Chapter 3

Kyven had decided to name her Sunny.

She was a complete pariah in the army, despite Kyven’s warning to them to not do that do her.  She was the rabbit that had run to warn the humans of Kyven’s intent, and now…she was his.


She represented the ultimate in the slave mentality that some Arcans spent their entire lives in Haven trying to conquer.  Kyven was the only human around, so she had almost unconsciously gravitated towards him, seeking to serve a new master.  She was weirdly cute, as many Arcans were to humans, with dark gray fur with a white belly, but she had a very striking feature, a patch of brown fur over her left eye that extended up into her grayish hair.  One of her ears had been damaged in her youth and before Dancer had healed her, it wouldn’t stand up straight, causing her right ear to bend about halfway up while the left could stand upright, and like most rabbits, she could lay her ears down as well.  But Dancer had healed that, had healed many scars and poorly healed injuries and wounds that had plagued the young female rabbit and made every day a constant battle against nagging, chronic pain as she worked the fields.


But she worked.  She worked hard, she worked well, to please her masters, and to avoid their wrath should she fail to be a good little girl.


She was a tortured soul, Kyven could sense.  She had been beaten, and beaten, and beaten, until she became the suppliant, meek, obedient little slave the humans expected her to be.  She had been born on King’s Garden and had been subjected to that horrid abuse almost since the day she could walk, and it had left scars that went far beyond the ones Dancer healed on her body.  The collar wasn’t good enough for the overseers of King’s Garden.  They beat and tortured their Arcans for pleasure, for sport, and as a motivational tool to make sure they didn’t slack off while working the fields.  She was a haunting example of the sheer cruelty of the people Kyven was here to destroy, and in some ways, seeing Sunny steeled Kyven for what he knew he had to do in the near future.


Sunny was terrified of him, but she could not stay away from him, even more terrified of not being told what to do.  The life of a battered slave was all she knew, all she had ever had, and the mystery of the unknown was even more terrifying than the horror that was her daily life.  In a twisted way, she was dependent on what she knew, even if that life was one of constant abuse and fear.  She sought him out because he represented the only life she had ever known, and no matter how much of a hell that life was, it was her life.  He was a human, he was a master, and she lived to serve her masters.  She would be a good little girl.


Over the two days they’d been holed up in their hidden training ground, she had gone from lurking near him to taking care of his gear, more or less just moving herself into his camp so she could be his slave, be his good little girl.  Kyven was going to foist her on Clover to let his gentle friend do what she could to deprogram her, but Clover told him that he was best suited for that, because the first step for Sunny to break her conditioning was to see Kyven as something different than a master.  That was something she couldn’t do if she didn’t stay near him so she could observe him.  So, Kyven had told Ebony to let her more or less ingratiate herself into Kyven’s personal camp.  Ebony and the boys saw how wretched she was and immediately pitied her, to the point where they looked at her as their poor lost little sister in desperate need of their love and protection.  Even Sirra and Dauro seemed to like her, though she was afraid of both the Lupans and of Vasha.

She was where she always was since moving herself into his camp, just sitting on her legs near a small firepit, waiting patiently to be given a task to do when she’d done all her other chores.  She wouldn’t do anything without Kyven’s permission, not even relieve herself.  She wore her same field worker’s clothes, which was a pair of tattered canvas breeches with no shirt, the pants the only protection she had against the tough, wiry cotton plants that her shanty had tended in the fields.  Kyven did have to look down at her fluffy little tail as he approached his camp, which was considered the center of the army, his army.  He was the general of this army, and so the army had set its camp with him at its center.  Sunny bowed her head meekly when he stepped around her and dropped down by his fire, blowing out his breath and leaning back on his hands.  He was a little tired after a long day of training the fighting Arcans with their muskets, overseeing the drills as they practiced how to load, fire, and reload them, as well as learning basic formations that they might have to use if they got caught out in the open during the day.  And they learned fast, he’d noticed.  In just two days, the average Arcan fighter could reload his musket in just under a minute, which was not bad, not bad at all.  They still foundered a bit when it came to doing the precision drills, learning how to move in coordinated groups, and they weren’t very good shots with their muskets, but they had all learned how to reload them to the point where they knew exactly what to do.  They didn’t do it very fast, but they knew how to do it.


Kyven had seen Danvers teach those skills to his army, so Kyven was teaching those same skills to his own army.


They were also adapting quickly to the lifestyle of the soldier.  Arcans were literally created to be soldiers, and that basic lifestyle was programmed into them.  Living in groups with little privacy.  Obedience to their commanding officer.  Acting as a group for the benefit of the group, over the benefit of the individual.  Depending on one another.  Those were things that soldiers had to learn, but they were basic nature to an Arcan, and that made them pre-disposed to be good soldiers.  The camp they’d set up had a military feel to it, for the Arcans had set up their camps and bedrolls in neat, orderly groups around communal firepits.  They’d dug out latrine trenches well away from the living area, and the food managers had quickly organized and were now managing the food they’d raided, in addition to extra food that the hunters and foragers were bringing back from the surrounding wilderness.  Most Arcans had learned basic skills in foraging just from the slave lifestyle, learning what plants were edible when hunger drove them to seek out extra rations.  There wasn’t a field Arcan alive that had worked a field longer than a year that hadn’t eaten weeds, bugs, and pests like mice and moles to supplement the slop they were fed by their owners.

Things were going fairly well.  After speaking with many Arcans in the army, he had promoted enough of them to sergeants and corporals to create a command structure.  The Arcans that had demonstrated leadership skills in the destruction of Parai had become the squad leaders, with the Shaman and his nannies serving as the officers.  They had been organized into companies, platoons, and squads, the same structure Danvers had applied, and his leaders had been issued the alchemical weapons they’d captured as additional armament, since their survival was important in a battle.  His sergeants and corporals would had all the shockrods, firetubes, and impact rods they had, but only the Shaman and the nannies were carrying the annihilators…those were a bit too dangerous for anyone but those well educated in their use.

“Long day, Shaman?” Ebony asked.


“They all are anymore,” he replied, flopping down onto his back and putting his hands over his face.  “And it’ll be a long night, too.”


“Are you going out again?” Ebony asked dangerously.


“I sorta have to tonight, Ebony.  Today’s the day I deliver Andra’s letters to her parents and bring their letters back to her.  I made them a promise, part of the deal I made to get Andra over here.  A bargain is a bargain, and a Shaman does not renege on his bargains.”


“You are going to get sick if you don’t get some sleep, Shaman!” Ebony protested.  “How much sleep did you get last night?”


“Maybe an hour.”


“And the night before?”


“I had too much to do to sleep then,” he said defensively.  “I have to go out and plan out our routes, and that includes me keeping an eye on the Flauren defenses.  The king’s moving a lot faster than I expected.  He already has a pretty large detachment on its way down here from Orlann.  I guess us sacking Parai got back to him very quickly, and it incited more of a response than I anticipated,” he grunted.


“You have to get some sleep tonight, Shaman.  It won’t take all that long to deliver those letters.”


“I have something much better on my mind than sleep, but it does involve a bed,” he said with a grin up at his wolf companion.  He didn’t miss Sunny’s slight shudder at his innuendo.  The overseers had abused her sexually as well as physically.  “I convinced Danna to come down here late this afternoon, when she has some spare time and can get away with it,” he told Ebony eagerly.  “She’s going to look over our army, but I’m sure as the spirits not letting her get out of here without getting mussed.”

“I’m sure she won’t mind being mussed,” Ebony said lightly, which made Kyven laugh.


“She never does,” he told her playfully.  “She’s bringing us a command tent so we can put our maps out without them getting wet, and extra critical supplies I asked for.  Mainly some extra alchemical tools and two healing bells, so Dancer won’t all but kill herself trying to heal the wounded.  I want everyone in the army to have an alchemical firestarter at the very least, you never know when you’re going to need a fire.  She’s bringing some, and a few other things we can use.”

She gave him a look.  “When will that alchemist finish what you’re having him build?”


“Hopefully very soon,” he replied, looking up at her.  “Virren has to finish it before they withdraw from Atan, so he doesn’t have much longer.”


 Sunny shivered with fear but did not move when Sirra and Dauro stalked over to him, passing by her the pester Kyven.  They’d been out hunting, and the Lupans being Lupans, they’d brought back several deer and four wild boar.  He laughed when both of them licked him on the face with their skillet-sized tongues, and Sirra laid down beside him as Dauro turned and sat down, letting him scrub his fingers through the wiry yet also strangely soft fur on his lower back, by the base of his tail.  Sirra jealously pawed at his leg to make him pay attention to her, and he put a hand over her neck, yanking her head against him almost roughly, making her yelp a tiny bit in surprise.  She settled her large head in his lap and let him pet her.

“Sunny,” he called.  She looked at him fearfully, almost afraid to make eye contact.  “Come here.”


She got up and sidled over, clearly afraid of the two Lupans, her ears dropping down against her dark gray hair.  “Sit,” he ordered, patting the ground just beside him.  She did so warily, hesitantly, looking at him with fearful amber eyes.  “Put your hand here,” he ordered, patting Sirra on top of her head.  “It’s okay.  She won’t hurt you.”


She was clearly afraid, but she was more afraid of what might happen if she didn’t obey.  She reached out and tentatively put her hand on Sirra’s head, not petting, just resting it there.  Sirra raised her head, which made Sunny flinch.  She trembled as Sirra leaned over Kyven’s lap and snuffled at her bare chest, then she gasped and recoiled when Sirra rasped her tongue halfway up Sunny’s chest and face.  She went very still when Kyven grabbed her by the wrist, and he put her trembling hand on the top of Sirra’s head once again.  “See?  She’s not going to bite you.  She might try to lick you, but she’s not going to bite you,” he said softly, reassuringly.  “Go ahead, pet her,” he urged.  Sunny did so, very tentatively, clearly only doing it because she was told to do it.  Kyven watched her awkwardly pet Sirra’s fur between her ears for a moment, then leaned over and scrubbed his hand up and down Dauro’s back, which made his Lupan friend kick his leg reflexively.  “Now, which one is the one you’re petting?”


“S-Sirra,” she replied in a fearful voice.


“That’s right.  And this is Dauro,” he added, patting the larger male on the back.  A shadow fell over him, and they both looked up to see a slightly indignant Vasha looming over them, her head over theirs.  Kyven laughed and reached up as Vasha lowered her head.  “And this is Vasha, who’s just as jealous as a little filly,” he said teasingly, patting her on her lower jaw.  “I thought I told you to keep the horses in their corral area,” he told her with slight sternness in his voice.


She looked utterly unrepentant, dipping her head down and batting him on the side of his black-haired head with her lips and nose.

“If I lose a horse, I’ll tell the Lupans not to hunt you any more boars,” he warned.  Vasha had developed quite the taste for wild boar since they moved south, down into the boar’s range.  Kyven hissed when Vasha clamped her teeth in his hair and pulled, which made Ebony laugh.  “Not the hair!” Kyven barked, reaching up and grabbing her by the side of her jaw.  She let go and gave a little snuffling snort of amusement, and he irritably smacked her on the nose.  “Bad Equar,” he accused, but she was just as unrepentant as before.  Sunny gave a squeal of fear when Vasha lifted a foreleg up over Kyven’s head, then smacked him onto his back with the backside of her hoof and ankle and put her hoof on his chest and upper belly.  She didn’t press down—she could have instantly killed him if she had—she just pinned him to the ground, looking around her leg at him with a cool, challenging look.  Kyven laughed and slapped lightly at her hoof and foot.  “You’re scaring Sunny, stop,” he told her.  Vasha did as he asked, and he sat back up and put a hand on Sunny’s bare shoulder.  She shivered a bit, keeping her eyes down.  “It’s alright, Vasha’s just playing.  Sometimes she can play a little rough, that’s all,” he said softly, gently.  “She’s not going to hurt me, and she won’t hurt you either.”


He looked over and beckoned to Vasha.  She lowered her head all the way down close to them, and Kyven took Sunny’s hand and set it on her snout.  “See?  She’s not biting,” he said as Vasha snorted a little bit, pushing her nose against Sunny’s hand.

Kyven had Sunny pet Vasha until she got bored, then the Equar wandered back towards the other horses.  Kyven laid back down and caught a quick nap, the Lupans laying down with him, but Sunny just sat near his small firepit quietly.  Despite his brave front to Ebony, he was tired, very tired, and for the last two days, he’d been catching little cat naps whenever and wherever he could manage it.  Even a twenty minute nap while waiting for the Arcans to finish their formation march around the edges of the abandoned farmland helped.

He knew he was sleeping when he found his dream invaded by his spirit, the dream dissolving into shadow as she stalked out of them, her body twisting into solidity from them.  He sat down on the dark nothing around him and offered his hand to her as she padded up to him, and she sat sedately beside him, wrapped her tail around her legs, then reached out a forepaw and put it in his hand.  And in that touch, there was communication.  I am nearly finished with my work, she declared.  If things go as I expect, tomorrow morning your new amulet will be ready.  You will give your old one to Danna.  It holds a piece of her humanity within, so it is best kept with her until she fulfills her part of our bargain.  That way she knows exactly where it is, and it hanging around her neck motivates her properly, she intoned dryly.


“I will do so, sister,” he nodded, again feeling that curious mixture of love and hate for his treacherous spirit rise up in him.  “But I won’t be using it except in dire circumstances.  The Arcans have to know that I’m a human, not secretly believe that I’m just an Arcan Shaman using a disguise.”


She nodded in agreement.


“Is Toby alright?”


He is fully recovered.  I warned him that changing back would be unpleasant..

“I don’t remember it.”


You were unconscious when I changed you back.  It was a blessing for you.  Toby retains his shadow powers, as I promised.

“You told him they were part of him now,” he said.  When she gave him a cool look, he could only laugh.  “You’re keeping your claws in him.”


I would be a fool to completely let him go, she said shamelessly.  He is too valuable.  Toby is a truly exceptional man, my Shaman.

“No argument from me there,” he nodded in agreement.


He secretly revels in keeping them.  He appreciates how useful they are.

“Anyone who has them wants to keep them,” Kyven said easily.  “I meant to ask you, sister.  The other day, I encountered something in the shadow world I’d never encountered before.  It came from deeper within the shadow world, and the things scattered when it came closer to ours.”


Them, she noted, giving him a sober look.  I suggest in the highest possible terms that you stay well away from those, my Shaman.  They are as dangerous as they are malevolent.

“What are they?”


She just gave him a long, silent look.


He sighed.  “Alright, I’ll figure it out myself,” he said with a hint of disapproval in his voice.


As it should be, she told him unflappably.  Thus far, I am well pleased with your progress, my Shaman.   Though I detest the methods you must use as much as you, I fully understand that you literally have no choice.  You do what must be done.

“And that’s the only reason I can bring myself to do it,” he said with a low, weary voice.  “I took no pleasure in sacking Parai, in killing innocent women and children, and I’ll enjoy what’s coming even less.  The starvation.  The pestilence.  The misery.”


Take heart, my Shaman.  You do what is best for all, even if it is not best for some.  The Arcans you freed show the promise lurking within them.  With more training and more experience, they will be a match for the soldiers they send against you.

“I hope so.  We both believe that the Arcans have to fight for their freedom.  Well, if this first group is any indication, then I think we have a good chance to succeed.  If just half of the Arcans fight, by the time we reach Tallasar, we’ll have an army big enough to do the job, even after it splits up.”


When will you divide the army?

“After we sack Tallasar,” he replied.  “Clover and Dancer will take a part of the army and go east, while me and Stalker go west.  That way we can sweep completely across the rest of Flaur and Georvan while I bring my Arcans west to destroy Alamar and Nurys.  I…don’t want my sisters to have to do that,” he said reluctantly.  “Spirit’s love, not even I want to do it, but if it has to be done, then I’ll make sure that only those who can live with it actually do it.  Stalker can handle what we have to do, but I don’t think my sisters would be able to live with themselves if I made them take part in that atrocity.”

You underestimate their strength, my Shaman.

“May be, but I won’t make them do it,” he said sternly.  “I won’t let them do it.”


The entire world around them started to shudder and unravel.  He became dimly aware of Ebony trying to awaken him.  “I’m being woken up,” he warned.


I know.  Continue on your path, my Shaman, and know that I am well pleased with your progress, she relayed, then she and everything around him shimmered and vanished—


—And Kyven’s eyes fluttered open.  Ebony was kneeling beside him, her hand on his shoulder.  The sky above was a darker blue, and he realized that it was nearly sunset.  Ebony had let him sleep for hours!  “It’s time to wake up, Shaman,” Ebony told him.  “Danna is here.”


“Danna!” he said happily, jerking upright.  Sunny still sat exactly where she’d been when he went to sleep, looking in his direction with her eyes down.  “Why didn’t you wake me up earlier!  I wanted to greet her!”


“I told her you were too tired to greet her, and she understood,” Ebony answered shamelessly.  “She worries about you too, Shaman.  She knows you don’t get enough sleep.”


“Where is she?”


“With the other Shaman, talking with the Arcans,” she replied.


“How long has she been here?” he demanded, almost angry.


“Nearly half an hour,” she replied.


“You let me sleep with her here for half an hour?” he demanded, jerking himself to his feet as Sunny recoiled slightly away from him.


“You needed to sleep, Shaman,” Ebony declared.  “You’ve laid there asleep with them shooting muskets!  You were clearly exhausted!”


Kyven gave her an ugly look.  “We’re gonna have a little talk later, Ebony,” he promised.


“Talk all you want, Shaman, I do only what’s best for you,” she replied with a proud stare right back at him, completely unintimidated.


Sunny looked up at Ebony, looking utterly flabbergasted that she would dare defy Kyven.


“Sunny, come with me, I want you to meet Danna,” he ordered, reaching his hand down.  She hesitantly put her hand in his, and he helped her to her feet.


He almost dragged Sunny across the camp as he moved to where there was a group of Arcans, where he suspected they were, and he was right.  Danna stood with Clover and Dancer, speaking to several in his army, and she looked radiantly beautiful.  She had her hair pulled back away from her ears, wearing a simple wrap-like vest to contain her furry breasts and a little cloth tied around her hips to defend her modesty.  Her belly was still flat, was showing no signs of her pregnancy yet, and that made her slim and svelte and very sexy.  Kyven had been attracted to her beautiful face and sexy body from the first time they met.  She’d gotten less and less worried about clothes as she’d worn the fur, and Kyven could agree with her.  Even though she’d learned how to cover her clothes with her shadow form and thus no longer needed to take them off when shadow walking, she had remarked more than once that the fur almost felt like clothes, that going without clothes as an Arcan didn’t make her feel naked.  Kyven could agree with that observation, though as a male, had a lot more hanging out in view that just a pair of nipples…not that it bothered him anymore.  Ever since leaving Atan, Kyven had become quite the nudist.  He could take his clothes off and parade up and down the street of any human city bare-ass naked and not feel the least bit self-conscious.  Her eyes brightened and she opened her arms, and he buried her in a powerful hug, picking her up off her feet and swinging her back and forth.  “Hey baby,” she said happily.  “Did you just wake up?”

“Why didn’t you wake me up, Danna?” he demanded.


“I came over, but you looked so tired, I just let you sleep,” she told him, then she laughed when he jabbed her in the side irritably.  He kissed her on the side of the muzzle, then put his arms around her waist.  “So, how do things look?”

“Pretty good, from what they’ve been telling me, you’ve set up your army much like we did ours,” she replied.  “And I brought that tent for you.  Nightfall and Toby helped me with the other things, but I sent them back to the army.  They’re keeping an eye on things up there.”


“Sounds good.  Danna, did you meet Sunny?  I’ve sorta adopted her for now, until she feels comfortable enough to be on her own.”


“Ebony told me about that when I saw her at your campsite, but we didn’t talk.  Hello, Sunny,” she said, which Kyven had to translate, Kyven letting her out of his arms so she could offer her hand.  Sunny looked stunned as she gawked at Danna, and Danna didn’t miss it.  “You’re surprised that I’m an Arcan?” she asked easily.  Kyven himself was impressed at how casually she said that as he translated.  She’d truly become comfortable in her fur.

“Y-Yes, ma’am,” she said.


Danna chuckled.  “Well, Kyven’s a pervert, so you shouldn’t be all that surprised,” she teased.


“You’re the one marrying me, woman,” he warned.  “So my perversion must turn you on.”

She gasped and smacked him on the shoulder, which caused a few chuckles once they heard the translation from a laughing Clover.

Kyven walked with her as she talked to the Arcans making up the army, Kyven or one of the Noravi speakers translating for her, Sunny following behind them, hearing about the sacking of Parai from those who had participated, from their point of view.  She didn’t react negatively when they told her about how many humans died in the attack, including women and children, because she knew what Kyven was doing and knew that it was going to happen.  She reviewed a training session as Arcans fired muskets in a line, getting experience with the weapons, then watched as a group of sergeants practiced aiming with their new shockrods, thunderclaps adding to the din of musket fire.  “You realize that you’re going to have a language problem when you cross over into Georvan,” Danna told him.

“We’re already planning for it,” Kyven replied.  “We have some Noravi speakers here, they’re going to teach the Flauren Arcans some basic Noravi.  We’re going to run into the same problem when we hit Nurys.  Those Arcans will primarily only speak Cajar.  That’s half the reason I’m going to be the one attacking Nurys, because I can talk to them.”


She nodded as Clover translated the conversation to their little entourage.  “And when are you pulling out of this camp?  I thought you said you have to move fast.”


“We do, but our Arcans need some basic training before we keep going,” he replied.  “I hated making them attack Parai with no training and no experience, but they really proved themselves by doing it so well.  These Arcans will form the core of the army we build, and they’ll be training the Arcans we free as we move.  We’re going to stay here one more day, that’s all the time we have, then we move.  We’ll be moving back to the east and attacking the plantations north of King’s Garden, then hitting Canverra and the three other small villages along the coast road up to Kennio.  From there we’ll more or less be zig-zagging up the peninsula to sack the plantations and small villages along the way.  The peninsula doesn’t get so wide that that tactic becomes untenable until we get to around Okena.  When we get there, the main host will be attacking the towns while raiding parties will be dispatched out to attack the small villages and plantations, and they’ll be mainly doing it at night.  At night, a party of just twenty Arcans can wipe out all resistance at a plantation, sack it, and free the Arcans with little danger to themselves.”

“Sounds like you have a good plan,” she nodded professionally.  “What happens when you reach one of the cities?”


“Sack it,” he replied easily.  “The only walled city in Flaur is Tallasar, and most every Flauren town is made of wooden buildings,” he told her.  “Even if they can somehow repel us, they can’t save the town when we burn it to the ground.  It’s hard to put out fires when you’re being shot at,” he added dryly.


“And you think you’ll draw DeVaur back to Flaur?”


“Once we burn Orlann to the ground, you bet your cute ass it will,” he declared, which made several of them laugh when Clover translated it word for word.  “So you only have to hold him off until we reach Orlann, love.  If you can hold Atan until then, DeVaur will be forced to withdraw.  If he blows off a royal command to return to Flaur, he’ll be executed for treason.”


“You’re assuming we can’t deal with him up in the Territories,” she grinned.


“If it was just DeVaur, I’d have no question you could.  But when they see how big your army really is, love, the armies fighting each other will see you as a much bigger threat.  They’ll form a temporary alliance to destroy you, because the idea of an army of half a million armed Arcans would scare the piss out of most of them.  It’ll go from fighting over crystals to a simple matter of humanity protecting itself against the Arcan threat,” he said dryly.  “That’s why I’ve had you conceal the size of the army as much as possible, to prevent that for as long as you possibly can.  As long as you’re facing a disparate group of enemies too busy fighting each other to pose a threat, you’re fine.  But when they decide you’re the greater threat and ally against you, you’re going to have your back against the wall.”

“We have a plan, Kyven, don’t worry,” she assured him with a toothy smile.


“And I’m confident it’s a good one,” he said, putting his arm around her.


After Danna’s tour, he had to leave her for a little while, because he had business to tend.  As she caught up with Clover and Dancer, Kyven shadow walked halfway across Noraam, stepping out of the shadow of a barn in the small village of Vanguard.  The air was decidedly chilly, and there was snow lingering in the shadowed area behind the barn.  Winter came very early that far north, and they’d already had their first snow of the year.  It had already been mostly melted off by the late autumn sun, but in a matter of a couple of weeks, the temperature would drop below freezing, and it wouldn’t climb back above it until next spring.  Kyven went straight to the town’s central hall, not garnering much attention since there were a couple dozen humans living in the village, but he was definitely noticed when he entered.  Rainsong laughed and hurried up to him, giving him a fond hug.  “Kyven!  Brother, it’s so good to see you!” the short, willowy cougar told him.  “What brings you to Vanguard, brother?”

“I came for the letters Andra wrote to her parents,” he replied.  “Where is she?”


“Upstairs, recovering,” she replied.  “She just returned from her training a little bit ago.  I gave her a healthy meal and just put her to bed before you came in.”

“How is that going?”


“She will be done with her training soon, then brother white wolf will begin teaching her wisdom,” she replied.  “I have to say, brother, her determination surprises me.”


“You’ll find her to be a very willful girl, sister.  That’s why I think she’ll be such a good Shaman.”


Kyven went up to her small room, and found her all but passed out in her pallet.  She was awake but listless, and Kyven could almost sense the magic about her, the Blessing that was already working to build her back up after she nearly worked herself to death.  That was what it felt like, Kyven remembered most keenly, and was probably the best description of it.  The training regimen to prepare a human Shaman would kill most humans that tried it, and it turned those who survived it into beings of superhuman strength and endurance.  Even though Kyven didn’t exercise as much as he should, he was still twice as strong as most men and could run a horse to death.  Kyven’s conditioning made him more Arcan than human in some ways.  The incredible physical demands of the magic he used required it.  “Kyven,” she said with a weak smile, a trembling hand raising towards him.

He chuckled and quickly came over, kneeling by her pallet and taking her hand.  “Rest, you silly girl,” he told her gently, brushing her silver-white hair away from her face.  “Rainsong says you’ll be done with this soon.”


“I’ll be so happy,” she said in that weak whisper.  “I think I’m going to die this time.”


He laughed.  “I thought that every single day,” he assured her.  “As promised, sister, I’m here to collect your letters.  I’ll deliver them to your parents tonight, and tomorrow I’ll bring their letters to you.  Where are they?”


She pointed with a trembling hand to her writing desk.  He went over to her desk and found a series of folded papers, and collected them up and showed them to her.  “Are these all of them?” he asked, and when she nodded, he tucked them into his satchel.  “I’ll let you rest, sister.  We can talk tomorrow when I bring your parents’ letters,” he said, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead.  “I’ll try to be here early, so you can read them before you start your day’s training, alright?”


“Okay,” she replied, her eyes struggling to stay open.


“It’s time for you to sleep.  Sweet dreams, my sister, and I’ll see you in the morning.”


She closed her eyes without protest, and almost immediately fell asleep.


He went back downstairs, where Rainsong was cleaning up the last of the dinner dishes.  She smiled and wiped her hands on her apron when he came into the kitchen.  “Is she sleeping, brother?”


He nodded.  “Now I know what I looked like when I was doing that,” he said, then he chuckled.  “How goes things in Vanguard, sister?”


He spared a good half hour or so to catch up with Rainsong, whom he did rather like, helping her put her dishes away as she described the war effort, how caravans left carrying supplies for the army went through the village daily, starting out from Haven with Arcan porters carrying heavy loads on their backs to deliver to Atan.  Duplicated Briton rifles, the smaller ones, were now in those shipments of food and other war supplies, and Rainsong rather proudly showed off her very own Colt 1911 pistol, which she kept in a pouch in her room.   They’d been doing as Kyven suggested, getting one of those pistols to every Shaman as an emergency backup weapon, even the Shaman holding down the fort back at home like Rainsong.  She did have a rather curious question as they finished up the last of the dishes.  “How do you use two of them?” she asked, looking at his weapon belt.  “They’re not slung so you can pull both with a single hand.”


He laughed.  “Yeah, I use one in each hand when I fall back on them, which I do way more than most other Shaman.  I dunno, it just seems natural to me,” he told her.


“I tried shooting it from my left hand when Steelclaw came down here to deliver mine and show me how to use it.  I wasn’t very good.”


“Just takes practice, sister,” he assured her.  “But I’m glad to see them getting to the Shaman.”

“All of us wanted one as soon as we heard about them.  Finally, a dependable and powerful weapon for us that will work inside a grounding field.”


“Exactly,” he nodded.


“If you don’t mind, can I see the original?”


He unholstered it immediately and offered it.  “Be careful, it’s loaded,” he warned.


She took it and held it very carefully, looking at the elaborate etchings on the barrel and the ornate grips.  “Very fancy,” she noted.


“It was the weapon of a general, I guess he had to make it ostentatious,” he said dryly.  “But it was designed to be used in combat, and it works very well.  I’ve already used it in battle.”


“I’ve heard, the word is reaching us back here.  They said you sacked a Flauren city.”

He nodded.  “Parai.  Right now the Arcans I’ve freed are undergoing a crash course in fighting, then we’ll sweep out and march up the peninsula, freeing every Arcan we can find along the way.”


“I wish I could be there to help you, brother.”


“No, sister, you do not want to be with me right now,” he said sternly.  “Part of what I’m doing is trying to draw the human armies back to the south to take the pressure off Danna and our own army, so I haven’t been gentle.  We didn’t just sack Parai, we burned it to the ground, killed half its inhabitants, and scattered the survivors.”


“This is war, brother.  War is never gentle,” she said sagely.


“Well said, sister,” he said as she handed the pistol back to him, and he returned it to its holster.  “I’d better get back,” he said.  “Danna is waiting for me, and I’d like to spend some time with her before I start tonight’s tasks.”

“You’ll be back tomorrow?” she asked, and when nodded, she smiled.  “I’ll make a nice breakfast for you.”


“I’d appreciate that,” he chuckled, leaning down and kissing her on the side of the muzzle.  “I’ll let myself out, sister.  See you tomorrow.”


“Safe journey, brother.”


Kyven did leave the hall before he prepared to shadow walk out, to get a look at a caravan settling in for the night so they could leave early in the morning…and that turned out to be a mistake.  He stepped down off the porch, not paying much attention, when out of nowhere someone slammed into him.  The sky and ground traded places a couple of times before he found himself on his back, and a very angry striped cat was straddling his stomach, smacking him on the head with both hands as she cursed loudly and sulfurously, saying more than she’d probably said in a year.  Kyven finally managed to identify his attacker was Lightfoot…what was she doing in Vanguard?  She shouldn’t even be halfway back to Haven by now, she’d only left the army to return a few days ago!  He finally got hold of her hands, using his strength to quell her slaps, and she snarled at him and looked ready to lunge down and bite him.  “Lightfoot!  What the hell are you doing here?”


“I’m where you made them put me!” she raged.  “Danna walked me back to Haven in the middle of the night because I refused to leave!”


He gave her a look, then burst out laughing, and then he saw spots when she got a hand free and punched him in the face.  She was not gentle.  “Take me back!” she demanded.  “Take me back now!”


“Woah, wait, wait,” he pleaded, grabbing her hand again, then glancing up to see the calico Lucky coming over, and he was grinning.  “Lightfoot, you are pregnant.  You’re where you need to be.  Your babies need you.  Lucky needs you.”


“Do I look helpless to you?” she snapped, her teeth clenched and her eyes hot.  “Does Lucky look helpless, Kyven?  We spent the last four days getting here to join a caravan going back to Atan.  I will not sit up here and be useless when Haven needs us in Noraam!”


“You were going back?” he asked in surprise.


“Of course we were going back, you idiot!” she snapped, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt with both hands.  “I trained my whole life for this moment, to protect my people and Haven from the humans, and you sent me home!” she screamed, pulling his shoulders up off the ground and then slamming them back down.  “And you were too cowardly to do it yourself, you had Danna do it!”


“I didn’t know she walked you back here, but that was pretty damn clever,” he said lightly, which incited an angry growl deep in Lightfoot’s throat.  “But I didn’t do it to be an ass, Lightfoot.  I did it because I care about you, about you and Lucky.  I wanted you to have the chance to have the kind of life that you deserve,” he told her gently.  “You’ve done enough, friend.  You got us to Avannar, and now you have other, more important duties,” he said, putting a hand on her belly meaningfully.  “This is far more important to me than how invaluable you are as a scout, a warrior, and a friend.  This is your future, Lightfoot.  I wanted you to have that future, to see your babies born, to watch them grow up, to be the mate and mother that was your right since the day you were born.”


Her eyes softened a little, but then her snarl returned.  “I won’t get big enough to have problems for months,” she told him in a low growl.  “You will take us back, Kyven, and we will stay with you, not with Danna.  She told me what you’re doing, and you need us.  You need Lucky to keep Vasha under control.  You need me to help you teach our brothers and sisters how to fight.”

“One person won’t make a difference, Lightfoot.”


“It makes a difference to me,” she hissed, putting her pert little cat nose right against his.


“You’d better do what she wants, Kyven,” Lucky said lightly.


“Where do you stand in this, Lucky?” Kyven asked, looking up over Lightfoot’s bone white hair at him.


“I go where she goes, Shaman, always,” he said simply.


“And you have no opinion at all?”


“I want to go back,” he replied.  “We started this, and we want to finish it.  You pulled me out of that cage, Shaman, when I didn’t have much longer.  You saved my life, you brought me to Lightfoot, and I owe you, the other Shaman, and Haven more than I can ever repay.  I could say that you’ve done enough too, but where are you?  You’re risking your neck out there, and you’re doing it for us.  I’d be a complete ass if I just hid in Haven and let you do my fighting for me.”

He laid there, letting go of her wrists, and considered it…and the pissed-off expression on Lightfoot’s face put a lot of weight on his consideration.  She was really mad that he pulled her out of the fight, madder than he thought she’d be.  He figured she’d bluster about it a few days, then the reality of her pregnancy would settle in and her maternal instincts would take over.  But the look on her face made it clear that she meant business.


She’d done exactly what Lucky had done when Kyven left him behind.  Danna had tricked her to get her to Haven, and here she was in Vanguard, getting ready to go right back to Noraam.  He couldn’t make her stay here, though the month it would take her to get back to Noraam would be a month in the relative safety of the wilderness, not in the thick of battle.  He could always just let her get back to Noraam and then put her right back in Haven over and over until she got the hint…but from the look on her face, if he ever dared do that, she’d find some way to get her revenge on him, and it would be ugly.


“On two conditions,” he said calmly, looking up at them.  “One, I bring you to my army as a scout and a trainer, not a fighter,” he declared.  “You will only fight if the base camp or the noncombatants are threatened, because you are pregnant and I want to protect your babies as much as possible, even if you don’t.  Two, when you do get to big, I bring you back here, and you stay here,” he declared.  “And it’s not up for negotiation.  You take it or you walk back on your own, and I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you don’t stay there long.  You know me, Lightfoot, you know that everything in my power includes some pretty dirty tricks.  And I’ll use them all.”


She snarled, but she did let go of his collar and rise up, staring down at him as she thought about it.  “Mate?” she said simply, looking to Lucky.

“I’d take it, love,” Lucky replied.  “You know how much of a cheater he is.”


“I can certainly use you, Lucky.  You speak Flauren, and I’m gonna need translators when we reach Georvan.”


“I’ll do what I can, Shaman.  And I can translate for her when she teaches the Arcans.”


Lightfoot slashed her tail, Kyven felt it snake over his feet and ankles, then she got up off him with a graceful, fluid motion.  “Alright,” she said, staring down at him with her feet on either side of his stomach, a move that left little to Kyven’s imagination as he looked up her unclad body.  She had only her weapon belt, which now included two Colt pistols like his and a shockrod.  She stepped over him and reached a clawed hand down for him.  He took it, and she helped him up.  “Mate, we need rope.”


“I have some in our pack,” he nodded.  “I’ll go get our things.”


“Mate, eh?” Kyven asked lightly when the young calico ran towards a tent encampment on the north side of the village, where the porters had been setting up camp in preparation for tomorrow, when they would be starting their journey out into the wilderness.


“He deserved it,” she replied, reverting back to her silent ways now that she wasn’t so angry.  “Thank you.”

“I’m going against my better judgment here, Lightfoot.  I’d really prefer you stay here,” he told her honestly.  “I don’t want to lose you, or have you lose Lucky.”


“Our place is with you, protecting our people,” she said simply.


“At least I wrung concessions out of you.  And I’ll hold you to them,” he warned.  “If I catch you sneaking out to fight, I’ll send you home.  Don’t think I won’t.  I’m going to keep you as safe as possible given what we’re doing.  I will see your babies born, Lightfoot, even if I have to babysit you.”


She gave him a slight smile, but said nothing.


They’d walked before, so Kyven didn’t have to explain things to them.  They both did very well in what was for them the utter chaos of the shadow world, where their real bodies distorted the fabric of the shadows and twisted everything around.  The things sensed them and moved in Kyven’s direction as he took them the nine steps back to the army, but they had still yet to feel as if they could counter his newest defense against them, so they only lurked, watching, studying, waiting for the right time.


Danna was honestly surprised when she saw Lightfoot and Lucky.  She’d sensed him arrive before he came out of the shadows, and her eyes widened when Lucky came out right behind him, then Lightfoot.  “You told me to send them to Haven, and you bring them back?” she demanded.


“It was bring them back or lose teeth,” he said, rubbing his jaw.  “They were in Vanguard, love, getting ready to come back to Atan with a caravan.”


Danna gave Lightfoot a hot look.  “What?  I told you to stay there!”


Lightfoot only stared at her.


“So, to prevent them from just showing up in Atan in a couple of weeks and turning it into a running fight, I made Lightfoot promise to stay off the front lines if I brought her here,” he explained.  “I think I’m going to put her in charge of the protection of the base camp,” he speculated.  “She’ll have responsibility for the safety of the noncombatants.  She’s also going to help Fastpaw scout and train the Arcans we free, and Lucky’s going to be a translator and help Striker with Vasha.  Vasha likes him.  I’m not happy with this, but it’s better than the alternative.”


“This is where we belonged in the first place,” Lucky told them.   “Kyven needs me, and Kyven needs Lightfoot too.”

“And when Lightfoot gets too big to move around easily, she promised to let me take them back to Haven and stay there,” he said sternly, giving her a look.


Danna gave Lightfoot a hot look.  “I can’t believe you, Lightfoot.  You’re pregnant!”


“So are you,” she accused.


Danna spluttered a bit.  “Well, I’m not on the front lines, either!  And I will be going to Haven when I’m too big to move around!  Danvers will take over when I have to leave!”

“Then don’t be a hypocrite,” Lightfoot said with surprising vehemence in her voice.  “You stay, I stay.  You go, I go.”


Danna put her hands on her hips and glared at the small, dangerous little cat.  “I think she has you there, love,” Kyven said lightly.


“I thought you were against this!” Danna said, pointing at him.


“I am, but at least this way she’s off the front lines and where I can keep an eye on her,” he said evenly.


“Enough talk,” Lightfoot snorted.  “Show us your camp, Shaman.  We can set up.”


“Just moving right in, are we?” Kyven chuckled.


“Yes,” she replied immediately, yanking on the rope still tied around Kyven’s waist and making him wheeze.


Though he wasn’t happy she was here, he was happy to have her around.  Lightfoot, like Clover, was one of his oldest friends, and she was solid and dependable.  Kyven called all the officers of his fledgling army together after Lucky and Lightfoot moved in, setting up their tent beside his, and Kyven introduced her to them.  “Friends, this is Lightfoot and her mate, Lucky,” Kyven said, motioning to the small striped cat and her calico mate.  “They’re very old friends of mine that convinced me to bring them down here.  Lightfoot is, quite simply, one of the best fighters that Haven can put on the field,” he said honestly.  “She was born and raised in Haven, the daughter of former fighting Arcans, and they taught her how to fight.  But, she also happens to be pregnant at the moment, so she can’t really be on the front lines with the army to the north.  Instead, she convinced me to bring her here.  Friends, from this day on, Lightfoot will be the officer in charge of the protection of the base camp and our Arcan brothers and sisters who either cannot or do not fight both in the camp and on the move,” he declared, as Lucky quietly translated for her, whispering in her ear.  “She’s also going to be training you how to fight and helping Fastpaw train the scouts in their duties.  Mind, all of you, that she doesn’t speak Flauren,” he warned.  “Her mate Lucky does, however, and most of the time, they’re going to be together.  Friends, you’re not going to find many better than Lightfoot.  I suggest in the highest possible terms that you listen to her and you learn from her.  She rarely speaks, but when she does speak, you listen.”

The Arcans all gave the small cat curious, assessive looks.


“I know, she’s not very big.  But you’re going to discover that size isn’t everything,” Kyven said with a slight smile.  “Now, since Danna is here and Lightfoot just joined us, I guess this is a good time to go over what’s going to happen once we break camp tomorrow and begin our mission in earnest.”


He turned and raised his hands, and an illusory map of southern Flaur appeared, showing all the plantations, towns, and villages interspersed in the large pine forest that dominated the southern sections of the peninsula.  “Friends, tomorrow afternoon, when we break camp, it’s going to be the start of a very long, very arduous, very tiring journey,” he began, hearing Lucky translate quietly for Danna and Lightfoot.  “I’ve already planned out our routes to maximize the damage we can cause in the shortest amount of time, and that will include us taking on the first expeditionary force from the Flauren Army, which we should encounter about right here,” he told them, causing a flashing red light to appear on his illusory map.  “Friends, you already know what we’re going to do.  We’re going to destroy anything and everything in our path, leave the humans with no homes, no food, no supplies, leave them wandering refugees in search of a safe place.  To protect our Arcan fighters as much as possible from the humans starting to organize defense in every single town and village we destroy, we’ll have to move quickly.  The key to this strategy, my friends, is speed.


“Simply put, friends, we are going to outrun the ability of the humans to spread news of what we’re doing.  We can move faster than the humans, even the humans on horseback.  Those horses have to rest.  We don’t.  After tonight’s rest, none of us are going to spend more than six hours standing still,” he warned.  “We will sleep only as much as absolutely necessary, and the rest of the time, we’re going to be on the move.  Everything we do once we begin will be based on speed.  We bring only what we can easily carry.  The horses we add to the host will only be those that can keep up with us, the hardiest of the stock.  We will always be moving, friends, always advancing, because that is how we’re going to stay ahead of the refugees, and in front of the spreading word of what we’re doing.

“I can’t stress it enough, friends, that our success absolutely depends on our speed,” he said seriously.  “The faster we go, the better the chance we catch the humans by surprise, and the more of our Arcan brothers and sisters we save.  By constantly moving, constantly being far ahead of where any of the humans that do know of us will expect us to be, it keeps them from trying to trap us, and it also minimizes the chance that they decide to kill all the Arcans we’re trying to free to prevent us from taking them.  If they don’t know we’re coming, they can’t kill our brothers and sisters to prevent us from freeing them.  By staying ahead of the spreading news, staying ahead of the preparations for our arrival, it’s going to allow us to strike relatively undefended towns and villages and free as many of the Arcans as possible.


“But that strategy is only going to work in the short term,” he warned.  “When we attack and destroy Orlann, we’ll rouse the king to warn the entirety of Flaur about us, and then we’re going to start running into defended towns and plantations.  Right now, the king knows what we did to Parai, but he isn’t making it public knowledge to avoid causing a panic in the southern towns.  He believes that the army he’s dispatched from Orlann can track us down and destroy us.  He’s underestimating you, brothers and sisters,” he said with a smile.  “When the king does finally decide to warn all of Flaur about us, I’m going to be dealing with the biggest advantage they have, talkers.  I have a plan to disable every talker in Flaur.  Without the ability to use talkers, there’s no way the Flaurens can keep track of us and prepare our targets for our arrival.  They won’t know where we are or where we’re going, and that’s going to let us strike with much more chance of success.

“But I should warn you now, friends, so you’re ready for it.  We can’t save everyone,” he said grimly.  “We are going to miss Arcans.  We’re going to sack villages and plantations where they’ve already killed them to prevent us from freeing them.  Prepare for the day that you see it,” he told them soberly.  “But the plan I’ve made will give us the best chance to free as many Arcans as possible, and I firmly believe that by the time we reach Tallasar, we’ll have such a large army that we can raze it to the ground, kill the king, destroy the Barrista, and bring righteous justice down upon all of Flaur for their enslavement of the Arcan people,” he said, which made many of them give little cheers and raise their fists.

“The way we’re going to do this so we’re constantly in front of any word of us without driving the army to exhaustion is by taking advantage of our greatest strengths, friends, and that is speed and endurance,” he said.  “We’re going to break the army into three major sections, two divisions of raiders and the main body, which will hold all of our non-combatants and most of our equipment.  At any one time, one of the fighting divisions will be well ahead of the main host, attacking plantations and villages, while the second division rests in reserve and holds the campsite for the main host, that will come up behind us.  Fighters will rotate from the raiding divisions back into the main host to protect it and back again in stages so they can rest and recuperate, since the main host won’t be moving as fast as the raiding divisions.  But even the main host is going to be moving fast and traveling long distances without rest, so that’s rest compared to the exertion of being in the raiding divisions.  The two fighting divisions are going to be utilizing the mobility advantage we possess to range out and destroy large swaths of human territory, moving even faster than the main host.  They will advance out, sack human settlements and free Arcans, bring everything they plunder and the Arcans they free back to a central point, then rest as the second division passes them to continue the advance.  The main host will come up behind them, absorb the freed Arcans and plundered supplies into the host, and then the fighting division will run out to take the lead once again as the second division concentrates on sacking human settlements,” he explained, using the illusory map to provide visual examples of his plan.  “The main host will carry all supplies and equipment and resupply the fighting divisions when they catch up to them.  By using this leapfrog tactic, it keeps us constantly in front of any messengers or refugees that escape from the human settlements we sack, range out to attack large swaths of human territory while the main host moves in a straight line and with purpose, yet also allows our fighting divisions to get enough rest to continue the advance.  While we’re on the move, it will be absolutely critical for us to either kill or capture every horse, mule, donkey, oxen, anything with a saddle on it and a human riding it we find to keep mounted messengers from getting in front of us.  Also, while we are on the move, any human you encounter riding a mount must die, be it man, woman, or child, and if you can’t bring the mount with you, then you kill it as well.  We cannot let a single messenger get outside of our advancing perimeter, friends, else the Flaurens can organize a response, and that makes our jobs much, much harder.”

“Shaman, how are you going to deal with the talkers?” one of his sergeants asked, the large female canine.


“I have an alchemist friend working on it right now,” he replied.  “He’s building a device that will be able to do the job.  It will permanently disable every talker for five hundred minars in every direction, which is most all of Flaur, including our own talkers,” he warned.  “That isn’t the only thing that device can do, but when he gets it to us, that’s going to be its first use.  But that’s a small price to pay for preventing our enemies from using them to coordinate ahead of us.”


“That explains why you’ve not been taking advantage of using talkers thus far,” Clover mused.


Kyven nodded.  “I don’t want the army to get used to using them, only to lose them when I use the device to destroy them.”


“What else can it do?” Dancer asked him.


“That device?  Simply put, sister, it can do anything,” he replied honestly.  “Without going into detail, what the device does is reach into reality itself and changes a single thing about reality.  What it can do depends entirely on the will of who uses it, or the combined wills of everyone focusing on it as someone else uses it.  That device is our queen’s jack in a game of king’s cross.  If things get too hairy, we can fall back on the device to alter reality itself in some small way that eliminates the advantage of an enemy or provides an advantage to our own people.  The stronger the will of those who focus on the device, the larger the change in reality that can be made.  It couldn’t do something like kill every human in Flaur or change the ground into taffy, that’s too much of a change in reality, but what it could do is, say, prevent every musket in the device’s range from being able to fire, by making a tiny change to reality itself to make it impossible for the muskets to work.”

“Like how?”


“Like using the device so that in the reality the device projects, gunpowder doesn’t burn,” he replied easily, looking at the speaker.  “The device will affect us as well as them, so what we do has to be carefully considered so it doesn’t hamstring our own fighters along with the enemy.  The device’s abilities are dependent completely on the willpower of the user and the combined willpower of those helping the user.  If your will is strong enough, you can use the device to alter reality itself within the device’s range, either temporarily or permanently, depending on what you’re trying to do.  Eventually, once the Flaurens start ordering the mass execution of Arcans in front of us, I’ll use the device to destroy every mana crystal in its range, which will deactivate the collars and render all their alchemical weaponry inert.  But I’ll hold back on doing that until I have to, since that will affect us as well.  We’ll use our alchemical devices to our advantage as long as we can, then when the time comes that we have to remove them to give our Arcan brothers and sisters a fighting chance by freeing them of their collars, we do it.”


“Amazing!” one of his corporals gasped.


“It’s actually very simple, but it’s not easy to do. The user has to understand the nature of reality itself, that reality is not set, that it can be changed if the user has the willpower to do so.   That’s why I have one of the best alchemists alive building the device,” he replied.  “It has to be perfect to work, and if I need perfection in an alchemical device, then I need Virren Bandar to build it,” he said with pride in his friend.


“With such a device on our side, we can’t lose!” another sergeant said with a confident smile.


“We can lose, but only if we get cocky,” Kyven corrected him.  “The device will be our weapon of last resort, Grimclaw.  We only use it if we have no other option, because of the incredible danger that it can pose to us as well as them.  One tiny mistake when using the device, and we might accidentally change something that allows the humans to overrun our fighters and kill us all.  Even the tiniest change to reality can have unforeseen effects that change other things in ways that we may not expect.  Reality is a very complicated thing, friends, and you don’t make even the smallest change to it without being very, very careful.  So it will only be used when it must be used, and only as much as needed to accomplish its task.”

Grimclaw gave him a surprised look, then nodded in understanding.


“So I want all of you to go back to your companies and explain the basics to them, and stress that we are going to be moving long distances very fast every day without rest, to stay in front of the word that spreads behind us.  I want everyone to be ready for it.  So tell everyone to get as much rest as possible tonight and tomorrow,” he called.  “If you’re not in a training session, then I want you to rest.  Tomorrow I’ll go into more detail about our plan, but for now, I want you to filter down our basic strategy to the others so they know what to expect.”


The meeting broke up, and the Shaman, his nannies, Lightfoot, and Lucky gathered around him.  “Well, Lightfoot?” he asked in Noravi, looking at her.

“Smart,” she replied.  “It will work.”


“It plays to our strengths, and if you truly can disable every talker in Flaur, it will make it impossible for them to catch up to us,” Stalker agreed.  “We’ll be moving faster than the messengers trying to spread word of our actions.  The messengers will arrive at towns and villages that have already been destroyed.”


“Exactly,” Kyven nodded.  “The humans have no idea just how fast an Arcan army can move.  We’re going to use it to maximum effect by outrunning the word that spreads behind us.  Brother, sisters, I’m going to need something from you before we get started.”


“What, brother?”


“A crystal.  It has to be blue, fifty points in weight, and absolutely flawless,” he warned.  “And I’ll need it before we start moving.  It’s going to power the device Virren’s building for me.”


“I can make such a crystal, brother,” Clover assured him.  “It will be ready before we break camp tomorrow evening.”


“Alright then.  Lightfoot, go ahead and look around, decide how you’re going to handle defending the host while on the move, and talk to Fastpaw to arrange the scouts.  You’ll be handling the scouting for the host while Fastpaw handles scouting for the advance elements.  Lucky, stay with her, only a handful of Arcans in the host speak Noravi.  She’s going to need you.”


“Always, Shaman,” he said with a smile, taking Lightfoot’s hand.


“I’m going to go out and study the territory more, make sure everything is where I think it is and they don’t have any nasty surprises waiting for us.  Then I’ll be going to Eusica to deliver Andra’s letters and bringing their letters back.  I should be back tomorrow morning.  Plan with the army that we break camp and start out an hour before sunset.  From then on, we move eighteen hours a day, and we move fast,” he warned.  “I’ll have our initial route and attack plans ready for you to look over in the morning, after I take a final look at things.”

“We’ll get everything ready so you can rest,” Clover told him.  “I take it that one of us will be with each of the advance elements?”


He nodded.  “With two Shaman defending the host, and we’ll be rotating in and out of the advance elements so we can get more rest than we’d get at the vanguard.  So take that into account, Lightfoot.  You’ll have two Shaman with the host at all times.”


She nodded silently.


“Once the army has experience with the strategy, the Shaman in the vanguard will be attacking the most difficult targets, where the army may need our magic,” he told them.  “But we’ll allow our Arcans to attack most of the tiny villages and plantations without us there, the targets where they’ll encounter little resistance.  Once they know what to do, they’ll do just fine.  We’ll only need to stay with them for the first few days, and I’ve taken that into account in the planning.  The vanguard elements will be staying mostly together for the first few days, and once they have experience with attacking plantations and villages, we’ll let them take care of the small targets while we concentrate on the big ones.”


“Again, smart,” Stalker nodded in agreement.  “They only need some way to remove the collars.”

“I already took care of that,” Danna said.  “Part of what I brought were a bunch of handheld grounders, the kind that kill the crystals on top of stopping the magic.  Now I see what they’re for.”


Kyven nodded.  “That’s how our Arcans are going to get the collars off.  That kind of grounder will kill any collar, even the exotic ones that most keys won’t open.  That way they can just bring the Arcans back to the host where they can get them cut off.”  He reached out and took Danna’s clawed hand.  “But first things first, friends.  Until I leave a couple hours after sunset, nobody better try to come into my tent, else you’re gonna embarrass Danna to death,” he said with a bright smile, which caused a few chuckles from his friends.

“Oh really?  And just who decided this?” Danna challenged.


“I did, and tell me the idea of putting more scars on my back doesn’t appeal to you,” he retorted.


The fur on her cheeks ruffled, then she laughed helplessly.


“Remember, grip, fine.  Pull, fine.  Just don’t grip and pull,” Clover said with a sly smile, which earned her a smack on the shoulder.


“I’ll be close by in case you need healing, brother,” Dancer grinned.


“If I’m not bleeding when it’s over, I didn’t try hard enough,” he declared, which caused all of them to laugh loudly as he dragged Danna towards his tent.


It was sunrise when Kyven stepped out of the shadows and into the small village of Andra’s parents.  There was a thin mist in the air, clinging to the trunks of the huge trees that made up the forest that surrounded their small hamlet.  Everything was exactly as he remembered it, their vine and moss-covered houses a tiny bit hazy in the thin mist, the sound of a dog barking in the distance.  Villagers were already out and about, getting the early morning chores out of the way while others had already left for their fields.  Kyven had stepped out of the shadows near to Andra’s old house, and he had to smile a little bit when he saw Andra’s mother, Darda, humming to herself as she knelt at the side of the house and picked what looked like small green peppers from the little garden there.  It looked to be the last of her little garden’s harvest, for the rest of it had been picked clean and prepared for winter.  He advanced towards her, then called her name when he came close.  She looked up suddenly and gave him a surprised look, quickly getting to her feet and picking up the wicker basket into which she was placing the small green peppers.  “You!” she blurted.

“It’s the full moon, Mistress Darda,” he said in flawless Gaulish.  “As promised, I’ve brought you Andra’s letters, and I’ve come for the ones you’ve written.”


“You speak Gaulish!”


“I do now,” he replied with a nod.  “The spirits granted me the knowledge of your language while I was away, so I could talk to you.”


“Well, that was nice of them,” she said.  “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”


“Or at all?” he asked pointedly, which made her flush a tiny bit.  “A Shaman’s word is his bond, Mistress Darda.  We never go back on a deal fairly bargained.”  He held up his small satchel.  “I hope you have a lot of free time, I think Andra wrote you fifty letters.”


Darda laughed.  “She must have plenty of free time to write so many.”


“Trust me, honored mother, she’s a very busy girl at the moment,” he said dryly.  “Where’s Master Jallack?”


“He’s at work, Master Kyven.  He’s the village smith.”

“That explains why he’s so big and muscular,” Kyven chuckled.  “I think it would be proper for me to go pay my respects.  Would you be so kind as to take me there?”


“Of course,” she smiled.


She led him through the small village and towards one of the only buildings in it that wasn’t covered in vines and moss, a stout stone building that had smoke rising up from the hearty chimney, the chimney of the forge.  Three men were laboring inside, and Jallack wasn’t hard to miss, since he was so big.  The other two men were much younger, probably his apprentices.  Jallack stopped hammering on a long piece of glowing iron when Darda brought him under the eaves of the open pavilion-style work area by the smithy, so they could enjoy relatively fresh, cooler air as they worked.  “He did come back,” Jallack blurted in his deep voice.

“I honor my bargains, Master Jallack,” Kyven said in fluent Gaulish, which made Jallack’s black brow rise in surprise.  “Yes, I speak your language now.  Shaman magic is very versatile,” he explained.  “I’ve brought Andra’s letters, and I’m here to take your letters back to her.”


“Take over, Louen,” he said.  The older of the two men came over and took his hammer, then he stepped away from his anvil.  Kyven followed the huge man back towards his house.  “How does our daughter fare?”


“Right now she’s still going through the physical training,” he answered.  “But Rainsong, her Shaman mentor, says she should be finished with it in the next couple of weeks.  When she does finish, she’ll move to the part of her training where the white wolf will teach her wisdom.”


“I don’t understand why she has to take training.  She’s a healthy girl.”


“The magic we use is so demanding that it would kill her to light a candle with magic if she wasn’t conditioned for it,” he replied honestly.  “When she’s finished with her training, she’ll be about five times stronger than any woman you’ve ever seen and able to run so long and so fast that a horse would die trying to keep up.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“The horse will outrun her in the short term, Master Jallack, but it can’t run that fast for long.  Andra, on the other hand, can hold her slower pace for hours.  Trust me when I say from experience that Andra will be able to run a horse to death when her training is complete.”


“You say that as is you’ve done it,” Darda said.


“I don’t know if the horses died, but I once ran from Alamar to Atan in a little over ten days.  That’s nearly a thousand minars.”  He noted their blank looks.  “Fifteen hundred kleters.”


“That far?” Darda gasped.


He nodded.  “I was in a hurry,” he said dryly.  “And the people chasing me were in even more of a hurry,” he added, which made Darda chuckle.


They returned to their sturdy cottage and they invited him inside.  Darda collected up nearly a sheaf of letters and handed them to Kyven, and he gave them Andra’s letters in return.  Darda looked very happy as she held those letters, her eyes obviously recognizing Andra’s handwriting, and handed one of them to Jallack, who smiled as he read his and Darda’s names on the front of the folded paper.  “You said you could take us to see her?” Jallack asked.


“I can, but not right now,” he replied.  “She’s in the middle of her training, and you coming would distract her.  But I will take you to see her, or bring her here to visit, when she finishes her Walk.”


“When will that be?”


“That depends entirely on how quickly she learns what the white wolf wants to teach her,” he replied.  “But I think it’s fair to warn you that she’s going to seem different to you when you do see her.  She left here a girl, Master, Mistress, but she’ll return a woman.”


“And is she being a good wife to you?” Jallack almost unwillingly asked.


Kyven laughed.  “My buying her hand in marriage was for the sake of appearances, Master Jallack,” he replied.  “That way her reputation in the village wasn’t harmed.  Andra will be able to marry who she wants to marry.”


“But everyone thinks that you’re her husband.”


“When all this is over, they’ll never see me again,” he shrugged.  “She can come home and claim to be a widow, and who can gainsay her?”


They both gave him a look, and Jallack chuckled ruefully.  “That’s true,” he agreed.

He accepted Darda’s offer of tea, and spent a much less contentious morning than he expected with Andra’s parents.  They asked him quite a few questions about being a Shaman, about the Arcans, and then finally about the rumors of war in Noraam that he’d first brought.  The news that Avannar had been destroyed wouldn’t reach Eusica for weeks, until the merchants returned from Noraam, and that trip could take upwards of a month over the Angry Sea.  But other rumors had reached them, the rumors of an Arcan army and the upheaval of the kingdoms.  That was information that they already had, since Kyven had told them the first time he was here, but it was confirmation in a way because the rumors they were getting from traveling merchants was matching up with what Kyven had told them.

There were a few things he was curious about, however.  “How fares the village and the region in general since we took the Lupans?  Any other trouble?”


“None, thank the Father and the Son,” Darda answered.  “You and your Arcan friend found all of them and took them away.  There have been no sightings of the loup garou at all since your visit.  All the villages in the Tallwood are almost rejoicing.”


“How fare those animals?” Jallack asked.


“They’re back in the wilds of Noraam and much happier,” he replied.  “We have much larger animals over there, big enough for them to eat and not overhunt their territory.”


“Well, we did spread the word that Shaman from Noraam came and took the loup garou away,” Jallack told them.  “We thought it only fair to give your people credit for that service.”


“Well, that was nice of you.  Believe me, we Shaman will take any kind words we can get from humans,” he said with a drawl, which made the two of them chuckle a bit.


“Sometimes I wonder at you, Shaman.  Again, you call humans they instead of we.”


“It’s a bit of a quirk for me,” he replied.  “I belong to the Arcans, Master Jallack.  I may be a human, but I it’s the Arcans that need me, so I spend almost all my time among them.   Most of them don’t believe I’m a human,” he laughed.  “They think I just took a human form with magic to be able to sneak around in the human cities.  Besides, right now, I’m no friend of the humans,” he said with a bit of a sigh.  “I’m leading the Arcans in rebellion against their human masters, and it requires me to be…unmerciful,” he told them honestly.

“What do you mean?” Darda asked.


Kyven decided to tell them at least part of what was going on, how he was exploiting the fact that the armies of Noraam were locked in battle against each other to start an Arcan rebellion that would sweep across the land.  “This is our best chance to free as many Arcans as possible in a short time with minimal risk,” he told them.  “With their kings sending their armies out of their kingdoms, it’s given me the chance to move in.  “Unfortunately, saving the Arcans means that I can’t be very merciful to the humans.”


“Why not?”


“To prevent mass exterminations of Arcan slaves before we can reach them,” he replied.  “By completely destroying the plantations and towns and villages we attack, it gives the humans much more to worry about than warning others.  Like, say finding something to eat,” he said honestly.  “And we have to move fast, faster than any messengers can spread the word of what we’re doing.  By staying ahead of the rumor and the messengers, it lets us take the humans by surprise.  Eventually, though, the kings will recall their armies, and by then, I hope to have enough Arcans freed and with us to take those armies on head to head.  Once we defeat those armies, it will allow the Arcan rebellion to sweep across the entirety of Noraam with almost no resistance.”

Jallack rubbed his stout chin, then nodded.  “You have a good point.  Besides, it’s the right of the animal people to rise up in arms against their slavers.”


“But what about the people?  Won’t they suffer with their houses burned down and their food stolen?” Darda asked.


“It’s the only way to save the Arcans.  Trust me, Mistress Darda, if I could find another way, I’d be doing it.  I don’t want to do this, but Shaman do what must be done, even if we don’t like it,” he grunted.


“Well, there’s something we can do about it,” Darda said firmly.  “The Noraavi people will need help once the Arcans are gone.  Helping those in need is one of the fundamental tenets of our religion.”


“They’re all the way over in Noraam, Mistress Darda,” he chuckled.


“That’s what ships are for,” she said simply.  “When the church leaders hear of what’s going on over there, they will send ships filled with supplies to help.”


“And missionaries,” Kyven noted lightly.


“The spreading of the true word is another of the tenets of our religion,” Darda smiled.


“Well, they can arrive in Parai at the southern tip of Flaur and move north from there, because we sacked Parai a couple of days ago,” Kyven told her.  “Believe me, I’d take the Father and the Son over the Trinity any day.  Your religion wasn’t corrupted by the Loremasters to ensure that the Arcans stayed enslaved.”


“That is what your people call it,” Jallack said.  “We call it Catholicism, Kyven, and those who practice it Catholics.”


“Well, most people in Noraam think you worship the sun,” Kyven told him with a smile.  “As in that sun,” he added, pointing up.


“Whyever for?”


“Because the Loremasters had to demonize your religion as well as the Arcans to maintain their power,” he replied bluntly.  “They must have heard the Noravi translation of father and son and decided to play on those words to make people think you worshipped the sun, not the son.  In Noravi, those two words sound almost identical.  Sun and son,” he said, using the Noravi words.

“Ah,” Jallack said, then he nodded.


They held him up for a bit longer, then he finally extricated himself from them, because he had other things to do.  He walked directly back to Haven and dropped off the letters with Rainsong, waking her up in the middle of the night to have her give them to Andra in the morning, then he walked back to Flaur and spent most of the rest of the night studying troop dispositions and making sure that his planned routes were the most efficient ways to go.


It was while he was studying the outskirts of Orlann that his spirit padded out of the darkness silently, and she was carrying a new amulet and chain in her mouth.  Kyven immediately knelt before her, feeling that same mixture of love and hate for his enigmatic spirit, and offered his hand to her.  She dropped the amulet in his offered hand, then sat and wrapped her tail between her legs.  Instead of touching him to pass along the intent of her mind, she deigned to “speak,” in a fashion, making her thoughts audible.  “It is finished,” she declared.  “You will give Danna the amulet you currently wear, so she may safeguard what it holds.  Do not wear both at the same time, it might cause unforeseen problems,” she warned.

Kyven immediately reached up and pulled the amulet up over his head, set it on the ground, and set the new one in its place.  It too was a foxhead medallion, but this one wasn’t made of metal.  It was made of, of something else, some kind of material that seemed to swallow the light.  It was almost weightless, and he thought that it might be a permanent object made out of shadows.  He took off his boots and took hold of it, willing the change, and immediately his bones felt like they turned to water, and that cold sensation swept through him as he took on the form of a shadow fox Arcan.  He stretched after it was done, looking down at his long black claws, and he felt oddly…comfortable in that non-human form.  He’d been an Arcan for over a year, after all, and it had given him time to get used to it.  He almost unconsciously shifted his balance a little to take the different legs and tail into account, leaning forward a little bit.  “Well, it works,” he said, flexing his fingers.  “How long can I stay like this?”


“For as long as you desire, my Shaman.  The amulet doesn’t hold you in a magically induced form, it instead changes you back and forth completely between human and shadow fox Arcan.  But it does have two restrictions,” she warned.  “Firstly, the amulet cannot change you back and forth at whim.  The amulet must recharge for at least one hour after using it, so always keep in mind that you will be trapped in the form you assume for a minimum of one hour after changing.  Secondly, the change is complete, my Shaman.  If you lose that amulet, you will be trapped in whichever form you hold until you get it back.  And while you are thus, you are an Arcan in all ways, even down to how magic might affect you.  So, magic that only affects Arcans will affect you when you hold that form.”

“That might actually be more of a benefit than a restriction,” he said after a moment of thought, speaking perfectly from his maw, another practiced skill.  “So me and Danna can be Arcans at the same time?”


His spirit gave him a bit of a sly look.  “Yes, though without you wearing the other amulet, she cannot take a human form at all,” she replied.  “And already you consider using the amulet for your personal pleasure.”

“Hey, I remember what it was like with Umbra when we were both shadow foxes, it’s way better,” he replied shamelessly.  “This way, I’ll incite her to clench, and that makes it so worth it.”


“That amulet is how you will fulfill your bargain with me concerning Nightfall, so don’t lose it,” she warned dryly.

“Even if I take it off, I can find it easily,” he shrugged.  “I think you made it out of solid shadows.  I can sense it.”

“In a way,” she replied with a nod.  “The magic infusing the amulet makes it thus.  It began as simple silver.”

“Ah.  Interesting,” he said, touching the amulet absently.  “It feels different from the first one.”


“The way it works is entirely different,” she affirmed.  “And I had to place extra safeguards into it.  The amulet can’t be destroyed by a grounder or a Shaman’s spell of dispelling.  I put far too much effort into that device to have it ruined,” she almost flared.  “I entwined its workings into the shadows to partially protect it from such devices.  It won’t function in a grounding field, but the grounders designed to destroy alchemical objects won’t do so to the amulet.  Also, my  Shaman, no one can even touch it except a shadow fox.  Only those who can directly interact with shadows can even touch it.  To all others, it is insubstantial.  Only Toby, Nightfall, Danna, and Umbra can touch that amulet outside of you and me.”

“Now that’s good to know, it means I can wear it all the time without fear of it being destroyed, and nobody can take it from me either.”  He touched his muzzle lightly, getting used to a form he hadn’t held in weeks.  “So, I’m stuck like this for the next hour, eh?  Though stuck isn’t exactly the right word.  Sometimes I almost miss this form,” he said, holding out his clawed fingers and wiggling them.  “It certainly has its advantages.”

“I can change you back whenever you like,” she offered with amused eyes.

“Why, this is the best of both worlds,” he said, dropping down onto all fours, feeling his legs fold in that peculiar way to allow him to take a horizontal base seamlessly.  “I can be both a human and a shadow fox Arcan with this amulet.”  He glanced over at her.  “I’m surprised you didn’t make all of the amulets work like this one,” he mused.


“It was much easier to do it the other way,” she related.  “I don’t think you understand how much effort I had to put into making that amulet you wear.  It is far more powerful than the first two pairs of amulets.  Believe me when I say, my Shaman, that I do not want to have to go through that more than once.”

Kyven chuckled.  “So if I lose it, I’m screwed,” he said lightly.


“Just slightly,” she agreed dryly.  “Not only will you be trapped in the form you hold, but I will be very angry with you.”

He laughed.  “Duly noted, sister,” he replied lightly.


“I will leave you to play with your new toy, my Shaman.  I find myself in need of rest after the effort I expended to make it,” she told him with surprising candor.


“Alright, sister.  I’ll finish up my scouting, then I think I’ll have breakfast with Andra.  I think she’ll be mad if I don’t show up.”


The shadow fox nodded, then the shadows swirled up around her seated form, and they took her with them when they evaporated.


Kyven stretched languidly, his tail going way up—it had ripped its way through his trousers when he changed form, he’d have to have Clover fix that when he got back—and he decided to revel a bit in the Arcan form.  He bounded through the pine forests of southern Flaur on all fours, refreshing himself with moving in his Arcan body, brushing up on physical skills learned over the course of a year in which he’d been stuck in an Arcan form, including climbing all the way up to the top of one of the pine trees…and regretting it when he smelled pine sap all over his clawtips.  He climbed back down and practiced drawing his pistols in his Arcan hands, having to thread his claw through the trigger guard in the act of grabbing the weapons, practicing for nearly two hours until he felt comfortable with the movement.


At sunrise, he shadow walked back to Vanguard, where the sun had yet to rise, and met Rainsong in the kitchen as she sleepily started preparing breakfast for herself and Andra.  She smiled at him brightly when he walked in, since he was still in his Arcan body.  “Kyven!  I thought never to see you like that!” she blurted.


“My spirit made me a new amulet that allows me to change back and forth between a human and Arcan body,” he said, touching the shadowy amulet around his neck.  “I’ve spent the last few hours getting used to this again,” he said, holding up his claws paws, padded palms up.

“Well, I think you look quite handsome!” she told him, patting him on the shoulder with a toothy smile.


“Clover’s gonna love it,” he said dryly.  “Andra up yet?”


She nodded.  “She found the letters you left and has been reading one of them before breakfast,” she replied.  “I’m honestly surprised to see you back.”


“I told Andra I’d have breakfast with her, and I’m holding to it,” he replied.  “I just wanted to put them someplace safe while I was doing some other errands, that’s all.”


He had a nice breakfast with Andra and Rainsong, enduring his human friend’s exuberance at getting all those letters, as well as a few hundred questions about his Arcan form.  She seemed quite intrigued by the amulet, and was even more curious when she found out she couldn’t touch it.  Her hand passed right through it like it didn’t exist when she tried to take hold of it to get a better look at it.  “Amazing!” she blurted, then she laughed as she tried again.  But her fingers slid right through it along the white fur on his chest.  “It’s like it’s not even there!”


“Sister shadow fox made it that way so nobody can take it from me,” he replied, then endured Andra running her fingers through the white fur on his upper chest.  “Only a shadow fox can touch the amulet.  And that’s a bit forward, girl.”


She laughed and blushed a tiny bit.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just that your fur, it’s the softest thing I’ve ever felt in my life,” she said honestly, sliding her hand along his fur.


“It’s something of a standard among the breed,” Kyven said dryly.  “The fur is partially wrapped up in how our shadow powers work.  And you’re not the first person to tell me that,” he added lightly.  He laughed when Rainsong boldly put her hand on his forearm, her eyes widening a bit as he slid her padded fingertips over his fur.


“Incredible,” she said.  “It doesn’t look that soft or that thick.”


“Believe me, I almost lost this fur to a furrier when sister shadow fox first changed me into an Arcan.  But, I think she would have intervened if the furrier had actually tried to kill me.”


“I wondered why she would do that to you.”


“To teach me wisdom,” he replied.  “I had a very passive attitude about Arcans before I started my Walk, Andra.  I didn’t really understand just what they went through, until my spirit changed me into an Arcan and forced to live it first hand.  I hated her for what she did to me, but now that I look back on it, I fully understand why she did it.  Sometimes the lessons the spirits teach are not gentle, Andra,” he warned.  “There might be times in your Walk that you think that brother white wolf is cruel or savage, but he’s not.  He’s simply teaching you wisdom, and part of wisdom is to understand that the world can be cruel.”


Rainsong nodded sagely.  “I found those lessons to be very unpleasant.  I grew up in Haven, I had few wants or cares,” she explained.  “The spirits had to show me the despair and pain that our people suffer through daily on a direct level to make me appreciate their courage and strength.”


“You’ll understand once you see it yourself, sister,” Kyven told her.


“Provided I survive long enough to reach that point.”


Kyven and Rainsong laughed.  “I did, so I’m fairly sure you will too,” he said with a toothy grin at her.


After breakfast, he left Andra to put off her physical training to finish the letter she’d been reading, changed back to his human form, and shadow walked back to the army.  Things were very busy as Arcans trained on one side of the field as the quartermasters prepared their stocks for transport on the other, breaking everything down so nobody carried more than they could easily manage, and getting everything organized so the supply masters knew who was carrying what, so they always knew what they had available and what they needed.  Kyven tracked down Lightfoot to see what she was up to and saw that she was right in the middle of everything, stalking around with Lucky almost chasing her as she prepared to protect the non-combatants while they were on the move.  Kyven caught up to her, almost having to run to keep up with her.  “Lightfoot,” he called, which made her slow down and look over her shoulder.


“About time,” she said curtly.


“I had a busy night,” he told her dryly.  “Are you going to be ready by this afternoon?”

She nodded.  “By noon,” she promised.


“Good.  Do me a favor and track down the other Shaman and the nannies and have them come to my tent.  You too.”


She nodded.  “Mate,” she said, pointing.  Lucky clearly understood her intent, because he rushed off towards where a group of Arcans were practicing drills with their muskets.


It only took them about twenty minutes to round up all the Shaman and his nannies.  Sunny sat demurely by the tent, remaining silent and trying to blend into the grass under her as Kyven knelt by the ashes of the firepit.  “Alright, I got some scouting done last night,” he told them, motioning.  An illusory map of the southern marches of Flaur appeared over the circle of stones.  “We’re going to go more or less the way I first expected.  We’ll leave here three hours before sunset, and that should get us to Canverra not long after sundown, when it’s dark enough for us to hit the place without them being able to see.  There’s a militia of some two hundred civilians being led by army regulars here, who we’ll be attacking after we destroy Canverra,” he said, pointing to the forest north of us.  “They know we’re in the pine forest, but they think we’re further north.  They’re searching in a fairly thorough pattern through the forest, the lieutenant leading them actually has a brain,” he added with a respectful pitch in his voice.  “He’s also taking this much more seriously than his civilian militia, and that means the army regulars interspersed through the men are staying alert.  Last night he posted a very effective guard and scout pattern that’ll make it only slightly difficult to take his men by surprise.  Fastpaw, I want you to keep scouts along this road,” he ordered, pointing.  “There’s a chance that the militia might return to Canverra after we initiate the attack.  I don’t want them sneaking up on us.”


“Easily done, Shaman,” the tall spotted cat nodded.

“After we take out the militia, we don’t have much to oppose us all the way to Orlann, the villages between Canverra and Orlann are all very small.  I think the largest one only has about a hundred people in it.  But there are a ton of small plantations scattered between Canverra and Orlann, so we’ll be covering a lot of ground zigzagging back and forth between them.  We won’t see enough people gathered in one place to threaten the host, so hopefully we’ll be able to move pretty fast.  We’ll be sacking plantations and small villages all the way up to Orlann, which should keep us busy for at least the next four days.  Priority in Canverra and the plantations is food, waterskins and canteens, blankets and bedrolls, and weapons,” he told them.  “Once every single Arcan in the host is carrying a musket, we can start just breaking them rather than collecting them, but we’re not there yet.  When we reach the plantation country, we’re going to be breaking the vanguard into raiding parties to have them go out and destroy them.  After they sack a few plantations to see how it’s done, we can let them handle it themselves.  As long as they’re careful, they can easily attack a sleeping plantation and sack it with little threat to themselves.

“What about the detachment of army men they sent out from Orlann?” Stalker asked.

“It’s coming along this road,” he said, shifting the map and pointing.  “It has a thousand regular army soldiers in it, so it poses some threat to the host.  I’d prefer to just avoid them for now, until we have more Arcans, and maybe just avoid them altogether.  When I think we have enough Arcans, we might deal with them, or we might possibly bypass them and put them so far behind us that they can’t hope to catch up, I haven’t quite decided yet.  It’s going to depend on if I believe the army needs the practice attacking organized resistance.  But as things stand now, they’re four days away minimum.  The captain leading them isn’t hurrying,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “They only marched eight minars yesterday.  That’s a very lazy pace.”

“They’re on foot?” Clover asked.


Kyven nodded.  “I got close enough to eavesdrop last night.  The captain has this silly notion that we’ll just collapse the instant we meet any form of organized resistance, so he’s moving slowly so he can choose his ground to maximize his advantage.  I’m inclined to just go past him and let those men run themselves half to death trying to catch up,” he said with a dark smile.  “So long as we kill or capture every horse in Orlann when we sack it, those men will be too far behind to ever hope to chase us down on foot and have no way to catch up to us.”

“Wise,” Ebony nodded in agreement.


“Alright, that’s the plan.  Anyone see any problems with it?” he asked.


“It seems very well thought out to me,” Clover said, to which most of the others nodded.


“Alright.  Stalker, you and me will be with the vanguard tonight.  Clover and Dancer will stay with the host and rotate into the vanguard with the next change.  Fastpaw, I’ll make a paper map of this so you can organize your scouts and know which way to send them once we move away from Canverra.  I have a detailed list of which plantations and villages we hit over the next three days, and in what order we do it.  Lightfoot, you have your host scouts and defenders organized?”  She nodded silently, which made him dismiss the illusion.  “Alright then.  We leave three hours before sunset, and I mean we leave at three hours before sunset.  Have everyone ready to start marching at exactly that time.  And remind all of them that we’ll be on the move until around noon tomorrow, get what rest and practice we can, then start out again around sunset.  When we leave this afternoon, nobody in this host is going to get more than three or four hours of sleep for a while,” he warned.  “We hold that pace until we must lay over for an extended rest, to get as far ahead of any organized resistance or potential rumor as possible.  I’ve planned that first extended rest to be just north of Orlann, so we’ll be moving fast until we sack the city.  I figure after we destroy Orlann, we’ll need time to organize the Arcans we free and the supplies we steal anyway,” he shrugged.


“A good idea,” Dancer nodded.


“So, if you guys don’t mind, go ahead and get everything ready while I get some sleep, at least after I make Fastpaw that map.  I don’t want Ebony to knock me out to make me rest,” he said, giving her a playful look.


“I’ll do it, Shaman,” she threatened.


They broke up, and after he made Fastpaw the promised map, he sat by the ashes of the firepit for a moment to collect his thoughts and relax a little before sleeping.  Sunny sat right where she’d been, eyes down and remaining quiet, and the dispersion of the group around him caused the Lupans to pad over and lay down to each side of him.  He absently scrubbed his fingers through Sirra’s wiry yet strangely soft fur as he went over the next couple of days in his mind.  It was going to be exhausting and fast, as they raced ahead of the rumors that had spread from Canverra about them.  Rumor was two days ahead of them at the moment—he’d been keeping track—and as fast as they moved, they’d overtake the knowledge of the 
Arcan rebellion by tomorrow, once they got past the village of Relotan.  It meant that the first couple of days, the plantations and villages would be alert for trouble and thus harder to sack, but once they got out in front of the word of them, they’d find much less prepared humans.


Starting tonight, what happened in Parai and King’s Garden was going to spread northward up the Flauren peninsula, almost like a cancer.  But it was a necessary evil, in this case, the cancer was killing a madman infected by the Touch and saving all those he might otherwise kill in his illness-induced blood frenzy.


But no matter how much he knew it had to be done, it didn’t mean he had to like it.


He yawned and ignored Ebony’s imperious look, nearly as much as he ignored the impact rod she started smacking into her palm ostentatiously.  “I’m going to get some sleep, guys,” Kyven told his Lupan friends.  “Sunny, stay with Ebony and listen to her.  She knows how to break down my camp quickly, she’ll show you her system.  Ebony, I’m sure you’ll be overjoyed to hear that I don’t want you to wake me up until you have to take the tent down.”

“I wouldn’t have anyway,” she told him calmly.


“Good.  And both of you get some sleep before we move out,” he added as he stood up.  He went to his modest, unassuming tent and crawled in, flopped down on his bedroll, and was asleep almost before he came to a full stop.
