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diminished by their absence.









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        First Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Silence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        On The Edge of Life and Death
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Rune that Binds
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Choices
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Hunting
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Shadow Walkers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Ymbren Geard
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Remembrances
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        A Heart of Darkness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Whispers in the Dark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Epiphany
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Betrayers of the Oath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Once More into the Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        A Fire in the Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        A Gift of the Blood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Hidden Places
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        The Great Sword Adaraomius
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The Living Dead
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Faces of God
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Discovery
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Old Friend
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Wilderness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        The Book of Sumis
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        The Jewel of the West
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The Coming of Fruur
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        The Inner Wall
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Desperate Plans
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        The Temple of Malasephus
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Concupiscence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Beneath the Temple
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        The Crimson Gardens
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Prisoner
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        The Feral Gate
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        The Darkness Within
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        The Ebontide River
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        A Dreamer Awakes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        City of the Feallen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Threshold
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Strange Allegiances
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Into the Heart of Darkness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        The Firmament Below
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        I Am Become Vengeance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Escape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Malasephus
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Appendix 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Appendix 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Appendix 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  



  
  











Then will I put forth my hand and pluck the sun from the heavens and cast my cloak over the moon. And with my breath will I snuff out the stars and darkness shall fill the land.

The prison of Noss shall be broke assunder, its foundations rent, and I shall walk the earth whithersoever I will; and my people shall know me.

And then will mine enemies forswear their enmity, for I shall slay them, and raise their flesh anew, servants to me forever more. 






The Prayer of Malasephus










  
  

Chapter one
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First Night





The boy glanced over his shoulder, down the long road where shadows fled the sun. He was an ordinary looking boy. Though not unhandsome, his hair gave him an unkempt look. Wild and disarrayed, he looked as if he’d just emerged, and not triumphant from a wrestling match. His face still held an innocence that other boys his age had lost, but Jan was not yet sixteen. His First Night, the rite of passage that would make him a man, was still a few weeks away, and so Jan still labored under the illusion that all was right with the world. 

He ran his fingers through his hair, and as usual, they got tangled in the rat’s nest that sat on top of his head. Try as he might, he could never get his hair to do anything but knot and twist. This was a cause of constant aggravation for his mother, who kept telling him that no respectable woman would ever marry a man who couldn’t figure out the use of a comb. Jan stole enough kisses from the girls of his village to know better. Whatever his mother said, the girls of Sommerstone seemed to like him well enough. 

But girls, let alone marriage, were not on Jan’s mind at the moment. Important business, to be specific, a man’s business had fallen to him that very morning, despite his youth, and brought him here a day’s walk from his home. Miller’s Down was larger than his own village. Almost it could be called a town, almost, but there were no towns in the Eastlands. Towns were too large, too hard to track the comings and goings of everyone, so of necessity, it was populated by villages and hamlets. It was safer that way.

 

High walls made of stones piled on top of one another towered above Jan. The wall surrounded all but a few buildings that stood outside, isolated. Vulnerable. They were sheds, of course. No one lived outside the walls of their village. Miller’s Down was a fort, as was Jan’s own village, as were all the villages and hamlets of the Eastlands.

People bustled past him, jarring him in their haste to enter the walls, offering mute apologies as they glanced nervously over their shoulders, gauging how long before the sun set. Jan looked back a moment too and saw the sun was already touching the horizon. He drew in a deep breath, pulling in the scents of the unfamiliar place. 

Oddly, he felt more fear at the prospect of entering the unfamiliar village than he had at making the journey. The dangers of the road during daylight were small, and he’d left early enough to reach Miller’s Down before sunset. He remembered his mother’s words, their warning echoing in his ears. 

“Stay to the road, and don’t go out after night, and you’ll be fine. Ilita and Sol will put you up for the night and then you come straight home tomorrow. Be sure you thank them for their hospitality and be on your best behavior. If I hear you’ve been rude, you’ll have your reckoning.”

She ran her fingers through his hair, trying to bring some order out of its chaos, but after a few moments of fussing gave up. She pulled him close, hugged him tightly as she whispered in his ear. “You come home safe to us, do you hear?” She released him and wiped her eyes with her apron. “You promise me. You come home safe.”

Jan nodded. “I could make it there and back today if Da let me have a horse.” He didn’t like to see his mother cry. 

She shook her head. “You know he needs them to get the crops in. The nights have been cool, and we can’t risk a frost.” 


      [image: ]Jan shook off the memory and adjusted the pack on his shoulders. He stepped through the gates and into Miller’s Down. Though he’d been here two or three times before with his father, he couldn’t remember where the smithy was and had to ask for directions. A few minutes later, he was standing on the doorstep of Sol’s forge. 

Sol was a big man, and he stood covered in sweat that glistened red from the light of the fire. Tallow, his son, who was about Jan’s age, worked the bellows. Both men had their shirts off, and Jan could appreciate why. The forge felt like an oven.

The young man working the bellows spotted him and called out a greeting that the constant ringing of Sol’s hammer drowned out. Jan waited for the tall blacksmith to finish whatever he was working on before stepping forward. After a minute or so, Sol turned and spotted him as well. Using a pair of tongs, he lifted a long shank of glowing metal and doused it in a large barrel of water. Setting the tongs down, he wiped his hands on the heavy leather apron he wore and nodded in Jan’s direction. 

“How can I help you, lad?”

“I’m here to settle my father’s debt, sir. Farr Ulwin. You shoed some horses for us last month.”

“Oh yes. I remember. And how’s your village blacksmith faring? Not riding any horses, I hope. I can’t be the blacksmith of two villages forever.”

Jan grinned. “He’s doing well enough, sir. His arm is on the mend, and he’s been up and about at his forge, though he can’t do much yet. He told me to thank you for helping him out. About father’s debt, Da says he’s sorry it’s taken us so long to pay.”

Sol laughed, “Well Tomas may be a fool, and only half the smith I am, but he is my brother and he said some very nice things about your family, so I wasn’t worried about getting paid. I knew your da would come through with it when he had it. Besides,” he said, slapping his belly, which was big and fat, “I’m in no danger of starving!”

Jan laughed and felt an immediate liking for the big man.

Sol took him aside and away from the heat of the forge. “Sent you alone, did he?”

Jan nodded.

“Well, you’re close enough to your First Night that I suppose that makes sense. Are you ready for it?”

“I don’t know, sir. We’ve talked some about the nohetka and feral, and the Beckoning, but I haven’t learnt any runes yet, if that’s what you mean.”

Sol grunted in response, “The wards are important, but they’re no good if you don’t keep your wits about you. They may hide you from the eyes of his servants, but you’ll be able to see them, and you’ll feel the pull of the Beckoning. That’s the real danger, the seduction of it all.”

Not sure what to say, Jan merely nodded and handed his coins over to the smith, who put them in a small metal box he pulled down from a high shelf.

“Well, that’s done it for business, and it’s about time for supper. Join us Jan. We don’t have an extra room, but the stable has fresh hay in it. You can sleep there tonight.”



 

The meal was a happy affair, and Ilita was an excellent cook who filled her table with an assortment of savory meats, pastries, and fruits. There were large mugs filled with beer or honey milk, and the kitchen smelled of pie and savory, roasted meats and vegetables. Elise, the pretty, young daughter, sat across from Jan, next to her brother Tallow. Jan looked up and saw her eyes on him on more than one occasion, and once Tallow leaned over and whispered something in her ear that got him an elbow in the ribs. 

The kitchen was a warm, inviting place and Jan felt instantly at home. He hit it off with Tallow right away, whom he’d only met once before in Sommerstone. The young man was instantly likable and had a quick wit and infectious laugh. As much as Jan liked the fellow, he couldn’t keep his eyes off Elise.

When supper was done, Jan offered to clean up, but Ilita wouldn’t hear it. “You’re first time in Miller’s Down. I don’t think so. I’ll take care of the mess here. You go out with Tallow and Elise, meet some of the other boys and girls. Go listen to Malach.”

“It’s not the first time I’ve been here,” he said around a mouthful of pie, the juices dripping down his chin.

But she ignored him as she chased him toward the door. The sun was just going down, filling the sky with the warm glow of its fading light. Tallow punched him in the arm. “There’s usually something going on in the plaza. I think old Malach is going to sing the Lament of Noss. Ever hear that one?”

Jan said no, and Tallow grinned. “Malach’s got the voice of a goat, but he still tells it well… for a goat.” He punched Jan’s arm again and hooked his other arm through his sister’s as they headed toward the center of the village. Jan set off after them.

The plaza was bigger than the one in Sommerstone, and there was a large fire pit dug into the ground and ringed about with bricks. Benches sat around the pit, and a sizable number of villagers had gathered in close to the fire. Jan, Elise, and Tallow arrived late and had to sit farther away, but they could still hear Malach’s gravelly voice as he sang the Lament.

They’d missed the beginning, and Tallow leaned over and whispered in Jan’s ear, bringing him up to the current verse.

“The Lament starts with the making of the Virtues, the faces of God, and tells of Noss who was the loveliest of them all, but she was granted the Virtue of justice, so that she never smiled. They made the world and built a great city in the heavens. Malasephus was given charge of making the world, for his Virtue was artistry. He set the clouds in the heavens, arrayed the stars and the moon, and carved the rivers and valleys, and the great mountains to the north. He made the form of every leaf and flower, and every living thing, but his greatest creation was the Elan, the Shepherds of men.” 

Tallow paused a moment, listening to Malach’s croaking voice, before nodding. Jan turned his attention to the voice and felt the story unfold. Malach did sound like a goat, but while his voice was cracked and worn with age, it still carried power and Jan felt himself drawn into the tale.

 



Oh Elan, fair and beautiful, where hast thou gone?

Grace was thy form, and gentle the look in thine eyes.

Beauty serene, and evening’s splendor paled near thy face. 

Sweet were bitter waters in thy mouth. 

Thy voice beckoned the summer rains.

 

In thy presence, no sorrow found.

In thy sight, joy and happiness only.

In thy grace, beauty grew shamed and hid her face.

In thy words, wisdom and truth resided.



Oh Elan, fair and graceful thou,

In the spring of life, thy flower wast plucked.

Thy beauty despoiled, anger furled thy brow.

 

The Betrayer came and sang sweet lies to thee,

And sowed a seed of poison in thy fertile womb

That beckoned to all that was foul.



What treachery could so deceive, so pure, so free, as were the Elan?

Who but a Virtue bereft of virtue could so despoil thee?

They are fallen, who once were exalted.

They are gone who were eternal.

They are vanished, and the world weeps.

Malasephus, traitorous Virtue, who threw down the graces of heaven.



Oh Elan, fair and beautiful, where hast thou gone?

To treachery and betrayal and doom.

Oh Elan, fair and graceful no more, thy bloom is withered.

The frost of winter has fallen on thee.



Oh Elan, fair and beautiful, where hast thou gone?

To Noss’s Judgment, and forgotten but not unremembered. 

Oh Elan, fair and beautiful, where hast thou gone?

Beneath cold, cruel ground, and the world is less without thee.

 



Malach’s voice fell silent. No one stirred in the plaza. Jan looked around and saw tears in the eyes of those who had gathered. His own eyes stung from the tears he’d held back. Malach’s voice was worn and withered, but the Lament of Noss carried a power that transcended the speaker, and touched the audience on a deeper level than could be reached by sound alone.

Malach sang other songs, but none held the same power as the Lament, and after a while Jan, Tallow, and Elise left. Jan stayed close to Tallow’s sister. Elise was younger than he was by about a year, and he thought she was rather pretty. Tallow was about his age, but had already become a man, having undergone the rite of passage a month ago. As Tallow led him around, showing him the sights, which were remarkably few, they came across a dozen other boys. All were younger than Jan and Tallow, but they all knew the blacksmith’s son.

The young men were in a corner of the village, behind an abandoned house where they had lit a fire. One boy handed Jan a large jar that sloshed as he took it. Jan lifted it and sniffed the contents. The smell was strong, pungent, and reeked of alcohol. Mead. Jan looked around a moment before lifting it to his lips and taking a long, hard swallow. 

They sat around the fire laughing and talking about the woes of farm work, or the stench of working in the tanner’s shack, each boy lamenting his future or boasting, depending on which craft they were apprenticed to. The jar of mead made its way around the circle several times, and Jan was feeling the effects of the heady drink.

Night had fallen, and thin clouds obscured the stars overhead. The fire burned away the chill of the night. Elise sat next to Jan. He could feel the warmth of her, and was delighted she’d chosen to sit by him. Eventually, the talk turned to First Night. Tallow was the only one of them who had passed through the ritual, and they pestered him with questions, until finally he told them to shut up. First Night wasn’t something he wanted to talk about, and once they went through it themselves, they’d know why.

After that, the stories turned to lighter matters and Tallow soon joined in, his black mood dissipating. They told stories that Jan recognized from similar nights in his village. Tales told to frighten and scare the younger boys. A thin, gangly youth about Jan’s age was speaking. 

“They say Malasephus was bound for a thousand years before he found the Beckoning. Some say it was less time than that. No one knows, but found it he did, and he pulled it forth from someplace outside the world.”

Another boy interrupted, “He didn’t pull it from anywhere. It’s his evil spirit that rotted and festered until it burst. That’s where the Beckoning comes from.”

“No no, that’s wrong.” A chorus of boys chimed in. “It’s the blood of the fallen Virtues who followed him, who he betrayed and murdered.”

Another voice, high and shrill, “It’s the blood of the Elan, not the Virtues, stupid.”

The tall gangly boy waved them all to silence. “It doesn’t matter where it comes from, or how Malasephus found it, only that he did, and bound it to his will. It pours out at night, after the sun sets, and wherever it finds the dead it fills their bodies, quickens their flesh, and they wake to walk the land.

“Of course, behind these walls, we’re safe from his servants, the nohetka, but they prowl the night, looking for the stray wanderer who is caught outside. Drawn to their life, the nohetka hunt them and kill them. Sometimes, the mind lives after they die… and then a feral is born!”

Elise moved closer to Jan and gripped his arm, her hand shaking ever so slightly. The gangly boy continued.

“We’re safe from them too, though they have cunning, which the nohetka lack. The runes keep them at bay… unless they’ve failed. If the wards are worn and weak, sometimes one gets through. It creeps through the shadows, flitting here and there, until it comes upon a young maiden… and grabs her!”

Elise screamed as a pair of arms suddenly encircled her and pulled her away from the fire. The other boys erupted in gales of laughter as she spun and hit her brother, the owner of the arms, as hard as she could. 

“Very funny, Tallow, I can’t wait to tell Da. I’m sure he’ll get a big laugh.”

The look on Tallow’s face showed his father wasn’t likely to laugh if he heard about this. Tallow drew Elise after him to calm her down, talking anxiously in subdued whispers. Jan watched them for a moment before turning back to the fire.

A boy leaned over and grabbed his leg. “Jan, have you ever been over the wall?” His speech slurred, and Jan was sure the boy had drunk more than the others had.

Jan shook his head, which sent it spinning. He’d taken several passes at the mead as well.

“Wanna go? You’re closer to First Night than any of us. Don’t you wanna know what it’s gonna be like?”

Jan hesitated. The night meant death. The walls and the rune wards were the only thing that kept the Beckoning at bay, and the only thing they had to fear inside them were ghost stories told around the fire. Jan looked over his shoulder to where Tallow and Elise were quietly talking. She didn’t look angry anymore, and Jan really wanted to be with her, but the other boys were chanting his name.

“Jan. . . Jan. . . Jan. . . Jan.”

“Don’t worry; we’ll tie a rope ’round you, ‘case you fall. B’sides, there’ve been some Tair here for ’bout a month. They been huntin’ every night. Doubt there’s anything to see, anyway.” 

Full of youth and mead, heady with the excitement of being on his own, Jan let them talk him into it and fifteen minutes later was perched in the branches of a tree that grew close to the wall. A rope, tied loosely about his waist, dangled below, and was clutched by the sweaty hands of his compatriots, most of whom were at least as drunk as he was.

Jan edged out closer to the wall as the branch he stood on bent under his weight. When he was close enough, he reached up with one hand and grabbed the edge. Letting go of the tree, he put his other hand on the wall and pulled himself up. His arms shook as he struggled to get his head over the top. He twisted and swung his leg up, hooking it on the edge. And then he was on top, lying with his face pressed against the cold stone. 

He turned his head and looked out into the night, felt its cold breath on his cheek as the weight of the night pressed down on him. And then he felt it. 

He twisted his torso around, rolled and sat up as he swung his legs over the edge. With his back to the village, he stared out into the black abyss. The moon hadn’t risen, and the overcast sky hid the world in shadow so that he couldn’t see anything, but he heard sounds, and he felt the taut pull of… something that reached inside him and ignited his blood with desire. 

It sucked at the air in his lungs like a deep, throaty, impassioned kiss, and his heart skipped a beat before it began to pound furiously at his ribs. If he wasn’t drunk before, he was now, intoxicated by something far sweeter and potent than mead. He felt it tugging at his flesh, beckoning him to plunge into the night. If he fell from the wall at this height, he’d probably break his neck, but Jan didn’t care. The pull was too strong. He leaned forward, eyes closed, as he fell into the embrace of the night.

There was a sharp pull at his waist as the rope went taught. He heard voices calling out to him, but they were faint, distant things, and then with a jerk, he was over the wall on the side of light and life and all that was human. In an instant, the Beckoning was shut out, torn from his flesh by the wards that guarded Miller’s Down, and Jan felt himself falling. He hit the ground with a thud that knocked the wind out of him.

Some boys were laughing, but it was forced. Others gathered in a circle around him, concern and genuine fear in their eyes as they asked him what happened. Had he seen anything?

Jan shook his head, the echoes of the Beckoning still trembling in his flesh. “No, nothing but the night. I just slipped, that’s all.” 

The lie felt uncomfortable in his mouth, but he didn’t want to admit he’d succumbed so easily. He had seen nothing. That was true. But he’d felt it and was terrified at how easily it had taken hold of him. One boy offered his hand as he helped Jan to his feet. Others slapped him on the back and handed him the jar of mead. Jan took a long drink and tried to keep his hands from shaking. He wasn’t sure if it was because he feared or desired what lay on the other side of the wall, and that frightened him more than anything else did.

Tallow and Elise had gone off, and Jan spent the night with his new friends talking about Malasephus and the Virtues as the stars plodded in their millennial track, hidden behind a veil of clouds. The eastern horizon was turning pale when Jan finally stumbled into the blacksmith’s stables and collapsed into the hay. His dreams were filled with unremembered longings and the sweet, intoxicating allure of the night.

 

Jan woke to a voice and bright sunlight streaming in through a crack in the ceiling of the stable. He felt like someone had snuck in while he slept and stolen his head, replacing it with a lump of pain. The sunlight stabbed him in the eyes and he squinted, groaning aloud. Straw had worked its way into his clothes in spite of the blanket he’d wrapped around himself, and the blades made his skin itch. Elise knelt next to him, gently shaking his shoulder.

“Come on Jan, time to wake. You spent a late night with the other boys, and judging from the smell of you, you drank more than your share. Hurry! It’s late, but if you leave now, you can make it home before sunset.”

Elise stood and nudged him one more time with the toe of her bare foot. 

“Hurry along now, mother has baked some sweet rolls for your trip home, but if you don’t come along quick, I’ll feed them to the pigs.” He growled at her once, but she just dug her toe into his ribs and then danced out of his way when he lunged for her. That was a mistake, and Jan nearly fell on his face. Grimly, he struggled to his feet. 

“You’ve missed breakfast, but I might have a stale crust and a cup of dirty water you can have before you leave.” The smile and the mischief in her eyes convinced Jan that she was kidding, but the thought of food made his stomach growl in protest. He doubted he’d be able to eat anything the way he felt. 

She darted out of the stable and Jan stood on unsteady legs as he pulled his shirt off and shook the straw out. He heard laughter behind him, and turned to see Elise had returned and was standing at the entrance to the stable, his pack in her hands. Jan blushed and quickly pulled his shirt back on. His head was pounding and he felt woozy. Elise stepped forward and set the pack down by his feet. She barely came up to his chest, but she leaned against him and stood on tiptoe as she reached up to pull the straw from his hair. 

He could feel the straw in his pants as well. The scratchy blades had worked their way down the back, but he couldn’t do anything about that until Elise left. 

“I’m glad you came, Jan.” Elise whispered in his ear.

Jan nodded and mumbled something in return. “Thanks,” maybe or “me too.” But two seconds after he spoke, he couldn’t remember what he said. 

Elise’s hand pressed against his chest, and the scent of her hair filled his nostrils. She finished plucking the last straw from his hair and stepped back.

She smiled and said, “You’re a mess, and rumpled too, but you’ll do. Are you coming back to Miller’s Down soon?”

Jan shook his head, but stopped as waves of pain bounced back and forth. It felt like someone had opened his skull and dumped a load of rocks inside. They rattled and bounced about if he moved too quickly. He settled for shrugging his shoulders. 

“Maybe, but probably not until after my First Night. Da only sent me because no one else could come. We’ve got to get the crops in before the nights get too cold.”

Elise nodded and then cocked her head to one side while she tugged on her tresses in a way that intrigued Jan. “You be careful, Jan. We had a boy die last month during his First Night. It was awful. It took the Tair two days to hunt his body down.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise.” Jan shuddered. It had been over five years since anyone in Sommerstone had died in the rite of passage, but he knew it happened from time to time. The village elders took every precaution, but sometimes a boy died. He reached down to pick up his pack and Elise gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. 

“I’m serious Jan, besides,” she hesitated a moment before blurting out, “I like you!” She pulled up her dress and ran out the door and into the courtyard, leaving behind a flustered and confused Jan. 

Ten minutes later, he was cursing Elise. Her kiss made him forget about the straw in his pants, and now, as he sat at the blacksmith’s table eating the leftovers from breakfast, the straw was driving him crazy. He wanted to scratch, but the straw had worked its way to places where it simply wouldn’t be polite. 

Ilita, Elise’s mother, spoke to him as she tidied up the kitchen. 

“How’s Tomas?” She asked.

Jan looked up, wiping milk from his lips. “Oh, he’s fine. Complains a lot, but he’s on the mend. Still can’t work his forge, though.” 

She nodded. “Well, Tomas is a good man, even if he can’t ride a horse more than a stone’s throw without falling off.” 

“Yes ma’am, but to hear Tomas tell it, his horse was spooked by a feral.”

“A feral! Solace’s mercy, what was he doing out at night?”

“Well, that’s the truth of it. He wasn’t out at night, I mean.”

Ilita gave Jan one of her motherly smiles. “Oh, I see.” was all she said.

“My Da wanted me to thank your husband for the loan, or whatever… I mean.”

“Oh shush, Jan. Tomas was hurt and Sol was happy to help. They’re brothers. It’s what brothers do.”

“Well, I was hoping to thank him again.”

“I’m sorry, dear, but I’ll tell him for you. He’s with the village council and probably will be for most of the day. We’ve had a band of Tair staying in the village these past few weeks. Their rune master has been tending to the wards, but they’re nearly done now, and I expect they’ll be moving on soon. I imagine you’ll see them in Sommerstone before the week is out.

“Now, finish your breakfast. You need to get going or you’ll end up spending another night here, and that won’t do. Your mother will worry herself to death.”

Jan nodded and forced himself to eat.



 Half an hour later he found himself on the road to Sommerstone, his pack heavy with the sweet rolls, apples, cheese and other foods Ilita had stuffed into it. The sun beat down overhead and made his headache worse. The nights might be cool, but the days were still hot enough that after a mile of walking, Jan was covered in sweat.

Three hours later, Jan paused and glanced at the sun. It was perhaps an hour after noon. He was paying for last night. Sleep weighed heavily on his lids, and the aftereffects of the mead left him with a dull headache. The late autumn sun beat drowsily down on his shoulders. He was only a couple hours from home, he thought to himself, and there was still plenty of daylight left. There was no harm in a brief nap, and once he was refreshed, he’d make better time.

So, he slipped his pack off and put it behind his head for a pillow. Lying down next to some wild thistles that grew a short distance off the side of the road, Jan yawned and closed his eyes. He drifted off while the sun tracked its course across the heavens, heedless of both sleeping boys and passing hours.

Jan slept on until the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across his body. The sun slipped closer to the horizon, painting his face with reds and oranges while long fingers of shadow crawled over his skin, twisted about his limbs and neck, brushed at his cheek, and slipped beneath his closed lids to steal into his dreams.

And dreams that had been pleasant turned ugly. Fear whispered in the background, shadowed the landscape of his dream, and filled it with a sense of horror that lurked all around him, unseen but palpable. He woke with a start, and the dream skittered away like a frightened animal, leaving only the acrid taste of fear in his mouth. The sky was burnt umber, fading to black in the east, and the clouds were the color of blood. Jan watched in despair as the sun buried itself in the western horizon. 

As its top crescent vanished beneath the earth’s rim, he felt something tear inside his chest, as though a hole had opened within him. He felt his reason being twisted and bent as his fear pulled it down into that hole, until all that remained was the terrible, petrifying terror he remembered from his dream.

Something moved in the bushes near where he lay, coming toward him. He tried to turn his head, to see what made the noise, but his fear paralyzed him. Night was a time of death. Nohetka hunted men, drawn to them by a terrible hunger. Vividly, he remembered the pull of the Beckoning from the night before, how he had leaned out to embrace it, knowing he might fall to his death, and how it had excited him. He thought he could feel that same seductive allure, fainter, but real. It called to his flesh, stroked it, and stole his will away.

Desperate to see what approached, he darted his eyes left and right, willed his head to turn. His neck throbbed with pain, but it would not obey him. Tears streamed from his eyes as a whimper escaped his throat. Blood tore through his veins, no longer a pulsing rhythm. It became a torrent as his heart pounded furiously. 

The noise grew louder and then suddenly, from the leaves, a small fox emerged. It moved toward him, oblivious to his presence as it sniffed the ground in search of prey. It saw him and froze, alert and tense. 

At the sight of the small hunter, Jan felt the fear release its terrible grip on him, though it did not retreat entirely. It hovered nearby, waiting to seize him again if he let it. He sat up, and the fox turned and sped away from Jan, toward safety. 

Surging to his feet, Jan spun around, looking for signs of danger. The night was empty, but he knew it would not stay that way for long. Already stars were shining dimly overhead, and the afterglow of the sunset was fading rapidly. The nohetka would be out soon, crawling from under rocks and cracks to prowl the night, the hunters of men. His heart still raced, but he was in control of himself for the moment. 

He tried to think, though fear still clouded his thoughts. He was at least five miles from Sommerstone, and there were no sanctuaries between his village and Miller’s Down. With growing despair, Jan realized he would have to spend the night out here, alone and undefended, and that he was probably going to die. The irony of the situation was that in a month, he would know what to do. He would have runes or wards. He would be a man and might have stood a chance.

To be caught out now, unprepared… the unfairness of it brought tears to his eyes. Then the thought struck him. His First Night was not a month away. It was tonight, and prepared or not, he would become a man, or he would die. 

Jan struggled to remember what his father had taught him of First Night, what to expect, how to prepare, but could only remember the vaguest details. Not that it mattered. He carried no tokens or wards, and even if he had, he wouldn’t know how to activate them.

The things that would hunt him tonight could not be killed, not easily, certainly not by him. And with no way to hide from them, Jan was dead. It was as simple as that. The nohetka hunted by a sight that was the gift of Malasephus, and they were drawn to the beacon of a man’s life.

The eastern sky grew black as the west faded to a deep, dark blue. Dozens of stars now shone faintly. More glimmered dimly behind the shroud of dusk. They would find him, he knew. There was nothing he could do, and nowhere to hide. Any caves nearby would already be filled with the nohetka, sheltering from the light of day. There were no homes, no houses. Men worked their fields by day, but kept to the rune-warded walls of villages at night. 

Panic seized his mind, freezing it as it had frozen his limbs only moments before. It blurred his thoughts, made it hard to recall his father’s words, and then, in a flash, he had it.

Though their bodies were perfectly preserved by the Beckoning, the nohetka had no mind. They were puppets, deadly but witless. Without a rune circle or warded walls, there was no way to hide from them. They could chase you for hours without growing weary so that you could not outrun them, but they were mindless husks. The simplest barriers were insurmountable obstacles. 

It wasn’t much, but the memory gave Jan some hope. If he could find something to hide behind, a barricade… anything, he might survive the night. He glanced at the sky. Only the faintest colors remained. It had faded almost to black, and the world was disappearing into the dim grey of twilight.

Except for a few scattered trees and outcroppings of rock too low to offer any real protection, the land was barren. Despair was threatening to overwhelm him again when his eyes fell on one tree larger than the rest. It was tall, and the lowest branch looked to be at least fifteen feet off the ground, maybe more. It was forty or fifty yards from where he stood, but it was his only hope. Jan grabbed his pack and threw it over his shoulder as he ran for the tree.

Pleading for Solace’s grace, not that the Virtue was likely to hear him, or to answer if she did, he ran through the twilight. It was almost completely dark now. Sounds came from all around him, things moving in the night. His reason told him it was only nocturnal animals stirring, but his fear turned them into nohetka.

Fear also put speed into his feet. Unable to see the ground he ran over, Jan fell twice, scraping his hands and forearms as his ankle twisted on a stone or his foot caught on a root. He ignored the pain that throbbed in his ankle. The blood oozing from the gravel embedded in his palms. He ran even faster. He reached the tree and, using the speed of his mad run, leapt for the lowest branch… and fell short, his fingers grasping at empty air. 

There were sounds now. Sounds he’d heard outside the walls of his village. Sounds he knew. The nohetka were stirring. They did not moan or cry or weep at their fate. Only pushed bramble and branch aside, stepped ponderously on leaves and twigs, moving their bodies through the night as they converged upon him, mindless in their quest to hunt him, find him and kill him. His only hope lay in a tree branch just out of reach, no matter how high his fear made him leap. 

The hole in his chest opened again. It sucked at hope and life, and he felt himself pulled back down into it. But though it had caught him once, Jan was still a child of the world. The nohetka were as common as the stars that now blazed brilliantly overhead. He was angry at himself for stopping, angry at his foolishness, and he fed that anger, let it grow and burn in his heart. It kept the fear at bay, protected him from the pull of the Beckoning, and helped him think. He closed his eyes, blocking out the terror of the night as he fought for control of his reason. He pushed the panic back, though it grappled with him, wrestled for mastery of body and mind. 

When he opened his eyes, he could see shapes moving toward him. He shook his head, clearing it. He was running out of time. If he couldn’t get into the tree, they’d be upon him, pulling him down into their embrace, suckling on his corpse as they brought him into their ranks.

Dropping the pack, he pulled his shirt off. He jerked it over his head as the sleeves tangled in his hands. It wouldn’t reach by itself, not in any way that he could use it to pull himself up, so he quickly pulled his boots off and threw them aside. He yanked first one leg and then the other out of his breeches, almost falling over as he lost his balance. Wearing only a breechclout, he stood naked and shivering, more from fear than cold, and fumbled to tie the sleeve of his shirt to the leg of his breeches. He forced himself to concentrate on what he was doing, not looking up to see how close the nohetka were. His skin crawled at their imagined touch, and he could feel faint traces of the beckoning, like hot breath, exciting him. Arousing him. Finally, he had the knot tied and threw his improvised rope over the branch. The other half fell down in front of his face. 

They were nearly upon him. No time to grab up his boots or his pack. He took hold of both sides of his improvised rope and began pulling himself up. Cold, lifeless fingers grasped his feet and legs, sent waves of pleasure through his body. He convulsed and almost fell as it nearly overwhelmed him. He kicked violently at them as he climbed. The fabric of his shirt was tearing. The threads popped as seams gave way. Frantic, he climbed as fast as he could. Just when he thought it would tear completely, plunging him into the crowd of nohetka that had gathered below, his knuckles struck the unyielding wood of the low branch. He seized it with both hands and pulled himself up, scraping his chest painfully against the rough bark. 

Sitting on the branch, Jan gathered up his improvised rope, lest one of the nohetka try to climb it. He doubted it would survive another ascent, or that they would be smart enough to try, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. Barefoot and all but naked, he wrapped his “rope” around him and moved up the tree, hoping that there were no feral in the horde below. One of those would have cunning and intelligence, and the tree would present no obstacle to it.

When he could go no higher, he seated himself in a crotch of the tree, his legs straddling the limb while resting his back against the rough wood behind him. It was a precarious seat, but even this high up, the tree was wide and the wood at his back was solid. 

Dozens of cuts and scratches covered his skin. They burned and itched as tree sap and his sweat got into them, but Jan ignored the pain. He was safe for now, though he couldn’t convince his body. He was trembling violently. His arms and legs, already weak and shaking from running, and then the strain of the climb, convulsed. Terrified that he would shake himself out of the tree, he threw his tattered clothes around the trunk and lashed himself to it. He was prepared to sit the night out, naked and cold, rather than fall to what waited below.












  
  

Chapter two
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Silence





The night did not pass easily or quickly, though it passed in silence. The nohetka have no voice. They speak no word, nor utter a sound, but he knew they were down below him. He could hear the shuffling of their feet, the sound of small branches snapping as fingers tore at the bark of his tree, and he felt the pull of the Beckoning. Whispering in his flesh, it stirred his blood and awoke powerful longings that made him desperate with lust, agonizing in its need to be sated, and a promise of release called to him from below. He knew with the pure instinct of an animal that if he just let himself fall to the nohetka below, all his desires would be filled in an orgy of mindless pleasure. 

He wanted it more than anything he’d wanted in his life. Solace! How could he endure this? First Night was a trial, but the boys had wards and tokens to hold back the Beckoning. Here, he faced it naked in all its power, and it was too much. His mind was overwhelmed. It was all he could do to hold on to the single thought that if he gave in, he would die. And he didn’t care. He shut his eyes so tight that tears leaked out, but that was worse, for the Beckoning filled his mind with images and visions of pleasures he’d never imagined or fantasized about. It stroked his skin with invisible fingers, and where it touched him his skin blazed with pleasure, and in his mind a whisper, that what he desired could be realized if he just let go, if he fell to the nohetka. 

How long he endured his torment he didn’t know. Minutes seemed like hours. The Beckoning surged around him like a storm, though the night was still, and he felt like some ancient mariner lashed to a rock and battered by the ocean. He knew he could not last the night, no one could, not without wards. He wanted to shout at the nohetka, beg them to leave him, but he wanted their embrace even more. He felt something rough in his fingers, and realized he was pulling at the cloth, trying to untie himself. His body was no longer his own. It burned with lust so powerful he could not control it. Sweat covered him as he struggled to untie himself. The sharp sting of it in his wounds was pure delight, and then, without warning, the Beckoning withdrew. 

It happened so suddenly that he cried out in pain, as if some vital thing had been torn from him. His chest ached as he drew in a great lungful of air. Slick with sweat, he shivered in the cold air as the heat left his body. His fingers were cramped around the cloth of his makeshift rope, and he realized he’d been unable to untie himself because the knot had shifted and was now behind him, next to the wood of the tree. 

He looked down, but couldn’t see anything but the ground. Something had called the nohetka away from his tree, and they’d taken the Beckoning with them. He was grateful for the respite, but hoped that they hadn’t found some other poor traveler, caught out in the night as he was. 

He closed his eyes and breathed out his relief, exhausted from his ordeal, but it still surprised him when he drifted off. He jerked awake, terrified that despite having lashed himself to the tree, he would fall, breaking his neck. Lurid images of his body animated by the Beckoning kept slipping into his mind. Sleep took him several more times in the night, but never for long. Sitting on an uncertain perch while cold and naked were strong arguments against it, but it was his fear that kept him awake. 

When the sun finally lifted its brow over the horizon to view the world, Jan greeted it with sleep weary eyes. He was tired, and his body ached as he untied himself and made his way down the tree and dropped to the ground. He unwound his makeshift rope, untied the pant leg from the shirtsleeve, and dressed himself. His clothes were rags, seams ripped open, and great tears in the fabric meant they barely covered him, but they offered some warmth against the morning chill. His mother would not be pleased. The shirt was ruined, and he stuffed it in his pack, luxuriating in the feel of the warm sun on his bruised and scratched skin. 

He searched for a few minutes before he found his boots and pack, untouched by the dead, though it looked like the fox he’d seen had worried at the leather of his left boot for a while before going off to hunt for more promising food. He pulled them on and made his way back to the road.

His father would be angry that he had stopped to take a nap, or hadn’t stayed in Miller’s Down for another night. He was angry with himself, but he also felt a sense of pride. He had survived his First Night, and he’d done it without runes or wards. Few men could say that.

He tasted the word on his lips. Today, he was a boy no more. His heart swelled in his chest, and the thoughts of his father’s anger faded. He relished the idea of telling his father and brothers how he had braved the night, of his cleverness at using his clothes as a rope to climb to safety. They would call him foolish for stopping to nap so late in the afternoon, but they would also slap his back and congratulate him on becoming a man.

The fear of the night was fading in the light of the morning sun. He felt full of life as only a man can who has spent the night in death’s company. A rabbit, seeing him coming, dashed into the underbrush by the road, and he felt a strange kinship with it. He had been prey last night and survived. He understood somewhat how the rabbit must feel.

Tired from the long night, he was tempted to lie down again in the morning sun and sleep. But though he was exhausted, he wanted to hurry home to his family and put the safety of Sommerstone’s walls between him and the world. His village was two hours away at a brisk walk, and his family would be worried that he hadn’t returned yesterday. They would fear the worst. 

Rummaging through his pack, he found some cheese, hard biscuits, and an apple Ilita had packed for him before he’d left. How the fox had missed them he didn’t know, but he was grateful. He ate the cheese and apple, saving the biscuits for later, and set off at a brisk pace. The sound of wildlife and the wind in the leaves and grass were a strange contrast to the night before, when he’d wakened from his nightmare. They were the same sounds, but now they filled him with hope, not fear. 

The nohetka that had hunted him were gone. They eschewed the light of the sun, which would boil the Beckoning from their flesh. The Beckoning sustained them, and without it, they were powerless and lifeless. He was safe.

Jan walked for several hours, his long strides devouring the landscape. His breaches fluttered in the breeze, flashing tanned skin through the dozens of tears and rips, but for all his bedraggled appearance, Jan was in high spirits. He crossed the terrain quickly and soon came to the Brookwater stream that angled past his village. He was maybe fifteen or twenty minutes from home now, and he paused a moment to kneel and drink. Splashing cold water on his face, arms, and chest, he washed the stink of fear and sweat off his body. He still looked wretched, with his clothes torn and stained, but he felt much better for his quick bath. He pulled his boots off and waded across the stream. On the other side, his boots back on, Jan put speed back into his stride, whistling tunelessly. He was almost home, and the night of terror was nothing but a terrible memory.

It wasn’t until he rounded the last bend, and saw the tumbled walls of his village, that he realized he had not heard the sounds of children playing, or women gossiping, of men shouting in mock anger at one another over a game of dice. Sommerstone was as silent as the tumbled stones that had once been its walls.

Moving slowly, his steps hesitant and faltering, he climbed over the tumbled rocks. He refused to believe what he saw as he moved into the streets. Though his eyes saw the devastation, his other senses lied to him. The mournful howl of the wind was the crying of a baby. A door blown shut by that same wind was the bark of a dog… but he knew… knew beyond denial, as every child of the world knows, that death has no mercy, and death had come to his village. The shattered walls that had once protected Sommerstone, now lying in ruin, meant that no one lived. 

With growing horror, he realized what had drawn the nohetka off the night before. 

Standing, staring at the street filled with bodies, all he could think of was that these dead would rise at sunset, friends and family who would hunt him with the same relentless silence of the nohetka he had escaped only hours ago.

He moved at random, or perhaps his feet carried him down remembered paths he could no longer recognize, until he found himself where the North Gate had stood. He stopped then, looking at his home, his village, through eyes that should have been filled with tears, but were instead filled with dust. He did not know how long he stood there, taking in the devastation. It might have been hours. Gradually, he came to his senses. He couldn’t stay, but he couldn’t leave his people like this either. 

The entire village needed purifying with fire, but it wasn’t possible. The funerary kiln was in ruins, and there were too many bodies. The Sanguinal had been pulled down, and the columbarium had been broken into. Urns lay scattered on the ground, the ash and bone fragments mingling with mud and dirt.

He would have to set the village on fire, burn every home, set fire to every body, and even then, the Beckoning would take up their bones, jerking the charred skeletons through the night to attack another village, but at least they would be robbed of their flesh. No one could feel the allure of the dead when they were nothing but charred bone, even though in time the Beckoning would build their flesh up again. For a while at least, they would be loathsome.

Dimly, through the shock, he realized it wouldn’t be enough. He could never purify the dead the way they needed to be. There were too many, and he didn’t know any of the seals to bind the funerary jars, assuming he could find any jars intact. Overwhelmed by the scene before him, he could think of nothing to do, and for a moment, he thought of leaving, of running back to Miller’s Down, but then what would become of his family? He couldn’t leave them here, waiting for the night to come and their bodies to be violated. 

If he could do nothing for Sommerstone, he would at least find his family and make a pyre for them. He would break their bones and scatter them if he couldn’t find any jars in which to place them. He felt a little guilty at giving his family such preference, but pushed the emotion aside. If he couldn’t feel grief, he decided, he would not feel guilt. If there was time afterwards, he would set the village on fire.

He made his way to where his home had been, to search for the bodies of his family. They should all be there, but he had to be sure. He did not know how long he spent sifting through the rubble, hoping that he wouldn’t find his brothers or sister, mother or father… hoping that not finding them meant they had fled and survived… dreading that not finding them meant the Beckoning had already taken them. Hours passed that seemed like days, but couldn’t have been because the dead would have risen and taken him to his own death. Eventually, he found them all. Anna, Lile, Tams, Stephan, Juke, and his parents, dead and undefiled. 

He did his best, but it wasn’t a proper funeral. With the kiln smashed, he was hard pressed to make the fire hot enough, though there was plenty of wood. The sun mercifully seemed to stay its course, waiting for him to do what he needed before moving its way across the sky. 

In the ruins of the kiln’s basement, he found some bottles of sanguis left unbroken. The viscous fluid used by the Tair to burn the dead was pungent, and ritual required the bodies of the dead to be immersed in the liquid a full day and night. Kept in the Sanguinal, protected by seals that kept out the Beckoning, the fluid seeped into the bodies through slight cuts made by family and friends, tokens of love and respect. There was no time for that, so he made the cuts and rubbed the honey thick fluid into them, and then drenched their clothes in it. He doused their bodies before setting them on fire. His hands were sticky from blood and sanguis, his clothes stained with it. The sharp smell of it filled his nostrils and stung his eyes.

When he finished and lit the fire, he stood numbly, watching his family burn. The flames were a brilliant white tinged with orange and red. They roared and hissed loudly, the last sound Sommerstone would ever make. Smoke curled up to the sky even as it washed over him, a last embrace from his family. It stung his eyes, drawing forth the tears that he could not shed earlier. But they were unreal and devoid of sorrow. He breathed in the stench of burning flesh, pulled it deep into his lungs even as it choked him. The smoke danced about, filled with shapes, ghostly wisps too ephemeral to touch. Through his tears, he could make out other shapes, blurred but more solid than the smoke. He didn’t know if it was his imagination or the ghosts of Sommerstone. 

They probably weren’t real, he thought. Why should the ghosts of his family linger when he felt no sorrow or grief? Numb and alone, he watched while the bodies of his mother and father, brothers and sister burned with an intensity that cracked bone and turned flesh to ash. 

And then, without conscious thought, he moved forward, toward the flames. The heat from the pyre poured into him like a white-hot agony until it stirred some kindred emotion from his numbed senses. His flesh wanted to pull back from the flames that scorched him, turning his skin red, blistering it, and sending smoldering wisps up from his tattered clothes. But something terrible and powerful stirred deep within his soul, and pulled him forward. 

They were leaving him, going where he could not, and leaving him here in this hellish world. His soul keened in harmony with the pain of the fire as it scorched him, driving him into the flames to join in one last embrace with his family. Unthinking, He moved toward the flames and oblivion.

The shapes in the smoke moved then, stepping between him and the flames. They weren’t ghosts after all, or his imagination. They were men, drawn by the smoke of his fire. They stepped in front of him. Half a dozen stood between Jan and the flames. They must have felt the heat of it on their backs, but did not move, did not touch him, knowing what a touch could do. They stood between him and oblivion. Between him and the Beckoning that had taken his family and the darkness that threatened to swallow his soul. Not the same, but somehow, he sensed, they were related. 

Anger, hatred, grief, and a dozen other emotions coursed through him now, but the flames that devoured his family scorched all feeling from him. All he wanted was to plunge himself into those flames, to have the fire scour him clean and purge his guilt until only ash and bone remained. But the men would not move, and Jan lacked the will to confront them.

He turned away, resigned to his fate. Picking up a torch, he moved to set the village on fire, but other men were there already. They were gathering the dead, marking them with runes, preparing his townsmen for the grave by binding their bodies to death. A dozen other pyres were burning now. There was nothing for him to do that the others could not do better, so he turned back to his family. The men were still there, but he no longer felt the desire to join the flames. He no longer felt anything. Though his despair had receded, it was not gone. He could sense it lurking on the edge of awareness. So he stood, as the flames devoured his family, and watched with dry eyes, unfeeling, as his world crashed down around him. 

 

When the flames had done their work, he moved to tend the smoldering bones of his family. The men moved forward to help him, unspeaking and silent. They respected his loss. He suspected they were Tair, members of nomadic bands of men who hunted the nohetka. He had seen Tair before, when they’d come to Sommerstone, trading their rune lore for food and supplies.

The Tair knew what it was to lose loved ones to the Beckoning. Their tribes were composed of men and women who had lost someone they loved and having lost were themselves lost to the world. They left their villages to hunt the dead, and the friends and family they left behind mourned them as though they too had died. But the villages they visited respected the Tair. They brought safety from the night in the runes they set on village walls, and in the magical blades they used to fight and destroy the dead. No ordinary weapon could kill a nohetka or a feral, and even the Tok blades of the Tair only sundered the flesh from the Beckoning temporarily. If a body wasn’t destroyed, it would rise again. 

Jan watched the men as they helped him prepare his family. Their hands were sure as they worked. He did not speak to them, and they respected his silence.

They helped him pour water on the smoldering bones and gave him a small hammer carved with runes to break them into small fragments. Someone found enough jars intact so that he could place all the bones of his family in them, mingling them so that they could be together forever. Another dug a small pit to bury them, while a third man, tall and lean, placed a small rune carved stone in each of the jars. When it was done, when he still couldn’t speak, they activated the bindings that would seal the jars against the Beckoning, seal the grave so that the Beckoning couldn’t find its way in. Then, and only then, did they touch him. 

A man, not the one who had spoken the bindings, this one was taller and looked more care worn, came to kneel in front of him. He met the man’s gaze. Hard eyes, cut from stone, met his soft moist ones. The world had shifted under Jan’s feet, was still shifting, so that he felt unsteady. He thought he was going to lose his balance at any moment and fall over, but the stone eyes held him. They were a point of solidity in a world that had become uncertain. Was it only last night that he had been caught out by himself, not yet a man? But though he had passed through First Night, Jan felt more like a child than ever.

The man spoke, his voice hard, but there was kindness in it as well. “I am Eurich, of the Tair. I lead these,” and he nodded toward the men preparing Sommerstone for the torch. “We are the Lost. The Tair. All of us have lost to Malasephus and the Beckoning, and so we are lost to the world of men. We hunt his creatures, things of darkness and evil. You have our protection… do you understand? 

“You’re safe.”

But Jan only looked at him, unable to speak. The hole in his chest had returned, an open maw that swallowed everything, even his voice. Another of the Tair approached Eurich and asked, “Has he a name?” 

Jan heard, understood, but the words swirled down into the void in his chest. The tenor of his despair had changed, no longer tinged with fear; this despair was calmer, milder. It promised numbness, a release from the pain. It was a thousand times more insidious and seductive than what had gripped him the night before, and he accepted its invitation blindly.

Eurich stood and turned to the man who addressed him, his hand never leaving Jan’s shoulder. 

“His name is buried here, with his kin. He will find a new name when he finds his voice.” 

Eurich bent down and whispered in his ear. “They are gone now, but they are safe from the Beckoning. Malasephus will not have them. Tyre, my rune master, made the seals, and he knows well what his business is. Your family will never rise to walk the land, but you must say goodbye to them now, and come with us. Do you understand?”

The boy who had been Jan of Sommerstone looked up at Eurich. He was hard like a pillar, strong and determined, and Jan envied him his strength. His tears were dry now, swallowed by the hole within him. He had no more tears, and had no voice, but he could move his body. He nodded, and the man called Eurich squeezed his shoulder and nodded in return.










  
  

Chapter three
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On The Edge of Life and Death





Eurich moved the Tair away from Sommerstone, taking a westerly direction. It was unwise to stay near the ground where men had died. They had tried to be thorough as they searched for bodies, but there had been little time. Drawn by the smoke of the funeral pyre, they had stumbled upon the ruins of Sommerstone and its sole survivor late in the day. They did what they could in the time they had and then set the village to the torch, hoping the conflagration would destroy those bodies they’d missed. 

Eurich watched the boy they’d found. Like so many others who had survived the night, the ones the Beckoning spared, he moved in a daze. He did not speak, but that was not uncommon among survivors. Eurich had seen it more times than he could remember.

After a long march they stopped to make camp. The boy watched absently as men set up tents and started cooking fires, but his eyes kept drifting back to the east. His head turning of its own will, toward the thick black smoke that twisted and hung in the sky; a heavy black tombstone to mark the place where Sommerstone had been. Eurich knew that if he were close enough to look into those eyes, they would be empty. The soul behind them fled to some place remote and distant from the pain of this world. 

The Beckoning had left its mark on this boy, a deep wound on his soul. What form that mark would take, how it would shape him, was uncertain. The wound was too fresh, the pain too intense right now. He felt a connection with the boy, and the ghosts of his own past stirred as he watched him. Without thinking, he pushed them away. He had been doing it for so long that it was instinct now, but there was something different about this boy, old enough almost to be a man, that touched something deep in Eurich, and so the ghosts of memory withdrew, but did not leave entirely. 

Eurich was worried. He’d seen too many men lose loved ones to the Beckoning, only to despair and take their own lives, and he could sense that same despair in their young ward. It was a thing to be prevented, as much out of pity as necessity. The Tair had sworn an oath never to give hands or feet to Malasephus, the fallen Virtue who was the source of the Beckoning. 

The Beckoning would take up any body it found, and those who could not handle the loss of family and friends all too often stole away at night and cut their wrists, or threw themselves from a cliff, giving their flesh to the Beckoning rather than live with their pain and sorrow. He had watched the young man almost throw himself into the flames of his family’s pyre, and Eurich wondered if it would have been kinder to allow it. Still, the boy was here now, and it was clear his despair hadn’t left him. 

He shook his head, knowing there was little he could do. Either the boy, whose name he still did not know, would learn to cope or he wouldn’t. The world was not a gentle place, and Malasephus had taken many more young men than this one. Still, Eurich would order him watched closely. If he never recovered from his loss, he wouldn’t be the first, nor sadly would he be the last. If it came to that, they would leave him with one of the many villages they passed in their travels.

Tyre, his rune master, came up to stand beside him. Neither man spoke for long minutes. Each watched the boy as he stood, oblivious to the men moving around him, or perhaps just too numb to recognize what was happening. The men, accustomed to how survivors of the night behaved, stepped around the boy as if he were a stone too big to move. They didn’t talk to him. 

The rune master finally spoke, his voice sounding too deep and sonorous to be coming from such a thin, reedy man. “Another village gone.”

Eurich turned to look at his old friend. “Gone, but not to the Beckoning. Not to Malasephus. We kept most of them from him… this time.”

Tyre nodded, his eyes never leaving their young refugee. “And not entirely gone. Will he make it, do you think?”

Eurich shrugged his shoulders. “Who can know? We’ve all of us lost someone to Malasephus and the Beckoning, and I know men who have lost dearly, but this…” His eyes shifted to the smoke hanging in the eastern sky. 

“He’s just a boy, though near enough to First Night to be more, but these villages are the whole world to someone like him. He’s probably never been more than a dozen miles from home, if that. Everything he knew died with his village. How do you come back from that?”

 

Tyre met Eurich’s look with sympathy in his eyes, but didn’t speak. Another man might have found comfort in any words he might offer. Tyre was a rune master and often considered a spiritual leader by the men in the camp, but Eurich had never looked at him that way. Eurich had a past he kept hidden, that much was clear, though he had never elaborated on it and Tyre had never pressed him. Most Tair had something buried in their past, a pain deep and profound, but it was different with Eurich. Tyre sensed a pain that had hidden depths and powerful currents. He had his suspicions about what lay at its heart, but couldn’t be sure. He’d watched Eurich for many years, and the man was loyal to his oaths, but a darkness lurked within him that would destroy everyone around him if he ever released it.

One thing was certain, talking to Eurich about the Virtues, whom men sometimes called the Faces of God, only angered him. 

As if reading Tyre’s mind, Eurich snorted and said, “God turned his faces from us a long time ago, and the only Virtue left in the world is Malasephus. The boy will survive or he won’t. We’ll do what we can, but in the end, it’s up to him. He’ll get no help from heaven.” 

He turned and strode back toward the center of the camp, calling out instructions. After a few steps, he stopped, hesitating a moment before looking over his shoulder, a strange look on his face. “Go. Watch him. Help, if you can.”

Tyre nodded, studying his friend. There was a look in Eurich’s eye. He had seen it before, directed toward other survivors, but it seemed more intense now. He had never been able to name that look. It was part pity, but there was something else and Tyre knew it was a clue to Eurich’s troubled past. With this boy, however, the look was sharp enough that he picked up another nuance, and it surprised him. How Eurich looked at the boy, it was how a father looked at his son. If Eurich had ever had children, Tyre didn’t know about it, but perhaps he had lost a son to Malasephus. He’d never asked. It stood to reason, though. The Tair were those who had lost someone to the night, to Malasephus and the hated Beckoning.

Eurich stared back, meeting his gaze, daring him to ask, but Tyre refrained. The challenge was not a willing one. He doubted that if he asked, Eurich would answer. Eurich wasn’t ready to tell him, or perhaps he wasn’t the one to tell. He broke the stare with a smile and a nod and turned to go talk to the boy. The Virtues willing, they could save Sommerstone’s only survivor, but when had the Virtues ever listened to or intervened in the affairs of men? He was on his own. Sighing to himself, Tyre started down the hill toward the boy.



    Jan watched the rune master approach. He stood still, insensate and uncaring, as the men around him moved through the motions of setting camp. Inside, he felt nothing. No desire, not to be alone, not to be comforted, not to cry. Nothing. The tears hadn’t been real and he was done with crying. He would shed no more. He felt only an emptiness that was comforting in its numbness, like the loss of feeling that comes when fingers and toes are frozen. First, there is pain, and then as the flesh dies, the pain subsides. Eventually frostbite will set in. He knew a man could lose part of himself to that numbness, but he didn’t care.

The rune master was tall, gaunt, with wiry muscles and had a hard, lean look to him. The skin stretched taut over his skull, but it was a kind face. As a boy, Jan had romanticized about the life of the Tair. Bold men who knew no fear, but these men were not the men of his childish imaginations. They were hard and cold, and yes, they were brave. He sensed that, but they looked to the horizon, measuring the distance between it and the sun’s orb, and he could see the fear in their eyes. But unlike other men, their fear did not drive them to hide behind walls or to cower in the night. They had mastered their fear. They were hard men, and dangerous. Yet, beneath their hardness, was a kinship they shared with one another. Each had lost to the night. The Beckoning had taken someone they loved, and in their quest for vengeance, or justice, they became the Tair, the lost, who hunted the creatures of Malasephus. In the solitude of his devastation, Jan could sense the connection between them, but though he had lost as well, he could not feel a part of them. He was alone in the world, and as that realization took hold in his mind, he understood that he was always going to be alone. 

The rune master came to stand next to him, but didn’t speak. He put his hand out on Jan’s shoulder and stood next to the boy, the two of them gazing back at the black smoke that marked Sommerstone’s grave. Jan shuddered. He was forgetting who he was. The boy who had greeted the morning sunrise with joy in his heart, glad to have survived the terrible night, truly was dead. He could feel his passing with the same finality that he’d felt when he’d found his family buried in the ruins of their home, but he had no tears to shed, not even for his own passing.

Gently, the rune master turned him and led him into the camp. He resisted the urge to look over his shoulder, to watch the smoke of Sommerstone rise into the clear evening sky. He heard snippets of conversation from the men around him, how it was unwise to camp near where so many had died. The land where men died was cursed; it drew the dead back to it, and then they saw him and fell silent. Unconsciously, he shuddered. His own family, at least, wouldn’t suffer that fate. 

Tyre’s presence was an odd comfort. The man was self-possessed and calm. There was kindness in his eyes, but he was not overly sympathetic. He left Jan alone in his silence. Yet there was something in his presence that seemed to bring some feeling back to Jan. A dim memory of peace, or solace at least. Jan tried not to dwell on it. If he did, if he focused on any emotion, he knew they would all come back, and he wasn’t ready for that, so he ignored the comfort Tyre offered. 

The men didn’t speak to him. How could they? He hadn’t told them his name. He knew he should, but his voice was lost, as Eurich had said, and even if he could, his name seemed a strange tattered thing, like the clothes he wore. Worn out, it no longer fit him. A rag to be tossed aside.

Tyre took Jan with him as he made his rounds, setting the runes that would protect their camp. His hand briefly touched Jan’s arm occasionally, to direct him to stand here or there, but other than that brief contact, he made no other overture or attempt to engage him, and Jan breathed a sigh of relief. He had feared the man would try to speak to him, and he wasn’t ready for that.

After half an hour passed, Tyre called another man over to him and introduced him to Jan as Talus. “I have to take care of some business, but Talus will tend to your needs. Stay close to him and don’t wander.” Tyre went off to finish setting the runes that would protect the camp.

Like most people, Jan knew something about runes. Indeed, if he had gone through the ritual of First Night, rather than being caught out by his own foolishness, he would have learned some basic runes that protect a man from the dead. His nap, though it had probably saved his life, meant he would never have a proper First Night. Watching the men set camp, its perimeter open and exposed, he felt an echo of fear in his heart. He did not like the thought of spending a second night outside the protection of rune-warded walls.

He turned his attention to the tall rune master. Some men from the camp had gathered around Tyre, who was passing out slender wooden staves carved with runes. Affixed to the crowns of each staff was a smooth round stone the size of a man’s palm. Though he was too far away to see the runes, not that it mattered, for Jan was illiterate, he guessed these were the wards to seal the camp against the Beckoning. 

After each man received his staff, he went to a place that Tyre had marked, and set the staff in the ground. They placed them in a circle, laying them down first on the outer rim of the camp. They set their staves into the ground, twenty-five in total. Eight set out in a circle at the furthest perimeter. Then eight more closer in, and evenly spaced between the ones further out, then eight more, closer in than the last. Finally, Tyre set his staff in the ground, at the very center of the camp. Jan knew it was the very center because he watched Tyre meticulously pace off the distance from the outer edge of the circle to the center. It was all done with minute precision.

Talus explained what was happening. “They’re setting the wards. The rune circle is set in alignment with the Sumis, the compass rune. Tyre has marked out true north, and the staffs are each set in their respective hours. A disc with a wheel for warding, for security, for sight, alertness, and so on is placed in the hour that best corresponds with that wheel’s function. When all is set in place, Tyre will put the last disk in the binding point, the center staff, and activate the runes, again each in turn, which will complete the circle and activate the camp. The wards of a village are set the same way, though their placement is more permanent.”

Jan nodded, the barest movement of his head, but it was the first time he’d acknowledged what someone was saying to him. He watched as the men set their wards in place, uneasy as he thought about how exposed they were to the night, with no walls and only simple staffs to protect them. Talus must have guessed what he was thinking, or maybe he’d seen the same doubt and fear with others they had rescued.

“It isn’t the walls that protect a village, that is to say they’re the least important protection. They’re more for peace of mind. No one wants to see the nohetka wandering outside around their village, especially if they’re people you once knew. The walls of a village shut out the sight of the nohetka, so that a man won’t be enticed by their allure. But the runes keep them at bay. Trust me. We’re as safe here as if we were behind walls of stone. We’re safer than most villages, in fact. Rumor has it that Tyre studied with the Sumisarians and they know the runes better than any. We are very fortunate to have him as our rune master.”

Jan couldn’t help but think of the walls that had protected Sommerstone. They had been tall and strong, and everyone had spoken about how well made the runes and wards were. In the end, neither stone nor runes had protected his people. 

Talus went on, unaware of Jan’s thoughts. “The circles hide us from them, and make a barrier the dead cannot easily cross. Most of those taken have no mind, and their sight comes only from the Beckoning. They are blind where there is no Beckoning. It lights the world for them. We set the circle before nightfall and it keeps the Beckoning out of the camp. Nohetka, those taken after they have died, are about as clever as a stone. feral, however, are a different matter. The Beckoning takes them at the moment of death, when their minds are intact. They have all the memory and intelligence of the man or woman whose body they took up, but no soul.

“They are very dangerous, and can work a type of magic through the Beckoning. They cannot see past the barrier any easier, but being intelligent, they know it’s there. Nohetka are little more than a nuisance, though they are deadly in their own right. If a man keeps his wits about him, he can easily defeat or evade a large group. But feral… they’re cunning and quick. The Beckoning sustains their flesh so that they don’t weary, and they have a strength that is beyond human. Unless you stab them in the heart with a Tok blade, you can’t hope to take them down.” 

He handed Jan a dagger he pulled from a sheath at his waist. Intricate patterns of runes were etched in the handle and blade.

“Thank Solace that the feral are not easily born from a dying man. Few, in fact, are spawned that way. Too soon and the Beckoning drives them mad, too late and the mind is gone. The Noth feral, the insane ones, are almost as bad as their kin, but Malasephus has little use for them and he destroys them soon after they’re made. It’s one of the few mercies he shows us.”

Jan examined the Tok blade carefully before handing it back to Talus, who shook his head. 

“Keep it. I have another, and you should always have a blade on you, just in case. Sometimes one gets through, which is another reason for walls. I’ll teach you how to activate it. If you drive this into the heart of a feral, you’d better know how to activate the runes and in what sequence, or you’ll just make it mad.”

Jan spent the next hour trying to learn from Talus how to activate the blade, but he had gone nearly two days without sleep, and his mind refused to grasp the sequence. 

“Don’t worry,” Talus told him. “It’s hard at first, but you’ll get it. You’re tired as well, and that doesn’t help.” 

Jan looked up as something moved outside the camp. The sun had set and the sky was a deep dark blue. A woman was walking along the edge of the camp, her body moving with a strange, erotic gait. She approached the barrier and stopped, staring at him with vacant eyes. Jan’s hands went numb as the Tok blade fell to the ground. 

Talus looked up and saw her. “Don’t worry. It can’t see us. It just doesn’t know what to do. The barrier blocks it. It’ll move on in a moment. Later tonight, after the camp is set, some of us will go out and hunt it.”

Jan heard the words, but they didn’t register. The woman stood, unmoving, and an icy chill crept through his body, choking him as he tried to draw in a breath with lungs that had seized up. He knew her. She was from Sommerstone. He’d seen her moving about the village, someone’s wife, but he couldn’t remember whose, or what her name was, but he remembered her face from the streets filled with bodies. Horrified, Jan felt drawn to her. In life, she had not been beautiful, but death had transformed her. There was an allure to her now. If he had not seen her among the dead, he would have gone to her, let her pull him into her embrace and certain death. He dropped to his knees and tore his eyes away. Transfigured by the Beckoning, she had an ethereal beauty she had never possessed in life. 

When he looked up, she was gone, but Jan couldn’t get the image of her out of his mind. For as long as he lived, he would never forget her face. Talus knelt beside him. He reached out to help Jan stand and then stooped to pick up the knife. Handing it back to Jan, he said, 

“You need something more stout than water, I think. We’re all so stunned over what happened to your village… an entire village, well I think we forgot about you. Wait here.” 

Talus left him to fetch something “stouter than water,” warning him to stay away from the edge of the camp. Jan watched the man go and then turned back to look out into the night. He was not alone. Other Tair were standing watch. Experience had taught them not to rely on wards alone. As Talus had said, sometimes one got through, and no matter how well they cleansed the camp, there was always some remnant of the Beckoning left within. Jan gripped the knife, struggling to remember what Talus had taught him. He was determined that if the woman appeared again, he would step through the barrier, in spite of the warning Talus had given him, and bury the knife in her heart.

He saw no more dead that night, though. The ordeals of the past twenty-four hours had caught up to him. He’d hardly slept in a day and a half, and had worn himself to the point of exhaustion in Sommerstone, and then with the long march from his village to where they now camped. Sleep took him there, on the edge of life and death, between the light and the dark, and buried his pain in its embrace.
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