Chapter 1

Rain.

Cool and cleansing, the steady rain drifted from the cloudy heavens above, casting the morning landscape in a steely light that held no bright or shadow, a murky sameness that crept across the land like the fine mist clinging to the meadow.  The light robbed the world of its color, bleeding the greens and browns of the forest and turning them gray, a gray that lightened and darkened and whose lines became indistinct the further things were away, blurred by the fine mist.  The slow, steady rain was a shimmering of the trees beyond, the light pattering sound on the grass mixing with the steely light to create a sense of quiet and calm across the meadow and through the forest, the light mist infused with the morning mist to create the strange feel that the air itself was illuminated, creating a light that moved like fog and robbed the world of its shadow.  The morning brought a nearly unnatural calm as well, with the only sound being the rain striking the grass and the leaves of the trees beyond the meadow, without a breath of wind.  It was the kind of morning that honest men feared for its eerie state, a morning without light or shadow, as if the world were painted the same color with only varying shades of gray.  The scene almost made things feel like time had forgotten to march, that they had been thrust into a world where there was no sun, no moon, no day and no night, just an eternal moment of sameness that turned the familiar forests just east of Atan into an alien wilderness whose expanses beyond the edge of the meadow were lost in a mist of mystery.

The man who stood at the edge of the campsite and looked out into that steely morning shared many of the attributes of the eerie morning.  His name was Kyven Steelhammer, and he was a Shaman.  One of only two human Shaman, a tall man with a sleek frame, limber and long-legged, but his every muscle was lithely defined and was nearly inhumanly conditioned, giving him a panther-like appearance.  He was passingly handsome, what some women would call rugged, but the expression on his attractive face made his demeanor seem nearly ominous, threatening.  His short-cropped hair was black, as black as pitch, and his eyes were a brilliant, luminous green, that almost seemed to glow in the faint light of the unusual morning.

Kyven was the first of his kind, and the first of what he suspected were many to come.  He was a Shaman, a being blessed—or cursed—with the ability to interact with the spirits, and who acted at the behest of those spirits.  The Shaman obeyed the spirits as their mentors and guides and sought to do their will in the world.  The Shaman did as was necessary where they were needed, and while most of the time their presence was to bring peace and prosperity to those around them, they did sometimes appear to do the work of the damned.  To the Arcans, the Shaman were nearly religious figures, bringing the wisdom of the spirits among them, guiding them, and helping them.  To the humans, Shaman were the servants of evil, who had sold their souls to the devil in exchange for their dark powers.


That was not an entirely incorrect belief. 


As a Shaman, Kyven could enact the power of the spirits and bring it into the material world, to do real magic.  But Kyven was limited compared to other Shaman because he was a human, and human Shaman seemed to just lack the raw magical power of their Arcan brethren.  But, this had never been a real problem for Kyven.  He was a totem Shaman, a Shaman bound to one particular spirit, and that relationship allowed him to use magic aligned to his spirit without the same limitations that he faced when using other magic.  Though he was a weak Shaman when using most magic, when it came to using illusion, the primary aspect of his totem, the other Shaman could not even hope to come close to his capabilities.  Kyven only did one thing, but that one thing he did better than anyone else.  As a totem Shaman, Kyven was more or less his totem spirit’s direct servant, doing her will exclusively, where other Shaman answered to all the spirits.  Most other Shaman could beseech help from any spirit, but Kyven’s pleas for magic could only be answered by his spirit, the spirit of the shadow fox, and he was her Shaman, in her service and bound to her body and soul by threads that could never be broken.

Many called him a monster…and they were right.  Many called him a savior…and they were right.  Still others called him evil…and they too were right.  A Shaman was what the situation demanded him to be, a man who could mete out both kindness and cruelty in equal measure.  Shaman did what was needed of them, and if it was needed of them to be a monster, then they would be a monster.  They wouldn’t like it, doing monstrous things went against the intent of the spirits most of the time, but sometimes it was necessary.  And a Shaman did was what was needed, went where they were needed, were devoted to the ideal of service to the spirits, service to the Arcans, and even service to the humans, though they often had no idea that the Shaman were serving them.


A Shaman could do evil without being evil, because they were only doing what was necessary.  No more, no less.  They didn’t have to like it, but they would do it.


That was the daunting proposition facing Kyven Steelhammer that morning, the realization that starting today, he would be walking down a path that would have no happy ending.  Not for him, not for his three brother and sister Shaman accompanying him, and definitely not for the humans.  Today, he and his three companions would join with three other Shaman and begin a campaign that would destroy human society in Noraam.  And while he hated that ideal with every fiber of his being, he knew that it must be done, and a Shaman did what was needed, no matter how much they despised the action.  Kyven in no way relished what he knew was coming.  The death, the destruction, the misery.  The famine and the pestilence.  The crying widows and the wails of the starving children.  But it had to be done, he believed that in his very soul.  The only way to save the Arcans and restore balance to the humans living in Noraam was to completely destroy their civilization and allow them to build a new one on the ruins of the old, a civilization that didn’t keep Arcans as slaves.


He knew what it would take.  He knew what it would cost him.  He knew that he would be remembered as the most hated, reviled, despised, evil person to have ever lived for as long as men whispered his name around tables or in smoky common rooms, but he could accept their hate if it brought peace to Noraam and freed the Arcans from nearly a thousand years of enslavement to people who had no regard for their lives.  He knew what would happen to him in the end, but so long as his actions brought about the desired results, he would accept them without complaint.

For him, there would be no happy ending.


Bringing about the complete destruction of an entire civilization would usually require some kind of titanic natural disaster, but lucky for him, the humans of Noraam had created the means by which Kyven would destroy them.  Those means were toiling in fields and in houses in most every farm on the continent, in the form of their Arcan slaves.  The entire culture and society of Noraam was based on the bondage of the Arcans, where they were treated as little more than animals, and their lives meant nothing to most of the people of Noraam.  Arcans were slaughtered for their fur, whom stylish ladies in many human cities wore as fashion accessories.  Arcans were made to fight other Arcans to the death for the amusement of their human overlords.  Arcans toiled in the fields of nearly every farm on Noraam, growing the food, the cotton, and the tobacco that humans consumed.  They were used and abused, and when they no longer had any value, they were discarded.


That was what Kyven Steelhammer had been born to change.  It was Kyven’s grim destiny to bring about the end of slavery on Noraam, and the only way to do it was to completely shatter the entirety of Noraam society.  Kyven would free the Arcans from slavery, but at the same time, he’d leave nothing but smoking ruin in his wake, obliterating basic societal needs as he marched across Noraam like a plague of locusts.  The humans would never accept the idea that Arcans had the right to be free, so Kyven would destroy every foundation of the society that taught that belief.  Once the last of those threads had been cut away, leaving humanity wallowing in ruin and despair, as children died of starvation in the streets, would they be ready to build a new society where humanity would learn to live without relying on Arcan slaves.

And it would be Andra’s job to build that society.  She was the other human Shaman, and it was her task to rebuild what Kyven destroyed, to teach the people of Noraam how to be self-reliant, and bring the wisdom of the spirits to the people.


One human Shaman would destroy Noraam, and the other would rebuild it, make it a better place.


He would not carry that burden alone, however.  Three other Shaman had decided that Kyven’s mission was the proper one, and despite fully understanding the fate that awaited them, they had joined him for this grim task.  One was suited for it, but in his opinion, the other two were not…but it wasn’t his place to tell another Shaman what to do.  That wasn’t how it worked among them.  Stalker was a huge wolf Arcan with black fur and yellow eyes, every bit as frightening and intimidating as an Arcan could be, and he had a nature that matched his savage appearance.  Stalker was not a nice Arcan, and held a particular unreasoning hatred for humanity because of their enslavement of his people.  Kyven needed a Shaman not afraid to get his hands bloody, and Stalker was the perfect Shaman for that grim task.  Dancer was a red fox Arcan who was lithe and willowy, and was an impish and playful Shaman with a bit of a wild streak in her.  She was what Kyven would call an average Shaman.  She wasn’t exceptional in any field, she didn’t stand out very much compared to her brother and sister Shaman.  But she was solid and dependable, and he would welcome her help.

The last of them was the one Shaman he was both happy and unhappy with being here, for she was among his oldest and closest friends.  Clover was a coyote Arcan, tall and skinny and attractive to both humans and Arcans on a primal level.  She had short-cropped brown hair and luminous amber eyes, and there was a sense about Clover that put almost everyone at ease.  She was quiet and calm, but she had a strange charisma about her that made everyone like her, including the spirits, and she used that charisma for maximum effect.  She was gentle and wise, compassionate and kind, but like all Shaman, she was capable of acts of near brutality when the need arose.  She was the Shaman that Kyven respected the most, capable of retaining her gentle demeanor despite the wisdom of the Walk teaching her to accept the cruelty that could come in life.  If there was any one Shaman he didn’t want here, it was her…but a part of him was almost humbled that she was willing to throw everything away and share his fate, because she believed in what he was doing.  She and Stalker were nearly complete opposites, but despite that, they actually got along very well together.

In a way, having Clover along was going to be a big advantage, because of her gentle demeanor and her persuasiveness.  She would be there to soothe terrified Arcans when everything they knew was suddenly shattered.

They were his brother and sister Shaman, but they were by no means the only ones risking all for this.  His three nannies were also risking everything by going with him, but try as he might, he couldn’t talk them into going to Haven and enjoying their freedom.  They were with him to the end…and he feared that was exactly where he was taking them.  They were fighting Arcans he liberated from the Pens when he took it out, and all three of them were very, very formidable.  The largest and strongest of them was a female, Ebony, a hulking wolf Arcan just as big as Stalker and nearly as strong.  While she was large and powerful, what impressed Kyven about her was her mind, not her muscles.  Ebony was very smart, much smarter than she appeared to be, even smarter than she gave herself credit for.  Striker was a male coyote, not much taller than Kyven and lean, nearly scrawny as one would consider a fighting Arcan, but he was highly skilled.  He was an excellent shot with a rifle, and for hand to hand combat he preferred to fight with an impact rod rather than his claws, thus earning his name.  Despite being smaller and weaker than Ebony and not as fast as Fastpaw, he was just as dangerous as the other two in a fight.  Fastpaw was a very tall, lean, athletically built spotted cat Arcan, and his name described everything about him one needed to know.  Fastpaw was blazing fast, his arms moving like a blur when he fought, able to outrun just about anyone with his incredible running speed, with reflexes just as fast as his hands.  He relied on his speed in battle, and it served him well.  They were his nannies, his self-appointed personal bodyguards.  While sometimes he chafed at their overprotectiveness, he could admit he’d be lost without them.  Ebony kept his camp tightly organized, Striker had taken over Lucky’s duties of caring for Vasha, and Fastpaw was a good replacement for Lightfoot for scouting and stealth.

Sirra padded up to him in the rain, sat beside him, and nudged him with her snout, but Dauro was nowhere to be seen…probably off hunting.  The two young Lupans were as good as family to him, and they’d traveled together for so long that he almost couldn’t imagine them not being there.  They had attached themselves to him almost from the first time they met, and he could admit that there were many times since they’d joined him when they were very handy to have around, for sheer intimidation if nothing else.  More than once, the mere presence of one of the Lupans made people very cooperative.  That was because of their huge size and fearsome appearance.  Lupans were monsters, not natural animals, and the two Lupans were the size of a large pony…and they weren’t even fully grown.  Both Sirra and Dauro had very dark coats of thick, nearly wiry fur that was also curiously soft at the same time, and their eyes glowed with an amber radiance that betrayed their monster origins.  Even if someone did mistake them as impossibly large wolves, the glowing eyes was a stark warning that they were monsters, not animals.  When fully grown, they two of them be the size of a horse, like the adults in their original pack.  Unlike many monsters, they had no magical powers aside from their glowing eyes, but they made up for that with incredible stamina and power, in addition to being far smarter than any normal canine.  Lupans could run all day and never get tired, they were agile and powerful, and a Lupan’s jaws were strong enough to crush stone.

They were not his pets, they were his family.  They considered him to be pack, and he had embraced that position.  He didn’t own them, and over the months they’d traveled together, he’d come to appreciate just how smart those two Lupans were.  Their intelligence was an animal one, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t smarter than some people he’d known.  The two Lupans had the ability to understand abstract concepts, and if there was any indication of intelligence, that was it.


The Lupans considered him to be pack, and him the leader of their unusual little pack, so they traveled with him.  And to be honest, he’d feel decidedly wrong if they weren’t with him, or lurking nearby.


The term monster was actually something of a misnomer, in Kyven’s opinion.  The vast majority of monsters weren’t evil or malicious, with a few exceptions like Ursorax and Wolverans.  The term monster was actually just a term that referred to the creatures native to Noraam that had been changed by the mana crystals over the centuries.  Nearly all of them were mutated from normal animals, and most of them had the same general temperament as the animal to which they were related…with some exceptions.  Some monsters were gentle, some were quite mild-tempered, but some were highly aggressive, and a few were downright malevolent.  Many monsters had magical powers and abilities which they had to fuel by eating mana crystals…and with the crystals running out, many of them would lose those powers.  Some few monster species would die out, those who needed mana crystals just to survive, or at least those which were left.  Those few species themselves would die out when the last of the crystals were gone.  Lupans were one of those monster species that had no magical powers, though their eyes did glow as a visible indication that they were not normal wolves…as if the fact that they were the size of horses wasn’t already an indication of that.


Monsters in general never gave Kyven much trouble.  He was a unique individual, for he was a human Shaman who had been transformed by his totem into an Arcan, but not an Arcan based on a normal animal.  He’d been changed into an Arcan based on a monster, a shadow fox, and even though he was changed back into a human, it had changed the very nature of him to make him not entirely human.  There was still a lingering trace of the shadow fox in him, which gave him unique abilities.  He retained the shadow powers of a shadow fox despite being human, and it had also altered the very nature of his being in a way that only monsters could detect.  To monsters, his scent and to a lesser degree his presence were non-threatening, even pleasant, which made monsters react to him with curiosity and interest, not aggression. Kyven could approach monsters that would kill anyone else on sight as long as he did it the right way, because his scent put them at ease in a way that not even he entirely understood.


His monster-friendly scent was how he’d lured Vasha, his Equar mount, into traveling with him.  Were he human, the Equar herd would have killed and eaten him when he approached them—Equars were horse-like monsters that were omnivorous, as well as being rather bad-tempered and aggressive—but his monster-friendly scent had allowed him to approach the Equars, pick the best of the lot, and lure her away from her herd.  Patience had used magic to talk to her, to convince her to come with Kyven and be his mount in exchange for food, care, and attention.  Vasha was a typical Equar in that she was absolutely huge compared to a horse, but unlike a horse, she was aggressive and fearless.  She was also a bit of a bully and had a mean streak, but that just endeared her to Kyven that much more.  Equars were naturally aggressive monsters, but also had a herd mentality, were fiercely protective of those they saw as one of them, and were playful…though a monster half again as large as a horse could be a very dangerous playmate when Vasha was feeling frisky.  Equars played mean.  Equars did everything mean, even sleep.

“Where’s Dauro, girl?” he asked softly, looking down the not-so-great distance between their eyes.  When sitting the way she was, Sirra’s head came up to his chest.  “He’d better not be causing any trouble.  We’re too close to Atan.”


Atan…it wasn’t the Atan he knew.  The Atan lurking hazily at the edge of the mist was a place preparing for war, with trenches, fortifications, artillery emplacements, and with hundreds of thousands of Arcans prepared to defend it from the humans that were coming.  But then again, Atan was doomed.  If it wasn’t doomed because of the impending war, it was doomed because it relied on the crystals produced from the mines, and those crystals were running out.  Atan was one of only three areas in the Smoke Mountains that were still producing mana crystals in any viable quantity, and even they were starting to dwindle.  Even before Kyven left Atan to start down the long path of a Shaman, the mines had started to peter out, and the miners were starting to drill prospect shafts looking for signs of other crystal deposits.  But there were no more, at least no more that were easily attainable.

The Atan of his youth, the Atan he remembered, it was a symbol of the coming change to Noraam.  It was a village built on a dying trade, even if they didn’t know it at the time, and one that would have directly affected Kyven had he not become a Shaman.  He’d been trained as a crystalcutter, and that meant that his tradeskill and very livelihood would have died out when the last of the crystals had been pulled from the mines.  Without crystals to cut, he would have had no work.  Without work, the shop would have no income.  The shop would have withered away as Kyven used up the shop’s cash reserves, then would be forced to release apprentices to save money on feeding and housing them, then he would have been faced with the heartbreaking decision of closing the shop.  And that scenario would have played out in every shop that dealt with crystals in the village, from the miners to the crystal brokers to the crystalcutters to the alchemists.  Without crystals, the village had no income outside of a few very small farms and a few ranches to the east of the village, just on the edge of the grassy Green Valley.  It was a trade village, not a farming village.  The village would have slowly died as tradesmen and families moved away to find work or moved down into the valley to start farming just to secure a food source.  Atan would be abandoned, and over time, it would have fallen into ruin and reclaimed by the forest to become nothing but a memory.


That was one of his greatest laments in what was coming.  As a crystalcutter, he could empathize with the many men in his craft who trained for years in a skill that, in ten years, would mean nothing.  Today, being a crystalcutter was one of the most prestigious crafts a man could pursue, with only the alchemists having more prestige.  It was a demanding occupation that not every man could do because it required both steady hands and the ability to properly assess a crystal to determine the best way to cut it to bring out its full power.  A crystalcutter was an important craftsman in any town, his profession brought him respect, and as long as he was good at his craft, it also brought a very comfortable living.  Men who trained for years in the art of crystalcutting would soon be mucking stables and weeding fields, because their craft, and the art behind it, would be useless.  Without crystals to cut, there was no need for crystalcutters.  The art of crystalcutting was a doomed one, and the men who practiced it, many of which were too old to pursue another craft, would fall hard when there were no longer any crystals to cut.

If not for the grace of his spirit, that would have been his fate.


The craft was doomed no matter that Kyven did, so at least he could find some tiny solace in that he wouldn’t be the one to destroy it. He’d destroy everything else, but at least the craft he’d all but grown up learning under Master Holm in his shop in Atan, that would not be destroyed by Kyven Steelhammer.

Yawning, Clover came out of the tent she was sharing with Dancer, in the act of shrugging on her tattered vest, which allowed him to get a good look at her smallish furry breasts before the vest covered them.  Arcans had very different views about many social customs than humans did, one among them being that they didn’t consider nudity to be a violation of modesty…Arcans really had no modesty.  They may adopt human customs for convenience or simple survival among the slaves, but the society of the free Arcans of Haven was much different from what a human would expect, even as the human would see many similarities.  The freed Arcans imitated some aspects of human society, but at their core, the Arcans were as different from humanity as humanity was from horses.


“Good morning, brother.  Good morning Sirra,” she said in her gentle voice, tracing fond fingertips over Sirra’s head.  The Lupan wagged her tail and leaned into Clover when she reached them, making the coyote chuckle and push back against her a bit.  “You’re soaking wet, Sirra!” she protested.


“I think they spent most of the early morning running around,” Kyven speculated.  Dauro appeared at the edge of camp, and he padded over to the fire and shook off most of the excess water from his fur, causing an angry gout of steam and hissing to issue from the campfire.  The Lupans weren’t afraid of fire, another way they were different from wolves.  “You ready?”

“Of course I am, brother,” she replied.  “It won’t be the first time I’ve run halfway across the continent as fast as I could.”  That was their plan.  They had to go all the way to the southern tip of Flaur, a journey of well over a thousand minars, and they had to do it fast.  They would start out today and try to travel fifty minars a day minimum.  That pace would kill any horse that dared try it, but Vasha was not a horse, she was an Equar.  It was a pace that the Lupans would find only mildly exerting, and it was a pace that any Shaman that didn’t want to be endlessly teased for the rest of time could maintain without much trouble.  Arcans were far more mobile than humans because they could run on all fours, and Shaman were some of the most physically fit beings on the entire planet.  Using Shaman magic required both strength and stamina, and one way they trained those traits was with exercise.  Lots and lots and lots of exercise.  “I’m surprised you’re not going to take us directly to Flaur using your shadow powers.”

“Not this time,” he replied as he patted Sirra’s neck.  “Truth be told, we need the travel time to allow things to develop up here.  I want DeVaur and the Flaurens fully engaged before we start freeing Arcans, to prevent the King from recalling his army to deal with us.”


“He’ll eventually do that anyway.”


“Yeah, but I want to hold that off as long as possible,” he replied.  “This may sound a bit cruel, but we need every human army to be wholly committed to uprooting Danna from Atan for our plan to work.”

“It’s not cruelty, brother, it’s planning,” Clover told him.  “And Danna will do her part by keeping their full attention on her.”  She looked past their small camp, between the mines and the town, and looked at the edge of the village.  “She won’t hold Atan, though.”


“She knows.  Eventually the human armies will fight it out, and the winners will come after us.  Danna may have more Arcans than they have soldiers, but they have more guns.  That’s why she and Danvers have a detailed and pretty damn smart plan of controlled retreats all the way back to the Inner Seas, designed to draw the humans with them, lure them further and further north.”


“Lure them in and trap them in the north for the winter,” Clover said sagely.


Kyven nodded.  “Most of the armies have orders to pursue and destroy the Arcans because of the threat they pose.  If they let us get away here and now, we might attack them down the line, so they want to make sure of it.  Besides, DeVaur isn’t the only one drooling over the idea of capturing half the army and selling them into slavery, so there’s pure greed driving more than one general or king.  We’ll use that against them, lure them north and into the wilderness for winter, and let the cold do the damage.  They’re not equipped for that the cold, and if they follow the army all the way to the Inner Seas, they’re in no way prepared for that kind of cold.  Only the Hammish and Mennish will have even an inkling of how to handle it.  Danna will pull out of Atan if she has any doubt whatsoever that they can hold it, and I think she’s doing the right thing.  The only value Atan holds is the mines.  Once we destroy those, them taking Atan will mean almost nothing.”

“Atan does offer a way through the Smoke Mountains.”


“Not for a wagon, and the human armies will need wagon trails for their supply lines,” Kyven answered.  “Danna and Danvers will hold Atan as long as they can to whittle down the size of the human armies, then destroy the mines and pull out on their terms, not when they get routed.  If it’s DeVaur, he’ll pursue even without wagon trains, and Danvers will make him pay for it with every step north.”

There was a sound behind them, and Dancer came around to stand beside him.  She was fingering her new necklace, which was the stone that Kyven had used as an example of the power of illusion that she’s carved down to form a circular amulet hanging from her neck by a thin and sturdy leather cord with a foxhead relief on it, not too different from the foxhead necklace that Kyven wore that linked him magically to Danna…though he couldn’t use it anymore because she was pregnant.  The amulet gave him the ability to transform into a shadow fox Arcan for short periods of time, literally taking the “Arcan” from Danna, but her pregnancy meant that she couldn’t change back and forth between human and Arcan anymore.  It posed a threat to the four babies inside her.  His spirit had mentioned that she was going to try to change the amulet so Kyven would be able to take the Arcan shape without taking it away from Danna, but like most things involving his spirit, there was no way to tell if she was serious or not.  Guile and deceit was the credo of the shadow fox, and it made her absolutely untrustworthy, even for Kyven.  Especially for Kyven, since she seemed to delight in deceiving him far more than anyone else.

“Morning Dancer,” Kyven said, putting his arm around her shoulders.  “Sleep well?”


“Too well,” she yawned, showing off her very sharp teeth.  “When are we leaving?”


“As soon as Stalker wakes up.  I wanted everyone to get as much rest as possible before we start out, because none of us will get much for the next year or so.”


“A shaman sitting on her butt isn’t doing very much to help,” Dancer said with a smile.  That summed up the mentality of a Shaman.  Shaman lived to serve, serve whoever needed them.  Shaman went where they were needed and served those who needed them, and as a group, they were probably the most selfless people in the entire world.  A Shaman’s first and primary duty was to others, not to himself.


“Then we should start getting ready to leave,” Stalker called from the tent.  The huge wolf Arcan stepped out as they all looked back, unclothed and intimidating.  They’d traveled ahead of the army to Atan to pick up Stalker, who had just arrived the evening before.


“Alright then, if we’re all awake.  Ebony, let’s start packing up.  Someone show some spine and saddle Vasha, as long as it’s not me,” he said playfully as he patted Dancer on the shoulder.  “She’s always surly in the morning.”

“She’s surly to you, Shaman,” Striker said lightly as he stepped past and headed for the saddle, which was sitting not far from where Vasha was cropping a sapling.  Equars could eat almost anything, but were particularly fond of sweet things…and maple trees tasted sweet to them because of the sap, particularly the saplings.  Vasha would eat the trunk and strip the bark, but wouldn’t eat the twigs and leaves.


“The day you show up in camp missing a hand, Striker, I’m gonna laugh at how wrong you are,” Kyven retorted.


“You should be running with us, not riding, brother,” Dancer told him. “You get enough grief from other Shaman because of it as it is.”


“I just can’t run as fast as you can, sister,” he told her.  “Speed is critical here.  I can run all day, but I just can’t keep up with you because you can just plain old run faster than me.  So it’s ride Vasha or slow everyone down.”


“Clearly another reason why you should be much more handsome,” Clover prodded.


“You won’t see me with fur on for a long time, sister, now that Danna’s pregnant,” he told her.  “Her changing back and forth will harm the babies.” 


Ebony started packing up the camp with her usual orderly efficiency as the Shaman packed up their personal effects.  Kyven already had most of his things packed, so he took the time to contact Danna and Danvers and give them a status report.  The two of them got along very well together, and Danvers was allowing Danna to command while Danvers did most of the planning.  Kyven was quite impressed at how easily Danvers shifted from being the overall commander of forces while out in the world to becoming the second in command under Danna, whom the Arcans accepted as their leader.  Danna was learning the art of leading from the charismatic and brilliant human general, and thankfully, Danvers didn’t have such an ego that he chafed at not being the man in charge.  Danna may be the face of the army, but Danvers was most certainly its brain, and quite a formidable brain it was.  Wilson Danvers was a brilliant tactician whose greatest asset was the ability to think outside the box, to think creatively, take advantage of unusual assets or resources, and surprise the everliving fuck out of every other general when he took the field.  Danvers had adapted so well to commanding Arcans that it was like he’d been leading them his entire life.  He knew exactly how fast Arcans could go and the advantages they enjoyed, and employed those to maximum effect in the numerous battles they’d fought together.  DeVaur may be a good general, but he was nothing compared to Wilson Danvers…and part of the Flauren Field Marshall knew it, which was why DeVaur had such a towering hatred for him.  Danvers had outmaneuvered DeVaur since the start of the campaign and proved his superior grasp of strategy and tactics in the battles they’d fought both as allies and as enemies, and DeVaur’s ego couldn’t tolerate there being a general out there better than him.

If not for Wilson Danvers, this entire thing might have fallen apart, and everyone knew it.


“Morning Kyven,” Danna said sweetly over the talker.  “You getting ready to go?”


“We’re packing up now,” he replied.  “Stalker got here just a couple of hours before we did last night, so we’re about to start for Flaur.  I decided to let everyone sleep in, cause we’re not getting much sleep from here out.  How are things over there?”


“We should be in Atan by late morning, maybe early afternoon,” she answered.  “We’re not that far behind you.  Arcan armies move fast, you know.”


“That’s not a surprise,” he replied.  “Any pursuit?”


“No, the humans are still fighting it out near Chardon,” she answered.  “We have a few scouts watching things.  The Flaurens and the Mallans got there almost at the same time, and they’re still fighting it out.  The Flaurens may have numbers, but they were caught in a bad position.  Wilson thinks that the Mallans will pull back once DeVaur moves off a defensive footing.  Wilson thinks that DeVaur will have no choice but to pursue the Mallans if they disengage, else they can come up behind them when they march on Atan.”


“DeVaur has orders to get to Atan first and hold it, no matter what it costs,” Kyven reminded her.  “Odds are, he’ll just put a skirmish force behind him to slow down the Mallans and march on Atan, and shift his supply lines to come up through the Green Valley rather than from Avannar.  He has the numbers to do it.   That means you have to be ready for him when he gets there, love.  He won’t waste a moment attacking once he gets his army situated.”


“We’ll be waiting for him,” she promised with an evil little catch in her voice.  “He still has no idea how many of us there are.”

“Good enough for me,” he said as he watched Striker throw Vasha’s saddle over her back.  That move made Dauro get back up and start prowling around the camp, because he knew it meant they were about to move.  Vasha didn’t look too happy with the idea of it, taking a few half-hearted nips at Striker as he buckled the straps.  The coyote Arcan ignored her for the most part, because she wasn’t actually trying to bite him, just showing her annoyance.  The one time she had, a swat on her snout had showed her that Striker was much more wary than he looked, and he hit fairly hard.  Striker laughed and patted her on the side of her muzzle once he finished, avoiding Vasha’s attempt to knock him down with her foreleg. Vasha never made it easy to saddle her, it was one of the many little games she played.  At least when it wasn’t serious.  She was smart enough to know when her getting saddled fast was important, and when that happened, she was very compliant.  “I’ll be moving fast until we get there, love, but I’ll try to check in tonight.”

“You walking back to see me?”


“Not tonight,” he replied.  “You can always walk out to me, you know.  You haven’t mysteriously lost the ability to shadow walk, and you could use the practice.”


“I’m too busy!”


“And that’s the same excuse I have,” he retorted.  “Added to the fact that I’ll be tired.”

“You’ll be spending the whole day sitting on your butt, explain how you’re going to get tired,” Clover challenged, which earned her a swat.


“Set him straight, Clover!” Danna called through the talker, but Clover was already scurrying away with a laugh.


“Anyway, I’ll let you get to it, love, because we’re about ready to go,” Kyven said.  “I’ll try to call you again when we stop for lunch, see how things are going.”


“Alright.  Be safe out there, love.”


“As safe as I can be,” he promised, then he turned off the talker.  Safe was a relative term in what they were about to do.  About the safest part of it was going to be the journey to Flaur.


Risk…that was something he was used to.  For the last year or so, Kyven had been doing missions and assignments so unbelievably dangerous that only Kyven could pull them off, thanks to his ability with illusion and his shadow powers.  From being a spy in Avannar to destroying the Pens to infiltrating the most secret meetings to scouting out the deployment of enemy forces, Kyven had put himself in great danger nearly from the day he left Haven in the late winter just six months ago…which seemed almost like a lifetime ago.  It was hard to believe that only six months had passed since they’d set out from Haven, and that autumn was just a few weeks away.  Kyven had certainly been busy in that time.  He’d set up as a crystalcutter in Avannar to spy on them, then was captured and nearly tortured to death by the Loremasters.  Then he escaped and was sent to assist Danvers, and had spent the last two months running all over Noraam.  It was late summer now, almost into September, and already the winter was starting to settle in at Haven.  Winter came very early that far north.

That was their clock, and part of their overall strategy.  If Danvers felt that holding Atan was impossible, then the Arcans had to pull back and get far enough north so the snows didn’t bog them down, yet get so far north that it trapped the humans that chased them out on the frozen plains.

Six months.  It was almost hard to believe that so much had happened in just six months.  They’d left Haven in early spring—which was still winter that far north—had settled in at Avannar, discovered what the Loremasters were up to, and had then Kyven had been captured…and that all happened before midsummer.  Then came the campaign to Cheston and back up, which had only taken a couple of months.  It seemed a lifetime ago, but things had moved so fast, Kyven had been forced to mature both as a person and as a Shaman with so much responsibility placed upon him.  It seemed a lifetime ago when he was doing his Walk in Haven as the Arcans, Toby, and Danna fleshed out their scheme to buy as many Arcans as possible.  The coming winter was as much a harbinger as Kyven was, the last winter of the old ways, the last year where humanity enslaved and tormented the Arcans.  The coming spring would bring change, drastic change, terrible change…but necessary change.


Now Kyven would use the winter himself, staying in the deep south over the winter months as he unleashed his campaign of terror across Flaur and Georvan, sending off the first of the Arcans to Haven in the late winter when they reached the Free Territories, then the rest of them would go to Haven come late summer next year.


Stalker shrugged on his pack, which was built so he could run on all fours without losing anything from it, tying the thongs connecting the two shoulder straps together.  “You ready to go, brother?” Stalker asked him.


“In just a second,” he replied as he put away the talker in his pack, then advanced over to Vasha and put a foot in the stirrup, hefted himself up so he was standing high enough to reach Vasha’s back, and tied it behind his saddle.  That was something that Striker would usually do for him, or perhaps Ebony, since Ebony was the one that kept track of all their gear.  The saddle was custom-made by the Shaman for the Equar and built on a riding saddle, not a work saddle.  It lacked the saddle horn that most work saddles employed for pulling and towing, and was built up in the center so Kyven could get his legs around Vasha’s broad back.  It was also quite comfortable for a saddle.  Vasha pranced a bit, trying to knock him off, and she gave a mischievous little bray when he kicked her very gently in the ribs.  “Stop that,” he admonished as she looked back at him with sly eyes.

They finished up the last of the packing, stowing their small tents on Vasha’s back behind his pack, then Kyven climbed up into the saddle and took the reins.  “Hope you’re ready, girl, we’re going a long way today,” he warned, patting her on the side of the neck, and having to reach a bit to get there.  “For that matter, we’re going a long way every day until we get there.”


“I’m sure she’ll only bite off one hand by the time she’s tired of it,” Clover said lightly as she finished tying the straps of her own pack.


“Long as it’s your hand, I don’t care,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “We ready to go?”


“I’m ready, brother,” Dancer called.


“We’re ready, Shaman.  Fastpaw,” Ebony prompted.  The spotted cat nodded, then he bounded ahead on all fours to scout, running in the Arcan manner that made him nearly as fast as a horse.  He already knew their route, so he wouldn’t get lost.  Ebony would stay with the Shaman, and Striker would ghost their backtrail from time to time to make sure they weren’t overtaken from behind by something hostile.


“Then let’s get this overwith,” Kyven said with a grunt, pulling on Vasha’s reins gently to urge her to follow after the cat Arcan.


The rain let up after a few hours, going from a light drizzle to barely more than a mist, then the clouds broke and sunlight streamed down on them from the heavens as they moved through the open areas of the northern reaches of the Green Valley.  Though the vast majority of the eastern marches of Noraam were covered with forest—a squirrel could travel from the coast of the Angry Sea all the way to the Great Snake River without ever touching the ground—the Green Valley was populated with enough farmers who had cleared the timber for farming plots that it made nearly half the wide, pristine valley grassland and farmland, between active farms and land cleared generations ago by farmers who were no longer here.  It took time for the forest to reclaim that land once the farmers either moved on or passed away, and that turned the floor of the Green Valley into a patchwork of grassy meadows and stands of forest., which often served as borders between farming claims  There were numerous cart paths and tracks through the woods used by the farmers.  Those farmers were mostly a very independent lot that lived on the very edges of civilization to enjoy the freedoms of it, as long as they were willing to accept the risks.  It wasn’t entirely safe to live in the Green Valley, between the threat of feral Arcans, bears, wolves, monsters, and the notoriously fickle weather in the northern sections of the Free Territories.


They stopped not long after noon by one of the larger streams that wound through the valley, on the edge of a very large grassy meadow filled with nearly thigh-high grass and wild wheat.  Kyven estimated that they’d traveled nearly twenty minars already, moving at a fair clip that the Arcans, Vasha, and the Lupans could hold easily.  A Shaman could easily hold a pace to travel eighty minars a day, and Vasha and the Lupans were even hardier than the Shaman, possessed of a nearly unnatural stamina.  The only weak link in their party were the nannies, but so far, they’d held the pace that Kyven set without much trouble.  All three of them had been from the Pens, and had traveled with Kyven since he freed them in his long journeys in front of the armies, and as such were in very good shape.  But time would tell if they’d be able to hold pace with the Shaman.  Sirra and Dauro padded out of the forest a few moments later, the male Lupan carrying a yearling buck around the middle, with only the hapless deer’s hooves dragging the ground.  Dauro dropped it in front of Vasha, who wasted no time tearing the small carcass apart.  The Lupans often hunted for the omnivorous Equar, and she’d come to expect it.  “So thoughtful,” Kyven chuckled as he patted the Lupan on the flank as he came over and sat beside Kyven.


“They probably already caught theirs,” Clover noted, but Kyven’s attention was pulled to the side.  There was a disturbance in the shadows, and that usually meant that one of the others was about to return to the real world from the shadow world.  Sure enough, a shadow gateway converged just at the edge of the brook, where overhanging branches from the trees on the far bank cast shadows over the tall grass, and Nightfall stepped through, wrapped in shadows to protect her from the things that lurked within the shadow world.  The female shadow fox Arcan glanced behind her as she gestured, making the gateway vanish, then the shadow bled out of her fur.  She was tall, slender, and in a weird way, very attractive, even to humans.  She had black fur with a white belly and ruff, wearing no clothing at all which was her preference, but it was her long, long, nearly sinfully thick and luxurious black hair, straight as straw reaching her the base of her tail, that made people look twice at her.  She’d have her hair even longer if not for the fact that it would tangle in her tail.  Her face was a cross between a fox and an human, with pronounced cheekbones and a boxy and slightly short muzzle, fox nose, and slightly large, expressive, lucent amber eyes.  She was created by the shadow fox to perpetuate the brand new species of shadow fox Arcan, created from a shadow fox even as Kyven, Danna, and Toby were created from humans.  That didn’t mean all that much, though, because she was as much an Arcan as any other Arcan.  The only way she was different was that she was an Arcan of a monster, not an animal, and that gave her the same powers as the monster from which she originated.  Although she began life as a shadow fox, she was highly intelligent, endlessly curious, and was a very capable and dependable young lady.  Kyven considered her one of his closest friends, for she was one of the very few that understood the unique aspects of his life.  She shared many of them with him.

“Kyven,” she called as she stepped towards them.


“What’s up, Nightfall?” he asked as he helped Striker unpack some of their trail rations.


“We’ve reached Atan,” she answered, brushing her long, straight black hair back over her shoulder, then slashed her tail a few times, which pushed several locks of that hair over her other shoulder.  She never wore clothes, much like his nannies, but most females never really showed off that much without them.  Fur covered nearly her entire body, leaving only her nipples and her genitals bare.  “Danna asked me to go look at the army, and I thought I’d stop by and tell you before going back.  The army is preparing to fight off the humans.”

“What did you see?”


“They’re still fighting at Chardon, but it looks like the Flaurens have the upper hand.  I think the Mallans are about to pull back and wait for their allies to get there.”


“DeVaur has numbers against just the Mallans and Baltons,” Kyven grunted.


“Danna has more numbers.”


“And nearly two thirds of them are armed with clubs,” Kyven pointed out.  “But that’s not a real issue, Nightfall.  The plan isn’t to hold Atan forever.  When they feel that getting pushed out is inevitable, Danna and Wilson will execute a controlled retreat and pull back to Deep River.”


She nodded.  “I’ve been sitting in during the planning meetings,” she told him.  “They decided that trying to keep me out would be impossible,” she said, a bit impishly.


Kyven laughed.  “It would be,” he agreed.  “Do me a favor and keep me up to date on what’s going on over in Chardon as well as Danna and Wilson.  I’ll get better information from you than from Danna, since she’s getting it from you in the first place.”

“I will,” she replied.

“DeVaur’s in a bit of a pickle,” Kyven noted as he sat down by Stalker, and Nightfall stepped up to stand just in front of the four Shaman.  “He has orders to take Atan as quickly as possible, but to do so he’ll allow a hostile army to get behind him and theoretically trap him between the Atan defenses and the forces of the northern alliance.  I’m curious to see how he deals with it.  He’s good…well, this’ll show just how good he is.”


“Wilson thinks he’ll split his forces to hold off the Mallans while the rest of his army takes Atan.”


“That’s actually not a bad plan,” Kyven nodded in agreement.  “But I don’t think he has any inkling what’s waiting for him at Atan,” he added with a chuckle.  “Oh, and you can do me another favor.”

“What?”


“Keep tabs on the Loreguard forces that managed to escape from Avannar,” he answered.  “You don’t need to follow them around and watch everything they do, just keep track of generally where they are and roughly how big their forces are.  I’m curious to see what they do.”


“Alright,” she nodded.  “That shouldn’t be too hard.”


“I’d do it myself, but I’m going to be very busy the next couple of weeks.”


“I know.  I’ll keep an eye on things for you until you’re ready to do it for yourself,” she promised.  Her body shimmered and then turned into a dark silhouette as she took on her shadow form, their defense against the things in the shadow world.  “I’ll be back tonight to tell you what I found.”  She put her hands out and then raised them, palms towards the sky, and that caused a circular disc of pure shadow to form around her feet and travel up her body.  Wherever it passed over her, her body vanished, at one point leaving half of her in the real world and half in the shadow world. When the shadowy disc consumed her all the way to the tips of her ears, it evaporated.


“That is so pretentious,” Clover noted lightly.  “And she has all of you doing it.”


“It does have a certain theatrical style, and half of what I do is theatrics,” he answered shamelessly.  “Now Danna and Wilson dig in and prepare for DeVaur.  They should have four or five days at least, and that should be enough.”

“For Wilson, definitely,” Clover agreed.  “We should be halfway to Flaur by then, if half a day’s travel is any indication.”

“We’ll be much further along than halfway,” he replied.  “I traveled from Alamar to Atan in ten days, and that’s nearly the same distance.  And we’re moving nearly as fast.  It’s further to where we’re going than Alamar is, but that’s only an extra two or three days.  As long as we don’t get sidetracked or held up, we should be at the southern tip of Flaur in twelve to fourteen days.”

 
“Then we begin,” Stalker said with a nearly chilling eagerness in his voice…his chance to start killing humans.

“And there will be no turning back,” Kyven warned grimly.  “I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again, brother, sisters.  If I wake up tomorrow morning and find you not here, I will not blame you,” he said intensely.  “You do this with me, you share my fate.  And it won’t be a good one.”


“No Shaman carries a burden alone, brother,” Dancer told him.  “We’ll shoulder this burden with you, because you need us.”


“And I appreciate that, sister,” he replied.  “But this is no burden I’d wish on any of my brother and sister Shaman.”


“This argument was settled days ago, brother,” Clover told him simply.  “We know what’s coming, and we know what it means.  And we’re prepared for it.”


“We’ll find out,” he said ominously as he bit into a piece of cold bacon.


They pulled in after dark in a small clearing by a stream on a muggy, warm night, then started setting up camp.  Kyven consulted the map and deduced how far they’d traveled while Ebony and the boys started erecting tents for the Shaman, who had ranged out to hunt a fresh meal in the surrounding forest.  Given the landmarks Clover described, they’d traveled nearly 80 minars today, and none of them had been particularly tired, not even his nannies.  That was a striking and powerful indication of how much of an advantage that Wilson and Danna had with their Arcan army.  Where a human army might travel 10 minars a day, an Arcan army not bogged down with wagons or heavy equipment could travel 30, maybe even 40 minars in a single day, depending on how many horses were with them.  The horses actually slowed them down, because horses couldn’t hold the same pace as the average Arcan over the course of a day.  Horses had to be walked and rested, but a physically fit Arcan did not…and most Arcans were extremely fit.  They spent all day every day working, be it toiling in fields or cleaning and cooking.  An Arcan army set up for it could move absolutely insane distances, a fact that Danvers and Danna had exploited to get the vast majority of their army to Atan and give them days to prepare for the attack from DeVaur.  The horses and stragglers came up behind the main force, and the Arcans simply prepared everything else as they waited for those slower resources to catch up.

That was why Vasha was so critical to Kyven and his mission.  An Equar could even further and faster than Arcans on the move, because Equars were far more durable than mere horses.  Vasha could run all day and not get tired, something a normal horse just couldn’t do.  They were extremely hard to tame, however, due to their highly aggressive and contrary natures.  Wilson Danvers had only managed to tame his Equar, Strider, because he got him as a foal and raised him with horses, which had caused Strider to adopt mannerisms of horses.  He still had a mean streak and was very aggressive, part of his basic Equar nature, but raising him with horses had at least made him rideable…as long as the rider was Wilson Danvers, Kyven, or Lucky.  Strider wouldn’t let anyone else ride him.


“How far are we along, Shaman?” Striker asked in his usual calm tone as he and Fastpaw hammered stakes down on the sides of one of the small traveling tents.


“About eighty minars,” he answered as he studied the map, then built an image of it in his mind to the smallest detail and beseeched the shadow fox for her power.  She complied, and an illusory copy of the map appeared in midair in front of the three of them.  “Here we are right here, just south of Charlotte’s Town.  We skirted it to the east about an hour ago,” he told the two fighting Arcans, putting a glowing dot on the illusion with his power.  “We’ll be following this road to here, where it merges with this one.  Clover’s maps says that there’s an Amish colony there.  We might be able to barter some supplies from them, they’re usually willing to trade with travelers as long as they and their beliefs are respected.”

That might be easier for Kyven, because he spoke the ancient language of the Amish, Amishar, and thus could relate to them on a more intimate level.  The Amish were an ancient religious sect predating the Great Ancient Civilization whose greatest belief was in non-violence.  Kyven had been taught their language, as well as every other language used in Noraam in addition to the ancient root languages of Noravi and Flauren, by his spirit.  Amishar, Flauren, Cajar, Mennish, the other languages used on Noraam outside of Noravi, he spoke all of them, in addition to the ancient root languages, English and Spanish, and Andra’s Gaulish tongue which was from Eusica.  He needed the ability to speak with virtually anyone in Noraam in order to do his job, and the shadow fox had decided that him being able to speak to Andra’s parents would also be useful.  Or, actually more to the point, he had bargained for the ability to speak all the languages of Noraam, and at that time, Andra had been a true resident of Noraam, so Gaulish technically fell under the bargain they struck.

Guile and deceit…it was practiced even more rampantly between Kyven and his treacherous spirit than anyone else.


“A strange people,” Fastpaw noted as they started working on the second tent.


“They’re not too bad.  They’re sure as hell not as timid as people think they are,” Kyven chuckled, remembering Jacob, the elder of the tiny Amish enclave of Henver, with whom Kyven had spoken at length some time ago.  “You should know that, Fastpaw, you were there with me.  You guys finish getting the camp set up, and have them save me some dinner,” he told them.

“Are you going out, Shaman?” Ebony asked.


“Yup, there are a few things I need to check up on,” he replied as he dismissed the illusory map, then his body dissolved into a shadowy apparition, a near-illusion of lack of depth where only his outline was discernable in the night.  “And there’s someone I need to visit.”

“Just get back soon.  You need to sleep!” Ebony declared in a very strong voice.


“I’ll sleep in the saddle tomorrow,” he replied dismissively as he converged a shadow gateway at his feet, then pulled it up his body with a motion of his hands.


Kyven really only had two errands to run tonight, but one of them was fairly important.  He took three steps in the shadow world, almost automatically taking note of the location of the nearest things to him, which were motionless at the moment, then focused his attention on the shadows around him.  The shadow world was a distinct and separate reality from the real world, much like the spirit world, but it intruded into reality in that the shadows cast in the real world showed up in the shadow world.  It was an ephemeral quasi-reality that was merely a projection of the real world, a world built of wisps and smoke and shadow, but a world that had its own very specific rules.  It also was not a friendly world to those who visited it.  The denizens of this world, shadowy shapes that Kyven could only call things, were hostile to the shadow fox Arcans and Kyven that could enter this place, sought to drain them of their warmth and their life force.  Kyven was prey in this dangerous place, and his shadow form was his camouflage against his hunters, hiding him from their senses.  The existence of non-shadows in this place created distortions in the very fabric of the shadow world, incongruencies that the things could detect and could track down like bloodhounds on a trail, the primary means by which they sought to consume the invaders to their domain.   But here lately, the things had been very passive, had been afraid of Kyven, because he had shown them some tricks against which they had no defense.  Kyven could control shadow, and since the things were made up of shadow, it gave him the ability to control them, to directly control their bodies to stop them from doing him harm.  Ever since he showed them that trick, they’d backed off to study it and him, to find a way around it to get at him without him interfering.  That had benefited the other three shadow walkers as well, Danna, Toby, and Nightfall, for they gave them the same wide berth they gave Kyven.  It wouldn’t last long, however.  Though the things were very alien to Kyven in what they were and how they thought, they were not stupid.  They displayed cunning and a dreadfully effective intelligence, and it was only a matter of time before they felt they had a way around his defenses and would attack him once again.


The shadowy room around him was that of the personal bedchamber of Alak Longwell, king of Carin.  And Alak being Alak, Kyven could see that he was currently quite enthusiastically engaged with his fiancée, Sheldra Tremonde…soon to be Sheldra Longwell, Queen of Carin.  Sheldra was a Nurysian Cajar, a noble from that swamp-bound city, and that made her strikingly different from most other people.  She was nearly as tall as a man, willowy and beautiful, with swarthy, coppery-hued skin and long, straight, luxurious black hair.  She had a gorgeous face framed by high cheekbones and a sharp chin, with expressive light hazel eyes.  Sheldra was also much more dangerous than she looked, because she had a lot of raw physical strength in that slender yet curvy frame.  That strength was currently on display for Kyven’s private enjoyment, as she dug her nails into Alak Longwell’s back and very nearly drew blood.  She was bare-ass naked, on her back in the bed, the soles of her feet pointed at the ceiling, growling and panting and moaning and saying some truly unlady-like and graphically erotic things in the Cajar language as Alak thrust himself into her with uninhibited, gleeful abandon.  Sheldra’s coppery skin nearly glowed even in the indistinct mirage of the shadow world, her generous breasts with those curious dark, alluring nipples rocking and swaying on her chest as Alak loomed over her, resting on his hands as his sweaty, naked body worked atop her.  Given they were above the covers, Kyven could see just about anything he wanted to see.  Alak was quite the bandy monarch, Kyven had come to learn.  Most every time Kyven came to see him, he was either in bed with a woman or trying to get her in bed.  And Kyven could admit,  if he had a woman like Sheldra, he’d be on top of her himself at every available opportunity.  She was a very sexy woman.  Not quite as sexy as Danna, but still pretty damn sexy.

Kyven wasn’t in so much of a hurry that he’d barge in on them when they were having such a good time, so he patiently waited for them to finish…and was impressed at how long it took Alak to finish.  Props to the man for being so manly.  As the two of them lay on top of the elegant covers of the royal bed, Kyven converged a gateway back into the real world and then stepped through it even as he willed it to pass over him, leaning back and all but falling into a chair by the small table not far from the four-poster bed that Alak had in his richly appointed bedroom.  A bottle of wine sat on the table—a staple of Alak’s—and he poured himself a glass as the two of them panted to recover themselves after their rather strenuous exertion.


As usual, it took Alak and Sheldra a while to notice him, because he never announced himself.  It was something of a game for Kyven, to see how long it took.  Sometimes Alak sensed him immediately, but whenever Alak’s interest was pinned to a pretty girl—more often than not—it took him a while to notice someone else in the room.  Alak didn’t bark in alarm, but he did sit up shockingly fast and whip his head in Kyven’s direction.  Sheldra looked a bit confused, but when she saw Kyven, she gave a gasp and yanked the covers up and over her waist and hips from the side, covering her pubic hair as best she could given she was laying atop them.  She wasn’t concerned much at all about allowing Kyven to look at her breasts…but that wasn’t unusual for a Cajar.

“Don’t you ever knock?” Alak demanded.


“Show me where a door is in the shadow world, and I’ll gladly knock on it, Alak,” he replied smoothly.  “You’ve been there, after all.”


He shuddered almost involuntarily.  Like most who didn’t go there consistently, it was not a pleasant place to visit.  For those who couldn’t take on the shadow form, it was a place with no up or down, where everything shifted and undulated and gyrated in wild, random movements.  It induced nausea in just about everyone who went there the first few times, until they built up something of a resistance to it.  Some handled it better than others, however.  Clover, Sheldra, and Virren had managed traveling through the shadow world without throwing up when they got out, but they were exceptions rather than the rule.  Kyven started pouring another glass of wine as Sheldra used his glance away to dart out of bed and behind a dressing screen, where a dressing robe was draped over the top.  She yanked it down, and Kyven couldn’t resist watching her attractive silhouette behind the dressing screen, that hid details while showing off her outline, as she shrugged into the robe. She was belting it as she came out, and in that time, Alak had managed to get his knee-length trousers on, lacing them at the waist.  It left his athletically trim torso bare, and Kyven was impressed at how much muscle the king of Carin had on him.  He clearly worked out quite a bit.

“What brings you by, Kyven?” Alak asked as he stepped over on bare feet, then sat at the closest chair and accepting the offered glass of wine.


“I was on my way somewhere else and you were along the way, Alak, so I decided to drop by and see how things are faring,” he lied artfully.  “Judging from what was going on when I arrived, things are faring quite vigorously.”


Sheldra didn’t blush.  In fact, she gave a sly, flirtatious little smile.  She was a Cajar, after all.  They had a much more worldly view of things than most Noravi, though they had the same modesty as most other women, at least towards relative strangers and from the waist down.  There were bath houses in Nurys where people could bathe, and in those places of business, it was considered socially acceptable to disrobe in front of strangers.  That in itself might not be seen as too outrageous to most other people of Noraam until one realized that Nurysian bath houses were not gender segregated.  Men and women bathed in the same room, though not in the same bathing tubs and pools, and would be nude in sight of the other gender.  And that was allowed so long as it was within the confines of the bath house and there were workers present to ensure that nothing scandalous might happen between a man and a woman.  In that very narrow instance, it was socially acceptable for a man and a woman who didn’t know each other to be naked while in company.  In addition, in many Cajar households, the women went about topless within the confines of their own homes.  Nurys was a very hot place, after all, and even women needed the kind of relief that only stripping down to the bare essentials could provide during the sweltering summer months.  For that reason, it had become acceptable for a Nurysian lady to go about topless inside her own home, even if she was entertaining guests…though usually only the Cajar ladies actually practiced this custom.  Outside the home, it was not against Nurysian law for a woman to expose her breasts, though most Nurysian women did wear shirts or bodices.  Cajar women visiting from the small hamlets out in the swamps, however, did go about without tops when they visited the city, adhering to Cajar custom that said it was acceptable for a woman to expose her breasts.  Not everyone in Nurys was a Cajar, after all, and the custom had its roots in Cajar culture and society.  A woman showing her breasts wasn’t quite so scandalous as showing pubic hair, genitals, or their bare backside, which a Cajar of either sex would not do except in a bath house or in private and intimate company.  That was much more in line with Noravi moral values, at least if one discounted the social acceptance of baring ones’ self to strangers of the opposite gender in a bath house.


Cajar society was considered very decadent to outsiders, and their much different view of nudity when it came to a lady’s breasts was one of the main reasons for it.

“Well, the ceremony was set for the first of January,” he related.  “I’m sure you’ll find a way to crash it.”


Kyven laughed.  “I just might, but I promise not to cause a scene.  Odds are, you’ll never know I was there,” he replied easily as he offered the final glass of wine to Sheldra.  “But, I do have some information to pass along,” he added as he picked up the glass he’d poured for himself.  “As I’m sure you’ve heard, Avannar is gone, and right now, most of the armies of Noraam are fighting each other to the west of where Avannar used to be.”


Alak nodded grimly.  “I’ve managed to pull my own men out of that hellhole,” he relayed. “When the Loreguard crumbled in Riyan, I got word to my officers to split our men off from the Loreguard soldiers.  They managed it, and the Loreguard didn’t bother to pursue.”


“Well, you’d better get them ready,” Kyven warned.  “The Loreguard managed to get about forty thousand soldiers out of Avannar, and they’re moving south.  I’m not sure where they’re going, but it’s fairly clear that they intend to either come to Carin or go through Carin on their way somewhere else.  They might be hostile to your people, Alak.  I doubt they’re going to pay for anything they take as they move south, and they might try to annex one of your towns.  When I know more about what they have in mind, I’ll pass it along, but I did want you to know they were coming.”


“I’ve gotten word of them from my advance scouts,” he nodded.  “I’ll be ready for them when they get here.”

“Good,” he said, taking a sip of Alak’s most excellent wine.  “Now, I have to ask.  Have you given any thought to my proposal?”

“Actually, I have.  Quite a bit,” he replied seriously, then took a long draw from his glass.  “And while I think it’s a good idea, I’m honestly not sure how I can implement it in the short term without losing my throne or losing my head.  But there is something I can do.  I’m going to put out an edict that any Arcan in a kennel or officially for sale will be automatically be bought by the crown, and I’ll offer to buy Arcans off the plantations and out of households even over the going price right now, a price so high they’ll be motivated to sell out of pure greed. I’ll tell them that I have such a need for Arcans that I’m willing to pay outrageous prices for them…which isn’t far from the truth, since it’s almost impossible to find an Arcan for sale anywhere right now.  I’ll more or less empty out my treasury of chits buying Arcans from the plantations, then you pay me for them in crystals, not in gold.  You said you could pay in crystals, and those have more worth than gold right now.  I can always buy gold later with crystals if I need to.  I doubt I can get barely more than a quarter of the Arcans in Carin that way, but it’s a start.”


“That’s perfectly acceptable,” Kyven said immediately.  “We’ll have to work out a value for each Arcan, but I can set it up.  You give us the Arcans, we pay you in uncut crystals for them.  When you run out of chits in your treasury, I think we can find a way to finance the operation so long as you’ve still got Arcans to buy for us.  The Arcans are also sitting on a large number of chits that they can funnel to you for you to pay out for the Arcans.  And pretty sneaky, Alak.  You’re impoverishing anyone that might threaten you down the line once chits more or less become worthless, and we roll through and free the Arcans.  The richest and greediest plantation owners will be the ones that pose the greatest threat to you when things go to hell, and you’re cutting their legs out from under them.”


Sheldra laughed.  “You see ze heart of ze matter, mon avor,” she said with a nod, losing a bit of the polish off her Noravi and regressing to a more Cajar accent.  “We will have crystals and their value, while those that would decry Alak, zey will have nothing.”


“You’re damn clever, that’s why I think I like you so much, Alak,” Kyven said grandly, toasting Alak with clinking glasses.  “Now, that’s the business, so how about the pleasure?” he asked, which made the corner of Sheldra’s mouth curl upwards, almost smugly.  “What’s been going on in Carin that’s not all doom and gloom?  I could use some good news about now.”

For nearly an hour, Kyven, Alak, and Sheldra just sat at the table and more or less gossiped.  They told him all about the latest shenanigans going on in Alak’s court, and he also picked up quite a bit of useful information about the maneuverings and political machinations of the plantation owners, who as a group were extremely rich and extremely powerful.  They were the main force with which Alak had to content, because as a group, they could and had in the past imposed their will on the king of Carin for their own benefit…which more than once in the past had been to the detriment of the country as a whole.  Carin losing some of its territory to Georvan just after South Carin lost the war with them was one of those examples.  What was then North Carin lost nearly a tenth of its land to Georvan, who annexed beyond South Carin’s borders when the largest landowners of the southern tracts were wooed into supporting being annexed by Georvan with promises of tax breaks and cash kickbacks.


They’d nearly finished the bottle of wine as Sheldra talked about the upcoming wedding, when a shift in the texture of the shadows around him caught his attention.  It was something he’d never felt before, as if the shadow world’s boundaries were shifting, and trying to intrude into the material world.  Alak and Sheldra gave him a strange look when he stood up suddenly and looked at one of the walls, but his eyes weren’t paying attention to the mundane world, they were instead watching the shadows, which were…shimmering.  There was no other way to describe it.  It was almost like a rain curtain passing over the area, and when Kyven was inside it, the shadows turned, turned colder, and became even more ominous than usual.


It was…hard to describe.  It was like what he was seeing was a shadow of something in the shadow world, and the shadow it cast was what he was seeing…like some giant bird flying over a squirrel, whose shadow blocked out the sun.  Though the squirrel couldn’t see the bird, the bird’s shadow cast it in darkness, and the wise squirrel knew that a sudden shadow blocking out the sun was a signal of danger.  The shift in the texture of the shadows was malevolent, and it chilled his soul to feel those shadows creep across his skin.

“Kyven?  Are you well, mon avor?” Sheldra asked in sincere concern.


“I…more or less,” he replied hesitantly.  “Something just passed over us.  Something I’ve never felt before.”


“One of your Shaman friends?” Alak asked.


“No, this didn’t come from the spirits.  This came from the shadow world,” he answered absently, his eyes scanning the room.  “Something unfriendly.”

“You once said that there are enemies within that place,” Sheldra said.


“This wasn’t them, this was something else,” he replied, looking up at the ceiling, studying the shimmering shadows, which were slowly returning to normal.  “I know what the things feel like, and when they’re close.  Whatever this is, it’s new.  Or at least something that that’s never crossed paths with me before.  The shadow world is a big place, and I don’t know everything about it.  Truth be told, I don’t know much about it at all,” he admitted.  “I hate to be rude, friends, but I’d better to take a look at things.  If there’s something new in there that wants to eat my eyeballs, I’d rather hunt it down and find out exactly what I’m dealing with.  I sure as fuck don’t want it sneaking up on me someday when my attention is on something else.”  His body shimmered, then dark shadow coated him, infused him as he assumed his shadow form, transforming his entire body into living shadow as his form lost depth and became a shadow cast into empty air, an outline, a silhouette that one might think would disappear if it turned sideways.  “I’ll take your plan to the people who can get it started on our side, Alak.  I’ll get in touch with you in a few days so we can arrange where our people can bring your crystals and pick up the Arcans.  Preferably someplace nobody’s gonna see it, like Foggy Peak, or maybe even the forest just south of Brackenveld.  It might behoove both of us for the exchange to happen outside of Carin’s boundaries.”

“That might be a good idea,” he nodded.  “There’s a road straight to Brackenveld from Foggy Peak.”

Kyven took a step back, then pointed his palms at the floor, causing a disc of inky blackness to form under his feet.  “I’ll see you two later,” he said, then started raising his hands, turning his palms upwards as his hands came up.  “Be good,” he added when the disc was at his waist, then his view of Alak and Sheldra shifted when he entered the shadow world, taking on that hazy, indistinct appearance that came with viewing objects in the real world from the shadow world.  He stayed motionless for a moment, assessing his surroundings, then he started casting about for that…shadow.  A shadow within the shadow world, something that he knew he should be able to sense as a disharmony in this place.  Whatever it was, though, it wasn’t something from the real world affecting the shadow world, twisting it and altering it as Kyven did, this was something else.  But the effect it had on the shadow world was similar, and that should attract the things.


Curious.   All the things he could sense were moving away from his position, and they were moving as fast as they could go.


They feared whatever cast that shadow.


That was fairly important information.  He started off in the direction he’d felt the shadow pass, trying to find it by following along behind it, moving vast distances in a short time in the scope of the real world…but the shadow world was not constrained by the dimensions of the real world.  He paused and knelt as he felt the direction that the shadow had gone and how it traveled away from the real world, going in a direction he had never considered before.


It opened his eyes to something he had never considered before.  Always before, Kyven had stayed within the reference of the real world, walking along the border between the real and the shadow…almost like walking along the surf of a beach.  He could easily walk up onto the sand and out of the water, which was entering the real world, but he could also wade into the deeper water, and eventually begin to swim, entering the deeper, darker expanses of the shadow world, that part of it that did not abut the real world.


This he considered with all due caution, because he realized as he thought about it that the things did not move into the deeper areas of the shadow world.  They stayed along that “border,” staying in the part of the shadow world that interacted with the real world.  That meant that either there was no reason for them to venture into the deeper shadows, or that there was a reason they didn’t venture into the deeper shadows.  And their reaction to whatever had cast that shadow hinted to him that it was the latter reason that the things stayed within the part of the shadow world that was tied to the real world.  Whatever that thing was, the things feared it.  They feared it greatly.  And if they were afraid of it, Kyven had better have the sense to imitate them in that regard.  After all, they had the experience here.

The shadow fox had once told him that the shadow world held greater secrets than he could ever imagine…and he had no reason to doubt her now.  Just when he felt he was starting to understand this realm, to master it, something happens to show him that he barely knew anything at all about this place.


And the key to his survival in the shadow world was to understand those secrets.


This was hostile territory for him and for the others, where they were the prey, not the predators…and now he knew that the things weren’t the only things in here he should be worrying about.


He decided against venturing deeper into the shadow world, at least for now.  He had the impression that whatever that was, it had returned back into the deeper areas of the shadow world, so deeply that it no longer cast its “shadow” over this part of it, which was why he’d never sensed it before.  Whatever it was, it might have the ability to sense him deeper in the shadow world, and since he had no idea of what awaited him deeper in that unknown ocean, he’d better not offer himself up as bait to the fish lurking under the surface of that dark, mysterious water.  He’d wait a while, allow whatever that was to move along, then he’d start investigating those deeper parts of the shadow world, slowly and carefully, to try to get an idea of just what he might be dealing with, with the ultimate goal of finding out whatever that thing was and determine how much of a danger it posed to him and to the others.


There was one thing he knew he had to do, though.  He took six steps and returned to Atan, then converged a gateway back into the real world.  He stepped into it even as he willed it to pass over him, and he stepped out of a circle of darkness and into a large campfire area in the mining area just outside the village.  Danna, Wilson, Toby, and Nightfall were all there, along with several of Wilson’s lieutenants and several Shaman, Patience being the one he knew best.  “Kyven!” Danna said happily, jumping up and throwing herself into his arms, then she licked him on the cheek.  “I thought you said you weren’t going to come back tonight.”


“I wasn’t planning on it, but I had to,” he said seriously.  “I’m bringing you a warning, love.”


“Over what, Kyv?” Danvers asked, standing up and all his attention fixed on him.


“Nothing military, Wilson,” he replied.  “This is for the shadow walkers.”


“What kind o’ warnin’, Kyv?” Toby asked, scratching a bit at the side of his muzzle.  Kyven was again a bit surprised that Toby had agreed to stay a shadow fox Arcan for a bit longer despite having the option of changing back, but in that form, he had several advantages that would serve him well in the battles to come.  He was stronger than he was as a human, faster, able to run as fast as a horse by running on all fours, and could see in the dark as well as his human eyes could see in broad daylight.  That was the main reason that most of Danvers’ plans hinged on his Arcan troops making night attacks, where their ability to see even in the darkest, cloudiest, moonless night as well as a human could see at noon on a cloudless summer day gave them a tremendous tactical and strategic advantage.  It was hard to kill what one could not see, and that let the Arcans get close enough to employ their other advantages, their raw strength, agility, and natural weaponry, as well as getting the troops in range to use alchemical weapons and the Shaman among them in close enough to employ their magic.  In a hand to hand fight, a human would lose to an Arcan the vast majority of the time unless he was armed with something like an impact rod…though some humans were more than a match for an Arcan when fighting toe to toe no matter what weapon he used.


One such human was Toby Fisher.  Even Lightfoot respected Toby’s fighting prowess, and praise like that…there wasn’t much better. 

 Kyven brought Danna over to the others and knelt down.  “A bit ago, I came across something new in the shadow world,” he began.  “Well, I wasn’t in the shadow world, but whatever it was had such a presence that I felt it even in the real world.  And whatever it is, the things are deathly afraid of it,” he said grimly.  “They scattered out of its path like deer running from a Wolveran.”


“Ayah, that ain’t a good sign,” Toby grunted.


“Yeah,” he agreed with a nod.  “I can’t tell you what it is, but what I can tell you is that it has such a presence that it alters the very nature of the shadows when it’s close by, and you can feel it all the way into the real world.  That’s how I sensed it.  It was almost like it cast a shadow over the shadows, and trust me, it wasn’t a friendly feeling.  I also think it came from deeper in the shadow world.  You know, that part of it beyond where the real world projects into the shadow world.”


“That is a place we fear, Kyven,” Nightfall told him seriously.

“And that’s something all three of you better keep to heart,” he said soberly, looking at three pairs of Arcan eyes.  “And if you ever feel that, that whatever it is, you get out of the shadow world immediately, no matter where you are, and stay out until you’re absolutely sure that it’s long gone.  Do not hang your ass out where it can take a snap at it.”


“How will we know it’s nearby?” Danna asked.


“Trust me, you’ll know,” he said with a bit of a shiver.  “If anything, watch the things.  If they suddenly scatter, then get out.  They can sense things we can’t, so let them be your guide.  If they run, you run.”


“I’d say that’s good advice,” Danvers said sagely from the side.


“We could ask her what it was,” Danna nearly spat.

“You know she won’t tell us,” Kyven said.  “That’s not how she does things, Danna.”


“Well she should.  I thought we were important to her, you know, because of this,” she said, patting her belly.


Kyven almost laughed.  “Even you know how ridiculous that statement is, love,” he said with a bitter tone.  “She doesn’t save us from ourselves.  If she decides what you did was stupid, she won’t lift a paw to help you.  She’ll sit there and watch you die.”


“Survival of the fittest,” Toby grunted.


Kyven nodded.  “So don’t be stupid,” he told the three of them.  “If you shadow walk, pay even more attention than usual, and be ready to get out immediately at all times.  Always have a shadow gateway a split second from forming back into the real world until I found out what that thing was and if it poses a long-term threat.”


“You just told us not to do anything stupid, and you’re talking about chasing it down!” Danna protested.


“Someone has to find out, and look me in the eyes and tell me someone else here has more experience in the shadow world than me,” he challenged.


She glared a bit, but said nothing.


“Alright then.  I’d better get back, I do need to get some rest.  We managed to go nearly eighty minars today, and tomorrow I’m aiming for a hundred.”


“I’m keeping an eye on the Loreguard for you, Kyven, and also the Alamari and Nurysians.  You might run into them tomorrow, or at least cross their supply lines,” Nightfall told him.


“Ayah, and I’m keepin’ an eye on DeVaur and the northern armies,” Toby added.  “They’s about ready to march on Atan.”


“And we’ll be ready for them,” Danvers declared.  “We should have all our fortifications finished by the morning after next, and we’re getting steady shipments of muskets and rifles in from Haven now.  I think we’ll be able to hold this position well into winter,” he predicted.  “So long as the different kingdoms don’t all put aside their differences and join together to fight us, anyway.”

“That reminds me.  Patience,” he said, looking over at her.  “I was talking to King Alak Longwell before this happened, and he’s agreed to my proposal, or at least a portion of it.  He’ll buy the Arcans in his territory for chits, then we buy them from him with crystals.”


“That’s wonderful news!” she said brightly.


“Yeah, he saw things my way,” Kyven chuckled.  “Get a message back to Haven and tell them about it, and have them scrape up every chit they can find and get them here as fast as possible.  They’ve already got shipments of crystals coming for us, so we can use those to pay Alak for now, but we need those chits.  Alak will run out of chits long before he runs out of Arcans given the prices he’ll have to pay to get them away from their owners, and we may as well get some use out of the chits we have before they become worthless.”


“I’ll take care of it, brother,” she assured him.  “I’ll have our brothers and sisters here make as many crystals as they can in their spare time, but they can’t exhaust themselves.”


“We can also make chits right here,” Hardstep declared.  “Quite a few of us are fairly good at chit counterfeiting,” he added with a chuckle.  “I can make chits that even the master chit makers among the Loremasters couldn’t tell from the real ones.  All I need are a few basic materials I shouldn’t have any problems finding in the village.”


“Then counterfeit to your heart’s content, brother,” he said with a smile. “Alak wants to arrange to trade off the Arcans for crystals outside of Carin territory.  I suggested Brackenveld, and he thinks it’s a good idea.  If his nobles and the richer plantation owners find out what he’s doing before things develop, they’ll lynch him.  They’ll only see what he was doing as clever and visionary after I move out into the open.”


“I’ll get a message to our forces in Brackenveld and warn them of the plans, so they can start preparing,” Danvers said.


“Good idea,” Kyven agreed.  “If DeVaur’s troops don’t catch up to the Alamari and Nurysians and they attack Brackenveld, we might have to move the meeting point south, somewhere along the Lonely Road.  That’s the road from Foggy Peak to Brackenveld, and it bypasses the path the Alamari and Nurysians are taking, coming up a long narrow valley within the Smoke Mountains.  So at least in that regard, Alak’s operation won’t get exposed by the humans.”


“I know where you’re talking about,” Hardstep nodded.  “It’s a good idea.  That road is isolated and lonely, with almost no settlers.  Its only real use is for bringing crystals out of the Brackenveld mines down into Carin through Foggy Peak.”


“That’s how it got its name, brother,” Kyven chuckled.  “Because there’s virtually nothing out there but trees, hills, and wildlife.  Anyway, I’d better get back to camp and get some rest, or Ebony will spank me,” he said, which made a few of them laugh.  He kissed Danna on the side of her muzzle, then let go of her and stood up.  “I’ll see you when I can, but until then, guys, remember to be careful,” he said, looking at the three other shadow walkers.

“We will, Kyv, Ah promise,” Toby answered.


Instead of converging a typical gateway, he opted instead to do it the way his spirit did.  The shadows began to coalesce around him as he turned and walked away, until to them, he was lost in the shifting darkness beyond the campfire.  That was the moment when the shadows carried him into the shadow world, but he did not take on his shadow form.  He wanted to see what the things did if they sensed one of them so soon after that other thing had passed by.  Without his shadow form, the shadow world returned to the roiling, chaotic landscape he’d come to know before learning that secret, where everything he saw undulated and twisted and moved, which induced vertigo and nausea in just about anyone that wasn’t accustomed to it.  His eyes were able to pick through the distortion, a skill he’d learned through practice, able to pierce the chaotic veil and see beyond it.  He took three steps, traversing eighty minars with them, but the things didn’t automatically react to his dramatic alteration of the shadow world.  He had the feeling that they were still a little spooked from that little visitation…and that in itself was important information to know.

He remembered what it felt like.  He…he was fairly sure that he could duplicate what that thing did to the shadow world when it passed over him.  If the things were afraid of the imprint that other thing left on the shadow world, he could recreate that effect to scare them off, if it came down to needing it.


Guile and deceit.  It applied in the shadow world just as much as in the real world.


He converged a gateway back into the real world and stepped through it even as he willed it to pass over him, then emerged from the shadows at the edge of their camp.  Sirra stood up suddenly and bounded over to him like a happy puppy, almost bouncing around him.  He had to laugh as he patted her side fondly, then spluttered when her frying pan-sized tongue grated over the vast majority of his face.  “Shaman, did you get everything done?” Ebony asked.


“More or less, but as usual, I got sidetracked a little bit,” he said as the others looked in his direction.


“So you’re going to get some rest tonight?” she asked in a slightly threatening tone.


He laughed.  “Yes, mommy, I’m going to get some sleep tonight,” he replied flippantly.  “But I shouldn’t.  I came across something new while I was out, and it wasn’t something I think was very friendly.”

“What is that, brother?” Stalker asked.


“Something in the shadow world,” he said.  He sat down by the fire next to Clover and told them about his talk with Alak, the agreement they made, and then the appearance and disappearance of whatever it was that had cast its shadow over the shadow world.  “Whatever it was, it did not feel friendly,” he grunted.  “Even the imprint it left on the shadow world felt malevolent.  The things in there scattered like deer when it appeared, and if they’re afraid of it, it’s just common sense for us to be afraid of it too.  If that was just what its shadow did, I’d hate to meet it face to face.  But I might have to.  I have to find out what it is and find out if it’s a threat to the others,” he said grimly.


“I don’t think I have to tell you to be careful, brother,” Dancer told him.


He glanced at her before tossing a twig into the fire.  “Yes, sister, that goes without saying.  I’m not going to stalk a bear wearing pots and pans around my ankles,” he told them.  “But since this is the first time I’ve ever encountered it, I get the feeling that it doesn’t come this close to the real world very often.  But if it does do it again, I want to know more about it so I know how to stay out of its way and make sure the others do to.  My spirit told me long ago that the key to surviving in the shadow world was to know its secrets.  Well, this is one of its secrets, and I’m going to learn it, if only so I’m aware of what dangers it may pose.”


“On the other hand, it’s good that Carin is going to work with us rather than against us,” Dancer noted.


“Up to a point,” Kyven said.  “I’m sure Alak will be pissed at us when we go through, even though he already knows what’s going to happen.”


“You still intend to spare the Cariners?” Stalker asked.


He nodded.  “The humans will need at least one place that’s not quite as destroyed from which to rebuild, and Carin will be it,” he replied.  “Because Alak’s going to cooperate with us, we’ll spare him the mass slaughter and burning every building we can find to the ground.  But there won’t be so much as a kernel of corn left anywhere in Carin when we march out, so they won’t go completely unscathed.  But compared to what we’ll do to kingdoms like Georvan and Flaur and Alamar, Carin will get off easy.”


“Alamar,” Stalker said with a growl deep in his throat.


“Will be a memory by this time next year, brother, and that’s a guarantee,” Kyven said grimly.  “When we march out of Alamar, there won’t be anyone left alive behind us.”


Dancer gave him a slightly surprised look.  “Anyone?”


“Anyone,” he told her, looking her directly in the eyes.  “That’s what I meant when I told you what we’re going to do, Dancer, and the price you will pay for joining me.  When we walk out of Alamar, there won’t be a human left alive behind us.  Not a man.  Not a woman.  Not a child.  Not an infant.  We will wipe Alamar off the map and leave no one that can even carry its memory, Dancer.  We will scour it and everything it represented off the face of Noraam,” he declared in a cold, nearly frighteningly emotionless voice.  “That is why you will share my fate when this is over, sister.  And that’s why if I wake up in the morning and you’re not here, I won’t blame you one bit.”

She was silent a long moment.  “I’ll be here in the morning, brother,” she told him soberly.  “I don’t have to like what we’ll have to do, but I understand that it must be done.”


“Exactly,” he said in a suddenly weary tone.  “We won’t be doing that to every city and town we destroy, but Alamar is a special case.  Alamar represents the human enslavement of the Arcans more than just about any other city in Noraam.  It was built on the slave trade, and it exists purely and solely to perpetuate Arcan bondage.  And in the case of Alamar, completely exterminating its entire population is necessary, as both a vehicle to create change in basic human society and as a powerful symbol of the change coming to Noraam.  Alamar must be not only destroyed, but every physical reminder of it eradicated off this world as a stark and powerful symbol to the rest of Noraam that the old ways, the days of Arcan slavery, will never return.  This isn’t just a crusade to free the Arcans, brothers, sisters.  This is a campaign to change the basic foundations of human society, and that’s going to require drastic actions.  The festering and diseased parts of human civilization have to be excised to save the rest, and Alamar is one of the most diseased infections that exists in human civilization, an entire kingdom that exists for the sole purpose of bringing misery and horror to the Arcans.  So we will purge it from Noraam to save the rest of humanity from being tainted by the contamination Alamar has brought into human society.”

All of them were silent a long moment, and even Stalker seemed to lose a bit of his enthusiasm over the idea of killing humans as they contemplated the enormity of what Kyven was telling them, and what price they would pay for having a hand in it.  Sirra, sensing the gravity around the campfire, padded over and flopped herself down mostly in Kyven’s lap, pinning his legs to the ground.  Given she weighed nearly as much as he did, she was fairly good at pinning him down when she was serious about it.  Kyven scrubbed his fingers through her thick, unusual fur, which felt both wiry and soft at the same time.  Her fur had two layers, with an outer layer and an undercoat.  The outer layer was wiry, but the undercoat was thick and soft, which insulated her from external changes in temperature, be it heat or cold.  “So, if I wake up tomorrow morning and I’m the only one here, not only will I not blame any of you, I’d think that you came to your senses,” he told them conversationally.  “Only a madman would willingly join me in what I have to do.  It’s my burden, not yours.”

Clover gave him a look that was both serious and playful at the same time.  “Sanity has never been one of my strong suits, brother,” she told him in a light voice.  “After all, I’ve considered you a friend for quite a while now.”


“No Shaman carries a burden alone,” Stalker declared, giving him a serious look.  “I will carry this burden with you, my brother.”


“If I didn’t believe that what you’re doing is right, I wouldn’t have come in the first place,” Dancer added.  “As I said, I understand why it must be done.  I am a Shaman.  I will do what must be done, because it is what is needed.”


“And we know that you don’t want to do it any more than we do, brother,” Clover added.  “While what’s coming may be monstrous, we know that it doesn’t make us monsters.  And in time, I honestly think the humans will come to realize it as well.  History is written by the victors, brother.  We simply make sure we are the ones that pen the annals that our descendents read, so they know the truth of what happened here.”


“Well said, sister,” Stalker nodded.


“You’d be lost without us, Shaman,” Striker told him easily.  “We can’t leave you alone.  Why, you’d never make it to Flaur without us.  You’d probably end up in the middle of the Angry Sea.”


Kyven laughed.  “Two words for you, Striker.  Easily.  Replaced.”


The coyote laughed and flashed him a toothy smile.


“We are your Arcans, Shaman.  We will be with you always,” Ebony declared in a strong voice.  “No matter how much of a chore it is to babysit you.”


Kyven laughed earnestly, then flinched away from Sirra’s tongue after she sat up and tried to lick his face.  “I love you too, Ebony,” he retorted, pushing gently at Sirra’s neck and jaw to deflect her.  The Lupan took issue with his attempts to thwart her affections, so she bulled into his chest and drove him down to the ground, much to the delight and laughter of the others.  Trapped under the pony-sized monster, Kyven laughed and spluttered and tried to protect himself from an overexuberant Lupan, whose tail was wagging uncontrollably as she licked his face and neck.

It was one the little joys in life, he supposed as he struggled under his furry companion, that he would need to cling to over the coming months, if only to save his sanity.  The genuine and unconditional affection Sirra had for him, and the more reserved but no less sincere affection held by Dauro, they were simple things, pure things, a beacon of light to part the coming darkness…a darkness he himself would spread across the land like an insidious plague.  He would need to live in the moment, take things one day at a time, else the weight of the future would crush him under its uncaring heel.  If he thought too much about what was coming, it would take away whatever joy he might be able to find in his life until it was over.  Every time he found joy or wonderment or contentment in the coming weeks and months, it would be his own little victory to offset the enormity of what he knew he had to do, and what was coming.


It was the little victories.  Those were what mattered most to a man who knew that his future held no happy ending.
