Chapter 4

It was complete chaos.

Kyven almost absently gunned down two men as he ran down the street of the small village of Cresano, his two pistols reporting sharply above the sounds of screaming and fire and musket fire.  The little village had actually been ready for them, with its 31 men behind barricades and the women barred inside their houses.  The tiny village consisted of a single street with houses and shops on either side, a very small village that depended almost completely on the eight plantations around it, catering to the overseers and plantation families as a common point for shopping and supplies.  After destroying three of those eight plantations, somehow word had reached Cresano of the attacks, and they had forted up.  Hastily cobbled barricades were on each side of the single road through the village with armed men behind them by the time Kyven and the advance element he commanded reached the village.


It had to have been a talker, there was no way the villagers could have known they were coming any other way.  It was getting more and more critical that Virren finish the device so Kyven could disable the talkers.


Breaking the defenses had taken Kyven all of four minutes.  Their makeshift defenses were all pointed outward, so all he had to do was shadow walk onto the roof of the tallest building, in the middle of town, and pick off the men hiding on the southernmost rooftops and behind the south barricade with his rifle.  After eight men were dead the rest of them finally realized what was going on, that was when the Arcans hit them, just as they scrambled for cover from the unseen sniper.


Once they had the south barricade breached, the village was doomed.  Nearly four hundred Arcans flooded into the little one road village from the south, pulling the remaining men from their positions in the north and picket positions between the houses to prevent Arcans from getting into town from the sides.  Kyven had allowed the Arcans to rampage as he hunted down any talker he could find and took them from their owners, and now he was just helping them mop up the last of the defenders.  He slid to a stop and pointed his pistols at two running women, but since they weren’t armed, he turned his attention to the last man on a rooftop, who had been on the north side of town and had managed to get halfway down the village by jumping from roof to roof…quite a feat of agility.  Kyven holstered one pistol and waited for him to pop out to shoot at someone, and when he did, he was blasted backwards by a jagged bolt of lightning that struck him almost dead center in the forehead.  Pink and red gore fountained up into view as the man fell back, his head literally exploding from the flash-boiling of blood and ichor in his skull, and the thunderclap from the magical attack boomed and echoed off the walls, drowning out the screaming and the musket fire.  He tracked his other pistol at a figure behind a house, visible to his spirit sight, a woman carrying a musket, and pulled the trigger the instant she came into view.  She crumpled to the ground, the musket falling under her, and moved no more.

Those were the rules of this engagement.  Ignore the women and children unless they were armed or carrying supplies, and if they were, kill them.   And the body of the six year old girl laying on the ground in front of him, her neck torn open by an Arcan’s claws, demonstrated that there were no gray areas in those rules.  The little girl had been carrying a bundle of food, and so she was killed for it.


War was hell.


“Two in that building!  One over there!” he barked to a group of Arcans coming up behind him, pointing.  “Bring up the perimeter forces and reserves!  Clear them out and sack the buildings!” he boomed, then he ran up to the burning building and channeled a withering blast of cold against the flames, snuffing them out and draining a great deal of his own energy.  The buildings would be burned after they looted them.  “Goldeyes!  Goldeyes!” he shouted as several Arcans ran past him.

“Shaman!” his sergeant answered, the small, tawny cat running up on all fours and then taking a vertical base.


“What word from the raiding parties?”


“Six report back, two haven’t,” he answered, referring to the eight raiding parties that had been dispatched to attack the eight plantations around Cresano.  “The two to the north.”


“About what I expected,” Kyven answered, holstering his other pistol as his spirit sight showed him that all the humans had been routed.  The Arcans had hunted down the three remaining people, women cowering in their homes, and had forcibly evicted them with nothing but the clothes on their backs…and in the case of one, nothing at all, since she’d somehow lost her dress and shift in all the confusion.  The woman had run naked into the night after the Arcans threw her out of the village between two buildings.  “Let’s get these buildings emptied out!” he shouted, waving his arm.  “Goldeyes, send two squads north to reinforce the two raiding parties that didn’t report in.”


“Aye, Shaman,” he nodded, then he rushed off to find the squad leaders.


And that was the way things had gone for some five days, since they began their march, though Cresano was the first village or plantation that had been ready for them for the last three days.  They had marched up the peninsula like a wildfire, laying waste to every farm, village, and plantation they came across.  They’d freed 307 Arcans from 17 plantations, quite a few small farms, and nine villages, but on the other side of that, he’d lost 71 Arcans in battle, in accidents, or who had decided to make their own way and left the host.  The raids weren’t entirely without risk, even when they caught the plantations or villages completely by surprise.  It had been roughest at first, when rumor had already reached their targets and they were expecting them, but since they’d outrun knowledge of them, they’d only lost nine Arcans total.


The strategy, though, was working.  Since they’d outrun word of them, they’d been catching every farm, plantation, and village completely by surprise, sacking it, then moving on before the bewildered survivors could reach the next village or plantation.  The survivors behind them were wandering around searching for a safe haven, but no matter where they went, all they found were destroyed farms, burned-out villages, and ruined plantations.  They were finding that the Arcans were taking virtually all the food and weapons, leaving those behind them homeless, hungry, and increasingly desperate.


And the king knew it.  Kyven’s element had ambushed and destroyed five Flauren army patrols over the last two days, groups of twenty men on horseback, and Stalker’s element had taken out three others.  The army was hunting for them, and listening in on the talkers they took from the officers in charge of those patrols, the army couldn’t quite understand what was going on.  They thought it was some kind of coordinated mass rebellion of Arcans in multiple locations at once, they hadn’t pieced together that it was a single rebellion that was just moving so fast it seemed they were everywhere at once.


But the first major obstacle was still in front of them.  Orlann was only three days away, and what was more, the Flauren army detachment sent out to stop them was only a day away, in their direct path, at least for the moment.  Kyven was going to move around that army, let them march past them and simply leave them behind. They didn’t need their equipment, and it was too risky at this point to try to take them out.  He had the numbers, but word had reached those men about the destruction to the south, and they were now taking their mission much more seriously.  Kyven wasn’t going to be able to blindside them now, and he’d take serious casualties trying to wipe out that force.  Since they would pose no threat once they got around them, that was exactly what Kyven was going to do.  The main host had already changed course to avoid those soldiers.


But those men would not save Orlann.  They were now too far away to get back to the city before the Arcans attacked it.  And that was what mattered most.


The Arcans gathered up the supplies and equipment to get ready to carry it out to where the main host would pass by as Kyven advanced up to where they were holding the 14 Arcans they’d recovered from the tiny village.  The Arcans looked justifiably terrified, clinging to each other and sitting in a group in front of the largest building in the small village, the stables.  The village was too small and off the beaten path to have an inn, and in many tiny Flauren villages like this, the stables usually had one or two small rooms holding a pallet for the very rare visitor.  Kyven knelt in front of the huddled Arcans, who were looking around almost in shock, then reached up and pulled the collar from the closest one, a small ferret Arcan male.  “Calmly, brothers and sisters,” he said in a gentle, soothing voice, putting his hand on the shoulder of the ferret.  “We’re here to free you.”

“Free us?” one of the Arcans asked, a small male mouse.  Flaurens had a preference for using the smallest Arcans as house servants, both because they weren’t as much use in the fields and because their small size made them seem less threatening.


“That’s right, free you,” he said, reaching over and pulling the collar off the mouse.  “The Arcans you saw attack this village are just a small detachment from a much larger army of freed slaves, who are sweeping across Flaur to free the Arcans and punish the humans for their actions.”


“And you’re leading them?  A human?” a small female cat asked.


“I’m a Shaman, young sister,” Kyven said simply.  “In this case, I’m very much against my own people.  The humans have done great evil, and this human is here to punish them for that evil,” he declared, pointing at himself.  “But we don’t have much time.  I’m going to take your collars off, and we’re going to lead you back to the main host.  When you get there, we’ll explain everything in greater detail, alright?”  They all looked at him, then a few of them nodded.  “Alright.  What you can do for me, my brothers and sisters, is help us carry the supplies we took from the village back to the others.  We’re going to meet them about six minars from here.  Is anyone not sure they’re up to walking that far?” he asked.  When no one answered, he nodded.  “Goldeyes!” he boomed.  His sergeant rushed up to them.  “Assign a squad to help our newly freed brothers and sisters get to the staging point.  Make sure they eat and drink as much as they want before they move out, and make sure they don’t carry too much. They’ve already had a trying day, let’s not make it any worse for them,” he said as he pulled off another collar.

“Yes, Shaman,” he nodded, then bounded off to carry out the orders.


After pulling off all the collars, Kyven made himself useful by shadow walking into the advance, stepping out of the shadows beside a burning plantation house.  It was one of the northern plantations whose attackers hadn’t reported yet, and now Kyven could see why.  Many of his Arcans were pinned behind a hedge as fifteen men with lots of muskets fired on them, young boys reloading the muskets as fast as the men were shooting them.  The raiders had managed to get onto the plantation and set fire to the main house, but had run into resistance when they moved down to the Arcan shanties to free the workers.  Those men were set up behind two overturned wagons just in front of the shanties.  Kyven almost got himself brained by one of the Arcans when he knelt beside his sergeant leading the attack, a canine female called Longtail.  “Don’t do that, Shaman!” she complained, putting a hand to her tawny-furred upper chest.


“How’d they get into that position?” he asked, looking through a small hole in the hedge.


“They ran down to check the Arcans in the shanty town when we attacked rather than try to face us, we think they thought we came from their farm,” she replied.  “Then those boys ran down to them with all those muskets.  We’re not sure where they came from.”


“Me either, I don’t remember seeing that many muskets here when I scouted the plantation,” Kyven grunted.  “Well, we’ll get them dug out in a minute.  What about the Arcan slaves?”


“Holed up in their shacks behind.  We’re afraid to shoot at the men, we might kill our own.”


“That’s probably why they set up where they are,” Kyven said professionally, drawing his pistols.  “What about the rest of the plantation?”


“Dealt with,” she answered.  “Most of the human females and girls ran into the forest past the house, and the men and boys are mostly right there,” she added, motioning at the two overturned wagons with her snout.  “There are only ten men over there, but those boys are reloading the muskets faster than they can shoot them.”

The six still forms of Arcans laying between the hedge and the wagons was testament to how well those men were set up.  They had the squad pinned behind the hedge, and with the shanties right behind the wagons, there was a real chance any return fire might kill the Arcans in those huts.  Those walls weren’t thick enough to stop a musket ball.  They actually had a pretty good position.

“Then let’s dig them out.  Give me thirty seconds, then shift to the south while I keep them busy.  You’ll know if I need help.”


“Yes, Shaman.  Be careful,” she said, hunching down when a musket ball screamed through the hedge and right over her head.


Kyven created a disc of shadow under himself, then caused it to travel up his body, pulling him into the shadow world.  He didn’t even bother hiding himself from the things, seeing the shadow world in its chaos when his non-shadow body twisted and deformed it.  He barely moved, just shuffled forward a tiny bit on one knee, then returned to the normal world by dropping down from midair onto the roof of a hut…then nearly went right through the flimsy thing, his foot punching through the wooden shingles.  He cursed and tried to pull his foot out, but found that putting any pressure on the roof might send him right through it and into the hut below.  He created solid shadows that wrapped around his body, tendrils of solid darkness snaking down all the way to the ground just at the edge of the hut, to act as a brace to let him get out without falling through the roof.  He had the shadows lift him up off the roof, supported by four shadowy tendrils, and he realized that his spontaneous idea had a lot of potential.  He directed those four shadowy tendrils almost like limbs, caused them to lift him up higher over the hut, and from that high vantage point, he had a perfect line of sight on the ten men and seven boys huddled behind the two wagons, the men right along the wagons as the boys behind them worked quickly to reload their muskets.

Kyven didn’t wait long.  Raising his pistols, he took careful aim not at the men shooting over and to the sides of the wagons, but at the boys reloading the muskets.  Five of them dropped to the ground in a withering hail of pistol fire, as Kyven unloaded both clips in a frenzy of trigger pulling, then he caused his shadowy tendrils to swing him to the side with shocking speed when the men reacted, seeing him in the fire of the plantation house, screaming, and raising their muskets to fire at him.  But the tendrils weren’t real limbs, so they could move at the speed of Kyven’s thought…and they nearly broke his neck when they yanked him nearly twenty rods to the side in a heartbeat.  He hadn’t expected it to be that forceful, so he hadn’t braced himself for it.  The movement was so fast that it confused the men, and that gave Kyven time to reload both pistols with practiced skill, barely taking five seconds to reload fresh clips into both weapons from his ammo belt.  He then created an illusion of himself supported by those four shadowy ropes and had the illusion surge forward, lunging out of the darkness at the men, the pistols in the illusion’s hands raising to fire as it charged at them from further to the right than they expected.  The men reacted, shooting at the illusion while Kyven had the shadows pull him further to the right, almost in line with the wagons.  He again opened fire, this time on the men while they were distracted by his illusion, and four men crumpled to the ground before Kyven stopped shooting.  He pressed the advantage, having his shadows all but throw him forward as the men lunged for muskets on the ground that were loaded, and he slid across the grass not twenty rods from the men as he slashed his arm to the side in a savage motion, attacking directly with the shadows now that he was close enough to bring them to bear.  A shadowy tendril lashed out from his arm and extended like a whip, waist-high to the men to catch the men ducking down to grab muskets, and the tendril hit them with enough force to smash them against the wagons.  The men were stunned for that critical moment that gave Kyven time to dash into position, then he raised a hand palm out and ended them with a withering blast of cold, freezing them instantly in the positions they held when the pale cone of magical light washed over them.

But the threat wasn’t eliminated.  He whirled on the three surviving boys, who had been laying on the ground, and drew a pistol in a quick motion, leveling it at them, one of which was in the act of trying to pick up one of the muskets on the ground.  That boy froze when he saw the business end of Kyven’s Colt, staring right down the barrel, his eyes widening.  Kyven considered ending him and the other two, but in a moment of mercy, he decided against it.  He didn’t have to kill every man and boy in Flaur.  Using the shadows, he pulled all the muskets away from the boys, then he holstered his pistol.  “You have fifteen seconds,” he told the three boys in a cool, calm voice.  “If I can still see you when I count fifteen, you won’t live to reach the trees.  One.”


The three boys flinched, then jumped up and ran for the closest treeline, which was away from the direction he’d sent his Arcan troops to outflank the defensive position.  The sergeant bounded up to him and rose up onto her legs as the boys ran, looking past him and at them.  “Should I send pursuit?”


“Just enough to make sure they don’t slow down for a few minars,” he replied easily.  “But if they slow down or try to circle back, kill them.”


She nodded, then pointed at two Arcans, barking out commands.  The two Arcans grinned and bounded off after the boys.  “That was masterful, Shaman,” she said appreciatively.  “I don’t know what we’d do without you here.”

“I’ll take your praise if it saves Arcan lives, Longtail,” he told her as he reloaded his pistols.  Both only had one round left in the magazines.  “Let’s get these Arcans freed and salvage what we can from the plantation, and get it to the staging area.”

“Yes, Shaman,” she said with a smile.


Nearly four hours later, as the sun started to rise, it was a very tired Kyven Steelhammer that dropped a basket holding bread at the staging area.  The main host would arrive in about three hours, but the scouts were already here doing their jobs, preparing the chosen site for the arrival of the main host.  Raiders and scouts worked together to dig firepits and raise tents, the raiders getting the chance at a little extra rest before the main host arrived, which was how Kyven had planned it out when he devised this strategy.  Among the advance element arriving to prepare the camp for the main host was Ebony, who was leading a very annoyed Vasha.  Vasha stomped over to Kyven where he was sitting on a log and almost knocked him off of it, snorting in aggressive accusation as she pushed her nose against his chin, staring him eye to eye with a baleful look.  “What, I don’t take you on the raids once, and you act like I’ve completely forgotten you?” he accused right back, pushing her nose away.  “You needed some time at a slower pace to let that hoof heal!” he added, pointing at her left foreleg.


“It was just a bruise, Shaman,” Ebony told him as she reached him, Sunny right behind her.  Both of them were carrying large packs, filled with his gear.


“Well, you don’t see Sirra and Dauro acting so jerky,” he said, swatting Vasha lightly on the snout.  “Where are they, anyway?”


“They’re off hunting,” she replied as she and Sunny started taking off their packs.  “How did the raids go?”

“We ran into actual resistance,” he replied.  “We’re still trying to figure out how that happened.”


“Any problems?”


“We lost Arcans,” he said with a dark scowl.  “I’m not happy about that.  But we did manage to clear out the village and surrounding plantations, and we recovered 61 Arcans off the plantations and out of the village.  Sunny, I want you to go help the others make those Arcans feel comfortable,” he ordered her.  “Make sure they have everything they need and answer any questions they may have.  No doubt they’re very afraid and unsettled right now, and they could use some reassuring.”


“Yes, M-Shaman,” she said, almost saying master.  Kyven had been trying to break her of that over the last few days.  She set her pack on the ground and hurried towards where the Arcans were sitting, pulling up her ill-fitting breeches.  She still only wore those ragged breeches, her fluffy little bunny tail poking up from just under the waist and the piece of frayed rope she used as a belt.


“She working out?” he asked Ebony.


“She’s getting there,” she replied.


He was about to say something, but he sensed a shadow walker approaching, and then a gateway opened.  Toby stepped out of it, rubbing at his wrist absently.  He’d fully recovered from changing back permanently to a human several days ago, and looked as tall and sleek and dangerous as Kyven remembered.  “Toby,” he said.


“Ayah, Kyv,” he replied.  “Ah got news Danna wanted y’all tah get as fast as possible.  DeVaur’s making his move.”


“It’s about time,” Kyven said darkly.  “What’s he up to?”


“He’s sent some forty thousand men to Atan while the rest o’ his army is set up to stop the northerners from followin’.”

“He is splitting his forces,” Kyven breathed.  “Where are the Georvans in the plan?”


“Marching on Atan with his men,” he replied.


“No doubt DeVaur’s not too happy about that,” Kyven chuckled.  “But I doubt the Georvans would have agreed to hold off the northerners at Chardon while DeVaur marched his men into Atan and took over the mines.”

“They’s more.  The men DeVaur sent after the Alamari and Nurysians turned around,” he replied.  “They’s ridin’ for Atan up the Green Valley as fast as they horses can get them there.”


“Are the Arcans at Brackenveld ready for the Alamari and Nurysians?”


“Ayah, they’s dug in and ready,” Toby nodded.  “And the Arcans Carin’s sendin’ are bein’ rerouted into the mountains to avoid the village.”


“Danna’s on the ball,” Kyven said with an appreciative nod.  “You getting used to not having fur?”


He laughed.  “Ayah, it’s definitely feelin’ weird after all that time as an Arcan,” he replied, looking at his hand and flexing his fingers, which no longer had those wicked claws.  “Ah’ve been wonderin’ what it was in our amulets she needed to make yours.”

“I’m sure neither of us would understand it if she told us,” Kyven said, which made him chuckle and nod.  “But I do thank you.  I’ve already found it handy to be able to change into an Arcan a few times.  Mainly just to keep up with the army,” he said ruefully.  “Vasha’s been more important to the host carrying supplies than carrying me, so I’ve been traveling on foot while she carries equipment.  And not very happily,” he added when Vasha bumped him with her snout.  “I know, girl, I promise you’ll go out with me when it’s our turn to be in the raiding parties,” he told her.  “So will Sirra and Dauro.”

“And you’ll take one of us,” Ebony added firmly.


“You three have more important things to do than babysit me,” he told her.  “If you want to help me, Ebony, you keep doing what I told you to do.  Trust me, I can take care of myself out there.”


She gave him an unfriendly look, but said nothing.


“But when the time comes to hit Orlann, you three will be with me,” he added, which made her give him a much less hostile look.


“How’s that workin’ out?  The raiding parties?”


“Very well,” he replied.  “Now that we’re in front of the rumor about us, we’ve mostly been hitting plantations and villages that have no idea we’re coming.  The king still hasn’t spread a warning about us, trying to avoid causing a panic and relying on the army detachment he sent out to deal with us.  He’s willing to lose a few villages if it means the entire kingdom doesn’t go into a panic.  But that’ll change when we hit Orlann.  That reminds me, do you know how close Virren is to being finished?”


“That’s the other thing Ah came down here tah tell you, Kyv.  Virren said he’ll be finished with yo’ device late today, or tomorrow mornin’ at the latest,” he declared.  “He wanted tah make sure yo’ ready for it.”


“I’ve got that all planned out,” he nodded.  “It was designed to be mobile, so we’ll break it down and have the Arcans carry the pieces, then just put it together when it’s needed.”


“How big are the pieces?”


“Not big, each one can be carried by an Arcan without weighing him down,” he replied.  “But it’s the only thing he’s going to be carrying.  And the Arcans carrying it will be in the middle of the host and very well defended,” he added.  “That device is critical to our success. And I’m going to be using it as soon as I get it down here,” he added.  “I have to disable the Flauren talkers as quickly as possible, so they can’t coordinate.  If I can disable the talkers before the king decides to warn all of Flaur about us, it will make our job much easier.  Nobody will know we’re coming.”

“Ayah, Ah can see that,” Toby nodded.  “Ah better get back, Kyv, Danna has me watchin’ the armies at Chardon, and Nightfall’s watchin’ Brackeveld at the moment, so’s Danna knows when the armies move against it.”


“Alright.  I’ll be up tonight in Atan to get the device, and I’m going to need all three of you to help me get it back here.  It’s going to work out, I’ll be with the main host for the next two days while Clover and Dancer lead the raiding parties.”


Toby nodded.  “Ayah, shouldn’t be all that hard,” he replied.  “We can just carry one piece at a time ‘til we get them all over here.  How many pieces is they?”


“Eight.  No, ten, I forgot about the baseplates,” he answered.


“Then that be easy,” Toby said dismissively.  “Ah’ll see y’all tonight, Kyv.  Good luck.”


“Come tell me if anything big happens,” he said as Toby created a disc of shadow at his feet.


“Ah will,” he promised as the disc traveled up Toby’s body, and once it went over his head, it winked out of existence.


“That sounds like good news, if the device is almost done,” Ebony said.


“It is, it’s very good news,” he replied with a nod.  “But it does mean that I’m going to have to put a hand in.  I’ll have to go out just after noon, Ebony, and I probably won’t be back until late tonight or possibly tomorrow.  I have to get the Flauren commanders to pull DeVaur back to Flaur now, before I destroy the talkers and they can’t recall DeVaur easily.  Danna needs me to take some pressure off her.”

“How are you going to do that?”


“Simple, my dear Ebony, I’ve heard the voice of the Grand Marshall of the Flauren Army, and I know where he keeps the talker he uses to talk to DeVaur.  I’ll be issuing those commands to DeVaur myself, so I’m going to be absolutely positive that they’re exactly what I want him to hear.  And if that’s not enough, tonight we’re going to attack Palvio and its surrounding plantations.  Well, one of them just happens to be DeVaur’s personal family plantation, where his wife and kids are.  So in addition to having orders to return, he’s going to have very personal motivation to come after me,” he said with a dark smile.

Ebony gave him a look, then gave a humorless laugh.  “That’s rather underhanded, Shaman.”


“It’s my niche,” he said with a slight smile.  “Now, since this is the only chance I’m going to get for any sleep at all for the next couple of days, I’m taking it.  So if you don’t mind, help me set up my tent so I can sleep until sunrise, and don’t let anyone wake me up.”

“You never have to force me to let you get sleep, Shaman,” she told him with a smile.


The office of the Grand Marshall of the Flauren Army was as grand as the title suggested.  It was a large, nearly cavernous office filled with elegant, antique furniture, many alchemical devices that made it luxurious, and loaded with gold and silver.  There was a fortune in that room to a Eusican, who valued those metals as a currency, where gold and silver were used in Noraam mainly for highly decorative items made for the rich.  Gold or silver cutlery used with Eusican china was a mark of a rich and successful person in many kingdoms of Noraam.  There were silver ewers on trays, liquor glasses made of leaded crystal with gold bases and rims, gold silverware in a case on a side table with expensive Eusican china stacked on the lower shelves beneath it, and several golden statuettes on stands along the walls.  Very expensive Jenn rugs were on the floor, and a cool breeze blew across the large room supplied by alchemical air chillers, the one alchemical device most every Flauren worked very hard to afford, due to the very hot climate on the peninsula.  Even the smallest, least expensive air chiller could turn a house from an unbearable sweat box into a comfortable abode in the hottest summer months.

Kyven Steelhammer sat behind a gold-inlaid desk at the far end of the room in his Arcan form, his tailed butt in a deeply cushioned rotating chair and his bare, clawed feet resting on the antique desk absently as he listened to a Flauren officer on the other end of the talker in his hand.  He looked very out of place in that highly elegant office, as did the bodies of five men laying in various places on the floor, ruining the expensive Jenn carpets upon which they lay with pools of blood.  The men on the other side of those extravagant double doors on the far end of the office had no idea that Kyven had entered the office of their commander, killed him and his office flunkies, and now had possession of the talkers that the Grand Marshall used to issue orders to his Field Marshalls.  He took a sip of the bourbon in the glass on the desk as he waited for them to get DeVaur, setting it back down and actively avoiding the long spatter of blood strewn across that expensive desk.

“This is Field Marshall DeVaur,” DeVaur’s familiar voice came over the talker.  “What is the password of the day?”

Kyven spoke in the voice of the Grand Marshall’s main aide.  “Palda’s Corset.”


“Correct.  Where is the Grand Marshall Torrez?”


“One moment for the Grand Marshall.”  Kyven hesitated a brief moment to switch his feet on the desk, then answered, speaking in the voice of the man he’d just killed.  “Antonio,” a gravelly, burned-out voice answered, sounding as if it had been all but destroyed by a lifetime of shouting orders and smoking expensive cigars.  “I have new orders for you, and you’re not going to like them.”

“How so, sir?”


“I’ve been ordered to have you pull out of the Free Territories and return to Flaur as fast as you can possibly march the men,” he replied.  “And I want you to find every horse you can get your hands on and put your infantry on them, and I want you to send them and your cavalry units ahead.  You come with the cavalry, leave your best colonel in charge of the infantry you can’t get on horses.”


“Why?  What’s going on?”


“It’s that fucking Shaman you described in your reports.  He’s down here.  He’s freed thousands of Arcans off plantations and he’s marching them up the peninsula as an army.”


“With all due respect, sir, the garrisons we have in place should easily be able to handle a mob of Arcans.”


“I thought that too, until he wiped them out,” Kyven said in a short voice.  “I have no idea how, but the Shaman’s Arcans are all armed, and they’re fighting like they know what they’re doing.  You said that this Shaman has the ability to move people vast distances very quickly with magic, well, we think he’s brought a part of that army you’re facing in the north down here, and so far, our men haven’t even slowed them down.  The Shaman and his Arcans have wiped out every town and village and sacked every plantation from Parai to Cresano, they destroyed King’s Garden, and he ambushed and wiped out over half of the Orlann garrison when they marched out to put down what we thought was an Arcan rebellion.  Now there’s nothing between him and Orlann but undefended villages, and Orlann itself no longer has a big enough garrison to protect it, even with the men of town forming a militia.”  He took a deep breath.  “We’re going to lose Orlann, Antonio.  We don’t have the forces in position to protect it.  And I hate to tell you this, but the Shaman and his Arcans were last reported just south of Palvio.”


“What?  Palvio?”


“And there’s nothing I can do about it, Antonio.  I don’t have any men left south of Orlann.  There’s nothing to stop him from destroying the village and all the surrounding plantations, including yours.  I know you have a personal family talker, so I suggest you use it.  Warn Cresselda and have her evacuate with the boys.  Don’t worry too much about what the Arcans may destroy, we can rebuild it with army resources.  With luck, they can warn everyone else in Palvio and they can escape to the north.  Have them go north and keep going, Antonio, all the way to Tallasar.  We’re going to form up as many men as we can muster at Tallasar, and when we have enough, we’ll move south to face the Shaman and his Arcans.  Your family will be safest in Tallasar.”

“That’s a terrible plan, sir, if you don’t mind me saying.”


“I agree, but it’s the king’s plan,” Kyven said darkly.  “He’s issued direct orders, and I can’t countermand them.  He cares more about Tallasar than the dozens of towns and villages between Tallasar and Orlann.  And I hate to say this, Antonio, but I partially agree with him, at least about the cavalry.  My aides have done the math, and if he frees even half of the Arcans between here and Orlann, he’ll have a big enough army to threaten the city.  He’ll lose most of it trying to take Tallasar, but there is a risk.  Personally, I’d be happy just having you send your cavalry back here, that should be more than enough to reinforce Tallasar and destroy this Shaman and his Arcans, but the king wants every able-bodied man he can muster.  So, I hate to say it, but you have your orders.  Get your cavalry on the way back to Flaur as fast as possible, and add in every man you can find a horse for him to ride.  I want you with the cavalry.  You’ve faced this Shaman before, you know him, so you’re best suited for dealing with him.”

“Sir, I am just two days from routing the Arcans and taking Atan, whose mines we need,” DeVaur protested.


“Can you take the village without your cavalry?”


DeVaur was silent a moment.  “Possibly.  If I move some men around.”


“Alright.  I’ll tell the king that your army is actively engaged in combat and can’t withdraw because of the danger of it.  You start organizing your cavalry to return to Flaur, and go ahead and take Atan with your infantry.  Once you have Atan, garrison it to hold it and return to Flaur as quickly as possible.  You have three days, Antonio.  I can’t stall any longer than that before the king himself issues the recall.  You know how impatient he can be.”


“I’ll have Atan under our flag in three days,” DeVaur promised confidently.


“Very good.  In the meantime, I’m going to try to convince the king to change his plans.  We can’t just give up a third of Flaur because the king doesn’t want his palace threatened.  After the Arcans destroyed King’s Garden, first he was furious, but when they wiped out the Orlann garrison sent against them, he suddenly changed direction and ordered everything to Tallasar to protect it.  I just don’t get it.”


“Between you and me, sir, it’s the coward’s reaction,” DeVaur said with a sniff.


“I could have you executed for a remark like that, Antonio…and maybe I would if I didn’t at least partially agree with it,” Kyven said, grunting in a way that the dead man laying near the desk did often.  “Hopefully I can talk some sense into him.  But just in case I can’t, make preparations to get the infantry back to Flaur.”


“I will.  If you’ll excuse me, I want to contact my wife and tell her to leave the plantation.”


“I won’t hold you back.  Contact me this time tomorrow with your progress.”


“I will, sir.”


Kyven put the talker in his satchel, just as another inside it started to beep.  He ignored it as he took the bourbon and tossed it on the desk, then channeled a single lick of flame onto it, causing it to burst into fire.  That fire quickly took hold on the antique wooden desk, but just to be sure, Kyven channeled fire into the expensive Jenn rugs.  By the time the aides outside realized the office was on fire, there would be little they could do to save anything within.  He shadow walked, quickly changing his location, and sat on his haunches as he took the beeping talker out of his satchel and turned it on.  “Cresselda!  Cresselda, darling, what took you so long to answer?” DeVaur’s voice came over it.

Kyven put a hand down on the top of the roof of the very large, very expensive plantation house as he looked down at Cresselda DeVaur, pointing at one of the fields and talking to a small cat Arcan.  “Well, at the moment she’s busy dressing down one of your house Arcans, DeVaur,” Kyven said in his own voice, mellowly and conversationally.


“You!” DeVaur nearly spat.  “How did you get this talker?”


“I took it out of your wife’s dressing table,” he replied smoothly.  “She thinks the house servant moved it.  She couldn’t find it this morning.  She usually carries it around with her.”


There was a long, ominous silence.  “If you lay a finger on her, Steelhammer, you will suffer like no man has ever suffered before.  The Trinity will even pity you for the torment you endure before you die,” he said in a hissing voice.


“I have no intention of killing your wife, DeVaur,” he replied lightly.  “She’s no good to me dead, after all.  Why would I kill such a valuable bargaining chip?”


“What are you about, Shaman?”


“It’s simple, DeVaur.  I’m going to capture your wife and the two sons you have on the plantation,” he replied.  “And as long as you behave, they’ll be perfectly fine.  But every time you don’t do what I tell you to do, I drop a severed head on your planning table,” he said in a voice that was chilling both in its tone and its relaxed nature.  “So, you can be naughty twice before you lose everything you care about.  The exchanging of hostages is a time honored Flauren tradition, DeVaur, you should be quite familiar with it.”


“You son of a bitch!” DeVaur snapped.


“Oh, and speaking of your first order, here it is.  I want you to attack the Baltons and Mallans tomorrow at sunrise. I want to see one of those epic clashes in the pastures and fields north of Chardon, DeVaur, you know, thousands of men milling around like ants, cannons and alchemical siege weapons booming, bodies all over the places, fires burning in the trees, you know, all-out war in all its ghoulish glory.  I want to be entertained.”

“You are a fucking bastard!”


“I’m no more sadistic than the bastards I’ve been killing on Flauren plantations that make their Arcan slaves fight to the death with rusty pitchforks just because they’re bored, DeVaur,” he said in a much more serious, grim voice.  “I’ve actually been enjoying killing your countrymen down here in Flaur.  I had no idea the common Flauren was such a fucking sadist.  I think I’m doing the world a service shattering your entire nation one village and plantation at a time.”


There was nothing but silence from the talker.


“You didn’t know I was down here, did you?  Not long ago, I realized that with the Flauren army in the Territories, why, there’s nobody left down here that can prevent me from freeing the Arcans and having them raze your entire country to the ground.  So, I decided to retire as a spy and take up a new position as the leader of the Flauren Arcan rebellion,” he said in a husky purr.  “Your army is so far from Flaur that there is no possible way you can get back down here in time to save it.  I’m going to sweep across Flaur like a firestorm, wiping out the disease that is your society.  All of it.  I’ve wiped out every village, town, and plantation between Parai and Cresano, from east to west, DeVaur.  I’ve exterminated every male I can find, even the young boys and infants, and left the women and girls with no home, no food, and no hope.  I’m going to march right up the peninsula and destroy every Flauren town and city.  I will wipe out your men and boys, burn down anything with a roof, leave your women and little girls homeless and starving, and destroy everything that you have ever known that is Flaur.  There will be nothing left when I march into Alamar, Georvan, and Carin, and I’ll do the same thing to them I’m doing to Flaur. I’m getting rid of the societies on Noraam that depend the most on Arcan slavery, and as a result will be the ones that will never accept change.  Flaur will be wiped off the face of Noraam, DeVaur, and there’s nothing you can do about it.  You’re too far away, pinned down by the rest of my puppets and unable to disengage.  By the time you get back down here, you’ll find nothing but dead bodies, starving women, and burned-down cities no matter where you go.

“That’s what’s in store for Flaur, but you, DeVaur, you can save you wife and your boys.  I’ll give them back to you alive and whole, and I’ll even let you and what men in your army survive the meat grinder I’ve put you in live so you can rebuild as the last Flauren men left alive.  All those women wandering around starving and hopeless, just think of the harem you could build, DeVaur,” he said with mocking playfulness.  “Why, you’ll be the new king of Flaur…at least the village you build in what was once Flaur once you finally get home.”


When more silence greeted him, Kyven laughed.  “How does it feel to be helpless, DeVaur?  To have no control over your own life, your own fate, and be ruled over by the cruel whim of someone who has no compassion in his heart for you, your family, or your entire race?  That is what it’s like to be an Arcan, DeVaur.  I’m showing you what you and your people have done to them for over a thousand years.  And it’s not a good feeling, is it?  I delight in the irony of it,” he said with dark humor.  “In the end, DeVaur, you will know and appreciate the full scope of the horror the humans have perpetrated against the Arcans for centuries.  By the time you get down here, I’ll be long gone and Flaur will be nothing but a smoking ruin filled with starving women and girls.  You are no longer the master of your own fate, and your people are now in the hands of those who have no mercy or compassion for you.  You’re being hoisted by your own petard, DeVaur.  How does it feel?”

“You are insane,” DeVaur said.  “You are a human, Steelhammer!  You’re destroying your own people!”


“I belong to the Arcans, DeVaur,” Kyven told him.  “They are the people I am protecting.  And if it means that I have to destroy my own people to save them, then so be it.  That’s a burden I’ve already accepted.  You will remember me as the worst villain to have ever lived in the history of the world, but I can live with that if it means that in the end, that the Arcans are free,” he said with simple dignity.  “Now, you have a battle to plan, DeVaur.  I want to see you taking it to the Baltons and Mallans at sunrise tomorrow.  In the meantime, I think I’m going to go ahead and capture your wife and sons now, so there’s no chance that they accidentally get killed in the confusion when my Arcans sack your plantation.  I don’t want them harmed, and as long as you do what I tell you to do, that’s exactly how they’re going to stay.”


“You are mad.  Completely mad,” DeVaur said in a hushed voice.


“I may be mad, but that doesn’t mean that I’m stupid,” Kyven said lightly.  “And since you think I’m mad, I’m sure you can believe that I’m fully capable of what I have planned for Flaur.  After all, I’ve already started it.  It’s almost a shame that you won’t be here to see Tallasar burn, DeVaur, to see the Barrista in flames and the royal palace going up like kindling, just like the plantation house in King’s Garden did,” he said with an ominous, soft chuckle.  “Anyway, we both have things to do, so let’s not dawdle.  Get that battle plan drawn up, Field Marshall.  I’m sure that it’ll be tactically brilliant, and you’ll blow the hell out of the Baltons and Mallans.  While you’re doing that, I have your family to capture, a village and its surrounding plantations to sack, men and boys to murder, and women and girls to thrust into abject hopelessness and despair.  It’s not much fun, but it does keep me occupied,” he said casually.  He then turned off the talker.

He put both hands on the top of the roof after putting the talker away.  After DeVaur gets over his shock, Kyven surmised, he’d do what Kyven wanted him to do, split his army.  He would follow his orders, he would abandon the cavalry attack on Atan and send every man he could get on a horse south, to get them to Flaur as fast as possible   He might warn the Georvans about Kyven’s intent, might even go so far as to call for a truce to tell the northern generals what Kyven was doing in Flaur, try to manufacture a cease-fire to allow him to disengage his army to send it south.  No matter how much he wanted to kill Danvers and destroy the Arcans of Haven, he knew and believed that Kyven was both in a strategic position to destroy Flaur and had the ruthlessness to actually do it.

DeVaur was many things, but he was not stupid.


Kyven’s order to attack the Baltons and Mallans was the wild card.  There were three ways that DeVaur would react, and Kyven was honestly unsure as to what he would do.  He had a good idea of the man’s personality, but he wasn’t sure how he was going to react to his family being put into the mix..  He could obey Kyven and attack the Baltons and Mallans, he could decide that his family was lost to him and ignore Kyven’s threat, pull his entire army and return to Flaur at forced march speed, or he could attack Atan in a fit of revenge against Kyven for killing his family and outmaneuvering him.  Those were his choices, and the one he though DeVaur would most likely take would be to pull his forces and rush back to Flaur to save it…which was exactly what Kyven wanted him to do.  DeVaur’s glory would mean nothing if he proved he was great general in the Territories while Kyven eradicated his entire kingdom, right under his nose.  Besides, the temptation to take full control of Flaur would lurk in the back of his mind, making him willing to throw away his family in order to gain that kind of power.  Like any general, noble, or high-ranking politician, the allure of even more power would drive him.

One thing was for sure, DeVaur wasn’t thinking about Atan and the mines anymore.


There was a reason behind it all, and that was to split DeVaur’s army so Kyven didn’t have to face their entire might at once.  By sending his cavalry ahead to try to save Tallasar, it would give Kyven the chance to destroy his very large, very well-trained, and very capable army one piece at a time instead of having the entire thing rammed down his throat.  That was not a situation Kyven felt his Arcans could handle.  And DeVaur’s recall of his cavalry bought Danna more time, time to get in supplies and weapons from Haven, time to dig in that much more, time to prepare her army for the battle to come.


Someone was going to do it.  He had DeVaur in a position where he would have to pull out just to save Flaur—or what was left of it—and when he retired from the field, the Georvans, Baltons and Mallans, or the more northern kingdoms would march on Atan, taking advantage of DeVaur’s sudden withdrawal.  The key of it for Kyven was to buy Danna as much time as possible to get in as many muskets and rifles as possible before her Arcans were tested by the humans.  Every day Kyven maneuvered the humans into not attacking was more Arcan lives saved because they had guns to use in battle. 

Watching DeVaur’s wife, who was actually quite lovely, the kind of woman that got only more handsome as she aged, he decided to let her enjoy her blissful ignorance a little while longer.  He’d capture DeVaur’s two sons first, one a young teen and the other about eight, then he’d capture Cresella DeVaur and dump them with Rainsong in Vanguard.  Starting tonight, she’d be shivering in the cold of Haven and wondering if she’d ever be warm again.


He wasn’t going to kill DeVaur’s wife and children no matter what DeVaur did, but DeVaur didn’t necessarily need to know that.  He had plans for them, and they weren’t plans that the DeVaur family were going to like.


Not one bit.


It was nearly sunset when Kyven stepped out of the shadows in front of Virren’s alchemy shop in the all but abandoned village of Atan.  There were only a handful of humans left, Virren, Timble, some of their apprentices, and since the Arcans avoided the village so they didn’t damage it, it left the streets all but deserted.  Stepping out behind him was Nightfall, brushing her waist-length black hair back over her shoulder absently.  She had come to get him to tell him that Virren was done, and had decided to tag along when he came to retrieve the device.  It was important enough that he’d ordered the main host not to move until he gave the order, having them hold in their encampment.  The raiding units were on the move, however, but they’d be bringing what they recovered from Palvio and its surrounding plantations back to the host rather than place it where the host was going to stop.  That meant that some of the porters that usually stayed with the host were going out to recover the pilfered supplies to carry it back, to free up the fighters to continue their press.


Two Arcans opened the door for him when he approached it, giving him honest smiles.  “Shaman, it’s good to see you again,” one of the canine guards Danna had assigned to the shop said.


“It’s good to be back.  I was told Virren has something for me.”


“He’s waiting for you back in his workshop,” he said in reply, motioning with his hand.

The burly alchemist was overseeing the removal of molten metal from the forge when Kyven walked in.  He smiled and came over and gave him a firm handshake and a smile.  “Kyven, lad, good to see you,” he said.  “I just finished your device about two hours ago.”


“That’s very good news, Virren.  Me and Nightfall here are going to take it to Flaur, one piece at  a time.  Danna and Toby are too busy to help right now.”


“I heard that the Alamari and Nurysians attacked Brackenveld earlier today,” Virren said.


Kyven nodded.  “That’s where we came from.  I was over there making things more challenging for the humans.  When I left, they were in complete disarray and were in full retreat.”


Virren smiled.  “Why am I not surprised?”


“I didn’t have anything to do with it, they weren’t expecting the Arcans to have fortifications and artillery, including one of the death machines I took from Avannar,” he replied simply.  “The Alamari barely scouted the village and just rode their cavalry in, expecting to rout the defenders.  The Nurysians tried to stop them, but you can’t put a leash on stupid, you have to just let stupid burn its hands in the fire.  The Alamari rode face first right into the death machine.  Things went downhill for them from there.”

Virren laughed brightly.  “So the Arcans hold fast in Brackenveld?”


“The humans intend to attack again in the morning, much more carefully this time,” Kyven said dryly.  “Now, let’s have a look at the device.”


Virren led him into a storeroom, where the device was assembled and waiting.  It was built to resemble an archway, made of three different kinds of metal, the metals in layers of which that made it look vaguely like a metallic rainbow.  The arch reached about nine rods high at its highest point, well over Kyven’s head, but the two legs of the arch were only about five rods apart, allowing most any adult standing within it to put a hand on each side of the arch without having to stretch.  There was a baseplate under each leg of the arch that actually had nothing to do with the device, just there to steady it.  An empty socket was at the very top of the arch, for the crystal, the socket nearly the size of a honey melon.  “Here it is, Kyv.  I think it’s the most challenging alchemy I’ve ever done,” Virren said, a bit of pride in his voice.

“It looks rather, simple,” Nightfall mused.


“That’s only what you can see on the outside.  Fusing those three metals perfectly along the entire length of the arch was extremely challenging,” Virren said.  “And we’re not even talking about the alloy mixture shifts along the arch.  The alloy percentages at the base of the arch are different from the top for each metal, and those mixture changes had to be smooth and gradual along the length of each leg of the arch.  Trust me, Nightfall, this is one of the most intricate and complicated alchemical devices I’ve ever built.  That’s why it took me so long.”

Kyven put a hand on it, and felt the purity of it.  “You outdid yourself, Virren,” Kyven said, feeling the receptive nature of the device under his fingers.  This device was built to be alchemical, but as of yet, it had no purpose stamped upon it.  Since Virren didn’t know what it did, he didn’t imprint his reality into the device the defined the device’s function, the only reality he imprinted into the device that the device was alchemy, and thus was capable of channeling magic.  It would be up to Kyven as its user to decide what this device could and could not do…and Kyven was not a man who was bound to the same concept of reality as other men.  Any other man who used this device would be limited to what Virren decided it could do.  But Kyven could make this device do nearly anything, as long as he had the power and the will to make it happen.  “I can feel it.  The device is perfect.”


“Well, that makes a craftsman happy to hear,” Virren said, puffing his chest out maybe a little bit.  “It breaks down exactly as outlined in the plans you gave me, lad.  Two men can easily disassemble it.”


“I see no borders or junctions,” Nightfall said.


“That’s because when it’s assembled, there aren’t any, magic fuses the pieces into a singular whole,” Kyven said, channeling magic into the device.  With a series of clangs, the ten pieces of the device un-fused and separated, but the pieces didn’t fall to the floor.  They were socketed, each one fitting into the one below, with the arch piece setting into the top.  “But a Shaman who knows how it works can break the device down into its pieces for carrying.”  Kyven spun out a tendril of solid shadow, wrapped it around the top of the arch, and carefully lifted it out of the sockets of the two legs.  It was the largest and heaviest of all the pieces, some five rods across and probably weighed about thirty stones, but its round construction would make it not that difficult to carry.  Only Vasha or a very large and burly Arcan was going to be carrying the arch piece of the device.  The other pieces were about three rods long each, and the two baseplates weren’t heavy as much as they were bulky.  Out of the device, the arch almost looked like a semicircle of metal rather than a piece of an alchemical device.  “I guess I owe you for the crystal you socketed into it to test it, Virren.”

“A Shaman made it, Kyv, so you don’t owe me anything,” he smiled.  “But it consumed the crystal to fuse the device.”


“Which is how it’s supposed to work,” Kyven nodded.  “When I use this device to destroy every mana crystal within two hundred minars of it, that fact will make it impossible for anyone who steals the device to even put it together, let alone use it.”


“That’s what it does?” Virren asked curiously.


“It’s safe to tell you now, Virren.  This device doesn’t actually do anything,” Kyven told him with a smile.  “What it will do is provide an external focus and a boost for my own power.”


“So it’s an amplifier.”


“Of a sort,” he nodded.  “Using this device, I can impose my will into reality with much more power and focus than I can unaided.  But, the first time I use it, then it will do something, Virren.  My reality will imprint into the device and give it a purpose, and that purpose will give this device the ability to amplify my own abilities, and also the ability to alter reality itself in case I’m not the one using it.  That way if I die, one of the others can use the device in my stead.  They won’t be able to use it with even a fraction of the same ability as me, but it might be just what they need to get the army through an otherwise hopeless situation.”


“Alter reality?  What does that mean?” he asked as Nightfall’s eyes widened, and she nodded emphatically.


“Just what I said, friend,” he replied.  “Illusion isn’t just making people see things that aren’t real.  It’s about reaching into the very nature of reality itself and changing it in small ways that benefit me.  After I use this device, it will imprint with my own ability, and that will give it the power to reach into reality and make a change.  A single change, a small change, but that single small change might be the deciding factor in a battle.”


“Like how?”


“Like changing reality so gunpowder doesn’t burn,” he said, using the same example as before.  “No gunpowder, no guns.  No guns, and whoever is better suited to fighting without them is going to win the battle.  Or, I can use it to decide that every mana crystal in the device’s range is depleted.  Then boom, every mana crystal within the device’s range shatters.  No mana crystals, no alchemical devices, and no replacement crystals to replace the ones that depleted.  The mana crystal in the device is for powering the effect long after I run out of strength, to hold a change for a while, or it can augment my own ability to increase the effect to cover a larger area if I use up all that energy at once.  Most of what I do can only be temporary, reality reverts back to normal after I stop, but if that temporary change has an effect, say, like altering reality temporarily that makes all mana crystals shatter, those mana crystals will be destroyed even after I stop altering reality. The first thing I’m going to do with it is destroy every talker in the entire kingdom of Flaur, because I know how talkers work and I can ruin all of them permanently with a single temporary change to reality.  And since it’s actually a very small change, I can put a lot of power into it to make the effect cover the entirety of Flaur, even have the effect reach into the southernmost stretches of Georvan.  Without talkers to communicate with distant towns and army units, they can’t coordinate any way but with messengers, and that lets me roll across Flaur more or less unresisted.”


Virren took on a thoughtful look, then his eyes widened.  “Clever!” he said with a smile.


“I’ve had time to think about this, Virren.  Now, if you don’t mind, you can help us take it apart, then me and Nightfall will walk the pieces back to the army and put it back together.  I’ll be using it as soon as we get it reassembled.”


“I’d be happy to,” he smiled. 


 It didn’t take Kyven and Nightfall very long to walk the pieces back to the main host of the army, which was in the act of packing up the camp to get ready to move with the coming darkness when Kyven appeared with the first piece, one of the baseplates.  It only took a single order to stop the camp from moving, and after enlisting Stalker’s aid, the large wolf Shaman oversaw the reassembling of the device even as Kyven and Nightfall brought the pieces.  They brought back the pieces in order, so Stalker only had to have his helpers put them together. 

Once the arch was brought in, there was quite a large group around the device watching as Kyven used two long tendrils of solid shadow to set the arch in place, and then a single touch on the side of the device caused the pieces to fuse back into its whole.  Almost everyone he knew was gathered around him along with many Arcans he didn’t, Lightfoot and Lucky standing beside Ebony, Fastpaw standing by them, and Sunny hovering nearby.

“So, this is it,” Stalker said, looking up at the top of the arch.  “And this device will alter reality?”


Kyven nodded.  “And I’m going to use it right now,” he said.  “I need that crystal Clover made for me.”


“I have it packed with your things, Shaman.  I’ll go get it,” Ebony declared, then she hurried off.


“What are you going to do, brother?” Stalker asked.


“Break every talker in Flaur,” he replied immediately, looking at the arch himself as he started preparing himself for the task at hand.  “Fastpaw, you did as I asked and set things up so the scouts don’t use talkers?”


The tall spotted cat nodded.  “Yes, Shaman, we haven’t used them for two days now.”


“Are the host sentries doing the same, Lightfoot?”


She nodded without speaking.


“Good, so this won’t hurt us.  But someone warn Clover and Dancer that their talkers are about to die.”


“I’ll take care of it, brother,” Stalker said, then he stepped away a moment so he could use Shaman magic to pass on the message.


When Ebony returned with the crystal, he used shadowy tendrils to set it into the socket at the top of the arch, and it immediately began to glow with a deep azure light.  That told Kyven that Virren’s work was as perfect as it felt to the touch, because that was what it was supposed to do.  That crystal would help Kyven, augmenting his own strength and also maintaining his change to reality even after he stopped concentrating on the effect, but it wouldn’t last all that long.  Despite the tremendous size and power of the crystal, the arch would consume that power very quickly.  He stepped between the legs of the arch, turned around, and took several deep breaths, going through what he had to do carefully in his mind, practicing just how he’d have to alter reality to permanently break every talker in Flaur.  When he was sure of his method, he cracked his knuckles and looked at the large gathering of Arcans.  “Alright, brother, here we go,” Kyven said to Stalker, but loud enough for everyone to hear.  “Do not remove me from the arch, , even if I pass out.  You do not touch me or come within ten rods of the device until the crystal up there depletes and shatters, no matter what happens.  Do you understand?” he asked, pointing up at the crystal over his head.


“I understand, brother,” he replied.


“Everyone,” he called.  “This is where you come in.  I need everyone watching to believe in me.  You don’t have to pray or idolize, you just have to have the true belief that I can do this.  I’m asking for your trust and your confidence.  Your belief in me, in this device, will make what it does stronger.  The more you believe in what it does, the stronger its effect, and the easier things will be for us as we march north.  If you have absolutely any doubt whatsoever in me or in what I’m about to do, then you need to leave,” he warned.  “Your doubt will weaken the arch and make what I’m about to do that much harder.”


Not a single Arcan left.  They all stood there, watching him, and Lightfoot gave him a single, eloquent nod, her expression serious.

“Alright.  Here we go,” he said with a cleansing exhale, then he reached out with both hands and put them on the inside of the arch.


Since the arch was an alchemical device that had no purpose built into it, it was Kyven’s first task to complete Virren’s task by imprinting his own version of reality into the device, which would permanently give it purpose.  He opened his eyes to the spirits and formed the intent of his magic in his mind, which would transfer into the arch, and then beseeched his treacherous spirit for the power to cast the spell.  She replied with satisfied pride flowing through him with her power, and the entire archway suddenly limned over with magical light as Kyven “taught” the unformed alchemical device what its purpose was.  He instilled into it his own power, the power to create illusions, but also the ability to reach directly into reality itself and make a single change, which would remain in effect until he stopped actively changing reality to suit his desires.  But that ability was only its secondary function, for he also taught the device that when it was being used by a Shaman that was already using that magic, to add its power to the Shaman’s own power to augment his ability.


That was the true purpose of the device, to amplify Kyven’s powers in illusion and give him the strength to impose his version of reality over a larger area than he could ever hope to affect by himself.  But even without him using the device, if he was somehow killed or incapacitated, giving the arch the ability to mimic his power would allow one of the other Shaman to use it in a dire emergency…just without the same strength of effect that Kyven could enact.


Once the arch was imprinted, he began in earnest.  The large blue crystal at the top of the arch flared with brilliant light as Kyven built the spell of illusion that he needed, a spell that altered the very nature of reality, as Kyven decided that his version of reality was the real one.  He poured every ounce of his power and his will into his own concept of reality, and in his version of reality, no two talkers shared the same reality, that each one was separate and unique.

That was the key of it.  Talkers worked because they were made by the same alchemist who imprinted his own unique concept of reality into the devices, which allowed them to talk to one another and prevented them from talking to a talker made by a different alchemist, using a different version of reality.  By removing that commonality, by making every talker within his reach different, it permanently destroyed the links between talkers.  Even after Kyven’s spell ended, the effect his spell had on the talkers would remain, because the connections between the talkers had been severed.  And that was permanent.  It would require the original builder of the talkers to relink them…and that fix wouldn’t be apparent to anyone that examined the talkers except the alchemist who originally built them, because the reality in the talker would not match the reality of the inspecting alchemist unless they were one in the same.  Only the original builder of a talker could tell how many other talkers to which it could link, because he built it.

Once he had the spell formed in his mind, he beseeched the shadow fox for every iota of power she could supply to him, to give him so much power that he could barely control it.  And when she responded, Kyven snapped his head back and almost screamed.  It was a raging torrent rampaging through him, and he was barely able to channel it in the manner in which he needed to create his effect.


By his fingernails, Kyven managed to hold together his spell and manifest his illusion.  It was an illusion without a visual, without sound, without smell or feel, it was an illusion that laid over the eyes of reality itself rather than the eyes of those who viewed it, tricking reality into believing that his way was the true way.  And behind him, he sensed, were the Arcans.  Though they weren’t focusing on changing reality, their belief in his ability made reality easier to bend, because their belief in him and in his device was making reality much less resistant.


With a loud cry of effort, Kyven felt his version of reality intrude into true reality.  A shimmer formed around the arch, and then it burst outward in a sphere of rapidly expanding distortion, like a heat shimmer in the air that moved with tremendous speed, and within that shimmer was the boundary between Kyven’s reality and true reality.  As that shimmer passed over the talkers in the camp, they enforced Kyven’s concept that talkers were unique and different from every other talker.  And the instant his vision of reality took hold in them, it permanently severed the magical connections linking them to other talkers sharing their original version of reality.  Kyven felt the archway behind his magic, pushing, the archway and the crystal in its top amplifying the power raging through him, causing the boundary between his reality and truth to expand, and expand, and expand,  Minars the distortion traveled.  It swept over Orlann.  It swept over the flat, rich farmlands north of the Flauren city.  It passed over Augustus, over Tallasar, over Jackson’s Ville, going further and further and further because the change Kyven made to reality was such a small one that it allowed him and the arch to invest almost all of their energy into making the area of effect as large as possible.  The greater the change Kyven made to reality, the smaller the area he could affect, so making this one very tiny change to reality allowed his alchemically-amplified magic to reach across all of Flaur within a matter of seconds.


Instead of having the arch maintain his effect, he poured every mote of magic into pushing the boundary of his effect as far out as possible, consuming both his own energy and the energy of the crystal in the arch in what was a fleeting, momentary change to the fundamental nature of reality, an effect that reached nearly three hundred minars away from Kyven in every direction.  The effect was so far-reaching that it crossed into Georvan and the very southeastern corner of Alamar.  Still he pushed, putting everything into the spell, the effect, even when he reached the limits of his Shaman ability.  And still he pushed, investing his own life energy into the spell when he could give it no more magic, to push the effect out as far as possible.  Every minar he added to the effect was another Arcan life saved, and so with nearly fanatical devotion and determination, he maintained the spell for several precious, critical seconds after it would have otherwise ended.

Kyven turned almost ashen pale in a matter of seconds, his flesh wilting and turning sallow, and Stalker almost took a step forward when a lock of his raven black hair over his right eye shimmered and then turned bone white, the black hue draining quickly out of the lock, resting over his right eye and temple and spreading down towards his ear.


“What’s happening, Shaman?” Ebony asked in sudden fear.


“He’s putting so much into the device that it’s draining his life!” he said, reaching out as he took a step forward, then he closed his large hand into a fist and gritted his teeth.  Kyven had warned him not to interfere no matter what until the crystal shattered.  But barely two seconds later, the crystal did just that, shattering with an audible crash like the finest china being thrown against a brick wall, the blue fragments evaporating even as they rained down from the top of the arch. Kyven dropped to his knees with a wheezing exhale, and then he fell flat on his face and laid there, unmoving.


Ebony almost bulled Stalker out of the way as they both rushed to the arch at the same time, with several dozen Arcans behind them rushing forward to aid the fallen Shaman.  Stalker reached him first, turned Kyven over, and almost recoiled.  His skin was gray, as if the blood had been drained out of it, his eyes were sunken, and his cheekbones were prominent.  His nose was bleeding and could possibly be broken from his flat-faced impact with the ground, and that blood was dark, as if it had been leeched of nutrients, and oozed from his nostril slowly.  His breathing was fast and shallow, his heartbeat faint and slow, and his musculature had actually lost some of its mass and its tone, so much so that Dancer would be needed to heal him from this self-inflicted injury.  Shaman magic could restore some of what he had sacrificed to the device, but the white hair, that would never fade.  And by touch, Stalker sensed that Kyven had shortened his own life span by at least a year, had aged…and there was nothing Dancer could do about that.  The energy of the body he had given to the device could be restored with healing, but the life energy he had sacrificed to his alchemical device could never be restored to him.


Stalker looked up at the device, frowning.  If this was what it would cost his brother every time he used it…now he understood why Kyven had stressed so vociferously that using the device would be the option of last resort.


“Everyone move back!” Stalker barked, collecting Kyven up in his arms, Lightfoot, Lucky, Fastpaw, and Ebony forming a protective ring around him.  “I want a fire built immediately, and enough blankets and bedrolls to form a soft bed for the Shaman to lay upon!  We need fresh raw red meat, so I need hunters out to bring back a fresh kill!  I want guards around that device, nobody come within ten rods of it!  Everyone else, we do not move until the Shaman awakens and Dancer returns to heal him.  Lightfoot, post sentries and get scouts out!  Move, people, move!” he snapped, and that caused a sudden flurry of scrambling Arcans as they rushed away to do his bidding.


Ebony kept a worried hand on Kyven’s shoulder as Stalker carried him to an open area where Arcans were already stacking blankets and bedrolls near where others were already lighting a fire of hastily laid wood.  When there were enough to form a soft, well-insulated bed, Stalker laid him atop them and then covered him with four blankets.  “He’ll need both raw meat and thick broth, Ebony,” Stalker told him.


“I’ll make the broth and keep it hot for when he wakes up,” she replied.  “Is he going to be alright?”


“With healing and time to recover, yes,” he replied as Vasha looked down at Kyven with growing concern, prancing a bit on her heavy hooves.  Sirra and Dauro crowded in as well, the male whining a bit in concern and fear as he sniffed at Kyven’s face.  “He’ll be alright, friends,” Stalker told them.  “He just needs to rest.”


Sirra laid down beside the piled blankets and bedrolls, her eyes never leaving Kyven.


“The Shaman never made mention that the device was dangerous, Shaman,” Ebony said as she unpacked cooking supplies.  “Sunny, go get us a kettle.”


“Yes, Ebony,” the rabbit replied, rushing off.


“Kyven is a man of secrets, Ebony,” Stalker told him as he put another blanket over his human brother.  “And a man of almost reckless bravery, to give so much of himself for the rest of us.”  Stalker pushed Vasha’s snout out of the way before he stood up.  “I’ll get in touch with Dancer and have her return immediately,” he told them.  “Until I return, keep him warm and don’t let the others crowd him.  He’s in no mortal danger, but he needs to rest.  Ebony, if he wakes up before Dancer returns, you do not let him out of that bed no matter what.”


“I’ll make sure of that, Shaman,” she replied firmly as Sunny raced back with a large black kettle in her hands.  “We need fresh, clean water for the kettle, Sunny, fresh bones for broth stock, and find Striker and get him back here.”

“Yes, Ebony,” she replied, her ears bobbing, and she raced off again.


Lightfoot and Lucky ran back to the camp.  “The sentries and scouts are setting up,” she reported.  “How is he?” she asked with emotion brimming in her voice, her hand reaching down and patting Dauro’s shoulder.


“Weak, but he’ll recover,” he replied.  “Excuse me a moment, I need to get in touch with Dancer and have her return.  My healing ability is a pale shadow compared to hers.”


Stalker moved away to make contact with Dancer without noise or distractions, both fearful for and strangely proud of his brother.  If anyone had any doubt as to Kyven’s devotion to the Arcan people or his cause, then this would crush them.  For him to do what he did, to sacrifice a portion of his own life energy to further his plans and goals…it was almost insanely brave.  But at the same time, to know that he cared so much for the Arcans, for his brothers and sisters, that he would go to such lengths, it made him both humble and proud that Kyven Steelhammer was his brother.  Kyven’s devotion to the Arcans was beyond doubt, and Stalker could not help but feel that once the Arcans understood just what Kyven had done for them, that their loyalty to him would become so powerful that they would move mountains for him.  His act of sacrifice and bravery could not help but move those to whom he had given so much, and when that man was the commander of an army, it gave him fanatically loyal soldiers that would follow him into hell.

Which was exactly where they were going to go.


It was a dark night, surprisingly cool for late summer, hinting that winter might be early and severe.  But Field Marshall Antonio DeVaur was shivering for a reason that had nothing to do with the cold.


There was no contact with home now, in any form.  No talker in the entire army whose sister unit was in Flaur worked any longer.  Somehow, some way, that fucking Shaman had come up with some way to defeat talkers.  His Army talkers, the personal talkers of several officers that allowed them to talk to their wives and families, none of them worked.  Talkers with sister units that weren’t in Flaur worked normally, but any talker that had a sister unit if Flaur was now dead.

Not depleted.  Dead.  One of the army alchemists had inspected several talkers, and it was his opinion that the talkers had no sister unit.  The alchemical links between the talkers they had and their sister talkers in Flaur had been severed, and that it was permanent.  The talkers were now useless.  And the only way DeVaur could even fathom something like that happening was that that fucking Shaman had to have had something to do with it.


 How did things get to this point?  DeVaur went over it in his mind, and over it, and over it.  Many long hours he sat in his command tent and just stared at a map of Flaur, red lines crossing out all the villages south of Cresano, the village of Palvio circled.  He just stared at those red lines and that red circle and he thought, and he thought, and he thought.  He thought about what Steelhammer had said, thought about his threat to DeVaur’s wife and sons, and stared at those red lines.


After nearly three hours, he came to a sobering conclusion, and what was for him, a personally humiliating one.  He had been outmaneuvered.  Looking at the map, he saw the truth of what was going on clearly, saw the stark reality of the situation.  Steelhammer had engineered all of this, had used the intent of the armies of Noraam for his own benefit.  He had tricked the generals of the armies into fighting each other so he could do nothing less than destroy all of Noraam.


The man was mad, insane.  He was a zealot, a fanatic.  It was within his capacity to conduct a war of genocide, because the man had proved many times that he had no humanity whatsoever.  Kyven Steelhammer had said that he would completely destroy Flaur, Alamar, Georvan, and Carin, and DeVaur fully believed that he was capable of it.  Not just militarily capable, but psychologically capable.  He was a man that would kill babies if it furthered his perverted, twisted goals.  He was ruthless, he was unscrupulous, and he was completely merciless.

But Steelhammer said it best.  Just because he was mad, it didn’t mean that he was stupid.  After studying what few reports he had about what was going on back home and adding them to Steelhammer’s own admissions, he realized that the Grand Marshall was right.  There was a threat to Tallasar.  There was a threat to the entirety of Flaur for that matter.  And if Steelhammer destroyed Flaur, got all those Arcans behind him, he could very well march all the way across Noraam and completely wipe it off the map.  By the time he got into the Free Territories, he very well might have an Arcan army numbering in the hundreds of thousands of freed slaves, a force so large that it could defeat a kingdom’s standing army, but what was more important, was so large that it would obliterate every lightly defended farm, village, and township it marched across like some kind of virulent plague.  They would be like locusts, swarming into a region, killing nearly everyone and taking everything from those that remained, leaving them starving and homeless.  With a force that large willing to commit genocide against humanity, he would remake the settled lands where the Arcans were the ones in control and the humans were the slaves.


And at the moment, there was little that he could do.


He sighed and looked up at the starry sky, with nothing but his thoughts as he waited.  As ordered—and after figuring things out, he’d have done it anyway—every man he could get on a horse was riding for Flaur with all possible speed.  The only horse left in the entire army was his own, but he could afford to wait a while because his mount had alchemical horseshoes that would allow him to catch up with the men.  His horse could run with magical speed and endurance, and that gave him the ability to wait here with the infantry for word to get back to him.


The men were silent and grim.  DeVaur had explained what was going on to them, to make them fully understand the gravity of the situation and motivate them when the time came to pull out.  The men where already packed and ready to march, and would be leaving as soon as there was enough light to see the road.  They were dismantling their fortifications, packing their artillery and siege weapons, and the other armies knew it.


That was why he was still here.  He had made the unprecedented move of requesting a meeting of all army commanders in the no-man’s land between the two army lines, where he would tell them exactly what was going on.  He was waiting for replies to reach him, both from the other commanders and also from a wild card.


The talker in his hand wasn’t the one that spoke with his wife or with command back in Tallasar, this particular talker was picked up in Avannar after it was sacked, removed from the Loreguard headquarters, and it still worked.  The man who had the sister unit was one of the Loreguard’s last and best generals, General Taggan Wild, who had escaped from Avannar with a sizable portion of his army and the surviving Loremasters.  DeVaur was waiting for Wild to answer his request for parlay over the talker.

He didn’t have to wait much longer.  “This is Wild,” a strong, deep, slightly gravelly voice came over the talker.


“General, this is Field Marshall DeVaur,” he said, speaking Noravi.  “We need to talk.”


“About?”


“I just received extremely disturbing news from Flaur, General, which changes everything and matters to everyone.”  He methodically went over everything, describing Steelhammer’s actions thus far, the chilling conversation DeVaur had had with him, and now the development with the talkers.  “I am so convinced of the Shaman’s claims that I am abandoning the northern campaign and will march my army back to Flaur as fast as they can possibly get there,” he told Wild.  “He has to be stopped, General Wild.  Even if it means that I must sacrifice most of Flaur, he has to be stopped, for the sake of all humanity in Noraam.  He’s not going to stop at the Flauren border.  He will march those Arcans into Alamar and Georvan, and he will conduct his campaign of genocide against them just as he has done against my Flauren countrymen.  I’m telling you this both because you need to know, and that there’s a chance that my men may overtake your army.  I’ve already told the Colonel in command of the cavalry riding for Flaur not to engage you.  They will be flying a truce flag, General, and they won’t attack.  I ask, nay, I beg that you don’t interfere with them.  They are trying to save my kingdom from the ravages of that insane Shaman and his army of bloodthirsty Arcans.”


“I can attest to the talkers,” he grunted.  “Some of our talkers don’t work anymore, and the alchemists say that they’ve been permanently destroyed.  They were talkers linked to units of Loreguard near the Flauren border.  I’ll discuss this information with the Loremasters, Field Marshall.  But as far as your cavalry is concerned, if they come up behind us, as long as they take no offensive actions against my men, I’ll allow them to pass.”


“Thank you, General,” DeVaur said with honest gratitude.  “I’ll be riding to catch up to them as soon as I finish up here.  I’ve asked for a parlay of all the generals.  This is something that they need to know.”


“Field Marshall, a messenger,” one of his sentries called.  DeVaur looked up and saw a Mallan officer holding a white flag.


“I have to go, General.  By your leave, call me back on this talker at any time, once you have more information.”


“I will.  Good luck, Field Marshall.”


“You too, General.”  He looked at the young, handsome Mallan officer, in his smart gray uniform.  “Lieutenant, is it?”


“Yes, sir,” he replied.  “I carry a message from General Braddock Banner.  He agrees to your request for a personal meeting.  At sunrise, he will be at the pavilion your message said your men will set up.”

“Very good, Lieutenant.  Thank you.  Sergeant, this officer may return to his commander.  Escort him back to his horse.”


“Yes, Field Marshall,” he said, saluting.


It was a long and cold night where he got no sleep, pacing the packed camp as his men tried to get some sleep before their long, arduous march.  Over the night, the Balton general also agreed, and his Georvan allies had also agreed to the meeting.  His men had already set up the tent in the no-man’s land under the flag of truce, and the Baltons and Mallans had allowed them to do so.  All night, all DeVaur had was time, time to think, time to worry, time to plan.  Steelhammer was insane, he was completely insane, but he was cunning, and the more he looked at things since Cheston, he was starting to see the grand plan behind Steelhammer’s actions.  And it was a humbling thing, in a way, to have been duped so easily by the man.  DeVaur had fallen into the trap of believing that Steelhammer was little or no threat, of not seeing just how dangerous someone like Steelhammer could be.  His illusions and his ability to travel vast distances very quickly had allowed him to maneuver DeVaur into this position.


DeVaur was certain now that this entire war was nothing but the Shaman’s little game.  He had somehow manipulated everyone into this situation, where the armies were deadlocked in the northern Territories, and that left him free to rampage across the southern tip of Flaur on a mission of genocidal intentions.  Steelhammer’s intent all along wasn’t to free the Arcans as he originally claimed, but to wipe out human civilization on Noraam.

Kyven Steelhammer wanted to destroy all the kingdoms of Noraam and replace them with Arcans.  He wanted to turn the humans into the slaves and the Arcans the masters, reversing the roles…and he was going to accomplish that by killing so many people that the Arcans would have no real resistance.  He wanted to destroy everything, wipe it away and allow his perverted vision of Arcans living in control of Noraam to come to pass.


Those were the actions of a madman, but DeVaur was equally convinced of just that, that Kyven Steelhammer was a madman.  He was completely insane, no doubt driven insane by that Trinity-cursed Shaman magic that he could do.  But, that insanity did not in any way impact or hinder his intelligence or his cunning.  The fact that he was an intelligent madman made him just that much more dangerous, because he had the intelligence to pursue his demented, twisted goals.

When sunrise finally arrived, DeVaur rode his mount by himself towards the pavilion, which no doubt raised quite a few eyebrows among the men behind the fortifications on the north side of the valley.  DeVaur was riding to that meeting alone, without an honor guard, without even his other senior command staff.  The Balton and Mallan generals were already there, them and their aides in the tent waiting, and no doubt told about DeVaur’s approach by the honor guard of ten men that had accompanied them, which was ancient Noraam tradition in matters of war. DeVaur dismounted as the Georvan commander galloped up behind him with his honor guard, coming from the Georvan section of the lines, and he all but jumped off his horse when he got there.  “Now are you going to explain why your men are forming up to march, DeVaur?” he demanded of DeVaur as the two of them walked into the tent.  “And why you recalled your cavalry and infantry just two hours before we were going to attack Atan?  My men were quite shocked to see your infantry take a sudden left turn and take off down the Green Valley like their asses were on fire.”

“In a moment, Hanson,” he said as the men within stood in respect.  “Gentlemen, thank you for accepting my offer of a meeting.  Please excuse me if I sound rude, but if nobody minds, we can skip the pleasantries and get right to the heart of the matter.  After I explain things, you’ll fully understand why.”


“You called this meeting, Field Marshall, so the floor is yours,” Banner said.


The three generals took seats around the negotiation table, but DeVaur stood in front of it.  He went over the situation in Flaur and his conversation with Steelhammer in detail, pointing out the abduction of his own family and the Shaman’s threat to kill them should he not attack the Baltons and Mallans, and when he was done, he looked at the other three men with a sober, grim look.  “As soon as I leave this conference, I will be marching my men back to Flaur to try to save it,” he told them in a simple voice that vibrated with emotion.  “Though it will cost me my wife and sons, at this point I have to look at the big picture.  The loss of my family is as nothing compared to the destruction of the entirety of Flaur.  My wife would be furious with me if I was so selfish as to try to save her while the rest of our kingdom burns.  And if we can’t stop him, then he will destroy every kingdom on Noraam,” he said in an intense voice.  “You gentlemen don’t know him the way I do.  You didn’t hear the tone of his voice as he promised to exterminate every human he could get his hands on.  You don’t know how much of a zealot he is,” he said, gripping the hilt of his officer’s saber.  “He won’t stop with Flaur, Alamar, Georvan, and Carin as he claims.  He hates us, he hates his own people, and I am convinced that he means to kill us all, even the northernmost kingdoms.  I am so certain of it that I will not be posting a defensive rear guard as we form up to leave.  You gentlemen could easily attack my troops as we withdraw, but I am gambling on your basic humanity.  I have to save as much of Flaur as I can before Steelhammer and his freed Arcans destroy it.  And if we fail, then I suggest in the highest possible terms that you consider returning at least a portion of your own forces to your home kingdoms, so you might protect it from him when he arrives.”

“It’s a plausible story, Field Marshall, but the simple fact of the matter is, right now a state of general war exists between our kingdoms,” Banner said.  “How can I be sure of your claims?”


“I can offer no proof but my own actions, General,” he replied.  “As I said, when I return to my men, I’ll have them take down our fortifications and pack as much as we can use that won’t burden my men, then we will force march all the way back to Flaur.  But look at me and say that the Shaman is not capable of it, Banner.  You’ve spoken to him.  You know what he’s like.”


“He seems a rather droll and sarcastic fellow to me,” the commander of the Balton armies, General Hannover Dorset, mused.  “And his intelligence was always spot-on perfect.”


“But he never worked for us, Hanny,” Banner noted.  “He has been working for the Arcans.  I have to say, DeVaur, that this might all be a trick to have us pull our forces from Atan and allow the Arcans to advance out of the mountains.”

“That is why I have something of an idea, General,” DeVaur told him.  “Everything the Shaman has done has been to put us in this position, where we hold back an Arcan army to the north while he runs rampant in the south.  If we pull to the south to stop him, the northern Arcans can break out and cause total destruction across the northern kingdoms.  He set things up so our internal squabbling would hold us in position and give him free reign to destroy the southern kingdoms,” he explained.  “With ours and the Georvan forces up here trying to secure the last of the producing mines, unwilling to cede them to the other kingdoms, it was his hope that our focus on the seriousness of our mission would make us hold our position until it was too late to stop him.  Every day that goes by, he frees more and more Arcans, and that means that his army grows.  Every day, it grows, gentlemen.  And we believe that he’s used his ability to travel vast distances quickly to bring Arcans from the northern armies down to the south where they can train the freed slaves, as well as ferry weapons and supplies to them to make them fully armed.  What few reports I got from my headquarters before he destroyed the talkers said that freed Arcans were armed with muskets and were operating as if they’d received training.”

“And?”


“And, General Dorset, it means that we’ve been led into a trap,” he replied.  “We relied so much on the Shaman’s ability to gather information that we allowed him to maneuver us into a box canyon, and now he has us right where he wants us.  Not the day after we reached Chardon and started fortifying in preparation from an attack from your forces, the Shaman attacked the Flauren city of Parai and one of the largest plantations on the peninsula, freeing nearly a thousand Arcan slaves.  He used those Arcans to free more Arcans, and more Arcans, and now he’s rampaging across Flaur with a mob of freed Arcans so large that they’ve managed to destroy every Army detachment sent out to stop them, killing every male adult and child, even infants, burning down anything with a roof, and taking every scrap of food.  He’s committed so many atrocities against my people that I can’t even relate all of them to you,” he said with a sigh.  “He led us up here, he put us in this situation, and now that he thinks we’re too deeply entrenched to back out, he’s revealed his true intentions.  But we can use that against him,” he said, crossing his arms.  “And it will only take a little cooperation between our armies.”


“Speak on,” Banner said, putting his elbow on the table.


“I can’t speak for my Georvan compatriot, but I for one say that we look after our own,” he said.  “Dorset, Banner, you have a clear path to Atan once I pull my men out, and we will not impede you.  In fact, we need you to attack Atan with all possible haste,” he declared.  “We cannot allow that bitch Pannen and Danvers to fortify Atan any more than they already have.  Yes, it means that your forces will take the mines, but at this juncture, the mines are the last thing on my mind,” he said honestly.  “I have a kingdom to save.  The fact that we may not have access to a supply of crystals means nothing if all of my people are either dead or starving.  I would suggest that once my men are clear, and you’re certain we’re not just pulling out as some kind of elaborate trap, that you march on Atan.  General Hanson here already has his mountaineers in position to attack Atan.  I would ask him to hold off his attack until your men arrive, that way you can work with him instead of us.  But I would also suggest, Marik, that you return a portion of your forces to protect Georvan should the Shaman get around us,” he warned.  “We allow the northern armies to deal with the Arcans holding the mountains while we return to the south and deal with Steelhammer and his army of freed slaves.  This isn’t about crystals any longer.  This is about saving humanity from being conquered and enslaved by the Arcans.”

The three generals looked at each other, then Hanson spoke up.  “Your claims match some of the information I’ve received from our central command.  The King of Flaur told our king what happened, and it got back to my commanding officer.  I think you put on a convincing enough argument for me to listen to you,” Hanson stated.  “I’ll send back ten thousand men to Georvan, and if you don’t mind, they’ll march with you.  They’ll split off when you reach Lanna, and once there, they’ll receive orders from our central command as to what to do next.  I’ll send Colonel Farin to command them.”


“I have no problem with that,” DeVaur nodded.


“And if you gentlemen will agree to an equal division of whatever crystals we can pull from Atan, I have no problems coordinating with you,” he said to the two northern generals.  “My mountaineers are already in position to attack the rear and flanks of the Arcan army.  All we need is someone to attack from the front so we can surprise them.”


“You have my word on that, Hanson,” Dorset said, to which Hannover nodded.  “We’ll march for Atan as soon as DeVaur’s men are clear.  Do you need any supplies or equipment for the march, Field Marshall?” he asked.


He shook his head.  “We’re well supplied, but thank you for the offer, General,” he replied.  “Hanson’s men have all the intelligence you’ll need to know the situation in Atan.  It won’t be an easy thing, Generals.  The Arcans are dug in deeply, and they’re commanded by that bastard Danvers.”

“That makes even a mob of Arcans formidable, if they’ll listen to him,” Hannover grunted.  “Danvers’ exploits are well known throughout the North.”


“We’ll get our men ready to march as soon as we get back,” Dorset stated.  “But to prevent worry among your men, we won’t dismantle our fortifications until your men are out of sight.  We don’t want them worrying about us when you have something far more important to do.”


“Thank you for that, gentlemen,” he said with a nod.  “Hanson, get your men formed up and on the move as quickly as possible.  We will not wait for them, they’ll have to catch up to us,” he told the Georvan.


“They’ll do just that, DeVaur,” he assured.


“Very well then, I think we’re done here.  From this point forward, gentlemen, I suggest in the highest possible terms that if the Shaman shows himself to you, that you try to kill him.  He’s the commander of the Arcan slaves.  Kill him, and they fall apart.  And don’t trust anything he says.  He is now our enemy, he’s the enemy of all humanity.  If you can kill him, do so.  It will save you a lot of grief later on.”


“I’d have to agree with that,” Hanson nodded.

“We should be on the move by two hours after sunrise,” he told his fellow commanders.  “Good luck in your attack on Atan, gentlemen.”


“Speed of the Trinity hurry you back to Flaur in time, DeVaur,” Dorset told him.

“Thank you.  Gentlemen,” he said thickly, nodding his head, then he turned and swept quickly from the tent, the steps of a man in a desperate hurry but still trying to at least look in control.


The three generals looked at each other after DeVaur left, then they heard his horse’s hooves pounding away.  “Is he even close to right, Hanson?” Dorset asked.


Hanson nodded grimly.  “What he said matches what I heard from General Tellon, the commander of the army,” he replied.  “No talkers linked to talkers along the Flauren border or further south work anymore, but what we heard before they went dead was that a large army of Arcan slaves was rampaging across southern Flaur.  But, we also heard that the King was keeping that a secret.”


“Why would he do that?” Hannover asked.


“We’re not sure.  But only the army units being sent out to stop the Arcans were being told of the situation, and they were ordered to keep quiet.”


“Probably to avoid causing a panic,” Dorset surmised.


“Whatever it is, now no talker works anywhere even close to the Flauren border, and the Flauren army units still in Flaur are converging on Tallasar like their asses were on fire.  Whatever we may believe, they certainly take what’s going on down there seriously.  And given who’s leading those Arcans, I think DeVaur is doing the right thing.  Enough to send ten thousand of my own men back to Georvan to reinforce our men.”


“How so?”


“Steelhammer is dry, witty, and urbane in his own way, but don’t ever believe for a second that he’s anything but a stone cold killer,” he replied grimly.  “I think he’s entirely capable of massacring civilians and murdering infants.  But more than that, he’s smart, and his ability to move around lets him see everything in ways we could only dream.  He’ll know exactly where every Flauren unit is positioned, and his damned illusions and ability to infiltrate enemy HQs to gather intelligence will let him get his hands on the Flauren battle plans.  He’s a man that will know everything his enemy is going to do, and that’ll let him take a ragtag band of freed Arcan slaves and turn them into a viable threat to any army.  Shit, if I knew every move my enemy was going to make, I could conquer all of Noraam with a force of fifty thousand men,” he snorted.

“That…is a damn good point,” Hannover said slowly.  “Since we’re already here, we may as well go over what you know of Atan, while DeVaur pulls his men out.  That way we’ll be ready to attack once we arrive.”


“Sure thing, Hannover,” Hanson nodded.  “I have to go issue the orders to get that force of men on the move south, and I’ll come back with the maps we have of the region.”


“Then let’s meet back here in two hours,” Dorset offered.  “That way we can get some breakfast and relay this development to our kings.”


“That sounds like a plan, General,” Hanson said.

After Hanson left, Hannover and Banner exited the tent and mounted.  “You think we can trust the Georvans?” Hannover asked.


“For an equal share of the crystals, yes.  The Georvans were only allied to the Flaurens for a share of the crystals.  They’ll ally with us for the same.  Look,” he said, pointing.  Banner followed his pointing finger and saw the Flauren soldiers already bending to the task of taking down what parts of the fortifications they could carry with them to erect at their nightly campsites.  “DeVaur wasn’t joking.  I think that even if what he said isn’t true, he believes that it is.”


“He does have something of a point,” Hannover noted as they turned their horses to the north, their twenty men forming up behind them.  “With most of the Flauren army up here, it would be a perfect opportunity to take advantage of the situation.  From what I remember, Flaur keeps very little in the way of armed garrisons in their interior.  If someone could manage to get an army past their naval lines and land them on the southern tip of the peninsula, they could do some major damage.”


Banner nodded.  “That must be what Steelhammer did.  Used that magic of his to take a large enough force into Flaur, attack enough remote plantations to free enough Arcans to form the foundation of an army, use the soldiers he took with them to train them, then use them to attack lightly defended plantations and villages in the Flauren interior.  If he attacked enough of them and managed to capture the Arcans, he might have several thousand Arcans behind him now, and that is a threat. Especially since the man can go just about anywhere and find out just about anything.”

“It sure took the sass out of DeVaur,” Hannover said dryly as they neared their lines.  “He was a pompous ass every time I talked to him but today.  Today he was polite, even deferential.”


“The man’s going to lose his family, Hanny.  The Shaman has them, and he’s going to kill them because he didn’t attack us.  I think that would make any man pensive.”


“That’s true.  I shouldn’t have said that,” he grunted.  “It was unkind of me.”


“I know one thing.  As soon as we get back to camp, I’m calling Delaina on the talker and having her take the girls and stay at her mother’s townhouse in Annapo,” Banner grunted.  “If Steelhammer went after DeVaur’s family, he might come after ours.”


“That’s a fair point.  I think I’d better do the same.  I can send Luci and the kids to her sister’s farm, I doubt the Shaman knows about it.”

Stepping out of the shadows directly in front of Danna’s command tent, Nightfall brushed her long, thick, almost sinfully luxurious black hair over her shoulder, feeling the tips of it brush against the base of her tail.  Danna was in there, her clawed hands on the edge of a table with Danvers and several of the high-ranking officers in the army, poring over a map, debating something.  They both glanced at her as she stepped in, allowed inside without challenge by the two armored guards standing just outside.  “Nightfall,” Danna called.  “You have news?”


“Yes, Danna,” she replied.  “The Flaurens are leaving.”


“Leaving?  As in preparing to march?” Danvers asked quickly.


“Yes, Wilson,” she replied with a nod.  “I overheard a meeting between the human generals just at sunrise.  DeVaur is going back to Flaur to stop Kyven, and he’s taking his entire army.”


Danvers breathed out a sigh, and Danna smiled.  “Kyv said he could pull DeVaur out of the Territories,” she said with a relieved smile.  “That’s got to buy us at least three more days, Wilson.”


“Time we can use well, at least to shore up our main defenses.  But the war starts today, Danna.  The Mountaineers.”


“Them,” she grunted, looking at the map.  “I take it you’re suggesting we attack them?”


“They’ll never expect it,” he replied with a nod.  “Right now they think we have no idea they’re there.  They have no idea we have our own units in place to attack them.  Tonight, just after sundown, we should eliminate the Georvan Mountaineers here, here, and here,” he said, tapping the map in three places.  “That will cripple any attempt they make to attack our rear.”


“There’s more to tell, Danna,” Nightfall interrupted.  “The Georvans are now allied with the Baltons and Mallans, promising to help for a portion of the crystals they can recover from the mines. They intend to wait for them to march here then aid them in their attack on Atan.”


“That’s not a surprise,” Danna said.  “Did you overhear their plans?’


She shook her head.  “They’re meeting again in a couple of hours to discuss their strategy.  I’ll make sure to be there to listen to them.”


“You definitely need to be there, Nightfall,” Danvers told her.  “With Kyven busy to the south, you and Toby have been invaluable replacing him as our eyes and ears.”


“I do what I can,” Nightfall said modestly.


“I’d be doing it too, but Wilson won’t—“ Danna said, but then she cut herself off as she felt something cold and malicious slide over her, like a cold wind that went completely through her body, a shifting in the texture of the shadows in the room.  Nightfall gasped and took a quick step back, her long black hair billowing over her shoulder as she looked upwards, her arms out and her fingers flexed so she could bring her claws to bear with maximum effectiveness if necessary.


“What the fuck was that?” Danna gasped, looking towards the east, the direction that ominous wind traveled.


“That was within the shadow world,” Nightfall said quickly, crisply, her eyes both calculating and fearful.  “That must be the evil force Kyven described coming across in the shadow world.  Danna, we dare not shadow walk,” she said, nearly ordering.  “And someone needs to warn Toby over his talker not to shadow walk either.”


“And Kyv,” Danna added.  “He needs to know that it showed up again.  He said he was going to find out what it was and a way to keep it from being a threat.  Longclaw, go get any Shaman that can send messages long distances,” she ordered one of her guards.  “And get in touch with Toby and tell him about this, tell him not to shadow walk until we call him back.”

“Yes, General,” he said with a nod, then rushed off.


“Why not use a talker?” Nightfall asked.


“Kyven’s already destroyed all the talkers in Flaur,” Danvers answered.  “Clover warned us yesterday afternoon about it.  I just hope he’s awake now.  Clover said that using the device was very hard on him, and he was so weak afterwards that the army had to stop moving so he could rest.”

“He should be, he’s exhausted himself before and was up and about the next day,” Danna said confidently, then she shivered.  “No wonder Kyv was so worried about that thing.  I’ve never felt anything so, so, so…evil.”


Nightfall nodded.  “There is darkness in the shadow world, but nothing like that,” she added.  “Now I understand why Kyven never taught us to walk into the depths of the shadow world.  If things like that lurk there, we are wise to stay on the border of the real world at all times.”


It was Sungold that returned with the guard.  She was one of the rarest and most unique Arcans on Noraam, for she was an Arcan of a big cat from Fria called a lion.  She was very tall, burly, and had sharp, large brown-amber eyes.  Since she was an Arcan of a species of animal not native to Noraam, her kind were extremely rare.  She was the only lion Arcan Danna had ever seen, just the way Patches was the only red panda Arcan she had ever seen.  Sungold was like Lightfoot, she refused to wear any clothing at all, so it was a naked female Arcan that strode into the tent.  “I was told you need to talk to Clover?”

“Yes, Sungold,” Danna nodded.  “Can you make contact with her?”


“Of course, General.  I’ll cast the spell so she can hear everyone in the room, and all of you can hear her.”


“That sounds good.”


A moment later, Clover’s voice seemed to emanate out of thin air in front of the tall, burly female Arcan Shaman.  “What is it, Sungold?”

“Clover,” Danna called.


“Good morning, Danna,” she said with sincere affection.

“We just had one of those evil things Kyven described in the shadow world pass over us,” she said.  “We need to tell Kyv about it.  Is he awake?”


“No.  He’s still recovering from yesterday,” she answered.


“Still?” Danna asked.


“He very nearly did himself permanent harm, Danna, he’s not going to jump out of his bedroll this time,” she answered calmly.  “He’ll need at least two more days of rest before he’ll be able to get out of his bedroll.  But since we can’t wait two days, we’ve made the decision to leave him behind with a detachment of guards to protect him and allow him to recover while we continue to press the attack.  We cannot afford to slow down or the Flaurens will organize resistance in front of us.  We cannot wait, not even for Kyven.”

“I didn’t realize it was that bad,” Danna said with growing worry.


“He’s not in any danger, Danna, he just needs rest and he’ll be fine.  It’s just that he’ll need more rest than usual this time.  Don’t worry, friend.”

“Well, if you say so,” she said, worry still in her voice.  “But can you relay the message to whoever’s with him so he knows when he’s awake?”


“I’ll make sure of it,” she answered.  “Is there anything else you need?”

“No, that was all,” Danna answered.


“Then excuse my abruptness, but we’re currently on the move and I don’t want the others to get too far ahead of me.  I’ll contact you when we stop to tell you about Kyven and our progress in more detail, alright?”

“Alright.  Be careful, Clover.”


“You too.  Goodbye, friend.”

Sungold nodded to tell them the spell was ended, crossing her arms beneath her small, furry breasts.  “I hope Kyv’s really alright,” Danna fretted.  “That Clover’s not just telling me what I want to hear.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine, Danna,” Danvers told her.  “Clover isn’t one to hide the truth.  And I’m not entirely surprised.  Kyven always said that he’s weaker than the other Shaman, yet he used that device to knock out every talker in Flaur.  It had to have been everything he could handle to do it.  I’m surprised he’s not in bed for a week to recover rather than a couple of days.”


“I guess, I didn’t think of it like that,” Danna said, tapping her muzzle.  “But, there’s not much we can do about it either way, so I guess we’d better put our minds on what’s in front of us, not what’s going on down in Flaur.  I think the fur’s gonna start flying in just a couple of days, Wilson.  We’d better start getting ready for facing the Baltons and Mallans instead of the Flaurens, and dealing with the Georvan Mountaineers.”


“We shouldn’t have too much trouble, Danna, at least as long as we’re only facing them.  It’s when the Phioni and other northern armies get here that we’re going to find our backs against the wall.  The big question for us will be just when we pull back, and how effectively we do it to draw the enemy into the mountains.  The timing will be critical.”


“How long until the Phioni get here?” Nightfall asked.


“Five to seven days,” Danna replied.  “They’ve been slowed down by bad weather further to the north.  They were marching to the north of us and then were going to swing south, coming in from the northern end of the Green Valley, to prevent us from going that way.  The Jenn are right behind them, and the Yora, Hamm, and Mennish armies aren’t far behind.  In about two weeks, we’ll have the entire combined armies of the north camped in the valley.  When that happens, we start withdrawing, luring them into chasing us out into the northern plains, where the winter cold will be as much our weapon as our muskets and rifles.”


“But the Baltons and Mallans aren’t going to wait for the others.  They’ll attack now and try to get control of Atan and the mines,” Danvers added.  “So we’ll be fighting all the way up until the others arrive.  Our task is to hold back the Baltons, Mallans, and Georvans as long as possible, until the other armies get here, then we withdraw.  We want all of them here so all of them chase us into the wilderness, and they do it without their wagons and heavy siege weaponry.  They’ll never get them through the mountains.”


“That may be, Wilson, but they’re gonna send them up to Two River and send them down by boat,” Danna said.


“I know, Danna, and I’m counting on that,” he smiled.  “We’ve already got a plan in place for dealing with enemy boats on the Deep River.”


“It sounds like you have everything prepared,” Nightfall said.  “Since I can’t shadow walk right now, I’m going to go get something to eat and rest a while.”


“Go ahead, Nightfall,” Danna said.  “I’ll see you later.”


Nightfall stepped from the tent, looking to the east several times as she headed for the cooking area.  Now that she’d felt what Kyven had, she fully understood why he was so worried about it.  She’d felt darkness in the shadow world, but never felt pure evil like that.  Whatever that thing was, it reveled in pain, misery, and chaos, it was a miasma that hung around it that was so powerful that it even intruded into the real world.  It explained why the entities in the shadow world fled from it, and Kyven’s warnings not to shadow walk when they felt that thing were entirely sensible.


But something else worried her.  None of them had ever encountered anything like that thing before, and yet now it appears twice in the span of just a few weeks.  Perhaps…perhaps something had changed in the shadow world that made it more active, more willing to come close to the real world.  Or perhaps, something going on in the real world was attracting it from the depths of the shadow world.


The war.  Something that reveled in pain, chaos, and misery would find an entire continent at war to be quite the lovely and beautiful thing.


Could the war be attracting that thing from the deep shadow world and close to the real world?  Could it possibly be the shadow fox Arcans themselves, moving through the shadow world and attracting it the way a rabbit attracted a hawk?  Something had to have lured it from its lair deep in the shadow world.  Or maybe not, maybe it had been asleep for centuries and only now just woke up and started moving around.  Without understanding what it was and not knowing anything about it, she supposed anything was possible.


One thing was for sure.  She wasn’t going back into the shadow world again for quite a while.  She had felt just a pale shadow of that thing and it had chilled her soul.  She did not want to see or feel the rest of it.


Not one bit.
