Tree of Blood

The keening wind was the only sound brave enough to break the stillness.  The rest of the forest held its breath as if sensing something momentous on the horizon.  No squirrels chittered.  No fox barked.  The forest was as still as the grave save for the heedless wind.

Had she not known better Sylvi would have assumed the woodland creatures were aware of her presence.  As one of the predators that stalked the Blood Wood they certainly had reason to fear her should she choose to do them harm.  None had detected her though.  Sylvi was among the very best trackers in the eleven tribes, and she took pride in that fact.

Pulling the wolf skin cloak tight about her Sylvi brushed night black hair from her face.  Normally she bound it in a severe bun, but today it hung loosely about her shoulders.  It spilled down her back like a waterfall of darkness, and the occasional strand rose to dance with the wind.  Sylvi hardly noticed.

Her attention was fixed on the buck frozen like a statue a good two dozen paces away.  Thickly clustered pines made it difficult to get a clear shot, even as close as she was.  Sylvi had been stalking the buck since sunup, but the animal had stubbornly eluded her.  Now the chase was at an end, though whether or not she caught the beast remained uncertain.

Sylvi slipped the bowstring into the groove etched in the longbow with practiced ease, eyes never leaving her quarry.  Reaching into the doeskin quiver slung over one shoulder she drew a black fletched arrow.  Knocking it carefully Sylvi steeled her concentration and settled in to wait.

Whichever direction the buck moved would provide a clear shot, and one should be all she needed.  If she were wrong she'd lose both arrow and buck, for the animal stood less than three paces from The Brink.  Laws stronger than steel and older than time prevented her from following if it crossed that line.  Nor would she even if there were no such laws.  The Brink existed for a reason and crossing it meant dealing with the Tenders.  None who'd faced them ever returned, though countless fools had tried.  

Sylvi tensed as the beast took a step.  When it took another she loosed the bowstring with a sharp twang.  The arrow whipped under tree limbs and through leaves to strike the buck at the base of its spine.  The animal gave one twitching step before collapsing with a shudder.  After that it lay still.

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as the huntress slipped silently through the pines.  She padded across the soft carpet of needles until she reached the carcass.  The buck's eyes stared sightlessly beyond The Brink, and its twelve point antlers were tangled with the undergrowth at the base of a towering redwood.

Easing her dagger from its tooled leather sheath Sylvi freed the antlers with a few strokes.  Grunting under the strain she heaved the animal over her shoulders, staggering under the weight.  Staggering but not falling.  Sylvi gave a determined heave and rose to her feet.  The buck made walking awkward, but such a fine prize was worth the effort.

She'd only stumbled a few feet when the snapping of a tree limb echoed through the forest like a whip being cracked.  The sound originated behind her and Sylvi spun to identify the source.  What she saw nearly stopped her heart.  On the other side of The Brink stood one of the Tenders.  She'd never been this close to one and terror gripped her at the sight.

The Tender stood twenty feet tall and held eerie similarities to one of the Na'Elfen.  It's limbs were slender and delicate and it had the same curved ears, though the resemblance ended there.  Where the Na'Elfen had pale skin the Tender's was a deep red so dark some might call it black.  Na'Elfen eyes tended to be green or purple, but the Tender's were the same hue as its skin.  Sylvi's raven hair was fairly common among the Na'Elfen, but the Tender's long mane was the same blood red as its skin and eyes.

Sylvi wore leathers taken from the many animals she'd hunted.  The Tender wore not a scrap of clothing, and was quite obviously male.  It's unblinking gaze was fixed firmly on her, and its hands clenched and unclenched as if it wished to lay them around her throat.  Sylvi gave a shudder and turned away.

The Tender was sacred to her people for many reasons.  The blood of every Na'Elfen could trace its origins to the Tenders, or so the elders claimed.  How long ago had they been one species?  Why were the Tenders so different than the Na'Elfen?

Sylvi knew enough of the ancient tongue to know the origins of the words Na'Elfen.  Elfen meant the fallen ones.  Na didn't translate as well, and the closest she could come was more or further.  So Na'Elfen were the further fallen.  What did it mean?  Fallen from what?  And how had the Na'Elfen fallen further than the rest of the Elfen?

Her pragmatic nature tamped down those thoughts like sand dumped on a camp fire.  If the elders wanted her know they'd tell her.  In the meantime she had responsibilities, and couldn't afford to stand gawking at the Tender.  Renewing her efforts Sylvi staggered forward under the buck's immense weight.  It would feed her tribe for a full two days, earning her much acclaim.

Weaving through pines and redwoods Sylvi breathed an audible sigh of relief as the normal sounds of the forest returned.  An owl gave a shrill cry as it fell on some unfortunate rodent.  The chirping of jeraha bugs echoed merrily through the night shrouded forest.  There were other small noises, but in her relief Sylvi paid little attention.   

"Another successful hunt," a voice whispered from close enough that Sylvi dropped the buck.  She spun and half drew her belt knife before she saw who'd surprised her.  An old man with white hair pulled into a ponytail crouched on a tree limb several feet above.  His face was aged leather and a sharp chin jutted from under a hawk like nose.

"You scared me half to death Jhara," Sylvi growled.  Her eyes tightened with anger, but if the man noticed he gave no sign, "What are you doing out here?"

"I came to watch the Brink," He rumbled softly.  The man never raised his voice, or if he did Sylvi had never heard it. "The Tenders are restless and I would know why.  I've not seen them stir so in near two centuries."

"I saw one at the edge of the Brink," Sylvi admitted as she hoisted the buck back onto her shoulders. "I've never been that close before." She shivered at the memory of that emotionless gaze.

"I have," Jhara slid from the tree landing lightly beside her despite his advanced age.  His four hundredth name day had come and gone, and if he didn't take the Blood soon he'd die of old age. "I saw one stand so close to the Brink we could have touched noses.  That was back when I was a good deal younger and a great deal more foolish, mind you." He snorted.

"Why don't they cross the Brink?" Sylvi asked.  She'd long been curious as to why the Tenders stayed where they did.  They were powerful enough that they should be able to go where they wished, or so she'd always assumed.

"Because their charge lies beyond it.  They tend to the Tree with the same reverence we show them," Jhara shrugged.  The pair wound between a pair of truly massive redwoods and onto a wider path than the deer track they'd been following.  "You've heard of the Tree of Blood.  Have you ever seen it?"

"No," Sylvi whispered reverently.  A shiver worked down her spine at the very thought.  "I'm not sure I'm ready."

"I can't blame you," Jhara's face split into a wide grin. "I've only seen it once, when I was much younger than I am now.  It was over three centuries ago, but that sight will never leave me." His eyes glazed with memory as if he saw the Tree in his mind's eye.

"What was it like?" Sylvi asked in a low tone.  The Tree was sacred and if any of the priests heard her speak of it so casually she'd earn the rough side of their tongue. 

"Tall.  It shot so high into the sky the tallest redwood would reach no more than its knee," Jhara rumbled.  He leaned heavily on his unstrung bow as they continued up the path. "It oozed blood like another tree might sap.  The branches swayed, though there was no breeze I could see.  It was the most terrible thing I have ever seen, and I still shudder to think on it.  I could feel it watching me.  It knew I was there."

"Why didn't you take the Blood if you were so close?" Sylvi's curiosity got the better of her.  It was a rude question, but Jhara seemed unconcerned.

"I am not worthy," Jhara told her matter of factly as the pair wound through trees.  "Besides, taking the Blood can kill.  It brings many gifts including long life, but it also imparts much responsibility.  Once you've taken the Blood you are wedded to the Tree as surely as man to wife.  Or wife to man in your case."

"Being wedded to the tree is a great honor," Sylvi protested.  She'd have done nearly anything for such honor, and couldn't understand why Jhara had spurned it.

"It is," He agreed with a shallow nod.  His eyebrows drew together like snowy caterpillars kissing. "Stand before the tree and you may find that such honor is not meant for you.  No one confronts the tree without coming away changed."

Sylvi didn't gainsay the man, although she was sure what decision she'd make when the time came.  Very few hunters made the pilgrimage without taking the Blood.  Along with the Blood came immortality, though there were many other benefits as well.  You became faster and stronger, and could see the flows of the Fae more clearly.  Of course, taking the Blood also brought the thirst.  From then on you'd always crave blood.  Human blood.

The pair continued in silence save for Sylvi's occasional grunt.  Sweat ran down her face in rivulets, but she refused to slow or ask for help.  Jhara would sit on the council that decided her fitness to be named to the sacred hunt, and she'd not show weakness in front of him.

The path meandered under more of the great redwoods, ending at the village belonging to the Nalaja tribe.  An outsider would likely have passed through without even realizing there was a village, but Sylvi had grown up here.  Cleverly hidden homes had been constructed so artfully that from below they appeared part of the redwoods towering above.

Narrow rope paths spider webbed between the great trees.  Here and there children ran across them laughing, heedless of the hundred feet or more they might fall if they slipped.  Not that such things happened often.  Na'Elfen children were nearly at home in the trees as they were on the ground.  They learned to climb before they could walk.

Staggering to a blackened stretch of ground Sylvi dropped her burden.  She stretched to relieve the kinks in her arms and back, and then began assembling the spit that sat next to the fire pit.  It consisted of three iron bars, two of them in a Y shape and the last a long bar designed to be turned by a handle on one side.

"Do you want to put out the call?" Jhara asked.  He almost wore a smile. "It's your kill after all."

Sylvi could have said yes.  After all she'd killed the beast and carried it back to camp.  Honor dictated that the senior most hunter give the call, and in this case that meant Jhara.  She didn't begrudge the man his place and gave a curt nod.

"You are the eldest, Jhara.  The place is yours," Sylvi gave a low bow, hair spilling over her shoulders as she did.  Blood from the carcass had matted her normally lustrous locks, but Sylvi rarely cared about such things.

Jhara rose to his full height and cupped his hands around his mouth.  Sucking in a deep breath he bellowed in a voice that echoed through the clearing beneath the great trees, "The hunters have returned.  Let the feast begin."

The tribe sprang into a flurry of activity.  Mothers collected children, dragging them to the river to wash.  Warriors disappeared into arboreal huts to apply their ritual makeup.  Youths too old to be tended by mothers but too young to hunt peered eagerly over the rails, watching everything Sylvi and Jhara did.

Sylvi focused on her kill while Jhara assembled the spit.  Drawing her belt knife she sliced away the buck's hide, ignoring the blood that drenched her hands.  Quickly and efficiently she peeled back the hide and set it aside.  It would be cured and sewn into garments.  She'd be offered the best among them, and the rest would be given to those in need.

Wordlessly Sylvi seized the haunches of the carcass and waited for Jhara.  He'd finished erecting the spit and moved to the animal's rear.  He rammed the cross bar through the animal, and the pair hoisted it into the air and onto the spit.  That done Sylvi gathered firewood from the nearby pile and stacked it neatly under the carcass.

Jhara stabbed a finger towards the fire pit.  A thin jet of fire shot from his index finger, and splashed among the wood like water.  Wherever it touches flames caught, and within seconds the wood had become a raging bonfire.

Not many among the Na'Elfen mastered the element of fire.  Few understood anything about the Fae, and Sylvi less than most.  The binders could probably explain more, but she didn’t trust them.  She trusted their incantations even less, though Jhara found them useful and had even tried to teach her once.

"An impressive kill," called a rough male voice.  Sylvi glanced up to see Kharak swaggering towards her. She struggled to keep a sneer off her face. The man continued speaking once he'd crossed the clearing, "Who brought the beast down?"

He wore the same leathers as she, but his were beaded in bright colors that a blind boar could pick out at a hundred paces no matter how dense the forest.  His long blond hair had been brushed until it shone, and it fell artfully to frame a too pretty face.  Dominating that face were eyes that shouted how much more they knew about the world than anyone else, and a sharp nose that would have been more at home on a pickaxe than a person.

"The honor belongs to Sylvitriana," Jhara answered in a flat voice.  Neither liked the oily young hunter, and in Sylvi's opinion the fop should never have earned that title.  The only reason he had was because the binders spoke for him.  The humans shouldn't be able to meddle in the affairs of the Na'Elfen, but in this they had.

The man had been a lickspittle for the binders for as long as she could remember.  He seemed to prefer their company to that of his own people, which was both insulting and unnatural.  The man had been made a hunter not from skill, but from political pressure.  No self respecting Nalaja would accept such a dishonorable arrangement, but if the origin of his post bothered him Kharak never showed it.

"I'm not surprised," Kharak replied after an uncomfortably long silence. "You are quite skilled Sylvi.  I expect you'll be named to the sacred hunt at the next moon." He gave her a warm smile and shifted his stance as if preening.

"By the Blood let it be so," she replied without meeting the man's gaze.  It irked her that he used her nickname so casually.  Only friends and family should do so without permission, but correcting the man would create a scene and many eyes were on them.

The whistling of a snow finch cut sharply through the evening, and Sylvi jerked to her feet with a gasp.  Snow finches weren't native to the Blood Wood, which meant the call had come from one of the border scouts.  It meant an intruder was passing near the village.  Such things were hardly rare, but they were infrequent enough that every hunter felt a thrill of excitement when the call went out.

The bargain demanded that the Nalaja tribe slay any who attempted to pass beyond the Brink and take the Blood.  Only the Na'Elfen and the binders themselves were allowed beyond the Brink unmolested, though most were killed by the Tenders.

All others were to be harried and killed if possible.  If an outsider somehow survived and made it past the Brink the orders changed.  Anyone who reached the Tree of Blood was given a year and a day to challenge one of the binders.  If they succeeded that person took their place on the Council.  Failure meant death.

A few chose to run instead of fight, and when that happened one tribesman from each of the eleven tribes was sent to hunt the offender down, no matter how far they ran.  It was rare for a Na'Elfen to leave the shelter of the Blood Wood, but Sylvi had often fantasized about seeing exotic lands while hunting down such an offender.

"Kharak," Jhara hissed. By his tone he expected obedience. "Tend the fire and do not leave until the meat is cooked."

Kharak seemed unaware of the slight, and gave a nod as he stepped to the spit and began turning.  Any self respecting hunter would bristle at being asked to tend fire while the rest joined the sacred hunt.  By rights Sylvi should have been the one doing the tending as she wasn't a full hunter.

"Sylvi," Jhara barked as he picked up his spear from its place near the fire. "Fetch your spear.  We hunt." He moved off at a lope without turning to see if she followed.  Sylvi was shocked.  Inclusion in a sacred hunt was unheard of…unless Jhara meant to sponsor her.  Could he?

Dozens of pairs and trios glided from the clearing.  They fanned out in the woods each moving in a slightly different direction as they sought the intruder.  Very few made it so close to the Brink, which meant the intruder must be highly skilled.  If it was a binder that meant one skilled in manipulating the Fae.  Many might die before the sun rose if they were not careful.

Sylvi sprinted to the spear rack propped against one of the largest tress in the clearing.  Nearly a dozen yew hafted shafts pointed towards the night sky, each topped with sharp points of either obsidian or steel.  Humans often favored steel and even a few Na'Elfen had adopted weapons made from it.   Sylvi grabbed one of the obsidian and trotted after Jhara.  Obsidian was more brittle, but metal could reflect light and give away a hunter.  

Jhara had already loped from the clearing and was making his way up a narrow game trail heading north.  That surprised her, as most of the other hunters fanned out to the south where the intruder had been sighted.  Sylvi increased her pace until she drew even with her mentor.

"Why are we heading north?  Won't that take us to the Brink?" Sylvi whispered.  They loped along in silence for many heartbeats before he finally answered.

"If the intruder weren't skilled he'd never had made it this far," Jhara called softly over his shoulder as he maintained his ground eating pace. "He will elude the hunters and head straight for the Brink.  I plan to be there when he arrives."

"How can you know he'll elude the hunters?" Sylvi asked nervously.  She didn’t want to sound like a fool, but she couldn't understand how Jhara might know.

"How many tribes of Na'Elfen call the Blood Wood home?" Jhara asked without facing her.  They passed under a fallen redwood covered in moss.  Jhara often asked questions she thought meaningless to the topic at hand, but there was always a reason.

"Eleven," Sylvi answered hesitantly.  Where was he going with this?

"How many are closer to the Brink than the Nalaja?" Jhara asked as he ducked under a low limb on a twisted pine.

"None lay closer," her voice filled with pride.  The Nalaja held a very prestigious position in the Blood Wood. "Though two lay as close as we."

"Which means that an intruder would have had to pass by the other tribes to reach us," Jhara explained as he reached up absently to brush a lock of snow white hair from his leathery face.

"I see where you're going with this," Sylvi beamed.  She always enjoyed the 'aha' moment when she finally understood Jhara's point on a given topic.  "If the intruder has gotten that far he's good enough to evade our hunters.  He must have some way of getting around us or the other tribes would have caught him."

"Very good," Jhara slowed long enough to clap her on the shoulder.  The way he beamed at her reminded her of her father. "You'll make a fine hunter, Sylvi.  Now, if you were the intruder how might you get past the hunters?"

"Hmm," she considered the question carefully before answering. "Stealth would be my first choice.  I'd avoid the villages and stick to the more remote paths."

"How would you know which paths were remote, or even that there are villages at all?" Jhara waggled his eyebrows at her as his face broke into a wry grin.

"He's being aided by one of the tribes.  Probably a the request of the binders," Sylvi's jaw fell open.  Any ordinary traveler who stumbled into the forest would be ignorant of the Na'Elfen.  They'd quickly be caught and killed, and certainly wouldn't have made it to the Nalaja's territory.

"Which means?" Jhara prompted.  He cut sharply to the right leaping into the air to seize a thick tree limb in his right hand.  Swinging around to gain momentum he flipped into the air and landed gracefully on another limb above the first.

Sylvi didn't answer immediately.  She attempted to duplicate Jhara's feat, and if it wasn't as graceful as her mentor at least she landed on the limb next to him.  Her spear had nearly fallen and her knuckles were white from the death grip she maintained on the thick wooden haft.

"Which means a powerful binder is sponsoring this intruder," she panted.  Hours of running in the forest were normal, but Jhara always pushed her to the very edge of her limits. "He'll be strong in the Fae, or they'd not have bothered.  That means he's a powerful sorcerer, and will have tricks we can't predict."

"Very good," Jhara elbowed her in the shoulder with a smile.  He took off at a run leaping from branch to branch as quickly as he'd moved along the ground. He turned back to call over his shoulder. "So why did I head north?"

Sylvi sprinted after him.  Much of her concentration went to her footing as falling could be more than humiliating.  When she came to a broad flat limb she glanced up long enough to answer, "Fae takes enormous strain to use.  The more incantations a sorcerer uses the more tired they grow.  If we are the last to encounter this intruder we'll fight him when he's at his weakest."

"You remind me so much of myself at your age," Jhara gave a fond smile.  He'd stopped and was perched on a wide limb perhaps twenty feet above the forest floor. "You see right to the heart of the matter.  One day you will succeed your father as first hunter." Pride tinged Jhara's voice.

"If that's so," Sylvi panted as she landed roughly next to her mentor. "I owe it to your teachings.  I owe you the woman I've become."
She smiled warmly as her chest heaved like a bellows.

"Nonsense," Jhara chuckled.  "I've never had so willing a pupil, and what you've become is a result of your hard work.  Now, let's find this intruder."

Jhara leapt skyward, perhaps ten feet into the air.  He caught a low hanging branch above him, and used it to sling him towards a tree some thirty feet away.  Sylvi did her best to keep up, but fell behind despite her best efforts.  She'd reached a tree about sixty feet behind Jhara when he spun on the thick limb of a pine.  He met her gaze and flashed a hand signal.  Wait and stay silent.

It didn't take her long to figure out why.  Advancing up a game trail underneath Jhara was a cloaked figure.  She could make out nothing beneath the thick black cotton, but whoever it was definitely knew his way through a forest.  His steps were fluid and sure, and he picked his way up the path as silently as the buck she'd killed earlier.

Jhara dropped soundlessly from the tree with his spear braced against his knee, tip angled towards the intruder.  Had the wickedly barbed obsidian hit its intended target the man would have been skewered.  Somehow the intruder sensed the attack, and flung himself out of the way at the last second.  His cloak fluttered to the ground next to him giving Sylvi her first look at the human.

He was tall for a man, perhaps even as tall as she herself.  Nor did the similarity to the Na'Elfen end there.  The man's fingers were long and delicate, and he had the light frame one might expect from one of her people.  The long dark hair spilling down his back was twin to her own.  He was beautiful.

Determination shone from piercing green eyes, and fast as an adder the man rolled away from Jhara.  As he regained his feet he eased a slender sword from a leather sheath.  The slightly curved blade was unadorned steel, but the way the man held it suggested a lifetime of use.  A short lifetime.  Humans aged more quickly than Na'Elfen, and she'd peg the pup at no more than twenty. 

"It can't be," Jhara stumbled back.  His spear point wavered and his jaw hung open.  It was difficult to see from her perch, but all the blood seemed to drain from his face.  She'd never seen anything ruffle Jhara's calm, not even a bear who'd taken the Blood and attacked the village when it had been consumed with the thirst.  What had so alarmed the man about this intruder?

The human used Jhara's shock to great advantage.  He could have buried his blade in her mentor's gut, but instead he whirled on his heel and sprinted off into the darkness.  Jhara made no move to pursue, which meant the only chance of stopping the man lay with her.  Sylvi's mouth tightened in determination.  The bastard wasn't getting away.

Leaping from her perch Sylvi grabbed another limb some ten feet below the one she'd been standing on.  It bent under her weight, but before it could crack she gathered momentum and flipped into the air over the trail.  Landing gracefully Sylvi sprinted after the intruder before she'd even recovered her footing.  There was still no reaction from Jhara.

Dodging between tree limbs and shrubs Sylvi bolted after the human.  She caught glimpses of him through the foliage, but though she poured on every bit of speed she could muster the gap barely narrowed.  The pursuit lasted for long minutes and inch by agonizing inch she closed the distance.

Darting around the bole of a thick pine the human shot a startled glance over his shoulder.  He was aware of her now, though he neither quickened nor slowed his pace.  Nor did he appear alarmed. If anything his glance was…appraising?  She didn’t understand the reaction, but that hardly mattered.  All that did was catching and killing the intruder.

Vaulting a fallen tree Sylvi gave a cry of elation as she saw what lay ahead.  They'd come to a long straight part of the trail, and the man could no longer duck and dodge around trees to avoid her.  Pouring everything she had into running she increased her pace and whipped through the trees in a mad dash.

When she'd closed to about twenty feet Sylvi brought up her spear and hurled it with a sharp cry.  It flew straight and true, catching the man full in the back. He stumbled forward tripping over some undergrowth, and fell flat on his face.  Before she could close the distance the man had already flipped to his feet.  Ripping her belt knife from her sheath she charged, face locked in a rictus of rage.

The man made no move to defend himself.  He gazed about in wonder as if he'd discovered a secret he'd never expected to find.  A slight smile creased his face, and she was struck again both by how beautiful the man was and by how young. Most who reached the Brink were considerably older.

Banishing the idle thought Sylvi reversed her grip on the dagger, and brought it down at the man's back like a single gleaming tooth of some great beast.  Or she tried to anyway.  A shock ran through her like a bolt of lightning, and the dagger slipped from nerveless fingers.  Sylvi staggered, falling to her knees with a gasp.

"Wh-what happened?" she asked in a low voice, though who might answer that question she didn't know.  Certainly not the human.

"We're beyond the Brink," the human climbed to his feet.  Grass stains covered his knees and elbows, and a clump of dirt had been mashed into his hair. "I don't know much of your ways, but I was told that your sacred hunt would stop as soon as we crossed.  Is that true?"

The man made no move to draw his blade.  He kept his hands far from the hilt and made no threatening gesture, but he watched her like one might a wild animal.  Glancing at her spear Sylvi considered diving for it, but dismissed the notion as unworthy.  As angry as she was attacking the man would be dishonorable.  He was right.  Now that he was past the Brink custom gave him a year and a day before she could pursue, and then only if he failed to take his place on the council.

"It's true," Sylvi barked, eyes narrowed.  She tossed her head angrily while she considered her options.  There seemed precious few.  Only full hunters were permitted beyond the Brink, and she had no idea how the elders would punish her for breaking one of the most sacred scriptures.

"Sylvitriana," Jhara's voice rang from behind with all the weight of a senior hunter.  She tensed and turned to face her mentor. "What have you done?" Her mentor stopped less than a dozen paces away, on the other side of the Brink.

"It was an accident," Sylvi cried out in anguish. "I almost caught him and I didn't realize where I was." she sank to her knees and covered her face with both hands.  She'd never be a hunter now, much less have a chance to take the Blood. "What am I going to do?"

"Sylvi, look at me," Jhara commanded.  He took a final step forward and something blurred his features slightly.  That would be the Brink. "Come here."

Sylvi crossed the clearing obediently.  She stopped a few paces from her mentor, tears flowing down her face unheeded.  How had this happened?  She ignored the human behind her.  Jhara gazed at her searchingly for the space of several heartbeats.

"Sylvitriana of the Nalaja tribe, you have stalked the beasts of the Blood Wood.  You have provided for your people.  Are you ready to stand guardian?  To watch and guide your people no matter how dark the night should grow?" Jhara's voice was both solemn and commanding.  Sylvi blinked rapidly.  This was the ceremony to of naming.

"I stand ready.  I will shelter the tribe from any foe," the words came unbidden to Sylvi's tongue.  They were words she'd dreamed of uttering for years. 

"How will you defend them?" Jhara barked.

"I am the spear that cannot be broken.  I am the arrow that flies true.  I am the heart of the Nalaja," Sylvi intoned as solemnly as she could.  This wasn't how she pictured the ritual going, but she was filled with elation anyway.  She was a hunter!

"Sylvitriana Nalaja stand and be recognized.  I name you a hunter of the Nalaja," Jhara smiled down at her, and she rose to her feet.

"Why?" was all she said.  What Jhara had done broke custom nearly as old as the Tree itself.  Hunters were named after their trials, and she'd yet to undergo hers.

"Now that you've passed beyond the Brink the council may never let you do so again," Jhara explained with a sigh.  He looked as if he wanted to embrace her, but stepped back with a shake of his head.  Even he could not cross the Brink without permission.  "If you wish to take the Blood this may be your only chance."

"Only hunters may take the Blood," Sylvi gaped openly.  She realized now what he'd done for her.  By making her a hunter she could take the Blood and be welcomed home with open arms despite entering the Brink without permission.  

"What about you?" Sylvi asked in a pained voice.  The elders would not be kind to Jhara.

"Don’t worry about me," the old man waved dismissively. "Right now you must focus on reaching the Tree.  The Tenders will be here soon, and if they catch you…" he trailed off ominously.  She knew exactly what would happen if the Tenders came, and it sent a shiver down her spine.

Whirling Sylvi looked for the intruder.  There was no sign of him.  He must be on his way to the tree.  She'd show him.  There was no way some soft binder was going to reach it before a hunter of the Nalaja.  Without a backwards glance she set off at a trot.

The forest was different beyond the Brink, though the differences were so subtle someone not bred to the wood may not have noticed.  The trees were darker, more twisted.  The sap that would normally glisten on their trunks was thick, clotted crimson.  Even the animals were different.  A fox eyed her hungrily with red tinged eyes from under the bole of a redwood some yards distant.  The cries of birds were feral, and chilled her to the bone.

Every animal beyond the Brink had taken the Blood.  Even the trees absorbed it through their roots, and if legends were to be believed they had a primitive intelligence.  The trees shared the thirst and sought the blood of any foolish enough to be caught in their clutches.  Sylvi glanced up nervously as she trotted by.  The trees loomed over her, and she sensed their animosity.

How long she ran Sylvi wasn't sure.  The canopy had thickened above, blotting out the sky completely.  It could be midnight or midday, but she had no way of knowing.  As she wove through the twisted trees her unease increased.  Not because of any particular sound, but rather because there was no sound.  None at all.  No animals, nor even a gust of wind.  Fear slid icy fingers around her heart, but Sylvi refused to acknowledge it.  She was a hunter of the Nalaja.  There was no place in a hunter for fear.

Fear grew into terror as she crested a small rise.  In the distance stood the Tree of Blood.  Her first impression was that Jhara hadn't done the tree justice.  It towered over centuries old redwoods.  She could only guess at the height, but the top stabbed into the night sky to threaten the stars.  As Jhara told her the trunk was covered in dark red streams that ran like molasses.  

The Tree's appearance was nothing compared to the presence it exuded.  She was positive that the Tree was not only alive, but aware of its surroundings.  It studied her as surely as she studied it.  Steeling her nerve Sylvi took a step.  Then another.  Gritting her teeth she forced herself to approach.  She barely recognized the strangled sound that came from her own throat.  It was like a cat trapped by a large dog, knowing it would die defending itself but willing to go to its grave with teeth barred.

That was when she saw the figure at the Tree's base.  She didn't need to see his face to know it was the intruder from earlier.  Increasing her pace to a trot Sylvi schooled her face into an impassive mask.  She'd sooner die that let this human see her discomfort.  Trotting up beside him she ignored the man as she studied the massive trunk a few feet away.  It was a hundred paces across if it were an inch.

"So, I just drink it right?" the man took two steps in her direction, but froze when she turned an icy gaze on him.  In his hand he cradled a thin glass vial full of the same crimson liquid that coated the tree.

"If you can't figure it out," Sylvi hissed. "I'm not going to tell you." Stepping forward Sylvi rubbed her hand along the trunk and it came back sticky and wet.  She examined her hand for a long moment, and then licked some of the blood on her thumb.  The world crashed down on her and she spiraled into darkness.

Thud thud.  Thud thud.  Sylvi felt more than heard the beating of a heart.  The beat slowed, then stopped.  As if a cowl were thrown back blinding light surrounded her.  A wave of vertigo crashed over her as she struggled to understand.  Fire flowed through her veins, but it was the images that drew her attention.

Her point of view was…odd.  To her right stood an impossibly beautiful woman.  Silky hair ran to her ankles in a waterfall of pale spun gold.  It matched the gleaming breastplate and the golden broadsword cradled in one hand.  The woman wore a winged helm chased with yet more gold, and curiously her eyes were gold as well.

To her left stood a woman with hair so crimson a new name would have to be found to describe the color.  It was bright and beautiful and fell to her waist.  An elaborately carved bow of blue wood was cradled in her right hand, and her left reached over her shoulder to pluck an arrow from her quiver.

The third figure stood behind her, and it took Sylvi a moment to understand.  The figure cradled her like a weapon.  She was a weapon.  A living weapon meant to strike down the creatures of darkness.  The Heartwood Spear, given by the World Tree to the goddess Urillia.  That was the woman holding her.  The other two were her sisters.

Before them stood an apparition of terrible glory.  The dark god towered over the three sisters, and over the forest around him.  He might have been a man, save for his jet black skin and the gaping pools of flame where his eyes should have been.  His teeth were discordantly white, and the canines were long and threatening.  The dark god Vhampyr was girded for battle.  He wore a shirt of dark rings, each so black they drank in the light around him.  Held loosely in one hand was the great sword, Heartseeker, wickedly barbed and pulsing with power. The three goddesses had been dispatched to bring an end to his reign of terror.  None expected to survive.  

The battle flashed by so quickly Sylvi couldn't follow.  It blurred around her and as time slowed the scene changed drastically.  Two of the sisters had been slain, and only Urillia still lived.  The black blade Heartseeker was buried in her chest, and blood covered her from neck to knee.  Sylvi knew the goddess was dying.

Gathering her strength the woman hurled the Heartwood Spear, and Sylvi felt herself flung through the air.  She sank into the dark god's chest, and Vhampyr gave a howl of agony.  He sagged to his knees then fell heavily onto his back.  

To her right Urillia's ragged breathing finally ceased.  Vhampyr's heart did the same.  All four gods, both light and dark, were dead.  Only she lived, the Heartwood Spear.  She was impaled through Vhampyr's chest with no way to free herself.  Worse, the black blood of the dark god had already begun seeping into her.  Changing her.  The light chestnut hue of the World Tree faded to be replaced by a deep crimson, though the change was far more than cosmetic.

The blurring happened again.  She was different now.  A hundred summers had passed and she had drank long and deep of the blood of Vhampyr.  She was still impaled through his heart, although her roots had grown and spread until they covered the whole of the dark god. No longer was she a simple spear.  She was a dark and terrible tree, filled with Vhampyr's power.  Any who drank of her blood gained a measure of her power, though there was a cost to that bargain.

Clustered around her were three strange figures.  Once, they had been known as the Vithee.  Pure of heart and spirit they tended to all living things, and their only love was filling the world with growing things.  These three had been twisted into dark reflections of their more vibrant cousins.  The Tenders she named them.  For they tended to her needs and protected her dark kingdom.

Sylvi sat up with a gasp.  Every part of her body hurt, as if molten steel had flowed through her veins.  A hollow hunger filled her belly, as if she'd not eaten in a year.  The coppery taste of blood was heavy on her tongue, and she licked her lips wanting more.

"Are you alright?" a quiet male voice spoke from a few feet away.  Sylvi whirled in startlement then relaxed when she realized it was the intruder.

"I-I don't know," she answered truthfully.  She felt strange. "Everything is different.  I can see…colors when I look around.  Filaments of red and gold and black."

"You're seeing the Fae," the man explained.  He rose unsteadily and hobbled over to her, more collapsing than sitting. "I think it’s one of the gifts of the Blood.  Do you feel it?  The thirst?"

"I do," Sylvi admitted. That must be the hollow feeling in her belly.

"I am called Temis," he stretched a hand towards her and gave a warm smile.  She eyed him coldly, but accepted the handshake.

"I am Sylvitriana of the Nalaja tribe," she met his grip firmly and he seemed surprised by her strength. "As I am the first to speak to you since you took the Blood it falls on me to explain the ritual."

Still gripping his hand Sylvi eased her knife from its sheath and sliced Temis on the back of the hand.  He jerked back with a curse and eyed her warily while he sucked at the cut, "Oww, what was that for?"

"Part of the ritual," Sylvi grinned wickedly at him.  She felt a flood of irritation towards him, though the man could hardly be blamed. "The Na'Elfen are the guardians of the Blood.  By the Bargain you have a year and a day to defeat a member of the council of binders.  If you fail your blood will be used to track you down.  My people will find you and reclaim the Blood."

"I knew I'd be hunted," Temis still glared at her accusingly. "I just never thought you'd stab me.  Couldn't you have pricked my finger?"

"Do you flinch at a little pain, Temis of the binders?" Sylvi quirked a smile.  Her knees felt a little less like jelly, and she rose unsteadily.  Leaning on her spear helped, as otherwise she may have fallen back on her rump.  She felt weak as a kitten.

"I don't care about the pain, but I need my hands whole in order to spin the Fae…" the man's eyes bulged and he stared at the back of his hand in awe.  The cut she'd made had healed.  Sylvi had expected it, but then she'd been raised with an understanding of the divine gifts granted by the Blood.   Healing was the least of its gifts.

"We must go," Sylvi took a cautious step.  Much of her strength had returned. "The Tenders will come soon, and if we are here when they arrive we will die."

"You don't need to tell me twice," Temis lurched after her as the pair stumbled in the direction they'd come. "Sylvitriana is a mouthful.  Can I call you Syl?"

"I'd prefer you not address me at all, human," she spat the last word like a curse.  Why did every man gape at her bosom and butcher her given name?

"Suit yourself," Temis gave her an impudent grin.   The man stopped dead in his tracks, and Sylvi paused to see why.  He closed his eyes and began chanting in a language that hurt her ears, "Yara con anoal."  Shadows flowed around him like a cloak.  She could hear his breathing, but could no longer see him.

Twigs cracked as footsteps moved away, but Sylvi could see nothing of the man.  Even her newly enhanced vision didn't detect him.  The footsteps headed south east, and before long she could no longer hear the man.  A mix of emotions washed over her at his disappearance.  Relief, because she couldn't stand the odious little human.  Fear, because now she was alone in the Brink.

Shaking off the feelings she increased her pace.  Sylvi loped easily through the forest, her need to leave the place giving a strength she'd lacked on the way here.  Or perhaps it was the transformation she'd undergone after taking the Blood.  Either way she crossed the distance back to the Brink much more quickly than she expected.  

Sylvi had nearly reached the Brink when she saw something that brought her up short.  Between her and the Brink stood a Tender, and its gaze was focused on her.  She shifted right, but as her muscles tensed for flight she realized a second Tender lay in that direction.  She backpedaled and spun to the left, but the third Tender stared down at her.  She was trapped like a fox before hounds.

All three advanced towards her, slowly drawing the net tighter.  Sylvi's gaze darted frantically around, but she could see no escape.  Running back the way she'd come was suicide, as the long legged Tenders would easily catch her.  Panic flooded her, and she panted as if she'd run for hours.  Was this the end?

An ear piercing whistle snapped her head around.  It drew the attention of the Tenders, and all three moved towards it as if she didn't exist.  Sylvi froze while the massive forms passed by her, too frightened to even breathe.

"Hey, over here," the familiar voice of the human bellowed.  Though they'd just met she'd recognize the smug tone anywhere.  The man sprinted towards the Tree as fast as his legs could carry him, and the three Tenders moved swiftly after.  Had the man just saved her life at the cost of his own?

"We should go before they figure out that was just an illusion," if anything the voice was even more smug when it broke in from a few feet away.  Sylvi jerked as if stung and scanned the area for any sign of the man. 

"Show yourself," Sylvi hissed.  Obligingly the shadows flowed away revealing Temis perhaps a dozen paces away.  He gave a condescending smile that made Sylvi bristle in spite of herself.

"I'm thinking we should leave.  Now," Temis' eyes widened, and he was looking behind her in the direction the Tenders had gone.  He didn't wait for her answer and sprinted towards the Brink.  Behind she heard a tremendous crashing followed by a roar of anger.  The Tenders were returning and they didn't sound happy.

She lacked the courage to glance over her shoulder.  Sprinting for all she was worth Sylvi bolted after the impudent human.  She ran as if her life depended on it, and in this case it very much did.  The crashing grew closer and closer, and Sylvi's tortured lungs begged her to stop.  She refused.  Finding one final surge of strength she dove across the Brink as long fingers brushed her back.

Rolling to her feet she spun to see all three Tenders stalking the edge of the Brink like caged cats.  They glared hatefully at her, and she flinched under the weight of those gazes.  Though, not as she once would have.  The power of the Blood surged through her, filling Sylvi with strength.  Not enough to challenge a Tender, of course.  But strength nevertheless.

"A-are you him?" Jhara's awed voice sounded from behind her.  It took tremendous effort to break her gaze from the Tenders, but she slowly turned to face the two men.

"You mean am I Olivanticus?" Temis asked her mentor.  Much to her shock Jhara had knelt before the human.  She'd never seen him abase himself.  Not for anyone, man or woman. "No, my grandfather is dead.  I'm told I strongly resemble him, but my name is Temis."

Jhara blinked rapidly and gave a short nod as he regained his composure.  Rising from his knees he leaned heavily on his spear.  Sylvi had never seen him look so old.

"Thank you," Jhara gave Temis a stiff bow. "You saved the life of my near daughter.  I have nothing with which to repay you, but all that I am is yours."

"Jhara no," Sylvi gasped.  She stalked over to the pair and inserted herself protectively between Jhara and the human. "I'll not let you give yourself into this human's care."

"You'll not let me?" Jhara raised an eyebrow and Sylvi blushed in spite of herself.  It wasn't her place to give him orders.  Even if she was a hunter now he was still her superior. "Would you have me impugn my own honor?  The debt must be paid.  The man saved your life.  He risked the wrath of the Tenders to help you escape."

"Surely there must be another way," Sylvi pleaded.  She couldn't see Jhara beholden to this insufferable human.  She wouldn't allow it.

"You know the only other way," Jhara said flatly.  He eyed her balefully from under those snowy eyebrows.

She did know the other way.  Sylvi steeled herself and gave Jhara a curt nod.  Temis had saved her life and that made her life his to do with as he will.  Jhara had offered his own life in place of her own, but that merely deepened her shame.

"Temis of the binders," Sylvi began.  Her tone was sharper than it should have been, but try as she might it held its edge. "I owe you a life debt.  Until that debt is discharged my life is yours to use as you see fit."

He blinked at her silently for several heartbeats before that insufferable grin returned, "Can you cook?"

Before she realized what she was doing Sylvi's dagger was in her hand, and her face was locked in a snarl.  Sharp canines elongated in her mouth, and she longed to taste this man's blood.  Sylvi lunged at the man, but he sidestepped the blow and backpedaled across the clearing.

"Sylvitriana," Jhara barked.  Sylvi froze, staring down at herself in horror.  Had she no honor?

"It was a joke," Temis held his hands up defensively. "I'm sorry.  Won't happen again."

Sylvi gritted her teeth in frustration.  For a year and a day she'd have no choice but to follow this man wherever he went.  If he asked her to cook, she would.  If he wanted to bed her she'd have no choice but to obey.  She had her fondest wish, and was now a Blooded hunter of the Nalaja.  Yet it tasted like ashes.

"I can cook," she sighed.  At least she could make the man's life a living hell.  Her cooking was nearly as bad as her sewing.
