Chapter 2

This…this is where he would begin.

Pulling Vasha up, he patted her on the base of her neck as she pranced in place after stopping.  Her coat was dusty and had some burrs in it from their long and very arduous journey, showing the mark of their hard travel in her ungroomed condition.  But it had been necessary to get into position so he’d be in the right place and the right time once the human armies to the north stopped fighting each other and banded together to fight the Arcans.  He knew that was going to happen, when Danvers and Danna proved they were far more of a threat than the human generals believed, and particularly after they destroyed the mines in Atan, Brackenveld, and Two River.  When there were no longer any mines to fight over, the humans would come after the ones who had destroyed them, as well as the ones that posed the greatest threat to human civilization.


They would go after Danna and the Arcans over what Kyven was doing in Flaur.


They were trying to go after her right now, but DeVaur had not moved fast enough.  There was a gigantic stalemate just west of Chardon back up to the north, where DeVaur and the Georvans were almost besieged by the combined armies of the Baltons, Mallons, Phioni, and the Jenn Colonists, and with the Yora, Hammish and Mennish marching in their direction. There were far too many northerners for DeVaur to split his armies, so he had advanced to the south and west of Chardon and dug in to prepare for the northerners, a move that protected his supply lines and let him set up in favorable terrain.  He had sent about two thousand cavalry west to scout out the defenses at Atan, as many men as he felt he could afford to lose, and those men would arrive at Atan early tomorrow morning.  When DeVaur got his report back from that expeditionary force, then things up north were going to get very ugly very fast.  When DeVaur understood the full size and scope of the Arcan army, a size that Danna and Wilson Danvers had kept carefully concealed, it was going to change the dynamics of what was going on up there.

And this is where he would begin.  Kyven and his friends were standing on the edge of a stand of mixed pine and oak trees looking at a plantation, and a very large one.  In fact, it was one of the largest plantations in all of Flaur, a gigantic farm as large as entire counties up north that produced cotton, sugar, rice, and other foodstuffs, all owned by one family. This plantation rested at the very tip of the Flauren peninsula, with nothing but swamp and wetland south of it that sank into the sea, and owned by the king of Flaur himself.  The royal family had owned this land for generations, and the wealth it provided was one of the major reasons why his family had rose to power.  The plantation was almost an entire small town all to itself, and what interested them the most, there were nearly a thousand Arcan slaves scattered across the minars of farmland in little shanty towns, each shanty responsible for a different part of the plantation.  Arcans could live their entire lives in one shanty town producing just one crop and never work in a different field.  And there were only about a hundred humans overseeing those thousand Arcans, whose cruelty and brutality were well known all the way in Haven.

The four figures hanging from a tree branch not far from them, sitting along the road to the gate into the plantation, was stark evidence of that.  They were Arcans, dead Arcans who had been hung up by the neck and then skinned.  Their raw, bloody bodies twisted in the warm wind as vultures perched on their heads and shoulders and pecked at their exposed flesh, since they’d torn out the Arcans’ eyes and tongues long ago.  Most often an Arcan corpse would be butchered to feed the meat to other Arcans, which meant that these four had to be an object lesson of some sort…but to whom was the question.  The Arcans couldn’t really see them hanging out here.  As near as Kyven could figure, they’d probably slipped their collars and tried to escape, and such was the fate of any Arcan recaptured by its master when that master felt that they could afford to lose the investment.


One hundred humans, give or take, all of them farm workers and overseers.  From what Kyven had managed to glean in his surveillance of the farm, there were about two hundred more humans who were family to the workers, living on the plantation in small but cozy and well-built houses clustered at the very center of the plantation, houses built to deal with the sweltering heat of a Flauren summer.  There was a grand plantation house at that central village of sorts, but it currently stood empty; it served as a vacation house for the king of Flaur, and he didn’t even permit servants to live in the house when he wasn’t there.

Sirra and Dauro melted out of the trees and came to a stop at either side of Vasha’s legs, both of them looking even leaner and more savage after eight days of very hard, grueling travel.  Dauro growled softly as he sniffed at the air, no doubt smelling the bloody corpses nearby.


“I know, boy,” Kyven said in a low, grim tone, already preparing himself for what he knew he had to do.  “But there’s nothing we can do for them now except avenge them.”


“And we will,” Stalker said in a savage voice, rage lurking within it and barely controlled.


“Flauren, Stalker, Flauren,” Kyven chided gently in Flauren.  During the trip, his three Shaman friends had bargained with the spirits to teach them and his nannies Flauren, so there would be no language barrier in what was coming.  Being unable to speak to the Arcans they were about to free would be a critical liability if they had to make them do something fast.  “You have to get used to speaking it.  For the next few weeks, it’s the only language you’re really going to use when speaking to anyone not in this group.”


“I keep forgetting,” he said with a dark chuckle, speaking Flauren.


“What is our plan, brother?” Clover asked, looking up at him.


“I’ll go in first and disable as many weapons as I can, and block the door of the armory so they can’t get at those weapons.  The rest of you wait until two hours before midnight, then come to me.  We’ll attack the central village as soon as you reach me, and I’ll start it by setting fire to the main barracks,” he replied evenly.  “All the humans live in one place and rely on the collars to keep the Arcans in their shanty towns overnight, and we’ll use that against them to take all of them out in one fell swoop.  Tomorrow morning, we’ll range out and free the Arcans in the shanty towns and get them organized.  When we attack, brother, sisters, friends, kill every single adult male human you encounter.  All of them, no matter what they do, even if they surrender.  Kill anyone else who resists, and round up anyone who doesn’t.”  He closed his eyes and bowed his head.  “And be ready,” he said in a grim tone.  “We show mercy only to those who surrender.  If anyone resists in any way, no matter how small or petty the resistance, no matter how defenseless or harmless they are, kill them.”


“Mercy to these animals?” Stalker said darkly.


“How we’ll leave them will not make it seem in any way like a mercy, brother,” Kyven said with a dark look.  “It might be more merciful to kill them and save them the suffering that’s coming, but the king of Flaur won’t be quite so moved about the plight of his people if they’re already dead.  Children dying in the streets of pestilence and starvation will cause much more outrage than butchered villages once word gets out of what’s happening down here.”


Stalker gave him a slightly surprised look, then nodded quietly.


“Dancer, no doubt there will be plenty of injuries for you to heal,” he warned the red vixen, who was the best healer among them.  “But you do not heal any human, even one not resisting.”


“I understand, brother.”


He glanced up at the sun, and saw that it was midafternoon.  They wouldn’t have to wait very long.  He climbed down from Vasha’s back and patted her fondly on the shoulder, and she lowered her head down and butted her snout playfully against his chest.  “You’ve come a long way in a short time, girl, but I’m sorry, we won’t have much time to rest,” he told her, stroking her nose fondly.  “Go with Striker and try your best not to kill him.  I have to go in alone from here.  Striker,” he called.


His coyote friend advanced with what was going to make this illusion work, a horse taken from a farmstead they crossed that morning, whom Dancer and Clover had Blessed to allow the animal to keep up with the others without dying.  Kyven built an image in his mind, exceptionally detailed and exacting, and then beckoned the shadow fox for the energy to bring his vision into reality, and she responded.  His image shimmered, and then was replaced by a portly middle-aged man wearing a simple white cassock and black collar, a wide-brimmed white felt hat with the holy symbol of the Trinity emblazoned upon it, but wearing extravagant leather boots with swirling designs and expensive white trousers.  It was the image of a cleric of the Trinity, whom Flauren tradition would demand that the plantation workers accept among them and offer a meal and a bed if needed. Kyven put his foot in the stirrup of the well-made, worn saddle they’d stolen from the farmstead, making sure to get a riding saddle rather than a work saddle, and he tugged a bit at the illusory cassock to make it fall more properly around the horse.  Though it was nothing but a figment of his imagination, Kyven had instilled such substance into the illusion that, when combined with his complete belief that his illusion was real, caused the illusion to bend and fold around the saddle and horse as if it were real cloth, and without Kyven having to imagine the illusion moving in the way that it did.  The illusion was intruding into reality to such a degree that it was interacting with physical objects, mainly since the horse didn’t have the willpower to resist the version of reality that Kyven was imposing upon it.

Reality was naught but one’s point of view, after all.


“I’ll do what I can to get them ready for you,” he said.  “But be careful when you move in regardless.  No doubt I’ll miss a few muskets.  Sirra, Dauro, stay with the others.  And tonight, be ready to kill,” he called, which caused both of the Lupans to growl softly.

Hidden behind his guise of a Flauren cleric, Kyven rode his horse onto the dirt road leading out of the woods and towards the arching sign naming the plantation, with whitewashed rail fence extending out of sight on this flat land in either direction.  Kyven rode slowly and easily, as if he had not a care in the world, as he reoriented his mind to assume a new identity.  He stopped thinking in Noravi and started thinking in Flauren, began believing that he was Shoran DeSann, Flauren cleric and shepherd of the souls of patriotic Flaurens everywhere, even as his new identity’s entire life history fell into place in his mind.  He reached the overhead sign calling the plantation the King’s Gardens.  The plantation was about fifty minars south of the Flauren town of Parai, which was the southernmost city of any size on the peninsula.


The peninsula.  Kyven rode along as he pondered how much had changed since the days when Danvers’ old map was the way the world was, and the way it was now.  The Flauren city of Parai had once been known as Palm Bay.  Parai was the southernmost large town on the east side of the peninsula, but back when it was called Palm Bay, it was barely halfway down the peninsula.  In the thousand years between one map and the other, the entire southern half of the Flauren peninsula had sunk into the sea.  King’s Gardens was one of the largest plantations in Flaur which dominated the entire southernmost tip of dry land on the peninsula.  South of the plantation was about fifty minars of swamp and wetlands, and then south of that there was what was called the Shallow Sea…and it was called that because at one time the mud that lurked only about five rods under the surface of the ocean had once been dry land.  A tall man could walk minars out into the ocean and keep his head above water, at least during low tide.  When high tide came, that same man would most likely drown before getting back to a point where he could put his feet on the bottom and still breathe.  It was like that for nearly a hundred minars southward, and then it finally began to deepen…which correlated almost perfectly with the map Danvers had.  The Shallow Sea ended right at the southern edge of what used to be the peninsula known back then as Florida.

There were deeper channels through the Shallow Sea that ships used to cross it safely, which cut days off their travel time.


The strange part was, while Flaur had sunk into the sea, most of the rest of Noraam was remarkably unchanged.  The coastline of today wasn’t much different from the coastline on Danvers’ ancient map, with only one real exception, the Free Territories.  Kyven pondered that as he rode onto the plantation, wondering what cataclysm had occurred in the distant pass that had caused half of Flaur to sink into the sea, yet had not affected the rest of Noraam to any great effect.  Had the Breach caused Flaur to sink into the sea?  It had certainly rearranged the geography of most of what was now the Free Territories, since the Breach had occurred south of Avannar—or what had once been Avannar—and back then had been a military fortress known as Marine Corps Base Quantico.  The explosion had shattered the land, created a crater minars wide that was still visible today as a giant shallow bowl-like depression north of Fredick’s Burrough and south of Woodenvale, and was considered some of the best farmland in the Territories because the soil was remarkably devoid of rocks.  It had changed the coastal topography of the shores of the Great Bay, and had seeded the entire eastern regions of Noraam with mana crystals, with some flying as far as the Great Snake River far to the west

A dusty human farmhand with dirt stained on his cotton shirt rode towards him as he walked his horse along the road leading into the plantation, who was overseeing a work gang of nearly fifty Arcans who were toiling in a cotton field.  “A good afternoon to you, Father,” the farmhand said in the southern dialect of Flauren.  “What brings you to King’s Gardens?”

“I’m on a sojourn, my son,” he said simply.  A cleric on a sojourn wandered aimlessly, wherever he believed that the gods of the Trinity guided him, on a spiritual journey where he was supposed to care for the common man.  “Might a humble cleric beg a meal and a bed from you good folk this night?”


“Of course, of course, Father!” he said amiably, taking off his hat and slapping it against his thigh, creating a small cloud of dust.  “You just keep riding up this road for about ten more minars and you’ll come to a village.  Any of the women there can take care of you.”

“Why thank you, my son.  Truth be told, I’m quite ready for a hot meal and some rest.  It’s been a long ride.”


Kyven left the man to go back to his Arcan slaves, putting the friendly man and the Arcans out of his mind at the moment so they didn’t interfere with his disguise.  It took him nearly an hour to reach the little village, not long before sunset, and it was bustling with activity from the wives and Arcan servants.  Kyven had scouted the village from the shadow world, so he was already familiar with its layout.  There were some fifty buildings here, a healthy village just about anywhere, with half of them houses for the workers and the other half work buildings.  They had centralized most of their operation here at this village with smaller satellite work buildings near the Arcan shanty towns.  The main barns were here.  The main blacksmith and on-plantation alchemist forge was here.  The plantation had its own alchemist whose primary duty was to make collars and other farm-specific alchemical devices and replace crystals in those devices.  There was a large barracks-style bunkhouse for the unmarried overseers, a fairly large building housing some forty men.  And beyond the village, encircled in am intricate wrought iron fence, was the grand plantation house belonging to the King of Flaur, currently sitting empty.


A very pretty young woman stopped his horse at the edge of the village, carrying wet clothes in a wicker basket.  “Good afternoon, Father,” she said with a dazzling smile.  “What can we do for you today?”


“One of the farmhands sent me here, my good young lady,” he replied with a gentle smile on his illusory face.  “He said I might find a hot meal and a clean bed this night.”


“Why, of course you will, Father!” she told him, turning and pointing.  “Go to that building right there and ask for Matron Maria.  She’ll get you all sorted out in no time.”


Kyven tipped the brim of his hat to the pretty young lady.  “Thank you, my good young lady,” he replied in a kind voice.  “Peace of the Trinity be upon you.”

“To you too, Father.”


Kyven gave over his horse to a teenage boy, then spoke to Matron Maria, whom was a rather stern and severe-looking woman of middle age, gray streaking her, and she brought him to the bunkhouse.  She took him through the main barracks and to one of the small overseer’s rooms in the back.  “This room is empty, Father,” she said in her severe voice.  “Please make yourself at ease.  We’ll be serving the evening meal as soon as the farmhands come in.  I’ll have someone come fetch you if you’d like to rest before the meal, Father.”


“That sounds wonderful, good Matron, but I’ll be out and about.  After all day sitting down, I think a walk would do wonders for me.”


“Then I’ll see you at evening meal, Father.”


As soon as Maria was out of the room, Kyven got to work.  He opened his eyes to the spirits first, made sure no one else was in the barracks, then he ranged out and moved through the barracks, breaking every musket he found by breaking the trigger completely off all the way into the stock of the weapon, which wouldn’t be easily noticeable.  Some of them may not even notice until they tried to pull the trigger that wasn’t there.   He kept a constant vigil with spirit sight, watching the people and Arcans outside the barracks, moving swiftly through the barracks with confidence, since he’d studied the place the night before while all the single men were sleeping to find all their muskets and other weapons.  Once he finished, he strolled out of the barracks and greeted and shook hands down the street, tipping his hat to the many ladies who were rushing about, some of them doing final chores while evening meal cooked on the stoves and over the fires back home.  He moved without purpose and with an easy gait, looking entirely like a man taking a leisurely stroll, but when he reached the door to the armory building, holding the surplus collars, as well as pain sticks, additional muskets, and other weaponry, he paused to adjust his hat.  Meanwhile, under the illusion, he sent a tendril of solid shadow into the keyhole of the lock and broke its internal workings, which would make the lock impossible to open.  The men out watching over the Arcans didn’t put their weapons in the armory after coming back in, it was only opened if they needed to take something out or put something in.


 He was invited to take the evening meal in any number of houses in the village, including the main overseer’s large house near the main house, but he opted instead to take the meal in the main barracks with the unmarried men.  He gave a lengthy and somewhat jaunty blessing of the meal, then sat with them as he seemed to politely inquire as to what men did, but was really gathering essential information for the next day.  Through asking them men what their days entailed, he found out which fields produced what, where they were, and how many Arcans were stationed in each field.  His illusion showed no aversion when he found out why the four Arcans were hanging outside the plantation—for trying to escape, as he suspected—and listened as the men laughed about how they’d tortured the four of them in front of the other Arcans as a warning.  He kept his calm, if only because he knew that every single man in the barracks was eating his last meal.


After eating, to avoid exposing the fact that he wasn’t a true Flauren when they started playing music and singing songs he didn’t know, he excused himself to go for another walk through town just after sunset and to speak with the other residents, who were practicing the old Flauren custom of sitting on the porch after sunset, once the threat of mosquitoes abated, to enjoy the cool night air.  Flaurens tended to stay up late because they rested through the hottest part of the day.  While he did so, he kept careful track of most of the married men, using spirit sight under his illusion to mark their locations, noting which ones had gone to bed early.  He stayed out for nearly two hours, advancing up onto porches and shaking hands, inquiring about health, offering advice, doing all the things that the residents expected a Flauren cleric to do.

Half the unmarried men were asleep when he returned to the barracks, and Kyven begged off any conversation, claiming to be tired and ready for bed.  He retreated to the private room they’d offered him and laid down for a while, waiting for everyone outside of the barracks to go to sleep.  There were a large group of men playing poker in the barracks, but Kyven discounted them, since they would die first and thus be no threat.  Using spirit sight, he kept watch on the houses he could see and the people inside them, and when the last couple went to bed, he sat up and prepared himself for action.  He dismissed the illusion and checked his pistols to make sure they were loaded and chambered, checked his rifle, checked his shockrod and two firetubes, checked his impact rod, checked the talker he’d use to contact Clover in case there was a change in plans, and once all his equipment passed inspection, he began.


His body dissolved into living shadow, appearing to be a two-dimensional paper cut-out figure moving about in the real world, then he converged a shadow gateway around his feet and brought it up his body, bringing him into the shadow world.  With the moonlight streaming down over the village, it cast the entire village in shadow, and that brought most of the village into the shadow world.  He could see almost everything within the shadow world, represented there with more clarity than normal, almost as if the stars and weather were aware of his intent and cooperated to give him the best chance of success.  He saw that most of the villagers were sleeping, only a few moving around, and what was most important, the men in the barracks were either asleep or their attention was completely absorbed in their poker game.

It was time.


Setting his gateway to return him to the real world just by the main door of the barracks, the men playing poker didn’t see the dark shadow shimmer at the dim end of the barracks.  But they did notice when all sound just ended among them, unable to hear their own voices, the scraping of the chairs on the floor, or anything else.  They looked around in confusion, and that confusion became shock when two men suddenly had blood and brains sprayed across their faces, and a men collapsed onto the table face first, a large hold blown through his head.  Those two men moved to jump to their feet, but they pitched over backwards in total silence, and the other three men moved to jump up as well. But they too were cut down in total silence, even their bodies falling to the floor causing not a whisper of sound.


At the door, Kyven holstered his two smoking pistols and canceled the spell of silence, then a single gesture sent a cloud of shadow billowing through the barracks, plunging the already dim barracks into dark shadows.  His eyes open to the spirits, merged to the shadows so that not even his glowing eyes would be visible, Kyven pulled his two firetubes, turned partially behind him, and activated one of them.  Intense flame issued forth from the tip, catching the door and walls around it on fire, but the light of that fire was consumed by the dark cloud of shadow contained within the barracks, creating undulating, chaotic shimmers and flares of light within the barracks, a nightmarish, surreal sight to any that might see it..  Kyven walked along the center row of the barracks, and one by one to each side of himself, he bathed the sleeping men in their bunks with intense fire from the firetubes, raking it across every bunk as he walked past, catching the bunks on fire, the men in those bunks on fire, and all the combustible cloth and flooring around them on fire.  The agonized shrieks of the first man startled most of the others awake, who couldn’t see anything because of the cloud of shadow trapped in the barracks.  They boiled out of their beds as the men behind Kyven burned, stumbling and fumbling in the shifting darkness, only catching the faintest distorted glimpses of ruddy reddish light from the fires.  Kyven kicked a man that wandered into the central isle in the hip and knocked him onto the floor, then the man screamed in utter agony and writhed on the floor when Kyven turned both firetubes on him.  His convulsions were almost mercifully ended seconds later after he passed out from the pain, and simply stepped around the burning body, stepping up onto and then over a nearby bunk, lighting it on fire almost as an afterthought as he went over it.  The heat from the fires to each side and behind him started tightening his skin, and smoke began to build in the barracks, making it hard to breathe as the men recoiled from that heat, and shouts of fire started coming from them between hacking coughs from the smoke.

But it was too late for them.  Half the barracks room was on fire, an intense fire that spread quickly, and Kyven’s cloud of shadow made it impossible for them to even see the flames that were consuming the building.


Kyven advanced and set fire to the other door out of the barracks, sealing the men inside and sealing them to their doom, then converged a gateway under his feet and pulled it up and over his body.  The things took note of him, since he wasn’t in his shadow form, and the shadow world had the vertigo-inducing chaos about it caused by his real world body warping its shadowy reality.  He took a single step and converged another gateway, again at his feet, and pulled it up over his body even as he willed himself to fall into it, causing him to set his feet lightly on the rooftop of the armory down the street from the barracks.  Men and women wearing nightclothes were running towards the barracks, as the men inside screamed in agony and fear while flames billowed from the windows and walls.  They were trapped inside, and Kyven’s cloud of shadow that was still inside the barracks made it impossible for them to find the windows from which they could climb out, if only they could see them.  Kyven saw one man manage just that, struggling out of a window with fire licking at the roof over his head, and the man was shrieking even as he tried to get through.  Two men rushed up and pulled him out, and the reason for his screaming became evident when he tumbled to the ground, for his legs were being consumed by fire.  The two men dragged the man away from the burning building, at least until one of them collapsed to the ground in a heap.

They all heard the sharp crack of the rifle, but they didn’t put it together until the second man helping the burning man also fell, a pink spray issuing from his forehead.  Several men and women looked back in his direction, and he heard multiple screams of anger and fear when they saw the figure on the roof of the armory, holding a rifle, whose eyes were glowing with an unmistakable green radiance.


“Shaman!”


Two more men fell before they could react, as the nightclothes-clad villagers scattered, the men rushing for their houses to get their muskets.  One of those men was thrown into the air when a brilliant flash of light was proceeded by the sharp crack of thunder, and Stalker flashed into view between two buildings, running with magical speed and a look of frightening eagerness on his face as he started killing the humans he so hated.  Stalker’s eyes glowed with amber radiance as he killed another man with channeled lightning, running so impossibly fast that many of them couldn’t even track him in the darkness thanks to his black fur, rushing right through a grouping of villagers and vanishing between two houses before any of them could react.  As they turned to look in his direction, Clover came up behind them, also running with magical speed, killing a man with channeled lighting, sliding to a stop in a cloud of dust, then channeling a withering blast of cold against a group of five men, killing all of them instantly as their bodies flash-froze and rimed over with frost.  Dancer appeared on a rooftop across from Kyven, and she made a thrusting gesture with one hand, then raised her hand palm up.  Jagged lances of stone erupted from the ground under the feet of several men, and they impaled them with brutal speed.  Their bodies twitched as they hung from the jagged spears of rock, then they went limp as blood poured onto the torn ground beneath them.

And that was the beginning of the end.  With four Shaman attacking the village, it threw the villagers into a complete panic.  Women and children screamed and ran in every direction as the men died one after one, killed with surgical precision by the four Shaman, killed by blasts of fire and lightning, deathly cold, spears of stone, blazing shafts of light, and by the human Shaman’s rifle as he stood on the roof of the armory and killed every man he could put in his sights.  Men with muskets in their hands died almost instantly as they opened the doors of their houses, unaware that the Shaman could see through the walls and could see them coming, and the ten men that tried to charge the armory to get to the weapons within were cut down by Kyven’s rifle.  Women and children were not spared in the ugly massacre, several still forms on the ground, but many of them weren’t dead.  Clover was moving through the humans with magical speed, and a light, almost gentle touch on the women and children as she passed put them into a magical sleep, knocking them unconscious and putting them out of the battle.  But she showed the men no such mercy, killing any man that she encountered as she raced back and forth among the buildings, never slowing down, disappearing behind and between buildings so fast that no human could track her movements.


The collared Arcans stood almost dumbfounded, watching the scene unfolding before them with almost disbelieving eyes.  They ran through the streets unchallenged, though their collars prevented them from fleeing…and slowly, they began to realize that the attackers were only going after the humans, leaving them untouched.  And as they started to get good views of the attackers, saw the glowing eyes, saw the Arcans, they began to weep, several falling to their knees and burying their faces in their hands.  Finally, their prayers to the spirits had been answered.  Finally, the Shaman had come.


But it wasn’t just Shaman.  Uncollared Arcans moved quickly through the village, taking the collared ones by the hands and pulling them to safety, gathering them in a central area where they wouldn’t get accidentally harmed.  The collared Arcans saw these three Arcans kill humans that got in their way with claws or an impact rod, and they saw gigantic wolf-like animals savaging a man between two houses, tearing him apart.  Then a monstrous horse barreled out from behind a house and crushed a man with a musket into the ground with its forehooves, stomping him.  It gave a loud, ominous bray and then kicked a fleeing teenage boy, folding his body around its back hoof and breaking his back, leaving him laying motionless on the ground behind it.  These were monsters, the Arcans realized, monsters that were attacking the humans along with the Shaman and their Arcan helpers.

After several moments of complete chaos, as bodies started to pile up in the village streets, quite a few of the women tried to flee the village…and every single one that did was killed by Stalker.  Any woman or child that left the perimeter of the village barely made it twenty steps before the large wolf Arcan raced by with magical speed and ripped the life out of them with his claws.  After seeing their companions fall, the women and children trying to flee the village turned back, realizing even in their terror that leaving the village was instant death.  They ran back to the corpse-littered streets and burning buildings, and when they did so, they were put to sleep one by one by the racing Clover, adding their own bodies to the littered figures clogging the streets of their small village.


In a shockingly short amount of time, it was over.  Kyven lowered his rifle when the last of the village’s men was laying dead on the ground, and the remaining women and children were being rounded up by his brothers and sisters.  His nannies and the monsters herded the frightened Arcans down the street once the last of the resistance was killed off, as women and children started to awaken from Clover’s spell of sleeping and were rounded up by the Shaman, put in the village square.  They were weeping and babbling, the mothers clutching their children.  They were made to sit on the ground as the barracks burned, sending angry red light across the village, and Kyven came down off the roof of the armor and slung his rifle over his shoulder.  The women and children gaped at him, seeing a human with glowing eyes, a human Shaman.  Kyven came to a stop at the edge of the gathered survivors, some 83 women and children.  “Don’t completely drain those collars,” Kyven warned as Dancer started to take the collars off the enslaved Arcans.  “They’re set so the wearer can’t leave the boundary of the village.  Put them on the humans and drain the crystals so they only last for another two days before failing.  That should keep these people out of our hair until we’re long gone.”

“Aye, brother,” Dancer nodded, turning back to the little mouse Arcan, looking at Dancer like she was the Son of the Father Himself come down from heaven to take her to the promised land.


“How could you?” one of the women accused in Flauren.  “How could you sell your soul and side with the spawn of the devil?”


The woman’s head snapped back and she crumpled to the ground in a boneless heap.  The other women and children screamed and nearly broke and ran at the sound of the gunshot, flinching away as Kyven lowered the smoking barrel of his pistol.

But one of them didn’t flinch away.  “You killed my mother!  You’re a monster!” a boy shouted, jumping to his feet.  He was about eight or nine, with a handsome face and dark, storming eyes.


Kyven didn’t hesitate.  The barrel of the pistol came back up and reported loudly two times in rapid succession, and the boy staggered back in a spray of blood from his chest, then collapsed to the ground as women screamed.


“The next person to speak a single word dies,” Kyven called in a voice that was horrifying in its calmness, as much as the coldness in his eyes.  There was no doubt among the humans that he would do exactly as he threatened.  Frightened mothers clamped their hands over the mouths of their children, understanding with horror that this was a man that would kill their children.  Kyven holstered his pistol as the three Shaman looked at him, their eyes slightly haunted as the full impact of Kyven’s many warnings finally began to hit home for them.  To know what must be done was one thing.  To see Kyven carry through with it without hesitation and with little outward emotion…that was terrifying.  “Ebony, once Dancer gets the collars off our brothers and sisters, have them range out and gather up all the food and weapons in the village.  They’re house Arcans, they know where all of it is.  Have them gather up all the packs and saddlebags they can find so we can carry it.  Striker, take Fastpaw and empty out the armory.  Get some axes, you’ll have to break down the door.  I broke the lock,” he said, pointing to the building.  “Put any collar with a crystal in it aside for Dancer to use on the humans and stack all the weaponry over on the side of the road outside the village so we can hand them out to the Arcans, and also so this lot can’t get at them.  Once you finish there, collect up anything that can even remotely be used as a weapon, like pitchforks and blacksmith’s hammers, and make sure you get anything they can use to cut off the collars.  The blacksmith is over there, and the alchemist shop is right there.  When you finish, burn all three buildings to the ground so the villagers can’t use anything we might miss.”

“Yes, Shaman,” Striker nodded, and he and his spotted cat companion hurried off into the inferno-illuminated night.


“Clover, sister, if you please, go through the village and destroy every collar key you find,” he called.  “I don’t want this lot getting free before we’re out of here, they’ll warn Parai and put a posse on our trail.  Go through each house and make sure we don’t miss anything usable, and once you’re done, set fire to it to deny anything we miss to the humans we leave behind.”


“Of course, brother,” she nodded, then hurried off towards the nearest house.


Several woman gave startled cries when Dauro trotted towards them, carrying the arm and partial torso of one of the men killed in the attack, the gory bottom of it trailing nearly two rods of entrails on the ground behind it.  Two women retched violently as the Lupan dropped his grisly trophy at Kyven’s feet, sitting down and looking up the small difference between their eyes with a proud expression and his tail wagging a little bit.  “Good boy,” Kyven said, patting Dauro on the head.

Those gruesome remains laid there, from which many of the women just could not look away as the Shaman started releasing weeping Arcans, the mangled corpse unrecognizable as some women no doubt wondered if that was their husband laying there in pieces, if it was the man that they’d known and loved that met such a horrible end.  Kyven made several of the women flinch when he put his foot on the bloody torso and kicked it over, making the lone mangled arm flop over and nearly hit one of the women in the knees.  She scrambled back away from the grisly thing, both her hands clamped over her own mouth to keep from screaming.

Kyven stood emotionless watch over the surviving villagers as his Arcan companions did their jobs.  His nannies got the newly freed Arcans to gather up all the village’s food and put it over with the weapons, outside of the boundary of the village where the women and children couldn’t reach them.  Dancer removed the collars off the 39 house Arcans in the village, all of them wearing little serving dresses for the females and black trousers with no shirt for the males, then one by one, Dancer placed partially drained collars on the women and children, most of them shrinking back from the resolute-looking vixen when she stepped up to put the collars on them.  Kyven noted that much of the light playfulness that was usually in the red vixen’s face was now gone.  Once the last of the humans were collared from collars taken from the armory and using crystals from the village’s own stocks, crystals Kyven had to choose that could power a collar uncut for a day or two after Dancer drained most of its magic, Dancer helped Striker and Fastpaw gather up the last of the weapons.  They then set fire to the three buildings Kyven had pointed out.  And one by one, as the Arcans and Clover swept through a house, they set fire to it.  Soon, the entire village was on fire, with the gathered humans literally surrounded by burning buildings, safe in the open area near the center of the village.  They watched with haunted eyes as their homes and everything they had ever known burned to the ground, as some few of them realized, in the silence of their souls, that the lives they had known up to that moment was utterly and irrevocably gone, that nothing would ever be the same again.

But Kyven wasn’t done.  When most of the tasks were complete, they gathered up their freed Arcans by the terrified humans.  “I am Kyven Steelhammer, brothers and sisters.  The rumors of me might have even reached you here.  I am the human Shaman,” he declared.  “I walk with the spirits and do their will, and their will is that I am your Shaman.”  He pointed at the women and children.  “Look at them, brothers and sisters.  Look,” he ordered.  “There is no more need to fear them.  They wear the collars now,” he declared, which made several of the Arcans look at Kyven strangely.  “But there’s one final thing that must be done before we go out and free our brothers and sisters in the shanty towns, something I want all of you to do with me.”  He pointed at the magnificent plantation house owned by the King of Flaur.  “Everyone take up a branch or torch and go throw it in the plantation house.  We will burn it to the ground,” he said in a strong voice.  “A house built from the blood and bones and pain of the Arcans.  An abomination like that cannot be allowed to stand.


“I just ask you to be patient, brothers and sisters.  When we free the rest of the Arcans from the shanties, we’ll explain to you what we’re doing.  Until then, just trust in us and be assured that you are safe.  We’ve killed all the human men in the village,” he called, which made several of the human women moan or start to weep, “and what’s left will cause you no trouble.”


“Why not kill them, honored Shaman?” one of the Arcans asked, a very young male cat.


“Because death isn’t a strong enough punishment for the sins they’ve committed,” Kyven replied stonily.  “I want them to suffer, little brother, to know just a small portion of the daily horror they’ve put you through for nearly a thousand years.  It’s the only way they can even come close to knowing your pain.  The dead learn no lessons, young one.  Now let’s finish this and send a message to every human on Noraam, that the age of Arcan slavery is over,” he called.

With Kyven leading them, they marched resolutely through the village, carrying torches and burning branches and pieces of wood, marching through the gate of the house grounds and up to its magnificent columned entry porch and front door.  One by one, they threw them onto the porch of the immaculate plantation house, and some few threw them through the glass windows, breaking the silence with the sound of shattering glass.  The many burning brands caught their flame on the wood of the columned porch, on the expensive Phioni carpets and Flauren-made curtains inside, and quickly, the front of the whitewashed walls were on fire.  They stepped back and watched as the fire spread quickly, the flames licking eagerly at the old, seasoned wood, until the entire large house was engulfed in an inferno.


They watched for long moments, then Kyven turned his back to the conflagration and addressed them.  “We’re done here,” he called.  “We’re going to range out and free all the Arcans from their collars in the shanty towns.  No doubt the light of the fire has attracted their attention, and perhaps also men from Parai,” he noted.  “I’m going to ask you to help us, brothers and sisters.  Help us carry the weapons and supplies we’ve taken from the humans, and once we’ve freed the others, we’ll leave this place forever.  Once we’re far enough away from here, we’ll explain exactly what it is we’re doing and how you can help us, if you so wish it.  You are free now, brothers and sisters, and that freedom gives you the right to choose.  I will not demand that you help us.  I will ask that you help us,” he told them in a strong voice.

“We are free?” one of them asked in an incredulous voice.


“You are free, at least as free as you can be deep in hostile human territory,” Kyven answered.  “At the moment, brothers and sisters, that freedom comes with a very big anchor tied to your leg.  But that’s something we’ll discuss later, once I have all of you together and we can explain what it is we’re doing.  For now, let’s go down to the supplies and get them sorted out, then we’ll be splitting into four groups and spreading out to free the Arcans in the shanty towns.  Once they’re all free, we’ll regroup well away from the burning village so we can explain what’s going on to you, so you can make an informed decision about what you want to do.”


“I will carry the world for you, Shaman,” one very young ferret called, adulation in his fire-reflecting eyes.


“I only ask that you carry what you can, little brother,” Kyven said, stepping up and patting him on the shoulder, his eyes warm and his expression gentle, nurturing, a diametric opposite of the ruthlessness they saw in his face just moments before.  “A man who carries the entire world on his shoulders learns quickly that he has nowhere to go with it.”


The ferret gave him a long, searching look, then his eyes widened in comprehension.


“Let’s go, brothers and sisters.  The night is halfway done, and there’s much more we have to do.”


It took them nearly three hours to get everything organized, as they packed up everything they carry then split the 39 Arcans into four groups, each going with a Shaman.  Kyven knelt with his brother and sisters and nannies around an illusory map, showing them layout of the plantation, then they devised the most efficient way to free all 17 shanty towns spread out over nearly 20 square minars of territory, with a total combined population of nearly 1,000 Arcans.

The beginnings of Kyven’s army, and the biggest reason he decided to start here.


Kyven marched away from the still-burning village with his nannies, his monster companions, and six other house Arcans, leaving the humans still huddled in the center of the village to begin their penance of starvation and misery.  He walked with them towards the first shanty town, explaining to them exactly who he was and what they were doing, telling them bluntly that their ultimate objective was to free every single enslaved Arcan on the continent through armed intervention, though he didn’t tell them of his plans to shatter the entirety of human civilization.  They weren’t quite ready for that yet.


But they weren’t dumb.  The little mouse house Arcan he’d noticed from before, she pieced it together quickly.  “But if we free all the Arcans by force, won’t it make the humans fall into ruin?” she asked.


“Of course it will, but you have to ask yourself, little sister, don’t they deserve it?” he asked simply.

She gave him a long look.  “Yes,” she declared.


“Then you understand things perfectly,” Kyven told her.  “For centuries, the spirits tried to find some way to end Arcan slavery peacefully.  Well, that time is past.  Now the spirits have bade us to free the Arcans by any means necessary, and we will do exactly that.  While our brother and sister Shaman fight the human armies to the north, the four of us have come here to start an Arcan rebellion that will sweep across the entirety of Noraam.  We’ll attack every plantation, farm, and human town from here to the northern tip of Menn, from the east to the west.  When we’re done, there won’t be a single Arcan in a collar anywhere on this side of the Smoke Mountains, and if the only way we can do it is to leave smoking ruins behind us, then so be it.  Just remember what they’ve done to your brothers and sisters over the years before you give them more pity than they deserve, little sister.  Only when every Arcan is free and away from human lands will we show pity on them, when they have no more hold over your people.  Until that moment, my young friends, the humans are our enemies, and they will receive no mercy from us.”


“But you’re human,” the willowy male cat with him blurted.


“Not all humans agree with what the rest of us have done, that’s what started the Masked,” he answered.  “Though many of them will turn against us when they see what we’re doing.  I’m going to lose many friends, but it can’t be helped,” he sighed.  “The spirits have spoken, and the Shaman obey.”


“I’m just glad I lived to see this day,” the oldest of the six Arcans with him, an aged feline male, declared.  “I knew that some day, the spirits would answer our prayers.”

“I know we’re a little late, honored father, but better late than never,” Kyven said lightly.  “But this is just the beginning, not the end.  This is where it begins.  It’s up to you if you want to be with me to see it end.”


“Spirits give me strength, I will,” he declared.  “I would fight to free my people from slavery, honored Shaman.”


“With all due respect, honored father, leave the fighting to the younger Arcans,” Kyven said, looking back at him with a smile.  “They need you for the wisdom of your experience, not for your ability to shoot a musket.”


“Don’t sell an old male to the butcher quite yet, young buck,” he protested, which made a couple of the young house Arcans smile or giggle.  “I don’t need to be as young as you to do my part.”


“If you want to help, honored father, you can be there to guide the young ones,” Kyven told him.  “This will be a chaotic time for both the humans and the Arcans, and the young ones will need the guidance of their elders.  You can best help by being that guiding hand, honored father.”


“Well now, someone finally appreciates the wisdom of experience,” the male cat said with a bit of pride in his voice.


“More than you know, honored father,” Kyven told them as the first of the shanty towns emerged from the dark gloom in the distance.  As Kyven expected, most of them were awake, looking towards the burning village, but their collars prevented them from leaving the boundaries of their shanty town.  “Sirra, Dauro, wait here.  Vasha, you too,” he called over his shoulder.  “You three might scare the Arcans.  Listen for my whistle, I’ll call you in when it’s good.”


Vasha gave an annoyed little snort, but she did stop where she was as the two Lupans sat down patiently.

“Are those monsters, Shaman?” the little mouse asked, looking over her shoulder at them.


“Yes, little one,” he replied.  “They’re all very old friends of mine, but I don’t own them.  They travel with me because we’re like family to each other.  They may look scary, but they’re actually not.”


“They scare me,” a young raccoon said nervously.  “I saw them rip a man apart.”


“Which they would never do to you,” Kyven said pointedly.

Kyven approached a large throng of about 50 Arcans, gathered at the very edge of the boundary of their shanty town, the closest they could get to see the flickering light in the distance without their collars activating.  “Who leads this shanty town?” Kyven shouted as he approached.


A grizzled canine female stepped forward, at least as much as she could.  “I do, Master.”


“Never call me Master,” Kyven said immediately.  “I am a Shaman, friends, sent by the spirits.  I’m here to free you from your collars.”


“But you’re human!” one of the Arcans protested.


They all gasped when Kyven opened his eyes to the spirits, causing the gloom of the night to flare with sudden illumination as his eyes shifted to look upon a different kind of light.  The bodies of the Arcans and the grass upon which they stood all but glowed to his enhanced vision, the light of their life energy revealed to his eyes.  “Humans can be Shaman, and we serve the spirits as faithfully as our Arcan brothers and sisters,” he declared.  “There are four Shaman here on the plantation, and we’re here to free you from your collars, my friends.  But as that fire back there tells you, we don’t have much time before the humans from Parai come to investigate.  I’m going to take off your collars, then we’re going to move on to the next shanty town and free your other brothers and sisters.   We have to visit four of the shanty towns before we can leave, my brother and sister Shaman are going to the others to free them.  Then we’re all going to regroup so we can explain everything to you.  Does everyone understand?”

“But, but the overseers—“ one of them called, which Kyven cut off.


“Are dead,” he called strongly.  “Tell them, brother,” he added, motioning to the older cat.


“We saw it,” he affirmed.  “The four Shaman attacked the overseers and killed every single one of them, then burned down the village, even burned down the Master’s plantation house.  They’re here to free us, youngsters.  Look, I’ve got no collar on,” he declared, patting his neck.


They all stared at him, then two Arcans began to weep.  “You saw this, Old Sam?” the female asked him.


“Saw it plain as day,” he nodded.  “The Shaman killed all the overseers.  Every single one of ‘em.”


“I…I can’t believe it,” she breathed, touching her chest with her hand.


“Believe it, sister,” Kyven said, stepping up to her.  He took hold of her collar and allowed the crystal to bleed off into him, causing the collar to go dormant, and he pulled it off her neck with a sharp tug.  He held it before her, let her see it, then he threw it over his shoulder like so much garbage.  “The Shaman are here to free you, but we don’t have all night to sit here and talk about it.  So everyone line up so I can take off your collars.  Once I’ve got your collar off, go back to your hut and gather up anything you can easily carry, especially any food or waterskins or canteens you have and a bedroll for sleeping, then come back out here.  I’ll try to explain things as we move to the next shanty town.”

It took him only about fifteen minutes to free all the Arcans, and he called in his monster companions as they gathered up their things…and that showed him who was going to be easy to manage and who wasn’t.  Some of them were obviously excited and eager, but more than few of them looked confused, fearful, constantly touching their bare necks because they were so used to the collar being there, and also used to everything that collar represented.  But the slave mentality in them made them obey a human, and they dutifully gathered up their things and joined the more eager Arcans just outside the shanty town.  Kyven constantly reassured them with gentle words, calmed them down when the Lupans and Equar trotted out of the darkness, then gathered them into a group and had them walk with him towards the next shanty town.


As they walked, Kyven repeated what he’d told the original six, telling them who he was and what they were doing, telling them that they were the first to be freed in what would be a campaign across all of Noraam…and he pretended not to notice when a scared-looking rabbit Arcan dawdled more and more, until she was at the very back of the group, then she stopped and let the others walk away.  Kyven put out a hand to stop Sirra from chasing her down when she turned and bolted towards the burning village, running to her masters to warn them of Kyven’s intention.  Sirra wasn’t the only one that noticed her, though.  Several Arcans moved to give chase, but Kyven stopped them.  “Let her go,” he said softly.  “She has the freedom to make that choice.”

“But she’ll warn the overseers!” a young dog protested.


“The overseers are all dead and their village is burning,” Kyven replied.  “Who else is she going to warn that can stop us?  By the time she does find someone, the humans are going to know what happened here anyway.  Either way, she can’t stop us.  Just leave her be.  Trust me, friends, when we attack Parai and free the Arcans there, she’ll be right there among them in another collar, and she might rethink her decision for how they treated her after she showed them loyalty they don’t deserve.  And when we do free her with the others, none of you should turn your back on her.  Sometimes we have to fall down before we can walk.”


That made them quiet down, lost in thought at his words.

He needed at least one of them to do it.  He needed word of what he was doing to spread from this place.  If the humans in the village heard him monologue out all his intentions like a corny villain from a half-chit dreadful novel, they wouldn’t believe it.  But to hear of Kyven’s intent from an Arcan that heard him explain it to the Arcans he freed, someone that was right there, that was the source which they wouldn’t discount.  It was guile and deceit salted with a dash of truth, meant to force the armies fighting his brothers and sisters in the north to return to their home kingdoms to stop him, and that would free up his Danna and his friends to pull back beyond the Smoke Mountains safely, without the entire combined armies of the twelve kingdoms harrying their every step.  That rabbit was serving Kyven’s purpose, even if she was doing what she was conditioned to do.


The rabbit wasn’t the only one so conditioned to the slave mentality that they were afraid of what was going on, afraid of the idea of freedom, but she was the only one brave enough to actively turn against the other Arcans and seek out her masters.  There were more conditioned Arcans mixed in with the more enthusiastic ones in the other three shanty towns Kyven visited with his ever-expanding troop of freed Arcans, until he had nearly 300 former slaves behind him as he headed for the rendezvous point, on the northwestern corner of the plantation, well out of sight of anyone that might come from Parai to investigate the smoke rising from the plantation that would be visible with the dawn.  He got them all settled down and got them to rest a bit, eat a little from the stores they’d raided.  As dawn crept up on the eastern horizon, he saw Stalker coming in with his freed Arcans, nearly 200 of them.  Kyven took the larger wolf’s wrist in greeting.  “Brother, any trouble?” he asked.


“None,” he replied.  “Dancer is not far behind us, and Clover should be here soon.  She had the furthest to go.”


“Good news.  Let’s get our brothers and sisters a little rest and some food.”


By the time the sun was over the trees to the east, all four Shaman had arrived, and with them some 907 Arcans.  They sat in a large group as the four Shaman stood at the front of them, then Kyven once again explained their intent.  He went into a little more detail as they listened, explaining that they would be the point of the blade the cut the collars off the necks of every Arcan in Noraam.  “What this means for you, brothers and sisters, is that you now have a choice to make,” he told them in a strong voice.  “We Shaman aren’t going to force you to do anything.  You are free Arcans now, and this is the first decision you have to make as free men and women.  We’re going to have to fight the humans to free the Arcans from slavery, friends.  That means that all of you need to decide if that’s a fight you’re willing to take up.  You don’t have to fight.  You can simply stay with us and we’ll do our best to get you out of human lands.


“Understand, friends, that taking up this burden carries risk.  If you decide to fight, then I will tell you here and now that not all of you will live to see Haven,” he warned in a sober voice.  “And there will be times when I will ask you to do terrible things, because they must be done, no matter how much you or we may despise it.”


“Like what?” someone called.


“When we reach Alamar,  we will burn the entire kingdom to the ground and exterminate the entire Alamari people, to the last man, woman, and child,” he answered grimly.  “Because it must be done.  The Alamari are the one people of Noraam whose entire society and economy absolutely depends on Arcan slavery, far more than any other.  To break the cycle of slavery, I hate to say, we must completely destroy the foundation of that slavery, we must completely eradicate the one society on Noraam that so completely depends on slavery that they will never accept the idea that the age of slavery is over and the Arcans are a free people.  And that is Alamar.  When we march out of Alamar, there won’t be anything that walks on two legs left alive behind us,” he proclaimed in a reluctant yet resolute voice.  “That’s a terrible, terrible thing to do, but in this case, if the Arcans ever want to be truly free of the collar, it absolutely has to be done.  Believe me, friends, none of us want to do it, but a Shaman does what must be done, regardless of our own feelings about it.  I understand completely if many of you, or even all of you, cannot find it in yourself to do something like that, something that monstrous.  I won’t think any less of you, just as I won’t think any less of those who can find the capacity to commit such an act within themselves.  We do what must be done.  No more, no less.

“That is a choice you have to make for yourself, but that’s not a choice that you have to make right now.  But the choice you do need to make, and very soon, is if you want to fight.  Those who want to fight, can fight.  We’ll give you weapons and teach you the ways of fighting as best we can while on the move.  Those of you who don’t want to fight, that is your choice, and we will honor it.  You will stay with us, and we will protect you as we move through human territory.  Those who decide not to fight can help us by hunting and foraging for food, learning how to repair the equipment we’ll need for our campaign, and even something as simple as carrying supplies as we move so the warriors among us aren’t worn out by the extra weight.  That keeps our fighters fresh and ready at any moment..  Once we reach the Free Territories, I’ve planned things out those who don’t want to fight to go on to Haven, the hidden Arcan nation far to the west, where you will be free and never fear a slave’s collar again,” he said in a powerful voice, which made several Arcans gape at him.

“There’s one other choice available to you, friends.  If you decide to get up and walk away from us here and now and take your chances by yourself out there, then that too is your choice.  None of us will try to stop you.  That is your right as free people.  But I would ask that you please stay with us,” he said gently.  “With us, you will have protection and as much safety as we can offer you.  Out there, on your own, you are in far greater danger than you would be with us, and there’s a very big risk of you being captured and enslaved again behind us, where we can’t save you.  That’s if the Flaurens don’t kill you on the spot in retribution for what the rest of us are doing.  Understand that risk, friends, before you make that decision, and think very carefully about it.  I won’t stop you, but I suggest in the strongest possible terms that you are safest here, even if you don’t agree with what we’re doing.

“There are a few things I need to ask you,” he said.  “Who here speaks the Noravi language?”  Several dozen of them raised their hands.  “Any of you speak Hammish or Amishar?”  Just two raised their hands.  “Anyone here speak Cajar?”  Several raised their hands.  “Those of you who speak Noravi, congratulations, you just became teachers,” he chuckled.  “It’s important that everyone here at least understand some basic Noravi words and phrases for when we cross into Georvan, and we start adding Arcans that don’t speak Flauren.  I’ll be gathering up the Noravi speakers later to explain what must be done.”

“What’s going to happen today is that we’re going to move into the pine forests to the west of Parai and organize ourselves, a place where the trees will give us concealment,” he told them.  “If you decide you want to fight, you’ll be given a weapon and taught the basics of how it works.  If you decide you don’t want to fight, we’ll organize you into groups that will have basic chores and tasks to support those of us who do.  Field Arcans, I ask you to help the house Arcans, they’re not used to walking long distances the way you are, so they’re going to tire faster than we will.  And listen to them, they have experience with many things you don’t that will be useful to us in the times to come,” he warned.  “The skills they learned cleaning houses and doing chores for the humans will make them invaluable members of our group once we get things organized.  You’ll see what I mean once you see it in action,” he smiled.  “Now, let’s get moving.  Everyone finish your snacks and refill your waterskins in the stream and be ready to move in ten minutes,” he called.

It took them nearly four hours to get to the campsite they’d found coming down, a large natural clearing in the pine forest about ten minars west of Parai.  There was little doubt in Kyven’s mind that the townsfolk had seen the smoke to the south and several people had gone to investigate, which meant that very soon, search parties would be hunting for the escaped Arcans, or at the very least, trying to find their trail to report it to the local army garrison.  There was a garrison of 100 soldiers in Parai, who didn’t take their job as defenders of the town all that seriously.  It was a posh assignment in the Flauren army, where the soldiers basically just did maybe two hours of drill in the morning, then spent the rest of the day lounging about, drinking ale, and chasing women.  Added to the city watch of 50 men and a standing informal militia of about 200 more, that gave the town a respectable force they could call upon for defense if attacked.


Which was why Kyven was going to draw them out of Parai and slaughter them among the pine trees, then sack Parai and burn it to the ground.


“This is it,” Kyven called.  “Brother, sisters, nannies, let’s get our friends settled in and get them some rest.  We’re going to be here for at least a day,” he called.  “Anyone who has decided they want to fight against the humans, go to Ebony and Stalker, the tall black wolves over there,” he ordered, pointing.  “Ebony will give you a weapon and show you how to use it.  Stalker will show those who want to fight where to put their things so our fighters are protecting the rest of us in case of a surprise attack.  Those of you who don’t want to fight, report to Dancer, the red vixen right there.  She’ll be assigning you jobs you can do to support the group, things you’ll find aren’t very hard at all.  And I need some fast, quiet Arcans good at sneaking around to act as scouts,” he continued.  “Be warned, though, being a scout is a very dangerous job, so think carefully before you volunteer.  It’s one of the most dangerous and most important jobs in a moving army, because it’s the scouts that keep us from being surprised by human attackers.  Those of you who think you have what it takes to scout, report to Fastpaw, the tall spotted cat right there.  He’s the leader of the scouts, and he will show you what you’ll be doing.  Remember, scouts need to be quick, they need to be silent, and they need to be observant.  Your eyes are what protects us from being surprised,” he reminded.

Kyven acted as if he wasn’t paying much attention, but he was pleasantly surprised to see just over half of the Arcan host almost bull rush Stalker and Ebony, and he was just as pleasantly surprised to see nearly two dozen younger Arcans scurry over to Fastpaw, including the little female mouse house Arcan.  That sight reinforced his belief that despite a thousand years of slavery, the Arcan spirit had not been crushed.  These Arcans who had lived their entire lives in bondage were willing to fight, to strike back against their oppressors.


Clover mirrored his observation, standing beside him as he tended Vasha’s hooves, cleaning them with a hoof pick.  Vasha rather liked it when Kyven did that, so she didn’t once try to knock him down.  Sirra and Dauro dozed in the shade of a nearby pine tree, staying relatively close to him and Vasha and away from the Arcans.  “Over half,” she said quietly.  “More than I expected.”


“We’ll see how they hold up when they’re actually fighting,” Kyven said.  “But yeah, more than I expected.  It gives me hope in what’s coming if we can get half the Arcans we free to fight with us. By the time we reach Tallasar, our fighting Arcans will outnumber the army garrison there by ten to one.”


“You think so?”


“Just do the math, sister,” he said evenly.  “By the time we reach Tallasar, we’ll have freed maybe a  hundred thousand Arcans.  If half of them fight, that’s fifty thousand, against a city garrison and emergency militia of maybe ten thousand.  With the vast majority of the Flauren army attacking Atan, it leaves Flaur vulnerable.  I figure that by the time we reach Orlann, we’ll have so many Arcans that we can just sweep everything out of our path by sheer force of numbers alone, if it comes down to it.  I’d rather not do it that way, it’ll get people killed, but it will be possible if necessary.  I want as many of these Arcans as possible to live to see Haven,” he declared with powerful conviction.


“You think there are that many Arcans in Flaur?”


“Easily,” he said with a snort.  “An average plantation has twenty Arcans.  Some have more, some have less, but it averages out to about twenty.  The average town will have one Arcan for every three people, give or take, and the average town in Flaur has about two thousand people in it.  There are at least a hundred plantations in every Flauren parish, and there are twenty-six parishes.  There are forty-four towns in Flaur, including the major cities of Tallasar, Orlann, Pensora, and Jaksille. If we attack the right towns in the right order and sack the plantations along the way, we’ll easily have a hundred thousand Arcans behind us when we reach Tallasar.  Mind, sister, I’m not even taking into account the Arcans we’ll find in isolated farmsteads and small villages, so I’m being conservative with my estimates.”


“You’re right,” she nodded after thinking a moment.


“That’s why I decided to attack here first, because there were so many Arcans in King’s Garden.  It gave us the largest number of easy to free Arcans in the shortest time with the least risk, and it also happens to be the southernmost plantation in Flaur, so we don’t have to go in circles,” he chuckled.  “We have enough fighters here to sack Parai, at least after we lure out their garrison and slaughter them.  Then the Arcans get to pay the humans back for a thousand years of torture and cruelty.”

“You have truly thought this through, brother,” she said with a nod and a smile at him.


“I’ve had a lot of time to plan this out,” he replied.  “And since I can shadow walk, it let me get a good look at things before we began so I could see the layout of things.”

By sunset, the camp was well organized.  Dancer had done well setting up the noncombatants into jobs, from pack bearers to hunters to cooks to launderers to tailors, for she knew what an army needed from her long talks with Danvers.  Roles often performed by camp followers were assigned to the non-combatants, and it was then that the skills of the house Arcans came into the spotlight.  They knew how to manage a house, and they found themselves in leadership roles for the non-combatants, running the camp like they would a household.  They would be making sure everyone ate, their clothes were in good repair, and they had what they needed.  While Dancer organized the camp workers, Stalker and Ebony started with the basics of fighting for the soldiers.  They handed out muskets to those Ebony felt would best use them, then they handed out the other weapons and farm implements as makeshift weaponry.  Ebony then gave the soldiers their very first drill in how to swing a hoe as a weapon instead of a farm tool, how to use a pitchfork like a spear.  They then taught them the most basic of battle commands, to advance, to hold fast, to take cover, to attack, to retreat.  Stalker explained the basics of tactics to them afterward, explaining that the Arcans would primarily be fighting at night when the humans couldn’t see, that they would be fighting primarily from ambush, to attack out of nowhere and crush the enemy before they could organize a response.  But he did warn that there would be time that they would be attacking towns and villages when ambush wasn’t going to be the bet strategy.

And he too warned the soldiers that some of them would die.


But many of them had no problem with that.  To die in a manner of one’s own choosing, to die well, was one of the few things to which an Arcan could aspire.  Many of the Arcans that pondered their own mortality only hoped that their deaths brought about freedom for the rest.


That was the definition of noble in Kyven’s opinion.


By nightfall, Fastpaw led out his neophyte scouts for their first training mission, having received Kyven’s orders just before deploying; to look for any sign of organized human response or search parties, then report back their location to the camp.  The 23 Arcans that volunteered for scouting were ultimately accepted by Fastpaw, who was the leader of the scouts in the fledgling army.  Fastpaw had proven to be an outstanding scout…not as good as Lightfoot, but even coming close to being as good as Lightfoot in nearly anything was itself a testament of skill.  It was Fastpaw who tested them in their ability to move quickly and quietly during the day, as well as seeing how well they could hide.  Hiding was a critical skill for a scout.  Most of the scouts were also climbers, but those who couldn’t climb did acquit themselves nicely when it came to hiding.


As the Arcans rested around small, sheltered campfires, Kyven waited for Fastpaw’s first report.  The humans would keep looking for the missing Arcans, but the number of Arcans who had run away and just who and what had freed them would cause them to be cautious, to send out scouts of their own to find the Arcans and then report back.  But he was positive that by now, Parai knew that King’s Garden had been attacked and sacked and all of the Arcans freed, and the survivors were telling their horror stories to the town leaders about the brutality of the attack initiated by four Shaman.  The fact that there were four Shaman running around would make the town leaders of Parai very cautious, but it also spur them into hunting down the runaway Arcans quickly, because they would correctly guess that the Shaman were with the freed Arcans.  Find the Arcans, and they’d find the Shaman.  And when they found the Shaman, they’d attack in force to kill them, and most likely slaughter the entire host of freed Arcans just to make absolutely sure they killed those Shaman.

He knew they would come, because they wouldn’t expect Arcan slaves to fight back.  They would expect sporadic and disorganized resistance from a few of the more energetic Arcans and definite resistance from the Shaman, but would not expect the Arcans to attack in an organized manner in large numbers.  They would not even conceive that such a thing was possible, much like how the Chestoners were utterly dismissive of the Arcan army that ultimately took their city.  Even knowing that there were four times as many Arcans as human soldiers, they would still come because their arrogance would not let them see most of those Arcans as a threat.


Ebony woke him from a light nap around midnight.  “Fastpaw is back, Shaman,” she reported.


“About time,” he said, sitting up.  his bedroll was laid out in the open night air, close to one of the small fires.  The tall, sleek spotted cat came up to him and knelt by his bedroll.  “What’s going on out there, Fastpaw?”


“The humans are trying to find us,” he answered.  “I’ve let one of the patrols get just close enough to see the campfires and then scared them away, like you told me to.  I also went back to the plantation to see what was going on there, and the town humans were swarming all over the place.  They freed the humans we collared and took them back to Parai.”


“Just as I expected,” he nodded.  “How long do you estimate it’ll take the humans to organize their attackers?”

“Not long, most of them are on horseback,” he replied.  “I scouted the edge of Parai, and they’re gathering up their men in the town square.  I counted at least two hundred horses.”


“Most of their fighting force,” Kyven noted.  “We can wipe them out in the woods and leave Parai open for sacking.”


“They won’t move until daylight,” Fastpaw said.


“And that’s why they’re going to die,” he replied.  “Scout out what you think are the most likely routes they’ll take to reach the camp, report that to Striker, then go keep an eye on them.  Report back when they’re about to move.  I’ll have Stalker and Ebony get our new army ready for their first battle.”


Fastpaw nodded and stood up.


“How are the kids?”


“As loud as a thunderstorm right now, but they’ll get the hang of it,” he replied, which made Kyven chuckle.


Kyven passed that along to Striker and Ebony and let them organize the response while Kyven napped, then Fastpaw woke him up again just before dawn.  “They’re about to move,” he said quietly.  “They’re taking the path I showed Striker in, they already have two men on horseback scouting out the path.”


“Alright, let’s get this done,” he replied as he stood up.  Ebony quietly handed him his gunbelt, and he buckled it on.


Kyven gathered the fighting Arcans around him, and many of them gasped when he created a large illusory map in the air behind him.  “This is it, friends.  The humans are coming, and we’re going to ambush them and wipe them out,” he declared.  “They’re going to come up this game trail, which is just big enough for their horses.  They’ll be in single file, and they won’t have much room to maneuver on horseback.  That’s what we’re going to use against them to kill them,” he replied.  “There are about two hundred of them and five hundred of us, so we have the advantage.  They’re not going to expect us to take the initiative and attack them first,” he told them in a strong voice.  “Now, this is what we’re going to do.

“We’re going to lay in wait for them along the treeline just out of their sight here and here,” he said, highlighting the areas with colored light.  “We’ll allow the humans to ride between us, and when they’re fully between us, that’s when our musket bearers will open fire.  You’ll only get one shot each, so what you’re going to do is fire in a staggered pattern that will make them think that there are many more muskets shooting at them,” he said.  “The Shaman will also attack them, to panic them and goad them into being rash.  I’m going to enhance the chaos with illusions that will make them believe that even more, that they’re completely surrounded on all sides by musket wielders.  I’ll add some illusions of Arcans breaking cover, giving them targets to shoot at.  And if we do it right, they’ll be so confused and afraid by then that they’ll shoot at anything that moves.  That’s what we’ll be waiting for,” he stressed.  “Most of them are going to be carrying two muskets, and perhaps a pistol.  It’s standard Flauren procedure for cavalry to carry two muskets, one on each side of their saddleskirt, so we’ll assume that those men will copy that practice.  We wait until most of them fire two shots each, then we attack them.  It’s important that all of you stay completely under cover until the attack order is given,” he stressed.  “If they see you, they’ll try to kill you.  You wait for the signal, then charge them and kill them.  Try not to damage their muskets, we’re going to need them.  Every musket we capture is another gun we can use,” he said pointedly.  “Stalker, you give the order when you feel they’ve used up their shots.  Don’t let them reload.”

“Easily done, brother.”


“Does everyone understand?  Any questions?”  When they were all silent a moment, he dismissed the illusion.  “The Shaman and our three helpers will show you where to hide when we get there, and Stalker will organize the firing line.  Remember, stay under cover, remain quiet, wait for Stalker to give the order, then attack.  If we do this right, it’ll be over fast and we minimize our own casualties.  Alright, let’s get our gear and get moving,” he declared.


Kyven led the Arcans into the woods, then he, the Shaman, and the nannies got their fighters into position.  Kyven set Arcans along the trees about fifty rods back from the game trail, giving them just hints of a view of the trail while still putting so many trees in the way that no human would get a good shot at them, even when they were charging to attack.  The Arcans would have to weave between the trees to reach the humans, and that would give them cover from incoming musket fire.  Stalker set the musket bearers a little closer, putting each one in a place where they could take cover behind a tree before and after firing and putting at least one more tree between them and their targets, further hindering vision and protecting the shooters on both sides.  The Arcan musketeers weren’t there to shoot the humans, they were there to scare them into using up their shots.  Stalker organized their firing pattern, where each Arcan would watch the Arcan to his right.  When that Arcan fired, then he would count two three and fire himself.  That would create a cascading, constant chatter of musket fire that would reinforce the illusions Kyven would use against them.  The Shaman would also be attacking with magic, which would further incite the humans into panicking.

They got into position in a shockingly fast amount of time, given that most of them were complete beginners at being a soldier.  The Arcans did understand the basic commands and idea of the attack, and they all stayed hidden behind trees and behind fallen logs, their fur helping them blend in with their surroundings, and quite a few tails were tucked between legs or put under a leg to keep them from straying.  Kyven took up a position at the vanguard, with Striker on one side and Ebony on the other, in view of Stalker’s position.  Stalker waved to him to tell him the gunners were ready, and he nodded and gave a signal to Fastpaw.  The tall cat bounded on silent feet down the trail, quickly running out of sight.  When Fastpaw returned, the humans would be just behind him.


Ten minutes later, before the Arcans could stew very long about the upcoming fight, Fastpaw raced back down the path.  He all but slid to a stop by Kyven’s tree.  “Five minutes,” he said quietly.


“Five minutes, pass it down the line!” Kyven hissed to Stalker, who nodded and turned to tell the first of the gunners.  He waved to Clover and Dancer, and they nodded and hurried to the other end of the skirmish line, to seal in the humans and prevent any of them from escaping.


Moments later, he heard the first of them.  A rider walked a horse quietly and carefully along the path, and behind him were a line of horses.  Many men were ducking almost constantly to get under the lower branches, and they were moving with caution.


“How much further, Virino?” the man behind the point said in a hushed tone.  That man wore the uniform of a Flauren soldier, though it was a bit dirty and not in very good repair.


“Maybe another minar,” the man in front replied, their voices barely audible.


“I don’t like this, Lieutenant,” the man behind the second said.  “This trail is too narrow for us to maneuver.”


“We’ll have plenty of open space, the Arcans are camped in Goldgrass Meadow, Sergeant,” he replied.  “Remember, shoot at any Arcan with glowing eyes.  Those are the Shaman.  The rest of them will scatter as soon as we charge.”

Just as Kyven expected.  He silently drew one of his Colt pistols, a relic of the Great Ancients, then made a gesture at Stalker.  He nodded and waved at the first of the firing line, holding his clenched fist in the air.  Kyven felt the coolness wash over him as he slipped around his tree and advanced, his body shimmering into the illusion of a yearling deer, with the spots still on its sides and grazing on a short shrub by the edge of the trail.  Kyven had the illusion look in curiosity as the horse approached, standing in the center of the trail, and it stayed there until the horse and rider were almost on top of him.  “Shoo,” the point man said in a quiet tone, making a fast motion with his hand.


He toppled out of his saddle after Kyven shot him in the face with his pistol, the loud gunshot making the horse flinch.  Stalker snapped his fist down, and the Arcans started firing.  Kyven channeled an illusion of a hundred muskets all firing at the same time and made it reach all the way down the line of two hundred horses, draining his strength significantly due to the sheer size of the illusion, even if it only carried a sound component.  Illusions of only a sound or a small or a still image were the easiest to create.  The men started shouting, bringing up their muskets but seeing nothing, though several did fire at the plumes of musket smoke they saw between the trees as the Arcans fired their muskets.  He saw four men fall out of their saddles as the neophyte gunners actually hit what they were aiming at, then an intense bolt of lighting shattered the air and literally blew a horse to pieces, making it explode in an eruption of blood, gore, and arcs of electricity.  “Shaman!” one of the humans screamed in fear, sawing the reins of his spooked horse to keep it from bolting.  Kyven started channeling an illusion that created shadowy shapes moving between the trees as he started running past the line, behind the line of musket bearers to keep from getting shot by them, his own form hidden under an illusion of a rabbit while the illusory shapes he created on both sides of the line of horses were well ahead of him.

The soldiers took the bait.  Dozens of shots raked through the trees, leaving smoking trails as they started firing at the movement they could see, as well as some just firing blindly into the treeline as thunderous musket shots continued to echo off the trees.  Thunderclaps from lightning boomed from both ends of the line of horses, and as Kyven reached the middle of the line, he drew up and lunged behind a tree as a wild musket shot nearly took his ear off, sharing the cover with a thin, wiry looking raccoon female holding her smoking musket.  She’d fired her shot and was waiting, just as she was told.  She couldn’t see him since he was in the illusion of a rabbit.  Kyven dismissed the illusion to save his energy, nearly startling the raccoon into breaking cover, but he put a firm hand on her arm and kept her behind the tree as he focused on the illusions of shadowy shapes and musket shots.  He started to sweat as he maintained the illusions, had the shapes continue to move down the line behind the firing line to protect the musket bearers, but the still form of an Arcan just down from the raccoon, a musket laying on the ground beside him, showed him that not every Arcan was leaving this place alive.  The dog had been shot while making his own shot.  Kyven darted up to that tree and dragged the dog behind it, but the glazed eyes made that an exercise in futility.  He was already dead.


After moments of steady fire from the soldiers, Stalker gave the order.  “Attack!” his magically augmented voice boomed across the forest.  Kyven responded to that with his most demanding illusion, creating an illusion of total darkness that covered as much of the horse train as he could possibly manage, but only the humans could see.  It didn’t affect the horses or anything else, just the humans.  They screamed in fear and started firing truly wildly into what for them was total darkness, one man turned his horse and spurred it to run, but was promptly clotheslined by a branch he couldn’t see, swept off his mount to land crushing on the back of shoulders and back of his head.  The Arcans jumped up from behind logs and from around trees and charged, moving with tremendous speed as they brandished their farm tools and hammers and clubs, with only a few carrying any real weaponry…but they wouldn’t need it.  Kyven’s illusion of darkness let the vast majority of them reach the soldiers, and when they got that close, the true advantages of the Arcans were revealed.

It was a short, ugly fight, and it was completely one-sided.  Kyven could only hold an illusion like that for a short moment, but that was all it took to let the Arcans get to the humans without impediment.  Men screamed and flailed as they were systematically hacked and beaten to death by Arcans whose muscles were hardened from an entire lifetime of heavy labor.  They were yanked out of their saddles, and when they could finally see again, most of them were on the ground and already had two or three Arcans pounding on them with farm tools.  Kyven watched with exhausted eyes as a large bull Arcan stabbed an already dead man over and over with a pitchfork, his eyes almost wild from fury as he stabbed and stabbed and stabbed, and he saw two Arcans chase down a terrified man who tried to flee, only to run right into one of the musket bearers who was moving up to join the fight.  The stock of the musket shattered the man’s teeth when the willowy gray fox Arcan male struck him in the face with it, and he staggered back only to be brained by the pick wielded by the large canine Arcane that came up behind him.  Sporadic gunfire echoed up and down the line, with screams of rage, shrieks of the wounded, and the moans of the dying.  The smell of blood filled the air, making the already skittish horses scatter. Kyven finally felt recovered enough to get back into the fight, drawing both his pistols and moving out from behind the tree.  He shot four men that tried to escape, one of them missing his left arm below the elbow from a wood axe, then created a whip of solid shadow and grabbed a pistol from a man who tried to level it at the two small tawny-furred canine Arcans swinging hoes at him, yanking it to the side, then the two small dogs drove him to the ground and systematically hacked him to death with the metal edges of their farm tools.

After a few more chaotic moments, things slowed to a stop.  The last of the men who tried to run was chased down by the faster Arcans and killed, and there were no more humans left alive.  “See to the wounded as fast as you can, put presses over any bleeding and wait for the Shaman to come to heal them!  Anyone who can walk, help them back to the campsite!” Kyven barked, waving his hands.  “Strip the human dead of their guns, shot and powder, and anything else useful!  Round up the horses, we can use those!  Quickly, quickly!” he ordered, making a circle with his hand over his head.  “Fastpaw!  Fastpaw, scout the trail, the shooting might have attracted more soldiers!”

There were some strange expressions among the Arcans as they collected up anything useful they could find and tended to the wounded and the dead among them.  Kyven carried the dead gunner over his shoulder as Dancer moved from Arcan to Arcan, using her healing magic to heal several gunshot wounds and a few slash and stab wounds from knives.  She went behind Kyven and checked the Arcan over his shoulder, then gave him a wan look when she came back around.  “How many?” he asked.


“Nine,” she replied. “At least that I know of,” she added.  “Whatever you did worked, brother.  Some of the humans just looked around as if something had jumped on their backs just as we charged.”


“They were at the edge of my illusion,” he told her.  “I made it pitch black for the soldiers, but the illusion could only be seen from their point of view.”


“Ah.  Ahhhh, clever,” she said with an approving nod.


“What happened with the ones that weren’t blinded?”


“Most of them had used up their shots,” she told him.  “We got to them before they could reload.  Most of the injuries were from swords and knives.”


“Then it worked,” he nodded, shifting the dead Arcan on his shoulder.  “I’m going to carry this one back to camp, sister, I need to rest.  Those illusions drained me,” he told her.


“Then you shouldn’t be carrying our honored brother,” she said, grabbing the shoulder of a burly bull Arcan, the one with the pitchfork.  “The Shaman needs your help, my large brother.  Carry our fallen brother back to camp for him.”


“I will, Shaman,” he said in a deep voice, shifting his hoofed feet.  Kyven allowed him to take the young Arcan off his shoulder, revealing a large bloodstain saturating the shirt on most of Kyven’s shoulder and upper back.


“Dancer, take over here.  Get everything gathered and pull them back to camp as soon as you can.  We only have about four hours before the rest of the soldiers come looking for the ones we killed.”


“I will, brother,” she nodded.


He trudged back to camp feeling the exertion of using so many large illusions in rapid succession, almost panting by the time he reached the camp.  Their soldiers were carrying in the supplies taken from the dead, some were leading horses, and others were helping injured Arcans get back to camp.  That aged cat, Old Sam, he was directing the younger Arcans almost like a doctor, checking the Arcans and having the youngers make bandages and treat injuries.  “This isn’t a bad injury, friend, a few stitches and you’ll be good as new,” the aged Arcan declared as he checked a laceration on a canine Arcan’s shoulder.  “Chops, don’t be afraid to press down on the bandage.  That’s what stops the bleeding.”


“You’re turning out to be handy,” Kyven said as the large bull behind him set the dead Arcan on the ground.


“I was owned by a vet before I was sold to a kennel, and ended up being a house Arcan,” he answered as he pressed down on the bandage he had over the shoulder wound.  “I guess I led a lucky life, Shaman, I’ve never worked a field a day in my life.  The vet that owned me did his work with me around, and I remember most of what he did.  The village would often bring hurt Arcans to me before calling in a vet.”

“Congratulations, Old Sam, you just became the army’s medic,” Kyven told him.  “I’ll get you some more helpers and you can treat and stabilize the wounds while waiting for the Shaman to have the energy to heal them.”


“Happy to help, Shaman,” he said with a smile.  “I would ask if that blood is yours, but you’re not moving like you’re wounded.”


“It’s his,” he said, pointing at the dead Arcan.  “You can do me a favor, Old Sam, and arrange a burial detail for our honored fallen.  They will not be skinned and butchered like cattle,” he said with a scowl.


“I’ll take care of it, Shaman,” Old Sam nodded gravely.


“You’re a good man, Old Sam.”


It turned out that they had twelve dead, and considering they killed 203 men, that was a very lopsided battle.  Old Sam did as he promised and saw to the interment of the dead as the survivors, having won their first battle, reacted in different ways.  Some were a bit haunted at what had happened, seeing the horrors of war first hand.  Some were excited, almost manic in their victory, having struck a blow against their taskmasters and discovering a strength within themselves they hadn’t known was there.  Some were pensive and reflective, some acted no differently at all.


Kyven was quite happy with the fact that they’d captured 336 intact and working muskets, and when combined with the muskets they already had, that was nearly a musket for every fighting Arcan.  They’d also captured 81 pistols, quite a few swords and knives, and a single alchemical weapon, a shockrod that had belonged to the commander of the soldiers, a weapon he had never gotten the chance to use.  He had been one of the first men to die, killed not by a Shaman, but by one of the Arcan musket bearers.  They also captured quite a few alchemical lamps, alchemical fire starters, compasses, several maps of the region, and trail rations and lots of canteens, which would be very useful to the Arcans.  Over half the men had been carrying Flauren soldier’s issued gear, and that gear was now going to help them.


Kyven rested with his Lupan friends, using Dauro as a backrest and recuperating after a hefty meal of raw venison that Clover had hunted for him.  Sirra laid curled around his feet, and him being nearly encircled by his Lupan companions made many of the Arcans wary to approach him.  But he couldn’t just sit around, there was too much to do.  When he felt strong enough, he got back up and helped Stalker and the nannies teach their soldiers how to load their new muskets, then how to fire them.  They didn’t have the powder and ammunition to practice more than two shots, but every little bit helped.  The Arcans got to fire the muskets twice and reload them three times. “When we capture more ammunition, we’ll practice reloading until you can reload your musket in thirty seconds,” Striker called, walking up and down the line.  “Reloading quickly can be the difference between life and death, brothers and sisters.  Until then remember that you only have one shot, so don’t waste it.  And also remember that your musket is the one piece of equipment that you cannot allow to fall into bad condition.  Later on I’ll be teaching you how to clean them, even take them apart enough to check for any problems or damage.  Until then, keep your muskets and your ammo pouches dry and out of the mud.  Alright, brothers and sisters, go get the next group and go over to the tailors and have them help you adjust the carry straps on the muskets so you can carry them on the move.”


“I knew putting you in charge of teaching how to shoot was best,” Kyven chuckled as he stood by his coyote friend.  “You’re a good drill instructor, Striker.”


“We do what we can, Shaman,” he smiled.  “I’m surprised you didn’t bring rifles for them.”

“There wouldn’t be enough to go around, and besides, Danna will need them more than we will,” he replied.  “She’s up against highly skilled enemy generals.  We’ll be coming up against lackadaisical garrisons and militias until the king gets serious about us and dispatches a sizable regiment of his army to deal with us.”


“And after we crush them?”


“He recalls DeVaur to save what’s left of Flaur from us,” Kyven answered.  “If I don’t miss my guess, we’ll come up against DeVaur right about the time we sack Tallasar,” he predicted.  “The king will go into a complete panic after we burn Orlann to the ground, because by then we’ll only be three weeks away from Tallasar, at least by his thinking.  He’ll think we can’t move any faster than a human army can.”


“Something we’ve used well in the past,” Striker chuckled as the next group of trainees started gathering on the firing line.


“That’s when he’ll threaten to execute DeVaur if he doesn’t get his army back to Flaur fucking now,” Kyven chuckled.  “We’ll beat DeVaur to Tallasar, sack it, kill the king and the Barristas, then face off against him just before we split up the army.”


“And you realize that those plans won’t last a minute after someone makes a decision you don’t expect?” Striker asked lightly as the Arcans waited to be told what to do.


“Naturally, but I learned from Danvers to plan early and adjust them to adapt to changing conditions, it minimizes the running around with your breeches on fire later on.”


Striker laughed.  “You have acted like a general, Shaman.  You are a good leader,” he said with a smile, putting his hand on Kyven’s shoulder.  “Now let’s get these Arcans some practice before lunch.”


Fastpaw kept an eye on Parai over the day, then bounded in on all fours and rose up to get their attention as Kyven and his brother and sister Shaman took a early afternoon meal, as the rest of their freed Arcans continued to recover from the battle and practice with their muskets without actually firing them.  Many were practicing loading muskets by loading the spares and the pistols, which had a similar loading technique.  “Shaman,” he called, walking quickly up to them after returning to a vertical base.  “Ten soldiers just left Parai and are coming this way.  I think they’re the search party.  They must consider the men we killed to be overdue by now.”


“Later than I expected, they might not get back to Parai before dark by now.  Like that’ll matter,” Kyven said.  “Brother, sisters, could one of you take a small war party out and kill them for us, please?”


“I’ll do it, brother,” Stalker said immediately with a growing smile of anticipation.


“Fastpaw, go back and keep an eye on them.  Report back in when they get about five minars from the battlefield, that’ll give Stalker and the others time to get in position.”


“Wait, where are those talkers we took from the soldiers?” Clover asked.  “They were set so they were only two.  That way poor Fastpaw doesn’t have to run back and forth all the time,” she smiled at him.


“I don’t mind, Shaman, the running does me good,” he said modestly.


“I know where they are,” Stalker announced.  “Come with me, young brother, we’ll get you one and I will carry the other for now.”


“Of course, Shaman,” he said with a nod.


Kyven had all the Arcans rest after they finished their training or finished what they were doing, addressing them just before Stalker left with thirty Arcans to ambush the search party.  “We’ll be attacking Parai tonight,” he announced.  “We can’t give them time to organize a response.  They know their soldiers are overdue, so we have to hit them before they can prepare for us.  So everyone rest.  Tonight just after sunset, I’ll explain our plan of action to you and we’ll move out.  We’ll be hitting Parai just after midnight.  By dawn, we’ll be long gone, and there won’t be a building left standing behind us,” he said with a sober look at the assembled Arcans. “We’re going to sack Parai, take everything of value we can carry, scatter the survivors, and burn the town to the ground to deny what we can’t carry to the humans.  After we’re done, we’re going to move far faster than the humans ever believe we could,” he told them.  “We’ll get so far away they won’t consider that we could get that far away, and then we’ll stop to rest.  So be ready to go a while without sleep, brothers and sisters.  We’re going to be moving all night and nearly a full day before we can stop to rest.”

Not an hour later, as Kyven dozed with the Lupans, Stalker returned, his Arcans leading ten more horses.  The wolf Shaman looked quite content, coming over and sitting beside Kyven, ruffling Sirra’s fur on her neck fondly.  “Any trouble?”


“Only one minor wound among our brothers and sisters, all the humans are dead,” he replied.  “We ambushed them, brother.  They only got off one shot in reply.”

“And naturally it hit someone,” Kyven grunted.


“No, the injury was from our brother stepping on a branch and getting a stick through his foot,” he replied.


“Ouch,” Kyven winced.  “Well, get your fighters some rest, brother.  We’ll be breaking camp and moving three hours before midnight, and that’ll be the beginning of a very long day.”


“We can manage.  We’ll see how well our brothers and sisters do, though,” he noted.  “They don’t have a Shaman’s conditioning.”


Not long after sunset, Ebony roused him, and they started.  First he shadow walked over to Parai and studied the town, making sure everything was as he remembered and that his plan would work, then he returned, gathered his friends, and explained his plan thoroughly to them, who would be directing the other Arcans in the attack.  They broke down and packed the camp, the non-combatant pack bearers preparing to earn their keep so the fighters wouldn’t be weighed down, and while the pack bearers got everything organized under Clover’s direction, Kyven addressed the fighters.  He created an illusory map of Parai, a town of about 1,000 on the coast, a town of whitewashed walls and red tiled roofs.


A doomed city.


Kyven stood in front of his map and motioned at it.  “This is Parai,” he called, then caused colored blocks to appear on it.  “We’re going to be attacking it at midnight, brothers and sisters.  Our plan is a very simple one.  Me, Stalker, and Dancer will go in first about an hour before you attack.  Our jobs are to kill the night watch, destroy the alarm gongs in their city hall and their garrison barracks to prevent them from alerting the city, secure the garrison armory, and sneak into the houses while the humans are still asleep to pull the collars off their enslaved Arcans and start trying to sneak them out of town.  When we’re done, we’ll signal Clover, and she will lead you in the assault.  You’ll advance into town from this side,” he said, putting colored lines representing the Arcans on the map.  “Your primary objectives will be the garrison armory, town hall, and the docks.”  Those three areas turned red on the map.  “Clover will divide you into teams to rush to those objectives and hold them, and then, from those positions, you’ll fan out to sack the town once the order is given.  The group attacking the docks will include Clover, and she’ll be sinking the two ships currently tied up to the docks.  The group going with her will be protecting her while she works her magic.


“While our fighters attack Parai, the rest of you will wait for us here, with enough fighters left with you to protect you from harm,” he said, causing a section of the forest just to the west of Parai to light up.  “When we finish sacking Parai, we’re coming right back through this meadow and continuing on to the west, but we’re going to need you at Parai to help carry away what we loot.  The pack bearers and camp workers will wait for the signal to enter town, and when you get it, run in and help carry away what the attackers are pulling out of the buildings.  While you do so, be careful,” he stressed.  “We should have most of the humans out of town by that point, but there’s always a chance some stray human manages to stay hidden.  So be alert when you come in and start picking up the supplies and carrying them back to the staging point.

“Once we have those three objectives under our control, we’ll spread out from them and start taking out any resistance, freeing the Arcans in town, and sacking it.  The men of town will be sleepy and unable to see well in the darkness, and will be easy to kill.  You kill anyone carrying a weapon, brothers and sisters, even if it’s a kitchen knife.  We need those weapons for ourselves.  You also free every Arcan you come across, if possible.  If the collar allows them to move around freely, bring them with you.  If the Arcan is wearing a collar that won’t let them leave the house, send out a call for Dancer.  Her sole duty in this attack is to get the collars off the town’s Arcans so we can get them safely out of town.”


He gave them all a grim look.  “We are not going to be gentle, brothers and sisters.  Simply put, you kill anyone that you even think is trying to resist you or get in your way of your mission, and that includes women and children.  This is a sacking, and the lives of the humans do not matter.  Kill anyone that gets in your way.  Once we have the populace running for the forest, we free every Arcan we find, take everything of value we can carry, then burn the rest so the humans can’t use it.  When you loot a building, place what you took out of the building in the street for the other Arcans to collect, then set fire to the building so everyone else knows that it’s already been cleaned out.  And keep your guard up while you’re looting the town, humans have a long-standing tendency to hide in their houses, and they might attack you as you’re searching their houses.  The main things you’re after when looting a building are weapons, food, waterskins and canteens, tents, packs, bedrolls and blankets, and any alchemical devices you find that are small and easy to carry.  Remember, we have to carry everything ourselves, so only take what you think will be useful to us in the days to come.  Ignore most everything else.

“We must be out of Parai by dawn,” he stressed.  “That means that at an hour before dawn, I’ll be sending out the call to set fire to the town.  When I give that order, everyone will stop pillaging, make sure there are no Arcans in the buildings that haven’t been burned, then set fire to them.  Then we form up on the north side of town and leave.  Our objective is here, an abandoned plantation 26 minars west of Parai, near the coast of the Quiet Sea,” he said, expanding his illusory map and showing their route.  “We’ll be holing up there for a couple of days to rest, recover, and reorganize, then we’ll begin our march north.

“When in the city, remember these three rules,” he said strongly.  “One.  Never go anywhere alone.  Always move about in pairs at the very minimum, in groups of four when possible, because a lone Arcan is easier to kill than an Arcan in a group.  Two.  Never, ever let your guard down,” he said intensely.  “Attacks could come from anywhere at any time.  Men might shoot at you from windows.  Men might shoot at you from the rooftops.  Someone might burst out of a doorway while you’re busy.  This is why you never go anywhere alone, friends.  When you move in units, it puts more eyes out to look for danger.  Three.  Don’t shoot each other out there.  Make sure that you’re shooting at humans, not at other Arcans.


“I know I’m more or less throwing you in a lake to sink or swim here by having you attack and destroy a town barely a day after you were freed, but we don’t have time to train you in the art of soldiering.  This is going to be a trial by fire for all of us, brothers and sisters,” he warned.  “Just trust in each other, keep alert, and remember the plan.  Always, always, always remember your plan of action, and hold to it unless you receive orders otherwise, at least for now.  When you gain more experience, you’ll be able to tell when it’s the best thing to do to change those plans on your own, but you have a ways to go before you get there.  As you gain experience, you’ll start to learn the art of being a soldier.  I guarantee that in three weeks you’ll be veterans, and we will shock the Flaurens with how effective and efficient we are as an army,” he promised.  “Alright, any questions?” he called loudly.

They were all quiet, either understanding the plan or too afraid to speak up to ask a question.


“Alright then.  Everyone get your gear stowed and get ready to move out, we leave in half an hour.”


Exactly thirty minutes later, Kyven was loading the last of his things on Vasha’s saddle, his nannies around him, and the other Shaman gathered near Sirra and Dauro.  Because Vasha was so big, he couldn’t ride her through the forest.  The southern pines of Flaur didn’t usually begin branching out until high up, allowing a man on a horse to ride among them without much trouble, but Vasha was just too tall.  She had to lower her head to get it under quite a few branches, and Kyven would have to ride all but laying forward in the saddle through the trees.  Behind him, the Arcans were organized into two columns, each of them carrying their gear and equipment, and most of them were very anxious.  “We ready?” he asked.

“Ready, brother,” Stalker replied.


“Then let’s get this overwith,” he said heavily, starting ahead.


The run along the trail was quiet and tense behind them as they moved in the deepening night, the Arcans moving without issue thanks to their night-sighted eyes, as Kyven relied on spirit sight to keep them on the path.  Vasha had to duck her head almost constantly to get under low branches, causing the occasional rustle of wood and pine needles, along with the low voices of the Arcans behind him and the clatter and clacking of their equipment creating most of the sound.  The carpet of fallen pine needles underfoot, even on the path, muted the sound of their footsteps.  Kyven had no problem keeping up with the faster Arcans on foot because they weren’t running, jogging along as most of the Arcans moved behind him on two legs.  If they dropped to all fours to run, they would leave him behind.


But he had a plan to deal with that, one he’d be setting in motion very soon.

It took them about two hours to reach the edge of the forest, and about a hundred rods away were the houses on the edge of Parai.  The town had no wall, and there were quite a few alchemical lights and lamps lighting the streets.  The Parai townsfolk were nervous, Kyven suspected, because their soldiers had not come back.  But this late at night, he could see that many of the townsfolk were in bed, at least where he could see.


Kyven halted Vasha behind him as the Arcans started to spread out and hunker down behind trees, staying out of sight, as they were told to do while they marched towards the town.  “Brother, sister, you ready?” Kyven asked as he checked his pistols one after the other.  Stalker and Dancer did the same, both of them carrying duplicated Colt pistols, and they knew how to use them.


“Ready, brother,” Stalker said.


“I’m ready, brother,” Dancer mirrored.  “I already see six Arcans,” she noted, looking around.  “This may take longer than I expected.  If every block is like this, there are more Arcans here then we thought.”


“We’ll get them all, sister,” Kyven said as he turned.  “Wait for me here,” he told the Lupans and Vasha.  He noted Dauro’s look of displeasure.  “No attitude, Dauro.  This is a town, not a plantation or the forest.  You stand out here.  Stay here and protect the Arcans, they’re going to need you.”


Dauro blinked his faintly glowing amber eyes with annoyance, then plopped down heavily to sit.  He was clearly not happy.


“I am so moved,” he drawled, which made Vasha snort in amusement.  “You three can kill any humans that try to run in this direction.  That make you happy?”


Dauro gave a few wags of his tail.


“Just don’t get too messy,” he said as he turned back around, then knelt down.  His brother and sisters knelt with him as he created an illusory map on the ground.  “Alright, here we are,” he pointed.  “Clover, here’s the armory, here’s the town hall, and here are the docks.  You organize the fighters while we get in there and start doing our work.  You can drop each detachment off at its assignment as you move through town.”


“A sensible plan, brother,” she nodded.  “It should only take me a few moments to sink those ships.”


“Just do it fast, before the crews can react.  I’ve never met a sailor that wasn’t a handful in a fight.”  He slid his finger along a street.  “This will probably be the messiest part of this attack, friends.  This street has the most houses on it.  Expect most of the resistance to come from here.  Stalker, remember, this is about stealth,” he reminded his larger friend.  “When you kill, do it silently.  We need to have the night watch patrols dead, the alarm gongs out of action and the garrison armory locked down before the Flaurens realize we’re here.”

“I can kill as quietly as you can, brother,” he said with a slight, ominous smile.  “I’ll concentrate on the patrols, you focus on the alarm gongs and armory.  Save your strength for when it is truly needed.”


“Sounds like a plan,” he agreed.  “Okay, I’ll shadow walk in and seal off the armory from the inside, then take out the gongs.  After that, I’ll spend the rest of the time waiting for midnight moving through the houses and taking any weapons I find, so they’re not being used against us.  That should reduce the threat to our brave Arcans that much more.”  He took in a deep breath, exhaled, then his body all but vanished as he took on his shadow form, becoming a two-dimensional hole in the darkness.  Only his glowing eyes were visible, two pools of ominous green in the murky night.  “Alright, here we go.  Midnight exactly, Clover,” he reminded her.  “That’s a little over an hour from now.”

“I’ll be there when you need me, brother.”


“Brother, sister, let’s do this,” he said.  “Be careful.”


“You too, brother,” Dancer said.  She and Stalker darted on silent feet towards the town, but Kyven created a circle of shadow under his feet, and with a raising hand, caused it to travel up his body and pull him into the shadow world.


The town was sleeping, but there were some that were awake, mainly those soldiers, militia men, and city leaders who fretted over the search party not returning, nor answering the talker sent with them.  They were gathered in the town hall, which was Kyven’s second stop after shadow walking into the armory in the army garrison, killing the ten sleepy guards standing watch inside it, then blocking off the door from the inside, making it impossible to get into it without chopping the door down with an axe.  The armory had a lot of useful weapons in it, some 50 muskets in racks on the walls with many open slots in the racks where the muskets the Arcans had already taken had come from, a case holding 50 horsemen’s pistols, and they also had some alchemical weapons.  There were nine shockrods with an empty slot for a tenth, ten firetubes, ten impact rods, and ten annihilators locked in a cabinet behind a heavy bar and padlock, most likely only meant to be used in exceptional circumstances.  The tenth shockrod, Kyven realized, was the one they’d taken off that officer after they ambushed them.  All of those alchemical weapons would be very useful for his army.  But Kyven wasn’t going to confuse his soldiers by giving them a weapon they’d never seen before and expect them to use it in an attack just an hour after getting it.  It was safer to just let them use what they had and then give them the weapons when they had time to safely learn how they worked.  He did filch all ten annihilators out of their armory, however, since they had powering crystals in them and were ready to be used.

It just went to show how dismissive the Flaurens were over the Arcans, they didn’t even take those annihilators with them when they rode out to kill the Shaman.  It seemed a bit odd to him that they didn’t think to take them to use against the Shaman, for that matter.  These southern Flauren must truly be dismissive of Shaman, because they were Arcans.


Actually, it wasn’t all that surprising, he realized after thinking about it a moment while he watched and listened in on the city leaders from the shadow world.  These southern Flaurens lived in complete security down here, and after so long in nice domestic bliss where nothing bad ever happened, it lulled them into a sense that nothing ever would.  The Arcans didn’t seem dangerous to them because there were just slaves.  They probably feared the Shaman, but not as much as others who may have had to deal with them, since nothing bad ever happened in Parai.  But now something bad had happened, and listening in on the men of the city council, he realized that these men had no idea how to handle it.  They were lost, because the one man in Parai that did have the training to manage it was the Flauren army officer in command of the garrison, and he was on leave to visit family in Orlann.  He’d left his lieutenant in command, and the lieutenant had been leading the expedition to kill the Shaman and deal with the runaway Arcans from King’s Garden.  These men didn’t know what to do about a situation where things were not just fine in Parai, where something serious had happened which they had never expected, and they had no one to turn to for help.  They argued among themselves about the best course of action, some stubbornly refused to admit nothing was wrong while others wanted to bang the alarm gongs and turn out the entire town’s men to form a militia to find the missing war party.

They didn’t argue much longer.  Those annihilators came in handy…disintegrating the collected town leaders and militiamen in town hall as they argued about what to do.  And since he used them in the same manner he had against the Councillars when he attacked Loremaster headquarters, setting an activated annihilator under the table around which they’d gathered while remaining in the shadow world, those men never knew what hit them.  Annihilators made no sound until they went off, and that sound wasn’t all that loud, just a dull fwumph of activation.  The heated voices in the room were cut off instantaneously by that dull fwumph and a shimmer of grayish light, and then there was nothing but the chiming and clinking of the non-organic gear those men were carrying falling to the floor and a thick pall of dust hanging in the air.  The annihilator had killed them all, as well as disintegrating the wooden table around which they stood 

The rest of the hour passed quickly for him.  After completely removing the alarm gongs by pulling them through the shadow world and tossing them a few minars offshore, tossing them into the Angry Sea, he moved through the shadow world from house to house.  A nearly permanent shadowy gateway near Clover rained almost constant muskets, pistols, old cavalry sabers hanging on walls, even large knives taken from kitchens as Kyven moved as quickly as he could to take the personal weapons of the townsfolk so they couldn’t be used against the Arcans.  A surprising number of them had hunting muskets, which were built differently than military muskets.  He captured a large number of muskets and pistols from the lone weapons shop in town which sold the items to the townspeople.


By the end of the hour, Kyven had removed the weapons from nearly half of the houses in town and had blocked off the armory.  Kyven looked through town from the shadow world and saw that his brother and sister had moved with the same swift skill.  Stalker had eliminated every patrol of the night watch with quiet, lethal skill, tracking them down and freezing them in place with his magic, then dragging the frozen corpses into alleys to hide them.  He also killed every townsperson out and about he encountered, and he wasn’t discriminatory.  He killed men traveling home after a late night in the town’s three pubs, quite a few women seeking to sell a good time to those revelers, and even a few older children slinking about in the night, effectively clearing the streets.


As he cleared the streets, Dancer hurried from house to house, using spirit sight to look through the walls to see if there were Arcans within, and if there were, breaking in and removing them.  She mostly had an easy time of it, bringing the Arcans out with her—they’d heard the rumors and knew that the Arcans on the king’s plantation had all been freed by a Shaman—but she did run into a few problems, mainly with Arcans who had no intention of leaving their house or their masters.  Those, Dancer dealt with with her magic, putting them to sleep and laying them on the deserted streets for the invading Arcans to pick up and carry to safety.

At exactly midnight, Clover initiated the attack.  With surprising speed and stealth, the Arcans rushed into Parai, being as quiet as possible, rushing down the wide cobblestone streets.  A large group stopped at the armory, going inside it to find all the men dead, holding fast at that position.  The rest of them continued towards town hall, and they got all the way to it before a human woman screamed from an upstairs window, screaming hysterically that Arcans were running in the streets.  Alchemical lights and lanterns started winking on in almost every upstairs window along the street facing town hall, but Clover didn’t react to the shouting woman.  She waved her Arcans on, and when they reached town hall, half of the remaining group entered it to get out of sight until the order to attack was issued.  More and more lights came on in bedrooms as she led the last group of Arcans the short distance between town hall and the docks.  Clover ran right to the very end of the quay to which the two ships in port were tied, and she moved with efficiency.  Arcans kicked off the gangplanks and attacked the hawsers with axes, chopping the mooring lines, then Arcans used gaffing hooks picked up at the foot of the dock at Clover’s direction to push the ships away from the quays, which would make it extremely hard for the sailors aboard them to get onto the dock.  Clover attacked the first boat with her magic, her eyes glowing brightly as she made a gesture, raising her hand up and back as if to throw something.  A long line of pure magical energy extended from her hand, growing, growing, growing, floating over and behind her, then she whipped her hand over her head and down all the way to the wood of the quay, which caused that magical line of energy to snap straight and streak around in an arc so quickly that it almost looked like a solid bar of light.


A mana whip!  Clover had reproduced the effect of a mana whip with her magic!


Whatever that line of magical energy struck, it sheared apart as if that line of magic was the sharpest sword ever honed by man, Arcan, or god.  The whip was long enough to go all way across the deck of the ship, but it first sheared through the rigging between the two masts, cutting ropes.  When it hit the railing and the deck, it went right through it like they weren’t even there.  The magical tendril sheared all the way down through the ship, from the deck all the way to the keel, going all the way down into the water.  And the instant the whip cut the keel, the two halves of the ship gave a loud wooden groan and leaned away from each other as the movement of the water pulled the two halves apart.  Startled shouts and curses came from the ship, but Clover was already turning around to face the other ship, her mana whip in the water like a fishing line, then she brought it up and over her head with careful aim.  The glowing line streaked over the dock and then slammed into the other ship, a galleon, and it fared no better than the smaller caravel.  The ship was sliced in half in a heartbeat, the two pieces yawing away from each other as men appeared on deck, looking around wildly and screaming.

Clover put a finger to her muzzle, then a shrill whistle reverberated across the entire town, it was so loud.  And at the sound of that whistle, the Arcans in their three positions attacked.


Kyven returned to the real world and decided he could best help by assisting Dancer in freeing Arcans, allowing the Arcans to do what they were told to do, to gain confidence in themselves without Kyven holding their hands.  They knew what to do, and as Kyven entered the nearest house holding two Arcans, they started.  Sporadic gunfire followed up the whistle, then it became more constant as the musket-wielding Arcans opened fire on men coming out of their houses.

By the time Kyven had killed the lone man living in the small apartment over the shop and freed the two Arcans, a mated pair of ferrets, it was complete chaos on the streets.  Men and women ran screaming in their nightclothes as Arcans swarmed all over, stopping to fire their muskets, creating flashes of bright light on the shadowy street.  Kyven stepped over the body of a woman in her nightgown, shot through the chest and her eyes glazed in death, herding the two frightened ferrets towards a throng of Arcans at an intersection.  He saw Arcans storming into houses up and down the street, saw flashes of musket fire within the houses, and with his spirit sight, he saw that the Arcans were doing what they were told, killing the men in the house and allowing the women and children to run, but they were killing the women and children if they tried to fight back.  Kyven pulled his pistol and shot a man running down the street with a musket, who wasn’t trying to use it, just carrying it, rushing over to him with the two ferrets following.  “Take this,” he said, pushing the musket into the hands of the male.  “Carry it with you back to the others.  Just don’t try to use it, it’s not loaded,” he added after checking the breech.

“Are you a pirate?” the female asked fearfully.


Kyven laughed.  “I’m a Shaman, little one,” he said with a smile as they stood back up.  “And we’re here to free you.”


Kyven took the two ferrets to the group of five Arcans in the intersection. Two were reloading their muskets rather clumsily as the other three were on the lookout for anyone to shoot.  “One of you take these two to the staging area,” Kyven ordered.  “Do not come back by yourself, wait for another Arcan to need to come back before you return.”


“I’ll go,” one of the standing canine Arcans said, turning towards them.  “Come with me, I’ll get you out of here.”


“Thank you, Shaman!” the male ferret said, then the two ran towards the western edge of town with the larger canine.


“Clover told you to hold this intersection?” Kyven asked the four remaining.


“Yes, Shaman, she has groups at every major intersection in town,” a fairly large female canine with the tip of her right ear notched replied.  “She said with us here, it prevents the humans from forming large groups to challenge us.”


“Those are good orders,” Kyven agreed.  “But you don’t want to stand out in the open like this.  Drag tables and other big things out of the houses around you and build a blind so humans with guns can’t see you.  If they can’t see you, they can’t take easy aim at you.”


“Yes, Shaman,” she said.  “Two of us stay here, two of us go,” she said, taking charge and pointing.  “Longclaw, Halftail, go bring back things.  We’ll hold the intersection.”


“Yes, Honey,” one of them said, and the two of them went into the open doorway of the nearest house.


“Congratulations, Honey, you’re now a sergeant,” Kyven told her easily.


“A what?”


“Something we’ll explain later.  Basically it means you can tell others what to do.”

“I do that anyway, I was the leader of my shanty town,” she replied easily.  “These are Arcans from my shanty town.  They’d better obey me.”


“Keep them in line, Honey,” he chuckled, then he got back to work.


After an hour, all real resistance in Parai to the Arcan attack had been eradicated.  Between Kyven stealing many of their weapons to them being confused, blinded by the darkness, and scattered around town in their homes, they were easy prey for Arcans who had a plan and who had attacked by surprise.  Men who tried to fight back found they were alone or with only maybe their next door neighbors against dozens of dozens of armed Arcans running the streets.  They found Arcans holding the major intersections, shooting at anyone that approached them, forcing the screaming, fleeing people down dark, narrow alleys, which further added to the confusion.  When the fires started to break out, it created near panic in those who were still running in the streets.  Those who tried to barricade themselves in their houses were dealt with by having their houses set on fire with them in it, as the Arcans were told to deal with them.  Any house whose door could not be forced open was set on fire.  Some of those who barricaded themselves inside managed to get out before being burned to death, but some died in their houses, killed by the smoke before the fire reached them.  Climbing Arcans got up onto the roofs to get a good commanding view of the streets, shooting at men who were trying to shoot at the Arcans on the streets from the windows of their homes.  The Arcans used up most of the powder and shot taken from the soldiers, falling back on their natural weaponry and the hand weapons they’d carried with them, turning the streets into a bloodbath of hacked and beaten bodies, and blood running in rivulets between the cobblestones from the dead.  Bodies littered the streets, mostly human but also with Arcans among them, illuminated by the fires from the houses.  Humans trying to drag their collared Arcans with them were killed and the Arcans freed, Arcans were being pulled from houses all over town whose collars wouldn’t let them leave and who were abandoned by their owners, all of them being hurried to the safety of the staging area by escorting fighting Arcans.  Some of the Arcans were spirited out of town by their owners, but the vast majority of them were captured by Kyven’s army.

And among them, found by Kyven himself in the kennel, was the very rabbit that had fled the plantation to warn her masters of Kyven’s plans.  She had clearly been beaten, badly beaten, laying on the floor of a cage curled in a fetal ball.  Kyven himself had been the one to free her from her cage and take her to the staging area, and she looked nearly broken.  She had been a good girl and told her masters about Kyven, and they had beaten her and thrown her in a kennel for her loyalty.


Once the last few holdouts were killed, with most of the townsfolk having fled, the looting began.  Arcans broke down doors and sacked the houses, stacking food and useful equipment out in the street, and the noncombatant Arcans started to appear, running in, grabbing what was set out for them, then running back to the staging area with the booty.


Kyven took stock of things two hours before dawn.  They were looting more than they could possibly carry, he realized, which would require them to prioritize when they packed to move.  Nearly a quarter of the city was already on fire, and the surviving townsfolk were fleeing along the north road, heading for the fishing village of Canverra, which was about ten minars up the coast.  They’d freed all the Arcans in town that they could find, collars littering the streets along with the dead, the armory had been plundered, town hall was already a conflagration lighting up most of the southern side of town.  Dancer stopped beside him as he studied an illusory map he’d put on the ground at his feet, kneeling down with him.  “How goes it, brother?” she asked.

“We’re almost done,” he replied.  “I’ll be calling for the town to be burned earlier than planned, we already have more than we can carry sitting on the streets waiting to be picked up.  Did you heal the rabbit?”


She nodded.  “She’ll be alright.  She’s very distraught at the moment.”


“Not a shock,” he grunted, studying the map.  “How many Arcans did we free?”


“Nearly two hundred,” she answered.  “The majority of them are house Arcans.   The small breeds,” she told him.


“I noticed,” he nodded.  He glanced to the side when he felt a disturbance in the shadows, and Toby stepped into the real world, the shadow bleeding out of his fur.  He knelt down beside Kyven.

“Ayah, Ah shoulda figured you’d be up tah fightin’,” he said.  “How goes it?”


“The fighting was over a long time ago, right now we’re in the loot and pillage phase,” he replied dryly, which made Toby chuckle.  “What brings you by?”


“Nothin’ much.  Just wanted tah tell ya that yo’ spirit said she come up with a way tah fix yo’ amulet,” he said.  “It gonna make me have tah go back to bein’ human.  Ah’m almost gonna miss this,” he said, running his hand up his furred arm.  “But she said Ah get tah keep mah shadow powers when Ah turn back, just like you did.  She said they’s part o’ me now, and can’t nevah be taken away.  She said Danna will keep them too, once she has her babies an’ can change back.”


“She hasn’t told me about it yet.  But then again, she never really tells me anything,” he grunted.  “But that’s good to know.  When is she changing you back?”


“Tonight,” he replied.  “She done warned me that it won’t be pleasant.”

“How goes Atan?”


“Waitin’,” he replied.  “The Flaurens, they still be cloggin’ up the whole thing.  Nobody can get past ‘em, but they ain’t movin’ from they spot.  Them Flaurens, they be waitin’ fo’ somethin’, but we ain’t sure what it is.  Danna sent me an’ Nightfall in there tah try to find out what, but we ain’t found nothing yet.  Until they break the stalemate, all we can do is keep getting’ ready fo’ ‘em.”  He chuckled.  “The scoutin’ army DeVaur sent, they took one look at what we built and done turned tail an’ ran back fo’ Chardon.  But the Georvans, they done tried somethin’.”


“The mountaineers?”


He nodded with a fanged grin.  “They sent a group o’ mountaineers in, tried tah come in from the north tah scout our forces.  Danna wiped them out.”

Kyven looked up when he heard a musket shot that was very close by, then saw with his spirit sight two Arcans running into an alley, pointing their muskets at something on the ground he couldn’t see…a human they’d just killed, probably someone hiding in a basement somewhere who had made a run for it.


“What was that?”


“Someone shot someone hiding out,” he replied dismissively.  “Nothing to worry about.”


“Yo’ Arcans, they doin’ okay?”


“From a military standpoint?  Much better than I expected,” he replied.  “But we didn’t give them very complicated instructions, either, they’re new to this.  But they did what we told them to do very well,” he said with a complementing nod.  “Once they get some experience, they’re going to be a damn good army.”

“Ah’m not surprised,” Toby nodded.  “They Arcans up in our army, they way better at being soldiers than Ah ever thought they’d be.”


“Shaman!” a young cat called, running up to them.  “Shaman, there are men on horses riding towards us from the north road!”

“How many?” he asked, dismissing the illusion of his map and standing up.


“About fifty,” the young female replied, probably one of Fastpaw’s scouts.


Kyven swore.  “Canverra men,” he said.  “They must have seen the fires and are riding down here to help.  Go to the staging area, little one, and get ready to scout the path we took to get here, that’s the way we’re going back.”  She nodded once and dropped to all fours, racing away.  He built an idea in his mind for an illusion and beseeched his spirit, who responded and granted him the energy to cast the spell.  It was an illusion of sound only, creating a booming voice that reached all the way across town, but a voice that only Arcans could hear.  “We’re done!” Kyven called to them.  “Collect up what’s been put on the streets and set fire to the town!  Burn every building and pull back to the staging area!  Brother, sisters, go through the plunder and prioritize what we take, destroy what we can’t take, then get our army on the move for our next stopping point!  Fastpaw, deploy your scouts onto the western trail to scout ahead of us, I’ll deal with the men coming from Canverra!  Move, people, move, move, move!” he ordered.  Almost immediately, every Arcan around them burst into a run, scrambling to obey his orders.  “Feel like some exercise, Toby?” he asked as he stood up.”



“Ayah, always,” he grinned.  “What we gonna do?”


“Oh, go scare the piss out of about fifty Flauren villagers riding down here from Canverra and make them run like hell,” he replied smoothly.  “If I do it right, we’ll get some of their horses.  That’s why I need you, you can help me gather them up.”

“Yo’ usin’ horses?” he asked in surprise.


“We’ll need them to pull the alchemical siege weapons I’m sure we’ll capture in the larger cities, so may as well start collecting them now,” he replied.  “As long as they’re not weighed down, they can keep up with the Arcans on the move.  Those that don’t, we’ll just leave behind.  And if we start running short on pillaged or foraged food, the Arcans can always eat the extras,” he shrugged.


Toby chuckled.  “Ah’d never eat no horse, but Ah hear the Cajar think horsemeat’s some kind o’ delicacy.  But them Cajar, they eat anythin’.”


Kyven replaced the clip in one of his pistols with a fresh one to make sure it was fully loaded, then he took on his shadow form.  Toby did so as well, and Kyven pulled both of them into the shadow world.  Toby followed him as he took a single step, then after casting about a bit, he found the column of Canverra militiamen, riding to the south as fast as they could safely move in the night.  Alchemical lamps lit the road for them, which still had a few straggling Parai townsfolk stumbling along to the north, heading for Canverra.  Kyven moved them to a point about half a minar south of them, enough time for them to prepare for their arrival, and Kyven took  Toby’s wrist so they’d both exit the shadow world using the single gateway Kyven created underneath him.  Had he not done that, Toby would have remained in the shadow world while Kyven left it.  “Alright, we have about ten minutes before they get here,” Kyven said.  “I’m gonna do what I did at Durm, Toby.”


Toby barked out a laugh.  “Do one o’ those big scary illusions?”


Kyven nodded.  “This one’s going to be much different, though, and it’s going to be much more dangerous,” he warned.  “I’ll terrify the men and panic the horses.  I’m positive they’ll buck a few riders off when they bolt.  You kill anyone that falls off his horse while I make sure they don’t come back this way for the rest of their natural lives.  Just do me a favor.”


“What?”


“Believe in what you see,” Kyven told him, looking him in the eyes.  “Your doubt in my illusion might allow the Flaurens to see through it.”


“Ah know what you mean, Kyv, Ah’ve heard you explain it tah Danna,” he said with a nod.  “Ah can do it, Ah’ve seen you do illusions that Ah couldn’t believe weren’t real.”


“Works for me.  Okay, friend, go find a nice shadow to meld into.  I’m sure you’ll know exactly when to get involved.”


“Ayah,” he called with a grin, then he loped off the road and slid to a stop by the closest tree.  Immediately, his body dissolved into nothingness as he enacted the most basic of his shadow fox powers, the ability to meld into a shadow and disappear completely from view.


Kyven himself moved off the road so there wasn’t a direct line between him, his intended illusion, and the Flaurens, and waited.  About five minutes later, the first of the men and his horse appeared out of the background radiance caused by all the life around him, coming into view of his spirit sight, and seeing that man was his signal to begin.  He took in a deep breath and closed his eyes, building an image in his mind with incredible, exquisite detail, even adding texture and substance to the parts of the illusion that nobody could even see.  When he had his image firmly in his mind, he beseeched his spirit for the energy to cast his spell.  Her reaction was quite prideful when she saw what was in his mind, responding with the energy he requested, and it flowed through him as what he had built in his mind was taken from his imagination and brought into the real world.


The illusion was large, complex, and detailed.  It began with a shaking of the ground that caused the men he could see to saw on their reins, the illusion so detailed and having so much substance instilled into it by Kyven’s utter belief in his reality that it even affected the horses.  Smoke issued from the road in front of the men, a vile smoke smelling of sulphur and brimstone, and the shaking of the ground increased.  Just as one of the men pointed, the full extent of the illusion was unleashed upon them, as a fiery, ghastly, unspeakable thing burst from the ground in a geyser of dirt, smoke, and flame, one of the demonic entities mentioned in the Book of the Trinity, and something out of most Noraavi’s nightmares.  Men screamed in terror as the titanic behemoth, sheathed in an aura of fiery immolation, pulled its legs out of the ground, the foot striking the road shaking the earth to the point where the limbs of the pine trees to the west shuddered and swayed.  The heat of the thing hit the men, tightened their faces as a flame-shrouded skull glared down at them with a baleful stare.  Kyven broke into an immediate sweat and gritted his teeth as he poured more and more energy into his creation, bringing his illusion into the reality of the men who were staring at it.  Even as it was, it was enough to make ten of the men turn their horses and run away, spurring their horses in a frenzy to get as far away from the illusion as possible.

“FROM THE FIRES OF HELL, I AM RELEASED!” the illusion boomed in a voice that shivered the waves of the sea half a minar to the east. “GAZE UPON AZGRANTHISTES, DEVOURER OF SOULS, MORTAL INSECTS.  I HUNGER!”


And that was all it took.  The men started screaming in panic when the giant illusion took a single step forward and reached out with an arm so long that its fingertips nearly touched the ground when it was standing upright, reaching for the closest of the men.  The horses were also utterly panicked, several of them rearing and bucking, and they needed no guidance to flee from Kyven’s illusion.  Seven or eight men were knocked off their horses as the Canverra men turned around and followed the ten who had already fled back towards their village, all of them screaming and howling in abject terror, and that was when Toby burst into action.  He rushed forward and killed the first man he reached with his claws, tore his pistol out of his stiffening hands, then shot the next closest dead in the face as he tried to recover from being bucked off his mount.  The other men barely took notice of it, for their fear-crazed eyes were locked on the illusion that Kyven was maintaining.  They didn’t notice that the fires sheathing the legs of the titanic behemoth didn’t set fire to the fur of the black-furred Arcan at its feet, because all they could see was that flame-shrouded hand reaching for them, reaching for their souls.

Toby moved swiftly, taking advantage of their terror.  He yanked a horseman’s saber from the man he’d shot and used it to kill the other men, who were either paralyzed with terror or were running for their very souls and were not in any way paying attention to anything but running as fast as they possibly could.  But they were nowhere near as fast as Toby, who chased the men down and dispatched them with his new weapon with almost ridiculous ease.


When the last man fell to the ground and the mounted men were far out of sight, Kyven gave an explosive release of breath from his position and canceled the illusion.  The hellish titan shimmered and then vanished without a sound, and Kyven wilted to one knee as the effort caught up with him.  But the illusion had not left the real world without leaving its mark.  There were blackened pits in the road where it stood, the dirt compacted by the illusion’s phantom weight and seared and burned by its fire, and several licks of flame flickered in the grass to each side of the road, combusted by the heat and fire emanating from his illusion.


“Ayah, Kyv, that was somethin!” Toby laughed as he dropped the saber on the ground on his way back.


“Wait, don’t throw that away,” Kyven panted.  “Let’s collect up their weapons and try to chase down their horses.”


“Ah’ll do it, you rest a spell,” Toby told him.  “Y’all look tired.”


“That’s not easy,” he said, blowing out his breath and getting back on his feet.  “But I’m okay.  There’s too much to do for me to sit on my butt.”

They never did find the horses, so they shadow walked two armloads of weapons back to the staging area, the unshrouded weapons attracting the attention of the things, who started drifting in their direction.  Clover and Dancer were organizing things at the staging area while Arcans stuffed foodstocks and goods into pilfered packs, bags, and sacks, and everyone was loading themselves down with equipment.  Sirra and Dauro bounded up to him, greeting him happily, and Vasha trotted up behind them.  “Hey guys,” he said, touching each of them.  “Any trouble?”


Sirra’s tongue lolled out of her mouth.


“You two are so mean,” he chuckled wearily, patting her on the head.  “How goes things, sister?”


“We’re almost ready to move,” Clover replied as she pointed two Arcans towards the west.  “We’re going to have to leave much of this behind, brother.  It’s just too much.”


“I know,” he replied.  “We scared off the men that were coming this way, so we should have no trouble.”


Toby laughed. “Ayah, did Kyv ever scare the everlovin’ piss outta ‘em!” he said, laughing again.  “Ah ain’t never seen nothin’ that impressive befo’, and Ah’ve seen a ton of Kyv’s illusions!”


“I think we heard it all the way over here,” Stalker said with a dark smile.  “Some kind of roar, then something about insects and being hungry.”


Toby laughed harder and nodded.  “That was it,” he declared.  “Y’all shoulda seen it!  It was amazin’!”


Dancer almost unconsciously put her hand on the medallion around her neck, carved from the stone that he’d caused to pass right through her hand in a demonstration of the hidden power of illusion.


“Our brother’s talent in illusion awes many of us, Toby,” Clover chuckled.  “Now, if you’re staying here, make yourself useful and put on a pack.  We need all the strong backs we can find.”


Toby laughed.  “Ayah, Ah guess Ah can at least hang around til y’all get where yo’ goin’.  But Ah gotta be back in Atan soon.  Danna might think Ah abandoned her,” he chuckled.


“Stay as long as you can, Toby.  You will be a definite help,” Clover told him.


By dawn, Parai was a raging inferno, and the Arcans that had destroyed it were deep in the pine forest west of the destroyed town and well on their way to their next destination, an abandoned plantation in a remote unpopulated stretch of Flaur where their neophyte army could better organize itself in a relatively safe area.  It was there that the foundations of the army would be laid, where Arcans that had proved themselves in the two battles would be made sergeants in the army, where their new soldiers would receive additional instruction in how to use their new weapons, and where the army’s structure would be defined for their new soldiers.  The Shaman would teach the Arcans the basics of soldiering, which was about much more than fighting.


As dawn painted the pine trees in growing light, Kyven sighed wearily and adjusted the heavy pack on his back.  He too was carrying his share of the supplies, as Vasha glared unholy death at him from behind for all the weight she was carrying on her back.  Even Sirra and Dauro were carrying supplies in makeshift packs tied to their backs.  He was desperately tired and in need of both rest and raw meat, but he couldn’t rest until they marched the 26 minars to the abandoned plantation.  The entire plantation had been burned as a safety measure after the Touch spread through the Arcans working it, killing most of them, all the human overseers, and the plantation owner and his family, and it had caused the Flaurens living anywhere near it to move away for fear of the dreaded illness lingering and infecting them as well.  The plantation’s ghastly past would serve them well, for it was a place no Flauren would dare go.  It would provide protection for them as they took time they didn’t really have to instruct their new army in the basics of being an army.

They had begun in King’s Garden, but the Arcan army that would sweep across Flaur and leave it nothing but a smoking ruin would be born in the abandoned and reportedly haunted former plantation whose name was so taboo that had been stricken from Flauren records.  It was simply known as that place, and that place would justify all the fears the Flaurens held of it.


It had once harbored the Touch that had wiped out the plantation’s inhabitants and nearly unleashed a virulent plague that could have wiped out most of the Flaurens in the southern peninsula.  Now it would harbor the army that would sweep out from its borders worse than any plague, destroying everything in its path as it marched across the peninsula in its mission to devastate human civilization and shatter the very basics of working society across all of Noraam.

Kyven hated it.  He hated it with every fiber of his being, what he had done and what he knew he had to do.  The blood was now on his hands.  He had killed women, killed children, and ordered the slaughter of many more.  The defiant mother and the young boy who decried her murder, who was then killed himself, would forever be seared into Kyven’s memory as the first of the innocents he gunned down with brutal disregard, the first of many atrocities that would cause mankind to brand him as the most evil man to have ever walked the face of the earth.  But it had to be done, and a Shaman did not shy away from an unpleasant task.


It had to be done, no matter how much he desperately wished that it was not so.

It had to be done, despite knowing that he was damning his friends and the Arcans around him to his own fate.

It had to be done.
