Chapter 5

The rain certainly didn’t make him feel any better.

Wet, cold, and weary, Kyven Steelhammer stood with a sodden blanket wrapped around his shoulders as he supervised ten burly Arcans as they disassembled the metal archway.  Behind him, Ebony and the nannies broke down their camp, commanding some fifty Arcan fighters who had stayed behind to protect Kyven as he recovered his strength.  The rain had started about three hours ago, a surprisingly cold soaking rain that was very unusual for Flaur.  This was the dry season in Flaur, at least relative to the rest of the year, where most of the rain came in the form of short afternoon storms.  It had been very dry for the last week, a fact that had been very useful to Kyven and the Arcans, and it seemed that nature was making up for the lack of late afternoon thunderstorms with a very unseasonable steady rain that was decidedly chilly.  The coolness that came with the rain seemed to go straight through him and settle deep in his bones, leaving him achy, weary, and very much wishing that he was under a sturdy roof and sitting beside a large cheerful fire.


The archway…he should have known that it wasn’t going to be quite so easy.  He’d had so many plans for it, but now, now most of those plans were useless.  And it was all his fault.  When he overextended himself, almost everyone watching had come to the belief that it was the arch that had done that to him, and the arch, still an alchemical device in its infancy as per its operation and effect, had imprinted their belief.  Kyven had told the Arcans that the archway was a device that would only be used as a last resort, and telling them that had reinforced that belief that the reason Kyven said that was because of what the archway did to him.  Now, any time he used the arch, it was going to take much more than just his Shaman magic and his will.  Now, it was going to take his life.  The arch was permanently corrupted by the belief of those who had seen its first use, and whoever used it would have to power it with their magic, with their will, and with their life energy.


Every time he used the arch, it was going to age him, drain his life energy.  The stronger the effect he created, the more of his life it would drain.   For an Arcan Shaman, the arch was a death trap, since their lifespans were shorter than a human’s.  But for Kyven, he figured he could use the archway only four more times before it aged him to such a degree that it damaged his ability to use magic.

Shaman magic was dependent on the body, and his body’s ability to control and channel that magic would degrade as he aged.  When his body aged beyond a certain point, he’d no longer have the physical strength and stamina to use his magic.  At that point, he’d no longer be a Shaman, would only have his shadow powers, and he would be all but useless to the Arcans as anything but a scout.

He should have been more careful.  He should have realized that the device could be corrupted by the Arcans watching when he decided to push himself past his limits, to the point where his Shaman magic drained away a portion of his own life energy.  His lack of wisdom and foresight was going to cost him now, and what was worse, it was going to cost the army in the form of more Arcan dead.   He’d planned to use the arch to destroy mana crystals before every major action to rob the humans of their alchemical siege weapons and other devices, perhaps use the arch to turn the tide of battle in his favor if he found his army outnumbered, but now he’d had to carefully pick and choose when and how he used the arch.  Now, it truly was his option of last resort, because using it too many times was going to kill him.  And Kyven had too many plans for the future to allow the arch to drain away his life.

If he was going to die, it wasn’t going to be standing in that archway feeling it suck him dry just before his spirit came to claim his soul.


There were options, however…just not ones he wanted to entertain.  The spell that his spirit had taught him, the spell that drained energy from another to temporarily bolster his own strength, showed him that there was a way that Shaman magic could take energy from another.  And he was rather sure that if he bargained with his spirit, she could restore what the arch drained, since it seemed that Shaman magic was capable of draining the life from another.  It would probably take his spirit to take that energy and use it to reinvigorate him, to turn back the clock and give him back the years the arch would have drained to force him to resort to beseeching his spirit.  But that too would be a option of pure desperation, if he had to use the arch too many times and found himself on the verge of becoming too weak to use his magic.  No deal he’d ever struck with his spirit had ever worked in his favor, and he was honestly afraid of what he’d have to pay if he found himself in the position where his spirit’s assistance was his only recourse.


But, that was there, in the back of his mind, a subtle temptation to use the arch in a situation other than dire necessity.


The rain made him feel…old.  Achy bones, tired, sore muscles, the feeling that he’d only be warm again if he boiled himself in a giant cauldron.  For a moment, he had a weird sense that this was what Firetail must have been feeling every day, at least until she passed away, and how Arcans like Old Sam dealt with life every day.  Kyven was honestly surprised the old Arcan was able to not only keep up with the army, but still do his fair share of the work every day despite the fact that he was the oldest Arcan in the host.  And if that wasn’t enough, he was teaching some younger Arcans the skills he learned when he was owned by a vet, teaching them basic medicine.  Firetail and Old Sam were examples that age may slow some people down, but it certainly didn’t stop them…at least until their time came.

Firetail proved that no matter healthy someone appeared, when their time came, there was no stopping it.  She had died in her sleep, and had died so suddenly that it took everyone completely by surprise.


Kyven didn’t fuss when Ebony pulled the blanket off his shoulders and replaced it with a deep ankle-length cloak that was easily full enough for him to pull it around him to completely cover him, an article of clothing not worn much in the Free Territories.  Cloaks were popular in the colder northern kingdoms for warmth, commonly worn over a stout jacket and leggings or a heavy winter dress as an additional layer to stave off the bitter winter cold, and in Flaur and Nurys primarily as garb worn to deal with rain, as it was very easy to put on and take off.  The rain in Flaur, Alamar, and Nurys could come out of nowhere and had almost no transition from dry to thunderous downpour, and a cloak only took a quick second to don.  The cloak Ebony put on him was made of a very thin, light material so it didn’t get too hot, it was a light tan color with an ornate gold button and silk cord eye at the throat to clasp it, and it was also completely waterproof.  Whatever it was made of was woven so tightly that water rolled right off of it rather than soak into it.  Of course, that meant that the water dripping from his black hair didn’t have anywhere to go but down his neck and back, since the cloak stopped water from the inside as well as the outside.


“Thanks,” he said in a weary voice as he watched two large and very burly bull Arcans set the arch piece on the wet grass.  Both of them were more than tall enough to reach up and pull the arch free of the rest of the device.  “We’ll be moving out as soon as they have it disassembled.  We have some hard traveling ahead of us to catch up to the others.  They’re over a day ahead.”


“We should reach them just before they get to Orlann.  Besides, you told them not to attack until we got there.”


“They’ll need that time to rest before the attack, so it doesn’t matter if we’re a little late,” he told her as the rain lessened a little, going from a steady soaking to a steady light rain.  “This rain isn’t going to help us very much.”


“We’ve walked in the rain before, Shaman,” she said calmly.  “If anything, I’ll warm up a little once we get moving.”


Kyven turned and let out a loud, shrill whistle.  Seconds later, Vasha trotted up to him, answering his call.  “They have the arch key section down, friend.  I’m going to need you to carry it,” he told her.  “I’ll walk with you.”


She gave a heavy snort of disapproval, butting him with her snout.


“You can’t carry us both, and the arch is more important than I am,” he told her calmly.  “I’ll just use my amulet and go Arcan, that makes the traveling easier.”


She pawed the ground with her huge hoof, glaring a little at him.


“I’m fine, you big worrier,” he assured her.  “If we weren’t in such a hurry, I would ride you, but we have to catch up to the army.  Not only do they need us, but we’re vulnerable trailing along this far behind them.  If the humans find us before we get back to them, we’ll be outmatched.  You’re the only one here big enough to carry the arch key piece without it slowing you down, and we need speed right now.”


She stared at him a long moment, then looked away in disgust.


“I’m so glad you see things my way,” he drawled.  “Now do me a favor and go find the Lupans.  We’ll be leaving as soon as we have the pack camped.”


Vasha couldn’t leave without demonstrating her disapproval, in the form of very nearly knocking him down with her shoulder and foreleg as she turned around.  Then, just to make sure of it, she slapped him in the head with her longhaired tail, which stung a little bit when the long, tough hair wrapped around and whipped against his cheek and jaw..


Ebony gave him a slight smile.  “She’s big enough to tell you how all of us feel, Shaman,” she noted.


“She’s big enough to think I’m not going to get even with her,” he said with a slightly malevolent look back at the Equar.


“I sometimes marvel at how well you understand them,” she told him as they watched the Arcans take the two legs of the arch apart.  “I can tell when they’re hungry or upset or happy, but I can’t understand them as deeply as you can.  It’s almost like you can talk to them, and they talk back to you.”


“It’s not magic, it’s just that we’ve traveled together a long time,” he told her.  “I don’t understand them as if they were talking, but I can tell what they’re thinking more often than not.  And they know me well enough to do the same.”  He pulled the cloak a little more around him when the wind picked up.  “And it shouldn’t be a surprise that they can understand us.  They’re monsters, Ebony, don’t think of them as just oversized animals.  They’re a hell of a lot smarter than wolves or horses.  I think they’re smarter than quite a few people I’ve known in my life,” he said dryly.

“There’s no doubt about that, Shaman.”


Vasha trotted back with both Lupans behind her.  Their wiry fur often made it hard to tell if they were wet or dry, since it rarely wilted from the weight of water unless they’d just jumped into a river.  “Well, that didn’t take long,” Kyven chuckled as he petted Dauro once they reached him.  “You two must have been back in camp.  We’re leaving in a little bit, so stay in camp.”


Dauro sat on his haunches beside Kyven, and Sirra nudged Ebony out of her spot beside him to sit on Kyven’s other side.  Vasha trotted around them and approached the Arcans at the arch, then batted at random Arcans with her nose until they started the process of loading the key piece on her back.  She had Kyven’s saddle on her back, with a piece of shaped leather put on the saddle to convert it to a cargo saddle.  They would load the key piece on the saddle and tie it down, and the large Arcans that had stayed behind would carry the other pieces on their backs.  The bull Arcans could have carried the key piece, but it was rather bulky and would be difficult for them to carry easily.

After they loaded Vasha and tied down the arch key piece, the other bearers were loaded up with the other sections.  Each one carried the leg sections on their back and shoulders horizontally, the two sides jutting well out from their sides.  They had the pieces tied onto them in a way that kept it from slipping and kept it balanced.  They were too heavy for the Arcans to go on all fours, so they wouldn’t be going as fast as they could have, but even when only moving on two legs, Arcans could move faster than humans.


When the last two Arcans were loaded up with the arch pieces, Ebony barked commands and waved her hand in a circle over her head, getting the 100 Arcans in their small detachment formed up and ready to go.  Kyven absently put his hand on his amulet and willed its activation, then felt that not entirely pleasant sensation like his bones had turned to cold water as he was transformed into his Arcan form.  He shook himself almost unconsciously when it was over, stretching a little bit as his tail slashed behind him, reflexively rising up onto his toes so he could walk, a move that didn’t change his overall height by very much.

Kyven moved among the arch bearers and gave them several words of encouragement, the Lupans prowling around just behind him, and he took up a position at the lead of the host along with Fastpaw and Ebony.  Striker was lurking at the rear of the host with several fighting Arcans, and five young, willowy Arcans bounded across the meadow and into the trees at Fastpaw’s command.  “Are you ready to go, Shaman?” Ebony asked as she reached them.


“I’ll be alright,” he replied, his ears flicking under the weight of the hood that was pressing down on them.


Ebony gave him a curious look, then reached over and pulled the hood up and away from his face.  “The white patch doesn’t carry through to your Arcan form,” she noted, turning her head a little sideways.


“That’s because this is fur, not hair,” he told her absently.  “Now let’s get moving.  We have a lot of ground to cover, and we’ll have to be careful until sunset.”

They started out and established a brisk pace, moving with careful speed along the same route that the rest of the army had taken.  Kyven could see evidence of their passing in trampled grass and the occasional discarded article, and about a half an hour after setting out, the fresh corpse of a man in torn clothing laying by the side of the road told him that the scouts were doing more than just looking for potential trouble.  Given they were moving in the daylight, killing anyone and everyone that might see them was necessary, given what they were carrying and the fact that they weren’t moving fast enough to outrun soldiers on horses.

Kyven expected to feel better and better as time went by, and he was both right and wrong.  He could feel his strength returning as they moved, as the sun set, the rain stopped, and the clouds moved out to show a brilliant starry sky, but it was replaced by the kind of weariness he knew had nothing to do with his recovery and had everything to do with having to move when he was already tired.  With the rain ended and the stars out, his Arcan eyes had no trouble seeing in the darkness, as they doused all lights and moved in dark silence to avoid being spotted or scouted out, and he ignored his exhaustion by going over and over the upcoming battle in his mind.  Orlann was the first large Flauren city they would destroy, a city of nearly 10,000 humans and with a current standing garrison of 1,500 men—that figure was not counting the men sent out to stop them, and were now too far away to help Orlann—along with the men they would draft from the civilians to form a militia.  His Arcans would be facing around 3,500 to 4,000 defenders, but well over half of them would have no real experience in fighting or battles.  They’d be townsmen with muskets.  Kyven currently had an army of nearly 2,000 Arcans with another 1,200 non-combatants.  They’d be outnumbered, but they held the advantage in this fight because they would know exactly where and how to attack to exploit the weakness of their enemies, they’d be attacking at night when their enemies wouldn’t be able to see, and their enemies would have no leadership.  Kyven would scout out their defenses, find the holes, and plan his attack to take advantage of them.  He would also be killing off the commander of the army garrison to rob their enemies of qualified leadership, as well as using his powers of illusion to send out orders in the guise of the garrison commander to make the city much easier for them to destroy.

Though they’d be outnumbered and would be attacking, giving the defenders the further advantage that came with defense, Kyven had high confidence that they could destroy Orlann with only minor difficulty.  After all, it was hard for an army to defend a town when they were facing an opponent that could see in the dark, and had people in it that could infiltrate their city and wreak havoc.  Kyven had already looked over the town and had a rough idea of how the army was going to attack.

This attack wasn’t going to be as careful as earlier ones.  They’d attacked Parai and the southern villages with the intent to free Arcans and take supplies, but with Orlann, looting and pillaging would be secondary to the goal of razing the city to the ground and chasing the survivors out into the wilderness.  They would take what they could, free all the Arcans they could, but those actions were secondary to the primary objective of burning the city to the ground and scattering its surviving inhabitants.  It meant that enslaved Arcans were going to be missed, and that some would die.  It meant that they’d lose a lot of supplies that they could use.  But given the fact that they were outnumbered in this fight, it meant that they had to engage in this battle with a much more ruthless mindset.


This wasn’t an attack to sack Orlann, this was an attack to destroy Orlann.


Close to midnight, one of the scouts rushed back to them on all fours, then rose up onto her legs when she reached Kyven and Fastpaw.  She was a very young cat Arcan with creamy tan fur, almost tawny, and amber eyes.  “Fastpaw, Shaman.  Humans in front of us,” she said quickly.  “About four minars ahead.  A large patrol, some fifty men on horseback.”

“Are they camped?” Fastpaw asked.


“No, they’re moving by alchemical light, following the trail left by the army,” she answered.  “At this pace, you’ll overtake them in about an hour.”


Kyven swore, calling a halt to the column, then he opened his eyes to the spirits and caused a illusory map of the area to appear in front of them, hanging in the air.  “Where exactly are they?” he asked.


The young, small cat studied the map, then pointed to a place just north of a large stream, running parallel to a main road.  “About right here, Shaman,” she replied.  “Fifty men on horseback, wearing army uniforms.  I didn’t get close enough to see if they were actual army men or just men wearing army jackets.”


“How far are we from the main host?  Close enough to have them send fighters back to clear them?” Fastpaw asked.


Kyven shook his head  “They’re some forty minars north of us,” he replied.  “Too risky for us to tackle, given what we’re carrying, and in our way slowing us down.”  He thought furiously for a moment, as the Arcans gathered closely behind him and the Lupans came in from the trees.  He took hold of his amulet and willed it to change him, and he felt that slightly unpleasant sensation of his bones turning to cold water as he returned to his human form.  “I’ll go take care of it,” he said, flexing his fingers and then closing his fist, working the last of the cold sensation out of his muscles.  “Ebony, get the host moving again.  The patrol should be out of your way by the time you get there.”

“Are you sure you’re up to this, Shaman?” she asked.


“I’ll be fine,” he told her as he gestured in front of him, causing a shadowy disc to appear vertically, almost like a doorway.  His form dissolved away into a ghostly, dark, two dimensional silhouette as he took on his shadow form in preparation of entering the shadow world.  “Don’t make too much noise when you get up there, they won’t be all that far away,” he warned, then he stepped into his gateway and entered the shadow world.


Almost without thinking about it, he cast about to locate the things, who could not see him or sense him while he was camouflaged by the shadows, and he noticed that there were quite a few of them clustered in one place, almost within sight.  Curious, he took a few cautious steps in that direction, approaching the shadowy, phantasmal creatures that had the appearance of men, including the one Kyven had put here, the worker from the Pens.  There were nine of them clustered around something, just standing there staring at it.  Kyven moved upwards—there was no gravity in the shadow world—and got into a position to see what they were looking at.  It was a shimmering, undulating distortion in the shadow world, and now that he was close enough to see it, it had the same distortion effect as a real object in the shadow world, and thus would attract the things.  But there was no real object in it distorting effect, it was being caused by something else.

Something else…something that was attracting the things.


Kyven backed off quickly, and not a second after he did so, two slashing tentacles of utter blackness lashed out from the center of the distortion.  They hooked around the nearest of the things, wearing the visage of a burly man with a thick, wild beard, and it looked like the thing’s back was broken as it was nearly folded in half as it was yanked into the distortion.  The thing gave a squealing keen that seemed to trail away as if it were yanked a vast distance quickly, and the other things scattered when a sudden coldness radiated out from the distortion, the same malevolent sense that Kyven had felt from that creature from deeper within the shadow world.

Kyven didn’t run like the things, he watched the distortion smooth out and then vanish, as the things continued to retreat in almost every direction.


The chance encounter told him much.  The dark creature from deep in the shadow world hunted the things, and it used deception to lure them in, attracting them with a distortion in the shadow world and then snatching its prey.  It was also demonstrating that it was active, almost as if it had woke up after sleeping, and now it was moving around, it was hunting, and that meant that it posed a real threat to anyone in the shadow world.  Kyven made a note to tell the others about that, to avoid those distortions, and he also made a note to himself that when he had the time, he had to come in here and study things more carefully.


There were many questions to answer, like what would happen when the entity ran out of things to hunt.  Would it go dormant again?  Would it die?  Did it need the things to survive?  Perhaps one way to remove the threat of the dark creature from the deep shadow world was to find a way to get rid of the things…which would also make moving around in the shadow world much safer for all the shadow foxes.

Either way, that was an issue for another time.  At the moment, he had something very important to do.


Exiting the shadow world nearly a minar in front of the patrol, he quickly went to work.  He formed an image in his mind and beckoned the shadow fox for the power to cast the spell, and she granted it.  His body shimmered and changed, his face and body replaced by a very young man with swarthy Flauren skin that was pale from blood loss, black hair, and wearing a simple pair of denim breeches and a brown cotton shirt, common garb for a farm worker.  Both the breeches and the shirt appeared torn, and the dark skin of his illusion had several minor cuts and scrapes, as well as what appeared to be a musket wound on his chest, just to the right of his breastbone, with his brown shirt stained with blood.  He started towards the patrol in what looked like an uncertain gait, the walk of a man who was injured and exhausted, stumbling every so often over unseen things on the ground, so his deception was well seated by the time that the faintest twinkling of the patrol’s alchemical lights became visible in the distance.  Kyven gave a hoarse shout when those lights got closer, calling out in Flauren for help, and four men on horseback galloped up to him as he staggered towards them, and then fell almost flat on his face as they stopped their horses.  They dismounted quickly and helped roll him over on his back, and Kyven knew that he’d given his illusion perfect detail when he saw the looks on their faces, the looks of men who were talking to a man who was about to die.

The patrol leader reached him quickly, dismounting and rushing up to him.  “He’s shot, Captain,” one of the men supplied as the officer knelt by him.  “He don’t have long,” he added in a bare whisper that Kyven supposed the soldier was too low for him to hear.

“What happened, goodman?” he asked in a voice of concern.


“It was Arcans, sir,” he said, his voice weak and waning.  “They came out of nowhere, shootin’ at anything that moved.”


“Where, son?  Where did they attack you?”


“My farm,” he replied, his breathing speeding up as he gripped the wrist of one of the soldiers.


“Where is your farm?  How many were there that attacked you?”


“On Lone Oak Road,” he said, wincing and gritting his teeth.  “Not far from the Black Creek.”


“I know where that farm is,” one of the men called.  “It’s about three minars from here, Captain.”


“How many were there, son?” the officer asked.


“I dunno, but they were everywhere.  Arcans everywhere,” he said, then he gave a grunt of pain.  “They took my wife.  They grabbed her and dragged her away,” he said with desperation.  “You have to save her, sir!  You have to save my wife!”


“Tell me as much as you can, and we’ll be able to save her,” the captain said in a gentle voice, putting a firm but careful hand on his shoulder, avoiding getting blood on his hand.  “Where did they come from?  Where did they go?  How many did you see?”

“I dunno how many.  I tried to get my wife out into the woods, but one of ‘em shot me, and I blacked out.  When I came to, I saw ‘em goin’ towards Kiravi.  My wife wasn’t at the farm, they took her.  They took her,” he said, giving a weak cough.

“Towards Kiravi?” the captain asked him.

He nodded weakly.  “You have to save Maria,” he said, clutching at the officer’s wrist with surprising strength, his fingers trembling on the man’s arm.  “I heard her screaming for help.  You have to save her.”

“We’ll do everything we can, son,” the captain said reassuringly.  “You just lay back and rest a moment, our medic is almost here.”


“I don’t need no medic, sir, I know I’m done for,” he said with a weakening voice.  “But you gotta save Maria.  You gotta.”


“We’ll do what we can, son.  Private, how far are we from Kiravi?”


“About ten minars, sir,” a man replied.  “The main group kept goin’ north, it musta been a detachment that went that way.”


The captain frowned.  “We can’t leave those villagers undefended.  Without talkers, there’s no way to warn them.  Corporal, take your squad and keep following the Arcans while the rest of us try to head off that raiding party before they hit Kiravi.  Son, how many others were at your farm?”

“It’s too late, Captain, he’s gone,” one of the men kneeling by Kyven said.  Kyven’s illusion was no longer breathing, and Kyven detached himself from his illusion, moving away carefully under the illusion of a mouse.

The captain stood up.  “I’m afraid we don’t have time to bury this man,” he declared in a strong voice.  “Everyone mount up, we have to get to Kiravi before the Arcans attack it and save as many people as we can.  Corporal, you and your squad stay on the trail of the main group.”


Kyven watched from the edge of the clearing as the men mounted up and galloped to the north as fast as they felt safe, their alchemical lights dwindling in the distance, and for a moment, he felt…right.  This is what he was supposed to be doing, not leading Arcans like a general.  Tricking a patrol of enemies so his Arcans wouldn’t have to fight them was exactly the kind of thing he’d be doing if he wasn’t stuck leading the army.  His skills and his role was espionage, deception, and manipulation, but now here he was, leading freed slaves on a ghastly mission of wholesale destruction.  But the Arcans needed him to be a general and a figurehead, and a Shaman served where he was needed.  He was the only Shaman that could do this, and truth be told, he was one of the few Shaman who had the mental fortitude to deal with the terrible stress that came with being such a monster.  Kyven wasn’t particularly proud of that fact, but it was just that, fact.  He knew what had to be done, and though he found it personally reprehensible and morally repugnant, he would do what needed to be done, because he was a Shaman.

It was his burden to bear, and he would make sure that its weight didn’t break the backs of his brothers and sisters.


Kyven moved into the shadow world and got ahead of the patrol, then set himself up about a minar in front of them.  He knelt down by a tree and unslung his rifle, loaded a round, and waited in patient silence.  About five minutes later, he saw the alchemical lights of the five men who were sent to follow the host.  Kyven let the shadows wash over him and all he wore and held, causing him to vanish from sight, enacting the most basic of all his shadow powers.  As the men passed by him, he brought a small globe of silence into being, a very small one only around his rifle, then he brought it to his shoulder, opened his eyes to the spirits, and looked through the sights.  The sight’s magnification did nothing to enhance his spirit sight, but the men were so close that he could easily see them through it.  He couldn’t see the crosshairs through his sight either, but he was so familiar with it that he knew where those sights were without needing to see them.  He centered the closest man to him in his scope, the last man in the five man procession, then he pulled the trigger.  The report of the rifle was silenced by his magic, but the effect of his shot was not.  The man he hit gave a “whuaaff!” and tumbled from his mount, which caused the other four men to stop their mounts and look back at him.  Kyven had worked the bolt to load the next round in the chamber before the man hit the ground.


“Are you drunk or something, Virrio?” the man in the lead demanded as Kyven calmly and smoothly centered the next man in his scope, then pulled the trigger again.  The man he had targeted had his head snap back unnaturally, and he too tumbled from the saddle.


“Sniper!” the corporal barked, looking around frantically.  “Sniper! Find cover!”

The three remaining men spurred their horses, turning it into much more of a challenge as Kyven worked the bolt and moved the rifle steadily to lead the closest of the mounted men, who was riding almost directly away from him. The man slouched in the saddle and then slid off after Kyven shot him low in the back, and Kyven quickly took a line on the next man as he worked the bolt.  He pulled the trigger almost the instant the bolt was locked down, and the corporal hunched over after being hit in the side, but managed to stay astride his horse.  He slumped nervelessly out of his saddle, however, when the second bullet hit him in the neck, severing his spine.  Kyven had to take a few steps out and assume a standing position to take aim at the last man, who very nearly made it to the treeline before tumbling out of his saddle.

Kyven cancelled his sphere of silence, and he was almost shocked at how weak he felt just maintaining that spell for a brief moment, something he hadn’t noticed while all his attention was fixed on killing those men to prevent them from seeing his Arcans and reporting back to the rest of the patrol.  He had to put his hands on his knees and take a moment to get his strength back, more than a little worried.  He could have maintained a sphere ten times that size for a good five minutes, but that small sphere just covering the rifle and held for barely more than thirty seconds had sapped much of his strength.  Either he hadn’t even come close to recovering, or the arch had done far more damage than just turning some of his hair white.


The arch.  Again, he cursed himself at his lack of foresight, that he failed to take what had happened into consideration.  He knew that his spirit was going to bite him for his lack of wisdom the next time she came to him.


He had more than enough strength to chase down the men’s horses, and after choosing the best of the five, he stripped the others of their saddles and gear and put the useful gear on the fifth.  It was a very large, burly, strong-legged chestnut mare, with a glowing alchemical rune visible on its flank, the standard of the Flauren Army.  Kyven removed that magical mark with a pat of his hand, draining away its magic, then pulled himself up into the saddle.  “Sorry I couldn’t let you go too, girl, but I’m going to need a horse while I get my strength back,” he told her.  “I apologize in advance for how mean Vasha is going to be to you when she sees me riding you when we return to the others,” he added dryly, patting her on the base of the neck gently, then he pulled her reins to turn her.


Vasha was predictable, giving him a baleful look of almost violent jealousy when he rode up to the moving column of Arcans, then dismounted…and nearly fell down.  He gripped the saddle as his knees buckled, which caused nearly half the column to surge towards him.  “I’m alright,” he said dismissively as the first of them reached him, getting his legs back under him.  He really wasn’t that tired, but the much softer look coming from Vasha told him that his deception had fooled his intended victim.  “Take the gear from this horse, but don’t remove the saddle,” he ordered as he let go of the saddle.  “Since Vasha’s carrying the arch, I’m going to have to ride it until we get back to the host.”

Ebony put her large clawed hands on his shoulders and looked into his eyes, looking down at him sternly.  “What happened, Shaman?”

“I misdirected the patrol and killed the scouting team they sent in the direction we’re going,” he replied as Arcans quickly stripped the horse he’d ridden.  “But it took a lot out of me.  I’m not as recovered as I thought I was.”


She gave him a steady look.  “At least you have the sense to admit that you’re not recovered,” she declared, letting go of him.


He looked to Vasha, then accepted a canteen offered to him by one of the scouts and took a drink.  “I think we’re going to need another Equar, or maybe a Tauron,” he noted.  “Something to carry the arch so I can ride Vasha.”


“Equars don’t usually live this far south,” Striker noted.


“I know, I might have to go north and hunt one down, then somehow convince it to move south and meet us in northern Flaur,” he replied.  “I was thinking of finding a young colt to keep Vasha company,” he said, which made Ebony smile a bit.


“Thinking what Wilson was thinking?”


He nodded.  “With a little work, Equars would be perfect mounts for an Arcan army,” he replied.  “They’re the only mounts that could keep up with them when they’re on the move, and they’re certainly fearless enough to serve in an army.  And if they were raised from birth with Arcans, they’d be much easier to handle.”


“The way Wilson tamed Strider.”


“Wilson didn’t entirely tame Strider,” Kyven chuckled as he pulled himself back onto the horse.  “We don’t have time to hang around here,” he called.  “Let’s get ready to move.  If we push it, we can reach the main host just before noon.”

Kyven’s deception worked, for they ran into no resistance, and didn’t see another living soul on their way north.  They did see several dead bodies and some destroyed farms, the crops torn up and the buildings burned down.  They moved with steady speed all through the night, and once Kyven felt sturdy enough to move on his own, he stripped the saddle from the horse and set it free; given how far behind the front lines the horse was, there was no need to kill it…and Kyven was not in the mood to kill anything needlessly right now, not even a horse.


They sped up when the sun came up, since they were now visible from a distance to men on flitters or with spyglasses, and Orlann was a large enough city that there might be a few flitters there.  Kyven used his Arcan form to keep up with the others, moving about as fast as they could on two legs and yet still moving faster than a human army on double time.  The trail of the army became less apparent as they neared Orlann, as they started thinking about stealth, and almost right at noon, Kyven came out of a stand of trees and saw the Arcan army camped in a clearing, the tents pitched very close together to fit everyone into the meadow.


Kyven gave Clover and Dancer fond hugs when they hurried out to meet him.  “My, you look handsome today,” Clover smiled.  “Are you well?”


“Well enough to move,” he replied.  “When did you get here?”


“At midnight.  We’ve been resting the Arcans in preparation of what’s to come,” she replied.


“Good,” he nodded, then took Lucky’s hand when he and Lightfoot reached him.


“It’s good to see you well, Shaman,” Lucky said as Kyven gave Lightfoot a fond nuzzle.


“It’s good to be moving,” he answered.  “Any trouble?”

“No,” Lightfoot replied brusquely.


“I saw that you were clearing as you moved.  Did you range out or stay on the path?”


“We ranged out,” Dancer told him.  “We destroyed every village within reach on our way north.”


“Good, so that means the army patrol I misdirected didn’t hit our own people when I sent them to Kiravi last night.”


“We destroyed Kiravi early yesterday afternoon,” Clover told him.  “The ashes were probably only warm by the time the humans got there.”


“Good enough,” he said as the others filed into the camp.  “Let’s get the Arcans settled in so they can rest.   Track down Stalker and let’s meet in about an hour with the army’s leaders, so we can go over what’s going to happen.”


It was the type of dark and stormy night that so many bad novels referenced at their beginnings.

Kyven knelt near a pine tree at the edge of the woods with the lights of Orlann wavering in the distance, the steady, heavy rain causing them to shiver and shimmer in the darkness. The air was warm, heavy, almost pregnant, filled with both humidity and large and warm falling raindrops.  The sound of the rain muted the sounds of movement behind him, and then the entire city was illuminated in a bright flash from the heavens.  It was a city of neat white-walled buildings with red tile or wooden shingle roofs, sealed with pine sap from the abundant pine trees that dominated southern Flaur.  It was a city with dozens of streets laid out in a very neat, tidy, and orderly grid system, a city that hadn’t grown up over itself to become a meandering, ramshackle collection of crooked streets and alleys like Old Avannar had become over time.  It was a new city, a clean city, a city that depended on taking in food and products from the plantations and farms of southern Flaur and moving it northward overland.


It was a city of nearly 10,000 Flaurens, the largest city in southern Flaur, and it knew that it was going to be attacked.


Kyven lowered the spyglass that he’d been using to try to peer through the darkness, a slight frown on his face.  The city had been fortified over the last three or four days, and the Flaurens had taken shocking, even drastic measures that told him that while the citizenry might not consider an Arcan rebellion to be all that dangerous, the army commanders that were leading the defense of the city did. They had gone around to all those neat and solidly built houses and buildings on the edges of the city and knocked them down to block the many streets that opened to the open land between the city and the pine forests, which had been cut back nearly a minar from the city’s edges.  The city had no walls, but those collapsed buildings created an effective ring of piled debris and rubble that would slow down anyone attempting to climb over it. The city had no heavy siege weaponry to speak of, but it did have five cannons in its garrison armory…five very old and not very powerful cannons.  But still, cannons were cannons, and they’d emplaced them in a sheltered position just behind the debris pile ringing the town, an optimal position to fire on any Arcan group that tried to charge the city.

That showed that while the commanders thought that the Arcans were a threat, they didn’t think they were smart.  They’d arrayed their cannons in a direct line between where they expected them to come and the city, not considering the possibility that the Arcan army might not attack from the same direction from which they marched.


Dancer had divined with magic to predict the night’s weather, and the rain was going to be with them almost all night.  After the storm passed, there was still some significantly steady and occasionally heavy rain behind it, and that changed things considerably.  Most older muskets would not be able to reloaded in this kind of rain, the powder, shot, or wadding would get wet before they got it into the barrel, which meant that his troops would only really get one shot per musket as they advanced.  The defenders could reload their muskets from a sheltered position, which would give them an advantage.  In this kind of rain, both shockrods and firetubes were not very useful, for different reasons.  A shockrod used in a rainstorm electrocuted everyone in the immediate vicinity when used, including the user, where a firetube’s heat and flame had to go through the rain and wet targets to inflict burns.  A soaking wet target of a firetube could actually withstand a glancing hit from a firetube’s cone without any significant injury, but not a direct or sustained hit.  That collateral damage was part of why firetubes were so nasty, and in the rain, that potency was reduced.  The rain would reduce the effectiveness of most of their alchemical weaponry, and limit the number of shots they’d have with their muskets.  But, on the other side of things, the rain would reduce visibility in the darkness even more, conceal the moon to make things even darker, muffle sounds, and allow his Arcan troops to get very close to the debris piles before they were seen.


All of those elements were taken into account in the battle plan that had been drawn up.


“Ten minutes,” he said quietly, and Stalker nodded and muttered under his breath, sending a magical message to Dancer and Clover.


“Ten minutes!” Ebony hissed behind him, turning around and waving her arm.  That information was passed up and down the line of Arcans behind Kyven.


“Dancer reports her unit is in position,” Stalker announced.  “Clover reports she will be in about two minutes.”


Kyven nodded as his nannies tightened up a little around him, and Sirra and Dauro inched up to the edge of the line, their glowing eyes narrowed and their every movement deliberate and subdued, the movements of a hunter stalking prey.  Vasha’s hooves shifted on the ground behind them, and he heard the very faint clanking of the iron plates they’d hung off her shoulders and sides, armor to stop musket balls because she was such a huge and easily hit target.  Barding, he remembered them calling it in the old books, armor for a knight’s warhorse.  The weight of it wouldn’t slow her down in the slightest.  She was going to need it, because Kyven, his monster friends, and the volunteers behind and around them were going to more or less charge into the jaws of the beast.  They were the diversion, the first wave that would attack right where the humans expected and dominate their attention, and they would be facing the heaviest fire and the greatest risk of death.  Kyven only allowed volunteers to undertake this very dangerous task, and he’d had nearly the entire army step forward when he asked for 200 brave Arcans willing to put their lives at great risk to give the other units a greater chance to succeed.  And Kyven was leading that charge himself; he would not ask any Arcan to do anything that he would not also do himself.


“Go get into position, Stalker,” Kyven told his brother.  “From here out, we follow the plan.”


“Alright.  Good luck, brother,” he said, patting Kyven on the shoulder.

“You too, brother,” he nodded, and the large, black wolf Arcan melted into the darkness.


“I’d really rather prefer you be in your Arcan form, Shaman.  It’s more suited for this,” Ebony said for the fifth time.


“I want them to single me out, Ebony,” he replied mildly, for the fifth time.  “I’m much more conspicuous as a human than as an Arcan.”


She gave him a dark frown, but said nothing more, checking her Colt.  Unlike the muskets, the Colts were designed to be useable in the rain, so those lucky few armed with them would have plenty of firepower available to them.  Kyven slipped back and got a foot into the high stirrup of Vasha’s saddle, then powered himself up.  He sat there astride his saddle as the rain pounded down, as thunder rolled across the empty field between the edge of the woods and the murky lights of the city beyond, and he simply waited in grim silence.


“Three minutes,” Ebony said, looking to the alchemical timepiece in her hand.


“Remember, everyone,” he called in a hushed voice that still carried across the host, “you only get one shot, so make sure you make it count.  This is about getting over the debris and engaging the defenders hand to hand, pushing them off the line, and drawing the other defenders to our position to force them to repel us.  They have no idea that we’re here, they think we’re still another day away, so we will take them completely by surprise.  We are the decoy, so let’s make a lot of noise and draw a lot of attention,” he reminded them.  “Once you’re over the wall and we clear out the initial defenders, we dig in as best we can and make them push us back over the pile.  Everyone get ready to charge, but remember, we charge as quietly as we can.  They can’t see more than thirty minars in this even with their alchemical lamps, and if we’re quiet enough, we’ll get right on top of them before they can react.”

“And that’s why I want to kiss your feet for stealing all their alchemical night sight goggles,” Striker chuckled quietly.


“I wasn’t going to make things easy for them, Striker,” Kyven said mildly, gripping Vasha’s reins as she stepped up to the very front of the line, standing between two trees and with the open field before her.


“One minute!” Ebony called in a hushed voice, waving her arm.  That was passed down the line, and his 200 Arcans tightened straps and prepared for the dash across that field.  Vasha pranced a little bit in eager anticipation, and the two Lupans at her feet tamped their paws on the wet, soggy pine needles covering the ground and hunched down.

“Now!” Ebony hissed.  And without Kyven doing a thing, Vasha surged forward.  In half a heartbeat, her hooves were pounding on the wet grass, carrying him and her iron plating as if they were nothing, accelerating to a speed that put the Arcans far behind her.  Only the Lupans managed to keep up with her, loping easily just behind and to each side of her back legs, where Kyven had told them to stay.  Kyven opened his eyes to the spirits at the point where he figured they would hear Vasha’s hooves.  The entire world flared into brilliance to his eyes, the rain vanished, and what had been hazy, barely indistinguishable shadows flowing in a shimmering background became bright, clear, and sharp images to his eyes, as the microscopic life that covered most non-living objects highlighted them to his eyes, allowing him to see the eight rod high pile of debris in front of Vasha, with another inner pile of burlap sacks filled with grain, sand, and dirt built atop hastily erected wooden fortifications and parked wagons forming an elevated platform from which the defenders could fire their muskets over the debris pile and still have cover.  There was some ten rods of open space between the back edge of the debris pile and the elevated platforms, showing that whoever their combat engineer was, he was actually pretty clever to set it up that way.  The elevated platforms gave the defenders an extra few seconds to kill attackers, and since there were more men at the position than could fit on the platforms, they had men there to fight off anyone who got over the wall while the soldiers in firing positions could continue to fire with little interference.

But those advantages also brought a few vulnerabilities, a fact that the engineers much have understood and accepted as a reasonable risk; the benefits of being able to fire over the debris pile outweighed the liabilities of putting men in raised positions on hastily erected platforms.  The platforms were vulnerable to be being attacked themselves, having them knocked down, and that was exactly what Kyven intended to do.  They were reinforced as best as they could, but no scaffold or platform was stronger than the posts that connected it to the ground.


Several angry buzzing sounds screamed by his ears as he saw muzzle flashes ahead of him, then he heard the booms of the muskets.  They were trying to aim at his glowing eyes, but the darkness and his movement made it hard for them to draw a bead on him.  He did hear one musket ball ricochet off the iron plate tied to Vasha’s chest, and that made him immediately thankful Striker had thought of it.  Vasha pounded her hooves right to the edge of the debris pile, about two rods over the head of a person of average height, then her powerful legs kicked off the ground.  She sailed up and over the debris pile, her back legs clearing it by a good half a rod, and as Kyven came up and over and Vasha’s body turned downward to land, he struck.


Not with Shaman magic, but with his shadow powers.  The darkness around Kyven, which had seemed palpable from a distance, was clearly unnatural to the dozens of men that saw Vasha jump the debris, and it went from an amorphous aura around the Equar and rider to very long, thin, whip-like tendrils.  Kyven slashed both arms towards himself, passing each other as if were hugging some invisible figure in front of him on the saddle, and that caused those two long tendrils to whip forward and curl back around towards each other so fast that the soldiers’ eyes couldn’t track it.  Those whips of shadow were not insubstantial.  They were solid, and they had tremendous force behind them when they struck the platform towards which Vasha was galloping once her hooves hit the ground.  Two men were driven under those churning hooves, their screams cut unnaturally short as the massive animal crushed the life out of them as she rode them down, but the sound of their silenced screams was replaced by the loud crashing of wooden platforms and scaffolding having its foundation poles sheared through by Kyven’s shadowy attack.  Vasha put her head down and rammed the platform like a charging Tauron, and her sheer weight and the platform’s lack of anchoring caused an entire section of it, some fifty rods long with Vasha at the center, to collapse.

Men screamed behind Kyven as the part of the platform Vasha hit was shattered, sending wood flying in every direction, and long lengths of it to each side groaned ominously and then snapped free of its moorings, then toppled over backwards.  Men tumbled to the ground along that fifty rod long section as Vasha began to slow and turn.  One man that was on the ground dove to the side to avoid Vasha’s hooves, rolled, and came up already shouldering his musket to shoot Kyven out of the saddle, but then his body snapped to the side so fast it almost looked as if he vanished in the darkness when Dauro hit him, his jaws closing on the man’s arm and yanking him to the ground, carried along by the Lupan’s momentum as Dauro slid to a halt.  The man shrieked in agony, barely heard over the sound of tearing wood and musket shots, as the Lupan savaged him.

Kyven continued his display, using those tendrils of shadow to lift him up out of the saddle, then his entire body was surrounded by an inky blackness that swallowed all light, nearly as visible as a bright alchemical lamp in the stormy night for its impenetrable blackness. Every eye was locked on him…which allowed the Arcans behind him to climb to the top of the debris pile without challenge.  The Arcans did as they were instructed, they stopped at the top of the pile and brought their muskets to bear, using their one shot to make it count, and it counted most when they were able to take careful aim at targets that weren’t paying attention to them.  The men on the platforms and on the rooftops behind the platforms were their targets, the men they couldn’t easily reach.  They fired almost simultaneously at the command of a sergeant, and dozens of men tumbled off the platforms that hadn’t been collapsed or fell backwards out of sight on rooftops.  The 200 Arcans then discarded their muskets and charged down the debris pile, their claws and bare pads giving them traction on the treacherous, wet slope, and they crashed into the startled defenders.

Kyven hovered above the short, ugly melee that erupted when the Arcans reached the defenders, being held aloft by tendrils of solid shadow, and he protected his fighters by laying into the men on the platforms that didn’t collapse and on the rooftops, the men that the Arcans hadn’t killed in their volley.  Gunshots rang out under him as he used the tendrils like great, powerful whips, and protected himself by melding into the darkness he had created around him, making him invisible somewhere within the amorphous mass of moving, solid shadow. Kyven lashed out at any man that dared come out of cover from the rooftops, grabbing them in tentacles of shadow and throwing them screaming high up and over the debris pile, to crash punishingly to the wet ground over a hundred rods away.  When he killed off the last man on the rooftops, he attacked the men on the ground, who were fighting desperately against opponents who were stronger and faster than them.  Men were impaled by lances of solid shadow, blasting out from the irregular mass of utter blackness that hung over the destroyed platforms, or they were ensnared and catapulted far out over the debris pile.  There was a whole lot of shouting and confused calls from the defenders, who were uncertain and disoriented from Kyven’s brazen assault, and that confusion was amplified by the storming of their position by Arcans.  The humans fought without any organization whatsoever as the Arcans swarmed over their position, sporadic gunshots mixed in with screaming and shouting, and several humans managed to squirm out of the brawl and run off into the city…and Kyven intentionally allowed them to escape.  Their reports would draw a counterattack by the humans, which would pull defenders away from their positions at other parts of the city and give the real attack much less resistance when they made their move.

The fight barely lasted five minutes before the 200 Arcans overwhelmed the confused and disorganized human defenders, and Kyven wasted no time.  “Grab all their muskets!  Pile anything you can get into the streets leading here!  Fort up!” Kyven boomed from overhead, then he dropped down into Vasha’s saddle.  Vasha had blood all over her fanged maw, and her hooves were stained red, a red that was washing away in the rain.  Sirra and Dauro slinked out of the shadows, also bloody from the fight, but none of it was their own.  “They’re gonna attack us as soon as those men get back to the other defenders!”


The Arcans moved with purpose and trained skill.  They knew exactly what to do, and they executed the plan with calm speed, stacking anything solid in the streets leading to the little clearing where the platforms were built, creating makeshift barricades as others reloaded muskets picked up off the ground, doing so from sheltered positions under platforms or in the four buildings that opened into their position.  Other Arcans invaded those buildings, killed a few men hiding within, and took up positions on the rooftops themselves along with helpers who would reload muskets for them.  Kyven rode around on Vasha, barking orders, pointing at things he wanted moved or changed, and ordering Arcans to carry their wounded and dead back over the debris pile and to the base camp. The dead were not going to be left in the city…and thankfully, they had only suffered 11 dead and 38 wounded in the assault.  Kyven’s distraction had allowed the Arcans to engage the defenders without having to charge in through a volley of musket fire, and once they were within arm’s reach, the Arcans had the advantage.


Their haste paid off.  Just as the last barricade was erected, giving his Arcans both cover and firing positions, a large force of humans appeared at the end of the widest street leading to their clearing, which was one of the many small parks around the edge of the city were caravans assembled for their trips north.  The Arcans lined up along the barricades with reloaded muskets as the humans formed up to attack the barricade.


Kyven was waiting for that.


He climbed up onto Vasha’s saddle and then jumped, jumped into a barely visible circle of shadow, and moved into the shadow world.  He took a single step in the chaotic landscape—he wasn’t hidden behind his shadow form—and reached the cannons.  With an expansive gesture of both hands, he formed a very large circle of shadow around three of the five cannons, as well as some ten men that were tending them and some of their supplies, kegs of powder and stacked cannonballs.  They all fell into the gateway, barely went an inch within the shadow world before going through another shadowy gateway, and reappeared in the real world…about 300 rods directly above where those men were forming up.

They never saw it coming in the darkness, and the rain’s pounding made it hard for the men below to hear the screams of the men falling from above.  Kyven watched with satisfaction as those three cannons crashed directly into the center of that formation, sending body parts and blood and dirt and pieces of stone flying in every direction, and then there was a muffled explosion as the impact made one of the loaded cannons go off.  The cannonball got jammed in the bent barrel of the cannon, and the entire thing exploded in a fiery eruption of red-hot shards of metal shrapnel.  Another cannon landed on the building beside the street, collapsing half of it and sending the debris crashing onto the men beside it.  Dozens died from the impact of the cannons and the falling men and wooden kegs and cannonballs, and dozens more died in the explosion, causing the survivors to scatter and the wounded to leave smeared trails of blood on the ground as they staggered or crawled away.

He dropped back into the real world beside one of the corporals on a rooftop, who barely flinched at his sudden appearance.  “Did you do that, Shaman?” the small yet powerfully built canine asked.


“That was me, Tracker,” he replied.


The short canine laughed.  “How did you  make the cannons fall out of the sky?”


“I’ll explain it some other time,” he replied.  “Any other concentrations of men?”


“None yet, but we can see some movement further back,” he replied.


“Keep us on the ground informed, you men and women are our eyes,” he said, forming a shadow gateway directly under himself, then opting to fall through it rather than move the gateway up his body.  He used that momentum in the shadow world to let him open another gateway and drop out of the shadows and back into Vasha’s saddle.


Kyven’s unorthodox attack bought them nearly ten minutes of additional time to fortify, but it also brought a whole lot of attention from the things, who had been attracted by so much real-world material moving through the shadow world, sending out ripples of distortion that brought them directly to his position.  There were nearly a dozen of them lurking behind the shadows, waiting patiently to see if anything or anyone else would enter their domain, making it unsafe for Kyven to shadow walk unless he was concealed by his shadow form.  By the time the humans had another detachment of men formed up to attack them, this group on another street and back so far that only an Arcan was going to see them, Kyven got his Arcans in position behind their barricades and blinds.  “Remember, we hold this position as long as possible!” he boomed to them, holding up his rifle.  “Get every musket you can find loaded and stored so water won’t get in the barrel!  Keep the spares close at hand, we’ll be using every shot!  Every minute we hold this position is another Arcan life saved!”  The rain started to slack off, but the lightning intensified, creating bright fleeting glimpses of the small park and the many human bodies strewn on the ground, most of them hastily looted of their powder, shot, and knives.  Kyven took up a position at one of the barricades with Vasha around the corner of the small shop beside it and the Lupans lurking just beside her, aiming his rifle down the street and waiting patiently.

“Why aren’t they attacking?” a young ferret asked beside him, gripping his looted musket in nervous fingers.


“They’re thinking over what I did with the cannons, they don’t want me to drop a house on them next,” he replied calmly, peering through the buildings with spirit sight, watching them start to gather up.  “When they move, they’ll try to get into the buildings so they can fire on us from the windows,” he called loudly.


“Could you actually do that?” the ferret asked.


Kyven glanced at him.  “If it wasn’t anchored to the ground…maybe,” he replied.  “But I have another trick I’ve been saving for this, and I’ll be using it once they commit and attack in force.  We have to draw as many of them to us as possible to give the others a chance to get past the barricades with minimum resistance, so our job is to make lots of noise and make them think this is where we’re coming in,” he reminded the young male.  “And I can make lots of noise when it’s needful.”


The ferret laughed.  “I don’t doubt it, Shaman,” he affirmed.

They only had to wait a few more moments for the defenders to decide what to do.  They formed up around the corner from a building and four blocks down, in another of the many small open parks that the merchants used to stage their wagons, nearly two hundred men armed with muskets and knives and swords for close quarters fighting.  They were barely visible to Kyven through all the buildings, their bright life energy masked by several buildings’ worth of faint glow given off by the microscopic life coating their walls.

“Almost,” Kyven called, raising his hand.  When the men started to move, he waved it back and forth.  “Here they come!”


The Arcans had enough experience in fighting to know not to waste their shots.  They could see the charging humans in the distance, their Arcans eyes gave them visual acuity even in the moonless night, but they held off on firing until the humans were two blocks away.  Kyven opened up the firing, felling a man with his rifle, and then a cascade of musket shots mixed in with the distant thunder from a lightning strike.  The charge at them wilted and faltered, men tripping over the wounded as they fell, but they got within one block and responded, firing on the move.  The shots went wild, all over the place, but there were enough shots to make the Arcans take cover…at least most of them.  Kyven saw three Arcans tumble back from the barricade, those who hadn’t moved fast enough, who were immediately dragged back and away from the firing line.  The men ahead, mostly civilian militia with a few red-coated Flauren soldiers mixed in, started lunging for the doors of the buildings lining the street, trying to get inside and out of view.  Kyven looked up to the buildings to each side of them and waved his hands quickly, a pre-arranged signal to the Arcans in those buildings in firing positions, who had not engaged to conceal their positions.  They were the best shots, and their job was to use their night sight to shoot the humans shooting from those windows.


The Arcans held the barricade for well over ten minutes, as men fired at them from around corners of buildings, behind an overturned wagon a block and a half up the street, and from the windows.  His Arcans held their ground, the reserves reloading the muskets from concealed and covered positions to keep the powder dry as runners brought loaded muskets up to the line, and that organized sustained fire kept the humans pinned down, prevented them from reaching the barricade.  Kyven drew the most fire because of his glowing eyes, and that was exactly what he wanted.  Every time he heard them shout “Shaman!” he knew that he was doing his job.

But the humans had more than just muskets.  Kyven saw two men behind the wagon skitter forward and move as if they threw something, and he saw the black crystals in those devices rise up and hurtle towards them…annihilators!  Kyven reacted immediately, dropping his rifle and gathering the murky shadows all around him, concentrating them, then lashing out with them.  Those two eruptions of lancing shadow were solid, and Kyven guided them unerringly to intercept those annihilators before they could land close enough to the barricade to disintegrate both the wooden barrier they’d erected and the Arcans defending it.  The two annihilators met Kyven’s lances of shadow and were rebounded backwards and downwards, both of them hitting the street and immediately firing—they must have been set to discharge on hitting a solid object.  Neither annihilator killed a human, but they eradicated the side of one of the shops along the side of the street, disintegrating not only its walls, but its support beams and foundational support.  The building groaned, leaned, and then the sound of tearing and snapping wood mixed with another distant thunderclap as the building collapsed into the street, which helped the Arcans by further blocking the street and choking down the street to a narrow point that the humans had to pass to reach them.


“Over there!” Kyven barked, pointing to the other side of the little park, to the other street that accessed it.  He saw another group of humans moving to use that street, as well as seeing many humans moving singly or in pairs, slinking along between the buildings in the middle of the block to try to get close enough.  He also saw men moving in from the edges of the debris piles, along the defensive line they’d set up and the Arcans had blocked with barricades.  The humans were advancing on them from all three sides, and much as they were the diversion for the rest of the Arcans, the men attacking from the interior of the city were trying to divert the Arcans, give the men approaching from the flanks an unresisted chance to get into position to attack.  Kyven’s voice boomed as he realigned his volunteers to defend at all barricades, concentrating them on the flanks and only leaving eight Arcans at each barricade blocking the streets.

It was time.


“Hold this position as long as possible, Goldeyes,” he ordered his sergeant.  “When the time comes, pull the Arcans back to the treeline if you need to.”


“The debris won’t make that easy, Shaman,” he warned.


“I’ll take care of that,” he replied.  “Here, use it well,” he said, handing his tawny cat Arcan his bolt-action rifle.  Goldeyes nodded, took it, and took a few steps back as Kyven began to breathe deeply, clearly about to use his Shaman magic, then he turned and barked commands to the Arcans as musket fire from outside their position started to chatter.


Kyven spread his feet a little and opened up all of his senses…not to the power of the spirits, but to the dark, cool, flowing sensation of the shadows.  He felt every shadow around him, felt how they moved in the weak light sources, how they flowed…fluid, shifting, mutable.  The shadows were the border of light and dark, containing both yet part of neither, and the shadow was illusion.  It hinted at what truth lurked within it, it concealed, it deceived, it tricked.  He became aware of every shadow around him, felt them, felt their darkness and felt their cool fingers spread over the walls, over the ground, gather and become strong in the sheltered nooks and corners, felt them overlap one another.  He felt the shadow world behind it, a shadow of a shadow that was everywhere at once, and yet did not exist.

Fully attuned to the shadows, fully connected to them, Kyven raised his hands slowly.  The Arcans watched in surprise as the shadows on the ground, on the walls, they all shivered, twisted, and then they flowed towards the Shaman, gathering around him, swirling, shifting, making his body hard to see except for his glowing green eyes.  They watched as his body dissolved into those shadows, shimmering into invisibility, leaving only those eyes within the shimmering mass of shifting darkness.


They saw those glowing eyes lift up from the ground, well above the level of the rooftops, then they all gasped and flinched and several screamed when the piled debris behind their position exploded.  They barely saw the massive blur of shadow smash it as if some giant had swung a club underhanded at the debris, sending pieces of wood and thatch and stone flying out into the field beyond the town.  The shadowy mass struck it again, then again, systematically clearing a wide divot from the debris nearly fifteen rods across, which was more than wide enough for the Arcans to retreat if necessary.  That done, the Arcans saw the shifting, amorphous mass of darkness rise up even more and then start moving, moving into the city.


Kyven advanced up to the nearest clearing, filled with men preparing to advance, and he laid into them with immediate and unmerciful resolve.  Men screamed as bodies and muskets went flying, confused shouting ensued as the men struggled to identify what was attacking them, and after barely seconds, the survivors scattered from the clearing when half their number were smashed to the ground and struck and sent flying as if hit by a giant club.  Once he had a clear area with which to work, Kyven formed a detailed image in his mind and then beseeched the shadow fox for the energy to bring his vision into the real world.  She responded with surprised and approving swiftness, for she could see the intent in his mind and thought and was pleased by his idea.

It was a tactic he had used several times before, so he had the experience to make it impressive.  The ground began to shake around the clearing, and the smell of sulphur and brimstone filled the rain-choked air as fire erupted from the ground.  It quickly spread into a circle of searing flames that shot up over the rooftops, then it filled the circle.  A mighty roar erupted from the center of that pool of flame, then a giant clawed hand thrust upwards from it.  The men immediately around the clearing gaped in horror as something from their darkest nightmares climbed out of that pool of fire, some giant bipedal thing with goat horns, a dog’s muzzle, and cloven hooves on its feet, which had licks of flame dancing around them, scorching the ground upon which they rested when the thirty rod tall behemoth stepped free of the pool of fire and spread giant, bat-like wings and roared again, turning its muzzled head to the heavens as its long tail, hairless and tipped with a tuft of fur encircling a bony spear-pointed tip.


“BY THE NINE LAKES OF HELLFIRE, I AM UNLEASHED!” the giant creature boomed, its voice shaking the buildings.  “COME, MORTALS, I HUNGER FOR YOUR SOULS!”

“It’s just an illusion!” one of the men barked.  “Remember the briefing, men!  One of the Shaman can make things appear that aren’t real!  It can’t—urk!” the Flauren soldier gurgled as the creature’s clawed hand grabbed him around the middle and picked him up, bringing him up to meet its glowing red eyes.


“OH, SO I AM NOT REAL TO YOU, MORTAL?” it asked with amused venom in its voice.  “YOUR SOUL IS MINE NOW!”


Within his illusion and his shadows, a bone-weary Kyven met the eyes of the soldier—though the soldier couldn’t see his eyes in return—and cast the strength-draining spell, channeling it through the shadows, through his illusion.  He opened himself up completely to the spell, which caused it to drain every iota of strength and energy out of the soldier so quickly that the man didn’t even have time to scream.  He died in seconds, robbed of the strength to even keep his heart beating, as his body emaciated in the illusion’s grasp and his skin turned gray.  The man’s eyes filmed over with a whiteness that consumed the pupils and iris, and the horrified look of shock and agony on the man’s face became locked into a hideous rictus.  The illusion tossed the wasted body to the ground, where it bounced bonelessly and rolled to a stop, several man staring at the death mask on the body’s face and their eyes widening in horror.


The stolen life bolstered Kyven, who had exhausted himself creating his large, detailed illusion, which was nothing but a costume worn over the shadows he had gathered around himself.  He had filled the illusion with his shadows, and that allowed his illusion which he had not instilled with enough substance to interact with the real world to do just that, because it was nothing but a costume worn by the solid shadows beneath it, which could interact with the real world.  So when the illusion clasped its two clawed hands together and brought them down on the roof of the closest building, that roof shattered from the impact, sending red tiles and splinters of wood flying in every direction.


And that did it.  The organization of the men degenerated into total chaos as Kyven’s shadow-infused illusion wreaked havoc, smashing buildings in a seemingly random pattern that actually blocked off the two streets that would allow the defenders to reach his Arcans.  Kyven crushed and swatted fleeing men wherever he could reach them, and when he couldn’t, he destroyed buildings—empty buildings, since the Flaurens had placed all their civilians in the center of the city, where it was safest.  Whenever he felt his strength flagging, used up maintaining the large, detailed illusion, he captured an enemy human and drained his strength, and that kept him going long after he would have passed out trying to maintain an illusion of that size for that long, even if he wasn’t already exhausted by using the arch.


The humans did finally organize some semblance of a response to him.  A Flauren officer led a group of red-coated soldiers to him, they formed a hasty firing line, and they loosed a volley of musket balls at him. Kyven had the illusion bark out a scornful laugh after the smoke cleared, since the illusion couldn’t be harmed and Kyven was protected within it by the solid layers of shadows surrounding him, which had made the musket balls bounce harmlessly off of the surface of the shadow, where it filled the illusion.  To the men shooting at him, it was as if the musket balls were just bouncing off the hide of the giant beast, but Kyven caused bleeding wounds to appear on the illusion, because they had to believe they could stop his illusion.  If they thought it was invincible, they would flee from it rather than converge on it, and that would get Arcans killed where the true attack was going to take place.  Kyven’s job was to draw as many soldiers as possible to his location, and one way to do it was to force them to devote large numbers of men to taking down a giant, rampaging beast.  By disrupting the men already here he protected his own, and by forcing the Flaurens to respond in force, he protected the main attack force.

And force was brought to bear.  Kyven saw a large contingent of men rushing towards his location, and he also saw the two cannons he hadn’t dropped being hastily pulled into a position to fire on him.  Kyven smashed another building, then moved directly into the small park and looked to square off against a large formation of men that came around a turn in the street and rushed towards him.  Kyven eased back from the shadows, made them intangible everywhere but directly around his body, forming a solid shield of shadow protecting him while the rest of the shadows filling the illusion were once again without substance.  It was a move to save his strength, which was ebbing quickly from maintaining the illusion and controlling the shadows.  The men lined up quickly and raised their muskets in the drizzling rain and darkness, and at the command of their officer, they fired in unison.  Kyven felt musket balls bounce off his solid shadows, his shield of darkness protecting his body—an idea he got from the repellers—and caused his illusion to stagger back with a roar of pain and fury, a dozen or more new wounds appearing on the upper legs, torso, and arms of his illusory creation.  The line of men knelt down and allowed the second rank to raise their muskets in unison, the officer shouting for the men to hold the line as Kyven charged his illusion towards them.  They fired in unison, but Kyven didn’t add any more wounds to the illusion, too intent and too busy to make any changes to it because he was moving too fast.   The men started to scatter as he approached them, and he raised the illusion’s huge hand to swipe at the formation—

A stunning strike hit him from the side, something hit his illusion with so much power that he blacked out for a short second.  He became aware again just in time to feel himself falling, and feel the shadows around him evaporate into the muggy night air.  He dimly heard the boom of a cannon, and even in his semi-dazed state, he realized that they’d not only managed to get one of the two remaining cannons into a position to use it against him, the gunnery crew had managed to hit a moving target using a cannon…that was some skill.  “It’s a Shaman!” he heard someone shout in Flauren.  “It was a trick of magic, the beast wasn’t real!”  All he could really focus upon was the ground, which was spinning like a top and hurtling toward him, so fast that he reacted more out of instinct than any rational reasoning.


The men saw a dark pool of liquid night swirl into being on the ground under the Shaman, and he fell into it, vanishing into thin air!


In the weightlessness of the shadow world, Kyven fought through the loud ringing in his ears and the wet cotton pressing down on his mind as he drifted in the swirling chaos, drifted without actually moving.  The first thing he sensed was the things, and the first rational thought he had was that he was unhidden, and since they were already close, already attracted to his location from him dropping the cannons, then they were in a position to attack.  He put solid nothingness under his feet, arresting his motionless momentum and providing him a point of reference from which to align the swirling, shifting chaos before his eyes, and he dropped to one knee on his chosen ground even as he thrust his arms out, enacting his power to control shadows on a direct level against the entire world around him, freezing everything around him as if it was trapped between the ticking of a clock’s second hand, trapped in time….in a place where time had no meaning.


The first coherent thing he made out as he slowly regained his senses, as the ringing in his ears abated, was a needle-pointed tentacle-like appendage barely two fingertips’ width from his face.


Twenty things were clustered around him, amorphous and undefined, but to Kyven’s senses, they were as separate from the world around him as they were from him.  He didn’t push them back, not confident in his faculties quite yet to do anything more than hold everything in place.  He held them in stasis as he slowly felt the ringing ease, as his other senses began to clear—though that was hard to be sure of when most of his senses were being assaulted by the random chaos of the shadow world around him.  He stood up on steady legs after a long moment, when in the real world the soldiers he had confronted were advancing towards the smashed debris of the buildings he’d knocked down to block the streets leading to his Arcans.

Twenty…he realized that he’d never seen that many things gathered together before.  He cast his senses deep into the shadow world and sensed others, others moving his direction, and after counting them, he realized that there were more of them now, six more.  Where had the six new ones come from?  Had Toby or Nightfall dragged men into the shadow world and allowed the things to kill them, specifically against Kyven’s instructions?  Or were these new things ones that had customarily been so far away from him that he’d never sensed them before, and Kyven and the other shadow walkers’ activities drawing them to them?


Kyven infused his being with shadow, causing his body to vanish into the undulating chaos, to become part of it, and that made the entire world around him shudder, contort, and then snap into smooth order in a split second.  The nausea-inducing broiling of the shadow world untwisted itself into a dark representation of the real world around him, where he stood on a street between two buildings as Flauren soldiers and militiamen jogged down the street around him, and even through him, on their way to his unit’s position.  The twenty things around him shimmered with the shadow world as he forced them into their original forms, and he was then surrounded by twenty men and women wearing common garb….


Except for two things wearing the coats of Flauren soldiers, the color bled out of them by the shadow, but the cut and appearance of those uniform jackets were unmistakable.

They were new to this place, Kyven realized.  Somehow, just over the last few minutes, something Kyven had done or something had happened that had caused these two Flauren soldiers to be pulled into the shadow world….how, Kyven wasn’t sure.  Kyven hadn’t put any shadow portal in a place or position where someone else might have snuck through before he closed it, and then somehow managed to vanish into the shadow world without him sensing them.  Living things and solid objects were a beacon of disharmony that disrupted the nature of this world at a fundamental level, and now that Kyven was much more in touch with this place, he could sense that disharmony just like the things could.  He would have known if some soldier had fallen into one of his entrances into the shadow world.  No, these two had to come into this place some other way, some way he didn’t know of or understand.


The shadow fox had told him that his knowledge of his place would be his greatest defense against it, and this proved that he still had much to learn about this dangerous little segment of the world as a whole.  This dark closet built into the house that was reality still had its secrets, and when he had time, he had to investigate this to try to understand how it happened.


Kyven held the things locked in paralysis as he took a single short step down, getting some distance from most of them, then enacted a gateway back into the real world under his feet.  He pulled the disc up and over his body even as he willed himself to fall into it, and that made him drop out of thin air and to the ground just beside Goldeyes, dropping to one knee and one hand as he panted heavily.


“Shaman!” Goldeyes called in concern, helping him up.  “Are you alright?”


“Just tired,” he replied.  “They hit me with a cannonball.”


“We heard the cannons fire,” he said as Ebony, Striker, and Fastpaw quickly converged around him.

“I left those two out on purpose, I should have been paying more attention,” he said with a dry, weary voice.  “Where do we stand, Ebony?”


“We hold the position,” she replied.  “Your illusion made all the humans pull back, probably out of fear.  If the others are on schedule, they should be attacking any moment.”


“Good.  We hold this position until they either push us out or they give us the signal.”


The respite didn’t last long.  Sporadic firing erupted from the far side of their position, then Arcans rushed to that side and lined up behind the barricades.  Musket balls whizzed over the barricades as humans advanced on the barricade, and when Kyven joined them, he saw that nearly 300 men had gotten over the makeshift blockade Kyven had made when he knocked the building down further up the street, and they were advancing the smart way, moving in groups but staying under cover, darting from covered position to covered position.  Kyven rose up from a void in the barricade that was only chest high, a firing position, and unloaded both of his Colts down the street in a blitz of fire, not aiming at much of anything so much as forcing the humans to take cover, then he slid back out of view before they could respond.  The rain slowed to a stop quickly as Kyven reloaded, and he looked up at the sky and saw a few ragged holes in the cloud cover above.  The storm was breaking up faster than Dancer anticipated.  No rain meant that the Arcans could reload without being in a sheltered place, but it would give the humans the same ability and would also make it easier for them to see.  There were still some flashes of lighting to the west and to the east, hinting that it might pick back up again, but for the immediate future, the rain was over.

They were outnumbered, but their fortified position made it very hard for the humans to rout them, even when the defenders started attacking from all sides.  The humans coming in along the edges of the fortifications pressed from the flanks while the others attacked from the two streets.  Goldeyes flinched back when a bullet tore the wood just by his head, shaking his head and pawing at his face.  When he looked back, Kyven saw a gash in his fur, bleeding down the side of his cheek.  “Careful,” Kyven said, then he whipped out and fired off a flurry of shots before pulling back.  Others weren’t so careful, or so lucky, however.  There were two still Arcan bodies laying on the ground just behind them along the barricade, and there were others laying on the ground, those who had died since Kyven ordered the evacuation of the wounded and dead.

An explosion made all of them flinch.  Kyven looked to the side and saw the barricade they’d built gone, pieces of wood and bloody body parts still flying through the air.  “What in the spirits?” Goldeyes called, but Kyven could see through the smoke and realized that the humans had somehow blown up the barricade…some kind of bomb or grenade, or something he had missed?  He saw no crystals anywhere near them that weren’t being carried by the Arcans.  Arcans rushed towards the breach as they heard men screaming over the echoing sound of the explosion, and Kyven moved to join them.  He ran towards the breach with Ebony and Striker behind him, Fastpaw converging from the far side, and they could all see a large number of men charging towards the hole they’d opened in the defenses.

Kyven reacted first.  He brazenly slid to a stop right in line with the men, in a position where they could have shot him, but the humans couldn’t see anything in the smoky darkness and the low-hanging acrid haze concealed his glowing eyes.  In seconds, shadows rose up from the ground like a fast-moving mist, coalescing and converging around Kyven, swirling around him like a slow-moving whirlpool.  The shadows stopped moving and quickly converged around his body, then he thrust out both hands and did a trick the things were fond of using.  Slender spears of pure shadow lanced away from him, and men rushing towards the breach shrieked in agony when they were impaled by them.  The shadow lances kept right on going after impaling a man, as Kyven extended them as far as he could, killing nearly a dozen men, multiple men impaled by the same lance as it sliced through the air and through men on its way down the opening.  The men Kyven didn’t hit didn’t charge forward, they instead scattered to each side and took cover behind anything laying on the ground, to get out of his line of sight—no, they were taking cover for another reason.  Kyven saw a man on the edge of the platform scaffold light something that started to spark and smoke—a fuse—and he realized that was how they did it, and what they were about to do.  Gunpowder bombs thrown from the parts of the platform that Kyven didn’t collapse, up high so the thrower could get more distance from his effort.  Kyven snapped both his pistols out of their holsters and unloaded on that bomb thrower.  Several shots hit him, making him stagger back and drop the bomb onto the ground just beside his platform, which then rolled underneath it.

“Down!” Kyven barked as he dove aside and to the ground, rolling up behind an overturned wagon.  His nannies copied his movement, and just in time, because an even louder and larger explosion rocked the ground under them, pushed the overturned wagon nearly a rod along the ground from the sheer force the blast released.  A man’s arm landed just to the side of him as he rolled over onto his belly, torn off at the shoulder from the explosive force.


“They’re getting serious about dislodging us, Shaman,” Striker said with his usual dry wit.


“Just a little bit,” Kyven agreed.  He was about to say something else, but two red balls of light streaked into the sky over the city, and then a third one joined them a moment later.  That was the signal that the others had engaged.  “The others are making their move,” he noted.  He stood up and looked to both sides, waving his arm up and down, getting their attention.  His sergeants and corporals started barking commands, and every Arcan with a firetube took it out and started using it.  Searing cones of fire lit the darkness all around the park as the Arcans used the firetubes to flash-dry the wet surrounding the small park, and then those buildings caught fire.  Two more Arcans carried up casks of oil, which they threw over the barricade on the far side and through the hole in the barricade on the near side, then the oil spreading across the grass and cobblestones was lit on fire, covering the two flanks approaching their position with flame.  The Arcans gathered quickly near the breach  as more oil casks were broken on the ground of the park behind them, then the oil was lit on fire.  “Go, go, go, go!” Kyven barked, pushing Arcans back through the breach, where they dashed back towards the forest.  Their initial job was done, and now they would circle around and reinforce Stalker’s Arcans as they pushed into the city from the west, rather than try to push through all the defenders that had converged on them to push them out.  They were the decoy, and now the men that had been trying to beat them back were going to realize it.  They would rush to the western breach, the closest one, and there they would encounter Kyven’s Arcans once again, this time being the defenders as they held Stalker’s flank as his troops invaded the city.  Kyven vaulted up and got onto Vasha’s back, and he led his Arcans on their wide swing around town, circling out of visual and musket range as the Lupans ran at Vasha’s hooves and the Arcans ran behind him, moving as fast as a horse.  They heard almost constant gunfire and several explosions in town as they circled it, then came up on several Arcans carrying wounded back towards the host.  It was there that Kyven turned Vasha back towards the city, then she again charged towards the ringed pile of debris that served as the city’s makeshift wall.  Just as he had done, Striker had cleared a hole through the debris for his Arcans to easily enter, and when Kyven rode through it, he came up on a rear defensive position where muskets were being loaded by younger Arcans and wounded were being tended.


“How far in are they?” Kyven asked the closest Arcan.


“Five blocks, Shaman, the humans are putting up a lot of resistance,” came the answer from a young female ferret who was tying a bandage around the leg of a very large, burly bull Arcan, his horns cut off close to their bases.

“Ebony, get our troops up to help Stalker,” he said as he dismounted.  “Vasha, Sirra, Dauro, stay here and defend this position against the humans,” he told his three monster companions.  “You can’t follow me where I’m going.”


“What are you going to do, Shaman?”


“What I can, from the best place I can do it,” he replied as his form slowly infused with shadow, turning him into a silhouette in the night backlit by alchemical lights ringing the position.  “Tell Stalker I’ll take out the command structure, now that we don’t need them to give the orders we want them to give anymore.  After that, I’ll just range around town and put a hand in wherever it looks like I’m needed.”


“I will,” Ebony said as a circle of darkness swirled into being around Kyven’s feet.

Kyven made an impact in the battle within ten minutes of entering the shadow world, when he tracked down and killed the entire Flauren command staff, a Major and five officers working from the town hall at the very center of Orlann, and he continued to make a difference because he took complete command of the rooftops.  He came out of the shadow world right behind four men set up in a very good position overlooking the main street leading through town, the path that Clover’s forces would be taking.  Three of them were gunners, but the fourth was using two flags to signal positions on other rooftops, a very efficient system to send orders all over town quickly, Kyven noted.  He killed them with spears of shadow before they even knew he was there, killing them with silent efficiency.  He then moved from rooftop to rooftop supported by the shadows, hidden in the center of his dark tentacle-writhing mass because he was in his shadow form, a dark, wraith, a ghost that moved from rooftop to rooftop and killed every human he encountered.  He came up behind them, from the center of town towards the edges, so they never even saw his dark shadows shimmering in the muggy night.  Their attention was focused on the streets below, not the air above and behind them.  He worked his way around the rooftops around the center of town in a spiral pattern, killing the four-man shooting positions he found, set up so at least one firing position had a line of fire on just about every street corner, and the strategically important corners had three or four positions with a line of fire on it.


After clearing out the rooftop firing positions, Kyven did what he did best, and that was spy.  Over the course of the muggy, wet night, Kyven kept an eye on the town from both above, suspended in midair by the shadows with shadowy tentacles over thirty rods long moving along the rooftops, and also from the shadow world when he had need to cross the city quickly.  He kept his three Shaman brethren informed of every large-scale movement of the Flauren defenders, which made it impossible for them to mount any kind of counterattack.  Any time more than twenty men moved anywhere, the Arcans were told of it, and that was absolutely devastating to the Flaurens.  Every large group of men that moved found themselves being ambushed by Arcans wielding muskets that knew exactly where they were and exactly when to open up on them to inflict maximum damage.  Kyven joined those attacks when he felt he was needed, but more often than not, he lurked in the shadows and kept a very close eye on everything their opponents did, which made it very easy for the Arcan army to overwhelm the Flauren defenders.

Over the course of two hours, the Arcans broke the organized defense of Orlann, and turned the Flaurens into pockets of isolated, disorganized resistance.  They had no overall command, since Kyven had killed their officers, and any attempt to reinforce any position close to the fluid front lines was decimated by Arcans ambushers sent out to break them up.  The battle degenerated from humans holding strategic, fortified defensive positions at critically important parts of town to house to house fighting, as the Arcans overwhelmed those positions and pushed the defenders back into the heart of the city, pushed them out of the streets and into the houses as the only defensive positions they could hold.


As the Arcans pushed into the center of town, Kyven showed his three Shaman friends a map of the town’s core, an illusion hanging in the air against the wall of an inn.  Dead human bodies littered the street, and not all of them were soldiers.  The center of town was where all the civilians were being held, and the Arcans had started encountering noncombatant old men, women, and children.  They had very strict orders about that; if it moves and it’s not an Arcan, shoot it.  The Arcans had already started pulling enslaved Arcans out of some of the buildings, as well as finding corpses of collared Arcans, killed by their masters before they could release them.  Kyven hated to see that, but he knew that it was going to start happening.


“Most of the resistance is around town hall,” Kyven said, causing red blocks of light to blink on the map in the buildings as the distant sound of musket fire echoed faintly off the walls, mixing with the sound of crickets nearby to produce an eerie nocturnal harmony of relaxed death.  “Without any organization or leadership, each group of men is acting independently, which makes them very easy to eliminate.”


“Yes, the blockades and barricades were very easy to take,” Stalker agreed, his eyes bright and his voice excited, animated, from having the chance to kill so many humans.

“There’s only about a hundred fighting men left,” Kyven continued.  “But there are also a lot of women and young boys starting to show up with those men with muskets, and they’re fighting.”


“They only delay the inevitable,” Dancer said with a sigh.


“I know, but they know that they’re in this to the end,” Kyven said grimly.  “No doubt they’ve seen that we’re shooting at all of them, so there’s no reason for them not to fight.  A mouse will fight a wolf when it knows it’s going to die if it doesn’t,” he said, patting Sirra on the flank as padded up to him, then sat down.


“We should contain them in the town center and sack the outlying parts of town for supplies,” Dancer said, to which Kyven nodded.


“I already sent orders out to the skirmishers holding the parts of town we’ve taken to start sacking.  We should start seeing the fires soon.  I told them not to burn the buildings along the northern main street until last, so we can withdraw without having to dodge burning debris falling on us and burn them on our way out.”


“Ever wise,” Clover chuckled softly, rubbing tenderly at a bloody gash on her cheek.  She’d been burned by a musket ball…which would have killed her if she’d stuck her head out even half a rod more.  A pale moonbeam slid over them as the clouds overhead continued to race at high speed, and to the west was relatively open sky.  The rain was all but over, which was letting the town dry out a little bit…just enough for them to burn it to the ground.

“I told the skirmishers to focus mainly on freeing any living Arcans they find.”  They all looked up to see a red light streak up into the sky, and Kyven chuckled.  “And Lightfoot is more or less right on schedule,” he said.  That light was a signal from Lightfoot that she had completed her task, which was to circle the main host around Orlann and get them on the north side, camping them in a large grassy pasture in the pine forest that used to be a plantation.  Like in the Green Valley, those cleared farms stayed open after the farmers died or moved away, which gave them a good place to camp while waiting for the fighting Arcans to finish their task.


Since their eyes were up, Kyven wasn’t the only one to see a life-illuminated shape, small and distant, rise up from just behind town hall and then quickly rush to the north.  “What?  Where the hell did they get a flitter?” he snapped, just barely making out the shape of the small flying device and the life-light of the pilot as it rushed to the north.  “I never saw it in their armory!”


“It might have been someone’s personal flitter, brother,” Dancer noted.  “Do we pursue?  One of us could catch up to it and bring it down.”


Kyven grunted as he peered into the darkness.  “No, I want them to know we destroyed Orlann.  It’s moving north, and it looks like it’s on a line to go straight to Tallasar.  But if it comes back, we’ll bring it down.  And I think I’ll be keeping an eye out for flitters that might try to scout out our army,” he said darkly.


“But it does warn us to move quickly.  We need to be away from here by sunrise,” Stalker cautioned.


Kyven nodded.  “Let’s finish this.  Sister, send out more skirmishers to sack and set fire to every building not on our withdraw route,” he told Dancer, who nodded.  “Clover, send word to Lightfoot to have her send out the porters to start carrying out what we take, and secure the northern road so they can do it safely.  Have them focus on getting the Arcans we freed back to the camp, that’s our priority.  Brother, let’s finish off the last of the defenders quickly.”


“Let’s just set fire to the buildings they’re holed up in, then kill anything that comes out,” Stalker offered.


“We’re going to burn it anyway, and we can afford to lose what’s in them,” he agreed with a nod.  “Tell the fighters that they can start allowing children and only children to escape, and to push them south or east,” he added.  “But any child carrying a weapon dies regardless.”

Stalker looked a tiny bit disappointed, but he nodded in understanding.


“Let’s finish this,” Dancer said in a resolute voice.


The two female Shaman separated from them to tend to their tasks, leaving Kyven and Stalker to hurry up to what were now the front lines, which was groups of Arcans trying to dig defending humans out of houses and businesses in the center of town.  There was sporadic musket fire into and out of the houses further up the street, and a small fire was burning in a wagon parked in an inn’s stable yard.  Kyven and Stalker called in a group of sergeants and corporals, and they knelt in a semicircle in front of the two Shaman.  “We’re ending this,” Kyven said.  “Set fire to any house holding defending humans, kill anyone who comes out except for children that aren’t carrying weapons.  Those you drive south and east.  Just let them go, they’re no threat to us and we have more important things to worry about,” he told them.


“Black, Treeskipper, Panva, bring your squads up to me and we’ll handle burning the buildings,” Stalker ordered.  “Goldeyes, Bull, Fisher, Malsanna, Yip, form a perimeter, contain anyone that might get past the front line squads.  Everyone else, you move your squads into the area and support us while we set the fires.  Everyone understand?”

They all nodded as Kyven caused a map of the town center to appear on the ground between them, oriented towards the Arcan leaders of the army.  “Here we are, and this is the area we have to contain.  Perimeter squads, spread your Arcans out along these three streets, and cover these side streets and alleys here, here, here, and here,” he told them, pointing.  “That should give you full containment.  Support squads, move your Arcans into these intersections here, here, here, here, and here.  Hold those five intersections, and you control the entire center of town.  Snapdragon, I want you to take three climbing Arcans up onto the rooftops with some of the small casks of oil and get to town hall, then set fire to it,” he told a long, tall, lanky female cat Arcan, only a little shorter than Fastpaw.  “On your way back, set fire to every building you move across.”


“Easily done, Shaman,” the cat Arcan nodded.


“I want all the other climbing Arcans up on the rooftops with enough shot to hold them over for a while.  Concentrate them at the five intersections we need to hold, at least four Arcans per position.  They’ll be covering everyone else on the ground.”


“I’ll get them where they need to be, Shaman,” Fisher, another cat Arcan, replied.


“Any questions?” Kyven asked.  When the assembled non-coms said nothing, Kyven stood.  “Alright, get the Arcans in position.  We start our push into the town center in ten minutes,” he told them.


Kyven didn’t observe, he participated in the last phase of the assault on Orlann.  He moved with Stalker and the other Arcans into the center of town, the Arcans armed with firetubes and oil, and they moved with cautious speed into the heart of the city.  The Arcans behind them set fire to every building on both sides of the street as they advanced up to an abandoned barricade, six dead Flaurens splayed out behind it, then Kyven and Stalker used spirit sight to locate every window-lurking sniper with a line of fire on the intersection.  Stalker used Kyven’s rifle as Kyven used the shadows, again using the tendrils of shadow and a central mass into which he blended to become invisible, like some giant spider with no joints in its legs that could move quickly and easily over the rooftops.  Kyven found using the shadows like that to be much less taxing than using magic, but it still required effort, particularly since he was creating very large controlled shadows that were solid enough to bear his weight.  But it wasn’t as taxing as it used to be, his practicing with solid shadows had made them easier to form, which let him create ones big enough to carry him.  From his vantage point, Kyven used his pistols to take out any shooters at the windows while Arcans below fanned out with firetubes and started setting fire to every building they could reach, breaking out windows and sending the cones of fire into the dry interiors of the buildings everywhere they could, and setting fire to the relatively dry wood under the eaves of the red-tiled roofs where they could not.  The Arcans moved quickly through the center of town, Kyven and Stalker covering the firetube-bearing Arcans, and once they moved down the last street, they withdrew back to the barricades at the key intersections for cover and simply waited.

It didn’t take long.  Screams and shouts were the first indicator, and only a short while later, the humans started fleeing the burning buildings, some of them jumping out of second story windows because fires on the lower floor were probably blocking the doors.  The Arcans at the intersections did as they were told, firing on any adult human that they could get in their sights. The people were trapped in the streets between intersections held by the enemy, causing many of them to try to go between the closely-spaced houses, but that only brought them out onto streets that were also held by Arcan soldiers.  The humans got more and more desperate as the fires spread and intensified, and while they rushed about searching for a safe avenue of escape, Kyven moved from house to house, freeing the Arcans that they left behind and whose collars prevented them from leaving.  Kyven moved with swiftness, since many were trapped in houses that were burning, swooping in, draining the collar, then picking up the Arcan and swooping right back out.  He put them on the ground and told them to run for the nearest intersection, where Arcans would get them safely out of the city.  Kyven worked with quick yet methodical determination as the Arcans continued to winnow the human townsfolk, more and more bodies laying the streets, illuminated by burning houses and shops.

It only took about another two hours.  The entire center of town was a conflagration as the Arcans pulled back, for there were no more humans to shoot or Arcans to save.  With the destruction of the center of town, it completely destroyed all human resistance, leaving only stragglers and those still hiding in cellars or attics that the Arcans had not bothered to flush out and kill, for they were no threat.  The vast majority of the townsfolk and the entire army garrison and militia formed to reinforce them had been wiped out, to the last man, and the only survivors were a handful of women, old men, and children that were deemed no threat and passed over, or managed to hide cleverly enough to be missed by the Arcans that sacked their homes or shops.


Of the ten thousand or so Flaurens that lived in Orlann and the five hundred soldiers that were left, barely two hundred managed to escape Orlann alive.


 Kyven stood at the edge of town and watched as his Arcans streamed out of town carrying weapons, food, supplies, and leading newly freed Arcans to the north, where the rest of the host was waiting for them.  Sirra and Dauro sat to each side of him, Vasha pawed at the ground with her hoof directly behind him, and Stalker and Dancer stood with him, watching as Clover carried an Arcan child out of the edge of town, leading nearly a dozen others.  Of them, only Clover had suffered any real injury, the bullet burn on her cheek, though Vasha had some scratches on her forelegs that Kyven would have to treat when they had time.  Despite being such a big target, Vasha had come out of the battle relatively unscathed, and that was thanks to the iron plates the Arcans hung off her shoulders and chest.  Without those, she’d have been shot three or four times…though as big and powerful as she was, he doubted any of them would have been fatal on its own.  Vasha was so big, a musket ball wouldn’t be able to penetrate deeply enough to do any severe damage unless she was right on top of the shooter or the shooter got lucky and hit her in a vital spot, like the eye or throat.  And if the shooter didn’t kill her, he’d just make her very angry.  “This is the last of our freed brothers and sisters, Kyven,” she reported.  “And the last of our brave fighters are evacuating Orlann as we speak.  They’re setting enough fires that will burn the entire city to the ground by tonight.”


Kyven glanced to the east, where the false dawn was starting to lighten the horizon, then nodded to her.  “That’s it, then, friends.  Orlann has fallen,” he declared.


“Next is Tallasar,” Stalker growled, making a fist so tightly that his knuckles cracked.


Kyven nodded.  “And once Tallasar falls, the rest of Flaur will fold like fresh laundry,” he added.  “Let’s get everyone to our camp and take stock of our own people.  We lost more Arcans than I expected,” he said with a dark frown.

“They died bravely and well, brother.  For an Arcan, there is no better way to go,” Dancer reminded him.


“I don’t have to like it,” he said as he turned around.  “But for what it’s worth, they’ve passed the test.  They took Orlann in a single night.  By the time we get to Tallasar, they’ll be ready for a real battle.  Believe me, friends, taking Tallasar will be the hardest thing we do in this campaign,” he told them as they started walking towards the distant treeline, Kyven picking up a toddler bear Arcan and cradling her as she smiled up at him.  “They know we’re coming, and they have time to bring in every weapon they can get their hands on to oppose us.  They’ll have far more than just five outdated smoothbore cannons in Tallasar,” he warned.


“That cuts both ways, brother.  Once we break the Flaurens at Tallasar, they’ll have no men or equipment to protect the rest of Flaur,” Stalker said.


Kyven nodded.  “So this will be all or nothing for both sides.  We either take Tallasar or we all die.  For them, they either hold Tallasar or they watch Flaur burn.  And you can imagine what kind of battle that’s going to be.”

“Neither side retreats,” Clover said darkly.


“Exactly,” Kyven nodded.  “They have nowhere else to go, we have no choice but to raze the city to the ground and wipe out the army, else they’ll come back to bite us in the ass later down the road, either us or Danna and our Arcan brothers and sisters to the north.  If we don’t kill them here in Flaur, if we just pass them by, that army might be laying siege to Haven next year,” he said grimly.


“I’m confident we can take them, brother,” Stalker declared.


Kyven looked at the tall, menacing Wolf Arcan and nodded, his expression sober, almost grim.  “I am too.  I’m just worried about how much it’s going to cost us to do it.  And believe me, brother, we will pay for that victory.  My main hope is that it’s a price that we can afford.”

The small group of Shaman, Arcans, and monsters reached the treeline and vanished into the murky gloom created by the tall pines, leaving behind a burning city inhabited only by the dead.
