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DAVID JAMES LYNCH

All things broken may be made whole again...

Sivino Spallic has always believed this to be so, but when his once idyllic world is suddenly torn apart, he will question everything he once thought to be true.

The breaking begins with the arrival of the Nylacci - foul creatures of myth that descend on the villages of the Three Realms, razing and ravaging all they encounter. Their arrival is the doing of Cehron Cen Kohr, a renegade faerae of great power and increasing madness, who, with the enigmatic Shepherd, has herded the creatures to this land for unthinkable purposes.

Separated from family and friends, Sivino and his companions find themselves on a perilous path that leads them ever further from those they love. With the assistance of Lomin, the mysterious village recluse, and Niamh, a faerae whose history is inextricable intertwined with the Realms and its inhabitants, they will deal with conflicts for which they are unprepared, in a land both unfamiliar and treacherous.

The hardest part of piecing together that which is broken, Sivino will realize, is that he’ll have to start with himself.
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She walks in dry sand.

Her feet sink into its grasp as she breathes the forgotten sweetness of sea air. With each step she is held for one warm moment until the bond is broken, leaving behind a print that is both shapeless and enigmatic to those who would follow. Tiny grains fall from her feet as she moves; the sand’s desperate attempt to hold her, to keep her from reaching an unknown destination. 

Yet, she must do this. She tells herself this, repeating it in an attempt to soothe her mind as the waves soothe the shore. The sun, in the midst of its descent, sears the sand beneath her. Foamy waves disintegrate beside her, their journey complete, and she can almost convince herself that she hears their sigh of relief. Though her feet burn, she does not think of walking in the cool, clear water. 

Her path is not meant to be easy. 

She watches the waves slide across the shore, causing the sands to sparkle – each grain a diamond that would disappear before ever it could be grasped. Sea birds call in the distance, and she looks up. The sun has turned the sky a brilliant orange, and the chest of the ocean rises and falls, reflecting light in infinite directions. 

A single tear shines on her cheek. 

She has set herself on this path, and there is no turning back. She has felt the darkness, the sickness growing within her. 

She was told it may return in time, and now, she knows she must leave. She stops and looks back, scanning her past through a shimmering haze of memory above her footprints.

It is then that she sees him; distant, but moving with purpose. 

He is coming. 

She knows he has seen her; his pace has quickened. There is no mistaking his stride or the aged brown cloak which flows behind him. A glint of sunshine catches upon the long, cold weapon in his hand. A moment later, he begins to run.

She turns and runs as well, setting her sight on the trickling brook that emerges from the forest ahead. It is here she must go. She can almost hear the stream now, descending from the hills to rejoin its source. Its sound is one of anticipation, one of completion. It has come full circle. 

Now, so must she.  

She hears him calling to her, and a hint of panic enters her heart. The stream meanders just ahead of her and she listens to its voice, wishing that it would rage and wash him fully from her memory and sight. She looks around the stream nervously, her eyes darting left and right. She stops.

There is no one here. Why is there no one here?

She doesn’t understand. Her breath burns in her throat as she moves a hand to the sharp pain in her side. His voice is screaming behind her. He was not supposed to find her. Not here. 

She reaches the stream and with a tiny gasp wades into its cool flow as it carves its path through the sand-swept beach. A slight chill runs up the sides of her legs. She swings around, her thin, pale dress, not worn in years, clinging to the surface of the water. 

There is no one here. 

She lifts the hem of her dress and moves up the stream, carefully in her bare feet. Looking left she sees him running, sand flying from his feet. He is closing the space between them, and in short moments, panic sets in fully. 

She splashes through the water to the place where the stream leaves the wooded hills. Tall grasses protrude and brush her skin. Just a few paces beyond the fringe of trees, the water deepens. The air darkens and grows heavy. She enters the forest and slows, surveying the area around her as she moves. She feels foreign in this place, mesmerized, unable to shake the feeling that she is an intruder here even after all these years. Overhead, thin rays of sunlight force their way through the branches in an attempt to reach the forest floor below, flickering on her worried face. 

There is a presence in this place that she can neither see or explain. She wades further along the stream, which grows deeper the further she goes. She realizes suddenly that her pace has slowed, and she steps onto the soft riverbank to run beneath the birch that have just begun to shed their leaves. The branches surrounding her soon blur into flickering arms, and she briefly considers whether their embrace might be preferable to that of the one who chases her. 

She looks over her shoulder, wondering if he will appear again before she reaches her destination. He is a good tracker, and she has no doubt that he will catch her.

Then she sees it.

Before her, the stream has slowed and widened beneath a tall ash tree to form a pool. Moving slowly despite her fear, she approaches and steps into the dark water which swirls, enthralling her weary mind. She steps further into its depth, and gasps again as the water reaches her hips.

Faintly, she hears his voice, screaming as he tears through the thick of the forest. In moments, he will arrive. But all pain and worry has left her now. Standing in this pool, she is at peace. 

Yet, somewhere deep within the far recesses of her heart she feels sorrow for the man – this man, whose roar now scatters the birds from the limbs above.  

“Forgive me...” she whispers, as thin hands burst from the water and pull her below. 
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Cold water lapped the feet of the boy. 

The water caused no discomfort. In truth, there was very little he noticed when he sat beside the mighty current, save the low, static roar of its movement. The sound, as well as the sight of the water, transfixed him, and he lost himself here on many an occasion. Too many, some would say. 

For Sivino Spallic, the River Andel was a sanctuary. It was here that he came to find peace, to find the quiet – of a sort – that he needed now more than ever. That fluid roar seemed to dull the jagged thoughts that troubled his mind. 

His head tilted slightly as he studied the river’s motion, its erratic flow seemed rehearsed, no movement random. Waves broke against immovable rocks, over and over in a battle that frothed for months until the approach of autumn calmed its current. The river was a living creature, its roar a language of its own, communicating emotion in the only way it knew.

And Sivino seemed to understand. 

He snapped a branch from a tree that had fallen nearby, and tossed it into the flow. It was snatched hungrily and swept downriver, tossed by the water, beaten against rocks, submerging, reappearing. Broken. 

His father had used such demonstrations on a number of occasions to illustrate the power and danger of the Andel when Sivino was a young boy. Dels Spallic’s lessons were quiet and to the point, but they held as much hidden meaning as the Nucono Forest held birch. 

We don’t always see the strength, the power of that river, Dels had said to his son several seasons prior as the two watched chunks of ice float by on the spring thaw. There had been talk in town that some of the older boys had been attempting to ride the large pans of ice, making a precarious game of how far they could float downstream. Dels had been leaning on a pale walking stick, a stick that he’d shaped over a number of weeks and into which he’d meticulously carved the likeness of three trees; an amilliat for himself, an oak for Sivino’s brother Leath, and an ash for Sivino himself. His father worked wood as deftly as he etched lessons into the malleable minds of his sons. He’d turned from Sivino as he continued. But never doubt that such strength is there...

With no warning, his face void of emotion, Dels had turned and flung the stick high over the waters of the Andel. Sivino had gasped, watching in disbelief as the beautiful staff landed and was swept up in the current. 

“Father! What a waste!” Sivino had shaken his head as the heavy river carried the stick. Moments later, it caught on a cluster of rocks near the centre of the Andel. A large chuck of ice followed the same path and crushed the stick upon the rocks, leaving broken pieces to float away and out of sight. 

Dismayed, Sivino had turned to his father. “You spent weeks shaping that stick!”

Dels smiled, though it was one without joy. “Imagine I’d spent years shaping it.” He turned and walked past Sivino, ruffling the boy’s hair gently. “And imagine it couldn’t be replaced. That would be a loss.” 

Now, as Sivino sat on a log that had fallen at the river’s edge, his father’s lesson remained firm in his mind. Such strength is there, Sivino thought. And sometimes, we don’t see tha– 

The creature fell from the trees, a blur of dark brown fur that hit the ground directly in front of him. Sivino had no time to react before the creature was upon him. It swung a long, muscular arm, striking him across the shoulder with the back of its hand. Sivino fell backward over the log, landing painfully on his back in a shallow pool of water. He tried to gasp, his breath knocked from his body. Above him, the creature stood on the log, looking down on him. It snarled and panted in equal measure. It pointed a long, gnarled finger at Sivino.   

“Home! Now!” 

Slowly, Sivino felt his breath come back to him. He turned himself over and stood slowly, his shirt wet and clinging to his slender body.

“Creation, Drip!” Sivino gasped as he wiped dirt and twigs from his clothing. “Are you unhinged? Can I not have an hour’s peace?” 

“Peace?” The trenoc repeated with the word with disgust, the furry face contorted. “Yes, certainly, certainly! Shall I tell the cattle to herd themselves as you splash the waters like a fool?”

Sivino opened his mouth to protest the scowling trenoc, but stopped as the realization washed over him. It was his turn to herd the cattle. Before the sun set, he was supposed to relieve his brother Leath. His eyes fell shut, and he silently berated himself as he pulled on his shoes. Mist-headed fool! 

They set off for the Spallic homestead at breakneck speed, though the trenoc’s continued mumbling suggested that he felt such speed was decidedly lacking. Their home, situated southwest of the village of Egim, was but a ten minute walk from the Andel, which lay to the south. Too often, Sivino wandered through the vegetable gardens and fields of wheat that surrounded the home, only to find himself within the familiar shade of the Nucono Forest. No sooner would he enter the forest than the river’s roar beckoned him and, while time often stood still for the boy, his feet did not.

Drip kept mainly to the trees as they returned. A trenoc moved with more agility when able to use all four limbs and, if necessary, the long, hooked tail that gripped with the strength of a fist. They were creatures of unique disposition, whose determination to accomplish every task was rivalled only by their determination to be miserable while doing so. Fast though Sivino might be, he could not outrun the incessant muttering and curses that were hurled from the branches above.

Forty years ago, the race of trenoc had been driven from their native realm of Jhora, northeast of the Cudgel Mountains. The people of Jhora – from what little Sivino knew of such a distant population – were not known to be particularly inclusive in their thinking or governmental policies. It was said that a sense of superiority permeated the Jhoran culture, and nowhere was this more apparent than in the capital city of Khorapall. When rule of the realm fell to Eral Thoccien, a young man who epitomized this hubris, the days of the trenoc were numbered. Thoccien had long despised everything about trenocs, from their hunched stances and furry bodies to the rags they used to cover themselves. As the population of their settlements grew on the outskirts of Khorapall, so too did their presence within the city walls. Short time passed in Thoccien’s reign before he initiated the Great Purge, which sought to ‘relocate’ the race of trenoc to more suitable regions. Jhoran politicians put their full support behind Thoccien’s initiative, which was touted as a catalyst for the rejuvenation of the realm. In the new Jhora, Thoccien stated, there simply wasn’t a place for trenoc. Law was passed, and the trenocs were told to move on to neighbouring realms. When they refused, the Jhorans quickly utilized the armed forces of the realm to further encourage the marginalized group. Hundreds of trenocs fell, and those that survived crossed the border with the tips of sword and arrowhead close behind them. 

It was but one of many dark events that smeared the history of the realms of western Cahruia, Sivino knew. He, like most eastern Embarrians, did not harbour ill will toward the trenocs. Indeed, the Spallic family, like many, had engaged in partnership with the race; a partnership that, while productive, could be most infuriating at times. 

As Sivino ran through the forest, he could neither see nor hear Drip. He couldn’t help but glance toward the trees, watching for the bothersome trenoc. The creature was more irritable of late, if that was possible, and he seemed to take every opportunity to share his misery with those around him. Sivino took the brunt of the foul-tempered behaviour. A dreamer by nature, Sivino knew that his reflective demeanour was repulsive to the practical trenoc. It was not that he was lazy; rather, his inquisitive mind and deep thoughts often led him down a path quite opposite the one he was expected to follow. The trenoc felt it was his duty to keep Sivino in line, and doing so required him to be a constant, unwelcome presence in the life of the boy. 

He did not see Drip fall from the trees. The trenoc landed roughly before him and raised a quick hand to stop him in his tracks. Sivino jerked sideways and fell sprawling into a redhollor bush. He jumped up instantly, an instinct set into him from years of clumsy falls.

“For the love of Dahnu, Drip!” he swore as he stood and wiped the redhollor berry juice from his arms. “What are you doing?” He stopped, however, when he saw the eyes of the trenoc.  His voice lowered. “Drip? What is it?”

The trenoc was silent for long moments before he replied. “Nothing, boy.”

“Drip?” Sivino looked past the trenoc, trying to see what had caused that look of fear in his eyes. “Is there something out there?

“Yes, there’s something! Cattle that need herding.” He glanced upward before turning to Sivino. “Come – the sky darkens.” 

“I’m moving as fast as I can,” Sivino replied.

The trenoc opened his mouth, surely to comment upon the boy’s stamina, but closed it again, narrow eyes turning to the north.

“Come, Sivino. Now.”

Sivino nodded his head, pushing his long brown hair from his eyes. Short for his sixteen years – he stood but a couple of feet above the perpetually hunched trenoc – his lanky frame gave a false impression of height. He watched as the creature gave one more look to the sky, sniffing softly at the air in a manner that he likely assumed Sivino would miss. The boy saw all of this, and shivered. Trenocs were not given to fear. The look on Drip’s face was quite unfamiliar to Sivino. Drip blinked the look away and set to walking once more, and with a quick tilt of his head indicated that Sivino was to do likewise.

Under a quickly setting sun the trenoc and the boy set out for home, both of them eager to be free of the forest’s darkening embrace, and the shadow of unease that neither could shake.
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2 - IN THE DYING LIGHT
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Leath’s backhand was as quick as it was heavy. 

The vicious blow landed just above the strike received from Drip, which still ached. This one, however, took Sivino back a couple of steps. 

“How hard, Sivino, to remember your duties?” His teeth were clenched, such was his anger. “Perhaps we should tether you like an untrained foal?” 

“Sorry Leath, I– It’s just–” 

Just what? he thought. He knew that any truthful answer would bring nothing but disdain from the young man he considered a brother. His thoughts ran to the river again, lost in its movement, its language. Leath, least among those of Egim, would understand or care. 

Leath’s wavy blond hair dripped with sweat from his day’s work. His narrowed green eyes made Sivino lower his own, as they always did. 

“In the Andel again!” spat Drip. “The Andel! Should have been a merrow, splashing around like a fool.” 

Sivino shot a look at Drip, who knew how much the boy hated the name. Referring to Sivino as a merrow – the half-man, half-fish creature of myth – was a common slur in Drip’s arsenal of insults.  

“Again,” Leath said, his voice low and cold. “Must I remind you, again, that you have responsibilities that lie within the posts of your home, Sivino, not between the banks of a river? Have you such disregard for the well-being of the herd, as well as those who depend on them, that you would neglect their care again?”

“My apologies, Leath. Please, go and rest, and tell Father I am here.” 

“Tell him yourself.” He nodded over Sivino’s shoulder to Dels Spallic, who walked slowly through a meadow, golden beneath the fading sun.

“Come Drip, let’s find a more productive use of our time.” Leath sighed as he walked away. “I waste my breath on the little one.” 

“How well do merrow swim in excuses?” Drip asked as he turned away. The trenoc shook his head; shaggy hair waving before his eyes. As he strode off behind Leath, Sivino could not help but notice the look of concern which hung still upon the trenoc’s face as he glanced toward the forest.  

As the two departed, Sivino put his hands on his hips. He kicked aside a dry piece of bull dung and exhaled slowly, his thin shoulders hanging low. He lifted his gaze and watched his father move across the field. It was not a backhanded strike that he feared receiving from Dels.  The big man did not believe in using physical force to instruct his sons. Hard fists, he’d say, are usually as effective as loose tongues. You’ll learn very little from either. Dels preferred to make his sons think. Think before you act, keep your wits about you, and face every difficult situation head on.

Recalling these words, Sivino took a deep breath and set off toward his father.

Dels Spallic stood well above six feet tall. His black hair, slightly tinged with silver, hung to his shoulders, which were impressively broad. He walked slowly, though with purpose, and his face held a contemplative look as he scanned the meadowside. The slightest furrow of his brow indicated that his mind was troubled. It was a look that over the years seemed to have ingrained itself in his strong face.

Dels Spallic was no stranger to sorrow. 

Looking at his smooth hands as he walked, Sivino thought on those of his father; large and scarred, the hands of a hero. For years, a young Dels Spallic had been a respected member of the Ryndarra – the Embarrian men and women charged with the safety and protection of the citizens of the realm. He’d served loyally until the fateful day that fire had stolen the lives of his brother Talen and Talen’s young wife Jola. Sivino had never been told what had happened by Dels himself. His knowledge of that dark day came solely from what he’d overheard from the hushed conversations of relatives and townsfolk. A house in flames, screams from an upstairs room as the fire rose, devouring the dwelling room by room. Through a tiny window, young Leath had been dropped into the arms of Dels Spallic. As he’d moved his tiny nephew away from the house, Jola’s screams - interspersed with rough coughing - had intensified as Talen continued to shout encouragement and reassurance. So confident was Talen’s voice that Dels had been sure they would emerge from the home. He’d laid Leath on the grass and circled the house, looking for some way to help. Tongues of fire darted from every door and window. He’d shouted to the couple, trying to ascertain their location. Again and again he’d circled the home, until he realized that the only screams he now heard were coming from Leath. 

The heart wrenching cries within the house had fallen silent. 

As he’d knelt by the conflagration, Dels and the child had wept alike. Turning his tear-streaked face to the sky, the young man had screamed his curse at the Goddess Dahnu as he held the child close. By the time his tears had dried, he’d forsaken the life of the Ryndarra. 

He’d become a father.

Some years later, the cold hands of Grim would steal another love from Dels. Sivino pushed these thoughts aside. It seemed that memories of his mother Rhenna arose most often when he was at his most vulnerable, times when he was most uncertain of himself. Which, he conceded to himself, seemed to be most days of late. 

“Sivino,” Dels said, calm and sure. 

“Father, I—” 

“Wait, Sivino. Hold your apologies. I’m sure they hang upon your lips like freshly washed trousers, eager to fly.”  The smallest smile.

“They do,” he replied. He lowered his head.  

“Hold your head up, Sivino.” Dels’ voice was firm. “Never defer to others that way. There is no one who can cause you to look to the dirt.” 

The boy looked up. 

“I don’t make light of the situation. It is time for you to act as the man you’re becoming. Solitude and reflection are fine, even necessary, but there’s a time for these things, and that time mustn’t conflict with your duties. Leath has worked hard today, and should not be expected to herd the cattle to the lower field during your watch.” 

“Sorry, Father. I assure you it won’t happen again.”

“Drip found you at the Andel?” He breathed deeply as Sivino nodded. “Your mother was fond of the river. On occasion, she would walk with our clothing for half an hour to reach its wildest parts. The crashing foam, she’d say, could remove any stain.” His smile reflected the memory.

Sivino smiled as well, and remembered how his mother’s hair had smelled of lavender. You smell like a flower, he’d often told her, to which she’d reply, And you grow like a weed.

“Be mindful now, Sivi. We work together to make things work. Losing track of time on the river is a poor excuse when you’re needed in the fields. Get the animals rounded up, and see them secured. That gate latch needs fixing as well. Although,” he nodded over Sivino’s shoulder, “even the best of fences won’t keep out every wild creature that roams the night.”  

Sivino turned to see his friend walking through the neighbouring herd, smacking a cow playfully on the rump before jumping the fence. Ston Tros had become Sivino’s best friend before either could see above the meadowgrass. Broad and strong, Ston could easily overpower the slender Sivino. They were opposites in most things; Ston was quick with his tongue, where Sivino was contemplative. Ston was slow-footed against Sivino’s agility. Despite their differences, one would face certain death for the other at a moment’s notice. Upon seeing Sivino, Ston snapped his fingers and pointed at the lad as he swaggered toward him. 

Dels shook his head, rolling his eyes gently. He patted Sivino on the shoulder. “I’ll see you in a bit, Sivi. Remember what I said.”

“I will, Father. Find a little rest.” 

The look on his father’s face told Sivino that rest was the farthest thing from Dels’ mind. It seemed he never stopped, moving from one task to another without pause. Idle hands won’t tend the lands, he’d say. The big man nodded, and turned back toward their home. He retraced his steps through the fields, his eyes on the distant forest.

Sivino turned to greet his friend, who walked with the casual gait of one unburdened by worries. A long piece of straw dangled from a wry smile.   

“Look who lowers himself to rejoin us humble folk. My dear Siv, I’d thought you up and left to join the Ryndarra!”

“A merry evening to you likewise, Ston. I was but minutes late.”

“Yes, from the cursing of Leath, I’m sure you were in just beneath the grains of the hourglass. I was watching when you arrived. I figured Leath would throttle you. Count yourself lucky you received but one hit.” 

“Two,” Sivino replied, rubbing his arm. “Drip is not a creature to waste time with words.” 

“Nonetheless, perhaps you’ve learned your lesson?” 

“If the lesson includes how to tolerate meddlesome neighbours, I’ve not learned enough.”

“Oh, the wit of this one! Unfortunate that this wit leaves you in the presence of certain Rallo damsels...abandoning you to stumble on your words as if they were gnarled tree roots.” 

Sivino turned to the north, hoping the shadows of the setting sun would hide his flushing cheeks. Torla Rallo and her brother Kef completed their companion group, and as the years continued to pass, Sivino found his evolving relationship with Torla to be rather... perplexing.  

“Roots?” Sivino continued with a smile. “I should think my words were the apples of the upper branches.” 

“Well, perhaps you should pick a couple of ripe ones right about now, my friend.” Sivino turned to see him nodding in the direction of Leath, who rode toward them with two horses and a scowl. 

“Damnation,” Sivino muttered. 

Leath rode high upon a steed and trailed a mare close behind. When he reached the pair, he shoved the mare’s reins roughly toward Sivino. 

“Evening, Leath.” Ston’s tone was laden with whimsy, the hint of mockery unmistakable. “Doesn’t that sunset just take your breath away?”

Leath spat to his side. “If you enjoy losing your breath, Tros, I’ll gladly assist. Have you finished delaying Sivino?”  

“Not quite. We were just discussing the progression of trenoc table etiquette in recent years. If you’d like to join us, we’d be more than hap–” Ston jumped aside as Leath kicked the steed into motion. 

“I’ve come to help you round up the cattle, Sivino. Left on your own, I’m sure you’ll end up looking for cows well after nightfall. Tros, have you no beasts of your own to attend to? Get to it.”

“Very well.” He turned, and bowed toward Sivino. “Master Spallic, good luck in your cattle rounding and your apple picking. We’ll chat on the morrow.”

Leath shook his head and muttered a curse as the Tros boy departed. “Take the eastern fields, Sivino. I’ll take the west.” Sivino nodded quietly and mounted the mare. 

He pushed the cattle hard. There had been enough cause for criticism today, and the last thing Sivino wanted was to prove unable to round the herd up quickly. The animals voiced their deep-throated complaints as they were forced to abandon the grassy meadows located near the wheat fields, but Sivino ignored them. He tried to shake the thoughts of inadequacy, but again and again, the faces of Leath and his father came to the forefront of his mind. Closing his eyes, he tried to replace them with a face more given to acceptance. Torla Rallo. Feelings for the young girl were complicated, and much as he tried to deny it, there was truth in Ston’s comments.

The sudden moaning of the cattle shook him from his reverie, and he gave the mare a small kick to speed her up. The cows, which had been moving obediently toward the southern field, now began to separate, their heads turning as though they were uncertain of where to go. 

“Come on you laggards. The light is dying and–” He stopped. A sound drifted toward him from beyond a rise in the land, distant but unmistakable. A cry. He strained to hear it, difficult with the noise of the cattle, but there it was again. Distinct, and full of pain. It came once more, louder, and he knew there was trouble. Forgetting the herd, he moved up the incline, looking to his right for Leath. As he saw the young man, an agonizing cry reached them both, one that suggested a torture Sivino could not imagine. He saw Leath’s head whip around, and then they were both racing across the field. He crested the slope first, and was almost overrun by the cattle which ran in the opposite direction. He’d never seen the animals move so quickly. He skirted around them, and then gave a great tug on his reins, causing the mare to momentarily stand on her hind legs. 

Blood. So much blood. And a destroyed cow that sucked at her last ragged breaths. He looked around. For Leath. For anyone. A movement near the forest caught his eye, and he had just enough time to see the figure before it disappeared into the shadows of the Nucono. 

“Dahnu save us,” he whispered. There was a pounding of the earth, and moments later Leath pulled up his steed and dismounted. He whispered a curse that was uncharacteristically profane, even for him. 

“Sivino?”

“Leath. How? What could–” He stopped as Leath drew his knife, his narrow eyes never leaving the forest.

“Sivino. Get Father. Now.”

The group stood in a quiet circle around the ruined beast. Drip and the Spallics had been joined by neighbour Stellen Tros, who shook his head. The two older men spoke in hushed tones to the side of the group, their eyes repeatedly darting to the trees. 

“Damned fool, I was,” muttered Drip. “I sensed something in the forest, sensed it and said nothing. Should have trusted my instincts. And now, this.”

“You couldn’t have predicted this, Drip,” Leath said, continuing to watch the men. Stellen moved in closer to scrutinize the cow once more. He crouched by the animal.

“Brudogs aren’t known to come this far north. They never have.” He turned to Dels. “Though, that’s not to say they couldn’t. Two brudogs, working together, could have done this rather quickly.” He stood and folded his arms. “I can think of nothing else that would be capable of inflicting this damage.”

“I can.” 

The group turned instantly to Sivino, their eyes shocked and questioning. Dels moved forward.

“Sivino.” 

“Father, I saw something. When I reached the animal.”

“I saw nothing,” Leath interjected. 

“Before you arrived. Just– Just for a moment. By the trees. It was running.”

Dels reached out and put a hand on Sivino’s shoulders. “What did you see, Son?”

Sivino hesitated. “Father, it ran upon two legs.”

“You can’t mean to suggest that this atrocity was committed by one of our own.”

“No, not our own. Two legs, Father. Yet, the way it ran – it was the movement of no humanfolk, be sure of it. It was huge, and hunched as it ran, and Father, the light was failing, but it looked to be covered in fur.” He paused, considering his words and how they would sound to the man he so respected. “I think it had horns.”

Leath closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose slowly. “Two legs? And horns? You fool, are the shadows of the trees so fearsome to you that they create monsters where n–”

“Leath, please,” Dels interjected. He paused, then forced a smile. “The shadows of the dying light are deceiving, especially those cast by the amilliat trees. Indeed, something escaped into the forest, but I’m inclined to agree with Stellen. This appears to be the work of brudogs. We need to get the rest of the herd secured. Come. I’ve a feeling this night will be more wakeful than most.”

Sivino watched as Leath and the men began walking, their voices hushed and their eyes laden with worry. It was a look that was reflected in Drip’s face also.

And on the face of the dead cow, there hung still the pure, abject terror that it must have felt when the better portion of its hind leg was so brutally ripped from its body.
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3 - SHADOWS AND SECRETS
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The path home narrowed steadily. 

The full foliage of the summer forest blocked the early morning sun as the ragged man raced to the east. His aging, faithful steed ran the Westroad as best he could, given that he’d been running for days and the road gradually deteriorated the further east one travelled. The ruts deepened as the road narrowed, now of a size that would scarcely allow sufficient room for a wide cart. Had he not known the lands as well as he did, he’d still be able to gauge the distance to Egim by the width of the Westroad. Westroad. Even the naming of the artery of Embarria suggested an imbalance, the man thought. It was a road meant for venturing west, for who in their right mind would find reason to journey into the eastern lands? Naught but villages and hamlets, the westerners would say. It was a land of rough living and few comforts – scarcely preferable to the colder, more barren climes of the north – a land void of the material riches and haughty indulgences of those who lived upon the Embarrian coast. 

And that suited Lomin Lailoken just fine. 

His shoulder-length of greasy hair whipped behind him as he rode. Once as auburn as an Embarrian acorn, it was now streaked with a grey that showed his sixty years nearly as much as the deep crow’s feet that ran in rivulets from his eyes. He’d never been one to care for outward appearances, even in the time he’d spent living in the west, but his recent trip of a few short days was enough to remind him how shallow people could be when it came to the appreciation of others. He’d been shunned like a common beggar, though in his cloak he’d carried enough iron crendiscs to more than pay for his meagre needs while in the city of Torg. At one point, a Quiet Sister of Dahnu’s Order had actually offered him a dozen nickel rings. When he’d politely refused the well-intentioned alms, she’d silently insisted and forced the coins into his hand. He’d relented, and had given the money to the first beggar he encountered at a nearby market.  

He smiled as he remembered looking into a mirrored glass in the city market. So long had it been since he’d seen his reflection in anything but a pool of water, the man looking back at him had been admittedly frightful. Despite this, he’d grunted a hmph at the reflected man and smiled; a severe smile that showed teeth less straight than most, and with marginally wider spaces between those of the bottom row. He’d looked up to see the vendor staring at him, her raised eyebrows had suggested that her appraisal of him would be less than flattering, should he care to hear it. He had not. He’d given a second hmph, and slipped away quietly.

The wolf, the young ones called him. It was a name that he’d introduced to them in a long-ago lesson, telling them of the magnificent sandy grey dogs that could, on rare occasion, be spotted in the mountains near Forachia where he’d grown up. They live in packs, he’d told them. Lean grey  face. Beautifully furred. Fairly wary of the world of men.

Aside from the pack bit, they sound much like yourself, Sivino had noted. 

Uncanny resemblance, it sounds to me, Ston had added. Lomin, old boy, are you certain you don’t share a bloodline?

He’d pointed a warning finger at the lad and, feigning anger, opened his mouth to retort. As he did so, he looked down at his tattered, chestnut-coloured pants. Slowly, he rubbed the greying scruff of his thin face.    

Hmph, he’d said.

The young ones were in fact the reason that he now raced back to Egim. In recent days, there had been disturbing talk in the taverns of Torg; traders who’d returned from the east with stories that had caught the attention of the old wolf as he sipped a quiet ale in a dark corner. Strange sightings, it was said. Men, apparently dressed in the fur of beasts, who had attacked the livestock of several homesteads. Some of these were reported to be around the town of Rovil, and, of more concern, the eastern village of Stallion’s Cross. There were few real details, and those stories that Lomin heard could have very well been inflated for the benefit of the inebriated audience, but what he’d heard had been enough to convince him that it was time to return home. 

He’d planned on spending another couple of days in the city, in part to settle the family business that had brought him there. A letter had been sent several weeks prior, stating that his brother Andreis, twelve years his elder, was deathly ill and not expected to last a fortnight. The death of a family member is never easy, but in the Lailoken clan, it was more complicated than most. The final rites to be performed required all living siblings to be present at the moment of death, and so, he and his younger sisters, Loanna and Aleisse had made their way to Andreis’ bedside to bear witness to his passing into the Land of Ever. Things, however, did not transpire according to plan.

They rarely do where magic is involved. 

Lomin tried to shake the thought from his head, and with a shout to Sleipnir he urged the steed to pick up the pace. Coming out of a particularly thick patch of forest, the sight of the rising sun provided some distraction. The giant orb turned the entire sky a deep shade of red as it rose from behind the distant hills before him. Running upon the grassy median between the road’s ruts, he watched the sunrise, and recalled the day that the young ones had discovered the long-kept secret that none but his family knew.       

It had happened innocently enough, upon a similar morning five years prior. The four young friends had been roaming the forest, tree branch swords held aloft as they saved the world from unseen foes. When they’d noticed Sleipnir grazing in a distant grove, they knew the wolf was near. Torla, the lone female of the group, had felt it would be a good opportunity to sharpen their skills of stealth. Creeping through the underbrush, they’d gotten close enough to hear Lomin muttering unintelligible words. As the boys prepared to scare their old friend, Torla had turned quickly with a finger raised. Wait, she’d mouthed silently. The group watched as Lomin stood in the centre of the clearing, his eyes following a rather large bumbled bee that buzzed around him. Suddenly, he’d pulled a small white branch from his side pocket, and pointed it at the insect. The bee seemed frozen in place, though by its nature it often appeared this way. Slowly, however, Lomin had begun to push the stick he held back and forth – subtle movements to be sure, but the bee followed. He pushed forward and pulled back repeatedly, as the bee and branch moved in synchronicity. Then, he’d moved left to right, gradually increasing the speed. The bee was whipped from side to side, and it was obvious to the young ones that Lomin was controlling its flight. 

Kef gasped, and Lomin spun.

“Show yourselves!” he’d bellowed. 

Silently, the group had come out of the bushes, and stood before him. His face, sharp with anger, looked at each of them before softening. He’d closed his eyes and sighed. 

“Come,” he’d said quietly. He’d indicated a patch of grass beside him, and sat with the children. He’d looked at them for a long time before he spoke. When he did, his voice was gentle but serious. Laying the small branch on the ground between them, he’d looked to the trees and breathed deeply. 

“So,” he began, his voice little more than a whisper. “Who can keep a secret?”

Shadows and secrets. He sometimes wondered if the world were made of anything but these things. Yet, there was brightness, he conceded. The young ones were proof of this. 

It was to them that he now raced. For something had stirred in him upon hearing the drunken talk of the western taverns; a terrible, unsettling feeling that he could not shake. The young ones were fine children, but reckless at times, and there was no telling when they might find themselves in a dire situation. If the dark talk he’d overheard held any merit, his assistance might be required sooner rather than later. 

He needed to protect them, for many reasons; not least of which was the promise he’d made to the ancient creature sixteen years ago. A promise that could never be broken. 

Shadows and secrets, he muttered to his steed as he raced into the sunrise. 
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4 - THE UTTERANCE OF A LIE
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The Embarrian sun rose with the swiftness of a young child, eager to enjoy the day that would be of its own creation. Its beams climbed steadily up the sill of Sivino’s window, and leapt in to play upon his face. 

Metal pans clattered in the adjacent room. Sivino sighed. Leath would likely be finishing breakfast preparations, no doubt muttering a stream of oaths toward his lazy slug of a brother. For his part, Sivino had helped to keep an extra eye on the herd until shortly after midnight, when Dels had relieved him and suggested he get some rest. 

Rising from his bed, he wiped sleep from his eyes and stretched his neck. He threw aside his hemp blanket and watched as a thousand brilliant specks of dust danced in the sun. Moving to the window, Sivino looked at the forest beyond. Dark images from last night’s dreams raced through his head. Quickly, he splashed cold water from the basin onto his face, dressed, and left the room.

The home was modest. The floor, like the walls and roof, were built from the common but strong amilliat wood. Wide windows gave the home light through mildly distorted glass. Higher quality panes might be found in Levebule and other fair cities, but in Egim, folk settled for what was available. The shutters had rarely been used since the winter passed. Woven rugs, one of his mother’s many talents, graced each room. Sivino walked over and took his seat at the oak table – it was round, a departure from traditional Egimian design. Rhenna had asked that it be so when Sivino was born. We are all one, she had said. There should be no sides. As always, Dels had agreed with a smile, and removed the rectangular table. 

“Fine morning,” Sivino said to Leath.

“Indeed, when you spend most of it asleep after a short watch. When did Father head back out last night?”

“Just past midnight, perhaps,” Sivino replied. He knew better than to show offence at his brother’s words. “Things remain quiet?” 

“From what I hear. Or, more rightly, from what I don’t. Could you not have–”

“He did but what he was asked, and I’d expect the same from you, Son.”

Dels stood in the doorway holding half a bucket of fresh milk. He wiped his feet on the mat woven by his late wife; Let Sunshine Enter, she had stitched into the intricate design. The perfectly curved words weaved above a beautiful sunrise. Sivino had believed that it was her subtle way of informing guests and family alike that within her home, there was no room for darkness of any kind.

“Yes, Sivino. Things are quiet. The cattle graze peacefully, but I think we’ll keep them in the lower fields today. That being the case, duties are lessened for both of you.” As he spoke these last words he turned to Leath, though his older son did not acknowledge hearing them. Forcing a smile, he laid a strong hand on Sivino’s shoulder as he walked past the boy to see what Leath was cooking on the woodstove.  

Sivino smiled, glad of the extra freedom for one reason in particular. Today was fishing day, a day of relative leisure. He fished often with Ston Tros, usually near the Falls. The local landmark was a waterfall in the Andel on its journey from the Cudgel Mountains. Though it stretched less than fifty feet above the pool below, there was something majestic about the waterfall and the large boulders that embraced it. For this reason it was the preferred location for sport and fun during the warmer days of Embarrian summer. Few excursions could offer more enjoyment than a day fishing near the top of the Falls.

As Leath and Dels discussed a plan to reinforce the two weak fence posts, Sivino slipped away unnoticed to find his fishing line and gear. Breakfast would wait and he didn’t want to think about carpentry or cattle on the one day given to adventure.

Rich green grass covered every inch of the Spallic property not used for growing crops. Rhenna’s flower beds bordered the home, and spread to the small vernal pool that collected by the trees in the wetter months. The cows kept the grass neatly trimmed, feasting on it for most of their waking hours. Several amilliat trees grew throughout the meadow, as well as oak, vennar and Whispering Leah. The Leah, planted by Sivino’s mother, formed a walkway to the little pond. Though they were spread apart widely upon planting, their limbs had reached for each other as they grew and the distance between them closed. Like children, Sivino had often heard her say to Dels. He thought of his mother each time he walked beneath the pink and purple leaves that whispered secrets to anyone who took the time to listen.

Slowly, he made his way to the storage hut at the back of the house, located a hundred feet from Drip’s tiny, humble dwelling. Entering the hut, he tried to recall where he had placed his fishing hooks after his last trip. Cursed mess, he thought. Though Dels swore that he would soon clean out the hut, or ask Drip to do so, it remained in shambles. Sivino sorted through the disorder: axes, shovels and various tools used on a daily basis; watering cans for the garden, harnesses for the bulls when they were required to pull a plow; unfinished weavings of his mother’s; and two wooden blades he and Leath had once used to practice their swordsmanship. As children, they had aspired to be the greatest soldiers to ever join the ranks of the Ryndarra.  Sivino smiled as he looked at the two sticks, recognizing his own immediately as the one in far worse shape. Their mother had incessantly warned them to take care as they played, as Dels looked on with a smile. The former Ryndarra saw the value in such skill. 

Laying down his battered blade, Sivino looked up at the wooden box located on the highest shelf of the furthest corner. His father’s Ryndarran gear; the garb and sword of the realm’s protectors. He walked over and ran a hand across the rough wood of the box, allowing images of glory to play on his young mind.

“So,” came the rasp behind him. “Does the little merrow hope to be a mighty warrior?”

“Morning, Drip,” Sivino sighed, not turning around. The trenoc was always about at an early hour. “I was beginning to miss you.” 

“Planning a journey south?” Drip ignoring Sivino’s sarcasm. “The sword of the Ryndarra is not so needed in this realm, but I’m sure the soldiers of the southern conflict would be pleased to have you lend your mighty blade to the cause.” 

Sivino looked down at the blade that hung at his side, much shorter than those wielded by the Ryndarra who now fought in the south. For the better part of a year, the southern realm of Rentorria had been engaged in a bitter struggle against the neighbouring Isror. Angered by the injustice of the Isrorian invasion of Rentorria, and concerned about what an Isrorian victory would mean for her people, Inlonia Talchol, queen of Embarria, had sent a host of the Ryndarra to aid King Dunarrk in his defence of the Rentorrian homeland. Though it had evened the playing
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