

[image: Cover]



FALMORA: A NOVELLA

& Six Stories

By Debra Litton


[image: ]



A Mystique Press Production

Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press digital edition 2024

Copyright © 2024 Debra Litton


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author


[image: ]



For 25 years Debra Litton taught gifted students, grades 7 through 12, often discussing the themes of honor, love, hate, revenge, and prejudice that are reflected in her writing. Now retired, she lives with her husband in Lawrence, Kansas, and enjoys gardening, reading, and her cat Umi.


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.



[image: ]




Table of Contents



FALMORA

Characters & Glossary

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

 

SIX STORIES

The Indigent

Fontra

Absence of Malice

Consternation

The Inheritance

A Thing of Beauty


FALMORA

 


[image: ]




Characters & Glossary

Bandun – (Dun, the elder; father of Fendun)

Neenah – (Nah, Bandun’s mate; mother of Fendun)

Fendun – (Dun, the younger)

Farliam – (Liam, father of Andreno)

Andreno – (Reno, brother-friend of Fendun)

Tanéha – (Néha, future mate of Andreno)

Angara – (Gara, father of Allia1onae)

Fanáh – (Anáh, mother of Allia1onae)

Allia1ónae – (Lónae, future mate of Fendun)

Jardán – (Dan, father of Tunendan)

Myraynah – (Raynah, mother of Tunendan)

Tunendan – (Dan, infant; future leader of Irelmen)

Havar – (the evil one)

aruh: hello/greetings

is’t: is it

larn’d: learned

on’y: only

th’: the

thá: you/your

thar: there

thé: they/their

un: I/me/my

whar: where


Chapter 1

Glade of Falmora

It is little known that an ancient race survives deep in the forest Falmora. Being only twice the size of a red squirrel, they inhabit the small caves and hollow trees quite handily. These are not what some call leprechauns, but are real people, grown small over eons. They are careful to disassociate themselves from what they call the human people. They call themselves the Irelmen. The Irelmen have lovely dark skin and even darker hair of black or shades of brown. In contrast, their eyes are light blue, or sometimes green. A rare atavism occurs usually once or twice in a generation when an Irelman is born with light hair—said to be common among the ancients, of the time of Havar.

Among Irelmen it is common for mates to have only one child in their lifetime. It’s not due to their desire for only one child, but to the fact that their fertility is extremely low. In the rare instance of a twin birth a great celebration is held which lasts a week.

The naming of an Irel baby is a solemn and wonderful thing. Because Irelmen do not have inherited family names, the one name they are given at birth is chosen with great care. In order to be sanctioned, the name must have at least two syllables. And it is customary to use only the last one or two syllables of each person’s name—for, after their initial birth ceremony, it is forbidden to call out anyone’s entire name.

The Irelmen believe that their full name will be called by the Great One and so are always intently listening for the sound of their full name. This listening must never be interrupted by everyday usage of names. So it is that Bandun is known as Dun and Neenah as Nah, and so, for each. The fact that many people have the same last syllables on their name creates no problem, for each person’s name is pronounced with a unique intonation.
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A fresh fog swirled through the deep forest of Falmora, leaving pockets of clear evening air around the rock-lined pools of natural springs. The evening’s muted half-light delineated the trees, gnarled and twisted, grown up through rocky ground. Tiny brown birds made their last searching circles around the tree trunks before sunset.

In the safety of the big oak, Neenah sighed and wiped her hands on her cooking smock. The food was ready and the sun was disappearing—she wanted Bandun to return. She worried about him when he went hunting squirrel. It was a danger he was getting too old for. The squirrels were always a danger especially now in the fall when they wanted to move right in with you and steal your stores. At that thought Neenah waddled down the root steps to the cellar to check on the stores for the twelfth time. In the dark damp bottoms she began to count, when suddenly she heard shuffles above. She gasped aloud and remembered the food set out on the table—Arrl, an’ un weapon left leanin’ at th’ stove, she thought in dismay. As quietly as possible she stumped up the root stairs, and, keeping well against one wall, she peeked out of the cellar opening into the kitchen.

Bandun stood, hands on hips, in the middle of the room. Behind him at either side of the entry lay two dead squirrels. When he saw Neenah peek in from the cellar, Bandun began to rock on his feet from heel to toe in pleasure.

“Arrl!” exclaimed Neenah. “An’ look at th’ size o’ ’em! Thé be half as big as thá. An’ thá brung ’em both in alone?”

“Ha Hah! Thé be’d not much for th’ strongest Irelman alive!” Bandun slapped his chest in enthusiasm.

“Be thé full dead?” asked Neenah as she inched sideways toward the two huge red-furred bodies.

“Doubt un would bring in any but full-dead?” He scowled at her careless question and Neenah’s lower lip puckered out as she looked down in shame.

“Let it pass,” Bandun’s voice gentled. “’Tis not a night for lookin’ down. What ’ave thá cooked for th’ celebrate, Nah?”

Neenah cheered at the mention of the food. She waddled quickly to the table and showed her dishes proudly. “One that’s thá fav’rite, salamander heads set well in a lovely orange jell. An’ to go with, acorn bread with roly-polies laced in for crunch.”

Bandun’s eyes gleamed. “Thá be a good mate, Nah.”

Neenah blushed. “Ah, Dun. Thá deserves better, but thá gets all th’ love from th’ one in hand.”

They hunched over the small carved table and ate several servings from the special shell plates Neenah had brought from her mother’s house as a gift on her mating day. They ate in silence with the cooking fire lighting their faces. Both cast glances at the bodies by the door, but neither let thoughts of the morrow’s work interfere with the evening’s serenity. Neenah would be glad for the new skins but she dreaded the burying of the carcasses. Her thoughts questioned again the necessity for abstaining from squirrel meat, but she knew better than to speak her doubts—the laws of Havar were many and strict and not questioned.

Finally sated, Neenah got up to bring a candle to the table. As she set it down and eased back to sitting, Bandun leaned forward and whispered, “Un saw one that thá once knowed today.”

Neenah gasped and looked around her in fear. Bandun glanced nervously at the entryway, then continued, “Un did not speak nor show un presence. T’were on’y a glimpse un had.”

Neenah nodded in understanding. Her face reflected deep sorrow. She looked away into the fire. “How was it that one looked?” she asked softly.

Bandun’s heart thumped heavy and choked his words. “One…one looked to be in some good health, though sorrowed one seemed. Alone, an’ not bright on th’ world.”

A silence fell. Neenah thought back to the time that brought this ache to their lives. She thought of her son Fendun, the one they could not speak of with his given name.
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One month ago, in the glade of Falmora, there was a party to celebrate a birth. The end-of-summer’s warmth still clung to the forest.

The young mother Myraynah held her tiny round child in her arms and slowly revolved in the midst of all the Irelmen so each could see. Her mate, Jardán, repeated the child’s full name aloud three times for all to hear. They called him Tunendan—henceforth to be called only Dan, like his father.

Since this was not a twin birth the celebration only lasted one day and one night. A great length of vine rope was suspended from one edge tree to another so that it spanned the width of the glade. All the men had contests and placed bets on who could travel the length of the rope, hanging by their hands and moving in a hand-over-hand motion. As the day progressed and the rope stretched closer to the ground the children were able to reach it. In unison they swung it back and forth until they made grand sweeping swings across the glade. Everyone ducked and yelled in mock terror as the line of giggling children swept through the middle of the celebration.

The women gathered wild grasses and fragrant herbs. The excess plants they put in a pile and lay the new baby Tunendan on the soft nest to sleep. The reserve plants were given to Myraynah along with personal recipes for medicines and ointments. The women had many tales of child-rearing to exchange and they had much advice for Myraynah about the proper care of a baby.

The men held wrestling contests in the warm sun and the women cooked and giggled. Everyone held the new baby in arms of love by turns—and each had a large quantity of sweet wild violet wine, often in disregard for whose turn it was at the tap.

Neenah pushed forward to get her own refill and then found a grassy spot to sit. She gazed happily into her large gourd of lavender-colored wine and remembered the long ago birth ceremony of her own baby Fendun. His celebration had been held as a twin birth because another child, Andreno, had been born only a day later than Fendun. And so it was that the Irelmen had a wonderful excuse to combine the births into a weeklong celebration. And so it was that Dun, the young, and Reno, were treated like brothers from the first and grew to be as brothers. Each spent every hour in the company of the other during their youth.

Viewed together, the two young Irel boys were a superficial contrast in looks and habits. Fendun grew muscled and powerful, while Andreno was long-limbed and slender.

All Irelmen are hunters. Fendun spent his days practicing and honing his skills. Andreno learned only enough to protect himself, then turned his efforts to creating new designs for dishes and carvings for furniture. This made Andreno odd among the Irelmen, though most were fair minded and saw the worth and beauty of his designs. However, one thing set Andreno apart and caused an uneasiness among the Irelmen. Andreno’s hair was a rare light color.

Andreno was a very young boy when his mother died. One day while gathering berries in the forest, she was crushed badly by a falling tree limb. Although disease is unknown among the Irelmen, sometimes an injury becomes infected or an accident causes such trauma that nothing can be done for the sufferer. Andreno’s father, Farliam, could not withstand the loss of his mate. After the accident he ceased to interact with others and would not talk to anyone. Liam took care of only the rudimentary needs of his son Andreno, and young Andreno drew all companionship from Dun and the community of Falmora.

As young men, though not as constantly together, Fendun and Andreno always knew each other’s activities. It was therefore not unusual that Fendun, losing sight of Andreno, went in search of his brother-friend during the celebration of Tunendan’s birth.

“Reno! Whar thá art?”

Neenah heard his shouts coming closer to the edge of trees where she sat. She watched Bandun among the small group in the middle of the glade cheering on the wrestlers. She felt glad to know where both her men were and to see the happiness of all the people. She heard Fendun’s calls directly behind her now, in the woods. And then her breath stopped as she heard the full scream—“Andreno!”

All the party hushed as the name echoed through the glade.

No one moved and they looked from face to face in confusion.

Fendun walked out of the forest behind Neenah. Bandun saw him and began to walk to him. As he moved, the others followed Bandun’s direction and all spotted Fendun. Neenah turned around and looked in time to see Fendun shake his head at Bandun. Neenah gave a short cry. Fendun walked to her and laid his hand on her shoulder. He was crying. Neenah reached out to him, but he turned and ran back into the forest. As his son disappeared into the underbrush, Bandun clenched his eyes tight and murmured, “May all evil fall free from thá.”

At first it was imagined that Andreno must have died. For what other cause could there be for Fendun to break the taboo?

In silent accord the Irelmen moved toward the spot in the trees where Fendun had emerged, intent on discovering whatever sad scene had prompted Fendun’s outcry. As the front of the group neared the trees, Andreno stepped out into the glade, head downcast. A common gasp flew from the crowd but none stepped forward to question him. Whatever had happened was between Fendun and Andreno. By ancient decree Fendun was exiled and only Andreno could speak the words of forgiveness that would allow him to return. No one could speak of Fendun by name until he had been formally absolved.


Chapter 2

Fendun’s Exile

Fendun ran stumbling through the undergrowth. He tripped on an exposed root and lay pounding his fist and weeping aloud. After his crying subsided he lay very still, listening. He knew there would be no followers, yet he hoped somehow a voice behind him would say, Return now, Dun. ’Tis all a fiendish mistake. He lay a long time listening until the sky grew dark. With a sudden fear he realized he must find a shelter for the night. Drawing himself up to a weary stand, he walked without direction and finally spent the night in a semi-hollow at the base of a large tree.

The first days of his exile were the easiest, for Fendun wandered in a stunned grief with a blank mind. When hunger and the chill of coming winter forced him to attend to his survival, he searched for a permanent lodge and found a small cave with a natural spring at the opening. The site was a mere two day’s walk from the glade of Falmora, and, although still in the forest proper, it might have been a foreign land. For Fendun lived outside the warmth of Irelman society. His solitude was total—no word, smile, nor friendly gesture comforted him. His existence was not softened by the comfort of animal companionship—there is no animal small enough nor of docile nature that an Irelman can safely take it into his affections.

Fendun gathered just what was necessary to survive. Only when his stomach was intensely painful with hunger would he scavenge for whatever food was close to his cave. Many days he ate only grubs and slugs skewered on a stick and smoked over his fire. Occasionally he found a few edible seeds or mushrooms.

While gathering firewood, he had chanced upon a straight and hard wood staff that would serve as a spear. Inside the cave he squatted and rubbed one end of the staff against the stone floor to sharpen it, then held the tip over the dying fire coals to harden the point.

The winds were blowing colder every day. Fendun huddled in the back of the cave. He knew he should gather stores for the coming winter. He would need squirrel skins for protection against the cold. Yet he sat gazing into the fire, turning his spear slowly in his hands. His thoughts went no further than the scene he had witnessed by the glade.

As his spirit sank, so did his will. He did not attempt to hunt and eventually he ceased to search for grubs. His daily effort was to crawl to the cave opening, drink from the spring and add a few sticks to the shrinking fire. Within a few days he lay curled by the fire’s coals, shivering and unable to move. He closed his eyes, ready to sleep without waking.

Small mice, scurrying to gather winter stores, darted ever closer to where Fendun lay. He watched them through the dim fall light, but made no move to try to capture them. He thought of the great red squirrels and their danger and his heart would race for a few minutes, but still he made no move.

Drifting in and out of a weakened sleep, with his ear lying next to the forest floor, Fendun began to hear noise of a large creature moving through the forest. He would hold his breath when a rustling occurred, but he remained curled by the fire embers. On the third day of his laying in despair, Fendun heard a careful pressing of the forest floor leaves. A large creature was slowly creeping behind his head. His instinct was to jump up and twirl on the unknown, but he only clenched his fist tightly on his spear and closed his eyes.

The sound was stealthy, considered—not the sudden scuttle of a squirrel, not a furred creature. Fendun thought suddenly, Thé be come for un! Un be forgiven now! He slowly rose sideways on his hands and was just turning his head to look behind when a great crashing sound swerved his eyes to the front. Down through the high tree limbs, bouncing on outstretched branches and bringing dead wood with it, a great red squirrel fell and thumped to the ground so near to the fire that small sparks flew out at the impact. Despite his hunger weakness, Fendun lurched to his feet. He had seen squirrels fallen stunned after a bad judgement in leaping the high branches. He knew he must act quickly or face a deathly fight. With a surge of strength he lifted his spear above his head and plunged it into the squirrel’s chest. The effort brought him falling down on top of the animal and he lay panting against the rough fur.

As he slowly gained his breath, Fendun sensed something was not right. He rolled to a sitting position beside the body and stared at it. Where his spear had entered, there was only a small trickle of blood, not the usual great spurt of red from a fatal wound. He cautiously crawled to the animal’s head. The eyes were glazed in death and protruding from the back of the neck was a small slender spear, like a child’s toy.

“’Tis been killed afore!” Fendun exclaimed and his own voice shocked him alive. By another!—his thoughts screamed and at the thought he suddenly remembered the noise at his back, before the squirrel fell. His head jerked to the spot beyond the fire. There was no sign of another, but on the ground lay a bundle of skins.

A flush of excitement flowed through Fendun—’Tis Reno. Thá be come! But abruptly he knew that if he were truly forgiven, there would be no need of hiding and sneaking in the woods. The offerings were left in silence because he was left in silence. Not forgiven, but remembered.

The weight of his aloneness crashed around
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