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1


Mystical Words


The figure lay face-down in the clear ocean water, the waves licking at its naked feet. The skin was pale, almost translucent. The vast bay was covered in fine white sand, and scattered with small speckled pebbles and shells. The sand was scorching, yet the form did not move, seeming oblivious to the burning sun. As the water drifted back and forth, the head sank further into the sand. A sun-dried hood hid its face and its limbs lay helplessly by its side. The body wore armour, from under which tattered clothes could be seen peeking out – these looked oddly unscathed despite its journey across the seas. The strong bindings still held, in defiance of the pressure they were under from the bloated carcass.


The incoming tide slowly pushed the body further up the shore, where it lay, waiting…


* * *


The tide was once again coming in as Daimeh finished his daily routine of delivering various commodities to the people of Alkoryn, his people. Although his profession was regarded as an important one, he always referred to himself as ‘the delivery boy’. As the grandson of the sovereign, he did not have to work, but he felt a personal obligation to contribute to the economy of his village, Lybas.


Carelessly, he strolled barefoot across the warm sands, a slim, athletic, young man, dressed in loose-fitting, beige clothes, crafted for him by his mother. She was the village tailor and was incredibly talented at her profession. After a day’s work his attire was somewhat in need of a wash; however, this did not worry Daimeh and, feeling quite content, he enjoyed the fresh-smelling sea breeze which tugged and played with his ear length, dark auburn hair.


As he beachcombed, his skimming walk left odd-shaped footprints in the moist sand: a shallow elongated imprint, then a firmly pushed-down one. Daimeh would usually take a relaxing stroll along the Galunda Bay after his work and collect kelp and shells. He had already found a few pieces and placed them in his hip pouch. As he lazily walked, sand stuck to his soles. Suddenly, he felt a jolt of pain from his foot. Daimeh yelped and hastily lifted the offending limb. He hopped on the spot as the sharp pain quickly became a numbing throb. Realising he had stumped his toe on a jutting, solid object, he peered down at the cause of his discomfort and noticed a particularly beautiful shell, washed-up by the tide and half-cemented in the sticky sand; a polished pearly husk poking upwards. The pain in his foot was instantly forgotten as he stared at the lovely object before bending to quickly dislodge the large, spindle-shaped shell with agile fingers and hold it in his hand. After brushing away the excess sand, an opalescent, perfectly smooth surface was revealed, adorned with swirling marbled markings. He’ll be very happy with this one, he thought, opening his hip pouch and removing some kelp. He carefully wrapped it around the shell before placing it with the others and continuing on his way…


* * *


With every wave more fresh sand washed ashore and Daimeh’s feet sank deeper. He gazed out along the shoreline in contemplation, then looked out to the hazy horizon, he had always questioned what was over the seas and had often thought about acquiring his own boat for an expedition. Yet, as he had been taught from a young age by Alkoryn scholars, the lands beyond Alkoryn were impassable.


Closing his oval, peridot-green eyes, relaxing his jaw and letting out a weighty sigh, Daimeh tossed his head back and ran his hands through his hair. He stood still for a moment, appreciating the invigorating sea air tickling his nasal canals. Daimeh had almost reached a meditative state when he suddenly noticed a nauseating smell of decomposition commingling with the natural fragrance of the ocean. He immediately awoke from his trance-like state and the brilliance of the sun pierced his eyes. He reached his hand up to block it out and used his other to cover his softly pointed nose. Stunned and squinting, he surveyed the immediate vicinity; there was nothing. He looked out further along the shore, and after a short while, an unusual glint caught his eye. He could see instantly that it did not come from a shell but from something unnatural. A foul smell and something that glinted unnaturally in the afternoon sun, two strange things on his familiar beach. It came to Daimeh that both things could be related. Without another thought, he sped through the warm shallows, bursting with curiosity. He wiped the sweat from his brow, his gaze fixed on the glinting object as its shine brightened. He wondered, as he neared it, if it was armour. Alkoryn was free of conflict and Daimeh thought back to the rhymes of war he had heard in his childhood. One fable he remembered particularly well was “The Winged Giant”;




The day was pure,


And the skies were clear,


When the giant soared,


Above us he roared,


Blue was its colour,


With claws to sever,


As it dived towards Alkoryn.


Our people scattered and ran,


Some of us wore armour,


Yet our minds were sombre,


But, with swords by our sides,


We fought and we died,


As our numbers were great,


We battled with weight.


Then the giant let out a mighty yell.


And from the sky it thunderously fell.





Daimeh recited the rhyme as he ran, and before long he was within reaching distance of the anomaly. The sickly aroma had intensified and with his dirty tunic held to his nose, Daimeh flopped to his knees, staring ahead, his mind blank.


A calm tide was washing against the muscular body, but it did not move. It was huge. Curious, Daimeh reached out and brushed away the few grains of sand that were clinging to the glossed armour, like flour to sticky dough. Cautiously, he gripped the smooth edge of the chest-piece. The metal was boiling hot from the sun. He tried to release the armour from the body, but was unable to endure the heat; instead he grabbed the cadaver’s swollen arm. It felt sticky and also warmed by the sun. Daimeh was determined to turn the body over, so he held it with both hands, letting his beige tunic fall from his nose as he did so. The stench was now even worse than before. He lifted the arm with effort, then quickly wedged one hand underneath. He heaved with all his strength, his feet digging into the sand. The body had absorbed a lot of water and was twice Daimeh’s size, but still he persisted. He was stronger than he looked and he managed to slowly roll the corpse across the sand until it slumped onto its back with a dull thud.


Catching a glimpse of the uncovered body, Daimeh recoiled. “What the…?” He had never laid eyes upon such a brute; it lay motionless and clad in sand covered armour, a sword sheathed at its hip. A dark hood still hid the face – inviting him to reveal who was under it. Using only the tips of his fingers, Daimeh carefully lifted the soggy cloth.


He jumped back, shrieking, fighting the desire to flee. The thing’s wretched, lifeless eyes were locked on Daimeh’s; it was as if they had already known where he would be. They protruded slightly from the sockets, which made them seem even closer than they were. Breathing quickly, he gradually gained the mental strength needed to examine the horror in more detail.


The black centres of the eyes were clouded, as if they had been steamed from the inside and the white of the eyes rippled with veins. After the initial shock had subsided, Daimeh examined more closely its most striking features: two blunt tusks protruding from its chin. He frowned with curiosity before looking over the rest of its freakish face. The flesh between the nose and mouth was decayed: just two small holes were left, flat against a blanched, leathery face.


The jaw had been dislocated and the mouth laid wide open, exposing large teeth, obviously intended for grinding. Thick, bloodless lips sagged below the gum line and its tongue lay slumped to one side – inked by a touch of crimson.


Daimeh placed his palm on the coal-pigmented armour, lukewarm to the touch, facing the sand as it had. He noticed the faint outline of an embossed symbol, covered in sand. He wondered what it meant. Then he slowly bounced his palm on the chest piece. He was expecting it to squeeze against the body, but instead, found that it was solidly in place, as if something was under it. Daimeh removed his clam knife from his calf strap and began to tear at the bindings. They were tough, but he persisted, and eventually they broke. He tucked his hands under the plate and peeled it towards himself. It felt lighter than he expected. Dirty, damp garments were exposed, brownish in colour and stained with the ocean moisture. He noticed a shrouded oblong shape and tugged away the limp cloth covering it. A flare of sun caught his eyes, and he saw, bound to its torso, a sleek tablet, made from incredibly polished stone and with a flawless surface. Breaking the straps, he released the oblong stone. Daimeh lifted it up more forcefully than was necessary and noticed how light it was, like the chest-guard. How so, he thought, rubbing the perfectly curved edge and turning it over, continuing to run his hands over the glassy, satin finish. When he reached the centre of the stone, the pigmentation of deep obsidian dissolved, revealing a translucent surface shining with an inner light, as if it had been activated in some way.


Daimeh noticed a glowing, metallic, golden fluid, which was pulsing upwards from the centre of the stone and filling narrow etches to create writing. The glyphs looked exotic and mysterious to Daimeh and he could not make any sense of them.
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He turned the stone over and gleams emerged from the other side. It was Alkoryn. His geographic knowledge was limited: he recognised the Alkoryn islands, but the lands further away were unknown to him. As he turned back to look at the strange symbols again, they intensified in colour, and at the same time he became conscious of a delicate woman’s voice whispering in his head. He heard her say to him, “Share the script; hide the magic.” He felt an uncontrollable urge to take the tablet with him.


He was unclear about what to do with the body and stood for a few moments deep in thought. “Maybe I should leave it here for someone else to find?” he muttered.


He knew that would be irresponsible, but he wanted to take the easy way out, rather than having to deal with this burden.


Standing up, he tucked the tablet under his belt, but its warmth against his belly was not pleasant on such a hot day. Pulling his light top over it, he prepared to head towards home. Just as he turned, he glanced at the sword and paused. He contemplated taking it, then decided he must. He dropped to his knees again and grabbed the black corded hilt. It was smooth and simply designed, yet was easy to grip. He was able to slide it from its sheath without any difficulty. He had expected it to be light, and it was. What is it he asked himself, some kind of knife? A lengthy, thin knife? No it was not quite a knife. But what? He had never wielded such a blade, and this one was clearly much too big for him. Daimeh held the sword at arm’s length, surprised by his own agility. He began to swing it around as if fighting. The marbled, ebon surface, glinted in the sunlight.


Daimeh carefully ran his fingers along the contoured edge. It was clean and very sharp, and the outer edge was serrated. He looked at the sheath and decided he should also take it, for his own safety. Breaking the straps, he tore the sheath away from its belt and lowered the sword into it. It was thin enough that he could hide it under his clothing.


Daimeh suddenly felt waves splashing against his lower legs and realised it was time for him to head back. Before leaving, he paused again in contemplation, watching the tide rising over the body’s knees. What he needed to do was suddenly clear to him. He knew he couldn’t just leave it and decided to drag the body to the dunes, away from the water’s edge. Hastily, he grabbed the discarded belt and strapped it around the carcass’s wrists. Confident it would hold, Daimeh pulled the hefty arms up over the head and found himself a firm dragging position. He knew a challenge awaited him as the body was so sizably brawny.


Tensing his muscles, he began to haul it away from the incoming tide and towards the closest dunes, leaving deep trails in the sand as they went.


The sun had by now sunk lower in the tropical, azure sky. Alkoryn never fell into darkness, the sun never set and the land was eternally sunny. When Daimeh was finally almost at his destination, he stopped for a moment and sat down. His muscles were beginning to seize with cramp, and after all the events of the evening, he needed a bit of respite. Admiring the beauty of the tufted clouds high above, peacefully flowing across the horizon, he sensed that the air pressure had dropped. He knew it was late evening. The distinctive sound of the dyak cliff bats calling loudly to each other confirmed his suspicion. On any other evening, Daimeh would have enjoyed the salty, dry scent from the baked sand and crisp kelp, but that evening his lungs were still filled with sickness from the decomposing cadaver that lay behind him. He continued heaving the corpse along the beach.


He saw small sprouts of grass poking through the sand and he knew he was nearly there. Eventually he reached the dunes, and, exhausted, he dropped the belted body behind them. After he had relaxed his back and arms, he gathered a few pieces of dried foliage and scattered them over the body, making sure to cover its bulging eyes first.


Once it was completely hidden, he strolled back to Lybas thinking about the strange stone slab, wondering where it came from and how it got there? Who should he tell? He knew his mother should know, then the words “hide the magic” came to mind and he realised that no one should know about the tablet. He decided he would make a copy and show her that.


* * *


Daimeh arrived at the outskirts of Lybas as the sun was approaching its lowest point in the sky. The village of Lybas lay on Bayhaven, one of the eastern islands of Alkoryn, and was predominately a fishing colony, providing protein rich sustenance to the islands.


The earlier clouds had dissipated, leaving a warm, golden-orange hue. Daimeh approached the first Lybas bay-house, a humble home built on stilts; the sunlight bounced of each curved, vertical plank. He could see Bermel, a middle-aged fisherman, and his dusky silhouette. He was peacefully fishing from his exquisite balcony.


Bermel, looking completely tranquil, reeled in his line and glanced over to the returning young man. Taking his ivory pipe out of his mouth, he waved to Daimeh. “You’re late today,” he called, in a deep, husky voice. The smoke from his pipe rising in gentle wisps.


Daimeh ran his hand through his sweaty hair and nervously checked that his bounty was discretely hidden before replying, “Fete soon, Bermie. Just wanted to stay out a few more hours. Lost track of time though, but I did find the most beautiful shell.” He smiled to himself, feeling guilty about not disclosing his other finds but knowing he must keep his secrets a while yet.


“Heh, you’re a hard worker, it’s good to see around here, just make sure you have time for yourself too.”


Bermel sat back down in his sturdy, well-made chair, returned his pipe to his lips and cast his line back out to sea.


Before he disappeared behind the wooden wall, Daimeh shouted, “Not much time for that Bermie, but I’ll try.” He waved then continued past the chestnut house.


Daimeh calmly walked along the seafront, feeling his toes digging into the warm sand. He passed four more bay-houses, each with their own fishing boat, gracefully bobbing on the tide. Daimeh admired the small, colourful, potted plants on the balconies. They finished the look perfectly.


Once he reached Lybas, the stone path began. The souls of his feet brushed sand over the smooth, well-sculpted engravings; the sensation always gave him that relaxing feeling of being home.


* * *


As he walked towards the elegant houses, arranged in circular rows like a ripple, he caught a scent of sun-dried fish – the village delicacy – and realising that he had not eaten since the afternoon, headed in the direction of the smell. Fish lay baking on the stone ground, the pavement’s decorative carvings acting as a makeshift grill; the juices running through the cracks. After consuming the largest fish he could find, he rummaged in his pouch and picked out a petite cream shell and placed it where the fish had been: an adequate payment to the village chef. He then continued his stroll through the village.


A small gust of wind blew smoke from kelp weed towards him. The weed was dried, then mixed with a concoction of herbs before being rolled inside a thin reed and smoked. Although Daimeh had heard people say that it “calmed the evil of the soul”, he found the pungent, burnt algae smoke rather disgusting and always refused when it was offered to him. He looked towards where the kelp smoke was coming from and saw, without surprise, the usual drunk crowd babbling outside The Fish’s Flask. From within the alehouse he heard muffled melodies, and, not wanting to rouse any attention, he briskly walked towards the second row of houses, past the central canopies.


After a few moments, he arrived in front of a set of wooden steps which led up to an elaborate front door. A perk from his coming of age was being allocated his own residence, modest but comfortable. He lived alone and spent most of his days foraging, although he always set aside some time for a bit of adventuring as well.


He nimbly hopped up the etched stairs and opened the door to his house.


Daimeh closed the timbered door behind him and immediately lifted up his baggy top. He removed the small stone slab and placed it on his simple kitchen table before removing the sword from his belt and resting it against the wall.


The scripture and maps lit up again when he touched them; the words “share the script, hide the magic” continued to repeat in Daimeh’s mind. He walked through an arched doorway into his cosy living room. Opening a vine-thatched cupboard, he took out a single sheet of parchment made from pulped locyan-palm; the most abundant tree in the vicinity, a thick-trunked tree with parasitic vines. He picked up a feathered quill, taken from the light-blue ryndia bird; a large native parrot with exquisite feathers. Finally, he sought out a small pot of black ink.


Returning to the kitchen, he sat down and settled the parchment on the surface of the flat stone. The symbols were so bright that they shone straight through it. He allowed the quill to soak with ink before carefully tracing the markings as accurately as he could. When the last symbol had been copied and its ink had dried, he turned it over and copied the map. As soon as he had finished, the mysterious glowing fluid began to flow back into the tablet, as if a plug had been removed. Its smooth face remained as inscrutable as it had been when Daimeh first held it.


He rolled up the parchment and tying it with a thin leather bind, placed it on the table. As he did so, the second half of the verse repeated in his mind: “hide the magic”. At that, he looked around for somewhere to store everything. Perfect, he thought, focusing on the sturdy larder door. He opened the door and an aroma of spices and fish gusted towards him, overwhelming his senses. It was a pleasant smell in Daimeh’s opinion. He proceeded to bury the items amongst his provisions.


After closing the pantry door, he gently tossed his full hip pouch onto a highly-glossed bench and glanced out of the window. The sun was at its lowest point in the sky, just above the trees, meaning that it was currently the middle of the evening.


He had managed just five hours sleep the night before, and his exhaustion finally caught up with him. Reaching the stairs, he shuffled up the steps, sliding his hand up the banister. At the top of the wooden stairs a luxurious carpet greeted him; it was an indulgence for his toes. He tiredly walked into his cosy bedroom and towards his low bed, the cream, woven sheets left unmade that morning.


Daimeh lifted his grimy top up and over his head, then dropped it carelessly onto the carpet. Without disrobing any further he stumbled over to his bed, flopping chest down onto the wool-filled mattress, leaving his arm hanging over the edge.


The yellow-orange evening light shone through the opaque window. It was so tranquil, and Daimeh was so tired, that in no time at all he was fast asleep.
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Naivety Has Its Advantages


Bright, blazing sunlight beamed through Daimeh’s window. Almost white, with a hint of yellow, it glared down on his lightly tanned face. He had not moved at all during the evening; his body still lay in the same position as it had the moment he had dropped onto the supple, leather mattress.


He was woken by the sound of knocking. At first it was very distant, but became increasingly loud as he slowly awoke. Still fuddled with sleep, he moved his head from side to side, but the banging only became louder still. It had slipped his mind to close the weaved curtains, and the room was full of sunshine.


He drowsily opened his eyes, which watered a little from the bright sunlight. Thud, thud. Daimeh, still confused, opened his eyes fully.


“Daimeh!” A female voice was calling him.


He quickly realised it was his aunt and that he must be late. He jumped out of bed, instantly alert and awake. Hastily he checked the sun’s position, and saw that it was at its highest point. His stomach sank; it was midday – the hottest time of the day. Without even putting a top on, he rushed downstairs to open the front door.


“Have you just woken up? What is wrong with you, Daimeh?” His aunt was silhouetted by the bright sunshine. “Get dressed and come on.” Her voice was stern.


“I’m so sorry, Aunt Cresa,” he replied as he quickly picked up his hip pouch from the kitchen bench. “I stayed out late, but it was worth it.” Opening the pouch, he unwrapped the shell and passed it to his aunt. “Look at its beauty; Grandfather will love this one, I’m sure.”


Cresadir took the shell and turned towards the sun, holding it in the light. Her butterscotch-golden hair caught the wind and shimmered as she turned.


“Hmm. It certainly is a very special specimen,” she said, twisting it around to examine it properly, noting its impeccable shine and the sleek surface without a single scratch. The shell glimmered in the sunlight, a dappled, turquoise violet hue.


“This is evidently a remnant of the elusive monea snail, a rare deep sea snail,” she said, turning the shell. “See the elongation of the base? This is because the monea have a small sucking pad for a head, which they use to grip to the seabed, allowing their shelled bodies to just drift on the current. Amazing that you found this, Daimeh.”


Cresadir smiled forgivingly behind her loosely curled hair, which was now blowing across her face.


“All right, I can forgive your short lie-in, now get your clothes on and help me with this packing. You know how much I dislike being the last to arrive.”


Daimeh ran his fingers through his hair, using them as a makeshift brush. “I know aunt,” he said. “I’ll hurry, just give me a few minutes to get my things in order.”


He shut the door, feeling a little anxious. He had to get back to the body at Galunda Bay. He couldn’t do that alone, and wasn’t quite sure when he would be able to leave the village. His thoughts interfered: maybe he could just tell her, everyone was going to know at some point. He couldn’t tell them, they’d just panic. His mother would know what to do. After considering the matter for a short while, Daimeh bounced up his stairs and picked up his dirty top from the day before. It smelt musty, but this did not bother him and he put it on anyway. Once downstairs, he went straight to the kitchen larder and picked up the closest full basket, which was loaded with dried, peppered, thinly carved meat. He carried it out with difficulty, leaving the door open to make the return trip easier.


The young man hauled the vine-woven basket as hastily as he could through the narrow alley outside his house, in the direction of the centre of the village. As he passed his parents’ house a warm breeze wafted the delightful smell of peppery, spicy, seasoning up Daimeh’s nostrils; a pleasant beginning to his day.


He exited the alley and, in the shade of the front steps he saw his father, Halgar, hard at work preserving young palm leaves with oil squeezed from the avopalto, a fatty fruit that has a variety of uses, from sealing leaves, to varnish, ink and paint. To Halgar’s left there were leaves drying, their lush green colour decoratively preserved. To his right, were thatched leaves ready for roofing.


Halgar looked up at his son with his friendly, deep-set eyes. “There you are boy,” he said in a carefree tone. “Your mother and Aunt Cresa have been working so hard. Tell them to take a rest, would you? They don’t listen to me. You know what they’re like.” He nodded abruptly. “Well that looks heavy, go drop it under the canopy and see your mother at the barn.”


“M-hm,” Daimeh replied, hauling the basket into a comfy position and walking off.


He was quite close to his father, who had taught him the basics of village life, and the responsibilities the villagers bore towards one another. He was mature at forty-four, a little younger than Bermel, and his hair was beginning to grey slightly.


Daimeh felt the weight of his basket as he shuffled towards the busy canopied centre. The stalls were adjoined, creating an almost market-like appearance. Young children weaved between the banisters, rolling a small wheel with sticks. Daimeh admired the enthusiasm of his people, actively hustling with crates and sorting through them. They were pretty cramped under there, shading themselves from the radiance of the sun. Others sat on fabricated rugs in front of their houses, arranging decorative flowers.


Daimeh was so tall that he had to duck slightly before entering.


“Where do you want this?” he asked.


“Oh.” An elderly woman tilted her head towards him. “Just put it down here.” She smiled pleasantly as she spoke.


Daimeh carefully placed the basket down next to a collection of other baskets, all filled to the brim with vegetables, seafood and shells.


“Thank you, dear.”


He grinned in response.


The barn stood opposite, and by it he could see his mother, Miah, with her older sister. His mother was a few years younger than his father and she was more active, always busy with things. Behind her, deep inside the barn, was a well-constructed cart. As Daimeh approached, he saw that his mother had become irritated by a stray hair that had blown loose from her ponytail. She put her heavy basket to one side and tucked the cinnamon-coloured strand behind her ear. She hadn’t noticed Daimeh.


“Hello, Mother, anything I can do?” he asked, strolling into the barn.


She glanced at him with her honest, arctic-blue eyes.


“Oh, Daimeh, about time you turned up.”


Cresadir interrupted. “I was knocking at his door at midday. He’d only just woken up!”


“Oh, come on, Cresa. I showed you the shell.”


“Shell?” Miah queried.


“Outstanding find, a monea shell. I think it’ll be the nicest gift Father will get this year.”


Daimeh joined in. “What? Better than what Uncle Alfrit will bring?”


“I believe so,” Cresadir chuckled.


“That would be a nice…” Miah began, but then her fine, straight, hair suddenly blew completely free from the ponytail. “Damn.” She preferred things to be fuss-free.


“Anyway, can you pack those crates onto the cart?” She pointed to the stacked boxes in the corner. “We want all the carts loaded before tomorrow morning,” she continued, holding her hair back and retying the ponytail.


“Sure. What time do we leave?”


“At the first high sun hour.”


Daimeh walked across the straw-covered floor over to the boxes in the corner. He picked up the first crate, which was full of shells, all equally-sized; the villagers had sifted them prior to packing. He dumped it onto the cart, and tucked it at the back against the high wooden barrier.


The second crate held quaint wooden ornaments with shells embedded into them. He pushed the crate next to the first, moving it back and forth to make them as compact as possible.


* * *


An hour had passed.


“I’m done here.”


“Go on.” Miah swept her hand, waving her son to get more goods. “Get the rest.”


Since she was his mother, Daimeh had little choice but to obey her orders, but he was often reluctant to do so and sometimes felt angst-ridden about his situation.


“Yes, Mother.” Daimeh’s unwillingness was all too clear to Miah and she crossed her arms. He meandered towards the canopies to collect the first woven basket. All he could think about was the body at the bay.


* * *


The dry straw crunched as Daimeh wearily dumped the last basket onto the barn floor. He saw his mother still shuffling the baskets about like she was doing a puzzle. She was diligent as always; she had the attitude that everything must be right.


Daimeh rested a moment, then addressed Miah. “Mother, I need to do something before evening. I found something at the bay yesterday.” Regardless of how tired he was, he knew his day was not over.


“I know, your aunt has showed it to me already,” she replied, whilst securing the goods with a vine rope.


“Not the shell,” Daimeh said, nervously exhaling, and looking at his feet. He needed to tell her.


“You’re making me worry, Daimeh; what is it?” Miah asked, looking at him with concern.


After a few moments of contemplation, he decided that the direct approach was best.


“Erm, a body washed ashore…Like nothing I’ve seen before…I hid it in the dunes.”


“A body?” Her teardrop shaped eyes immediately opened wide with surprise. Daimeh had her attention. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” she asked, tucking wayward loose hairs behind her ears.


Daimeh’s shamefaced expression explained enough.


“The fete – and you know how Cresa gets,” he began, glancing to his right, thinking quickly. “And it’s not a good time to be alarming everyone.”


Miah checked around in case there were any eavesdroppers before whispering to her son, “Look, don’t you think Cresa would want to know about this too?” Although she was speaking quietly, the anger in her voice was apparent. “And what do you mean, it’s like nothing you’ve seen before?”


“It’s not Alkoryn.”


“What? All right, I can understand you didn’t want to scare anyone, but you should have told me and definitely your aunt Cre…”


“I’ve told you now,” he interrupted


“Never mind. We’ll keep this quiet. I don’t want any villagers to know.” She placed her hand on his shoulder, trying to reassure him. “Get your cousin to help – he’s feeding the glennies – then bring it up to Cresa’s. Don’t let anyone see you.”


He nodded compliantly, relieved.


Glennies were herd animals with large clumsy looking ears and soft protruding snouts. Alkoryn’s bred three breeds of glenny, one known as the ‘kashi’ with lush, thick, soft wool, the ‘saable’ bred purely for milk and the ‘moxo’ used as a pack animal and for quality meat and leathers. They stood just short of a man, with sturdy hooves and a fluffy short tail. They were most commonly cream in colour.


Each Alkoryn child was given a glenny to teach responsibility.


* * *


As Daimeh walked towards the open fields behind the barn, he was met by a gentle breeze and the smell of fresh straw. He ran his hand along the wood of the adjoining fence as he walked. Oeradon, Daimeh’s cousin, was tipping grain into a wooden trough, snuffling his nose as the dust irritated him. The sound of falling grain excited the maize-shaded glennies. The herd strutted towards the troughs – one specially lacquered to hold water – and started munching, each one competing for the freshest food. One glenny in particular, a moxo with creamier, shorter wool, broke away from the herd, seeming even more excited by the sight of Daimeh than by a full trough. As she got closer, she couldn’t contain her delight and started bouncing on her strong hooves.


“Popley.” Daimeh was just as happy to see her and held out his hand, allowing her to lick him. “Awww girl, sorry I didn’t see you yesterday.” She appeared not to mind – as long as she could lick his hand, she was content. He tickled her behind her ear and she snorted as he scooped up a handful of grain for her.


Oeradon, who was a few years his senior, interrupted the affectionate exchange. “What’s up?” he asked, still pouring grain.


“Oh,” Daimeh said, suddenly coming to; he sometimes lost himself in thought, “er, I need your help.”


“Yeah.” Oeradon scratched his nose as he answered his cousin. “With what?” A curious look came into his pale blue eyes and he smirked. “Ooh, I know…You want me to put in a good word with Karalyn?” This lightened the tone and he grinned, Oeradon had a wide, attractive smile.


“No…” Daimeh realised he must have seen him looking at Karalyn and threw a handful of grain at his slim cousin.


“Oi,” the older cousin shouted, shaking the kernels from his taupe clothing and then composing himself.


“It’s important – you’ll see why when we get there,” Daimeh said, brushing the remaining husks from his hands. He knew he had to keep his reasons mysterious for the moment. “We need to bring Popley too.” Knowing that his cousin had a cowardly disposition, Daimeh chose discretion and beckoned to his glenny, opening the fence clasp as he did so. Popley trotted through the small, open gate and patiently waited for her master to saddle her. This was a routine she was familiar with.


“Er…all right. You got me interested.”


* * *


It was Miah’s turn to sweep the dried leaves off the barn floor. It had to be cleaned daily and a rota was the fairest way of organising it. She was just about finished when she heard the clop of hooves on the stone pavement.


Miah looked up, and saw Daimeh, Oeradon and Popley. “Remember what I said…keep it ‘shh’ and go around the back.”


Oeradon’s curiosity increased.


“What’s this about, Daimeh? Some secret surprise for the fete?”


“Unfortunately no, nothing like that.” There was sadness in Daimeh’s eyes: he knew what his cousin was about to see, and he felt guilty about keeping it from him. As they went past the central canopies, Daimeh bent down and picked up two thick pieces of cloth from one of the tables. He handed one to his elder cousin. “Here, you’ll need this too.”


* * *


The afternoon sun was still high; it beamed down on them from a cloudless sapphire sky. Collecting a body wasn’t going to be nice on a day like this.


As they strolled past Bermel’s house and out of the village, Daimeh quickened the pace. Popley pranced next to him excitedly. Oeradon noticed his worried expression and his suspicion increased, causing a lump in his chest. The eldest cousin continued to follow Daimeh until they arrived at the western dunes.


“Not far, just over the next dune,” Daimeh said. They were close to the hiding spot and for a moment he thought – out of habit – about doing some shell-hunting. But he quickly remembered the real reason he was at the beach: to retrieve the unknown body.


Popley was the first to react to the smell of decay. She halted and made snorting noises in disgust, stamping her front hooves. The covering heap of leaves had blown around a little during the low-sun hours, but they still completely concealed the body.


“Here it is.”


Daimeh pointed at the mound.


“Leaves? And, what’s that smell? It’s horrible.” His cousin reached for the cloth in his pocket.


“Not leaves…And, yes, you might want to cover your nose now.” Daimeh felt it was polite to at least give his cousin some warning. He scuffled at the browned, desiccated leaves, brushing them away from the creature’s face. Once the foliage had been cleared away, the creature stared rigidly up at them. It was evident that the natural decomposition process had progressed: a few attentive insects were flying in circular motions around the tear in its jaw.


“What the…?” Gasping in shock, Oeradon took a step or two back. His initial reaction wasn’t too dissimilar from what Daimeh’s had been. “It’s grotesque…and the stench! This cloth isn’t enough,” his disgusted eyes peered over the cloth mask, whilst still holding it as firmly as he could to his face.


The odour had become richer since the day before, but Daimeh’s previous lengthy exposure to it meant that he was able to stomach it more easily than his cousin. But he still tied the facial cloth around his head so that it covered his nose and mouth, more for reasons of hygiene than anything else.


The corpse’s arms were where Daimeh had left them, above its head. After they had swept the final leaves away, Daimeh tried to move the body.


“I’ve got the wrists.” He knelt down and held the corpse’s wrists firmly. They were stickier than they had been the day before and the skin felt slimy against his hands; Daimeh felt overwhelmed with feelings of disgust. He coughed.


“You take the ankles.”


Oeradon almost choked. “Are you serious? I’m not touching that thing,” he said, then secured the cloth in its previous position.


“I’m deadly serious. Now take the ankles!”


Oeradon was a little startled – Daimeh was never this assertive. It must be serious, he thought. He leant over and firmly grasped the sticky ankles.


“Now, let’s turn it over.” Daimeh said, once he was sure they both had a good hold.


As they heaved the body onto its front, Oeradon noticed the creature’s large, dry nails and leathery skin, and was struck by the sheer size of its feet.


“Oh, Popley. I know it smells bad, but we need you, girl,” Daimeh said in a soft voice, trying to reassure her. She remained unimpressed and cautiously stepped backwards. The cousins tried to lift the body onto Popley’s back, but she continued moving away.


“C’mon, girl – I hate this too,” Oeradon coaxed, fully sharing her repulsion.


They laid the body down on the grainy sand and Daimeh walked over to Popley. Whispering her name, he gently rubbed the soft mane under her chin. He rubbed his fingers along her cheeks and stroked between her ears. Daimeh waited until she had settled before he returned to the body. The two cousins lifted it up, then laid it on the glenny’s back, its arms dangling over one side and its legs over the other. Continuing to reassure Popley, Daimeh knotted a rope under her belly and firmly tied the corpse’s hands to its feet.


“Seems secure,” Daimeh asserted. He gave his glenny an affectionate stroke, then tugged the thin reins, indicating it was time to leave. “Let’s head back to Cresa’s.”


As they came closer to Lybas, the sands beneath their feet were replaced by lush flourishing grassland. They walked through pastures which harboured wide leaved, deep-green plants; a few were in flower, with an almost luminescent fuchsia and olive hue, others were a vivid yellow. But it was difficult for Daimeh and Oeradon to smell the aroma of these beautiful plants over the stench of the deteriorating corpse. The festering odour was so strong that they kept their noses covered for the whole journey.


The dense forest to their right always made Daimeh’s chest drop. He could never forget the time in childhood when he had got lost in the forest and injured his foot quite badly.


Beyond the fields was a small hill; Cresadir’s manor stood atop it. It could be seen from quite a distance away. After an hour’s walk through the green fields, the two cousins arrived at the rustic pebbled walkway that sloped upwards to Cresadir’s house.


As they started to ascend, Popley suddenly stopped and peered down. Leaning forward, she started munching on a small shrub planted in a scooped-out wooden pot. “No, Popley, they’re Cresa’s.” He pulled on the cord and she slowly looked up, with a guilty expression, still chewing on a flower.


Daimeh giggled at her. “C’mon girl.”


She continued with them.


* * *


As they approached the superbly constructed porch, they saw Cresadir. She waved as she jogged down to meet them. Her sister remained at the door watching them; she looked anxious.


“Bring it round the back and I’ll take a look,” Cresadir said, directing them to the gardens. “It’s quieter and away from nosy eyes.”


Miah went inside, shutting the grand double doors behind her. Daimeh and Oeradon walked around to the garden gates where they were greeted by tall locyan-palms, adorned with lavish hanging shells. Cresadir hurried ahead, opening the gates inwards so Popley could easily fit through. As they made their way over the turfed grass, they saw Miah was already waiting for them. She was stood in front of the large pond, next to an exquisitely carved statue of a young Alkoryn man; he was on one knee, arm outstretched and looking upwards; water trickled through his fingers.


Daimeh led the abomination through the gardens, feeling regretful: it seemed that by bringing it here he was somehow dishonouring this enticing place.


Miah approached the convoy and immediately doubled over. “Oh, uuurrrgh…ouugh…caauugh.” The stench was too much for her and she ran, spluttering, towards the grass. Daimeh rushed over to give her his cloth towel, which she pressed to her mouth to contain the vomit.


“It’s all right, Mother; you’ll get used to it,” he said, placing his hand on her back reassuringly.


“She won’t need to; we’ll be embalming it soon,” Cresadir said, cutting the tying cords. She seemed completely unbothered by the smell.


Daimeh looked at his cousin and grabbed the corpse’s wrists. “Help me lift it again,” he ordered Oeradon. His cousin took hold of the ankles as before and together they hoisted it off Popley’s back and dropped it in front of Cresadir. It made a thud as it slumped onto the lawn, causing Miah to shudder with surprise. As soon as Oeradon had let go, he strolled towards the pond feature and sat on a short stool. With his tall lanky legs he was clearly too big for it, but at least he was surrounded by the beautiful shrubs and flowers.


Cresadir and her nephew turned the corpse onto its back and the full grotesqueness of the creature was revealed.


“I’m…going…inside,” Miah mumbled, still tightly holding the cloth to her mouth. Shaking her head, she went into the manor. Once she was gone, her sister knelt down to examine the body.


She gently touched and prodded the rotting face. “I’ve not seen anything like it.”


“There was some armour too.”
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