

  [image: Cover]




Ryan Aussie Smith

Thorn


Shadow’s Lament Book One





  
    First published by Authortunities Press 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Ryan Aussie Smith


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    Second edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 979-8-90228-007-1
      
    

  

  
    
      
        Editing by Angela Yuriko Smith

      
    

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Twisted Shoots
        
      

    
      	
        Dancing Axes and Spiral Blades
        
      

    
      	
        Through the Maze
        
      

    
      	
        The Lecture
        
      

    
      	
        The Silver Sword
        
      

    
      	
        Last Dance
        
      

    
      	
        Defiance
        
      

    
      	
        The Fall
        
      

    
      	
        The Librarian
        
      

    
      	
        Archibald
        
      

    
      	
        An Old Life
        
      

    
      	
        A New Life
        
      

    
      	
        For Authors: Authortunities
        
      

    
      	
        Did you enjoy Thorn?
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




Children’s talent to endure stems from their ignorance of alternatives.

Maya Angelou
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The chilling voice was in his ear again, whispering secret truths across an acid-tipped tongue. Truths of history, deceit and of course his birthright. These midnight visits had increased as of late for the shadowy figure. The boy lying below was completely unaware as his head was filled with the knowledge kings and emperors would kill to possess. Some truths were hard to bear and troubled the boy, beads of sweat formed on his brow and the sound of teeth grinding was faintly audible in the still room. However, the shadow did not care, could not care. Necessary evils were exactly that, necessary. The child required education and the world was a painful place. Inside the boy’s head were visions of pain, death and destruction. The stench of burning flesh filled his nostrils and the sound of battle cries rang in his ears.

In utter silence, Thorn awoke to a darkened room. Swallowing enormous gulps of air, his heart thundered in his ears with the repetitious rhythm of a war drum. Thorn had trained himself to stop the instinctual screaming when the nightmare nights came. The other Viridio children already considered him an outcast without the need for more of his unusual activity. Some part of him feared the dreams were not showing him the past, but preparing him for a future he had no wish to inherit.

The cool night air licked at Thorn’s dampened skin as he turned into a sitting position. It chilled his spine but did little to clear the thick molasses of thoughts clouding his mind. Head slumping into shaking hands, Thorn sat in a meditative state until the first trickles of light parted the dense canopy overhead. 

The shaking in his hands slowly dissipated, replaced with a familiar sense of morbid curiosity. Who were the people in these dreams and what did they do to deserve such a fate? Were they real or was he just as much of an oddity as everyone thought? Individualism was shunned within the Viridio, generic thinking was a must. To possess a mind capable of idealistic thoughts and curiosity that willed action was seldom seen, if not completely lacking in the forest. Thorn was therefore called unusual, strange and dangerous by all he knew. For what other way could the eternal children of the forest survive the centuries without infighting and war? These children were the sons and daughters of the nymphs, malevolent beings that lured men to their death with irresistible siren song. 

The playful nature of these energetic beauties masked their darker purpose. The bones of thousands could be found scattered throughout the forest. Adventurers, traders, marauders—all had fallen under the sensual spell of these immortals and drifted off to eternal sleep. Nature never wastes and every death brought a new life to the village. The nymphs relied on wayward travelers to produce their children. Their offspring obtained the immortality and youthful beauty of their mothers but never reached the age of puberty. They also obtained traits from their fathers, bringing a slight sense of diversity to the population. Contact with the mothers was minimal but they did sometimes visit their offspring, floating in as they slept to sing soothing lullabies or to leave presents of berries and exotic substances. By sunrise, however, there would be naught but pleasant memories and gifts. None had ever communicated with the nymphs and it was forbidden to try. So it was that the Viridio raised themselves upon the knowledge of those that came before and so it was that the ignorance of the forest continued.

Piercing blue eyes sliced through the haze of early morning as Thorn stood on the supporting branch of his own tree dwelling. Keen observation made it clear that not a single soul within Tsanie was stirring. The village of trees was his, for now. Swinging beneath the enormous branch, Thorn caught hold of the rope ladder beneath and began his descent. The enormous tree on which his dwelling sat was a great source of venerated love within the Viridio community. It was one of four trees within the entire forest that could provide a clear view of life above the tree canopy. Thorn was lucky enough to be one of the tree’s inhabitants. Lucky was perhaps not the ideal term to describe his current lodgings, however. 

Thorn. It was an ugly name not like Azalea, Marinoth or Milia but it was not his choice. Nymphs were not particular as to where they left their newborn offspring, and the Viridio had adopted the custom of choosing names based on birth surroundings. Whether it is a bed of soft yellow Milia flowers or a fresh bushel of spearmint, each new Viridio became part of the forest in name and spirit. 

On the day of Thorn’s birth it was said that the earth shook and fires scorched half of the forest. That same day a nymph brought a Viridio child into existence, but died in the process, something that had never happened before. Next to the deceased creature lay a weeping newborn Viridio child cradled in a hammock of blackened thorns. Thorn was that unlucky child, and it was because of his unprecedented birth that many of the Viridio perceived him as cursed and of unclean nature. He was therefore barely tolerated in the beginning and, even now, kept at a safe distance. Given residence on the Grand Tree, Thorn slept far up in the canopy, because of their fear.

The descent could be long and tiresome in the summer, but during the winter when the rivers ran high it became the best part of his day. One such river now flowed deep and swift a short distance from the grand tree, and the long rope ladder on which Thorn now clung. A grin of mischievous delight formed on the forest boy’s face as he began swinging back and forth. The rhythmic swing arced further and further, sending shock waves to the top and bottom of the ladder. Looking like a giant sea serpent, the ladder now had enough force behind it and Thorn took position. Using the power of the ladder’s momentum, he launched himself into the air. The fleeting silence of the forest was quickly replaced with the deafening roar of the wind passing over his ears. The small torches burning outside tree dwellings flashed past as Thorn gained speed in his fall. The river that was once distant charged towards him as he hurtled towards it.

Thorn’s feet hit the water with a jolt, and then the entire world was engulfed in white foam and bubbles. He plummeted towards the darkness below until riverbed rocks met his searching feet. All movement ceased in the cool darkness, and for a few seconds Thorn turned off his mind, focusing on the flowing water. It helped wash away the thoughts of death that still lingered from his dreams, and the cold temperature of the river brought him to the present moment. Kicking off of the rocks, Thorn torpedoed his way to the surface.

Gulping a huge lungful of air, Thorn glided towards the water’s edge, content that he had not made enough noise to wake the other Viridio. He did not want any of them to see the direction he would be traveling today, or suspicion would be ripe. Climbing up the roots of a nearby tree, Thorn pulled himself out of the water. His green and brown tunic was mottled to blend with the forest. From the waterlogged material columns of liquid cascaded to the damp soil beneath his feet. This was of no concern, however, as the distance Thorn had to cover during the morning would dry his clothes quickly. Working his way towards Topside Grove, Thorn dashed from tree to tree, keeping his feet quiet and his presence unknown. Arriving at Milia’s dwelling, Thorn rolled a rock to the side revealing the rabbit skin satchel he had left there the week before. Milia did not know of Thorn’s little stash next to her house, but she would not have cared even if she did. Regardless of her supporting nature, she wasn’t well known for keeping secrets under pressure. Thorn anticipated pressing questions should he return late today. Questions were constantly thrown at her about Thorn’s activities, and he had opted to play this adventure safe and avoid arousing curiosity. 

Milia was the closest thing to a friend Thorn had known in his 222 years of life. He had, to some extent, corrupted her. For her, their association had stripped away the blind loyalty to the ones who came before and encouraged her individualistic thought. Fortunately, due to her youthful age and rosy demeanor, the others had not shunned her as they did him. A fact Thorn was grateful for. It was selfish for him to befriend her, but she seemed more intent on the relationship than he did, so he had given up trying to push her away.

The leaves whipped at Thorn’s face while sweat poured down his back. Sprinting through the forest was tough work, but distance was needed in the morning before the heat of the day hit. Dodging through the trees and diving over rocks with the fluid movement of a two-century-old forest dweller, he did not so much see the forest as he felt it. His satchel was heavy with the items he had accumulated and made this particular trip a tiresome one. Every item, however, had its purpose and would be needed when he reached his destination. Slowing down to a walk, Thorn seized the water skin hanging loosely from his waist and brought it to his lips. He had been running at a constant speed all morning and knew the midday heat would mark the proximity to his destination. He wanted to arrive well rested so he could immediately enter and get to work. 

The morning dew was still evident on many of the leaves in this part of the forest, and the lack of air movement was obviously the cause. Thorn had discovered, in his travels, that the further he went from the forest’s center the closer the trees became. It was almost as if the trees had focused their efforts to deter and slow any potential trespassers, creating a makeshift wall of bark and leaves that spanned for miles. As Thorn made his winding way through the trees, he once again remembered why he had run so long without rest. The air was so thick in this section of the forest that traveling at walking pace took as much effort as running, although running through the trees at least gave the impression of a breeze. 

The light of the morning sun was now visible in the distance, and Thorn knew he would soon be in the Forbidden Meadow which housed the Temple of Death. The Viridio thought it appropriate to name outlawed areas of the forest outrageously forbidding names to quell any thought of investigation. It had taken Thorn almost 50 years of life for his curiosity to get the better of him. His first excursion had been very short and bland, but the simple act of rebelling thrilled him more than anything that had come before. For over a century, he had traveled to these forbidden zones in search of excitement, adventure, knowledge—basically anything to break up the tedious routines of Viridio life. The first time Thorn had traveled to one of the temples, it was nothing more than a ruin. Crumbling stone, half reclaimed by the forest, vine-covered walls and dilapidated wooden structures made the once impressive structure look small and unimposing. Only when studying the temple in greater detail was the architectural magnitude revealed. The temples were mazes of rooms and hallways—heavily booby-trapped rooms and hallways. Recently Thorn found an intact temple which stood the test of time and was not a decaying wreck. For the past
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