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DAVID JAMES LYNCH

We don’t always get to choose the path we’ll take...

Having been separated from family and loved ones, Sivino Spallic and his companions continue their perilous journey south, on a path that leads them to the war-ravaged realm of Rentorria. Despite receiving the mysterious sword from the Goddess Dahnu, Sivino feels entirely unprepared for the fate that awaits him.

In the city of Orshos, King Doran Dunarrk learns that the forces invading Rentorria have been joined by unknown beasts whose brutality far exceeds anything his people have ever encountered. The conflict is quickly spreading, he realizes. And his side is losing.

To the northeast, Sivino’s father Dels leads the people of Egim to Ras, the stone city of the Drales. From there, Dels must journey south in the hope of finding Sivino and his friends to return them safely to their home... or what remains of it.

Through all of this, the faeraes Niamh and Cehron Cen Kohr continue to exert their influence. Even as her health fails, Niamh is determined to see a prophecy fulfilled. Cehron’s determination, however, is set on sowing chaos at every turn.
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For him, things are progressing splendidly...
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Synopsis of All Things Broken
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Sixteen-year-old Sivino Spallic lives a peaceful life with his family in the hamlet of Egim, but his life is irrevocably changed one fateful day when a cow on the family homestead is brutally attacked. The following day, Sivino and his friends Ston, Torla and Kef discover who has done the killing when they find their friend and mentor Lomin Lailoken injured and engaged in a battle with a Nylac – a terrible creature that was, until now, thought to be purely myth. 

The Nylacci are powerful, nightmarish beasts who kill all they encounter. Sivino and his friends manage to escape with the help of Drip, the ill-tempered trenoc who has lived and worked with the Spallic family all his life. With the Nylac dead, they set out with Lomin to find aid in Levebar, after being informed by Drip that Nylacci block the way home to Egim. When the reach Levebar, they find the village has been destroyed, and the lone survivor, a deaf boy named Tonnis, narrowly escapes death as his friends come to his rescue. 

The Nylacci have been brought to Sivino’s world by Cehron Cen Kohr, a renegade faerae who grows increasingly unstable and malicious as the years pass. After rescuing Tonnis, Sivino’s group encounter Cen Kohr and a group of Nylacci outside the ruins of Levebar, and are spared death only by the arrival of the faerae Niamh, daughter of the Fae king Obaeron. Niamh has a complicated bond with the world of Cahruia, the realm of Embarria, and the citizens of Egim in particular. Her shifting (movement between different, adjacent worlds) is extensive and takes a physical toll, but she keeps a watchful eye on the Egimians for reasons that are hers alone. During a heated exchange, it is revealed that Cen Kohr has brought the destructive Nylacci from the world of Dreg to prove his firm belief that worlds should be kept separate, that the “reckless interaction” of different worlds should be ended. He references Niamh’s relationship with “the mortal”- the long dead warrior Oisin - who was Niamh’s lover. He also references the prophecy (a message or vision received by fae creatures from the Faant, the divine Creators of all worlds). The enigmatic prophecy references the blood that will be “spilt on the sword of a boy”. Niamh then gives Cen Kohr a warning that the surrounding forest holds more threat than Cen Kohr may be prepared to address, and the renegade faerae leaves with the Nylacci. Niamh remains with Sivino and his friends.

While these events transpire on the outskirts of Levebar, a similar catastrophe unfolds back in Egim. The town has come under attack by a band of Nylacci, and Sivino’s father Dels finds himself responsible for leading the townsfolk to safety. In the forested hills outside Egim, they mounted a defence that while admirable, is insufficient to stop the beasts. It is only through the intervention of winged faerae creatures called hyter sprites that the townsfolk are saved. Before the hyter sprites leave, their leader informs Dels and his son Leath that Sivino and the others are safe and heading south, but the townsfolk must travel east to Ras, the home of the foreboding Drales. After burying four fallen Egimians, the townsfolk reluctantly head east. 

Back in Sivino’s camp, Niamh shares a little information about herself and the fae homeland of Elysium. The group is unable to agree on how to proceed, and some – particularly Torla – are distrustful of the faerae. Sivino asserts that he will follow Niamh, and with some trepidation, the others agree to join him. For Torla, the decision is upsetting as it will lead them south, into a land that is afflicted by conflict, a land where her older brother was killed. The western realm of Rentorria is under assault from the eastern realm of Isror, and the realm of Embarria, just north of both these regions, has joined the fray to lend assistance to their Rentorrian allies. Soon afterward, Niamh leaves the group in order to visit with her father, King Obaeron, in Elysium.

Rentorria is led by their king Doran Dunarrk. For the past year, he has worked to drive back the Isrorian forces who, under the leadership of their king Idach Garron, continue to move further into the western realm. Garron asserted that, in a dream, he’d been told by the Goddess Dahnu that the lands surrounding Lake Madimest had once been Isrorian and could rightfully be reclaimed. The truth is that Isror’s valuable ore resources were depleting, and great deposits had been discovered on the fringes of the realm of Rentorria. And so, the battle rages. In the days that follow, Doran learns from the trader-turned-spy Staid Dyrro that the city of Ronec has fallen, and the Isrorians move west to the city of Nahcin. 

To the north, the queen of Embarria, Inlonia Talchol has been forced to make difficult decisions. While her realm was not under direct attack, it was entirely possibly that a successful campaign by the Isrorians could lead them to turn their eyes to the northern realm. Additionally, Rentorria was an ally, and should Embarria ever find itself faced with invasion, Inlonia was sure that the Rentorrians would come to their aid. And so, in recent months, Embarrian forces had been sent to help their southern neighbors. Unsatisfied to sit idle in the capital city of Levebule while her people fought in the south, Inlonia sets forth to make the journey with a small, trusted group of her Guard, including her friend and advisor Ennis Tinod’atu. It is her hope that standing with her army will lend strength and resolve to their forces, as well as those of Rentorria.

In Elysium, Niamh is reunited with her father, as well as his advisor, the faerae Tryn. While there, she is unable to escape the cascade of memories of her time with the warrior Oisin, who accompanied her to Elysium in an age long past. Having come to Elysium, Oisin had been unaware that the passage of time was different in most worlds, especially in Elysium, also known as Avalon or Tir Na N’Og. The faerae Cehron Cen Kohr, who, even in this long-ago time was beginning to venture down darker paths, was well aware of this fact. Steadfast in his belief that the populations of worlds should not mix, he tricked Oisin into returning to his homeland, where one hundred years had passed. When he discovered Cehron’s motivations (which include revenge for capturing Niamh’s heart), Oisin jumped from his horse to confront the faerae. The moment his feet touched the soil he aged rapidly and met his untimely death. Niamh would remain unaware of who led her lover to his demise. 

Amongst the Egimians, Dels and his company question the wisdom of seeking help from the Drales. Known to dismiss other populations, these tall, pale, sharply-muscled people live in a high city carved in the face of the Cudgel Mountains. There are stories of them refusing assistance to lost and injured travelers, and the group questions their potential hospitality. Dels encourages all, including his son Leath, to maintain hope, and they set out. As they journey, Dels remembers his wife Rhenna’s final days, and the words she whispered to him on her deathbed concerning Sivino. Soon thereafter, the Egimians encounter the Drales, who had just recently killed two Nylacci. After a terse introduction, the Drales agree to lead the Egimians to the safety of Ras. The Egimians learn that it was a faerae who convinced the Drales to wait for them, and see them safely to the stone city. 

As Sivino and his friends continue their journey without Niamh, they encounter unexpected company - queen Inlonia Talchol and her small contingent. Though the meeting seemed by chance, the faerae Niamh had directed Inlonia toward Sivino. For two days, they journey together and get acquainted with one another. During a rest period, Sivino inadvertently insults Drip, who storms off. When Sivino goes looking for Drip, he stumbles upon an enchanted spring from which he drinks. He awakens in another world. In the mist by a lake, he is addressed by a voice that he will come to realize is that of the Goddess Dahnu. From her, he attains a sword of magnificent power, though he has no idea how he’ll use it. When he questions his ability to wield the talisman, Dahnu recounts the prophecy of the blood on the sword of a boy, telling him to “do those things which much be done.” She leads him to the lake, whispering ‘It is time’ as she sets him once more on his uncertain path...
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‘It is time...’

These words, the words of the Goddess, float as they’re spoken, sailing outward, upward, steady on an uncertain ocean of time and space and purpose that is all but impossible to comprehend. Like the handcrafted toy boats of children, they are the messages in corked bottles set adrift on steadfast belief that destinations can and will be reached.

They have waited so long. 

Such words, spoken so gently, will reach unknowable distances. 

The words are heard, though they extend far beyond the ear of the young boy who stands in the shallow water, awkwardly holding his newly acquired sword. They are heard by the Faant – a consciousness in three parts; Perception, Judgment and Preservation. It is a transcendent consciousness, everywhere and nowhere at the same time, distinct but interconnected, found in the tiniest form of life while also spanning the face of the world. 

It is Perception that hears the words of the Goddess; Perception that hears all, sees all, feels all. As the Goddess speaks and the blade of the boy touches the water, Perception senses the meaning and manifests itself as a ripple - though it is in fact the entire lake, the entire countryside - composed of all the lifeforce that resides within. The Faant’s Perception, the ripple that emanates from the sword in the lake, will convey the message of the Goddess; will share the urgency of her wishes. 

The ripple spreads. 

A flash of lightning illuminates a meadow. 

The meadow, if it can still be called such, has been all but destroyed - a bloody stain, a ruined shadow of its former glory. Trees have been felled. The once lush field has been trampled, ripped apart by the fighting, the feet and fire that have ravaged the area for days. The bodies of men, women and beast lie strewn across the landscape where wildflowers once held sway, and the dead air vibrates with the constant buzzing of flies. Occasionally, the squawk of an angry bird punctuates the incessant drone as the fowl battle for the choicest selection of carrion. Yet, there is little need to fight. 

Dead flesh is plentiful. 

Dark clouds roll over the hills, and quickly cover the sun. The sky passes a grey hand over its face as if to hide the sight below, and deepens the darkness of the meadow until the lightning, brief and brilliant, reveals all. 

It is time.

In that instant, the Judgement of the Faant is passed. 

Little deliberation is required in the process. In that moment, receiving this message, the stark truth of the situation is laid bare, and the Faant, in its unknowable way, sees, senses, understands what has occurred and what must be done. In that moment, perhaps it is the tiny corpse of a fawn, torn to pieces, that might be considered the deciding factor in the Faant’s judgement. Perhaps it’s the way the fawn’s glassy eye caught the flash of lighting, as if capturing all the light left in this darkening world.

Death is the way of things, but the Faant is aware that the way of Death, the path that leads to the culmination of a life stage, may or may not be just. The Faant cannot bring life back to the corpses of the meadow; would not, even if it could. But Judgement sees that a balance has been disrupted, and this altered equilibrium needs what some beings might refer to as divine intervention.

In another world, where lightning never strikes, that verdict is felt in the form of a breeze. 

Though the distance between the elements of the Faant may, on some level, be deemed great, it is something that cannot accurately be measured. The interconnectedness nullifies ideas of the space between. 

Preservation, perhaps more than its counterparts, understands how to address a disruption of balance. It understands that there is a need for some form of intervention, some form of influence that, while not dictating the order and certainty of events, may nudge them in a particular direction. 

There is indeed chaos in the universe; a necessary chaos inextricably woven within and around the workings of the Faant, and it may be that their workings, their interconnectedness creates the pattern which sees the repetition and organization of events. 

To correct what it deems to be an abnormality of the pattern, Preservation acts to adjust. Like a child who rethinks the move she is about to make with a piece on the gameboard, Preservation makes a move of its own. Through the open window of the highest room in a castle, this element of the Faant shares its whisper - a sudden, yet gentle breeze that caresses the face of a king, moving his intent and his deep red hair with the slightest touch. 

It is time. 

A goddess, while immortal, will not keep her true form for all eternity. Such is not the way of things. As death is but a passage to another stage of existence, so now does this stage of Dahnu’s life wane. The Faant recognizes this. It appreciates this. 

At some point, all pieces must be removed from the game. 

It is time. 

And so it is, that in the span of a moment, the sword of the boy touches the lake and the influence of the Faant touches the world. All is perceived, judged and set in motion. In that one instant, lightning flashes and the soft breeze blows, all before the second ripple has ushered from the tip of the sword. 

There are, of course, so many other worlds that require attention... 
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Niamh watched as a fierce sun rose over the Silver Wood.

Beside her, Obaeron leaned heavily on the thick stone sill of the window; his aged fingers rubbing the smooth, worn surface.

For countless years he had led the Fae; had stood firm and solid as other worlds changed incessantly. His rule was one of steadfast certainty. He was a being of magic, powerful beyond reckoning and filled with the knowledge of ages.

And he’d been fooled.

“Cehron.” He spoke without looking up. The pain in his face was evident. For centuries, Cehron Cen Kohr had been a trusted friend of the king. There had been talk in some circles that Cehron might even have been the most obvious choice to lead the Council, and in doing so, his authority would be second only to Obaeron. The king had passed his three thousandth year, and the effects of time were increasingly evident. While the life of a faerae was long indeed, the day would come when that final path would have to be taken. It was quite likely that the dark and difficult revelation they now discussed would only further his slow decline.  

“Yes, Father. Cehron.” Niamh continued to watch the sunrise as she spoke.

“He’s been telling me of this activity for years, Niamh. Rogue faerae activity, he called it. We all trusted him, everyone on the Council. For that matter, there may be none in our entire Seelie Court that would ever doubt him. You know as well as I how respected he is in Elysium. Such power, and the knowledge he gained from his constant wandering only helped to inform us better of the doings of other worlds, their progress and their failures. The things we learned from him.” He smiled bitterly as he continued. “He was so strong, at such a young age. A prodigy, some called him, even by Fae standards. He could create a Path in the tiniest trickle of water. And the Gates, Niamh! How in the name of the Faant he was able to master the language to open the Gates with such ease, I don’t know.” He stood fully and walked back to the plush green throne beside his fireplace. Heavily, he sat and put a hand to his forehead. “Rogue faerae activity. And all the while, it was him.”

“He knew that you and the Council would need more than sufficient reason to forbid movement on the Paths, Father. We all know that Cehron considers the Fae to be superior to all others, but none could have known the depth of the disdain he held for other races.”

“The signs were there, Niamh. They were there. Cehron repeatedly raised the issue of Oisin to the Council.”

At the name, Niamh stopped short. In her chest, she felt that familiar feeling rise once more; the emptiness that engulfed her more often than she cared to admit in recent years. She laid a hand over her breast, breathing deeply, though her father failed to notice. The king was lost in thought, recalling the many conversations he’d had with the Cernunnos; conversations in which Cehron had expressed great concern for the future of the faerae world, among others.

“He was so convincing in his arguments, Niamh. I can still see the look on his face as he implored me to take action. ‘How can one of our own be so reckless?’ he’d asked. ‘They must be mad! Too many Paths are being used. Too many being opened, carelessly, by faerae creatures that would flood worlds, including ours, with those that don’t belong. The Paths, the Gates; all will lead to further destruction and eventual chaos. Weapons are moving. Disease is spreading. The time for action has come,’ he told me. And I believed him.”

“His manipulation was great,” Niamh offered. “The words he spoke were truth. But the more important truth, the truth he hid so well, was that the rogue faerae activity was his own, and not that of other faeraes, be they Seelie or Unseelie. The Paths will forever exist. There is no eradicating the Fingers of the Faant. But his stability is failing, Father. You can see it in his eyes. Perhaps this is why he’s not graced your presence of late.”

It was true, Obaeron realized, that Cehron had visited the king’s home less frequently in recent decades. When he did call upon the king, he was void of the pleasure that once filled him. It was distressing to see this in a faerae, but Obaeron had assumed that Cehron’s change was the result of the worrisome affairs that he saw and experienced in his wandering.

He could not have known that Cehron had long since begun a descent into madness, ignoring the will of the Faant, facilitating shifts that instead of maintaining balance had the opposite effect; to bring about disorder, confusion and fear.

“How,” he whispered, “how could I have missed this? It is my duty, my responsibility to not only protect the Fae, but to control and guide those who go astray.” He released his grip on the armrests of his throne, and moved again to the nearest window. As he watched a lone lipizzaner stallion wander the gardens far below the high window, he sighed and shook his head. “I have failed.”

Niamh moved to him and placed her hands on his strong shoulders; shoulders that had borne the weight of great responsibility for long millennia. “No, Father, you have not failed. In the face of madness, the eyes of reason are often unable to see with clarity. That is why I could not go along with the talk of possible edicts to avoid the Fingers. The will of the Faant is too important. The Paths are essential.”

He nodded, but Niamh could see that he was unable to absolve himself of this oversight. Based on Cehron’s deception, he and the Council had begun discussions which could change the very nature of Elysium and the role that the Fae would play in all worlds. Obaeron sighed, and looked beyond the gardens to the dense foliage of the Silver Wood. Her return, Niamh realized, had been a bittersweet experience for Obaeron. So long he had requested her return to Elysium, only to be put off each time. He knew that Niamh’s life was dedicated to the work and will of the Faant above all else. Niamh had resented the fact that Obaeron had considered such divisive action; action which would essentially put the wishes of the Fae before that of the Faant. Obaeron understood this. They had both inwardly known that had Niamh returned to Elysium in recent times, the result would have been an intense confrontation that would have resolved nothing. The daughter of Obaeron was nothing if not steadfast in her beliefs. While she could not have changed the king’s looming edicts – they being supported by the authority of the Council as well as most of the Court – they had both known that she would challenge it vehemently. Both knew as well that she’d never have followed such edicts, and subsequently, she, the king’s daughter, would have been considered rogue. She’d seen the futility of such inevitable disputation. And so, she’d stayed away.

“Cehron will continue,” she said simply. “I’ve come to inform you of this, but more importantly, we need to decide what can be done.”

“I appreciate this, Niamh. As I appreciate your returning.”

“It’s a return of necessity, Father.” She stopped, her thin hands resting on the table. “There is so much in this land that reminds me of him.” Her father knew of whom she now spoke. In the centuries since she had lost Oisin, she’d spent virtually all of her time in worlds other than her own. The sorrow, she’d told her father many times, was unbearable. “Every meadow, every river holds dear and devastating memories that invite darkness and widen the void inside me.”

“It is a void I shared, to an extent,” Obaeron replied. “With Oisin’s death, I could not help but feel a part of you had died as well. Your vitality, your energy, were so affected, I feared you’d never recover.”

“I never have,” she said simply. “My sole purpose now, as I’ve said, is to see to the Faant’s will. We must deal with Cehron. He will continue to wreak his havoc, he’s made that clear. But if this edict is enforced, then Elysium will essentially be cut off from all other worlds. The connections between all worlds will end. Cehron attempts to back you into a corner. What he’s done in Cahruia is a precursor to what he’ll continue to do, until you act. I don’t think for a moment that he’d spare Elysium.” She saw the grimace on the king’s face turn to anger, but continued before he could speak. “Cehron has chosen Cahruia to begin his reign of terror. He knows that this is the world I hold most dear. He likely knows that this world is where the Whispers of the Faant would be fulfilled. We’ve both heard the words. Seen the visions. The Egimians are important to me. He knows this. He toys with us. That is why he fuels the fires of war that continue to burn in their lands. He calls us to engage him.”  

War. The very thought of this brought an ache to Niamh’s heart. Cahruia was, as Cehron had said, a relatively simple world. It was a younger world, where technological advances and scientific progress were in their earliest stages. It was a world where, despite the current conflict, the potential for growth and peace was great. This potential would never be realized, of course, so long as Cehron used the land to flaunt his disdain for the Faant, and shifted those that would do nothing but facilitate ruin.

“Nylacci.” The king shook his head, still unable to believe what he’d been told. “Of all creatures to shift... It’s unthinkable.”

Niamh pulled her sleeves about her wrists. Shifting. So necessary, but dangerous as well. If a person was unready for such a change, or the receiving world was unsuitable for the individual, the results could be disastrous. In these instances, there were always risks that could not be avoided. The individual entering the world might be deemed insane or delusional. Often, when a shift was facilitated, the individual was unable to adapt to the world, to find their place, especially in such cases where the entered world was quite advanced and where curious minds questioned the history of the shifted. Most often, however, the greatest risk was sickness. The Darkness. Even when Fate required such moves, the body – and, in rare cases, the mind – of the individual was unable to cope with the move. In these instances, the Darkness slowly consumed a person. Such tenuous requests by the Faant were rare but, as with all the requested shifts, they were necessary. How, Niamh thought, could her father even have considered forbidding movement on the paths, the crossroads of Fate itself?

“I don’t know...” Obaeron said from the window, considering the question with which Niamh struggled but had not voiced. He smiled bitterly. “If only I’d been able to read the face and thoughts of Cehron as I am still able yours, Niamh. Long did I consider what could be done. The consultations with the Council resolved nothing; perhaps even made the situation worse.”

A look from his daughter.

“I knew what your answer would be. So many of us have been responsible for the Faant’s will, but none as steadfast and determined as you. I didn’t need to ask.”

“Maybe I needed to be asked, Father. Do you know how difficult it was to receive the news of such important decisions as a message from your servant? Tryn himself was embarrassed to play such a role.” She clasped her fingers, her lips tight. “I should have been involved much, much earlier.”

The king nodded. “Perhaps you are right. The arguments were bitter, and hard feelings exist still.” He paused, and shook his head. “Several Council members, like myself, were swayed by Cehron’s warnings too quickly. We could not have suspected this.”

“The time for suspicion is past. We now know. We must decide what is to be done. Cehron’s Nylacci roam throughout Cahruia. He will continue to stain other worlds with this filth – and worse, no doubt – unless he is stopped. His wrath must end. He must end.”

She looked at her father, the implications of her words hanging heavily in the early morning air.

“Niamh, what you suggest... it cannot be done. You know this as well as any. No faerae can bring harm to one of their own. It has always been so. It is the Law of Fae.”

“What does Law mean, Father, when we stand on the cusp of disaster? The ruination of worlds, of the Faant’s will? The loss of the balance we keep? The fate of worlds, Father, cannot be determined by one mad faerae!”

“You know the Law, Niamh. Any faerae who slays one of his own will find his own life forfeit. This Law was laid down in the First Days. Do you not see the paradox of our situation? You criticize the Faant’s Law because it forbids the necessary action to save our relationship with those who gave us the Law.”

“Then, the Laws must be changed. The will of the Faant must come before all.”

“Are the Laws of the Faant not their will?”

“It’s what must be done.”

“Niamh, Laws such as these cannot be changed to facilitate such action. There is reason and logic to all decisions made by the Faant. Perhaps they allow this because it is their will. The movement that Cehron speaks of, the movement of destructive forces from one world to another... perhaps the Faant have long foreseen this. Perhaps this movement is their will.”

“That is not possible.”

“Who is to say what is possible, and what is not, in the eyes of the Creators?” He paused, thinking. “Perhaps they test us?”

Niamh shook her head, and moved to the window by which her father had just stood. She tried to see things from his perspective.

Obaeron began to move around the room, his hands joined behind his back.

“Let us think logically, Daughter.” He stopped beside her as he spoke. “We have but few choices. Cehron cannot be reasoned with. The madness of a faerae has never been remedied. In our extensive history, we’ve never seen a complete descent. History tells us of Fae who were able, to an extent, to see the madness which began to grow in them. They chose to exile themselves before their fall was complete. Yet, Cehron... From what you tell me, it seems he embraces it. He is lost.”

“And that is why we must act. The Whispers, the prophecy, must be fulfilled, must be given every chance to reach fulfillment, whatever that may look like.” Her father listened with narrow eyes, allowing her to continue. Niamh pulled a cloak about her shoulders, signalling that their time together was nearing an end. “To do so, we must ensure that those most directly involved are given every opportunity to see these events unfold as the Faant prophesied. The solution, though it may not appear to be so, is simple.

“We need to protect the Egimian.”
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“...him back to camp...”

“...was trying to find...”

“...get that blade? Not the one he had...”

“...hear me?”

Voices. Words. Sivino tried to piece them together; tried to link them into sense and tie them to individuals. Slowly, very slowly, he opened his eyes.

Lomin’s face was above him. “Sivi?”

“I’m fine.” His voice was raspy, his eyelids heavy.

“We’ll be the judges of that,” Ennis grunted as he helped Sivino to his feet. “Come. Let’s get you back to camp.”

“You’re fortunate that Wyncor spotted you,” Inlonia said when the others had stopped fussing over him. Being gone for several long hours, they’d feared he had ended up a tender meal for a Nylac. Sivino ate and drank from the foodstuffs that the group had abandoned by the fire when they’d begun their frantic search. The queen gave a small piece of dried meat to the bird. “We would likely have spent the evening trying to track you down – to no avail I’d imagine – as your track disappeared entirely.” She looked at Sivino expectantly. He nodded slowly, and sat up.

He recounted the story with surprising clarity, given the haze that surrounded both his entrance and departure from the purple-sky world. His companions listened, leaning forward to take in every word as he spoke of the foreign land. Drip sat off to the side, his muttering finally subsiding when Sivino spoke of the person he’d encountered. Seeing the incredulity of the faces before him, he decided not to share Dahnu’s name, fearful that with one word, he would completely discredit the story he told. He described her appearance, and how she had disappeared into the water with his broken sword and re-emerged a short time later with the new blade. For some reason, he’d been chosen to bring this blade to the Three Realms. Sivino felt an unfamiliar sense of pride as he relayed the details of his encounter. It was a foreign feeling. He had done nothing to warrant such an honour, as he saw it, and could see no reason why any would want him to have such a weapon, but holding the blade now he felt for the first time in his life that he might be capable of something meaningful. Something important.

“Yet the strangest part of all of this,” he said quietly as he concluded his story, “was the last thing she said to me.” As he paused to recall Dahnu’s words, he was struck by the weight of the silence, as if the entire forest listened. “She said the shepherd would fade when his blood is spilt on my sword...”

The silence was absolute, the confusion obvious. Sivino pushed himself to his feet, standing a little taller than he’d have previously stood. This was a story that was in no small way unbelievable. He was grateful that he had the talisman beside him, a tangible piece of evidence that showed the others there was truth in what he said. Yet, he was changed in more ways than the weaponry he possessed. As he stood, he held the eyes of any who looked his way, daring them to challenge his claims. None did.

With sure hands, he sheathed his blade in the scabbard that Ennis had provided for him. It was not a perfect fit for the sword, Sivino thought, but then, neither was he. He glanced toward the trenoc, who looked away quickly. From Drip, his gaze moved to Ston, and again he felt the weight of scrutinizing eyes.

It’s those who are closest to me, Sivino thought, who doubt my capability the most.

He’d been told by his parents from an early age that there was no need to prove himself to anyone. Your best is always enough, they’d said. There’s no need to rise to a standard set by others. You set that standard. This talk usually came following an encounter with Leath, and a desperate attempt by Sivino to gain the respect of his brother. He’d always known that Dels and Rhenna had accepted him without condition, just as he’d known that the conditions of Leath’s acceptance would be many.

What would Leath say if he could see him now, preparing to mount a golden mare, wearing a blade forged by the Gods? The very thought made Sivino’s head feel light. In his most far-fetched dreams, he could never have imagined occupying his current position. But would I have wished for this? he thought. While there was an immense feeling of purpose in him now, he longed for the simple life of Egim; the smell of the fields, the feel of the river. His family. As it had so often since he’d left his home, a terrible unease filled him. He knew this feeling would continue to plague him until he’d received news of his family’s fate.

As his eyes studied the etching of his sword hilt, the faerae emerged from the trees.

None had seen her approach, and several of the company jumped as she walked into their midst. Gilsanna spun, knife in hand, poised and ready to throw. Niamh barely glanced in her direction.

The faerae moved closer, and noticed the blade that hung at Sivino’s side. She looked from the blade to Sivino.

“Someone’s been wandering,” she said.

Sivino began to speak, but Niamh raised her hand slightly, silencing him with the gesture. “I’ll hear your story in due time. Right now, we must continue our journey.” She looked to the trail before them, her face dark. “Have a keen eye. The forest feels unsettled.”

Through the following day they continued their journey south, and while the damp air created some discomfort, the trek was uneventful.

On several occasions, Sivino felt the weight of Drip’s gaze. He knew that the trenoc was questioning how he, a scrap of a lad, could be entrusted with such a weapon. Sivino sat tall on his mare, giving the impression of a confidence he’d never demonstrated while on horseback. No, there was no need to prove himself, he knew, but today he felt like showing the trenoc that maybe, in some small way, things had changed. When Drip’s eyes met his own, Sivino held them. From the time Sivino had been of toddling age, Drip had been able to stare him down in a moment.

This was no longer the case.

Physically, he was essentially the same, lacking any great strength, speed or agility, but there were other ways to grow, Sivino knew. He wondered how long it might take Drip to shift a mindset that had been set in place for the entirety of Sivino’s life.

He was pondering this still when Ennis raised a hand at the front of the group, drawing them all to a halt.

The queen’s guard moved quickly to his side. Gilsanna remained close to Inlonia as Sivino and the others moved forward.

“Droppings,” Ennis said, leaning forward. “Left by a creature that we would do well to avoid.”

“Nylacci?” Kef asked.

The corner of Ennis’ mouth curled, though it didn’t remove the concern from his face. “No, my young friend. I can assure you that while I’m quite unfamiliar with the waste of those monsters, what I do know well are the droppings of a brudog.” He moved up the trail, his face growing graver with each step. “There’s more,” he called over his shoulder. “And based on the tracks, quite a few came through together. Recently. Both the tracks and the droppings are fresh.”

“Do we change course?” Gilsanna asked Ennis.

“Even doing so will not guarantee we don’t walk directly into their midst.” The big man looked at the queen, and then the faerae. “I assume you would both agree that we continue on?”

“We continue on this path.” Niamh was looking south.

“Right then. Tregg. You and Hargen take the higher ground for a bit. Don’t stray too far now, but find a vantage point. See what you can see.”

Both men nodded and moved out. Lomin approached Ennis.

“This is not brudog territory,” the ragged man remarked. “I fear that something has spooked them, got them on the run.”

Ennis nodded. “Possibly. I’m guessing a dozen at least in this pack.” He lowered his voice, so that only Lomin could hear. “What concerns me is that they were here so recently. They’ll not have gotten far, and those brutes have noses that can pick up a scent from leagues away. We’d best get moving.” He turned to the others. “Have your weapons ready, folks.” He offered an unconvincing smile. “Just in case.”

For the next hour, they travelled in relative silence. The entire group was on edge. Drip had taken to the treetops immediately after the departure of Tregg and Hargen. When he finally did descend, he moved with purpose. At the same time, Tregg and Hargen came around a bend in the trail. All bore the same news.

“They’ve got our scent,” said Tregg. “Headed our way.”

“Damnation!” Ennis looked around, seeking a location from which they could make their best defence. Drip saw what he was doing.

“A little to the east,” the trenoc offered. “A small clearing on the slope that will give us room, allow us to form a rough circle. Defend against all sides... Defend the queen.” He hesitated, then moved off in a rush as if embarrassed by his words. He slowed as he passed Niamh, and glanced up. “I’ll need your help with the young ones.”

They moved with their weapons already drawn, urging their horses forward. The animals were, as Ennis had discussed upon their first day of travel, masterfully trained by the best in the realm. Though they might outrun the brudogs for a short time, it would only delay the inevitable confrontation. In the thick of the forest, the brudogs could move with much greater agility than the horses. And the company had no interest in fleeing north, knowing that they’d only have to turn and come back south once more. Sivino felt the taut muscles of his mare, and wondered what he’d be able to do if the animal bolted. He prayed he wouldn’t find out.

Niamh, it appeared, had considered the same possibility. As they reached the clearing, she moved from one horse to another, gently stroking the head of each, whispering quiet words that had an immediate effect. The anxious neighing and beating of hooves subsided. The animals shook their manes, huffed, but did not move from their place in the clearing.

Sivino hefted the sword in his hand. A thousand thoughts ran through his mind. Was he ready for this? Did the sword change anything? Would the others be looking to him to protect and fight valiantly, or would they continue to expect little of him? He looked around fearfully, and chastised himself for the pride he’d allowed himself to feel upon gaining the sword. He was, he realized, a boy with a blade almost as long as himself, and no idea how to use it.

In moments, the savage growling of the beasts reached the ears of the company. Beside him, Ston, Torla, Kef and Tonnis stood ready. Though Torla was equipped with her bow, the others possessed longknives and swords that were pitifully short. In the distance, glimpses of the dogs could now be seen through the trees to the right as they sped along the path. Then, the lead dog made a quick, deep bark and half the pack veered right, entering the trees. As Ennis cursed, Sivino stepped forward and raised his sword higher.

The brudogs racing through the forest were only slightly slower than those upon the path; their huge legs tearing the earth as they wove between the trunks with terrible speed. Torla fired her first arrow, and missed her mark. Beside her, Raid and Hargen unleashed arrows of their own. One struck a brudog in the shoulder, and it went down in a spray of dirt and leaves.

From the corner of his eye, Sivino saw Lomin pull the willow stick from his pocket. Pointing it at one of the brudogs, he hissed strange, foreign words at the snarling creature and then gave a small flick of his wrist. An instant later the dog jerked to the side as if pulled, and collided with a massive oak, shattering its neck. Holding the new sword firm, Sivino spun, trying to see if there was an exposed or otherwise vulnerable part of their group. From her boot, he saw Torla retrieve a knife.

Niamh moved to the center of their circle. She moved with no particular haste, though she glanced back and forth as if taking account of the remaining dogs that grew ever closer. We only have moments, Sivino thought. Then, the faerae stopped and pulled a handful of dirt from the inner pockets of her thin cloak.

“Hellfire! What is she doing?” Drip hissed.

Ennis brought down two of the dogs with his arrows, and Gilsanna planted one of her knives into the shoulder of another, but it was not enough. Seeing that Torla had no arrows remaining – and had thrown her only knife at a dog – Sivino rushed forward and pulled her behind him, stepping between her and the advancing animals. Behind him, the voice of Niamh rose, barely perceptible above the shouts and barking. It was, as far as Sivino could tell, a language he’d never heard.

And then, she was in front of him.

Staring down these ravenous beasts, she raised a handful of dirt in her left hand, and with a sweeping arc to the right, threw it in front of herself and the young ones, hissing strange words the entire time. The dirt hit the ground just before the lead dog reached them, its mouth snapping as it skidded to a halt.

Niamh took a few steps backwards, and did the same on the other side of the small clearing, which spanned perhaps twenty paces. Two sides were effectively cut off from the beasts while two were left exposed. On one side, Lomin and Ennis held the beasts back, while on the other side, Inlonia’s remaining guards did the same. Screams sounded as one dog took Raid Smillo from his feet, tearing at his pant leg. Hargen was upon it immediately, attacking its throat.   Niamh reached into her cloak, extracting another handful of the rust-coloured earth, and turned toward Lomin. Though she did not run, she crossed the small distance in an instant, as though a mighty wind had sucked her from the spot she’d stood and deposited her next to her old friend. Again, the clay was thrown before the dogs; a protective barrier, somehow empowered by her words and touch. She did the same next to Inlonia’s guards, appearing at their side quicker than Sivino could follow. He watched as the last of the dirt was thrown to the ground. He noticed as well how Niamh’s empty hand went slowly to her chest.

The brudogs howled their fury. Sivino spun around, watching as the creatures encircled them. There was nowhere to run. Every member of the group held what weapons they had before them, fully expecting that at any moment whatever form of enchantment Niamh had created would be broken.

The dogs walked in slow circles. Several looked past the people directly in front of them, trying instead to find the creature who’d cut off their access. They sniffed at the ground, snarling when they got too close to the barrier of dirt. While the others appeared doubtful of the protection, Sivino trusted fully in its power, and lowering his sword he moved to Niamh.

“I’ve never seen so many together,” Lomin said. “Or so aggressive.”

“As you said, they’re spooked,” Ennis replied, his voice low. “They can usually be driven off with a quick assault. I think the forest conceals predators they’ve not known before. Look at their eyes.”

Indeed, the beasts seemed as uneasy as they were enraged. They stood low, growling more lowly, but the quick jerks of their heads and wide, darting eyes were uncharacteristic of these lean, confident hunters. Occasionally, one of the pack would turn and face the direction from which they’d come, sniffing the air warily.

The faerae removed her hand from her chest, and silently walked forward. She stopped so close to the edge of her enchantment that Sivino feared the animal before her might suddenly rip a piece from her slender body. The faerae lifted her slight dress a little in both hands, and lowered herself to her knees. Sivino held his breath as the massive dog, obviously the alpha, now towered over her. She traced a tiny finger through the dirt, her hand inches from the brudog’s paw. “Go now,” she said. The dogs quieted to hear her voice.

“Go,” she repeated. Slowly, a couple of the brudogs stepped back from the circle. These were followed by several more until, after a few moments, all but the alpha before Niamh had retreated.

“Emp’sanni loh,” the faerae whispered.

As the words were uttered, Sivino was certain that for the smallest moment, the dog’s back had shuddered, the fur that covered it raised ever so slightly. It tilted its head southward, looked past the faerae and emitted a low growl. Looking back at Niamh, the beast growled again but not so deeply, and then, the smallest whimper escaped its throat. Niamh nodded.

The brudog turned and followed its brethren.

Niamh remained on her knees. As she watched the brudogs depart, she put out a hand, attempting to steady herself. Lomin rushed to her side, and caught her just before she fell.

“Niamh? Niamh! Ston! Get some water.”

The faerae looked at Lomin, and then to the others. Her eyes rested on Sivino. “Tired,” she said softly. “I just... need a moment.” She offered a smile, a small effort to reassure them. “The brudogs are gone. They will not return.”

“What did it say?” Sivino asked quietly.

Everyone stopped and looked at him.

“Say?” Ston, pulling a waterskin from the nearest horse, stopped suddenly. “What in Creation are you talking about, Siv? Say?”

Niamh lowered herself to a grassy patch of earth beside the path. “You hear much, Sivino Spallic.”

With those words the faerae fell unconscious.
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3: HOW QUICKLY DREAMS FADE
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The morning sun of Elysium continued the slow grace of its arc as King Obaeron watched from his highest window.

In the palace yards, the stallion had been joined by a filly. Upon seeing the young horse approach, the stallion tossed his head toward the higher field and the filly moved in that direction. To the casual observer, it would have looked as though the stallion gestured to be rid of the young intruder. But such was not the case, Obaeron knew. The stallion had directed the filly to the lushest area of the field, and then followed her as she headed toward the tall grasses and arrowleaf clover.

He let her go ahead as he led her where she needed to go.

“She is dying.”

It pained him to speak of his daughter so, but Obaeron knew it to be true. He turned to the faerae Tryn, who sat in a dim corner with arms folded, listening. His head was lowered, and Tryn noted how Obaeron’s thick red hair had begun to show traces of grey in the last century. The king rubbed his brow with one hand, his other on the back of the chair nearest him. “How quickly she fades. There is darkness that has come over her. It seems to steal the very air from her lungs, like a sickness.”

“It is a sickness.”

The king sighed. He walked past an array of exotic fruits that had been laid out by his servants, taking only
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