry to leave.  The only thing I found that was of any use was one of their guns.  Just one.”


“Did you give it to Haven?” Clover asked.


He shook his head.  “Blackclaw is cleaning it for me, and the Shaman with the army are studying it to see if they can duplicate its parts.  It still works,” he told them.  “We tested it.  The bullets in it were so degraded that what came out all but fell to the ground when we tried it, but it did work.  Blackclaw’s positive he can replace the powder they used with the smokeless powder the Britons use in their rifles.  He’s pressing some new bullets for it, and he’ll test it as soon as they put the gun back together.”


“Why not send it to Haven?”


“Because if I do that, I’ll never get it back,” he said honestly.  “They can make copies, but the original is mine.  I’m going to need it.”


“I would almost wish that you’d take me there, Kyven,” Dancer mused.  “I’ve always wondered what’s behind that huge door.”


“Pain, sister,” he replied, shivering.  “The whole place is like a scream of horror trapped inside, echoing down the corridors for all eternity.  It made my skin crawl to be in there.  I couldn’t move the machine, it was way too big, but I did destroy it so if anyone ever gets past that door, they can’t figure out how it was built.”


“What else was there, brother?” Clover asked.  “There had to be more.”


“Not much,” he replied, then spent the time they went up the ridge separating the Green Valley and down into it telling them about what they found, down into some of the most fertile farmland in the territories, a land of small villages and isolated farmsteads scattered up and down the valley floor.  If not for the proximity of the Smoke Mountains and the wild animals, monsters, and Arcans that lived in them, there would be many more people down in that green expanse.  “Everything was brittle, dried out due to the air, so what little we found that didn’t fall apart was preserved like they’d left the place the day before.”

“And that machine that kept it that way?”


“It burned out when I touched it.  It was never designed to be touched by a Shaman, I suppose,” he grunted.  “It wasn’t a pleasant experience.  It didn’t die quietly.”  He looked up into the sky.  “But that wasn’t what I was there to learn.  She may have sent me there to learn about the past, but what I learned was something about myself.  About everything.”

“Now we get down to the meat of things,” Dancer said eagerly.  “And what wisdom did you take from that place?”


“I came to understand myself, to understand who I am and what I have to do.  I came to understand the power of illusion in a way I never have before. It’s something she’s been trying to make me see for a long time, but I never understood, not until last night.  I’d come close many times, but had never made the connection.  Last night, I did.  I understand now.”


“And what did you understand?”


“That illusions are nothing but figments of my imagination,” he said with a slight smile, looking at the vixen out of the corner of his eye.


“That’s it?”


“That’s it,” he said with a slight edge in his voice that Clover picked up immediately, which made her laugh.  His eyes ignited from within with the emerald radiance of his power, his spirit sight, and he shrugged his shoulders.  “Hold still.”


Dancer gave him a sideways look.  “What?” she asked, then he heard her squeal.  “Aiiieeeyyyaaahh!” she cried, putting both hands on her head after Kyven had leaned way down from the saddle and rapped her on the head with a wooden mallet that was so outrageously big that it should have dragged him out of the saddle, yet he flicked it with almost negligent care, tapping her on the top of her auburn-haired head with a slight thump, flattening her ears and her hair as the mallet made contact.  “That hurt!” she complained.

“Did it?” he asked, opening his hand and making the mallet vanish into thin air.  “Was there ever anything there to begin with, sister?”


She gave him a curious look, both hands still on her head.  Her eyes were curious and accusing at the same time, then she blinked.  “I…I felt that!”


“You felt what you expected to feel,” Kyven said in a serene voice.  “But there’s no pain now, is there?”


She let go of her head, her eyes startled, and she laughed helplessly.  “That’s quite a trick, brother.”


“It’s no trick, Dancer.  It’s the simplest thing in the world.  It’s so simple, I just couldn’t understand it until I saw how it works.  Now I feel foolish for not understanding months ago.  Hell, not understanding the day my spirit taught me about illusions.”  He chuckled.  “Sometimes, the simplest things of all are the hardest to understand.”


“I’m not so sure about that, brother,” Dancer protested.


“Really?  See that rock there, sister?  Pick it up,” he told her, pointing at a rock just ahead of them, along the edge of the small, rarely-used road.  Dancer bent down and scooped it up as she passed it, holding it out so he could see it.  It was a fairly large rock, about the size of Virren’s fist, flattened and smoothed into an oval as if it had been at the bottom of a stream for a long time, a dull gray with several white streaks through it.  “There’s the simplest thing in the world, sister.  A rock.  A good old plain rock.  But what if I told you that the rock is only in your hand because you want it to be?”


“Of course it is, I picked it up.”


“Yes, you did.  But can you hold onto it?” he asked, his glowing eyes getting even brighter.


Dancer gasped and recoiled when the rock passed through her hand and dropped heavily to the ground.


“Amazing!” Dancer gasped, stopping and turning around, looking at the rock.  “It was like it turned to smoke in my hand!”  She looked back at him as he reined in Vasha.  “But it was never there to begin with, was it?” she accused.  “You made it and put it there!”


“Did I?” he asked, the light fading from his eyes.  “Pick up the rock, sister.  As you can see, my eyes are closed to the spirits.  I can’t do anything.”


“Unless you’re using an illusion to hide it,” she grumbled, reaching down and picking up the rock.  She hefted it a few times, then lobbed it to Clover. She caught it and gripped it tightly, as if to test its reality, then gave Kyven a curious look.

“Interesting, brother,” Clover noted.  “This rock is real.  I know your illusions enough to know when I’m holding one, and this is no illusion.  Yet you made this rock fall through Dancer’s hand,” she speculated, licking her chops as she looked at the vixen, who now looked confused.

“The rock is in your hand because you want it to be,” he said in that same serene voice, then he smiled at Clover.

“And if I didn’t want the rock in my hand?”


“Then it wouldn’t be,” he replied in an almost maddeningly calm voice.


“But, but, but how?” Dancer asked with sudden zealous attention.  “How did you do it?”

“It’s easy, sister.  I decided that the rock didn’t exist.  At least for you,” he smiled.  “And when I can believe it fully, completely, when I can suspend my disbelief in my own illusions, I can make illusion intrude into reality.  It’s the simplest thing in the world to look at the rock and decide that it’s a real thing.  It’s also the simplest thing in the world to look at the rock and decide that it’s not.  After all, what is real?” he asked in that same voice.  “What is truly real?  And what if, just what if, sister, what is real for you is not real for someone else?”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” she protested.


“Really?” he asked.  “Humans don’t have your sense of smell, sister.  What you smell, they can’t.  So, they can never experience the same things you can.  To them, those smells don’t exist.  The question you have to ask yourself, sister, is are the smells real because you can smell them, or are they not real because the humans can’t?”  He looked down at her.  “But the bigger question is, which is correct?  Are the smells you can smell real because you can, or are they not real because others can’t?”

“Well, the simple answer I’d jump at would be to say that they’re real, but naturally that’s the wrong answer,” she said lightly.


“No. It’s the right answer,” he told her with a smile.  “In fact, that question has no wrong answer, Dancer.  No matter what you said, it would have been correct.”


“Even if I said that trees get up out of the ground and dance every fifth harvest moon on a year ending in zero?” she asked teasingly.


“Even that was the correct answer,” he told her, patting Vasha.  “And that’s the simplest thing of all, sister.  What if, just what if, no matter what answer you give to a question, your answer is always right?”


Dancer furrowed her brow, then she laughed ruefully.  “Alright, now you’ve confused me, brother.”


“When you can answer that question, sister, then you’ll understand,” he told her.


“They’re both right because of their point of view,” Ebony blurted from ahead, then she looked back at them with a rueful expression.  “If you look at it through both sets of eyes.”


Kyven snapped his fingers and pointed at the large wolf.  “Exactly,” he told her, which made her smile sheepishly.  “What you see, what you feel, it isn’t the same as everyone else, sister, even if you and Clover sat and watched the same sunset.  Both of you would see different colors, notice different things, and though you’re looking at the same thing, that same thing becomes two different things, one for each of you.  Those points of view shape the way you perceive the world, and in return, it defines the fundamental basis of your reality.  But your reality isn’t the same as Clover’s reality, because she sees different things, understands them differently.  But neither of you are wrong about what you see or hear or smell.  To you, what you experience exists just as surely as what Clover experiences exists to her.  Neither of you are wrong.  Both of you are right.  Reality is as much your own point of view as it is anything else, sister, but it doesn’t make reality any less real for either of you, even if you don’t see it exactly the same way.”


“Okay, you’ve just baked my brain, brother,” Dancer laughed ruefully.


“It’s the simplest thing in the world,” he chuckled.


“And when you make an illusion real, you bring your reality into ours,” Clover reasoned.


“Something like that,” Kyven nodded.  “As long as I believe in my own reality and have enough willpower to overcome your concept of reality, I can make an illusion as real to you as the very rock you hold, sister.”


“If the rock is real,” Clover laughed, dropping it on the ground.  Dancer, however, quickly rushed over and scooped it up, then slid it into her shoulder satchel.


“The rock is as real as you want it to be, sister,” he said seriously, looking her in the eyes.  “It’s as real as you make it.”

“Well, I’m keeping it,” Dancer declared, patting her satchel.  “We’ll see just how real the rock is, brother.”


“It’ll be a good way for you to keep out of trouble, sister,” he smiled.  “If you’re brooding over that rock, you won’t be getting bored and wandering off and into mischief.”


She laughed.  “I see Clover told you those stories,” she retorted.


“In every gloriously lurid detail.”


Dancer smacked Clover on the shoulder, which made the coyote chuckle.


Kyven let them stew over his lesson most of the morning, feeling the sleepless night catch up with him enough to doze in the saddle, letting Vasha follow Ebony as she tended to do when Kyven wasn’t all that attentive.  They encountered no scouts until midafternoon, when a quartet of uniformed men galloped by on the way south while they hid in a small clearing just off the road.  Kyven had sat down against a tree at the edge of the tiny clearing, which looked to have once held a cabin judging from the tumble of stones in the middle, the remnants of a chimney.  He nodded off while they waited for the scouts to get far enough south not to turn around and chase them down, but started when Danvers’ voice came through the talker.  “Clover,” he called.


“We’re here, General,” she replied, sitting on the log facing him.  She’d been staring at him while he was asleep.  “What is it?”


“Just checking in.  How are the road conditions?”


“Better, it didn’t rain as much in the Green Valley as it did south,” she replied.  “And we’ve only seen one patrol since reaching the valley.  It just passed us moments ago, we’re waiting for them to get further away before we move.”


“Good.  I’m stepping up the army.  I want you to head directly for the Atan road and join the main army.  It started marching at dawn.  Danna’s moving out with about a third of her army, only those troops that have muskets or rifles.”


“Well, that’s wise,” Clover mused.  “She can’t let them see that not every Arcan in the army has a firearm.”


“The rest are going to dig in at Atan and get ready for the attack we all know is coming,” Danvers grunted.  “So move as quickly as you can, my friend, and report back anything important.”

“We will, General.”  Clover looked over at him.  “Brother, I think you should go to Atan and get some sleep.  You’ve been struggling to stay awake most of the day.”


“I had a long night,” he agreed.  “I guess I can return to the shop and sleep in my old bed, maybe catch up with Timble a little.”


“That’s best.  We’ll be just fine, my brother, no need to worry about us.”

After a long sleep in his old bed, Kyven woke up past midnight.  There was a great deal to do, and there wasn’t much time.  He stretched his arms and then slid his legs out of bed, opening his eyes to the spirits to look around.  Timble was in Holm’s old apartment, which was only proper since he was the master of the shop, sleeping.  The senior apprentices were in their rooms, and the first years were up in the attic, all asleep.  The others had tried to get him to stay up late and tell stories and reminisce, but he’d been too tired, and he didn’t have the luxury of sleeping right now.

He got dressed quickly and used his magic to clean himself and his clothes, expelling all dirt and oil and sweat and leaving him and his clothes dry and fresh and clean, then he wasted no time getting down to business.  He’d intended to go to Avannar tonight and start sowing the seeds of dissent, but that would have to wait for another day.  His first task sent him back to the army, stepping out of the shadows in front of rows of small tents.  Sentries saw him and saluted as he stalked through the camp, moving with purpose past the officers’ tents and to the tents of the Shaman.  He found Blackclaw’s tent and opened it, and the middle-aged black wolf Arcan started from his slumber as Kyven channeled light into the small tent.  “Brother,” he said sleepily.


“Did you finish?” he asked immediately.


Blackclaw grinned.  “Of course I did,” he replied, getting to his knees and opening a small chest.  He removed the ivory-handled pistol, wrapped in soft leather, then offered it to Kyven.  “Cleaned and working perfectly,” he proclaimed.  “I had to replace some of the springs in its action, they were just too old to be dependable.  And here’s the duplicate,” he added, taking a second pistol out of the box.  “It works too, we tested it.”


“Did you make the parts for it?”


“In this box,” he replied, taking a small rosewood box out of his footlocker.  “There’s a second duplicate in here, fully assembled and with instructions on how to take it apart to duplicate it.  Take this to Haven and give it to our gunsmiths.”


“Blackclaw, brother, I could kiss you,” Kyven said as he took the second pistol.  “Thank the spirits a Shaman with experience with guns came along.”


“I duplicated musket parts too many times not to get curious,” he replied with a toothy smile.  “This gun isn’t as fancy as those two.  I took off the design etchings and replaced the fancy grips with something more utilitarian.  I pressed bullets for it and made extra clips.  I had Patience make up a weapons belt and holsters for you,” he added, taking those out of the box.  It was a wide belt with a pistol holster on either side and notches for other holsters, such as for a shockrod or sword, and long slotted pouches along the back, each one designed to hold one clip.  “There are ten clips and each one is fully loaded with bullets.”


“That’s a lot of rounds.”


“As fast as the gun shoots them, they won’t last forever,” Blackclaw warned.  “It fires literally as fast as you can pull the trigger, brother.  No cocking, no loading, just pull the trigger.  You can empty the clip in a matter of seconds.”


“Fuck,” Kyven grunted in surprise, feeling the weight of the pistol.  “Does it still work the same?”

“Exactly the same.  You remember how to load and cock it?”


Kyven nodded as he put on the belt, then loaded a clip into each pistol, cocked them and put on the safeties so he could fire them quickly, then put a gun in each holster and used the clever snaps Patience had put on them to secure the flaps.   “Thanks for getting it done so quickly, brother,” Kyven said in gratitude.


“You can thank me by getting that box to Haven as fast as you can,” he answered.


“It’ll be done in the morning when the council wakes up,” he replied, taking off his pack and putting the box in it, then shouldering it again.  “I’ll take it straight to them and let them handle getting the gun in production.”


“I hope they do it quickly.  I’ve got the parts here to duplicate more, but only four of us can duplicate things, and I already have a waiting list for them that starts with Danvers and goes right down the list by rank,” he laughed.


“Give them to the Shaman first,” Kyven said immediately.  “A weapon like this suits us perfectly.  Small, easy to use, easy to maintain, and with a lot of firepower that doesn’t require magic.”


“Of course,” he said with a chuckle, reaching into his clothes by his cot and pulling out another pistol, this one made of black steel and with wolf designs etched into the barrel.  “This one is mine,” he grinned.


“Good.  Get one for every one of our brothers and sisters, my brother, then start handing them out to the army officers.”

“It will be done, brother.”

That done, his next task sent him many long steps into the shadow world, hidden behind his mask of shadowy illusion from the things lurking within, across the Angry Sea and all the way to Eusica.  He stepped out of the shadows and into an alleyway on a foggy morning in one of the largest cities in Briton, a truly ancient city that was rumored to have existed for over three thousand years.  The city certainly looked that old.  The cobblestones of the alley were worn and smooth, narrow with gray-stoned buildings packed close together.  Where it was past midnight back home, it was early morning in Briton, the thick fog illuminated by the risen sun as its heat tried to burn away the clinging mist. Kyven stepped out onto a well-traveled street, where Britons filed back and forth both on foot and on conveyances, be them buggies, carriages, or horseback, Britoners going about their daily routines in this city, which was three times as large as Avannar.

Britoners spoke a very different dialect of Noravi, so Kyven had little trouble getting directions from an innkeeper, but he had to stop and think about what he was hearing to understand it.  They had a strange accent and many of the words they used had different meanings, he realized quickly, but the basic foundation of their language was the same as Noravi.  They called it English over here, however.  After getting the directions he needed, he found what he was looking for, an armorer’s shop.  Britons and Eusicans in general had much more advanced guns than they did on Noraam, but the trade-off for that was that they had virtually no alchemy here.  Alchemical devices in Eusica were very rare and dreadfully expensive because the Loremasters actively suppressed trading crystals to Eusica for their goods starting about ten years ago…probably about when they started to understand that crystals weren’t an infinite resource.  In that time, all the crystals in the devices in Briton had faded, but even before that, crystals had been extremely expensive due to their rarity.  Only the truly rich had alchemical devices in Briton, those who could afford something that would cost the average person an entire year’s wages for what would amount to a toy or luxury.  The Britons didn’t need alchemy the way they did in Noraam, and that was mainly the collars that kept the Arcans enslaved.

Kyven opened the door of the shop and found himself staring at an absolute arsenal.  Pistols and long-barreled guns hung on racks behind the counter in front of him, guns of every shape and size, from tiny little things that would fit in a pocket to a monstrosity with a barrel so wide that Kyven could put his hand inside it.  Two clerks were behind the counter helping two different customers, one of them old and with thick chop moustaches, the other about eighteen or so from the looks of him with short-cropped fire red hair and freckles on his face.  The two men gave Kyven a strange look, mainly due to his traveling clothes, and one put his hand under the counter as if he was expecting trouble.  “Here now, and what can I do for ye, stranger?” the older man asked as Kyven came up to the counter.


“Ye don’t look like a Britoner,” the young one said.

“I’m not,” Kyven replied calmly.  “I asked around, and I was told by several that this shop employs the best gunsmiths in all of Briton.”


Both of them preened a little bit.  “Aye, aye, we do have a certain reputation,” the younger one said, smiling.  “And what do ye be needin’ our reputation for?”

“I’m looking for a cutting edge weapon, and this may be the place to find it,” he said.  “I’m looking for a rifle that doesn’t need to be cocked and fired with every shot.”  He unshouldered his Briton rifle and put it on the counter.  “I’ve used this rifle for a while, but recently I came across a handgun that automatically reloads itself with every shot.  The workings of the pistol aren’t that complicated, so I figure that someone here in Briton has a similar design, since your guns are a good century ahead of ours.”


“Ye be a Noraavi?” the older man asked in suspicion.


“I am,” he replied bluntly.


“We do not buy or sell with slaveholders,” the man said stiffly.  “Ye can kindly leave my shop.”


“You’re going to sell to me, honored grandfather,” Kyven said with steady eyes.  He unslung his pack, opened, it, then set an ingot of pure gold on the counter, so heavy that it made a thunk when Kyven put it down.

The two customers gasped and looked at him, and the two shopkeepers gave him a startled look.
“I’m here to find the most technologically advanced and dependable rifle I can get my hands on.  Something a soldier needs, good shopkeeper.  Something very tough and durable, resistant to extended exposure to the weather, something easy to use, easy to clean, and easy to maintain, but something that also works like this does,” he said, unholstering one of his pistols.  He unloaded the round from the chamber, unlocked the clip and pulled it out, then put both pistol and clip on the counter, letting them see the bullets loaded into the clip.  “I need a rifle fitting for a soldier that uses this technology.  Now, do you have such a rifle?”

The older man gawked at the gold ingot, but the younger one was staring at the pistol.  “May I?” he asked, motioning at the pistol.


“Go ahead.”


He picked up the blocky weapon and hefted it, then brought it up and looked down its sights.  “Rugged,” he noted, then he looked at its profile.  “Very rugged.  A little heavier than it needs to be, but I bet you could drive a wagon over it and it’ll still work.  Mechanical slide action, most likely driving a spring-loaded action for self-loading.  The pistol uses its own recoil to help chamber the next round.”


“If you know how it works, then I was sent to the right shop,” Kyven said simply.


“Gents, if ye’d leave us with this young man for a wee bit,” the older man said to the two customers.  Clearly, the heavy bar of gold Kyven set on the counter was enough for them to ignore Kyven’s nation of birth.  The older man went through the door in the back of the shop as the younger man puzzled out how to break down the pistol, taking off its sliding top, then removing some of its action, the way Kyven had learned how to do it to clean the weapon when he gave it over to Blackclaw.  Much as Blackclaw had worked out the gun’s workings, this young man had done the same in a much shorter amount of time.  The young man put the pieces on the counter, studied them, then he put them all back together, cocked the weapon without a round in it, then pulled the trigger.  The action worked perfectly.  “Where did ye find this, friend?  This is something I’ve never seen before, and I’ve seen a whole lot of guns in my short life.”

“Believe it or not, that gun you’re holding is over a thousand years old,” Kyven said bluntly.  “It was found in a forgotten vault.”


“A thousand years old, ye say?” he breathed.  “It looks like it was made just last week!”


“It was preserved in a solid block of hardened grease that protected it from the air,” Kyven answered.  “After we replaced the springs and a few other parts that had worn out over the years, it works.”


“Begaura,” the young man breathed.  “This must be from the Ending War!”


“It is,” Kyven replied.


The older man came back out with a blocky-looking rifle, about the same size as the smaller Briton rifles with which they’d been outfitting the Arcans.  “This is something we’ve been trying to sell to the Royal Army,” the old man said.  “It’s what ye’re lookin’ for, youngster.  It fires six rounds without having to work a lever or bolt.  Six shots, then you reload.  Its action isn’t very complicated, it’s basically just a step up from your lever-action rifle.  It uses springs to load the next round in the stack instead of you pulling the lever.”  The old man offered it to him, and Kyven immediately felt that it was solid.  It was fairly heavy, heavier than it looked, which was probably why Briton’s Royal Army wasn’t very interested in it.  A soldier’s weapon couldn’t be too heavy.  “It fires six thirty-two beven cartridges, and like most cartridges, they can be re-used if they’re not damaged.  The gun was built to be all but unbreakable.  Ye can drop it off a three story building onto the cobblestones, then pick it up and fire it.  It can even fire when wet,” he said proudly.

“But it’s a bit heavy, which is why they haven’t bought them yet,” Kyven noted, which made the older man sigh and nod.


“Aye, we can’t figure out how to make it any lighter,” he admitted.  “But the action in this rifle is very simple.  It’s easy to clean, and it can take a ferocious pounding and still shoot straight and true.”


“What kind of range does it have?”


“I don’t think ye know our measures, but it’s accurate out to about three hundred steps,” he replied.


“Show me the rounds.”


The old man pulled a box of nasty-looking bullets from under the counter.  They ended in points, not rounded like the cartridges of his pistol, and the bullets were longer than he expected...hauntingly similar to the bullets he’d seen in the Great Ancient base.  The rounds looked slightly narrower than the rounds of his pistol, which according to the ancient measurement on the gun, was .45 calibre…whatever a calibre was.  Blackclaw hadn’t been very specific.  “It uses these.  Sixty-two genn rounds at thirty-two beven.  These rounds can punch through a stone wall inside fifty steps.”


Kyven picked up one of the bullets, and saw that it looked deadly.


The weight…the Shaman could probably do something about that.  If the gun was as durable as the men claimed, then it was what he wanted.  “Do you have a place where I can fire this rifle?”


“Aye, but only if I get to fire that pistol,” the younger man said immediately.


“Deal.”


They took him into a huge cellar that was obviously intended to be a firing range, an earthen bank behind a series of wooden targets.  They showed him how to load the rifle, which was done one round at a time through a sliding hatch in the top, pushing each round down and locking it in, then the next on top of it, and so on until five were in the storage area of the weapon and the sixth was loaded directly into the firing chamber.  When the slide was closed, the weapon was ready to fire, it required no cocking.  Its action was actually much less advanced than his pistol, but it would fire without needing any cocking or pulling a bolt or lever before reloading, it reloaded faster than a musket, and it had the same range and killing power as his dependable Briton rifle.  Kyven found that while it was fairly heavy compared to the two versions of Briton rifles they were using, it had very good sights, and it shot dead straight.  The weapon truly did fire as fast as he could pull the trigger, the cartridges ejecting from the top right side of the rifle, and when he fired the sixth shot, it made and audible pank sound.  “That’s the spring plate hitting the stop plate, that sound tells ye the gun’s empty,” the older man told him.


“And it tells anyone else familiar with the gun that it’s empty,” he noted.


“Aye,” the older man admitted.


Kyven nodded and put the rifle on the table in front of them, then handed the pistol to the younger man.  “Just pull back the top slide to load the round and cock it, then pull the trigger.  Oh, the safety’s on, right there,” he pointed.


The young man emptied the clip down the range, and both men looked extremely impressed, because the gun fired quickly, smoothly, and was very accurate given how tightly the holes in the target were bunched together.


Kyven loaded and fired the rifle several times, and after he was done, he nodded and set it on the table.  “I’ll take it,” he declared.  He put not just the bar of gold he’d set on the counter upstairs on the table, but two more ingots just as big as the first.  There was more gold on that table than the shop earned in a year.

“Begaura, that much?”


“That’s for the gun and a box of bullets,” he replied.  “Oh, and you showing me how to break it down and clean it.”


“Not even this rifle is worth that much,” the younger man admitted.


“Trust me, it’s worth every speck of gold,” Kyven replied easily.


The gunsmiths were right in how simple the gun was.  It wasn’t complex at all, just a series of springs, bolts, and mounting plates inside that chambered the rounds as it was fired, and that made it very easy to take apart and clean.  It also made it much harder to break, for the simpler it was, the fewer parts it had that could break down.  Kyven was fairly confident that the gun was very durable, and the older man proved it by not just dropping it, but throwing it on the ground, then he picked it up, loaded it, and it fired without issue.


“Son, I know I shouldn’t sell it to ye, but simple truth is, we spent too much money inventing it not to sell it to someone,” the older man admitted.

“Don’t worry, honored grandfather, you’re not selling it to slaveholders,” Kyven replied.  “I represent the Arcans, good Britoners.  I’m taking this rifle back to them, so they can fight for their freedom.”


“Truly?”


“Have you heard the rumors of what’s going on in Noraam?”


They nodded.  “Rumor says that civil war has broken out.”


“It’s more than that. The kings of Noraam have declared war on the Loremasters, but also in the middle of it are the free Arcans.  They’ve lived far to the west of Noraam for hundreds of years, staying hidden, and now that the kingdoms are in turmoil, they’ve invaded from the west to free their Arcan brothers and sisters from slavery.  They’re in desperate need of arms, so they sent me to Eusica to find this,” Kyven said, hefting the rifle.  “A well built rifle that’s easy to use, can handle being banged around out in the wilderness, and outstrips the range of Noravi muskets by a good two hundred steps, but has a lot of stopping power.  These rifles will be in the hands of Arcan soldiers, fighting to free their own from the slavers’ collars.”


“Ye could have used the rifle ye have already,” the younger noted.  “They’re the newest innovation to make it into the gun shops.  Still frightfully expensive, but at least they’re in production.  They’re not prototypes like this one.  We hand-built that rifle in this very shop, after quite a few failures as we worked the bugs out of the design.” 


“I could, but after I found those pistols, I realized how much of an advantage it is to not have to jack a lever or slide a bolt between shots.  I want to take back a rifle that shoots every time you pull the trigger.  And this one does exactly that,” he said, patting the wooden stock.  “So, let’s finish our business, good Britoners,” he declared.  “I need a box of bullets.”


Half an hour later, Kyven walked out of the shop with a long wooden box slung on his shoulder, holding his new MacGefferson and Son’s prototype semi-automatic six shot repeating rifle, a box of bullets, and one of the revolvers that Danvers had described thrown in just because Kyven was curious about them, a five shot cylinder model that used the same cartridge as the rifles.  And he had the feeling that in two years, he would come back and find something very similar to his Colt 1911 sitting on a stand in their shop.  They’d seen how his gun worked, and the younger one had taken it apart and seen the pieces.  Kyven had no doubt that he’d run right back into their workshop the instant Kyven walked out the door, feverish to draw what he’d seen so they could try to make one of their own.


It was a fair trade, as far as he was concerned.  He had their rifle, which they’d mass produce via the Shaman, and in return, the shop got to see something they’d never seen before.  And if they could manage to duplicate it, more power to them.

Kyven had to be careful shadow walking back to Noraam because of that box.  He couldn’t conceal the box like he could his clothes, it was far too big, so that was a real object moving through the shadow world, and that attracted the things.  Kyven managed to get back to the army without any encounters, however, stepping out of the shadows directly in front of Blackclaw’s tent.  He woke the poor wolf up a second time, dropping the box on the ground by his cot.  “Brother, what’s wrong?” he asked blearily.  “Is there something wrong with the gun?”


He shook his head, kneeling down and opening the case.  He withdrew the MacGefferson rifle.  “I want you to duplicate this,” he announced.  “I just bought this from a gun shop in Briton.  It fires six shots without having to cock the rifle every time.  It’s not half as advanced as the pistol is, but it works.”


Blackclaw got out of his cot and took the rifle from Kyven.  “It’s pretty heavy,” he noted.


“I know.  It doesn’t hold as many rounds as the rifles we already have, but it shoots faster and it’s more rugged.  Think you can duplicate it?”


“Surely I can,” he replied.  “But truth be told, brother, we’re better off with the bolt-action short rifles.”


“Right now we are, but you’re looking at the short road, brother,” Kyven told him.  “When you get me the copy, I’m going to drop it and the pistol in front of the council and tell them to find a gunsmith that can take them both and figure out a way to import the clip and automatic reloading technology of the pistol into the rifle,” he replied.  “A rifle version of the pistol, with them having two different examples to work from to figure out something that’s both rugged and dependable.  Imagine a rifle that used clips of bullets and was easy to shoot and reload,” he said simply.  “We already have a big advantage thanks to our lever-action and bolt-action Briton rifles, even if we don’t have that many of them.  Many of our soldiers are using farm tools,” he grunted, which made Blackclaw nod grimly.  “If we had something like a rifle version of these pistols, it would give our Arcans an overwhelming advantage in battle, and that’s before we even take the Shaman into account.”


Blackclaw’s eyes widened, then he laughed brightly.  “That’s devious, my brother!  Yes, that’s an amazing idea!”


“And it only cost me three bars of gold,” he replied lightly. “It’s going to take them a year or two to figure out how to do it, after we’ve freed our brothers and sisters and about when the humans stop warring with each other.  By then, they’ll probably all join together and come over the mountains looking for revenge, and when that happens, we have to have every advantage we can get.”

“And until then, we make as many of the smaller rifles and pistols as we can,” Blackclaw agreed.  “They meld perfectly with our alchemical weapons and the Shaman, giving us an advantage in ranged combat and an overwhelming advantage in close quarters.”


“This isn’t about just this war, brother, it’s about the survival of Haven.  This won’t bear fruit for years, but when it does, it will be there for us.”


“You are truly a Shaman, brother, Blackclaw said with an approving nod.  “You have learned true wisdom.”


“Thank you, brother,” Kyven said.  “I’ll leave this with you.  Send me a message when you have a duplicate I can take to Haven.  Oh, and give this to Wilson, tell him it’s a gift from me,” he added, tossing the revolver to Blackclaw.  “It uses the exact same cartridges as the rifles.”


“I’ll get it to him,” he nodded.


Kyven, the Shaman, and his nannies joined the main host of the army late the next afternoon.  It was quite a sight to see, thousands and thousands of Arcans walking along on two feet rather than on all fours, some dressed in uniforms and some wearing whatever—or nothing, packs and weapons slung on their backs as they moved at a very leisurely pace for Arcans, basically just poking along so they reached Avannar at the proper time.  They were challenged by a scout as they approached, but the fact that it was a man riding an Equar and with two Shaman with him ensured his safety.  They were led to the front of the army, where Danna and her officers rode at the lead of several wagons.  It was far too important to keep moving for them to stop to greet, so Kyven surprised Danna and made her laugh by hauling her up off her horse and pulling her into the saddle.  He gave her a big kiss on the side of her muzzle, and she leaned against him.  “Hello there, Kyven,” she said gently, almost cooingly.

“Well, here we are,” he said lightly, patting her on the rump.  “Danvers is just a day or so behind us.’


“I know, he’s been keeping us up to date.  Any trouble?”


“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” he replied.  “How goes the march?”


“We had plenty of time to organize, so it’s going well,” she answered.  “Are we on time?”


“Right where you should be,” he nodded.  “You’ll take the field about four hours after DeVaur arrives.  Then the fun starts,” he grunted.


“It’s good to see you again, Clover,” Danna said, looking over at her.  “And who’s with you?”


“You’ve heard me talk about my nannies, love,” he chuckled.  “That’s Ebony, the worst of them all.  The tall, handsome coyote is Striker, and the cat is Fastpaw.  They’re good friends, even if they take themselves just a little too seriously,” he grinned at them.


“We do what we must do, Shaman, because you will not do for yourself,” Ebony replied with a slight smile.


“And this is my sister Shaman, Dancer,” he noted, motioning at the red fox.


“I remember you,” Danna said.  “We talked several times back in Haven.”


“It’s good to see you again, Danna,” Dancer replied as she climbed up onto Danna’s now unmounted horse.  He’d noticed that Dancer had a propensity for riding rather than walking.  “Congratulations on your blessing.”


Danna put a reflexive paw on her stomach.  “How did you know?” she gasped.


“I’m a Shaman, my friend.  We have our ways,” she winked.


“You’re pregnant?” Ebony asked.


Danna nodded, almost ruefully.  “It turns out that that damned fox was smarter than we were,” she replied.  “I’m a little angry, but what’s done is done.”


“That’s why, from now on, you stay as you are,” Kyven told her seriously.  “I have absolutely no idea how you changing back and forth will affect the babies.  You’ll be wearing the fur until you give birth, love.”


“Then I give them away,” she grunted.


“Only if you want to,” he replied with a shrug.  “They’re our children, Danna.  Yes, they’re Arcan, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t already love them.  As much as I love you,” he replied, looking her in the eyes.  “Them being Arcan does not matter to me.”


“You, I believe, Kyv,” she said, putting a clawed hand on the side of his face gently.


“What’s in here is far more beautiful than what’s outside,” he replied, putting his hand on her upper chest.


“Now that we have all the cloying sentimentality out of the way,” Danna said with an impish grin, which made Kyven laugh, “Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

“Actually, I have something for you,” he answered.  “I was supposed to take it directly to Haven, but I want you to have one before I give it up.”


“What?”


He turned to one of the other Arcans.  “Brother Shaman, can you track down the Shaman best at duplicating objects?”


“Well, you’re looking at one of them, brother,” the burly bull Shaman answered, his left horn broken.  “But I’ll go get them.”


“What did you bring?” Danna asked.


Kyven pulled out one of his pistols.  “This,” he replied.  “It’s one of the guns from the Great Ancient Civilization,” he told her, which made quite a few who heard him gasp.  “It’s an order of magnitude better than anything we have.  Blackclaw made two duplicates.  The original and one of the duplicates are mine, and the other is so we can make more of them.  I’m supposed to get it to Haven as fast as possible, but I want the Shaman here to have a duplicate of it to use to make them here.  We’ll have far more immediate use for them than they will in Haven.”


“Amazing, I’ve never seen anything like it!” Danna breathed, taking the pistol with both hands as Kyven held her steady on Vasha’s back.  “How does it work?”


“It uses cartridge bullets just like the Briton rifles, and automatically loads the next bullet every time you fire it, and it holds nine bullets in a removable clip,” he answered.  “You can shoot all nine as fast as you can pull the trigger.  I want you to have two of them, love.  You need them.”

“Wow, a relic of the Great Ancients,” she whispered, sliding her fingertips along the etched barrel.  “How did it last so long?”


“It was preserved by magic,” he answered.  “There was an alchemical machine where I found it that was still running, and it preserved it.”


“A thousand years?  How is that possible?” one of the other Shaman asked, a willowy otter.


“I’ll explain it later.  Anyway, as soon as we stop, I want the Shaman to create three duplicates.  One stays here, the other two are yours.  I want you carrying two of these by tomorrow morning, and the Shaman with the parts they need to make as many as they can ever time we stop.  I’ll take it on to Haven afterwards and they can bend every Shaman still there to the task of mass producing these.  They don’t have the same range as the rifles, not even the short-barrel ones, but being able to shoot nine times could make a difference at close range, when your life depends on it.  I want to see one of these on the hip of every single Arcan in this army eventually, even the workers.”


“May I?” the bull asked.  Danna handed it over to him when he came over to Vasha, and he inspected it with a keen eye.  “I hope you know how to take it apart, brother.”


“Blackclaw wrote out detailed instructions on how to disassemble it for duplication,” Kyven answered.  “I’ll have a bullet press and a few barrels of the smokeless powder the Britons use in their cartridges by morning.  We’ll have everything we need here to make both the gun and the bullets for it.”

“I’ll go find our best gunsmith,” the bull declared.  “He’ll need to be there.”


“These could matter,” a wolf Shaman said seriously after the bull handed it to him.  “Given that we can’t duplicate alchemical devices, we can produce these faster than shockrods and impact rods for short range fighting.”


“That’s the general idea, brother,” Kyven replied.  “And in case the enemy is employing wide-range grounders, it won’t stop these.”


“The rifles will make a bigger difference when they reach us from Haven, but since not everyone in the army has a weapon, even this would be better than a pitchfork,” the bull noted.  “Guns like this don’t have very good accuracy except at short range.  Not due to poor craftsmanship, just due to the fact that pistols are harder to aim than rifles.”


“True enough,” Kyven agreed.  “When do you expect the first shipment of rifles?”


“Ten to twelve days,” Danna replied.  “They’re all but killing horses and Arcans getting them here.”


“Well, I can bring a few crates of them,” Kyven grunted. “But not enough to arm a whole lot of Arcans.  I’m limited by what I can carry when I shadow walk.”

“You can bring them back after taking this on to Haven,” the wolf noted.


“Not that one.  Blackclaw made a much less fancy version for mass duplication,” Kyven chuckled.  “That particular gun was the possession of a very high ranking officer of the Great Ancient army.  I want Danna to get one of the handsome ones like that one, but the mass produced one won’t be as fancy.  Still works exactly the same, just doesn’t have the ornate designs or the fancy handgrips.”


“So, we make two of these and one of the utility gun?”


Kyven nodded.  “Then I take the utility one to Haven for them to duplicate, and Danna gets sidearms befitting the general of the army,” he said, grinning at her and patting her bottom.


“You’re not making just one,” Ebony declared.  “We can better protect you if we have those ourselves.”


“Well, I’ll let you wrangle with the Shaman over that one, Ebony,” Kyven told her with a sly smile.


Kyven spent the rest of the afternoon with Danna, and the others gave them their personal space.  He held her in front of him, sitting sideways across his saddle as they talked about her pregnancy, about the army, about what was coming, and her personal role in the battle to come.  Danna would be out there with the other three shadow walkers stealing death machines and other highly valuable weapons, so Kyven went over what he wanted to do in great detail with her, showing her illusory maps of the city and images of the devices so she’d know what they look like.  But despite how important things were, they also just spent time in quiet togetherness, Danna leaning against him as they rode on Vasha at the front of the army.  Kyven was carrying the woman he loved, and everything else seemed to pale in comparison to the slender, beautiful figure who had her arms wrapped around him.  Human, Arcan, it didn’t matter to him.  What was inside was what made him love her, even if it was her handsome body and pretty face that had initially attracted him.  After he came to know her, how she looked didn’t matter half as much as who she was.  And finally, it seemed, she was able to accept that, able to accept that Kyven didn’t care if she was an Arcan.  Even if she spent the rest of her life trapped in her Arcan body, she would always have him, and he would love her.  Danna had learned how to accept him when she couldn’t accept herself.  In her own way, she had learned wisdom.


Close to sunset, the army called a halt.  The Arcans impressed Kyven with how quickly and efficiently they got the tents up, the sentries posted, and dinners either pulled out of stores, hunted from the surrounding forest, or set to cooking on pots over fires in the case of the trail beans.  Not even Arcans liked uncooked dried beans, which they flavored with whatever edible wild plants or bones from kills they could get.  Kyven helped the Shaman feed some of the monsters who were with the army, for Kyven was about the only on who could safely approach the Wolveran.  The buffalo-sized badger-like monster wasn’t docile even if it had agreed to help, taken to bouts of aggression when it was hungry.  But Kyven’s monster-friendly smell let him get close to the feared predator, a predator that would literally chase its prey to exhaustion, so single-minded and doggedly determined they were.  He remembered the Wolveran that had chased them on the way to Haven, it had stayed on their trail over a full day before finally quitting, and only because they happened across other prey that was easier to catch.  In all, Kyven had to admit, Wolverans were impressive.  Big, powerful, and so stubborn that they were the most feared predator in all of Noraam.

After sitting with Danna, her officers, and the Shaman for dinner, they got to work.  They called in their best gunsmiths to take apart and duplicate both pistols, the ornate ones for Danna and the more utilitarian ones that would be made for the army.  It took them about two hours to get it all done, and after they oiled the moving parts and put the duplicates back together, Kyven demonstrated the guns to them by test firing the duplicates to ensure they worked.  The gun was heavy but well balanced, and it fired as fast as he could pull the trigger.  It had some recoil, but Kyven’s Shaman honed muscles kept the barrel in line with the fallen tree he was using for a target.  “The brass cartridges can be reused, just like the rifle bullets,” he told them as he loaded a new clip and pulled back the slide to load and cock it.

“That’s all there is to reloading?” a Shaman asked.


“That’s it, sister.  Just press this little lever to release the clip, put a new one in, pull back the slide, and you’re ready to go.  This pistol isn’t that hard to use, but if you’ve never used a pistol before, it takes some adjustment to get used to aiming it.”


“Interesting.  I might see about getting one of these myself,” the small cat noted as she inspected the other duplicate being passed around.


“They can be handy, especially when you’re facing grounders or you’re tired,” he nodded.  He fired three more shots, then lowered the weapon, stepped over, and offered it to Danna.  “Just be careful getting your claw in through the trigger guard.  The safety’s right here,” he added, pointing at the little safety button.  “Press that when you don’t want the gun to able to fire, it locks the trigger so you can’t pull it.  Press it over on this side when you do.”


“Seems easy enough, much easier than the single shot pistols I’m used to using,” she replied, then she took the weapon up in a professional two-handed grip, threading her long claw deftly through the trigger guard, and fired a round.  The gun bucked a little bit in her hand, then she brought it back down and pulled the trigger again.  “It’s pretty powerful.”


“As strong as a double-loaded pistol,” Kyven agreed, then he looked back to the eight Shaman with them. “How many can you make tonight?”

“It’s got a lot of pieces, but they’re small.  Maybe ten,” the bull answered.


“Then do me a favor and put two aside for me, I’m going to give them to Lightfoot and Lucky.  They travel with me often, they need them for protection.”


“She’ll kiss you,” Danna chuckled.


“She’ll do a lore more than that,” he replied, which made Danna laugh helplessly.


“Three go to us,” Ebony declared adamantly.  “We need them to protect the Shaman, since he won’t protect himself.”


“That leaves five to give to our most important officers,” the bull nodded.  “I can make some of these on the move if I’m in a wagon, so I might be able to produce two or three a day, then more once we stop.”


“That sounds like a plan,” Kyven nodded.


After making sure all three pistols worked, Kyven got ready to go to Haven.  He collected up what was going, kissed Danna goodbye, then covered both himself and as much of his cargo as he could in shadow and stepped into the shadow world. He took the ten or so steps to Haven, the things homing in on the boxes he couldn’t cover, and passed back into the real world in front of the Historian’s house before they were able to find him.  The Historian was the one to see if he needed to talk to the council on short notice.


Things there went very well.  They gawked at the pistol and rifle he’d bought from Briton, and when he explained his idea, they almost broke their necks nodding in agreement.  They summoned their best gunsmiths, getting more than a few out of bed in a frosty autumn night—winter got there damn early in Haven—and Kyven told them what he wanted to do.  They took the rifle apart, then the pistol, making drawings and giving the Shaman opportunity to duplicate the pieces, then the five gunsmiths started kicking around ideas about how to import clip technology into the rifle he’d brought them, which used a self-reloading system.  It wasn’t his job to see them actually figure it out, which would probably take a year or two to finally produce a working model.  This was planning for the future, for when the humans threatened Haven itself.  When they finally came over the Smoke Mountains, the Arcans would need an advantage, and this would be it.


The Arcans had the Shaman, but Kyven knew that they couldn’t come to the point where they depended on the Shaman to survive.


About midnight, after a duplicate of the pistol was built and tested, Kyven shadow walked back to the army, picked up the two pistols, then ranged out and found Danvers and the other army.  He stepped out among the tents and tracked down Lightfoot and Lucky, who were in a tent not far from Danvers’ main tent, and they certainly weren’t sleeping.  The growls of pleasure coming from the tent made Kyven chuckle a little, and he sat down outside and waited for them to finish.  Lightfoot would smell him as soon as she got her nose out of Lucky’s fur, so he was confident he wouldn’t have to wait long after the were done.  And true to form, the tent flap opened within seconds of the sounds of their mutual climax, and Lucky poked his head out  Lucky was still laying on top of Lightfoot, their heads to the tent flap, and Lightfoot looked up over her bone-white hair at him with a small smile..  “Shaman!” he said happily.  “Did you come to get us?”


“That’s up to you,” he replied, taking the pistols from his satchel.  “I brought you something.”


“We go with you,” Lightfoot declared as Lucky got off of her, and she rolled over in the small tent and crawled out.  He could smell their pleasure all over them even with his human nose.  Lucky came out after her, looking a little weak-kneed, which made Kyven laugh softly.


“She’s wearing you out, Lucky,” he noted.


“I’m not complaining,” he replied with a glorious smile at her. “What are those?”


“Guns from the Great Ancient Civilization,” he replied.


“Like the one you gave General Danvers?” Lucky asked in awe.

Kyven shook his head.  “That was a Briton revolver.  This is something entirely different.”


“Show us at your camp,” Lightfoot declared.  “Pack up, Lucky.  We’re going.”


“Yes, love,” he replied immediately.


Kyven let them pack their tent and what gear they had as he went to talk to Danvers.  The sentries let him by and let him wake the man up, but he came awake instantly and was fully alert.  “Kyven, what is it?” he asked as he sat on the edge of his cot.


“Did Blackclaw talk to you?”


“He did.  He gave me the revolver you brought me, then came back later and gave me one of those,” he said, pointing at Kyven’s hip holster.  “I must admit Kyven, I’m in love with it,” he chuckled, pointing to his belt hanging near his uniform, which had a freshly made holster in front of his shockrod sheathe.


“Then he did what I told him to do.  I’ve reached the main army.  You’re about half a day behind.  You should join up with the Atan road after about three hours, then come up to the tail end of the column around noon.”


“What my scouts reported, but it’s good to have confirmation,” he answered with a nod.


“Lightfoot and Lucky are going back with me.”


“I’ll miss her services as a scout, but it’s her decision,” he chuckled.  “Vasha behaving without Lucky there?”


“More or less,” he replied.  “Well, I won’t keep you up any more than I have to, Wilson.  You’ll have a long day tomorrow.  I just wanted to check in.”


“I appreciate that, Kyv,” he replied.  “As soon as I get to the army, keep yourself available, so we can make our plans.”

“I will,” he nodded, then he let Danvers go back to sleep.


Lightfoot had all their issued gear packed up by the time Kyven got back.  Lucky was carrying the majority of it in a heavy pack, but he made no complaints at all, even took two sling rolls from Lightfoot and put them over his head.  “I’ll have to walk us to the camp,” he warned as Lightfoot pulled taut a length of rope.


“We expected,” she replied in her curt manner.  “Clover said you use rope.”


“Yup.  Let’s get going.”


To his surprise, both of them took the experience very well.  Lightfoot seemed unflappable in any situation, and Lucky came out of the shadow world without even wobbling, even carrying all that gear.  The nausea the shadow world induced didn’t seem to bother him as much as it did most others.  Kyven brought them to his personal camp, and Ebony and Fastpaw got out of their tents to welcome Lucky and Lightfoot back and help them set up their tent, talking in hushed tones. After they finished, Kyven presented each of them with a pistol.  “I don’t have holsters for them yet,” he told them.  “But these work like the revolver I gave Lightfoot a bit ago, except you don’t have to load each cylinder.  I’ll show you how they work in the morning.  So don’t play with them,” he warned with a smile.


Lightfoot took the heavy pistol and hefted it professionally, then looked down the sites, making sure to point the barrel away from everyone.  “Heavy, but balanced,” she noted, then she carried it into their tent as Lucky turned the black steel weapon over and over in his hands gingerly.


“They’re not loaded, are they?” he asked.


“Nope.  But still, don’t play with them.  You might break them.”


“Alright.”  Lightfoot took Lucky’s pistol and put it in the tent.  “Do you need us, Shaman?”


“No, go back to sleep.  Or not sleep, whatever,” he said, which made Lightfoot smile daringly.  “Did they get yours to you, Ebony?” he asked.


She nodded.  “We’re not carrying them because we haven’t been taught yet,” she answered.

“Alright then, I’ll see you in the morning,” he told them.


“Are you going to get any sleep?” Ebony demanded, putting her hands on her hips and giving him a challenging expression.


“Maybe, that’ll depend on how long I can keep Danna wanting more,” he replied with a jaunty swagger as he headed for Danna’s large tent, which made Ebony laugh.


“Have fun, Shaman,” she called after him, which earned her an absent wave over his shoulder.


It was an almost unnaturally cool morning.

The wall sentries manning the venerable, alchemically reinforced walls of Old Avannar were shivering a bit in the misty morning, a chill fog rolling in from the river that partially concealed the most distant of the fires of the concentrated armies of the North, arrayed out over the low hills surrounding the ancient city.  The guards had no idea exactly how many were out there, but they completely surrounded the city on all three sides.  To the southwest, across the river, were the smoking ruins of New Avannar, sacked and burned by the armies of Mallan and Phion, which were now infested with snipers armed with long rifles trying to pick off anything moving across the collapsed bridges over the Podac River.  They weren’t the Briton rifles that some few in the Loreguard were lucky to have, they were muzzle-loading hunting rifles, much akin to a musket but with a rifled barrel and firing a different shaped bullet that made the rifles accurate even from 300 rods away.  Invented and used almost exclusively in Phion, the rifles were the next step up from the muskets that were standard issue, and if not for the Briton rifles, it would have been the next weapon the Loreguard would have issued to its soldiers.


They had their long rifle, the Loreguard had alchemy.  The city was bristling with both cannons and alchemical siege weaponry that would make any attempt to take the city very, very bloody.  Large scale flame projectors, acid bombardiers, flitters, blackjack launchers, and several nasty-looking death machines, all protected behind repellers ready to be activated at a moment’s notice, repellers powerful enough to turn aside a cannonball.  Those brutal weapons shared space at artillery emplacements on the higher ground of Old Avannar with conventional artillery, heavy placement cannons with rifled bores for high accuracy and long range, some of them so large that it took teams of twenty mules just to move them.  It was all protected behind a wall that had been alchemically treated over centuries to be virtually impregnable, so strong that cannonballs shattered when it struck them, alchemical acid just slid off of them, even a groundpounder did nothing but shake itself apart trying to break the foundation.  Old Avannar had been built during the height of the Old Wars, when the kingdoms of Noraam fought among themselves, and the old kingdom of Virgan fell and became the Free Territories, the time before the Loremasters.


The time of turmoil and chaos.


The guards kept constant vigil for infiltrators trying to sneak up to the wall, moving in groups of four from emplacement to emplacement, keeping watch on the misty grasslands surrounding the wall that were once farming villages, but were now trampled over and dug out to form trenches and earthen embankments to protect artillery for the Northern armies.  And all of them were out there…Mallan, Balton, Phion, Jenn, Yora, and Hamm, and coming up from the south were the Flaurens, the Georvans, the Alamari, and the Nurysians.  The only kingdom that wasn’t involved was Carin, but that was more due to the fact that the Carin army had been commandeered by the Loreguard before they had a chance to turn rebel, and the king had no troops to send.  The Free Territories, while technically one of the twelve kingdoms, was too decentralized and scattered to have any kind of standing army, only local militias and sheriffs that wanted nothing to do with the upcoming battle.  They had their own problems, mainly the Arcans.

Many in the Loreguard almost couldn’t believe it, but the rumors had been confirmed.  There was an entire army of Arcans that had marched in from the west, coming over the Smoke Mountains.  They had captured the expeditionary force sent into the frontier to explore and map the unknown territory beyond Deep River, then moved into the Smoke Mountains and took over every single mining village from Two River all the way down to Carin.  They were being led by a Loreguard officer, the rumors said, some woman whom they had captured and brainwashed, or turned using dark Shaman magic, since it was well known that no Arcan could possibly lead an army like that.


Where that army came from, nobody really knew.  The soldiers suspected that the Loremasters knew, but they weren’t saying.  Most of the rumors were that it was the Eusicans, come over and somehow getting past Noraam, raising an Arcan army, and marching in using a Loreguard officer as their commander because the officer would know Loreguard tactics.  The Eusicans and their heathen religion saw owning Arcans as slavery, which was almost laughable to the soldiers, since slavery implied that the Arcans were more than animals.  They were property, they were livestock, and one didn’t keep their milk cows in slavery any more than they kept their Arcans in slavery.  And the Eusicans, the cowards, were too afraid of the Loreguard to use their own armies, they instead used Arcans stolen from owners by the Masked, another Eusican organization most suspected, then sent into the frontier to be turned into soldiers, so the Eusicans could conquer Noraam and bring their evil religion onto the continent without getting their own hands dirty.


Every soldier on the wall stopped suddenly when a strange, sudden wind blew, tearing apart the misty clouds of fog rolling in from the river.  The wind blew in from the river, drawing the mist in with it, and it started to coalesce over the exact center of Old Avannar, over the Guild of Coopers, Carpenters, and Woodworkers.  The mist formed a rotating column, clearly unnatural, clearly alchemy of some kind, and then the mist started to darken, as if black liquid was poured into water, slowly mixing, spreading, tainting the mist.  The mist contorted, shifted, changed, and then it took on form and color.  It became a misty representation of a wide-shouldered young man with black hair and glowing green eyes, ruggedly handsome, wearing a blue jacket of some kind and a pair of rugged denim pants.


Some in the host recognized that image.  It was the black fox Shaman, Kyven Steelhammer, using a human guise he could somehow assume via alchemy or magic of some kind.  That visage was on too many wanted posters for even the greenest Loreguard recruit not to know who it was.


The image started to move, standing in midair some fifty rods over the guild building, the image itself nearly fifty rods high, like some kind of ethereal giant made of smoke and darkness.

“I carry a message for the Loremasters and the Loreguard inhabiting Old Avannar,” the image intoned in a voice that was almost conversational in volume, but carried across not just the city, but minars away from the walls, within hearing of the armies camped outside.  “I am Kyven Steelhammer, whom many of you know as the black fox Shaman.  While that was my disguise while I moved through Avannar, the truth is, I am a human.  I am a human Shaman, the first of my kind.  And as a human Shaman, it falls upon me to deliver this warning to my brethren.


“Avannar is doomed.  As most of you can plainly see, you are vastly outnumbered by the collective armies of the twelve kingdoms.  The fault for this is clearly on the Loremasters, for they broke the conditions of the alliance and tried to take over all of Noraam as a ruling body, supplanting the kings.  The kings have every right to enter in war against those who would take their crowns.  You, the Loreguard, are fighting for the wrong side,” the image declared, looking down at the walls almost as if it could see them.  “The Loremasters violated the treaties that formed the alliance, but I felt it was important for you, the common soldier, to understand why things have come to this.


“Simply put, the crystals are running out,” the image said grimly.  “The mana crystals that power most of the devices which we depend on are almost gone.  They aren’t an infinite resource, and centuries of mining them from the earth has dwindled what’s left down to the point where they won’t last ten more years. Ask any crystal merchant or miner, they’ll confirm that over the last twenty years, the supply of crystals flowing in from the mines has dwindled steadily.  In ten more years, that supply will drop to a bare trickle, in no way keeping up with the demand for crystals in new alchemical devices or old ones whose crystals have expended.  The Loremasters have known this for decades, and it was their plan to use the crystal shortage to take over all of Noraam.  Many of you soldiers had orders prior to this to march into the mining villages in the Smoke Mountains and occupy them.  That is why.  The Loremasters were going to take over the mining villages and choke off the supply of crystals to the rest of Noraam, taking what crystals are left for themselves.  And once the crystals powering the alchemical devices of the kingdoms ran out, they were going to use that confusion and chaos to take over the entire continent, using their alchemical devices against you when yours no longer have any power.

“That is what this is all about.  The kings of Noraam are protecting themselves from the Loremasters, who tried to carry out a plan which would have made them the rulers of everything.  That’s why they’re besieging Avannar, soldiers of the Loreguard. This isn’t about them breaking the alliance, it’s about you breaking the alliance.  I spoke to an officer in the Loreguard whom I know very well, and she told me that if the common soldier knew the truth, knew that fighting in the upcoming battle was a violation of the oaths they took when they joined the Loreguard, they would refuse.  And that’s exactly why I’m telling you this now.


“You, soldiers of the Loreguard, may be soldiers for the Loremasters, but you are loyal subjects of your kingdoms first.  You are Cariners, Phionis, Mallans, Baltons, Freemen, Yorans, Hamms, Alamari, Georvans.  You have homes, you have families, you have friends and you have plans to return to those lives after you’ve finished your soldiering and earn enough money to go back with a nice heavy purse. And if you fight for the Loreguard, you are fighting against your own kingdoms.  You are jeopardizing that life you plan to lead once you finish your enlistment.  Simply put, soldiers of the Loreguard, you are on the wrong side.  And know this.  Fighting against the kingdoms threatens the very families and villages from which you came, for the kings of Noraam know what I have just told you.

“After taking Avannar, every single army surrounding you has the same orders,” the image said grimly.  “Every single one has received orders to immediately march west and secure the mining villages for their kingdom, because the mines in the Free Territories, southern Mallan, and northern Carin  are the last ones producing crystals in any quantity.  Destroying Avannar is only the first half of the battle to come, for those armies will then turn on each other,” the image said in a dark voice.  “There will be a running battle from Avannar all the way to the foothills of the Green Valley as armies try to get there first, secure the mining villages, and hold them while they take whatever crystals they can get out of them.


“Simply put, soldiers of the Loreguard, you are simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Were you not here, the armies would pass Avannar by after capturing the Loremasters and then turn on each other.  To save your own lives, all you must do is walk away.  I guarantee you, the armies of the kingdoms would probably welcome you among them, for they’re going to need every soldier they can get once the Loremasters are out of the way and the kingdoms have to vie against each other for what crystals there are left.  Every soldier will matter, and every soldier will be defending his own kingdom, his own village, his own friends and family.  You are literally standing between a bear and a cougar who want to fight each other, and if you try to hold your ground, both the bear and the cougar are going to tear you apart as they claw at each other.  All you have to do is get out of the way, soldiers of the Loreguard.  The Loremasters lied to you, and you’re now fighting for the wrong side.  Your own kingdoms are going to need you, and you’re not very much use to them if you’re dead.


“Naturally, the Loremasters will tell you I’m lying.  After all, not only am I a Shaman, but I’m the nefarious black fox Shaman,” the image said with a strange smile.  “But think about what you already know.  Think about what rumors you’ve heard.  Then look at them together.  You’ll see that my explanation of what’s going on actually makes sense, where what the Loremasters will tell you won’t make any sense at all.  They’re counting on you to not think, to just be dumb soldiers following orders.  But all you have to do is ask yourself what makes more sense, what I just told you, or what they will tell you.”  The image seemed to tilt his head and turn slightly, looking down.  “The Arcans?  Oh yes, they’re out there,” it said, as if answering someone.  “An army of them, to the west.  That army marches under no human banner.  It is the army of Haven, the lands of the free Arcans, who dwell on the other side of the continent.  When the Loremasters sent the Loreguard into the frontier as the first stage of their plan to take over Noraam, with the orders to establish a base to stockpile crystals out of reach of any kingdom, the Arcans of Haven were forced to respond.  They couldn’t allow the Loremasters to establish a foothold on the west side of the Smoke Mountains.  I’m certain you don’t believe me when I say that there’s an entire nation of free Arcans, so I won’t even try to persuade you.  All you really need to understand is that the Arcans are here to crush the Loremasters.  Once Avannar is a smoking ruin, they’ll retreat back to the west, if only just to get out of the way of the armies of the twelve kingdoms when they engage in war with one another.  That is not their fight, and they want nothing to do with it.  Once the Loremasters are wiped out, the Arcans will withdraw back to the west.  If you don’t want to fight the Arcans, then don’t protect the Loremasters.  Stand aside, and they will do you no harm.  That is their sole reason for being here.  Once all the Councillars are dead or captured, and the headquarters of the Loremasters burned to the ground, they will leave.”

The image seemed to sweep its gaze along the walls, as if making eye contact with every soldier standing atop them. “You’ve heard the truth, soldiers of the Loreguard.  The Loremasters will tell you I’m lying, but all you have to do is think about it, and maybe you’ll see that in this case, the liar speaks the truth, while the honest man is lying through his teeth. Don’t be mindless.  Think about it.  Ask questions, and don’t take no for an answer, at least until they send down an order that makes it illegal for anyone to question them…and let that in itself be one of the things you think about.  If they’re afraid to answer your questions, then they clearly have something to hide.  Also, know this.  The armies of Flaur and Georvan will be here in two days, and the Alamari and Nurysians are only a day behind.  In three days, the combined armies of all of Noraam will attack Avannar.  You have three days to search out the truth, then decide what to do about it when you finally admit that I’m not lying.


“How you handle that truth is up to you.  Just don’t let your last act be as the doomed  defenders of those who are using you as nothing but living shields to protect their own hides.  They’ll let you die as they use their alchemical devices to flee, if they haven’t started abandoning ship already.  Don’t die for those who have lied to you, because your own families are gong to need you.  Be wise, soldiers of the Loreguard.  Be wise.

“Be wise.”

And then, the darkened formation of shadowy mist stopped moving.  It shuddered, the darkness drained from it like water from a hole in a barrel, and then the mist evaporated.

It was fairly impressive, but what the people of Avannar didn’t know was that it made Kyven pass out to do it.


He woke up nearly six hours later in a wagon, laying on a pile of blankets with Danna riding Vasha beside it, looking down at him almost every other second.  Nightfall had brought him back to the army after he delivered his warning, since he was unconscious, and she and Toby were in the seat, driving the wagon, with Ebony sitting on the tailgate and the boys walking on the other side.  And behind the wagon, on Strider, rode Wilson Danvers.  Kyven’s head was pounding, his belly was gnawing on itself it was so empty, and he was parched.  He hadn’t pushed himself like that in a while, and he also hadn’t got as much exercise as he needed to lately, which was wearing away his Shaman endurance a tiny bit.  He put a hand to his head and sat up as Danna leaned towards him.  “Kyven!  Are you okay?”


“Just tired, I overextended myself.  I need meat.  Raw meat.  And some water.”


“We have it ready for you, Shaman,” Ebony said, turning and making a waving motion.


“What did you do that did this to you, Kyv?” Danvers asked.


“I told the Loreguard soldiers in Avannar the truth,” he answered.  “I’m hoping that if they know what’s really going on, some will desert.  That’s one less soldier that we may have to fight.”


“All of them at once?”


“And that’s why I’m in a sickbed,” he replied with a weary smile.  “It was a pretty big illusion.”


“Ah.”

Clover and Dancer brought up a large open basket filled with small cuts and slices of beef and venison, all raw, and Fastpaw passed in a waterskin.  Kyven drained it in one draw, then attacked the basket as soon as Clover handed it to him, stuffing the bite-sized cuts of meat into his mouth almost without chewing.  They watched him for a moment, then Danna rather nimbly slid a leg over the saddle and slid down into the wagon.  He paused in his ravening to put a hand on her shoulder, and she sat down with him as Lucky appeared, hefting himself up and over and into Vasha’s saddle.  The Equar pranced a bit as if to throw him, but she settled down and let him guide her.  “Danna told me what you told her, Kyv,” Danvers said.  “You seriously want us to betray the others?”


“They fully intend to betray us,” Kyven replied between bites.  “I told you, Wilson, DeVaur intends to kill us both personally. That death machine he’s lugging, he intends to use it on us, not on the Loreguard.  DeVaur now has official orders from Flaur to wipe as many of us out as possible, and capture the survivors for sale in the markets of Flaur.  I’m just going to do to him what he intends to do to us first.  If I have my way, Wilson, this army won’t fire a shot.  We’ll take the field to the west and look threatening, and as soon as the armies of Noraam engage Avannar, we pull back.  We only get the army involved if it looks like the Loreguard are going to repel the attack.  Meanwhile, we make it look like we’re doing our part because me and the other shadow fox Arcans will be out there wreaking havoc on Loreguard positions.”


“Yes, Danna told me your plan, and it’s fairly cunning.”


“Every weapon we take is a weapon they can’t use against us, but we can use against them,” he replied simply, taking a second waterskin Fastpaw gave him.  “They’ll believe the Shaman are doing their work as a vanguard for the Arcans engaging, when in reality we’re just letting the humans do our work for us.  Once we’ve taken enough cannons and alchemical siege weapons, the Loreguard will fall.  There’s just too many men out there for them to repel with muskets, especially when the attackers will be lobbing cannonballs and blackjacks and mana bombs into Avannar.  And they don’t have enough close quarters alchemical weapons to go around.  When it gets within range of shockrods and firetubes, it’ll be over.”

“I can’t argue with that analysis,” Danvers agreed.  “But we can’t just withdraw.”


“This isn’t our fight, Wilson.  Our fight will be at Atan, when those seething masses stop fighting each other and come after us.  And it’s going to happen,” he grunted.  “The kings of Balton and Mallan are discussing an alliance against everyone else.  That’s going to come about.  I foresee several of those alliances forming, and ultimately, it’s going to be the northern kingdoms against the southern kingdoms.  The northern kingdoms are more organized and closer than the southern kingdoms, but the southern kingdoms have numbers, and lots of them.  Flaur’s army itself outnumbers half the armies of the northern kingdoms combined, so they’ll ally themselves for common defense.  Once the Flaurens and their southern allies are defeated, then they’ll turn on each other.”


Danvers was quiet a long moment.  “Then your idea might be our best course of action,” he grunted.  “We’ll still need to have a conference to work out exactly how it’s going to happen, so our officers know what to do.”


“After we stop for the day.  We should be there late tomorrow at this pace, which is about right on time.  Actually, we need to get there in the dark, where we can set up without worrying about a Flauren sneak attack.  They won’t have the ability to set any traps for us, since they can’t see in the dark, and since there’s no moon tonight, it works even more in our favor.  And the first thing we do when we get there is dig in.  Even the Flaurens will think twice about attacking us if we’re ready for them.  I want them to wake up in the morning and see us sitting behind extensive fortifications that not even DeVaur would want to assault, given how many troops we have.”

“We can work that out.  I’ll need you to scout out the best place for us to set up.  Someplace defensible.”


“I can do that tonight,” he replied.  “At least after I get some rest.  I’m more or less wiped out.”  He pointed at Ebony.  “Not a word, you,” he warned, which made her just smile, a touch smugly.  “I’ll need to rest before I can even get out of this wagon.  I don’t think I could channel a candle lit right now,” he said, stuffing another piece of meat into his mouth.  “Fuck, I don’t think I can even stand up,” he amended, which made Danna put her arm around him.

“Po’ baby. Should we have one o’ the Arcans breast feed yah?” Toby asked lightly.


“Remember that anything you say now may come back to bite you in the ass later, Toby,” Kyven replied, which made him laugh.


“Ayah, Ah sho’ know how you can hold a grudge, Kyv,” he said with a glance back, a smile on his muzzle.


“We’ll make sure you get plenty of rest, Shaman,” Ebony declared.  “Even if I have to tie you to the wagon.”


“That’ll work until I get my strength back, woman, then you and me are going to have words,” he replied.


“Then hush and eat, so you can get away from me that much sooner,” she urged, putting her hands under the basket and pushing it up.

It was a dark, cool night.  The clouds were blocking the light of the stars and what little moon there was, but those using the well-traveled trail needed very little light to see. The ruins of Deep River were visible down at the base of the ridge as the caravan of sixty Arcans and fifty mules started down, each one heavily loaded down with supplies for the army, particularly the much-needed Briton rifles.  The mules were carrying the larger boxes and crates while every Arcan in the host was carrying monstrous packs filled with other gear and supplies, heavier than most humans could even lift, but those Arcans had carried those packs all the way from Haven, and done it at a pace that would have killed most horses.  Only the sturdy mules were capable of keeping up with the Arcans, having been told how serious things were by one of the two Shaman escorting the group, with twelve fighting Arcans arrayed out both in front and behind to provide protection for the brave volunteers that had ported the desperately needed supplies to the army.


One of those Shaman bristled mightily against this assignment, but he carried it out to the best of his ability.  The massive black wolf, Stalker, he wanted to be with the army, not here leading a supply caravan.  The army would be fighting the humans, and there was no other place Stalker wanted to be but in a place where he got to kill humans.  Stalker’s hatred of humanity was well known among the circles of his brothers and sisters, but it was simply who he was, and not even his Walk and the wisdom of experience had altered his viewpoint very much.  Certain humans, he could tolerate.  Fewer still he could respect, such as Virren Bandarr from Atan, and many members of the Masked, who risked their lives for his enslaved brothers and sisters.  But the rest of humanity, they had nothing but his scorn.

“We’re making good time,” Greeneyes said casually.  The little female cat Shaman was well named, for she had the greenest, most lucid and captivating eyes that most had ever seen.  She barely came up to Stalker’s chest, but despite her small size, she was the leader of this expedition due to the fact that she had walked the path nearly five years longer than Stalker.  Among them, that gave her seniority.  She also had the most unusual coloration.  She had dark orange fur with red stripes through it, and a single splotch of brown over her left eye that went all the way up to her ear, making one ear orange and the other brown.


“We need to make better time,” Stalker growled as the caravan started down the trail to the remains of Deep River.  “They need these weapons now, and we are days away!”


“Patience, young brother,” she said soothingly.  “We are already three days ahead of schedule thanks to the courage and determination of our porters.  They have done so well, and I am proud of them,” she said as they passed, which made almost every Arcan within earshot pick up the pace a little bit.


The caravan worked its way down the ridge, zig-zagging along the trail, until it came down to the ruins of Deep River.  The humans had taken the settlement apart to build fortifications, and the walls they built were all that was left.  The humans had surrendered to that human, Danna Pannen, and all that was left were the walls and a series of graves dug past the walls, on the flat area near the river.  They had fought at first, but then the inevitability of their situation made them come to their senses.


But Deep River wasn’t completely abandoned.  There was a single human remaining in Deep River, a man with black hair and wearing a blue cotton shirt sitting sedately cross-legged by a small fire where cobbed corn was roasting on sticks set over the fire and a butchered doe’s meat resting on its own pelt right beside him, his back to the collapsed part of the wall facing the river, where the humans had knocked it down in order to get the army out relatively quickly.  Two fighting Arcans were close by, muskets readied, but Greeneyes laughed and hurried up to the solitary figure, then flopped down and threw her arms over his shoulders from behind.  “Kyven!” she said happily.  “What brings you here, my brother?”


“I was just passing by, Greeneyes,” he replied calmly.  “Please, sit, eat.  I hunted this for you.”

Stalker came over and looked over his shoulder, and saw that it was indeed Kyven.  Kyven Steelhammer, the human Shaman.  He seemed to have come a long way from the winter he spent in Haven.  He looked confident, calm, self-assured...powerful.  This human was no Shaman to be taken lightly, the wolf could sense.  He had grown into his full power, and that gave him an aura of competence that anyone with any training would sense immediately.  Stalker had wondered at the wisdom of the very spirits he served when he was sent to train Kyven, but now he felt ashamed for doubting them.  Clearly, they had seen something in Kyven that he himself had not.


Kyven walked the path.


“Brother,” Stalker said, meaning it as he came around and sat by the fire facing Kyven and Greeneyes.  “You have grown much since we last met.  I can sense it.”


“I’m glad you feel that way, Stalker, because I came here for you.”


“Me?  What do you need of me, brother?”


“I need a Shaman not afraid to get his hands bloody,” Kyven replied grimly.  “You and me, brother, and Clover and Dancer, we are going to set all the Arcans free.”


“How are you going to do such a thing, brother,” Greeneyes asked, leaning her head more over his shoulder and looking at him.


“Sit.  I hunted enough venison for your entire host, they’re over there,” he pointed.  “Everyone take a short rest, and I’ll explain it to you.”


The caravan broke for a rest.  The brave Arcans, who were pushing themselves to exhaustion every day, found nearly three dozen deer laying out by the north wall, waiting for them.  They sat down to eat as Kyven explained his plan to Stalker and Greeneyes.  They gasped and stared at him more than once as they took in his audacious plan, but after he was finished, Greeneyes nodded soberly.  “With the human armies engaged against both our brave army and each other, it has a chance to work,” she reasoned.  “They will be spread too thin to counter a massive Arcan rebellion.”


“I know.  But this won’t just be a rebellion, sister.  I fully intend to leave smoking ruins behind me everywhere I go,” he said, his eyes almost haunted.  “This is as much about beating the fact that the Arcans are free into the heads of the humans as it is about freeing the Arcans.  If they don’t understand, completely understand, that the Arcans are sentient beings, then it does nothing to free them.  The Arcans must win their freedom, sister, and that will require the humans witnessing the Arcans rising up and taking it.  What I’m doing, it’s as much going to be warfare as what will be happening in the Smoke Mountains.

“And that’s why I need you, Stalker,” he said, looking at the wolf.  “Of all the Shaman, you and me are best suited for a grim task such as this.  Like I said, I need a Shaman willing to get his hands bloody.”


“And you have mine,” he declared immediately.  “I understand what you insinuate without saying, brother.  This will be a campaign of terror, to strike such fear into the humans that they never dare cross the Arcans again.  I may be called upon to slaughter the innocent, leave children hungry and homeless.   I may be called upon to do evil.”


He sighed and nodded.  “So I need Shaman who have the fortitude to be able to do something terrible.  I know it almost sounds like an insult, brother—“


“It’s far from an insult,” he replied gruffly.  “You need Shaman not afraid to kill.  I am the Shaman you seek.  A wise Shaman understands himself before others, brother.  I know that I am not a gentle or kind Shaman.  I know that my hatred of the humans is unreasonable, but I cannot help it, and I have the capacity for bloodshed.  It is who I am, and now, it will be put to use to help free our people from slavery.  That makes it a good thing, at least in this case.”


“Then understand that what we do will forever mark all of us, brother,” Kyven warned.  “There will be repurcussions, and they might be greater than what evil we do against the humans.”


“If the end result is that our brothers and sisters are free, then I will face them with a high head and nothing but pride in what I have done,” he replied simply.


“Then so be it,” Kyven said, reaching over and putting his hand on Stalker’s shoulder.  “Welcome to the rebellion, brother.”


“I will not fail you, brother,” Stalker replied, clapping Kyven’s shoulder.  “When do we start?”


“After the battle at Avannar.  Remain with Greeneyes and the caravan for now, brother, we need those supplies and this caravan will need you.  When you reach the army, seek me out, and I’ll explain things in greater detail.”


“Then it will be so,” he replied with a simple nod.  “How far are we from the army?”

“You’re about two to three days from Atan, if you push it,” he replied.  “The battle will begin in two days, as soon as the Alamari and Nurysians reach Avannar, and then the Arcans will fall back to Atan.  Most likely, I’ll meet you there.  And from there, we’ll leave for Flaur to start our task.”


“Then we will be in Atan in two days, brother,” Greeneyes promised him.


“And as soon as we reach Atan, I will come to you, brother, no matter where you are.”


“Good, because I’m going to need you, my brother,” Kyven said, then he took a bite of a piece of raw venison.  “What we’re going to do is going to destroy Noraam, but it must be done.  It must be done,” he sighed.


“It will free our people from slavery and bring peace and balance to Noraam.  I say it is a good thing,” Stalker replied calmly.  “Sometimes, what is broken must be taken apart so it may be rebuilt into something that works.”


“Wise words, brother,” Greeneyes nodded.  “Wise words.”


They sat and talked of lesser affairs, but Stalker’s mind wasn’t in the conversation.  Long ago, he had doubted the wisdom of the spirits in selecting a human to walk among them.  And now, sitting with a human that understood what had to be done, and was willing to conduct it against his own…he was a fool for doubting them.  Kyven Steelhammer was a Shaman.  Kyven Steelhammer walked the path.


Kyven Steelhammer was his brother.
