Chapter 20


Ebony had more or less gotten over it by the time he got back to camp, which was already packed and ready to move, though she looked quite a bit unsettled until he appeared from a disc of swirling shadow that manifested itself under a tree at the edge of their tiny clearing, and that was probably because when he dismissed the illusion after coming through, his chest was healed.  He went straight for his clothes as she rushed over to him, putting her huge clawed hand on his chest and patting it, then nodding as he leaned down for his pants.  “Quiet night?” he asked.


She nodded. “Have you eaten?”


“I ate at my old shop before coming back,” he replied.  “I had a long night.  And no, I didn’t get any sleep.”

She gave him a stern look.  “It can’t be healthy, Shaman.  You never seem to sleep at all!”


“I’ll catch up after the war’s over,” he told her, pulling his pants up.  “We’re going to wait here for the army, at least unless Wilson has some other plans for us.  I’ll get some sleep while we wait.  Lucky!” he called.


“He’s out scouting,” Ebony told him.  “He went with Lightfoot.”


“Then they’re not scouting,” he snorted, which made her chuckle.  “Well, can you track down my talker please?  Lucky usually keeps track of stuff like that.”


“It’s in your saddlebag.  I’ll get it for you.”


He got his shirt back on by the time she returned, and he turned it on and pressed the button.  “Wilson,” he called.


“It’s Dancer, my brother,” came the hasty reply.  “Give him a moment, he’s shaving.”


“Well, he can listen,” he said, sitting down by the fire.  “Last night I killed off the Circle,” he reported.  “All but three of them.  Those are at Vanguard, and the Shaman in Haven will interrogate them.  I also captured three Loreguard generals so we can get some information on their plans for Avannar’s defense.”


“You made him cut himself,” Dancer laughed.  “Hold on, I need to heal him.”


Kyven laughed and waited, petting Sirra when she padded out of the forest and laid down beside him.  “Hey girl, where’s Dauro?” he asked.  In reply, the larger of the two Lupans also came out of the woods, carrying a dead buck deer by the neck.  “Oh,” he chuckled, patting her on the neck.


“Don’t ever tell me something like that when I’m shaving, Kyven!” Danvers complained, which made him laugh.  “I almost cut my own throat!”


“Sorry,” he replied into the alchemical device.  “Well, that about sums up my night, Wilson.  I doubt the city’s fallen apart yet, the bureaucracy is still there and running, but by the time we get there, it should be pretty chaotic.  There’s bound to be a power struggle over who takes over for the Circle, so things will be messy by the time we attack.  Outside of that, I also raided some more supplies and equipment that I’ll be taking back to Danna’s army after I get some rest.  I visited Danna and the army before I came back and told her everything.  We’ll just have to wait and see what the Shaman learn from the Councillars and the generals I captured.”


“I’ll need to get in touch with Danna and discuss things with her,” Danvers mused through the device.  “What did you take?”

“More Briton rifles, shockrods, impact rods, and empty annihilators,” he replied.


“We can use some of the impact rods.  Drop a couple of crates of them off here and take the rest to Danna.”


“Can do.  If you don’t mind, Wilson, I’d like to just wait where we are for you to get here,” he said.  “I’m a little tired.  I had a long night.”


“After what you did, yes, I think you’d be tired,” Danvers chuckled.  “Go ahead and settle in and rest today.  I’ll need you to scout Riyan tonight, but until then, get some rest, and good work, Kyv.”


“Thanks.  I’ll call back in when I wake up.”


“Get some rest.”

The shadows of an elm twisted into a circular gateway, and Nightfall stepped out of it.  She was nothing but a silhouette and almost impossible to see with the shadow gateway behind her, at least until the shadow bled away and left her as she normally appeared.  “I heard what Danvers said,” she told him.  “Where did you hide the supplies?  I can move them for you while you sleep.”


He yawned.  “Well, if you can find them, sure,” he replied, waving his hand as his eyes glowed with an emerald radiance.  A pictorial map of Avannar and its surroundings appeared between them, facing Nightfall.  Kyven could see it as well, but everything was backwards, reversed.  “Alright, it’s on this island,” he pointed to a small island southeast of the city, close to the south bank of the river.  “There’s a huge oak tree on that island, dominates the entire thing, the crates are stacked under it.  Can you read?”


She shook her head.


“Alright, the impact rods are in a case marked like this,” he said, creating another illusion showing IMPACT ROD as it appeared stenciled on the sides of the crates.  “Think you can remember that?”


“Of course I can.  Can someone teach me to read?”


“I’m sure someone can,” Kyven told her.  “I can if I have the time, but I know all the Shaman can read, and so can many humans.  Take two or three crates back to Wilson and take everything else to Danna.”

“I’ll take care of it, Kyven.”


“How’s Toby doing?”


She knew what he meant.  “He’ll learn it if only to make me shut up,” she said a touch smugly, which made him laugh.


“You’re riding him?”


“Ceaselessly,” she smiled slightly.


“Well, I’ll pile on when we rejoin the army,” he grinned.  “I’m going to need both of you when we attack Avannar.”

She didn’t turn, but she did something that Kyven thought was amazingly clever, something he’d never thought of.  She had the gateway appear horizontally, standing on it with the gateway under her feet, but instead of falling through it, she had the gateway move, sliding up her body smoothly and quickly, consuming her.  The gateway evaporated after it went over her head.


That was a trick he had to learn.


He yawned again and stood up, then went over to his gear and pulled out his bedroll.  “Alright, you mother hen, I’m going to take a nap,” he told Ebony.  “Wake me up if something important happens.”


“If I think it’s important enough,” she declared, putting her hands on her hips and giving him a steely look.


He chuckled and spread his bedroll by the small fire, and Sirra slid over and laid down half beside him, half on top of him after he climbed in.  Her warmth and her reassuring presence combined with his bone weariness, far more exhaustion than he even let Ebony see—for fear she’d lock him in a cage or something—and he fell almost immediately asleep.


He knew it was a dream almost immediately, because he didn’t feel tired at all.  He was standing on a gentle hill that had a solitary tree at the very top, surrounded by an absolute sea of waving grass, kissed by a warm, gentle wind.  The sun was high in the sky, casting dappled shadow across the shorter grass under the tree, some kind of fruit tree from the look of the bulbous amber fruits hanging among the leaves and branches.  Far in the distance, a series of black dots moved across the green ocean of grass, a herd of deer or elk or maybe even bison.  It looked like the vast prairies that Clover had described to him, which lay west of the Great Snake River, nestled between the river and the Ice Mountains far to the west.

Kyven sat down and rested his back against the tree, enjoying the breeze and the rustle of the leaves above, almost bemused by the peace of the scene before him…but then something curious happened.  A dirt scar appeared in the grass of its own volition, traveling across the base of his little hill, eating away the grass as it traveled in a direction he preferred to call west.  The dirt scar then solidified to a road, and while he saw no travelers, footprints, hoofprints, and wagon tracks appeared in the dirt as if made by invisible travelers, appearing and then fading away like footprints in sand at the beach, washed away by the waves.  Bemused, he watched the road widen, watched more and more prints appear and then vanish, and then the road became a corduroy road, logs laid in the roadway and covered with dirt to prevent the roadbed from eroding down into the prairie.  The road then turned gray, covered in strange rock, and that rock expanded, widened, became a highway that twenty horses could canter along side by side.  In the distance, along the road, a little village appeared, the houses building themselves with surprising speed, but again, he saw no people.  The houses built themselves, looking new and pristine, then they weathered as he watched, the boards faded, were painted over, the paint eroded and chipped, then the houses vanished and new ones took their places.  The little hamlet grew over the moments, becoming a cozy little village, then a bustling town, then it was a city of many blocks, the houses slowly evolving, taking new shapes, becoming larger.  Bricks replaced wood, stone blocks replaced bricks, strange strips of metal replaced the blocks, even as thatch was replaced by slate which was replaced by wooden shingles which was replaced by thin black overlapping squares.  Large buildings of stone appeared that had metal skeletons, the skeletons raising up from the earth and then covered in stone, each building reaching higher than the last, going story after story after story higher into the air.  The town became a city, a huge city, expanding its boundaries even as the buildings at its heart rose higher and higher into the air, some almost impossibly high, reaching for the single puffy cloud high above….

And then it was gone.  The outlying buildings crumbled away, the stones of the huge buildings melted away slowly, until they too vanished.  The grass reclaimed the city, and after mere moments, it was as if it had never been there.  The herd animals returned, ambling lazily across the ground upon which that huge metropolis had once stood.


“What did you see, my Shaman?” the voice of his totem drifted into his ears.  She padded up beside him and sat down, wrapping her tail around her legs, looking to where the city had once stood.


“I think it was the Great Ancient Civilization, appearing and then disappearing as if I could see the whole thing in the march of just a few moments.


“And what does it mean to you?”

He looked up at the tree, which appeared exactly as it had when he first arrived.  The tree was the same, the grass was the same, the sky was the same.


“That nothing is as permanent as we may want to believe it is,” he replied, looking back to the grassy prairie below.  “The Great Ancients certainly must have believed that their time would never end.”  He sighed.  “How did it happen, sister?  How could they all just vanish?  And how did it reach all across the world?  I went to Eusica, and their village was like ours.  Shouldn’t they have been spared?  After all, the Breach happened here.”


She glanced at him.  “The Great Ancients had thousands of years of development of their tools and technologies,” she told him.  “One of their most important technologies was the harnessing the power of lightning as a power source for their devices.  They called it electricity, and had learned to gain complete control over it.  This technology was the foundation and backbone of their entire society.  When they created the breach into the sprit world, the explosion created a wave of force that spread across the entire world, and whatever it touched that used their electricity, it destroyed.  Without the foundation of their society, every nation and kingdom on the planet fell, and in something of a cruel irony, those nations and kingdoms who were the most powerful and technologically developed suffered the most.  Billions died, my Shaman, but they did not die in war.  They died of starvation.  So utterly dependent were they on their electricity that without it, the population of humans on this world went from nearly seven billion to only perhaps one hundred million. Noraam itself went from three hundred and fifty million before the war to barely more than a million afterward.  Most of those that survived were in the center of the continent, on land much like this, but migrated eastward not long after the Breach due to severe drought that forced them to either move or die.  They settled on the east coast, where the rains still fell, joined the survivors who were already there, and Noraam grew from their settlements.”

Kyven digested that, leaning back against the tree, trying to imagine some seven billion people starving to death.  The chaos, the fear, the insanity in their towns, it must have been utter madness as starving, desperate people struggled to find food, fought each other, killed each other over the smallest scraps…perhaps, at the end, even ate each other since there was no other food to eat.  “So, our ancestors destroyed the world,” he breathed.


“Often it is thus that those who bring doom upon others do not understand the consequences of their actions until it is too late,” she told him evenly.


“What happened to, you know, the enemies?  The ones across the sea?”


“As Noraam fell, so did they,” she replied.  “If it means anything to you, what few survived the Breach died of pestilence and the aftereffects the Breach caused, mainly drought from the disruption of the planet’s weather caused by the Breach.  There is not even a Noraam to replace what once was for them.  Everything they were is gone, lost forever.  Those that live on their lands are not the descendents of that ancient foe.  They are extinct.  It is the darkest irony.  They attacked Noraam out of a lust to be the most powerful nation in the world, but in so doing, they ended up setting into motion a sequence of events that destroyed their technological world and annihilated their entire civilization.”

“I take no solace in a tragedy,” he sighed.  “It must have been even worse for them, since their soldiers were over here.  The soldiers died alone, and their families died without them.”

“Much as many good and honest men in the Loreguard fight unawares of the true motives of their leaders, those ancient humans fought only because they were deceived by their leaders into believing their war was just, when in reality, it was they who instigated the war in the first place.  In many ways, their common soldiers were no different from the Arcans they learned to fear towards the end of the war.  Both simply fought because they were told to fight.”  An Arcan seemed to waver into view before him, but it was like no Arcan he’d ever seen before.  He was a brown-furred canine Arcan, tall, burly, powerful, looked quite grim.  He was dressed in a strange jacket and trousers that were like camouflage, browns and greens and blacks and tans mottled together in random blots and patches, with pieces of similarly painted armor laid over his clothing, held together with black straps.  He carried a weapon that looked vaguely like a rifle, but it had a strange black casing around the barrel, and there were little alchemical lights flashing on the side.  What looked like annihilators were hooked on a bandolier across his chest.  The pads of his feet were bare, but he had what looked like armor wrapped around his upper foot all the way to his ankle.  A strange greenish piece of square glass was resting over his right eye.  It was one of the original Arcans created during the war that destroyed the Great Ancient Civilization, created to fight, to be a soldier.  On his shoulder on that strange jacket were blocky letters he could make out as an archaic form of Noravi, the letters RCS emblazoned in red on a black patch.

“What do you see?”

“I see the past returning to us again, like a great circle,” he said after a moment of studying the unmoving apparition.  “The Arcans must become what they used to be, must return to their roots.   They must be warriors again.  It’s the only way they’ll ever earn the right to be free.”


“What do you see?”

He glanced at her, then sat up and studied the apparition more carefully.  The Arcan looked…unhappy.  The expression on his face, it was grim, but it was…was…it was resigned.  This Arcan knew he was going to die, yet he was obviously going to fight anyway.  Was he fighting of his own volition, or was he fighting else his own creators would destroy him if he didn’t? 

“I see a slave,” he said quietly.  “An Arcan fighting because he has no other choice.”


She glanced at him, and another Arcan appeared.  This one was much smaller, a female ferret Arcan, wearing a much less, well, aggressive kind of uniform.  It was all white, long-tailed jacket with a white shirt under it and white pants, and there was a red cross emblazoned on the sleeve of her white jacket under her patch, this one red on a white background and reading RCN rather than RCS.


RCN.  In a flash of insight, somehow he just knew that was how the Arcans got their name.  Much as the names on that map Danvers had shown him of Noraam during the Great Ancient Civilization, he just knew that those letters, RCN, had evolved to become the modern name, the Arcan.  Those letters stood for something else, of that he was sure, but it was the letters themselves that had become the name for the Arcan race.


From the look of her, she looked like a healer or doctor of some kind.  This was an Arcan that wasn’t created solely to fight, he mused.  He remembered his spirit telling him that at the end, the Great Ancients were putting anyone that couldn’t fight into that machine and sacrificing them to create Arcans, even using infants, converting their non-combatant population into soldiers.  But at what cost?  If an entire generation was sacrificed to the machine…well then, what would happen after the war was over, and that missing generation had no children to continue the human race?  “What do you see?”

“I’m not sure,” he said honestly.  “I see an Arcan created by the Great Ancients, but not as a warrior.  Maybe…maybe she was the start of what became slavery,” he said in a pondering tone.  “This Arcan was created to serve a purpose, but after the war, the humans got so used to being served by the Arcans that they decided to enslave them when their civilization collapsed and the purpose she once served no longer existed.”


“What do you see?”

Kyven studied this new apparition, so much a contrast compared to the first.  The soldier looked grim, fatalistic, but this ferret, she had a slight smile on her face.   She seemed, well…happy.  Well, maybe not happy, perhaps more like content.  No, it wasn’t that.  Looking at the soldier and this healer side by side, he saw the roots of the Arcan race.  A soldier that would evolve into a mule, a workhorse, and an Arcan that would fight for the amusement of his masters, side by side with a smaller Arcan who would eventually be a field worker and servant…and the attitudes that each Arcan held before the Great Ancient Civilization collapsed and they became what man would make out of them in the future.  He saw both the grim fatalism of the Arcans in bondage, and the hope of those that were free…and the spark of hope lurking in the hearts of those still in a collar.  “I see the beginning,” he breathed.

“Sometimes, Shaman, one must look to the beginning in order to know how something must end,” she intoned calmly.  “Sometimes, Shaman, one must look at his tracks in the snow and see where he has been in order to know where he is going.”  She looked at him, her eyes twin pools of emerald radiance, calm and confident.  “Remember well what I have taught you about the past, my Shaman.  Soon, you must use it to set the course of the future.  It is by your hand that the future of Noraam shall be guided.”

“Me?  Alone?”


“Ever as it should be,” she said simply, looking back out across the prairie.  “The others do not see the whole prairie before us, my Shaman, where you can.  You have seen the march of time upon the grass, where they have not.  You have seen the truth, and you understand what it means far better than even the other Shaman.  They cannot see.  But you see.  When the time comes, my Shaman, you will know what to do. As you have known what to do ever since I released you from your Walk, even without me telling you what must be done.  You have pleased me, Kyven Steelhammer of the shadow fox.  You are truly my Shaman.”

“I thought you didn’t care about anything but my obedience,” he said dryly.


She gave him a wolfish, toothy smile, her tongue lolling out of her mouth.  “And you believed me?  You still have much to learn,” she said teasingly, the dappled shadows of the tree starting to shift and concentrate around her, causing her form to blur in the growing darkness, until only her glowing eyes were easy to discern in the shifting shadows and darkness.  “Remember what I have shown you, my Shaman.  Use it wisely.”

And then she was gone.


Kyven sighed and leaned back against the tree.  It was quite peaceful there, with the warm sun and gentle breeze, the rustling of the leaves, and the shifting of the grass as the wind pulled at the stalks and blades, like waves in the sea.  He pulled a stalk of grass from the ground beside him and started chewing on the light green, pulpy end, tasting the coolness and purity of the grass, then he put his hands behind his head and just looked out over the prairie.  It was a beautiful day, and he felt like staying a while.


Kyven roused from sleep and found himself under the canvas of his tent, hearing the rain pattering against its sturdy, waterproof top.  The flaps of the small, one-man tent were open, and a turn of his head showed him that the other tents were erected around the soggy stones ringing the firepit, each flap open in the muggy, warm late summer day.  It was hard to tell what time it was with the clouds blocking the sun.  They must have set up his tent and put him in it without ever waking him up, so they must have thought he was completely exhausted.

He sat up, put his elbows on his knees, and pondered the dream.  It was more a vision than a dream, like the one he’d had when he nearly died in the Black Keep, but this one was much gentler…but it was no less important or poignant.  It seemed that the most important lessons were taught thusly, where the shadow fox showed him things and allowed him to use his own insight to puzzle out what she intended him to know…and also make choices.  He had chosen between life and death the last time he had a vision like that, and he knew it.  The fox had offered him release and would have thought no less of him had he taken it, yet he had chosen to live, to continue to serve her and the Arcans, because he was needed.


He knew that she had offered him another choice in this vision, but he couldn’t quite see what choice it was.  But he had made a choice.


He looked over to the tent across from his, and saw Lightfoot and Lucky laying in it, on their bellies and side by side, Lightfoot looking quite satisfied with herself as Lucky played with her bone white hair.  She had her eyes closed, then she shifted a little when Lucky leaned down and whispered something to her, shifted and smiled without looking at him.  She really did love him, Kyven mused, but Lightfoot being Lightfoot, she never said anything.  But, Lucky wasn’t stupid.  He had no doubt how she felt about him now, which was why he was being so intimate, almost kittenish with her.  Lucky was acting like a lover, not like a young boy determined to win the woman he had his cap set for.  Lightfoot had led him on a long and grueling chase, but he had conquered her, and now he got to enjoy the spoils of that victory…and one of them was tousling Lightfoot’s hair and whispering naughty things in her ear, acts that would probably get any other male killed.

Well, except for Kyven.  She’d let him do things like that to her, but that was because they were friends and he was a Shaman.


In Lightfoot, he could see the roots of the Arcan race.  Those first ones, he imagined, were probably much like she was.  Skilled, deadly, but terse, and in their ways, grim.  Lightfoot was not a happy person.  She was a realist, and she knew that her role in the scheme of things was to fight for her people because many could not fight for themselves.  It was what she did best, so it was what she did for her people, and did willingly.  She was a hard woman to know, but once you got to know her, you felt your life richer for her friendship.

It made him miss Danna a little bit.


A dark shadow appeared behind him, then Nightfall flopped onto her belly beside him in his tent.  “I thought you’d be awake,” she declared.  “I finished moving those boxes for you, Kyven.  Danna has all but the ones I took to Danvers.”


“Any trouble?”


“None,” she replied.  “It’s raining here too,” she said disapprovingly.  “I hate getting my fur wet.”


“I know, it takes forever to dry,” he agreed.  “Did you look around Avannar?”


“Of course I did,” she smiled slyly, glancing at him.  “The city’s running around like a kicked anthill.  Everybody’s all kerfluffled.”


Kyven laughed.  “Who taught you that word?”


“One of the soldiers.  He said it means all confused and disorganized.  That is what it means, isn’t it?”


“Of course it is, it just sounds a little funny hearing you use it, that’s all,” he replied with a smile.


“Why is that?”


“It’s just a seldom used word, and if you think about it, it sounds funny,” he replied.


“A lot of human words sound funny,” she replied.  “And I kinda like kerfluffled.”  She nudged him.  “Now show me how you make shadows solid.  I want to study it a little.”


“Still trying?”


“I will figure it out,” she declared adamantly.


They spent nearly an hour, as Kyven demonstrated solid shadows to her and they talked.  He rather liked Nightfall, found her to be fun to talk to, fun to teach, because she was so earnest about wanting to learn about anything and everything.  The instructions devolved into gossip after a while, though, as Nightfall told him all the naughty things about Toby, and he opened up a little about Danna and their complicated relationship.  The fun ended, however, when his talker beeped.  “Kyven,” he said after fishing it out of the tent.

“Alright, friend, we’re probably a couple of hours behind you now.  Are you rested?”



“Rested and ready, Wilson.  What do you need me to do?”


“Go to Riyan and get us a detailed report on all artillery and troop emplacements.  And I want you to go to where the canal ends and think up some way to stop them from moving those troops when they retreat, but don’t do it until I give you the order.”


“Want me to sink the barges?”


“You only have to sink one, Kyven, and that’s the one in front.  Sink that one, the rest can’t get around it,” he replied.  “If we can stop those troops from reaching Avannar before we do, that’s that many fewer enemies we have to fight.”


“But then they’ll be behind us.”


“No, they’ll be out of play,” Danvers replied.  “When they retreat to the barges and find them sabotaged, that’s when we’re going to attack them there.  We should be able to capture the entire garrison.”


“Ah.  Good idea.”


“Thank you, I do try,” he replied with a chuckle.


“Alright, give me a couple of hours, Wilson.  I’ll find you and tell you what I discovered.”


“Be careful out there, my friend.”


“Always am,” he replied, then put the talker away.


“Want some help, Kyven?” Nightfall asked.


“If you want to come,” he shrugged, getting up on his knees and working on the laces of his shirt.  “Ebony!”


“I heard, Shaman,” she replied from outside the tent…that fool female was standing out in the rain!  “We’ll strike the camp and go back to the army.”


“I was about to suggest that very thing,” he agreed, pulling his shirt over his head.  “Have Lucky get Vasha ready, just in case I need her.”


“I’ll have her saddled and ready, Kyv,” Lucky called from the other tent; he forgot they were right there.


“Good man.  Sirra, Dauro, I’m leaving!” he called.  “Go with Ebony!”  He sat down and wriggled his pants off, then put his hand on his amulet and willed the change.  He endured the feeling like his bones had turned to ice, then he shivered once he was wearing the fur, slashing his tail a few times.  He infused himself with the essence of the shadow, turning his body into a dark silhouette, and saw Nightfall’s appearance bleed away to darkness as well.  “I’ll be at the army in a couple of hours, guys.  I’ll see you there.  Be careful heading back.”


“We will,” Ebony answered.  Kyven gestured, causing a disc of swirling darkness to appear under both him and Nightfall, but he did not allow it to pull him into it.  He copied Nightfall’s trick, moving the disc instead of himself, causing it to rise up and swallow both of them, sending them into the shadow world.


“Alright, let’s get started,” he said as he floated up, and then stood on nothingness, automatically taking note of where every single thing was within his ability to sense.


The fortifications at Riyan were considerable.  The low ridges north of the city were bristling with cannons, looking down over the river, and they had about 10,000 men there to stall DeVaur’s hundreds of thousands.  That may have seemed suicidal, but those men were in trenches, a very complex trench system that let them move for nearly two minars about 300 rods behind the riverbank without presenting a target, as well as trenches leading to the northwest, to where the barges would be waiting to ferry them to Avannar.  Nightfall went to investigate the south side of the river as Kyven went up and took a closer look at the cannons, lurking in the shadow world as he listened to the men manning those guns talk, even as he counted artillery pieces…and found something curious.  Only about a fifth of them were real.


It was quite a clever trick.  They had shaped pieces of wood painted black to appear to be real cannons, and fucking big ones, there just to scare DeVaur into thinking twice about trying to cross the river.  There were nearly 300 cannons bristling along the three low ridges overlooking the river, but only about 60 of those cannons were real, and those were small and in poor condition, clustered mainly on the west side of the formation with about 10 in the center and 10 to the east.  Small cannons, easy to transport for when they retreated.  The rest of them were fakes, there to look intimidating and give DeVaur pause when he looked through his field glasses and saw that long line of cannons staring down at his men.


Guile and deceit.  Kyven could appreciate that.


Alchemically, they had two weapons that Kyven saw might cause problems.  One was a repeller, set with the infantry near the west side of their trenchworks, hidden in a pit they’d dug with camouflage over it and an earthen ramp for dragging it out to use, and the other was an alchemical death machine in the center of the formation.  It was a deathfog device, which created a cloud of black mist that killed anything it touched.  That was a very dangerous device to use so close to their own men, because a shift in the wind could wipe out one’s own army.  But, if they just turned it on and fled, the death fog would linger as long as the machine had energy, and conceivably stall DeVaur for hours waiting for the device to consume its crystals.


That thing had to be taken out first if any attack was going to succeed in a reasonable amount of time.


So, going on what Danvers had taught him about tactics, the death machine was a staller, but the repeller was probably there to cover the men as they retreated when DeVaur finally got across the river.  The cannons would scare DeVaur into thinking twice about attacking, but he really had no choice, because the river was unfordable east and west of Riyan.  DeVaur had to come across right where they’d set their trenchworks, but the Loreguard commander wouldn’t be so foolish as to believe that DeVaur wouldn’t have something up his sleeve.  He’d expect some kind of flanking attack by a small skirmish force that managed to get across the river somehow, so that meant he had to have mobile troops in position to respond.

Kyven found them after about ten minutes of searching.  The commander had nearly 200 cavalry troops hidden about halfway to where the canal ended, who would be the men the commander would call if the artillery emplacements somehow got flanked.


Hell, that was 200 more horses for their army, as far as he was concerned.


He went on to survey the canal.  The end was surrounded by warehouses, and there were wooden docks lining the canal sides for nearly a minar from the end of the canal.  The water level in the canal looked higher than normal, no doubt because of the rain.  They had a whole lot of barges there, all lined up and ready, with dozens and dozens of mule pull teams ready to start hauling them.  There was a force of about 200 Loreguard infantry there to defend the barges, dug in behind trenches and fortifications and ready to repel attackers, a wise move on the commander’s part.  The barges themselves were square-hulled vessels that were fairly large and had a shallow draw, half of them with a deck over the cargo area to create a flat area on top for more cargo, looking to carry several hundred men in each one.  The lead barge was an open-hulled barge that didn’t look quite large enough to block the entire canal if it sunk, but Danvers said that it would, so he’d believe Danvers.  The canal was designed so barges could travel two abreast with enough room for them to pass each other safely, allowing cargo to move in both directions on the canal without interruption.


Nightfall approached him as he studied the cargo terminal, dropping down onto all fours and becoming still as both of them watched one of the things slowly float by, almost patrolling, searching for them.  It moved off a distance after a few moments, then Nightfall moved beside him.  “I looked over the south bank,” she told him.  “They built a huge pile of stuff out of the houses and buildings they torn down that runs along the south bank.  I think it’s to make it hard for the men to get to the river.  There are no men on that side, but there are a lot of holes in the ground and other things.  I think the Loreguard men were building traps.”


“It would be the smart thing to do, but building that barricade just gives DeVaur’s men cover once they reach it.  That doesn’t seem too smart,” Kyven replied.  “Go back to Wilson and tell him I’ll be there in about ten minutes or so.  I’ll go check out those holes and meet you back at the army.”


“I will.  Be careful, friend,” she said, leaning over and licking his cheek, then quickly vanishing into the gloom of the shadow world.


Nightfall was right.  The Loreguard had built quite a few traps on the south bank of the river, several areas where it looked like they’d start fires, a few pits dug across the road and covered over with sticks and leaves and dirt, and there were several annihilators set to activate if someone tripped the thin ropes and strings connected to blocks holding down their safety switches; they’d already been turned on but the safety switches depressed, which meant that the device would start its countdown to activation as soon as the switch was released.  That was how a soldier could arm the device but hold it safely until he had an opportunity to throw it.  He didn’t find every single one of them, but he found enough to be sure that they’d been pretty thorough about trapping the road and the forest approaching Riyan, as well as the rubble on the south bank where they’d torn down buildings to build makeshift barricades along the south bank of the river.


He also saw why they built that wall there.  It wasn’t a wall so much as it was about a five rod tall pile of debris, jagged and treacherous, and it was laid right up against the south shore of the river.  A man would have to very carefully pick his way over it to get to the river, then he couldn’t easily retreat once he was there.  Not only was it an open area that he had no doubt the cannons had already been calibrated to fire upon, it also gave the Loreguard infantry on the north bank, who had clear fields of fire on the river, easy shots on men who couldn’t move quickly, nor could they retreat.  Once a man hit the river, he had to cross it quickly, or he was a dead man.


And more; he realized that the levee-like pile would trap the mist of the deathfog machine over the river, making it virtually impossible to traverse if it was turned on.  That death fog was heavier than air, so it would pile up against that barricade and spread along the river itself.


And if that wasn’t bad enough, them firing cannonballs down into the debris would create lethal clouds of deadly shrapnel over and above the cannonballs themselves, since that debris was loosely packed and would allow a cannonball to penetrate before the explosive force sent shrapnel flying.

The Loreguard were ready for them.


Kyven stepped out of the shadows in front of Strider and several other horses holding Danvers’ command staff and a few Shaman, Clover among them.  He nodded to Nightfall and Toby as they approached.  “It’s gonna be ugly, Wilson,” Kyven told him immediately.  Using illusions, Kyven showed Danvers everything he’d seen, locating it on an illusory map, and describing the barricade of debris on the south bank as well as the many traps they’d set in front of it, stressing how they set the death machine to use the debris to spread its death fog over a wider area that also defended the river itself.

“Needless to say, Kyv, taking out that death machine is your primary responsibility,” Danvers said as he looked over the map carefully.  “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do.  We’re going to attack the canal terminal and take it, which relieves Kyven of the need to block it off.  The Shaman will prevent them from using talkers to warn the others, and our Arcans can stop any runners they send.  We’ll work our way back to them from the north, ambush their cavalry, then attack the artillery from behind, then use what cannons they have to shell their own trenches.  DeVaur’s men will have to deal with the traps and the levee of debris themselves, but we should have them seriously out of position with us raining cannonballs down on their unfortified rear ends and allow them to get over the river with minimal resistance.”

“Simple but effective,” one of his officers nodded.


“Alright, Kyv, take that back to DeVaur and warn him what’s in front of him,” Danvers told him with a nod.  “And tell him about those barges, he might want to send some of his own men ahead on them,” Danvers chuckled.  “Tell him that we’ll attack at three hours after midnight exactly, and with this cloud cover and a quarter moon, it’s going to make it even harder for them to stop us.  Not unless every man in their army has night spectacles,” he said with a smile.

“It’s even going to be dark for us, General,” Dancer chuckled.  “But we’ll make due.”


DeVaur was relatively easy to find, since he had such a grand pavilion tent filled with elegant furniture, complete with gourmet food prepared by his personal chef.  He was enjoying dinner with his staff officers when Kyven melted out of the shadows behind his chair, still in his Arcan form.  “Mei Diau!” one of his officers cried as Kyven stepped up behind DeVaur’s chair, silent as a ghost.


“Shaman,” DeVaur said simply, doing his best not to look surprised one little bit.  He even took a bite of his sauce-smothered pork.


“I looked over Riyan,” he told the tent.  “They’re definitely going to make it interesting for you, and Danvers sent me to tell you his intentions.


“Proceed.”


Using illusions, Kyven showed DeVaur the layout of the fortifications of Riyan, stressing the debris pile and the kill zone it was intended to create, as well as the numerous traps set on the south side of the river.  “Danvers intends to strike at the canal terminal first and work his way south,” he explained, putting a map of Riyan over the table and using little glowing dots to highlight points on it.  “Then he’s coming down to hit a cavalry reserve position here.  After that, he’s going to swarm the ridges and capture the cannons, the real ones anyway, then use them to attack the trenches from behind.”


“Respectable.  When will he attack?”


“Three hours after midnight.  By the time you get there, the death machine should be out of action and the cannons will be shelling the Loreguard.  What your men will have to be careful about, Field Marshall, are those traps.  They have no men at all on the south bank looking for you, but they have lots and lots of traps.  Pitfalls, deadfalls, annihilators set to go off when you step on tripwires, they have the forest and road on the south bank heavily trapped.”

“Understandable, and not easy to do at night.  Tell Danvers that I will make our start for the river at sunrise, so my men can see to find the traps.  He might want to delay his initial attack to just before dawn, so his men don’t have to hold those positions for too long.  The Loreguard will try to counterattack.”
“I’ll let him know, Field Marshall.  I think he’ll use a talker to respond if he needs to.  It’s much easier for me to just show you the map than try to describe things over a talker.”


“Yes, yes it is.  Return to Danvers, Steelhammer.”


Kyven nodded, and the shadows seemed to rise up from the corners of the tent and consume him.


Within the shadow world, Kyven knelt down to be still and pushed his senses into the real world, picking up what they were saying.  They were speaking Flauren, which Kyven didn’t know, but what Kyven did have was a good memory.  He listened for a few moments, then he made his way back to the army and tracked down Lucky.  His calico friend was struggling valiantly to saddle a very frisky Vasha, who hadn’t been saddled for a few days and was either annoyed about it or excited that she and Kyven might be going out.  Lucky had managed to get the saddle over her back, but she kept shifting and prancing whenever he tried to get the saddle buckled under her belly, and she was tall enough for Lucky to all but stand underneath her.  Lucky wasn’t very tall.  “Kyven,” Lucky said, a little breathlessly.  “Vasha!” he complained in a near-whine when the Equar pranced a little to the side, making the strap for which Lucky was reaching swing out of reach.


“Stop being mean, Vasha,” Kyven chuckled.  “I need your help, my friend.”


“Sure!  What do you need of me, Shaman?”


“Translation,” he replied.  “Listen.”  Kyven created an auditory illusion of what he heard the Flaurens saying; though he didn’t understand the words, he could remember the sounds.  It wasn’t a perfect duplication, but it was in the men’s own voices. 

“Well, it’s a little, I dunno, weird, but I can make most of it out,” he replied.  “The first voice asked why DeVaur puts up with you, and he answered that you could be Satan himself as long as you kept bringing him such detailed intelligence.  He said that you’re far more useful than even he expected, and he wondered if all the Shaman are just as formidable.  Then another asked how long it would take to get the men up to the riverbank.”  He frowned.  “Then DeVaur told him, ‘a lot faster than they think it will,’ and then he laughed.  I don’t understand, what does he mean?”

“Sounds like DeVaur has something up his sleeve,” Kyven grunted.  “Fuck, this shows that what Andra did is something I need to do too, but…well shit,” he sighed.  “I can’t really deal effectively with the Flaurens if I can’t speak Flauren.  There’s only one way I can do that.”


“Her?” Lucky asked.


Kyven nodded.  “It means I have to make a deal with her, and I won’t like that.  Not one fucking bit,” he growled.  “But I just don’t see another way around it, unless I drag a translator with me when I go to snoop out what DeVaur’s got cooking behind his eyebrows.”


“Well, since you can’t do your job without it, maybe you can talk her into just giving it to you?”


Kyven laughed darkly.  “If only that were how it works,” he stated grimly, then he blew out his breath.  “Well, no use delaying the inevitable.  Let me go get this overwith.”

He retreated to a secluded little glade in the forest, the sun turning the clouds red, hinting that they were thinning out, then sat down in the middle of it, surrounded by cool grass and a warm breeze that hinted at more rain despite the thinning clouds, sighed, and began.  “Shadow fox,” he called, putting his intent behind his words, opting to speak as well as call to her mentally.

He glanced up, and she was there.  Sitting sedately, her tail wrapped around her legs, her glowing emerald eyes regarding him with a calm, almost stony expression, but he could sense her anticipation.  He had formally summoned her, and that meant that he needed something.  And he had no choice but to get it form her.  He sighed.  “I need your help,” he admitted.  “I just discovered that being unable to speak Flauren is going to hamstring any work I have to do against DeVaur.  I can’t let that pass.  I…I need to learn the languages of Noraam, the way they were taught to Andra, so I can carry out my tasks effectively.”


You seek a boon from me, she all but purred.  You know what I demand as payment.

He frowned.  “There has to be—“


I will accept nothing else, she stated, almost defiantly.  You will surrender unto me Danna’ s Seal.  It is the only thing you can offer that I want.  I already have everything else, she told him with a slightly malicious gleam in her eyes.

“Then I can’t carry out my tasks.”


And it would be your fault for not seeking me out and asking this boon of me, she said, her eyes narrowing slightly, almost as if she were smiling.  I will not tolerate foolishness, my Shaman, and to do such a thing would be foolish.  I will teach you the other languages spoken on Noraam, my Shaman.  In return, you will surrender Danna’s Seal to me.

He gave her a nearly murderous look, glaring at her for nearly a full minute, but she was entirely unimpressed.  He bowed his head and sighed, his shoulders slumped, and he nodded.  “Danna’s Seal in exchange for you teaching me the languages of Noraam.”

We have a bargain, she declared triumphantly.  She stood up and padded over, then pressed her muzzle against the side of his head.  He felt her take the Seal, felt it pull out of him, and he did nothing to prevent it.  But then he felt her sudden shock when she felt another Seal lurking within him, one whose function was clear after only a brief moment of inspection.  Very clever, she admitted, almost amused.  You are far more clever than I expected, my Shaman.  But a bargain is a bargain.  You gave me what I demanded, and so I must give you what I promised.  And I will not be quite so quick to close a bargain next time.

“I am what you taught me to be, sister,” he said simply.


The second Seal had been there for a couple of weeks, and it was one of the last things that Firetail had done for him.  That Seal was against him, not Danna, which prevented him from fathering any children with anyone except Umbra.  And Danna held the other end of the Seal, so it was only by her permission that he could have children by her, or as he suspected would happen in the future, by Nightfall.  He was already officially on the hook to produce a second litter of shadow fox Arcans with Umbra, but so long as his Seal didn’t interfere with that prior obligation, he was still upholding his side of the bargain.  He was willing to father kits with Umbra, and was more than capable of it, but Danna held the key to allow him to have children with anyone else.

If the shadow fox wanted to breed him, she had to make a deal with Danna to do it.


And since Toby had already fulfilled his bargain with the shadow fox, it removed the possible threat that the shadow fox might try to use Toby to get Danna pregnant, since the removal of her Seal would allow it.  Kyven had specifically warned him not to get into any deals that dealt with Danna, though he suspected that she would approach Toby with a deal to have kits by Umbra.  If she wanted a viable shadow fox Arcan species, then the two males had to have kits by at least two of the three available females.  It would be best to have it done by all three, but Kyven had a feeling that Danna would find a way to murder a spirit if the shadow fox tried to get her to have children by Toby.


But his little victory was drowned in a sudden jumble of words, meanings, phrases, idioms.  Seven languages unknown to him poured into him at a shocking rate, bumping and jumbling together in his brain.  Flauren, Cajar, Amishar, Mennish which was used in Hamm and Menn, Andra’s own Gaulish tongue, and much to his shock, the ancient root language from which Flauren evolved called Spanish, flooded into his mind, swirling and seething, searching for a place to settle in.  The seventh was Old Noravi, what was then called English, all the old words and definitions, its idioms and sayings, which would allow him to read anything of the old language left behind and understand it, even if the alphabet of English and Noravi were almost identical, just the letters carrying slightly different, more simplistic shapes after a thousand years of change.  It made him dizzy, so dizzy he couldn’t even sit up, forced to clutch onto the soft fur of the shadow fox and hold on for dear life.

And then it was over.  All that information seemed to just soak into his mind, taking up residence, and he realized that he could fluently speak seven languages now…and Flauren and Gaulish were definitely splinter languages of the original Spanish, he noted as he looked through that new information.  They had evolved differently over the years, the speakers having been separated by the Angry Sea, and had each become its own language over time.  Flauren had changed much more than Gaulish, influenced by Noravi, but Gaulish wasn’t the same as its original language either.  Noravi itself had changed, but not all that much.  Many of the words were only slightly different, many new words had appeared to replace old ones, and older phrases and idioms had been forgotten over the years.  But the core structure of the language was essentially unchanged.


Our bargain is complete, she told him, though she didn’t seem to object that he was holding onto her.  And your counterstroke was a clever one.  I am impressed with your creativity, she added impishly.

“Blame yourself, you taught me,” he replied a little woozily, then he felt well enough to let go of her.


You are the one that shouldn’t be so smug, my Shaman, she replied lightly.  I have what I want, at least for now.  What you have done will matter little in the course of things.  In fact, Danna should be comfortably pregnant within the hour.

“What?  How?” he gasped.


I had my own magic at work within her, she replied, her tongue lolling out of her mouth.  The seed you gave her before you Sealed her, in your first joining when you were the Arcan, was still alive within her, just waiting for the magic of the Seal to be removed.  It is removed.  Now all I must do is incite her to ovulate, which I can easily do without you.  Your Arcan seed will join to her Arcan eggs, and she will be pregnant.  And you will hear her scream of pleasure, followed up by her scream of fury, all the way here in just a few moments, when I tell her that I have taken her Seal from you and then trigger her to ovulate, she added, a touch smugly.


He gaped at her, but then he remembered that she was a being of guile and deceit.  She might just be trying to trick him into having Danna absolve his own Seal.  He wouldn’t believe her until he knew beyond any doubt that Danna was indeed pregnant.


Of course, it will require one thing, she purred, and he felt his bones turn to icewater, felt his body change.  He’d been in his Arcan form the entire time and hadn’t realized it, and she had triggered the amulet to change him back.  And with its magic now in its recharge cycle, he couldn’t take the Arcan form again for hours, which would give her the time to do, well, whatever it was she was going to do.


Despite his precautions, she’d found a way around him.


Her body quickly joined to the shadows stretching across the tiny clearing, until only her eyes were visible.  And you are right, my Shaman.  Nightfall is next.  But that will be another bargain, when I take that new Seal from Danna, she purred, then her eyes were gone.


Exactly as he expected her to do.

He calmly sat down, laid back in the grass, looked up at the darkening cloudy sky, and considered the bargain.  Spirits, Danna was going to blow up when she found out that the shadow fox had tricked him in a way he hadn’t expected, had fixed it so she could get pregnant without them having sex again.  And she was certainly going to blame him.  That was the fallback for when she eventually got him to give up her Seal, to simply not consumate the deal by not having sex with her.  He hadn’t expected that she’d have a counterstroke in place before wresting her Seal from him.

He might want to steer clear of Danna for a while.


But it was exactly as he expected.  He knew that he couldn’t hold onto Danna’s Seal forever, that eventually he would have to give it up…the first time he needed something from her.  And it was exactly as he expected, at least up to a certain point.  The Seal placed on him was part of the overall plan, where he gave up a little each time, yet the shadow fox found that he placed another barricade between her and her ultimate goal, forcing her to bargain every pitfall out of her way over and over and over.  Buying time, buying more time, giving him more and more time to find a way to beat her.  It was nothing but a stalling tactic, but the beauty of it was that it was effective.  So long as he kept finding ways to stymie her without breaking any bargain he had already made, it gave him more and more time to try to out-think her.  He had surrendered this battle, but now she knew that he had other battle lines drawn up, plans behind his plans reinforcing his plans.


And it also taught him that his treacherous totem was doing the same.  She had a plan backing up her plan to take the Seal, and because he hadn’t considered that possibility, he had lost that battle.  Danna was going to be pregnant…but on the good side of that situation, it also fulfilled Danna’s bargain with the shadow fox.  When she gave birth to those kits, then the shadow fox would be forced to return her to her human self, to uphold her part of the bargain.  That was the deal.  Her humanity in exchange for producing one litter of shadow fox kits, those were the terms.  And now, at least, the shadow fox would lose her hold on Danna.


Remove one piece from the board and give Kyven room to maneuver.


It put a big hammer in the shadow fox’s other plans, he realized.  With Danna released from her bargain, it meant that the magic binding him and her together would be removed, that he would lose his ability to take an Arcan form.  The instant her pregnancy was fully realized, Danna would be locked in her Arcan form until she gave birth, because the lives inside her would be unable to withstand the transformation from human to Arcan and back again, over and over and over.  That was the reason the shadow fox told him she wanted to alter the way he and Danna were tied together, to allow him to take the Arcan form without taking it from Danna.  But, that would require another bargain.  She couldn’t do that of her own volition, Danna would have to agree to it.


He would tell Danna not to do so.  It would further his own plans.  It would remove one of his advantages, but it was a small sacrifice in the short term for a larger gain in the long term.


Because, this wasn’t just about Danna anymore.  This was about fighting for his own place with his spirit.  If she could continue to manipulate him, manipulate the woman he loved, his friends, then he would be nothing more than a slave.  In a way, he always would be, but he had to stand up to her.  He had to fight for Danna, for Toby, and for Nightfall and Umbra.  He had to be their voice when the shadow fox tried to walk over them.


He had to prove to her, and to himself, that he could hold his own when the hands were put on the table and the cards were counted.

It was  a good thing that he was now armed with the ability to speak Flauren.

Lurking within the shadow world inside DeVaur’s tent, Kyven found out fairly soon just how angry DeVaur was with him.  The man could tolerate him for his ability to bring him information that made his attacks easier, but DeVaur hated him for the humiliation he endured at the Shaman’s hands, and he fully intended to see Kyven die before Avannar fell.  DeVaur was going to kill Kyven, kill him himself, and intended to do it just before the attack on Avannar, when Kyven brought him that last intelligence report.  Until then, DeVaur was all honeyed smiles and politeness, a true military gentleman, until the day he could take out his pistol and put a bullet between Kyven’s eyes.

DeVaur also held a special hatred for Danvers.  Listening to him rant to his main assistant that evening gave Kyven a window into DeVaur’s mind.  He was an egomaniac, a megalomaniac, considering himself to be the best military mind on Noraam, but Danvers’ amazing successes with his rag-tag band of untrained Arcans and irregular cavalry was making the military world look at Danvers, not DeVaur.  Kyven had part of that blame, for DeVaur was certain that Danvers was doing so well because of the detailed intelligence Kyven brought to him on a daily basis—that was actually correct, and Danvers would be the first to admit it—and it was stealing DeVaur’s thunder.  DeVaur wanted the entirety of Noraam to admire him and all but worship him as he walked his horse into Avannar and accepted the formal surrender of the Loreguard, captured Avannar for Flaur and for his King, but Danvers kept getting in the way of that dream.  DeVaur wanted to see Danvers defeated, but he couldn’t afford to have that happen when Danvers was actually clearing DeVaur’s path and allowing him to get to Avannar with his full army.  Again, at Avannar, DeVaur had a little surprise in mind to spring on Danvers that would crush his Arcan army, turn on them during the battle and wipe Danvers’ much smaller army off the face of Noraam, then march on to ultimate victory against the Loreguard 


DeVaur was fully plotting to murder Danvers during the battle at Avannar.  But before that, he intended to attack Danvers’ army in Riyan.  It would be accidental, of course, a case of his army arriving in Riyan faster than anticipated and getting a little over-eager to engage the enemy.  He even had a captain briefed on how to do it and ready to accept “responsibility” for the accident.  The captain would receive a public reprimand, but a promotion to Major after it was over.


Well, two could play that game.  And Kyven could almost admire DeVaur for his cunning.  Some would call his plots cowardice, but Kyven was not one of those, mainly because he used the same tactics himself.  It wasn’t cowardice, it was using available opportunities and exploiting weaknesses.


It only took a few moments of eavesdropping on DeVaur’s briefing with his officers to see what he intended to do, and how to turn it against him.  DeVaur had two prongs of his intent to attack Danvers. The first element of his plan was Major Sancha, who would take a company of cavalry and flank the city using ten collapsible alchemical boats the army was carrying, then attempt to get to the Arcan army from the back and try to steal Briton rifles and any other equipment they felt would be useful.  Sancha was chosen because he spoke fluent, unaccented Noravi, as did every man that would be under his command.  they would try to bluff their way past the Arcans guarding the supplies, take everything useful they could get their hands on, then simply ride off.

The attack DeVaur had planned was similarly underhanded.  He was going to attack the soldiers that intended to attack the Loreguard cavalry reserves halfway between the canal and the cannon emplacements, do it just before dawn, either right as or just after Danvers’ men attacked the Loreguard, then claim it was a simple case of mistaken identity.  The captain chosen for that mission, Captain Arvaz, was chosen because he did not speak Noravi, so his mistaken attack on Danvers men might be a little more believable, thinking them to be Loreguard cavalry in the darkness.  Of course, they weren’t supposed to be there before dawn, which DeVaur would explain away as a change in plans when they “discovered” some collapsible Alchemical boats in the ruins of southern Riyan, and decided to use them

Well, turnabout was fair play.


Kyven didn’t warn Danvers about their plot, because he didn’t want DeVaur to know that he’d been found out.  DeVaur didn’t know Kyven could listen to every word he said without any way to detect him, far beyond even using an illusion to lurk nearby, hiding in the shadow world and looking and listening into the real world.


The shadow fox was right.  His shadow powers were far more powerful than his illusions. But his illusions and his trickery still had critical roles to play in this game.  Just because his shadow powers were proving to be more useful in this phase of the campaign, that didn’t mean that he would forget his fundamental identity and purpose.


Guile and deceit.


There was going to be a battle at Riyan, but it wasn’t going to go the way that DeVaur expected.  In fact, the cunning Field Marshall was going to be in for quite a shock.  It was going to be quick, it was going to be decisive, and it wasn’t going to go DeVaur’s way one little bit.

Not if Kyven had anything to do about it.

