Chapter 24

Not since the winter in Haven had he had so much time with Danna.

Kyven stayed by her side the rest of the march, leaving only to scout out the best place to set up the army that had maximum defensive potential.  Actually, he didn’t stay by her side so much as made her ride on Vasha with him, either carrying her in front of him in the saddle or letting her ride behind him.  He much preferred carrying her in front of him, since it let him put his arms around her and look her in the eyes, and Danna certainly didn’t seem to mind.  She was a very strong, decisive woman, but she was indeed a woman, and enjoyed the attention that Kyven lavished on her once he was strong enough to spank Ebony for being so pushy and ride on his own.  Danna got to indulge in being treated like more than the general of the Arcan army, and her officers and the Shaman were willing to look the other way when she and Kyven didn’t act in a very leader-like fashion.


That night, he finally told her what he planned to do, and he didn’t pull any punches.  She looked almost horrified when she heard his plan, and what was more, heard what he intended to do.  Simply put, Kyven would march up the Flauren peninsula and raid, loot, pillage, and plunder everything in his path.  Every town and village would be burned down, every single human that resisted would be killed, and he’d leave behind him a blackened scar littered with dead men, widowed wives, homeless children, and all of them starving.  It would be a campaign of terror nearly as much as it would be a rebellion of enslaved Arcans, shattering the basic societal operation of towns up and down the peninsula, and they would only spread out as they grew in number, until, by the time they reached Georvan, they would be a wave of angry Arcans with orders to free every Arcan they encountered, take anything not nailed down, and kill anyone who tried to stop them.  Kyven had a detailed and systematic plan that would ravage the entire Flauren peninsula, sack Tallasar, and leave nothing but hunger and misery in their wake.  And once they spread into Georvan, they would fan out into different armies that would attack every concentration of human inhabitation in the south.  Not even Nurys would be spared from the carnage, for Kyven would prove that a ground army could take Nurys when he used highly mobile Arcans capable of moving through the swamps, take the city, burn it to the ground.  After Nurys was a ruin, he would march up to Jackson City and Alexandra, sack those, then move up the western side of Noraam, targeting the western towns and the mining communities while the other element would march up the coast and lay waste to Lanna and Cheston.

The only kingdom that would be spared the sacking and pillaging would be Carin.  Kyven owed Alak a debt, and while they wouldn’t leave a single Arcan in Carin territory, they wouldn’t march out and leave nothing behind them but smoking ruins.


Along the way, Kyven fully expected to meet organized armed response.  Be it militias of villages or towns to recalled elements of the armies of the kingdoms, once the kings realized that Kyven was far more of a threat than the shortage of crystals would be.  That crisis wasn’t going to become critical for another five to ten years, but Kyven and his freed slaves would be rampaging through their kingdoms right now.  When that came about, Kyven would have separated his freed slaves into two categories, soldiers and non-combatants.  The soldiers would be the Arcans willing to fight, while the non-combatants would be the children, the old, and those Arcans too deeply ingrained into the slave mentality to be effective fighters.  They would do non-combat work, doing the hunting, the cooking, the cleaning, the carrying, while the other Arcans protected them while on the march.

Once they reached the Free Territories, things would change.  The Arcans not capable or not willing to fight would be sent on to Haven behind an army that would come up behind the humans laying siege to the mining villages, wipe them out, and then give the Arcans the chance to fully retreat back into the frontier without fear of being pursued.  Meanwhile, Kyven would continue north along the coast, smash Balton, the colonies of Jenn, bypass the cursed fen, crush the twin kingdoms of Hamm and Menn, then swing inland and lay waste to Yora, Phion, and Mallan.  It would be winter about that time, and in the brutal cold of the Hamm winter, the Arcans would have a distinct advantage.  Arcans were far more resistant to the cold than humans, though many in Hamm and Menn were adapted to the cold and would put up some resistance.  Kyven would use the winter against his enemies, and when spring came, they would be marching back into the Free Territories from the north, through Atan, and into the frontier to forever leave Noraam behind.

The strategy of that was important.  Haven simply could not support all the freed Arcans at once, so by splitting them into two major groups, it would give Haven at least some time to prepare for both waves, the initial wave coming in the early winter, then the second wave coming in the early summer.  The winter would be long and lean for Haven and the massive influx of new Arcans, since the southern kingdoms had far more Arcans than the northern ones, but at least not all the Arcans would be going west.  Kyven would ask for volunteers to continue the fight to free the rest of the Arcans, and he had little doubt he’d have enough brave Arcans to continue to risk their lives, and even die before seeing Haven, to protect those already freed and seek to liberate those still in bondage.


Arcans were far, far more courageous than most humans understood.


Danna could see that even in describing it, what was coming haunted Kyven.  Being a destroyer, slaughtering good, decent men, leaving women homeless and innocent children starving, dying of famine and pestilence caused in the wake of his merciless march through Noraam, it was not in his nature, but in this case, what he wanted to do did not matter.  What had to be done, had to be done, and it was his grim duty to carry it out.  He had to cause a lot of misery now to prevent a potential eternity of unending horror and pain and humiliation of the Arcans at the hands of his own people.  Kyven would shatter Noraam and leave it on the precipice of total destruction, but that, too, was part of the plan.


Andra could not save Noraam if Kyven did not destroy Noraam.


In Kyven’s wake, Andra would heal the wounds he caused, bring peace, and restore balance.  Andra would be the shining angel that would save Noraam and begin to change the people’s views of the Arcans.  It was Kyven’s task to leave them broken and in despair, so that she might do her work.


Kyven would be the villain, and Andra would be the hero.  Kyven’s name would be reviled for as long as mankind had memory of what he had done, while Andra would forever be remembered as the one who healed Noraam and brought the wisdom of the spirits to the people.  Darkness and light, good and evil, they were the harbingers.  Kyven would spread death, disease, starvation, and despair across Noraam, and Andra would bring peace and kindness and happiness.

And that was the way it had to be, no matter how much Kyven desperately wished it wasn’t so.  But, he was consigned to his grim task, and the fate it would bring to him.  For him, there would be no happy ending.  But if his sacrifice brought about peace to Noraam, then so be it.  He could live with it.


Danna was very attentive to him after hearing that, at least after getting over her bout of pique caused when she couldn’t change his mind.  Kyven knew the path he had to walk, and he would walk it no matter how much it hurt him…and Danna could not deny that his plan did have a certain kind of logic to it.  When one planned sweeping and permanent change of an entire continent at a basic level, it required a society-altering event to bring it about.  And what Kyven was going to do was exactly that.  Danna was gentle and tender all the next day, showing him by her actions rather than her words that no matter how much a villain Kyven had to become, she understood, and she would forgive him the sins he knew he had to commit to do his job.  Danna knew his heart, and in a way, she knew that after he was done, he would need her, desperately need her, to come to terms with the horror he had inflicted upon his own kind.  Though the villain Kyven must be, he would be quite the reluctant villain.


But, that reluctance would not stay his hand when he issued orders that he knew would result in the deaths of innocent women and children, by famine and pestilence if not by outright violence.


At sunset, however, the immediate situation took command.  They were marching in on Avannar, and Kyven, Toby, and Nightfall shadow walked in the vanguard of the army to give the final scouting and inspection of his chosen site.  It was a long, tall ridge west-southwest of Avannar, that would give them optimal visibility of both the city and the southern armies.  They had already arrived, having just marched in from Riyan, and DeVaur was overseeing the dispensation of his troops as a long line primarily to the south and east of the ruins of South Avannar.  The ridge Kyven had chosen was too far to be a tactical position in the siege of New Avannar, which would require a dangerous crossing of the formidable Podac River.  It was actually safer to cross the much wider sections around Avannar than the narrower part northwest of the city, since the river ran much faster and had several stretches of rapids and waterfalls.  DeVaur had crossing boats at his disposal, but he didn’t have a collapsible alchemical bridge.  That was something only the Loreguard had, and Kyven had made sure to keep it out of the hands of DeVaur for just this reason.  Kyven didn’t want DeVaur to have any viable reason to move west, because he knew that was where the Arcan army was coming into the campaign theater.  The Arcans were intended to prevent any retreat of the Loreguard to the west on the south side of the Podac river, as well as assault Old Avannar from the southwest, coming over the river.  DeVaur and the combined armies of the south would have to cross to the east of Old Avannar and assault its southeast wall, while the Baltons, Mallans, and Phioni attacked the northern and northwestern walls.  The Hammish, Mennish, Yorans, and Jenn Colonists would be mixed in with the Balton and Mallans, but not completely, since every army had orders to drop everything once the Loreguard surrendered and march west.  DeVaur would hold a large portion of his army on the south side of the Podac River as reserves, but in reality that would be the spearhead of the Flauren advance on Atan.

Oh, how the intrigue was rampant among the kings and generals.  There were no less than six different alliances forming out on that floodplain that held Avannar and the armies of most of Noraam.  The Hammish and Mennish had always been virtually the same kingdom with two different monarch controlling the east and west sides of it, so they already had a secret alliance.  The Phioni and the Baltons both had approached the Mallans for an alliance, and the king of Mallan intended to play both sides against each other.  The Yorans were often called the Forgotten Kingdom because they were the most remote and distant of all the kingdoms in that they were completely landlocked, the only landlocked kingdom.  The cursed fen prevented them from building any sea ports, though there was a deep, long river that ran through the fen and out to sea that they used to get access to shipborne trade, even if some ships refused to cross the cursed fen to get to Yora.  Yora and the Jenn Colonies had the unusual distinction of being a collection of independent cities like Alexandra and Jackson City to the south, and they were not considered kingdoms even though the nine cities of Yora and the three city-states of Jenn had treaties of mutual trade and defense with their own.  There were the “twelve kingdoms of Noraam,” but Yora, the Jenn Colonies, and cities like Alexandra and Jackson City to the south weren’t considered part of them, while the city-state of Cheston was considered one of the twelve kingdoms because it had a king, and the Free Territories were considered the twelfth kingdom of Noraam because it had once been one of the twelve kingdoms, despite the fact that it was a kingdom no longer.  Yora was a collection of what they called nine “counties” in the interior of northern Noraam, with each county having a capitol town that served as the governing body of the territory.  Each of the nine counties sent three representatives to what they called the Yoran Congress, where the nine counties made laws and managed trade and cooperation between the nine counties.  It was the only non-kingdom form of government on Noraam, more like a huge city council form of government, and it was effective enough for the Yorans to prosper.  Three of the nine counties of Yora were dominated by the Amishar, and their pacifistic religious beliefs made any attempts to have Yora militarize very tricky.  The cities that made up the Jenn Colonies were three independent coastal cities running from the edge of Phion that touched the Angry Sea with their seaport city of Edgewood to the north down to the border of Balton to the south.  Kyven remembered that map that Danvers had showed him, that the Jenn Colonies were in a place once called Delaware and southern New Jersey, with Phion claiming that narrow sliver of land north of it between Jenn and the cursed fen, where Yora was the western areas of a place called New York, south of the easternmost of the five Inner Seas, the Eerie Sea.

Funny how their names had changed over the years, but not so much that the roots of them were not evident.


The alliances to the south were much more straightforward.  Flaur and Georvan had a working alliance already, and the other southern kingdoms, Carin, Alamar, and Nurys, were more or less folded into their combined banner.  The longstanding enmity between Flaur and Nurys was evident, but the Nurysians weren’t about to go against Flaur when they had everyone else on their side.  The alliance between the Flaurens and the Georvans wouldn’t survive long past the fall of Avannar unless the northern kingdoms displayed an obvious alliance

Six kingdoms to the south with Alexandra and Jackson City, five to the north in addition to Yora and Jenn, and the Free Territories smack in the middle.


Nightfall and Toby were hunkered down on all fours with Kyven standing between them, all of them watching the torches, alchemical lights, and campfires of the Flaurens start to flare as they continued to set up camp.  “They movin’ pretty quick,” Toby noted, sitting on his haunches.

“They’ve set enough camps.  They’re starting to dig fortifications, too,” Kyven noticed, most of them turned towards the west.  “DeVaur intends to send an attacking force south and swing around to hit us from the southwest, behind what he expects our lines to be.  That’s what most of his reserves were told to do while the rest of the army deals with Avannar.  That will open the path to Atan for Flaur, with DeVaur’s own men controlling the Atan Road.”


“But we’re ready for them,” Nightfall noted.  “And they don’t know that.”


“Exactly, friend,” Kyven answered, kneeling down on one knee between them.  “I already told Danvers what they intend to do, and he’ll set a trap for them.  Most of the fighting we do will be against the Flaurens, not the Loreguard.”  He took out his talker.  “Wilson,” he called.


“We’re here, Kyven.  How does it look?”


“The ridge is clear,” he replied.  “DeVaur is starting to dig in more or less where you thought he would.  He’ll redeploy when he sees how we’re set up in the morning.”


“The Shaman have cast spells for us that will let the humans in the army see as well as an Arcan in the dark,” he replied.  “We should be able to move in, set up, and even dig in without them knowing.  Have they deployed scouts yet?”


“We haven’t seen any.  How far are you out?”


“An hour,” he answered.  “Our advance scouts will be up to your position in a matter of minutes.  Those scouts will be taking care of DeVaur’s scouts,” Danvers chuckled.  “Just hold your positions and keep an eye on them.”

“Toby and Nightfall are going to reconnoiter their encampments,” Kyven said.  “They can do it in the shadow world, so DeVaur will never see them.”


“Excellent idea!  Please do so, I want to know exactly where they have everything deployed, from artillery to the location of DeVaur’s personal tent.”


“We can do that, General Danvers, no problem,” Toby said.  “Ah can have a map ready fo’ y’all by the time yo’ arrive.”


“Go ahead and get started,” Kyven told them.  “Remember, give the things no reason to lurk nearby.  We don’t want them causing problems when we start stealing artillery.  Toby, you check the city and make sure everything’s still in the same place.  Nightfall, you look over DeVaur’s army, then range out and find the Alamari and Nurysians so we’ll know when they get here.”


“No problem, friend,” Toby nodded.


“Easily done, Kyven,” Nighfall told him, brushing her long, long black hair back over her shoulder, then her body was consumed by shadows, covering her from head to foot and turning her into what appeared to be a two-dimensional apparition whose silhouette was the only thing discernable.  Toby’s body melded to become shadow the same way, then both of them vanished when a converged shadow gateway appeared under each of them and traveled up over their bodies, sending them into the shadow world and to their task.


Nightfall’s rather ostentatious manner of creating shadow gateways had infected all four of them, Kyven mused with a chuckle.


Kyven held his position and used a spyglass to peer over at DeVaur’s combined armies.  The glass only enhanced his normal vision, so when he switched to spirit sight, he had to rely on his own visual acuity.  After about ten minutes, a silent ghost settled beside him, but his spirit sight had let him see her coming.  It was Lightfoot, her body as visible as day to his spirit sight, and she slapped him lightly on the shoulder.  “Humans will see your eyes, stop that,” she chided him in a whisper.


“Sorry,” he replied, closing his eyes to the spirits.  “Toby and Nightfall are shadow walking through their camps to give us detailed intelligence on how they’re deployed.  Did Wilson tell you what to do?”


She nodded.  “Scouts.”


“That’s what he said.  Go ahead and get started, friend.  I’m to hold the ridge and wait for the army.”


“Keep your eyes dark,” she warned, then darted off into the darkness.  She never made a sound…which was how she earned the name Lightfoot.


It took the army about two hours for the first elements to arrive.  They were Arcans carrying packs, the wagons well behind, and as soon as they arrived, they had Kyven point out how the defenses needed to be set up.  They immediately fell to digging trenches, piling the earth up on the downslope side, and Kyven was impressed at how quietly they worked.  The human camps would be relatively quiet, but the little noise they did make would conceal the efforts of the Arcans to dig in, the trenches being the foundation of the fortifications behind which the army would prepare.  Kyven didn’t help, because he had to save all his strength, and the Arcans knew it.  So there were no incriminating looks his way as they dug and he kept watch over the Flauren positions from his distant perch.

Nightfall stepped out of the shadows beside him, the dark shadow bleeding out of her fur.  “I’m finished,” she said quietly.  “Toby’s still looking over the city defenses.”


“Show me,” he said, kneeling.


Nightfall knelt as well, then Kyven created a map of illuson on the ground in front of them, the lay of the land perfectly duplicated.  She used circles of shadow placed over his illusion to represent important features.  “The death machine is here,” she said, pointing to the western edge.  “His men are still putting the rifled cannons together here, here, and here.  They’re already set up and ready here, here, and here.  He has two repellers, here and here, and this position has three blackjacks and two siege flame projectors,” she related as her finger stabbed different parts of the shadow.  “The acid launcher and mana bomb weapon are here.  He has men working on a palisade right here by the river’s edge east of the city.”


“That’s where he’s going to cross,” Kyven grunted, scratching his chin.  “What about the heavy cannons? Those ten stone ones?”


“They’re not in place yet,” she replied.  “They’re still in their towing configuration.”


“He’s waiting to see where and how we set up before placing those,” he reasoned.  “Troops?”


“The tents are set up behind this ridge, but right now, most of the men are out working,” she said, sliding her finger along a valley behind a ridge to the southeast.”


“How about the Georvans?”


“They’re set up immediately to DeVaur’s east,” she answered, spreading her hand over the map.  “Here.  They’re also building a fortified position by the river here, by this little island where you once put the supplies I took Danna’s army.  All of their alchemical weapons are set up in a heavily defended position on top of this hill, and they have cannons at set intervals along this ridge,” she pointed.  “The Georvan mountaineers are already out and on the move.  They got in boats and crossed the river about an hour ago, right here,” she said, putting her finger on a section of river.  “I didn’t follow them to see what they were doing, but I’d guess they’re going to do something sneaky.  They’re good at that.”

Kyven remembered how they’d turned the tide at the battle of Durm, and he nodded.


“Did you check for the Alamari and Nurysians?”


“Yes, and that’s the strange part,” she replied.  “They’re not coming this way anymore.”


“What?”


“They’ve turned almost due west, just north of Fredick’s Burrough,” she replied.  “I think they’re not coming.”


Kyven considered that, then he chuckled.  “Those sneaky bastards, they’ve formed their own alliance and they’re backstabbing Flaur and Georvan.  They’re circling their armies around and attacking the mine villages now.  I’m impressed,” he said lightly, then he pulled out his talker.  “Wilson.”


“What is it, Kyven?” came the reply a moment later.


“Tell Clover to tell my brothers and sisters to send out the warning to the southern mining villages.  The Alamari and Nurysians have backed out of the alliance with Flaur and are moving into the mountains just on the south edge of the Green Valley.  Atan and Brackenveld are the two villages closest to their position.  Tell them to get ready to repel them, and Danna might want to send reinforcements down to Brackenveld.”


“That’s a gutsy thing to do,” Danvers breathed.  “If Flaur comes out of the battle of Avannar with its army intact, they’ll turn on Alamar and Nurys for their deception.”


“Alamar and Nurys are gambling that if they have the mines, they won’t have to worry about Flaur,” Kyven reasoned.  “But, we can’t make it easy on them.  I’ll tell DeVaur that the other armies have betrayed him, he might send men to stop them.  That just helps us if the Alamari and Nurysians are trapped between two armies.”


“It can if the mining villages are heavily fortified.  The Alamari will take their chances against a Flauren army on an open field rather than assault a fortified position.”


“Yup.  The two armies beat each other up, then we finish off the winner.”


“But, it does mean that DeVaur won’t have to wait for them to arrive now.  The battle will start in earnest tomorrow,” Kyven surmised.


“Most likely.  You can’t just let an army sit around before a battle anyway, Kyven.”


“I’m waiting for Toby to get back from his check of the city.  I’ll get back to you when he’s done.”


“We’ll be up there in about twenty minutes, my friend.  So you won’t have to wait long.”


Kyven waited only a moment longer before Toby stepped out of the shadows.  “A’ight, Kyv,” he called quietly.  “Nothin’s changed.  All the artillery be right where they had it last night,” he reported.


“Troops?”


“Kinda hard tah tell,” he replied.  “They’s quartahed in the buildin’s, set so they can deploy tah most any wall quick once the alarm goes off.”


“Alright.  Rest a bit, friend, because we’re gonna need our energy in just a few hours.”


Toby nodded.  “C’mon, babe, let’s sit a spell.”


Toby and Nightfall moved more or less out of the way of the working Arcans.  Danna, Danvers, and most of the officer staff arrived about fifteen minutes later, surrounded by rifle-bearing Arcans and Shaman.  The officers immediately surrounded Kyven as he created a detailed illusion of the entire area, complete with troop positions, artillery placements, and known fortifications.  “As soon as DeVaur finds out the Alamari and Nurysians backstabbed him, he’ll contact the northern armies and begin the attack,” Danvers began.  “We’re going to follow Kyven’s advice and partake in our own share of deception.  We’ll allow the humans to engage, bring our forces forward, but intentionally dawdle and stall when it comes to trying to cross the river,” he explained, pointing at the island holding the Black Keep.  “Our supposed point of attack will be here.  Marshall, your platoon of cavalry is responsible for holding this ground.  Avoid any combat you can, and make it look like you’re preparing a river crossing.  Dig in, clear the shore of obstacles as best you can, then hold your position.”


“I can do that, General,” the cavalry Colonel nodded.


“I want this area here prepared to use our artillery and siege weapons,” he said, drawing his finger up the ridge.  “Set up what we have and prepare for what the shadow fox Arcans and Kyven steal for us.  That will be our only contribution to the battle.  Bierren, the cannons we have are under your flag.  Use them to support Marshall to hold the riverbank.  With them up on this ridge, we’ll have complete visibility and trajectories of fire to keep Devaur off him.”


“Easy job, General.”


“Shaman Clover, I want you to bring the Arcan infantry up to this point and stage them, make it look like you’re preparing to rush Marshall’s fortified position to execute a river crossing,” he told her.  “Since Danna will be busy stealing siege weapons, it falls to you to command until she’s done and can re-assume command of the Arcans.”


“I can manage that, friend,” she nodded.


“Once everyone is in position, we simply hold and wait.  Once it looks apparent that the kingdoms are going to break into Avannar, then we pull back as quickly as we can.  So everyone, make sure your soldiers are ready for a quick withdrawl,” he ordered.  “Kyven.  What do you intend to do?”


“Kill them,” he replied with dark eyes.  “Keep our forces out of Avannar at all costs, Wilson.  Don’t let a single one of our people in there, because nowhere around Avannar will be safe.”


“That’s the plan.”


“Patience.  Are the Shaman ready?”


“We can begin the ritual any time, brother,” she replied.  “But are you sure it’s what you want?”


“Yes.  Fighting in the rain cuts down visibility.  I don’t want DeVaur to be able to clearly see what’s going on.  Make sure you don’t let the rain become so heavy it causes the armies to pull back,” he said intensely.  “It needs to be misty and foggy enough to reduce visibility without making them abort.  The less DeVaur can see, the more it benefits us.”


“It will be exactly as you wish, brother,” she replied.


“That’s actually a good idea,” Danvers nodded.  “I had no idea you could do something like that, old friend,” he smiled at Clover.


“Not alone I can’t.  It takes a group of Shaman working together to work that kind of magic.”


“Longfang, the skirmishers under your command will keep an eye on our western and southern flanks,” Danvers said to the tall, raw-boned canine Arcan beside Danna.  “I want an immediate report when DeVaur tries to flank us with his reserves.”


“It will be done, General.”


“The rest of you, we have to set up in a way that maximizes defense when he tries it.  And he will try it,” Danvers said seriously.  “If he intends to betray us, the best time to strike would be while we’re preparing our river crossing, with our forces divided and us oriented to protect from potential counter-attack from Avannar.  We set our line here,” he said, pointing at Kyven’s illusory map.  “They’ll come up this ridge spur and try to hit us here.  It’s the only real way they can do it and have any advantage.  It will be a cavalry and infantry attack, supported by his long-range cannons, which he’ll position to shell the ridge.  Toby.”


“Yeah, General?”


“You think you can take out those cannons without getting hurt?”


“Ayah, easy fixin’s,” he replied with a grin.  “You tell me when you want ‘em dealt with, and Ah’ll deal with ‘em.”


“Good.  Help with sacking Avannar’s artillery, but keep a talker with you.  When I need you to divert to the cannons, I’ll contact you.”


“Talkers don’t work in the shadow world,” Kyven warned.  “Toby, check in with Wilson every five minutes once we start this.”


“Ah can do that, no problem,” Toby nodded.


“Don’t worry about them seeing you do it, Toby.  When we take out their cannons, they’ll be just minutes from attacking us.”


“Ayah, good tah know.  Danna, Ah’m gonna need at least ten annihilators out o’ the armory.”

“You’ll get what you need,” Danna replied.


“The rest of the army needs to prepare to march right back to Atan,” Danvers declared.  “Brushtail, I want your scouts in complete control of the road.  Don’t let a single Flauren scout so much as see it.”


“I’ll make sure of it, General,” the slender raccoon female replied.


“We hold here so the other armies see us, we look threatening, then as soon as it’s apparent Avannar will fall, we retreat,” he said in a calm yet intensely focused voice.  “Marshall, the mercenaries and cavalry with us that were only here to get revenge on the Loremasters will be offered a discharge from the army if they so wish it once we get to Chardon.  I don’t believe that all of them want to continue the war.  They’ll get their final pay and be released with a horse and tack, enough supplies to see them through, and the Briton rifle they were issued to help get them safely home.”


“I’m glad you understand that, General,” Marshall said.  “A few men have been saying exactly that.”

“Then make sure they know that they’ll get their final pay and their discharge with my blessing once we’re far enough from Avannar for them to escape into the Green Valley safely.  They can head south and into the southern Territories, or go north towards Two River, then make their way home from there.”


“I’ll spread the word.”


“Good.  They’ve been good men, but I’m not going to force them to carry on a war they didn’t sign up to fight.  They signed on to fight the Loremasters, and once they’re defeated, their job is done.  Any man that wants to stay on, we’ll accept him gladly, but those that want to go home will be given a discharge with full pay and my gratitude for their service.”


Several of the human officers looked much more enthusiastic after hearing that.


“Alright, gentlemen, ladies.  We have a lot to do, so let’s get to it,” Danvers declared, clapping his hands.  “Officers, take over your elements.  Let’s get to work.”


The meeting broke up, with Danna coming over to him.  She rather self-consciously started taking off her wrap, since she hadn’t quite mastered making her clothes merge into the shadow yet.  She shed her clothes and stood beside Kyven, her tail slashing nervously, as he checked both of his pistols.  “We’ll get started as soon as the Shaman bring up that fog on the river,” he told them.  “DeVaur will see that as divine providence that the Loreguard won’t be able to see him cross, and that the fog will help conceal the movements of the men that will try to blindside us.  How surprised he’ll be that we’re using it for almost exactly the same reason,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “You three wait here.  I’m going to bounce over and tell DeVaur exactly what he wants to hear.”

“Be careful, love.  He wants to kill you,” Danna said, putting her hand on his forearm.


“He’ll have to find me first,” he said with a grim kind of smile, then holstered both of his pistols.  He covered himself and his gear over with shadow.  “Be back in a bit.”


DeVaur stepped out of his pavilion style tent as he buttoned up his uniform jacket, almost humming to himself.  Everything was going almost exactly as he expected.  The Loreguard was penned up inside Old Avannar, now surrounded on all sides on both sides of the river, and the Arcans were forming up on the ridge he fully expected them to occupy, far, far fewer than the Shaman had claimed.  There were only about 40,000 Arcans in that army, which was a small force armed primarily with old muskets, and even a few using scythes and pitchforks.  They were underequipped, small, and set up in a tactically unsound position…they were ripe for the taking.  He had intentionally left that ridge open and available to them because it looked defensible, but in actuality there was a backtrail up there that his men could use to attack them from behind, while all their attention was fixed on Avannar.  His scrying devices had shown them up there digging in while cavalry prepared to advance, carrying timbers, spades, and what looked like the pieces of a pontoon bridge that they must intend to use to cross the river.  His intelligence suggested that they were going to try to cross to the island holding the Black Keep, then use that as a base of operations to push into Avannar proper.  Not a very bad plan, actually, and one that DeVaur had considered himself, but the Black Keep was within range of some of the nastier alchemical siege weapons the Loreguard had available.  Ray-projection death machines and high-powered mana bomb launchers had the range to hit the grounds around the Black Keep.

The Georvans were fully on with his plan to attack and destroy the Arcan army.  He had to promise them half the Arcans they captured, but that was a small price to pay to put the Georvans on the east side of Avannar while he had a sizable force west of Avannar, and on the right side of the river to march straight to Atan and occupy it.  The barrista and the king had ordered him to take the mining villages to secure the remaining crystal supplies for Flauren use, which would make them the greatest power on Noraam.


A dark shimmer in the air directly in front of him was the only warning.  The human Shaman stepped out of the darkness and right into the middle of the center of the Flauren encampment, almost arrogantly relaxed and unconcerened.  If he only knew what plans DeVaur had for him.  But for now, what the Shaman could tell him was worth more than the pleasure of watching the light fade from those cursed eyes.


“Field Marshall,” he said calmly, immediately turning and spreading his hands.  A large illusory map of the area appeared, complete with colored blocks, circles, and X marks denoting troops and positions of various armies.  A simple glance let him see his own forces, accurately displayed on the map, and what was of far more interest to him, the dispensation of that fucking Danvers and his Arcans.  His trained mind absorbed it all quickly, and he had to suppress a smile when he saw that the Arcans were orienting their defensive preparations eastward, to defend against a possible Loreguard counter-attack.  They were completely unaware of the backtrail that led up the ridge.


Perfect.  Just absolutely perfect.


“This is it,” Kyven said grimly.  


“Oh, and just so you know, the Alamari and Nurysians betrayed us,” he said with a dark scowl.  “Their army turned west just after they passed Fredick’s Burrough, and they’re heading for Brackenveld village.”


“What?” he gasped.


“I went and looked myself, Field Marshall.  They’re cutting across country and heading for the Green Valley like their asses were on fire,” he relayed.


“The Nurysians, I would expect such behavior from them, but from the Alamari?” he said, honestly angered. “They have been our trading partners and friends for centuries!”


“I guess there’s no honor among kings, Field Marshall,” the Shaman grunted.  “They’re honestly too far ahead now.  They outflanked us,” he said ruefully.


 “Exactly where are they, Steelhammer?” DeVaur asked angrily.

The illusion changed to a map of the northern Territories.  “Right here,” he pointed, causing a red block to appear on the map.  “Thirty minars west of Freddick’s Burrough and on the move.  They’ll make the southern end of the Green Valley in three days if they don’t slow down.  There’s an old road that runs from Mansa to the ruins of a city that used to be right here,” he said, pointing at a spot ahead of the army.  “It runs out from the west side of Mansa.  The road hasn’t been used in decades, but it isn’t overgrown with trees quite yet.  It’ll let your cavalry more or less meet them right at the entrance to the Green Valley.”

“As soon as I can spare some manpower, I’ll take care of that,” DeVaur said icily.  “Those dirty snake-eating Cajar must have somehow tricked the Alamari into betraying us.  Well, this is a declaration of war, and I’ll be more than happy that to wipe those dirt-skinned graula off the map!”


“Since we won’t have the Alamari and the Nurysians, it’s all going to go down today, DeVaur.  I talked to the other commanders, and they told me the plan you proposed.  They’re on board with it.  The Mallans and Baltons are going to start their attack when you give the signal that you’re ready to cross the river, so they keep the Loreguard busy while you execute your crossing.  Once you’re over, they’ll bombard the city with artillery and siege weapons, and once they’re weakened enough, every army will hit every wall at the same time, completely overwhelm the Loreguard in a coordinated assault.”


“Exactly as I laid it out for them,” DeVaur nodded.


“While you’re crossing on the east side, the Arcans are going to cross to the Black Keep and take it over, then use it as a fortress to come across and invade the city from the river,” he replied.  “The Shaman and all their assets are going to be tied up in that, but with the Arcans invading the city proper from inside the walls, it’s going to pull critical Loreguard troops off the walls and give the rest of you the chance to get over them.”


“Audacious,” he said clinically.  “That will be very difficult.”


“Well, the weather’s on our side,” he said. “It’s raining twenty minars upriver, and it’s moving this way.  It’s a cold rain that’s raising a fog on the river. Once the river gets misty, the Loreguard won’t be able to see the Arcans very well, and that will let them cross.”


“Truly?  That will help us cross as well,” DeVaur said with honest enthusiasm.  “Have the Arcans hold their attack on Avannar until I give the signal.  The invasion of the Arcans will cause troop redeployment inside Avannar that we can exploit.”


“Not a problem.  The Shaman will be attacking Avannar once we have the Black Keep, it’ll be within their range.  While they’re doing that, I’ll be making sure the Loreguard can’t break up your formations.”


“How so?”


“I’m going to enter the city and attack and destroy their siege weapons,” he replied.  “When I’m done, there won’t be so much as a catapult left in Avannar.  That’ll give our troops a much easier time getting into the city.”


“Exemplary,” DeVaur said.  “Do so as quickly as you can.  Every weapon destroyed is hundreds of our men saved.”


The Shaman nodded.  “Since that rain’s coming, I’m waiting for that.  When the rain starts, I’ll start taking out siege weapons.”


“Then the rain will be our universal signal to begin the attack,” DeVaur declared.  “I’ll send the message to the other generals.”

“I’ll tell Danvers,” the Shaman said in a gruff voice, and the map wavered and vanished.  “The rain should be here within the hour.”


“Then that is when we begin the attack.  Deploy the men,” he called to one of his officers, who heard every word.  “After Avannar has fallen, the generals intend to meet for a conference.  It would be best if you were there,” DeVaur told the Shaman.


“I’ll make it if I can, but I’m going to be just a little busy today,” he said in that same intense voice, a voice much unlike him.  Usually he was chatty…almost irritatingly playful.  He seemed to relish in the chaos he caused, but this day, he was very serious.  Then again, they were on the eve of the battle that would make DeVaur renowned as the greatest military tactician of his era, maybe even of all time, which would culminate with the destruction of the cursed Arcan army, and the eventual destruction of this mythical hidden city of theirs once DeVaur organized an expedition into the heart of the continent to flush them out and destroy them, an operation that would make him the richest man in Noraam.


But, that would be later.  For now, he had a duty to perform for king and country.


“You seem disquieted,” DeVaur noted.


“My wife is going to be fighting in this battle, DeVaur,” he said.  “I tried to convince her to stay out of it, but she won’t listen to me.”


“You’re married?”


“In our own way, yes,” he replied.  “My wife is commanding the Arcans.”


“General Pannen?” DeVaur asked, and he nodded.


“She can take care of herself, but battles are large and chaotic, and it’s impossible to stay completely safe,” he complained.  “Even the most careful man can be downed by a random bullet fired blindly.  I would much rather her stay back with the reserves, but Arcans aren’t easy to command from a distance.  She’ll have to be in the Black Keep, and that puts her in danger.”


“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” he said, quietly filing that information away.  If the Shaman had a wife, and she was within reach of him…oh, the possibilities to pay that bastard back for the many indignities suffered at his hands.  He’d have to keep scouts on the lookout for when the officers advanced to the Black Keep.

“I need to go, there are things I have to do,” the Shaman said in that same intense voice.  “Be careful out there, DeVaur.  All of Noraam needs you right now.”  One of those circles of darkness appeared at the Shaman’s feet, then it swept up and over him, causing him to vanish.  When the circle itself disappeared, DeVaur gave a malicious smile.


“Migel, prepare the reserves.  The Arcans have no idea what’s about to happen,” he said with a nearly gleeful catch in his voice.  “You know what to do?”


“Yes, Field Marshall,” the officer replied with a nod.  “Move our men into position just before they divide their forces, then attack once they stage to cross to the island.  Every man will be carrying ten collars and stunsticks along with impact rods.”


“Good, good.  Collar what you can, kill the rest.  Once you take their position, storm up behind their advance forces and take their river crossing, trap the remainder on the island.  We’ll force them to surrender.  That’s just more profit for us.  If they put up too much resistance, use the death machine, and we’ll solace ourselves with the Arcans in the Black Keep as our profit.”

“What about Danvers and Pannen?”


“Show them proper military courtesy,” he replied.  “I’ll deal with them personally.”  He turned to another man.  “Are the area effect grounders ready?”


“Ready, Field Marshall.  If we can draw the Shaman into the area, he’ll be helpless.”


“Oh, that will be very easy,” he chuckled, tugging on his uniform jacket to get it just so, to present the most dashing, confidently sharp appearance.  “Ready my horse, and let’s win this battle.”

Kyven stepped out of the shadows just beside Danna, which made her glance at him. She’d felt him coming, so it was no surprise to her that he suddenly appeared.  Toby and Nightfall were with her, the four shadow walkers standing at the vanguard of the army, for they would be the initial attack.  Nightfall and Toby were similarly unclothed, except for Toby’s weapon belt and crossed bandoliers holding annihilators.  Toby and Nightfall had learned how to cover clothes and held items in shadow, a trick that Danna hadn’t quite mastered quite yet, so she wasn’t risking things and going unclothed.  She’d once told him that the fur almost felt like clothing, so she wasn’t too self-conscious standing there with most of the army able to see her bare butt, but her tail was slashing behind her aggressively.


“Is DeVaur ready?”


“Ready and set up like a Midsummer gift.  I even put a little bow in his hair,” Kyven noted, which made Toby laugh.  “He’ll storm his reserves right into a trap.  Outside of that, he’ll be holding to the plan, so we’ll know where the rest of his army is.  We do want them to win, after all,” he said lightly, then he turned to look back.  “Patience?”


“She and the others are bringing the rain,” Danvers replied from atop Strider.  Vasha was beside the large Equar, and she had Lucky on her back.  Lucky wasn’t going into this as a warrior, he was instead going to escort Danvers everywhere he went and manage the nine talkers Danvers would be carrying, which would probably be safe enough.  Lucky had proved that he was good at using the talkers, had a strong clear voice and didn’t get so excited he was hard to understand, and the fact that he spoke Flauren might be useful to Danvers if they overheard something from DeVaur’s men on the talkers.  Lightfoot had made sure to get him as far from the battle as possible, and the safest place for him would be with Danvers.  Lightfoot and his nannies would be helping the army ambush and destroy DeVaur’s surprise attack, since they couldn’t follow him into Avannar.  “It should be here in about fifteen minutes.”


“That’s going to be the universal signal to start the battle,” he relayed.  “So we have to start early.  We absolutely cannot let any lucky artillery hits destroy those death machines.  Does everyone remember the plan?” he asked his friends.


“Ayah, Ah know which ones are mine, and what order tah take ‘em,” Toby replied.


“I know which are mine,” Nightfall answered.


“So do I,” Danna nodded.

“After we take the death machines, go with what’s left in order of priority.  Mana bombs, acid throwers, heavy cannons, blackjacks, flame projectors, then take the repellers once they don’t have anything to protect, then start working on the smaller cannnons.  Be damn careful if you come out of the shadow world, remember that the sieging armies are going to be bombarding the city.  Don’t step out right into a mana bomb explosion.  That would be bad,” he said dryly as he checked one of his pistols for the fifth time.  “Is the deployment grid set up, Wilson?”


“Ready.  Place the death machines in their assigned places, then drop the rest on the landing grid and we’ll deploy them as they appear.  We have it roped off so no Arcans wander in there and have something bad happen.”


“Then we’re all ready,” Danna said, cracking her knuckles.


“Let’s give it about ten minutes, then get started.  That will give us about ten minutes to take the death machines before they start to bombard the city.”


“Mo’ than enough time,” Toby nodded.  “Fo’ fo’ each of us, an’ we can take ‘em about every other minute.”


“Exactly,” Kyven nodded as he holstered his pistol, then snapped it.  “Your pistols handy, Danna?”


“I can come back and get them any time,” she replied.  “I just don’t want any distractions while we’re doing this.”


“Good.  Don’t even leave the shadow world without your guns,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder.  “You’re too important to me to take risks.”


She gave him a loving smile.


They waited in relative silence for those ten minutes, then they began.  All four of them turned into shadow almost in unison, then Nightfall did the honors and brought them into the shadow world.  They split up from there, each one taking a single step in a different direction that put them out of sight, and Kyven started his assigned rotation of thefts.  They were going after the most critical death machines first, the ones with the greatest use, then going down the list in order of usefulness to both the army and to the coming siege of Atan.  The repellers were actually the second most desired item, but they were leaving those for last because those repellers would be protecting the very siege weapons they’d be stealing.  That was their function in the Loreguard’s plan, protect their artillery to give them the ability to break up charges on the walls, with the death machines deployed mainly along the shore, since the riverbank of Old Avannar had no wall.  That was their primary protection from an amphibious attack, which they’d cover by deploying assets to the riverbank once the siege weapons were stolen.  Kyven focused in on the first of his assigned death machines, a massive brute of an evil-looking thing, a ray projection death machine, and he made a snapping motion with both hands.  In unison, two converged gateways appeared in the shadow world, both of them barely a foot apart, and he raised his hands in unison.  The effect was rather startling to the men manning that machine, as well as getting around the main problem that they had with the shadow world, the fact that nothing could move that did not do so with conscious will and intent.  Items in the shadow world just hung weightless in space unless moved by another, but Kyven’s solution was simple and effective.  As the shadow disc moved upwards over the death machine and it’s startled crew, the death machine and its crew were pushed into the second gateway, which anchored their material bodies to the material world.  That would allow them to move the gateways rather than the things using them, since the base of the death machine and the feet, crate bottoms, and asses of the sitting men around the death machines appeared at their destination.  That would still put material items in the shadow world, which would in turn attract the things, but after the death machines were all moved, Kyven’s job would be to scare off the things when not stealing siege weapons while the others continued going down the list.


In barely a blink of an eye to the men around the death machine, they’d gone from their entrenched position on the south side of Old Avannar to being surrounded by at least fifty Arcans all with muskets and rifles pointed right at them.  The seven men caught up in Kyven’s theft gaped around in shock and confusion and a little queasiness, since they’d traveled if only a single second through the shadow world, but even that was enough for the weak-stomached among them.  They really had no choice but to surrender.

And so it went, for all four of them.  By the vanishing of the fourth death machine, the Loreguard commanders had taken notice, and scrambled to try to protect the others, but the orders actually ended up getting more of their own taken in the black circles and vanished like smoke.  The rain moved down the river, and as soon as the rain covered all of Avannar, a mist forming on the river from the cold air, the artillery of the sieging armies opened fire.  Cannonballs and mana bombs rained into the city, blowing apart buidings and creating explosions of intense flame, while blackjacks fired their hundreds of caltrop-like projectiles which either killed the men they hit or littered the ground with deadly little objects that always had a spike pointing upwards no matter how they landed, which would make any movement dangerous.  Loreguard artillery officers moved to return fire, as others tried to find some way to save the death machines they had left.  But all they could do was watch helplessly as those shadowy circles appeared under the machine and everything in its immediate area, then have it and anything around it disappear when the dark magic swept up and over the device, making it, the supplies around it, and whatever hapless men were within the circle as it formed to vanish into thin air.


The Loreguard had never seen anything like it, and that told them more than anything that the Shaman were attacking Avannar along with the rest of Noraam.


Once the death machines were in place, Kyven and the others started working on the other siege weapons.  They would steal a weapon and then place it in the designated position, where Arcans would quickly pull it out and move it to where the officers ordered.  More and more cannons and alchemical devices vanished in black circles in Avannar while Kyven split his time between stealing artillery and scaring away the things by siezing all of the very essence of the shadow world around Avannar, forming a solid barrier formed out of the very fabric of shadow that would act like a solid object to the malignant wraiths within the shadow world.  They gathered around his barrier, scrabbling at it, trying to find a way through it, but Kyven’s strength of will in manipulating the shadow world was too strong for them to overcome, giving the others time and safety to do their jobs.  Not a single one of them took a step out of the shadow world, stayed completely inside it at all times, but as the artillery bombardment of Avannar progressed over an hour, fewer and fewer cannoballs, mana bombs, and blackjack shots went back over the walls in answer.  The attacking generals knew that the Shaman were operating in the city to destroy the siege weapons.

Some of the attacking generals saw it happen.  They were observing a cannon emplacement on a wall protected by a repeller, and saw the heavy cannons simply vanish in a dark shadow, leaving behind terrified Loreguard artillery workers.  Then, almost as an afterthought, the repeller protecting the emplacement vanished as well, leaving chaos in its wake.


It took them a little over an hour to strip every siege weapon they wanted out of Avannar, as out in the real world, the fine, misty rain and cool air raised a fog over the river that extended into the city itself.  Kyven and the others stepped out of the shadows as Danvers was finalizing the placement of the last weapon, even as they were all prepared to be carted out by teams of mules; all siege weapons were designed to be modular in that they could have wheeled sleds attached to them for transport.  Kyven had invaded the armory of the Loreguard in Old Avannar and stolen all the sleds, and Danvers was now explaining to the Arcans how to attach the siege weapons to the sleds so they could be pulled.  “That’s the last of them, Wilson,” Kyven reported.  “The others are going to stay here, they did what they had to do.  They’ll help the army with DeVaur.”


“Alright, Kyven.  Danna can take command of the Arcans, and we’ll start our push for the river now that we don’t have to do it under artillery bombardment.  What’s your next move?”


Kyven drew both of his pistols.  “What I do best, Wilson.  Cause chaos,” he replied in a grim tone as he took off both safeties.

Things moved swiftly on several fronts.  Devaur had been ferrying hs army over the river on a series of large collapsible boats he’d brought just for that task, and he’d managed to amass nearly 10,000 men on the north bank in just an hour, proving how efficient the Flaurens were.  Hundreds of men joined them every few minutes as the nearly 100 boats moved from bank to bank carrying 30 men at a time, while the Georvans, who had crossed earlier, joined the Flauren advance force.  The Baltons and Mallans were staging their infantry for the initial attack, since there was no answering artillery coming over the walls and they’d received reports that the Shaman had eliminated every single Loreguard artillery emplacement.  DeVaur ordered Danvers to advance on the Black Keep, and Danvers played along, moving his human cavalry down off the ridge as the cannons of the Arcans opened up on the southwestern corner of Avannar and the Black Keep itself, sending the men holding it diving for cover as whistling cannonballs started pounding into the grounds, walls, bailey, and main building of the island fortress turned prison, which was again being used as the fortress it was designed to be.  Danvers’ men charged down to the riverbank and started preparing it for what looked like a water crossing as men armed with long Briton rifles opened up on the island, using their superior range to send volley after volley of fire into the Black Keep, where the Loreguard’s muskets couldn’t reply, not even from the upper floors of the keep.  The longest shots landed in the water just at the shore, a good 30 rods from the nearest cavalryman clearing debris and bringing up pontoons.  The rifle fire pinned the Loreguard in the Black Keep down and gave them all day, which made the cavalry dawdle just a little in their preparations, or at least seem to do so.


And just when the Loreguard officers and what Loremasters there were left fretted over their position, Kyven attacked.


The Loreguard knew he was there, and they took precautions.  The Loreguard generals and the new Councillars of the Loremasters were being kept in an underground bunker underneath Loremaster headquarters, and the entire room was saturated by grounders to prevent the Shaman from attacking them.  But, Kyven had no interest in the command structure of the Loreguard, because he wanted them to put up resistance, and they wouldn’t be able to do that if the Loreguard had no command structure.  He instead attacked the northwest gate of Avannar along the road to Mallan, a huge affair with two massive bronze gates alchemically treated to be light enough to easily be moved by two men on each door and virtually impervious.  They were locked into place by huge bars that dropped down from the gatehouse, each bar similarly treated to be unbreakable.  The Shaman simply appeared out of thin air behind a formation of infantry, the reserves ready to get up on the wall and respond to any location where the Mallans got ropes and ladders set up to repel invaders.  Men fell screaming with every loud blast of a firearm, and the men scrambled around to see the Shaman running at high speed, two pistols pointed at the formation, firing as fast as he could pull the trigger…and there were so many men that he couldn’t miss at that range.  A dozen and more men fell to the ground as the Shaman sprinted across the back of the formation, then he ran right into a circle of darkness and reappeared on top of the gatehouse, an explosion of black shadowy cloud concealing everything from sight.  He rained shots down the battlement on top of the gatehouse, killing the sharpshooters arrayed on the highest part of the wall to take out enemy officers, then the horrified men who had survived his attack on the forces staged in front of the gate watched the four huge metal bars just vanish, one by one, as dark circles appeared at the top of them and then went down their length, almost as if the circle were consuming them, going all the way down under the ground where the bars raised from their underground silos to lock in place.  The bars vanished one by one as a frenzied officer called for a grounder, but by the time he got a reply, it was too late.  The bars were gone, leaving only the locking bars on the gate itself holding the gates closed.  A battering ram would not have moved the doors with the four vertical metal poles in place, but the door wouldn’t hold with what it had against an alchemical ram.  The officer in charge ordered his men to pull down the houses closest to the gate and pile the debris in front of the gate, to shore it up against the attack he knew was coming.


The Shaman then attacked the northeast gate leading to Balton in a similar manner, making the reinforcing bars holding the gates disappear, then his attacks ceased, leaving everyone nervous and wary.


Kyven stepped out of the shadows right beside Danna, who was overseeing the erection of the fortifications to stop the Flauren attack on their flank.  He reloaded one of his pistols as she turned to him, relief all over her face.  “Thank the Trinity you’re back,” she said.


“For the moment.  The Flaurens are about to move,” he replied in a grim voice.  “It’s time.”


She gave him a look of compassion.  “It has to be done.”


“I know.  But that doesn’t mean that I have to like it,” he growled, jamming his pistol back in the holster.  “Get the Arcans ready, they might still try to attack you.  It’s all going to depend.”

“I will.  What will you do after that?”


“Help the others take Avannar.  When I’m sure they’ll take the city, I’ll give the signal.  That’s when you pull our army out.”


“Did you tell Danvers?”


“You will,” he replied, snapping his holster closed, then taking a deep breath.  “Alright, I’m leaving.”


“I’ll be here when it’s over, Kyven.  I will always be here for you,” she said in a gentle voice, putting her hand on his cheek.  He pressed his hand over her Arcan hand, felt her pads and the very short, thick fur everywhere else press against his cheek, felt the pricks of her claws against his temple.  He leaned in and kissed her intimately on the side of her muzzle, then he took a deep, cleansing breath, turned around, and seemingly walked himself out of existence, the shadows seeming to rise up from the ground, from the foggy air, and consume him.


Just the way they did that damned fucking spirit.


“Get Danvers on the talker!” Danna ordered.  “Infantry, in position!  If Kyven fails, we’ll be neck deep in Flauren soldiers!  And get our artillery ready to pull out!” she barked.


Kyven watched from the shadow world as the Flauren reserves formed up and prepared to march.  They were set up in a marching formation, since the pathway up the ridge wasn’t very wide, and they had two mules pulling the death machine with them, the device about in the middle of the marching column.  That was actually a tactically sound place ot put it, for the commander of the attacking force would have to decide if he could take the Arcan position before committing all of his troops, and if he made that decision, then the death machine had to be in a position to be used.  The deathfog machine’s deadly cloud was heavier than air, so he would set it up on the little knoll above the Arcan position that they’d intentionally left empty as a trap and fire it down on the Arcan position.

The position of the death machine in the formation was exactly where Kyven needed it to be.


He stalked along with the formation as it moved, the men almost jovial as they chatted among themselves.  They were fully expecting to take the Arcans completely by surprise, and that they wouldn’t put up any kind of a fight at all.  All of them were talking about what they would do with their share of the booty from selling the Arcans into slavery in a market that was desperately in need of them, thanks to Toby’s amazing work.


They had no idea they were about to die.


Kyven waited until the formation moved into a narrow valley where they would pick up the trail that led to the top of the ridge.  Toby stalked by as he moved to attack the cannons that the Flaurens would use to soften up the Arcans in preparation for the infantry attack, the officer in constant contact with the artillery crews via a talker, apprising them of his position and estimated time to contact with the Arcan army.  Kyven moved with the army as it entered the narrow valley, almost a gorge, waiting until the death machine was where it needed to be, at the top of a little rise in the valley that would put the army lower than it on both sides.

When it was in position, he said a silent prayer to anyone listening to forgive him, then he acted.


The Flaurens never had a chance.  Kyven stepped out of the shadows behind a tree up the ridge, then reached out with two tendrils of solid shadow.  One of them set the selectors so it would unleash the entire crystal’s power in one burst at point blank range, then he did not hesitate to yank the firing lever with the other and quickly step out so as to not get caught in the area of effect.


There was a horrid sound, like a rush of both water and energy, a loud THWOOOMPH as the death machine activated.  Usually a deathfog machine was set to fire its deathfog at a distance and then spread out at that point, but Kyven had set the machine to activate literally right at the tip of the machine’s cylindrical firing chamber…and since the machine was on the high ground compared to the men, the spreading cloud of black death that instantly killed the men tending the machine and the four mules pulling it started spreading and sinking down into the two small depressions in front of and behind the device. Men screamed in terror and fled both up the hill forward and scrambled back up the gentle hill behind, at least until a solid wall of shadow rose up across the entrance of the narrow valley and trapped them inside.  The men pounded on the solid shadow in terrified desperation as the black cloud spread.  Bushes, grass, and trees withered and blackened instantly at the touch of that lethal black fog, men gave gurgled choking cries as the death energy of the cloud ripped the life out of them, but not instantly, giving them just enough time to feel the pain and know that doom was upon them.  Shrieks of terror and agony echoed up the valley walls, reached all the way to both the Flauren and Arcan armies as the cloud of death reached the wall of solid shadow and strangled the life out of the men trying to flee back the way they came, as men died by the windrows further up the valley as men trampled each other, killed each other trying to escape the rapidly advancing black fog of annihilation, trapped in the narrow valley and unable to spread out, only move forward.  Trees began to fall to the ground as roots withered and turned brittle, creating a nearly constant thunder of tearing wood and impacts on leaf-strewn forest floor, rolling sounds as trunks slid down the hillsides, then the fog advanced back towards the last of the Flauren reserves when the solid wall of shadow vanished like it never existed, giving the bottled deathfog another direction to spread.

It took only about three minutes for the fog to start to evaporate, but as it lifted, it left a carpet of dead soldiers littered among the trunks of fallen trees across the bottom of the valley.  Only a fraction of the 10,000 men sent to attack the rear of the Arcan formation managed to outrun the rapidly expanding cloud of black death.


When a lieutenant finally managed to get everyone to stop panicking and gather up from the rout, there were only 277 men left of the 10,000 that began.  “We’ve been betrayed!  The Arcans knew we were coming!” the lieutenant barked, his eyes wild and his breathing fast and shallow.  But what orders he might give were silenced when a pink spray erupted from his forehead, and the man tumbled to the ground just as a sharp crack of a rifle rumbled over the frightened men.


That broke the men that remained.  They scattered in every direction, some going up the hillside, some back down into the death below, some along the sides of the ridge, slipping and stumbling and sliding as men not used to moving on hilly terrain tried to navigate the steep hillside.  And in every direction they went except back into the killzone of the death machine, Arcans with rifles were waiting for them.

It barely lasted five minutes.  When it was over, as the last of the constant chatter of Briton rifles faded, only 14 men from the ambush force of 10,000 Flauren soldiers managed to run through a hail of rifle fire, trampling on the bodies of their own men as those not so lucky fell left and right, and escaped back down the hill and out of sight of the rifle-wielding marskmen Arcans on the hillsides above.


A lithe canine Arcan stepped out from behind the mossy boulder he’d used as cover and waved a hand in the air.  “Collect the weapons and alchemical equipment!  Strip the uniforms from the ones killed by the death machine!” he shouted to the others.  “Take everything useful, even the chits in their pockets!  Leave nothing for the Flaurens to salvage!  Heavy movers, bring the death machine up to the camp!  Picket rifles at the valley entrance in case a second wave comes!”


The advance scouts, Lightfoot among them, descended into the narrow valley to carry out their task.  Now, the Flaurens knew how the Arcans made war.  Now they understood the hornet’s nest they had kicked up.


They had paid for their greed.


Kyven sighed wearily and turned on his talker.  “It’s done, Wilson,” he said grimly.  “Pull all our forces back to the fortifications while I inform the other generals that DeVaur’s men attacked us, which violates the treaties.  I’ll tell them we’ll remain to act as reserves if they need us to take the city, but we will not in any way engage in the battle so long as DeVaur is on the field if we can possibly help it.”


“Do it,” Danvers replied in a brusque, professional tone, as the General did what a General does best.  Lead his troops.


DeVaur listened almost incredulously to his command talker as the voice of that damned fucking Shaman came over it.  There were ten of those talkers linked together, used by the generals of the armies to coordinate, but how that Shaman had gotten one was something DeVaur very much wanted to know.


How did the Arcans repel the attack?  They had no defenses set up to protect against an attack from that ridge!  His men had a death machine, for the Trinity’s sake!  If the fight turned against them, they were to activate it and retreat, to eradicate the Arcan army and remove them from the field!  How did it go so wrong?


Instead of getting word from his reserves that they had taken the ridge and was routing the Arcans, he instead had to listen to the Shaman inform the other generals that DeVaur’s army had attacked them, and as such, they were pulling out of the battle plan until such time that they could get to the bottom of the attack.  DeVaur angrily snapped into the talker “and just how do you know it was a deliberate attack?” he raged at the Shaman.  “I told my men to seal off a possible escape route for fleeing Loreguard units!”


“I know you ordered it because I was there when you gave the order, DeVaur,” the Shaman snapped right back.  “And there’s also the fact that all your men were carrying Arcan collars.  Why would they be carrying Arcan collars while attacking an Arcan army, DeVaur?  Trying to line your pockets with the chits you’d earn selling off the Arcans after the battle?”


DeVaur let go of the talk button so he couldn’t be heard and raged for nearly a minute, spewing sulfurous Flauren curses as the other generals demanded corroboration of the Shaman’s claim.


“Just come look at the bodies afterwards, because an Arcan army would for fucking sure not be carrying collars with them,” he stated flatly.  “And like I said, I was there when DeVaur cooked up this little scheme.  Forgot I can look like anyone, didn’t you, DeVaur?” he taunted.  “I was sitting right there in your tent when you worked out your plan with your officers, so naturally, we were waiting for you.  We wiped out your attackers, and even now the Arcans are stripping the dead of absolutely everything they were carrying.  They’re even taking your uniforms.”


“That’s a violation of the rules of war!”


“Yes, I guess it is.  But after you violated the treaties between Flaur and Haven by attacking us, we don’t give a shit about your rules,” he retorted.  “You tried to ambush us, so we just turned that right back around and ambushed your ambushers.  Only fourteen made it out alive, DeVaur, you can have your reserve commander tell you all about it when they make it back to your lines.

“The short of it is this, esteemed Generals,” he continued.  “Because we can’t trust DeVaur, we’re not putting a single Arcan in a position where his men can take a shot at us.  We’ll hold our position and act as an emergency reserve if you can’t take Avannar without us, but unless you absolutely need us, we stay out of it.  Because, Generals, and I’m being completely honest here, if we engage in this battle, we’ll be shooting at anyone in a Loreguard uniform, and anyone in a Flauren uniform.  Understand?”


“Your warning is understood, Shaman.  Hold your position and await orders,” the Mallan general replied.  “If we need you, we’ll let you know.  Just please continue shelling Avannar from your position.  Your cannons and siege weapons are putting tremendous pressure on the southern sectors of the city.”


“It will be done, General Travkiss,” the Shaman answered.  “We’ll continue our bombardment until you order us to stop.”


“Trinity damn that cursed monster!” DeVaur raged after the conference broke up.  “Get Colonel Grivelle on the talker at once!  I want to know what the fucking bloody hell happened!”


While he raged, he also understood the Arcan’s intent.  They had allowed DeVaur to attack to give them a reason not to engage in the battle!  They were going to retreat back to the west before anyone else, giving them time to pull their entire army back to the mining village of Atan and dig in.


Trinity damn that fucking Shaman to hell, they had been a step ahead the whole time!

Kyven watched the battle ensue from a high tower on Loremaster Island, his expression neutral, almost blank, but his eyes were stormy.


The shadow walkers had actually sealed the fate of the defenders when they either stole or destroyed most of their defensive artillery.  The only means they had to deter or break up attacks on the walls by infantry were muskets, and while that was fairly effective, they were just up against too many attackers.  Kyven had engineered this, for this battle to turn into a killing field, and his dark work had borne fruit as the besieging armies of Noraam began their assault on the walled city of Avannar.


After nearly four hours of constant bombardment by cannons and siege weapons to weaken the Loreguard defenders, and after the Shaman-induced rain petered out and the skies turned clear and sunny, DeVaur finally got over his hissy fit and ordered the assault on the walls of Avannar.

Kyven watched from his vantage point as the unlucky divisions ordered to spearhead the attack began to form up behind the lines.  Without their siege weapons and cannons, the Loreguard had no way to slow down and break up those formations when they started to charge, all they had were flitters, muskets, and hand-held alchemical weapony, the most dangerous among them being annihilators.


Or, annihilators dropped from flitters.


He looked up and saw them, what looked like about 50 flitters rising up from Loremaster Island.  That was a lot of flitters, since they were so hard to make and even harder to pilot without killing one’s self.  Those 50 flitters were probably the entire complement the Loreguard had. It was their last resort, since flitters couldn’t fly very fast, which left them vulnerable to ground fire.  But these flitters were rising almost straight up, rising, rising, and rising, and then Kyven understood what they were doing.  Someone in the Loreuguard had calculated how high they had to be so the annihilators fired as soon as they reached the ground, so the flitter pilots were rising to that specific altitude.  But, that wasn’t a foolproof thing to do, for while a flitter could fly high enough to get out of musket range, they weren’t out of range of cannons and blackjacks.  When the artillery crews saw the flitters, they would load their cannons with hundreds of small lead balls, the anti-personnel sweeper shot, then double-charge the cannon to give the shot the range.  The blackjacks wouldn’t require any special preparation, since they were already designed to launch hundreds of small pieces of metal nearly two thousand rods.  Sure enough, in the distance, the blackjack turrets were starting to raise in preparation for firing on the flitters; blackjacks were almost always employed against flitters for that very reason.  Much like hunters used a shotgun to hunt birds, blackjacks sprayed an entire area with shot that brought flitters down.  The flitters hovered high over the city, awaiting orders to begin their attack, which was truly the act of the desperate.  Flitters were not designed to be weapons of war.  They would fall like snowflakes if the blackjack crews had range on them, making this attack by the flitters the only option the Loreguard had to try to disrupt the imminent attack on the walls.

Kyven could admire the suicidal bravery of those flitter jockeys.


He watched the attack play out.  The 50 or so flitters surged forward at their full speed, which was about twice the speed of a galloping force, and a single cannon fired.  That cannon was finding the range.  Another cannon fired, then one more, then all the cannons and blackjacks adjusted their trajectory, waited for the flitters to get within about 400 rods of the trenches forming the initial defenses, then they all fired simultaneously.  Some had the range, some didn’t, so the results were mixed.  About 40 of the flitters were ripped apart by the lead balls and black, jack-shaped caltrops—how the blackjack got its name—while the last ten staggered out of that hellstorm of flying metal, some of them damaged, some of the pilots bloody, as pieces of flitters and both bodies and body parts rained down on the field in front of the front lines.  Some of their annihilators fired both in the air and when they hit the ground, eradicating anything organic in their area of effect, which disintegrated some of the wooden pieces of the flitters and the bodies of the pilots.  Those ten pilots then dropped dozens of annihilators on the lines of the Mallans, the ones they felt were the greatest threat, and their altitude and their range was perfect.  Annihilators fired just a heartbeat either before or after they hit the ground, and those annihilators did their jobs.  Hundreds of soldiers simply vanished in that flash of dull light when the annihilators discharged, an entire company forming up for the attack hit dead center by six different annihilatos and nearly being completely wiped out, as hundreds more died seconds later because only part of their bodies were caught in the annihilators’ area of effect.  Shrieking men without arms or legs or entire sections of their bodies writhed in the blood-soaked grass and bare earth, but all but the luckiest ones bled out and died, ending their agony.  Some couple dozen or so men would survive with only the loss of a hand or arm or foot, as medics bound their wounds before they bled to death.  The blackjacks ensured that not a single flitter returned to Avannar, tracking the retreating flying devices and firing again, tearing alchemical flying machines and their riders to pieces.

Kyven understood the strategy.  Attacking artillery would do little good now that they’d been shelling the city for hours, so they were trying to reduce the number of soldiers attacking the walls as much as possible.  Without artillery of their own, only close-range alchemical weapons, it was their only option, their last resort.


But it was the act of desperate men.  The Loreguard generals could do the math, and they knew that Avannar was lost.


As did Danvers.  His voice came over Kyven’s talker moments later.  “I’m ordering the withdrawl, Kyven,” he warned.  “Are you pulling out with us?”


“I will in a little bit,” he answered.  “Just get our people out of there, Wilson.  I want to make sure they breach the gate.  When I see a gate fall, I’ll know for sure it’s over.”  He paused a moment.  “Make sure you move fast, Wilson.”


“I know.  Mobility is our advantage, and I mean to show the others just what that means.  We’ll be in Chardon before they can organize to pursue.”


“Good.  Now, you can do something for me.  Something you don’t have to tell the others.”


“What is that?”


“Reload the deathfog machine,” he said in a grim voice.


There was a pause.  “I understand.  It will be reloaded and left behind.”


“Thank you, Wilson,” he said calmly.


“DeVaur?”


“Oh no, DeVaur will survive this battle,” Kyven chuckled darkly.  “I have…special plans for him.  The deathfog machine is to make sure the Loreguard lose this battle.  If they look like they’ll repel the armies, I’ll use it.”


“Good luck then, Kyven.  Rejoin us as soon as you can.”


“I will.  Spirits be with you, my friend.”


Danvers had everything arranged, and Kyven saw it immediately.  The Arcans and their human cavalry allies quickly started picking up and moving, and since Danvers and Danna had been preparing them to move out the entire time, they moved with a swiftness that would have impressed any army.  Infantry units turned and headed down the backside of the ridge as the stolen artillery and siege weapons were pulled by Arcans, and they moved very, very fast.  The Arcans were willing to be mules, and since they were much less stubborn and much faster, the cannons and alchemical siege weapons rolled off the ridge in a pre-planned order, moving very efficiently and very swiftly.  Chatter on the many talkers Kyven had told him that the generals took immediate note of the move of Danvers’ army, pulling out before they ever put an Arcan within musket range of the Loreguard.  The Loreguard generals saw it as a good thing, but the armies of the kingdoms were furious, DeVaur especially.


And the Loreguard capitalized on it, even as the Flauren reserves began to move.  DeVaur must have ordered his remainder of his reserves, some 30,000 men, to attack the Arcans as they retreated, for their cavalry and infantry units quickly formed up.  The Loreguard sent units south, and to Kyven’s surprise, they were carrying an alchemical machine he’d never seen before, twenty men hauling it down the shattered streets, picking their way through the debris littered on the cobblestones from the artillery barrage, pieces of buildings littering the streets.  Kyven turned on his perch on the clock tower of the Clockmakers’ Guild, almost dead center in the middle of New Avannar, and watched the twenty men haul the device along the waterfront, disappearing behind buildings along their way.  They carted the device down to the shore facing Loremaster Island, and over the bridge on the north side that the Loreguard had not demolished.  As the Flauren reserves began to move to chase Danvers, those twenty men set that device down on the broken end of the south bridge, attached it to the broken end, and then activated it.  A shimmering plane of magical force extended from the device across the gulf between the two arched ends of the broken bridge, and when it made contact with the far side, Kyven gasped when the stones of the bridge suddenly erupted up out of the river, “falling” upwards and snapping into place in a shocking, almost dizzyingly cascade of spraying water and moving stones.  The stones rearranged themselves with amazing precision and speed, and in the span of ten heartbeats, the bridge was completely reconstituted.

An amazing device!  Kyven had never heard of anything like it before, something that rebuilt something that had been taken apart, restoring it to its original condition!  The Loremasters must have dug deep in their stockpile of alchemical devices for that one!


The south bridge off Loremaster island was completely restored, and the twenty men deactivated the device and carried it into the ruins of Old Avannar as horses galloped out from the main headquarters.  In the city, soldiers immediately began to pull off the walls, and they all retreated to the south.


Clever, clever, clever!  The Loreguard was going to surrender Avannar to the attackers and cross the river when the vast majority of their attackers were on the wrong side.  With DeVaur’s men abandoning their positions to chase the Arcans, it would give the Loreguard army a clear path to retreat to the south.


Very, very smart!


That was exactly what they were going to do.  The horses formed up into a cavalry line, men wearing chain jacks rather than the usual Loreguard uniforms, while the rest of the Loreguard pulled back to the south side of the city, moving along pre-planned routes right along the walls to protect from artillery fire.  The attacking generals took note of the sudden redeployment of the troops, but nobody had yet to spot the rebuilt bridge because DeVaur’s reserves were marching away from the bridge, moving to intercept Danvers and his army.

Brilliant.  Danna was a shining example that while the Loreguard were the enemy, they were very smart.


Finally, after nearly fifteen minutes, the charge came.  Some few very brave Loreguard soldiers who had held their positions fired into that seething mass that attacked every wall at once, with the northern armies on the northwestern side, the Baltons almost due north, with the Georvans and the Flauren to the northeast, east, and southeast…with DeVaur’s men occupying the riverbank and capable of executing a fast re-crossing to get the jump on everyone else on the race to Atan.  The Loreguard fired their muskets, tossed out explosives and annihilators when the armies got within range, but as soon as the first soldier reached the base of the wall, ropes and grapples in hand, those Loreguard soldiers abandoned their positions, kicked over hundreds of barrels of liquid set in sheltered and strategic positions along the wall, then set fire to the liquid.  It was obviously extremely flammable, because it went up almost immediately, sending angry red flames dozens of rods into the sky, like a snake of fire that rose up from the southeastern sector of the wall and slowly encircled the entire city, a ring of fire to slow down the attack.  Once the entire top of the wall was aflame from the southeaster river tower to the northwest river tower, the Loreguard soldiers then abandoned the walls and ran like hell for Loremaster Island.  The fires did their jobs of all but stalling the attacking armies at the walls, for no sane soldier was going to climb up into an inferno.


Brilliant.  Kyven had to find out who was commanding the Loreguard and kidnap that man, for he was far too smart to kill.  The general had never intended to hold Avannar, he only intended to force them to commit the vast majority of their forces to the north bank of the Podac River, then retreat to the south using their most clever and unexpected alchemical re-assembler device.  Absolutely brilliant.

The brilliance further showed itself as the cavalry charged over the bridge, then fanned out up and down the riverbank.  Those men swarmed over the Flaurens holding the south bank, then they took over their defensive positions and even some of the cannons the shadow walkers hadn’t bothered to take from the Flaurens, then they started shelling the boats the Flaurens had carefully tied up or stacked on the north bank.  Kyven almost laughed when he saw the first boat shudder and sink, five Flaurens catapulting into the water in a spray of flying wooden splinters.  Damn, that was brilliant!


The infantry on the island then sprang into action.  They double-timed it over the bridge and into Old Avannar, and quickly set up a defensive picket among the ruins to defend against the Flauren reserves should they turn back around.  Carriages and wagons appeared from the stables on the island and careened over the river with another wave of cavalry, the remaining Loremasters making their hasty escape, and the soldiers that had been manning the walls quickly organized and started marching over the north bridge, moving out in ever-increasing numbers.  There looked to be some 40,000 or so men in the Loreguard army, more than a match for the Flauren reserves should they try to attack, and Kyven was honestly impressed at how fast and how efficiently they moved.


In a final act, the last of the Loreguard set explosives on both bridges before they left, and destroyed them in city-shaking shockwaves of fire, dust, and smoking stone debris, to deny the invading armies a quick way across the river.  Those men then mounted on horses that had alchemical horseshoes and galloped south to catch up with the rest of the army with magical speed.

Kyven looked things over, and decided that the battle was all but over.  The Flauren reserves were still moving to chase down Danvers, and had not yet turned to attack the Loreguard.  The Loreguard soldiers, Loremasters, and what few civilians had remained in New Avannar poured over the bridges and along a path protected by Loreguard infantry using the ruins as fortifications, even as the attacking armies desperately tried to move up their artillery to shell the retreating army.  The fires on the walls were still burning, preventing the infantry from taking the city, and since there were several tons of debris stacked up behind each of the two gates Kyven had sabotaged, which had been Kyven’s intent for them to do that so they couldn’t easily be opened, that only worked in the Loreguard’s favor now.  The gates made it all but impossible for even an alchemical ram to knock those gates aside, not when they had to push a few dozen tons of stone rubble and debris to make them move.


Kyven hadn’t seen that coming, and as far as he was concerned, that was alright.  A Loreguard army that small was no threat to the Arcans, but was a definite threat to whatever kingdom they happened to flee towards.  Since the main action was going to be along the Smoke Mountains now, that army running around would force the kingdoms to divert forces to chasing them down, reducing the number of men that would be attacking Arcan positions in the mining villages.  It worked in the Arcans’ favor for that army to be on the field, so long as they didn’t conscript, bring in far-flung garrisons, and build to a dangerous number.  He would have to keep tabs on that army, and if it got too big, well, it would have to be dealt with.


After another half hour, it was certain.  The Flauren reserves had marched into the forest, stopped, and then turned around to engage the Loreguard, but by then it was too late.  The Loreguard moved with amazing coordination and haste as they pulled their entire army across those two bridges, brought out wagons from their headquarters holding supplies and whatever equipment they had left over, and then the entire host of about 45,000 soldiers, civilians, and Loremasters fled right through the ruins of Old Avannar and reached Tobacco Road, heading south.  They avoided every trap that had been laid to make the ruins too dangerous for attackers, since they’d set them all, and by the time the cavalry shelling the north bank of the Podac River pulled back, after rolling the cannons into the river, the Flauren reserves were already too late.  They rushed back to their old defensive positions, but found the entire Loreguard army already past them, on their way to Riyan.  On the north side of the river, the flames finally died out, and the attacking armies scaled the walls and found nothing but traps left behind to challenge them.  The entire city was deserted.


Avannar had fallen, but the Loreguard, under the command of one very crafty general, had evaded their attackers and had fled south.


So, technically, it was a victory for the combined armies of the kings of Noraam…but not quite the way they expected.


And almost immediately, the betrayals began.  The Mallans didn’t even bother trying to enter the city.  They were the westernmost army, closest to the mountains, and they pulled back and immediately started preparing to march.  A sudden volley of gunfire thundered along the north sector of the wall, and Kyven noted almost smugly that the Baltons, Phioni, and Jenn colonists had opened fire on the Georvans while they were in an unprotected position, decimating their ranks and forcing them to scatter for cover.  DeVaur was trying to get his army back across the river, but the rush of their Georvan allies among their ranks as they retreated from the surprise attack from the allied northern kingdoms disrupted his attempts to salvage his crossing boats.

Within ten minutes, it was utter chaos on the north side of Old Avannar.  As the last wisps of black smoke wafted up from the walls, clouds of white smoke rose behind them as armies turned on each other in a chaotic melee, alliances were displayed, and other alliances broken.  The Georvans took the brunt of it, trapped between the allied north and Flauren allies that would do nothing to support them, while the Mallans gathered up their troops and supplies and artillery and began marching northwest, along the north bank of the Podac River, pulling back to exectue a river crossing on the far side of the falls.  They would go northwest, cross the river at a safe place some 30 minars upriver, and then march south-southwest to Chardon, Kyven suspected.  By the time they got there, however, the Arcans would be in Atan.  It would take them nearly three days to reach Chardon, where the Arcans would be back at Atan within four days.  DeVaur’s plans for a quick withdraw from Avannar and get a good day’s head start on everyone else for Atan had been destroyed by that overly clever Loreguard general, for now he was engaged in a pitched battle with the Baltons, Phioni, and Jenns.  The Hamm and Menn armies looked to be allied to Mallan from the looks of it, moving along their northern flanks without gunfire as they too packed up their supplies and artillery as advance infantry marched ahead to ensure their route was clear…and from the looks of it, the Hammish and Mennish weren’t heading for Atan, they were heading for Two River.  That was actually rather clever, for Two River would give them a means to come down the Deep River and get behind the Arcans, come up from the other side of the Smoke Mountains and attack the mining villages from the west.  It would take them time to get there, but it was a pretty clever strategy.  If they timed it right, they could pincer the Arcans between them and wipe them out.  And given that the Mallans would have to contend with the Flaurens on the way to Atan, it would give the Hammish and Mennish time to get in position.


So, he was right.  It was the allied north against the larger numbers of disjointed south, which had already fractured into the Flaurens against the Georvans against the allied Nurysians and Alamari.


DeVaur wanted to write his name in the book of glory…well, now it was about everyone against him, so this was his chance.  DeVaur would have no choice but to keep his alliance with the Georvans, if only as additional protection against the organized and allied north.


North against South against Loreguard against Arcans against Alamari and Nurysians.  It would truly be an utterly chaotic and nearly insane campaign over the winter, four different armies vying for what few crystals remained within the Smoke Mountains.

But it was the way of humanity, he pondered with a heavy sigh.  When there were many hungry mouths and only one loaf of bread, inevitably, there would be fighting over who possessed the bread.  Such as it was with the crystals.  The Arcans would defend the mountains to prevent the humans from taking the mines, to strangle them off from the crystals and weaken them to the point where they sued for peace, while the humans would fight tooth and nail against both the Arcans and each other to secure what remained of those supplies for themselves.


The Battle of Avannar was over, and if anyone won, it was the Arcans and the Loreguard.  The Arcans had managed to get out of the battle without putting a single soldier in jeopardy, while the Loreguard defied all odds and managed to escape their deathtrap.  And for that, Kyven would let them go.  They earned another day of life after that impressive feat.  Tomorrow they would be enemies, but today, today, Kyven would toast their ingenuity to Danna and Wilson Danvers when he returned to the army.

Kyven turned and stepped into dark shadows, and was gone.  Gone, on his way to pick up the death machine he didn’t need to use and return it to the army, rejoin his friends and his lover, and return to Atan to pick up Stalker and begin his grim, somber task.

It was a peaceful and amicable split.

It took the Arcans a little over a day to reach Chardon, and when they arrived, Danvers fulfilled his promise while the rest of the army pitched tents and started cookfires for a short rest and a cooked meal.  Every human mercenary was paid, allowed to keep his rifle and his horse, and then was released to his own devices.  They were offered spots as sergeants in the army should they wish to remain, but everyone knew that the coming war was not their fight.  Of the 3,000 or so cavalry that Danvers had initially employed to build his army, only 64 decided to remain and fight with the Arcans.  The men had signed on to smash the Loremasters, and their task was now complete.  Though still technically viable, the Loremasters were now a homeless army of vagabonds fleeing towards Riyan.  The men collected their pay, shook Danvers’ hand, then mounted their horses and either rode due north or southwest, for it was suicide to ride in any other direction.

DeVaur had not taken the betrayal of the Arcans well, if only because Danvers had showed him up in yet another battle.  The Flauren reserves and all of DeVaur’s cavalry were about a day behind them on a forced march with the main core of DeVaur’s army and what was left of the Georvans marching up behind them, but even men on a forced march were even half as fast as an Arcan army on the move.  Danvers had reached Chardon in one day when it would take the Flaurens nearly three, but DeVaur absolutely could not allow Danvers to reach Atan and have five or six days to fortify and prepare, else trying to take Atan would be so bloody that it would barely be worth it.


Kyven couldn’t wait to see DeVaur’s face when he saw the two hundred thousand additional Arcans defending Atan, with similar massive armies holding every mining village and major pass through the Smoke Mountains from Carin to Phioni.  Atan had enough Arcan soldiers to match all the combined armies of the north or the south, but not both, but the drawback was that nearly half of those soldiers had no real weapons, only farm tools or clubs formed from tree branches.  But still, those sheer numbers would make any direct attack on Atan almost impossible, for while the Arcans had no rifles or muskets, if the Flaurens engaged them at the fortifications in hand to hand combat, they had all the weapons they needed.

That was the balancer.  DeVaur would have to find some way to take out the Arcan army at range, and Danvers would specifically deploy the army to defeat that tactic by making them untouchable from ranged attacks.  Trenches, tunnels, repellers, hardened bunkers, combined with Toby, Nightfall, and Danna there to steal artillery and remove DeVaur’s primary ability to damage from a distance, Danvers had sent word back to Atan with maps and orders, and the Arcans there were building them right at the mouth of Atan’s Cougar Pass, the inlet into the narrow valley that held Atan through which the Avannar Road went, and that was the only viable way into Atan for a human army.


Everyone else was more or less where he expected them to be.  The northern armies were moving along the river, intending to cross well upstream of the falls, in one of the few places where the Podac River could be safely forded by men on foot. DeVaur knew that those armies were moving faster than he expected, and the Flaurens would end up fighting a pitched battle against the northern armies at Chardon.  Neither side would have time to dig in, for they would reach Chardon at very nearly the same time, the Flaurens maybe a few hours ahead of the northern armies.  When DeVaur’s advance forces reached Chardon, DeVaur would have to make a decision; continue pursuit of Danvers, or have his advance forces prepare fortifications for his main army to use when the northern armies got there.  DeVaur wasn’t about to just let that army march up behind him, not with the Arcans in front of him.  That would be suicide.  He had a few options that Danvers could see, including leaving a skirmish force at Chardon to slow down the northerners and swinging his army southwest and into the Green Valley, then hook back around and come up at Atan from the southeast.  The Green Valley wasn’t entirely forest, it was a mixture of grassy pastures and fields with stretches of forest intermixed, caused by the many farmers that inhabited the area, both present and past.  A farmer who cleared land for farming and then passed on or moved away left behind cleared land, and it took the forest time to reclaim its former territory.  It was viable to move an army up the Green Valley, a fact of which the Alamari and the Nurysians were well aware.


Kyven watched almost impassively from the fringe as the last of the human mercenaries were paid, as the rest of the camp prepared to settle in for a short rest.  They would move again at midnight, exploiting the other advantage of the Arcans, the ability to operate at night with no real drawbacks.  But Kyven wouldn’t be among them.  While the rest of the army did its part up and down the Smoke Mountains, Kyven had a different mission, a different task, and as much as he dreaded what he had to do, he wasn’t going to drag his feet.  The battle was over, and Kyven’s part in it was done.  He had manipulated the armies to put the Arcans into the best position, put the humans at each other’s throats, and balanced it so no one army held any overwhelming advantage.  The Nurysians and Alamari had certainly surprised him with their sudden betrayal, but that was a complication he’d deal with later.  Vasha nudged him eagerly, for he’d saddled her and that meant that they were going to go somewhere, and he patted her on the snout to calm her a little bit.  “Easy, girl, be patient,” he told her soothingly.  His three nannies lurked nearby, each of them wearing a full pack and carrying both a Briton rifle and one of the pistols they’d made for them, where Striker was still carrying the impact rod that earned him his name in a holster on his belt, where Ebony and Fastpaw had their claws or raw strength for hand to hand combat.  Ebony was tying on the last of Kyven’s equipment, then she slid his Briton lever-action rifle into the scabbard on the saddle, the long-barreled one with a scope for long-range shooting.  On the other side was his bolt-action short-barreled Briton rifle, a more suitable weapon to use from Equar-back.

He was waiting for Danna to finish with the mercenaries.  When she helped pay the last man, she came over to him and gave him a long, wordless embrace, almost clinging to him.  “I don’t want you to go,” she said quietly.


“I know, but it’s what has to be done,” he replied gently, kissing her on top of her muzzle.  “Don’t let Danvers walk all over you, love.  He may be the more experienced general, but you command the Arcan army.  Let him guide you, but don’t let him supplant you.”


“He can have it, love,” she snorted.  “We’re better off if he’s the one leading.”


“Leading is not commanding, Danna,” he told her softly.  “Let him lead.  He should let you command.  And learn how to lead while he’s with you.”


“I understand.  When are you leaving for Flaur?”


“As soon as I meet with the last member of our group,” he replied.  “He should nearly be to Atan by now.


“Who is it?”


“Stalker.”


She made a face.  “That one scares me.”


“That’s exactly why I need him,” Kyven replied grimly.  “He’s not afraid to do what has to be done.”

“So, you’re taking three of my Shaman?”


“I’m taking nobody but Vasha and the Lupans,” he scoffed.  “They’ve made their own choice in this matter, Danna, including understanding the consequences of walking down this path.”


“Lightfoot isn’t going?”


He shook his head.  “Much as I enjoy her company and respect her skills, she has a different path ahead of her.  Send her and Lucky back to Haven, Danna.  Give her the order personally, and be direct.”


“Why send her to Haven?  She’s a fantastic fighter and one of the best scouts we have!”


“Because she’s pregnant,” he replied.  “She might kill Lucky for taking her out of the fighting, but I’d much rather see her be a mother than a soldier.  It might mellow her a little,” he said dryly.  He turned and gave a loud, shrill whistle.


Danna laughed brightly.  “She just might, but she’ll get over it,” she smiled.  “If anything, I know how she feels.  Even though I hate how it happened, the idea of being pregnant is settling in,” she said, pushing away enough to put a clawed hand on her sleek white-furred stomach.


“And knowing that our children will be Arcan doesn’t bother you?”


“Not as much as it did a month ago,” she replied honestly.  “Even if they have fur, they’ll still be our children, Kyven.  And hopefully soon, we’ll have human ones to play with them,” she said lovingly, looking up at him.  “When I have this baby, I can change back.”


“Babies,” he corrected.  “You have four.”


“Four?” she gasped, then she laughed in surprise.  “How am I going to carry four?”


“You’ll manage,” he replied with a chuckle.  “Besides, Arcan babies are born smaller than human ones, then grow fast.  “If you can arrange a wet nurse, you can change back as soon as you recover from the delivery.”


“I know,” she said as Clover, Dancer, and the Lupans approached. His Shaman sisters were carrying their packs, and his two Lupan companions looked spry, almost playful, as they reached him.  Danna chuckled and patted Sirra on the head when they arrived, then spluttered and laughed when the pony-sized canine licked her face…and Sirra didn’t have to reach her head up very far to do that.

“Are we ready, brother?” Clover asked in a resolute voice.


“As I’ll ever be,” Kyven grunted.  “Dancer?”


“Ready to go, brother,” she nodded.


“Then there’s no reason to dawdle,” he said.  He gave Danna one final kiss on the muzzle, then he let go of her and climbed up into Vasha’s saddle.  “Keep Toby and Nightfall with you as much as you can,” he told Danna as he looked own at her.  “Toby’s going to hold off returning to his human body for a while, so make sure you three help each other learn more and more about the shadows.”


“We will.  Are you going to walk back to see us?”


“When I can,” he replied.  “I have to go back to Eusica next week to fulfill my obligations to Andra’s parents, so I can pick up the letters they wrote for her.  I’ll be jumping all over most of Noraam on a nightly basis.  I’ll keep you up to date on troop movements so you and Wilson can plan for it.”


“We’d appreciate that.”


“Tell Wilson I’ll keep in touch,” he said, then without preamble, he pulled on Vasha’s reins.  The huge Equar turned, then he and his five Arcan companions started down the Atan road to meet Stalker, as well as pick up his critical alchemical device from Virren.  It was a long road before him, with twists and turns, darkness and pain, horror and fury, but it was a road that had to be walked.  His totem was right, so long ago, that the only way the Arcans would ever be free is if they took their freedom, and Kyven was the one that would help them rise up and rebel against their masters.  The device Virren was making for him was going to play a pivotal role in that mission, but in the end, it would come down to the Arcans finding the courage within themselves to reject that lot as slaves and declare to their captors and to the world that they were intelligent, proud, sentient beings, and they deserved to be free.  They would prove that while they were different from humans, they were not inferior to humans. They would embrace the forgotten traditions of their race and seize control of their own destinies.

And to do it, Kyven would help them shatter Noraam.


But it had to be done.  To bring balance between the humans and Arcans, the Arcans had to destroy the society in place and everything it represented, for as long as it endured, the Arcans would never be anything but animals to them.  Civilzation as the humans knew it would end, and a new society, a new culture would take its place, fostered in by Andra.  It would be a culture of strength and pride, valuing the honest nobility of hard work and prosperity, but also one of kindness.  In that society, the Arcans may not be welcome, but their independence and their sentience would be recognized and respected.  It may take hundreds of years for the humans to come to allow the Arcans among them again after what Kyven would do to them.


That was the dark path Kyven had to walk.  And while he hated it with every fiber of his being, it had to be done.  It simply had to be done.


To save the world, Kyven would destroy it.  And in so doing, seal his own fate.


But that, too, was his burden, and it was a fate that he had already accepted.  That was the path he had chosen to walk, and he would walk it without regret to its destination.


What rose from the ashes of Noraam would be Kyven’s little victory.

And thus ends Shadow Walker.

In the next book,

Walker of the Path,

Kyven wages a war

of destructive fury across

Noraam as the Arcans

struggle to protect Haven

from the fury of the

twelve kingdoms.
