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I. 

 

 

The bottle was empty, as was my mug. Lifting my head slowly, I rubbed my eyes and took in 

The Crowned Buck’s common room. To my irritation, the room had filled while I dozed. The 

wooden tables teemed with revelers seeking solace in ale, dice, and companionship. A cool 

breeze wafted through the open windows; the afternoon’s storm must have passed just as the sun 

set. Around the room the candle-sconces were lit, as were most of the patrons.  

 

I turned my attention toward the small platform at the opposite corner of the common room. A 

group of young sailors had lit the stage lanterns and were attempting to force tunes out of the 

necks of wine bottles while beating rhythms from the side of a keg. Each mangled shanty was 

followed by drunken cheers from the audience and requests for encores. The mood in the tavern 

was lively and gay…which, of course, rode my last nerve. 

 

I watched the festivities in my corner seat with heavy-lidded eyes and a sour taste in my mouth. 

The wine had made me sleepy, but every time I dozed I saw almond-shaped lavender eyes 

winking at me through a haze of acrid smoke. My already sour mood steadily descended into a 

good old-fashioned brood. And those sailors, with their one-note, one-beat tunes, were steadily 

shifting that brood into a cold fury. Perhaps the music would sound better if they were shortened 

about half an inch; the players, not the bottles. 

 

Still glaring at the would-be musicians across the room, I placed both hands on the table to 

steady my ascent. A delicate hand plunked a wooden tankard down on the opposite side of my 

table. 

 

“Are you Darsithonel Argathson?”   

 

The voice was female and spoke Kalinese with a musical lilt. My eyes traveled up from the mug 

and rested upon the face of a lady elf. Long tapered ears protruded slightly from a wavy mane 

deep black hair that framed a delicate heart-shaped face. Her left ear bore a silver cuff linked by 

a chain to a diamond stud in her lobe. Her blue upturned eyes appraised me, reflecting the 

candlelight like a cat’s. 

 

This, I thought to myself, might be worth forgoing a night in the Watchhouse for beating up a 

pack of would-be bards.  

 

“Are you,” she repeated impatiently, “Darsithonel Argathson?” 

 

“I am.”  I settled back into my seat and crossed my arms. “But call me Dar. Is this visit business 

or pleasure?”  I gave her my best playful smile.  

 

She did not return the expression. “Business.” 

 

I noted that she was well dressed for this part of town. Her fashionable silk shirt, complementary 

doublet, and leathers trousers spoke of money; though not as loudly as the matching silver hilts 
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of the short sword and dagger she wore on her hip. More coin was spent on her outfit than most 

of the Buck’s patrons made in a season. Beautiful and rich. I would have preferred pleasure but 

decided to settle for business.  

 

I gestured at the chair across from me. “Then please, step into my office.” 

 

In a single, smooth movement, the elf hiked her long leg over the top of the chair and sat down. 

She glanced at the wine bottle beside me. I smirked as I picked it up and turned it upside-down 

over my tankard. She frowned as no liquid poured forth. It was a tradition amongst the 

Saelfsidhedai to begin negotiations with a shared drink; I was being a rude host. Certainly not the 

first time one of my cousins thought so.  

 

She took her tankard, poured half the contents into my cup and held hers aloft in salute. I slowly 

nodded and took up my mug as well. 

 

 “Sai forlas ka Lithonel folanai sithinas ni thalinas.”  May the winds of fortune blow cool and 

sweet. How very formal.  

 

I nodded and returned in Kalinese. “May the she-bitch of destiny never track you home.”  She 

blinked as I downed my mug. The brandy ran smooth and hot down my throat. Recovering, but 

with a slight smile, she finished her drink.  

 

“I am Adraestaia Theisadalra. I was told that you take on dangerous jobs and can speak the 

tongue of the Saelfsidhedai. Is this true?” 

 

Her accent was starting to grow on me. So was the brandy. I was definitely shaking off my 

brood. I decided to be charming. 

 

“Guilty on both counts. I have many skills that can be put to your disposal, including those 

involving my tongue.”  I waggled my eyes and smiled. 

 

Her delicate, dark eye brows came together in a frown as her nostrils flicked slightly.  

 

“I see am wasting my time here. Faughn Malkuson assured me that I would be dealing with a 

professional. A man with integrity and over a century’s worth of experience and expertise. 

Instead I find a boorish drunk.” 

 

“Don’t forget half-breed,” I prompted. “Boorish, half-breed drunk. It’s part of the litany.” 

 

She rose to leave the table. As she grasped her mug, I placed my hand on hers. It was soft, cool, 

and fine-boned.  

 

“Wait.”   

 

She looked down at my hand with arched eyebrows, and then gazed into my eyes.  
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“Please wait,” I repeated. 

 

She must have seen something behind the usual glaze of alcohol and regret—she slowly retook 

her seat.  

 

I sighed. “I’m sorry. I am the man you’re looking for. You just haven’t caught me at my best.”  I 

removed my hand from hers. “Please, tell me what you need and we can see how I can help.” 

 

Adraestaia had the most expressive eyebrows in the world. She arched one in skepticism while 

giving me a half-smile before she took a slow sip of brandy. The smile faded as she leaned 

forward in her seat. 

 

“Have you heard of Celandacaír?”  

 

I had never heard of such a place and said as much.  

 

“The Citadel of Stars was one of the ancient strongholds of the Saelfsidhedai before the Great 

Change. It was the ancestral seat of my House.”  She paused significantly, allowing me to digest 

this information.  

 

The Great Change was what the elves termed the centuries-old disaster that opened the Rift 

between the northern and southern continents. According to the history I learned at my mother’s 

knee, this event completely wrecked their…our…previous civilization. After the Rift, the 

Saelfsidhedai wandered the previously unknown southlands before settling into their wild forests 

and creating new cities and strongholds. The old Houses faded, their names surviving only as 

vestiges of a forgotten way of life. Adraestaia was trying to impress me with her ancient 

pedigree. Cute. I gave her one of my best dead-fish grins and motioned for her to continue. 

 

 “I have received some information regarding the location of the ruins of the citadel. My quest is 

simple; I will return to my homeland to reclaim what is left of my heritage.” 

 

I nodded. “And you need some extra hands along the way. Is your information reliable?” 

 

“Incontrovertible.” 

 

I sipped the brandy, allowing it to warm my tongue slowly before I swallowed. “And what, 

precisely, would be my role in this?  Protection?” 

 

“Essentially. You are known to be a fighter of some skill. Faughn Malkuson said you were the 

best Watchman he ever served with.”  I smiled at my old friend’s compliment. “I have also found 

references through merchants and other Kalinese for whom you have performed similar services 

over the years. By most of these you are regarded as resourceful and intelligent…when sober.” 

 

I nodded my head and raised my cup in salute. 
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“There are creatures in the wilds near the ruins and in the forests along the way. There is also, of 

course, the possibility of brigands rooting about the site looking for treasures.”   

 

I smirked at the inherent irony. “Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” 

 

Adraestaia ignored my remark and continued. “You should also know that we will be passing 

through the lands of the Miristaêanahedas.”  

 

I hoped my wine-flavored belch covered the look of surprise on my face. The Miristaêanahedas, 

or the Clan of the Dawn Mist, were my mother’s people. “Why do you think this would matter to 

me?”   

 

She smiled tightly. “You are bound to them by blood. You may be able to call upon your claim 

as a hedé to escort us through.” 

 

I took another sip of brandy, reveling in the numbness it spread through my body. “You seem to 

have very good sources of information. However, they obviously failed to tell you that I 

renounced my claims as a clansman the day I left and took my father’s name. And even if the 

Council acknowledged such a claim, there is no guarantee that they would allow you to pass 

through their lands.” 

 

Adraestaia nodded. “This is true. However, there is precedent to consider.”  She shifted in her 

seat. “This will not be the first time I have made this journey nor passed through the lands of the 

Miristaêanahedas.” 

 

I took another sip of brandy, reveling in the numbness it spread through my body. “Really?” I 

asked sardonically.  

 

She looked deep into her mug. “My first journey was a failure. The clan allowed me safe passage 

so long as I was accompanied by an escort, a young saelfsidhedé who had also agreed to 

accompany us all the way to Celandacaír. We never made it to the Rift.”  Her beautiful mouth 

twisted and her eyes narrowed. “We were attacked by Ôrkhas. I think we were caught in the 

middle of some inter-tribal conflict. Nevertheless, they took the life of my escort.” 

 

I nearly dropped my cup. “Let me get this straight?  You actually think that the Dawn Mist will 

allow a half-blood to reclaim his cast-off rights as a clansman in order to escort you through their 

territory?  You, who have already been escorted through once and got the last escort killed?” 

 

Adraestaia nodded.  

 

“You’re mad. Or drunk. Or need to get that way.”  I finished the brandy off with a gulp.  

 

“I acknowledge that the likelihood of being successful in this is slim,” she began. 

 

“It’s non-existent.” I replied, leveling an unsteady, but incredulous, gaze at her.  
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She continued with the ring of steel in her voice. “Let me be clear. I will be making this journey, 

with or without the blessing of your clan. I would prefer to do so with their cooperation, but I do 

not require it. Your heritage may help me in this, and so I ask you to use it on my behalf. If the 

Miristaêanahedas do not give us leave to cross their territory, I will do so anyway. However, by 

all accounts, the blessing of your clan is not something you require, either. And you will be able 

to account for yourself in any conflicts that may ensue if we cross unescorted.” 

 

I looked at her sideways. “You gamble much on whatever ill-will I may have toward my 

kinsmen. Just because I don’t wish to play nice with them does not mean I’m willing to kill them 

on your behalf.” 

 

She raised her delicate hands to placate me. “You misunderstand me, Darsithonel Argathson. I 

do not wish to fight with your kinsmen. I will shed no blood except to defend myself and my 

House. I merely implied that my information tells me that you are capable of doing the same. But 

I will cross those lands and I will reclaim my heritage.”  I decided I’d have to provoke her 

further. Watching those cool blue eyes light up in passion could become a favorite pastime.  

 

I looked into my empty mug and sighed; I already missed the brandy. “Fine, let’s say the Dawn 

Mist don’t slay us on sight and even give us an audience with the Council to make our case; 

there is still the matter of this other escort. Tidings of his death could not have sat well with the 

Council.” 

 

The lady frowned and turned away, the light reflecting off her moist eyes. “The escort was a 

great loss. He was beautiful, kind, and…skilled.”  She seemed to shake off some memory as she 

drained her cup. “No, the council did not take this news well.”  She looked up and met my 

puzzled gaze. “The death of Filandros Mítrilcelanda was a blow to all of the clan.” 

 

I sat in stunned silence. Filandros. The only offspring of my step-father and my late mother.  

 

My baby brother was dead. 
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II. 

 

Once Adraestaia and I agreed on a fee (which, gentleman that I am, I’ll never reveal), we 

managed to begin the journey fairly quickly. The following morning, despite my buzzing head, I 

used some of my proceeds to secure a mount and some basic gear. Barring any interruptions, I 

estimated about a week’s travel to the boundary of the Dawn Mist’s territory. We’d probably be 

able to re-provision there, assuming all went well. I wasn’t counting on that, but short of trying 

to take a cart through the dense forest, we couldn’t pack much more on our mounts anyway. I 

met Adraestaia by the north gate. She, true to form, had well-made gear and a beautiful white 

steed. She looked like something out of a bard’s tale, a Queen of Thieves. I made a comment 

along those very lines and she, also true to form, ignored me and led the way along the north 

road out of Kalinsport.  

 

Traffic, mostly traders and hagglers bringing goods to and from the port’s markets, was heavy 

but manageable. Adraestaia led the way around the carts and pedestrians in her quietly regal 

way. We got some stares as we passed; many of these simple folk had never seen an actual elf 

before, much less one traveling with a half-breed. Fortunately, none of the stares were hostile, 

only shocked and curious. If my employer was as accustomed to such attention as I was, she 

didn’t say. At night we moved off the road into the relative seclusion of the surrounding woods 

to make our camp. Clearings were plentiful due to the many travelers that had used the same 

route over the years. 

 

Adraestaia seemed to have a lot on her mind, but not so much that she was distracted. My first 

attempts at conversation were met with either indulgent smiles or single-word answers. I finally 

succumbed to her mood and kept my peace. She was obviously an experienced traveler and we 

managed to work well together with few words. Camp was made in short order, our oilskin tents 

erected near a small fire pit. As I set about heating up the food, I watched the elf as she made her 

way in a circle about the site.  

 

Murmuring softly to herself, she paced the perimeter of the camp, occasionally stopping to 

scratch something into the soft earth with the tip of her dagger. I sensed a shifting in the air about 

us, similar to that change of atmosphere brought on by an approaching storm. Once she 

completed her circuit, I experienced a sensation like a door closing unseen in a darkened room. 

Sighing, she sat in front of the fire pit and took a long draught of water from her skin. As she set 

the skin aside, I noted that she gripped a handkerchief tightly about the fingers of her right hand. 

I stirred the pot I had erected over the pit and smiled at her. “I didn’t realize you were a 

sorcerer.” 

 

She raised that eyebrow of hers again. Simple pleasures and all that. “Is this an issue?” 

 

 “No. Just curious. True sorcery is rare even amongst…our…people.” 

 

She smiled tightly and looked away. “Yes. My House is schooled in many of the old ways. 

Perhaps too many.”  She nodded at the boundary of the encampment. “We should be able to 
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sleep without need of a watch tonight. If anything larger than a hare crosses that boundary, I will 

know.”  

 

I let it drop and continued preparing our dinner. What little I knew of the art I had learned from 

my mother. She claimed that her family had once been powerful sorcerers before the Great 

Change, though that talent had long since faded by the time of my mother’s generation. While 

humans tended to group all magic together as “sorcery”, the Saelfsidhedai noted more subtle 

differences. Most people actually practiced what would be termed “invocation”. Various spirits 

could be called upon and cajoled to perform acts for those who knew the ways to ask. I could 

even call upon some simple spirits of wind and fire to perform small feats of magic on my 

behalf. I often kept this to myself; among humans these conjurings would be viewed with fear 

and awe (which rarely served my purposes), while amongst the Saelfsidhedai, they were 

considered so slight as to be of little value.  

 

True sorcery, on the other hand, was much more dangerous and much more powerful. Sorcerers 

used the mystical forces which flowed within and without themselves to create supernatural 

effects. They shaped this power with the force of their will and could use it to create, to destroy, 

to bind, or to cast away. A true sorcerer was a powerful opponent and, more often than not, 

unstable; one does not manipulate the very life-blood of the universe without paying a heavy 

price. That my employer could call upon these forces was not exactly reassuring, but did explain 

why she felt free to travel in dangerous territories without an entourage. It also made me wonder 

why she needed my protection, if not for my connection to the Dawn Mist. Not much more was 

said during our modest dinner before we settled in for the night, trusting Adraestaia’s sorcery to 

protect us. 

 

I woke to a moan of pain coming from Adraestaia’s tent. I grabbed a long dagger from my gear 

and slithered quickly out of my blanket into the camp. The ashes in the fire-pit glowed dully, 

revealing nothing. I leapt two steps to Adraestaia’s tent and threw open the sash covering the 

entrance. She thrashed about on her bedroll, dressed only in a long linen tunic. Her skin 

shimmered with feverish sweat. Oblivious to my entrance, she took in a sharp breath and moaned 

breathlessly. Trying not to gape at her writing form, I shook her leg. She kicked out, causing me 

to duck out of the tent’s entrance. She rasped in the tongue of the Saelfsidhedai “No!  It is not yet 

finished!  I call upon the bonds of blood…”  Her voice dripped with hatred laced with despair. I 

re-entered the tent and smacked her thigh, hard.  

 

“Adraestaia!  Lady!  Wake up!” 

 

She screamed in pain, as if I had placed a hot blade upon her skin instead of a simple slap. I 

grabbed both her legs and shook for all I was worth.  

 

“Wake up Adrae!  Wake up!” 

 

She took a deep sobbing breath and her twisting subsided. Blinking she raised her head and 

stared at me as I held her legs, her tunic slipping back high on her raised thighs. I smiled, 

shrugged, and probably even managed a blush as I set her legs down gently and backed out of 
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the tent, her eyes following me the whole while. I made my way back to my tent and listened for 

any more thrashing about from my employer’s direction. Eventually, I fell back asleep. 

 

Nothing was said of the incident as we picked up our camp to continue down the road. I snuck a 

few glances at her to see how she was holding up while she studiously avoided looking at me. 

She led the way out of camp and we continued our way up the road. Finally, about midday, she 

called back to me. “Last night you called me Adrae. I dislike it.” 

 

I smiled to myself. “As you wish, Lady Adraestaia.” 

 

The next days on the road were much like the first, though by the third day traffic had thinned 

considerably. Adraestaia now took to brewing a bitter-smelling draught each night that she 

would take before settling into her tent. Whatever it was, it was much stronger than the cheap 

wine I carried in a battered skin for my sleepless nights. It made her groggier in the mornings 

than she obviously liked but apparently held back the nightmares. I also convinced her to include 

me in her wardings; it did neither of us any good if only one of us were aware of intruders in the 

night. Reluctantly, she acquiesced.  

 

On the second night she called me over as she began setting her ward. Taking out a small silver 

needle, she gently pricked her finger, and then mine. Murmuring, she mingled our blood with the 

needle and scratched a rune with it into the moist earth. This step was repeated until twelve runes 

were made about the circle. When finished, I felt the “closing” sensation as before but I also felt 

a slight pulling sensation, as if my attention were being sought by someone just out of sight. 

Adraestaia turned to me and intoned solemnly. “Blood is a powerful binding agent. We are 

bound together, you and I, to this ward.”  I felt a slight shiver run down my spine.  

 

“Good.” I smiled to banish my human superstitions. “So long as I haven’t entered into some 

obscure elvish marriage agreement. My other wives would never approve.”  My employer rolled 

her eyes and continued to make camp.  

 

After the third day, we veered off the road to the northwest and began riding into the forest. 

Thick ancient trees created a dense canopy that allowed only a small amount of green-tinted light 

to show our way. The same canopy protected us from the frequent downpours that seemed to 

follow us from Kalinsport. The thick smell of damp earth and rainwater filled our nostrils as we 

navigated our mounts between the broad trunks.   

 

That night it was difficult to find dry kindling to start a fire, so we huddled in our saddle blankets 

and ate field rations. After we set the ward and began to settle in for the night, I stopped 

Adraestaia at her tent. “What are looking for in the ruins?  Surely not riches. Any gold to be had 

there was abandoned long ago.”   

 

She drew herself up haughtily and intoned. “It is of no concern of yours. So long as we get there 

in one piece, you will be paid.”   

 

I laughed. “Oh, I have no concerns about that, m’lady. I’m just curious as to what’s driving you.”   
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“And why should I tell you?” 

 

I shrugged. “Shared burdens and all that. Something vexes you. Maybe I can help.” 

She got an odd looked behind her eyes, as if I touched unknowingly upon some private joke. 

“You are helping. That’s why I hired you. Goodnight.” 

 

I awoke with a start, as if a taut string that was attached to my neck had suddenly been cut. I no 

longer felt that strange pulling sensation from the ward. I grabbed by dagger and my cudgel and 

slithered out of my tent.  

 

The moon was high in the sky, though not full, so the figure that quietly approached Adraestaia’s 

tent was cloaked mostly in shadow. I stayed low and slowly began to belly-crawl my way 

towards him when I heard a light tread near my head. I spun around and blocked the downward 

thrust of a blade from another figure that had approached my tent. As I parried the dagger, I 

called out to Adraestaia. A bright blast of light erupted from the tent’s entrance, causing the 

approaching thief to stumble back, rubbing his eyes.  

 

I grabbed my assailant’s wrist and stabbed my dagger down into his foot, eliciting a very 

satisfying roar of pain. I propelled myself into a sitting position, delivered a vicious head-butt 

into my new friend’s groin and pushed him back as I stood up. He stumbled back but was held 

fast by my dagger pinning his foot to the ground. I then grabbed my dropped cudgel and 

delivered a quick crack to the back of his head, laying him out. Turning, I could see that 

Adraestaia had emerged from her tent, her short sword weaving a tight pattern and turning the 

thrusts of her would-be murderer’s knife. I reached down and withdrew my dagger from the 

other man’s foot as I moved in to assist her. 

 

As I began to take the two wide steps that would bring me to them, I heard a whistling sound 

from behind us. I shifted to my left and cried out as a thrown axe tore through my sleeve and 

shaved off a layer of skin from my arm before landing in the dirt. Another axe burst from the 

surrounding foliage. I shouted a bond-word, summoning an air spirit who deflected this one with 

a burst of wind. I threw my dagger toward the source and then dove after it, roaring in anger. The 

dagger missed, but the figure hiding within the brush was forced to move; then I had my arms 

about him. He squirmed as I raised my fist and pummeled his face twice, knocking him 

unconscious.  

 

I peered up from the cover of the brush and saw that Adraestaia had already dispatched her foe. 

He lay at her feet, bleeding, as she moved purposefully toward the first man I had knocked 

unconscious.  

 

“Hey!” She turned and looked at me, the moonlight reflecting off her eyes. “Leave him be. He’s 

no threat now and won’t be able to follow us to cause more mischief. Help me tie this one up.” 

 

She wrinkled her brow and pursed her lips, pointing her sword at him. “He’s a murderer. He 

deserves death, as do his fellows.” 

 

I shook my head. “Not on my watch. It’s done. We tie this one up and we leave them here.” 
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We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, she bowed her head curtly and helped me 

bind the axe thrower.  

 

After about half an hour, we had the two survivors bound to a tree and the corpse dragged to a 

small ravine about a hundred yards from the camp. We said little to each other as we went about 

our work. When we finished, I offered her my skin of wine. She accepted it with a nod and then 

narrowed her gaze at my arm. 

 

“You are hurt.” 

 

I glanced down at my torn sleeve which was covered in a thin layer blood. “Gods, I liked this 

shirt.”  She rolled her eyes. “No worries. It’s just a graze. It smarts, but I’ll get over it. You’re 

paying for protection after all. Nice to know I’m needed.” 

 

She handed my skin back to me and went to her tent. She soon returned with a small jar. 

Whatever was in it smelled of mint and flowers. As she rubbed the stuff into my wound, it stung 

like the Netherhells but the pain immediately subsided. Her touch was strong, sure, and 

efficient… like her personality. “That should deter infection,” she said as she turned toward her 

tent. When she reached it, she turned back to me. “We should get some sleep and move on in the 

morning.”  Nodding, I returned to my tent.  

 

“Darsithonel.” 

 

“Yes?” 

 

“My thanks.” 

 

I sketched a curtsey. Sighing heavily, she turned back to her tent. 

 

“Adraestaia.” 

 

She turned back, frowning. 

 

“You called me Darsithonel. I dislike it.” 

 

Smiling, she returned to her tent. “My apologies, Dar.” 

 

 

 

The next morning, we packed our gear and resumed our trip. A light rain began to fall, but the 

canopy shielded us from most of the downpour. We rode silently but companionably for most of 

the day. Late in the afternoon, Adraestaia slowed her pace so that I could ride beside her.  
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“It was said within the community in which I was raised that House Theisadalra was tainted. 

Some ancient indignity had befallen it of which no one knew or would speak. We were treated as 

nobles, but also as outcasts.”  She looked intently ahead as she spoke. 

 

I dared not look at her as she revealed this. “That must have made you very lonely. I know a little 

of that.” 

 

She looked sharply at me, as if startled by my presence, then nodded. “Yes. I suppose you 

would.”  She returned to her scrutiny of the trail. “You asked what drives me. I want to end it. I 

want to end what began in the days of the ancients. I want to end the nightmare that plagues my 

House.” 

 

“Is this what keeps you up at night?  Some obscure point of honor, some unknown family 

secret?”  I shook my head. “Live for the present or for the future, not the past.” 

 

 “You have spent too much time amongst the humans. They live only for what they can grab in 

their short lives.” 

 

 “Perhaps. But no one can deny that they live as hard as they can.” 

 

“It is different for the Theisadalra. The call of blood is too deep for our kind to ignore. There is 

little future for us and our present state is unacceptable. I am the last of my House. It falls to me 

to ensure that we are restored before our bond is broken forever.” 

 

“Your nightmare is obviously very real, Adraestaia. I’ll give you that. I just don’t think that what 

you’re going find in those ruins is going to fix it.” 

 

She then looked at me with haunted eyes, fixing me with an intense determined stare. “You will 

see, Darsithonel, son of Leiliana, my House restored. This I swear.”  She rode ahead while I 

stared behind her. The voice that had just sworn to me by my mother’s name was filled with the 

darkness and despair of her nightmares. 

 

Adraestaia returned to her former silent ways while I tried to match the elegant, noble woman I 

admired with the blackness I saw behind her eyes and in her dreams. She was right; I didn’t 

understand. Maybe I had spent too much time with humans. She was throwing her own life away 

on some strange quest for resolution of a debt that did not even belong to her. Perhaps, being a 

half-breed and an outcast, I didn’t put nearly as much stock in family as she did.  

 

Many amongst the Saelfsidhedai were concerned about the fading of the ancient bloodlines; it 

was not uncommon. In fact, if what Adraestaia had said of Filandros was true, I was technically 

the last of my mother’s line. I had never considered that before now. What would that mean to 

the Miristaêanahedas?  Would they consider the line dead, as I had renounced it and was not 

full-blooded in the first place?  Would anyone mourn its passing?  Had I lost what little 

connection I had to my mother’s people?  It was downright depressing, and as I didn’t have the 

foresight to pack anything stronger than wine with me, I decided to set it aside. Without liquor I 
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wouldn’t be able to deal with it properly. Like any good human, I’d focus on the present and on 

completing the job, allowing the rest to take care of itself. 

 

After five more days of silent, damp travel through the thick woods, we came upon the first 

marker. An old tree, its trunk as broad as two men standing side-by-side, bore the mark. The bark 

of the tree had been moved, shifted, to form a glyph indicating that one entered the territory of 

the Miristaêanahedas. After examining the glyph, Adraestaia turned to me. 

 

“Do you wish to try it?” 

 

I quirked an eyebrow at her. I wasn’t as good as she was, but it was a fair attempt. “Why not?” 

 

I dismounted and made my way to the tree. Removing my leather glove, I carefully placed my 

hand upon the glyph and recited the ancient sign. And no, I’m not going to tell you what it was. 

 

As I recited the summons, I felt the glyph grow warm beneath my hand, feeling the heat build 

from the deep roots of the tree buried beneath the damp earth. A feeling of peace, of stillness, 

filled me. I had not felt this connection with the land since I was a boy. I actually felt relieved 

that the land still acknowledged my thin blood. 

 

Two elves emerged from behind the old growth of the surrounding woods, leveling recursive 

bows at the both of us. A third dropped from the canopy above and landed gracefully between 

the other two. He wore a short blade at his side that remained undrawn. His dark hair was tied 

behind his head with a simple thong, revealing a wide forehead and large dark eyes. I knew 

without looking that at least three more would be nearby, watching for trouble. The one who had 

dropped from the canopy bowed shortly and addressed us in the tongue of my mother’s people. 

 

“The land greets you with welcome. We are the land’s protectors and are more wary. The Lady 

Theisadalra has passed through these lands before. You, half-breed, I do not know. I also do not 

know why the Watchers acknowledge you as hedá. For this, you gain entrance and audience. 

However, I advise you to place your weapons where they will not be near to hand and bear 

temptation. If they are seen, you die. Now you will follow me.”  With that, our host turned and 

continued down the path.  

 

No wine? No songs? No abject apologies for a lifetime of hurt?  Oh well, no arrows in the 

darkness either. I suppose it was the best homecoming I was going to get.  
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III. 
 

Our host, who failed to introduce himself, led the way while Adraestaia and I led our mounts. 

The two other archers followed us. Both of us knew better than to deviate from the path 

presented to us. Not only were there sure to be more hedá in the surrounding cover but the very 

spirit of the forest could be called upon to lash out against us. This was the true power of the 

Saelfsidhedai. As I could call upon small spirits of air to aid me from time to time, a more 

powerful summoner could commune with the older, more powerful spirits that lived and walked 

through the world. The communities of the Saelfsidhedai were home to many such summoners, 

who used their gifts to protect and shape the very nature of their homelands.  

 

The walk through the woods was long and tiring. We were led through many circuitous trails and 

double-backs in order to find trails that were wide and high enough to admit the mounts. A warm 

rain began to fall which added just the right note of misery to our journey. We trudged silently 

through the heat and the darkness of the thickening wood. As the sun set behind the canopy, I 

began to stumble more often on the overgrown trail. Finally our leader ordered camp to be made 

in a small clearing.  

 

Adraestaia and I were watched closely as we set up our tents. By the silent accord that comes 

from many days of working together, our merry band of jailers set a watch for the night in which 

my employer and I were not included. Fine with me…more beauty sleep for Dar. I stretched out 

in front of the fire pit with my rations as Adraestaia sat regally on a nearby log for her repast. I 

motioned toward our host who was sharpening his short blade. 

 

“So, friend. You have the Lady’s name. I am called Dar. Who is it that leads us toward the Dawn 

Mist?” 

 

Our host smiled tightly. “You may call me ‘Escort’ if you must call me at all, sinârandrathé.” 

 

Blood-tainted. Now that’s not very nice. As I opened my mouth to give this prig a piece, 

Adraestaia spoke.  

 

“Escort. Darsithonel Argathson is in my employ. An insult to him is an insult to me.” 

 

The escort turned his narrowed gaze from me and nodded respectfully to the Lady. 

 

“My apologies, Lady Theisadalra. I am called Brynthion,”   

 

Adraestaia sniffed and returned to her meal. “’Escort’ will suit me just fine.” 

 

I managed to not laugh openly at Escort as he swallowed the insult like a bad egg. Glancing at 

my employer, she gave me a sly wink as she finished her supper. 
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The next three days followed the same pattern as the first. Our days were spent in silence as we 

trudged relentlessly toward the community of my former clan. The light rain made the trek 

steamy and uncomfortable while the constant search for wider trails frustrated my need to 

progress, to get somewhere. My mother always said I lacked patience and this little gathering 

was sorely trying what little I had. As I put one foot in front of the other and wiped steam and 

sweat from my face, I tried to think on what was to come, how my actual homecoming would go.  

 

I wasn’t quite sure what to expect; it was not as if half-breed prodigals returned often to the land 

of their birth. No doubt some in the community would remember me. Escort was of an age to 

have been alive while I was here, but he didn’t seem to recognize me or the name. The 

Saelfsidhedai are an incredibly long-lived race, but this long life also produces amazing abilities 

of selective memory. The mind simply can’t hold every scrap of knowledge over centuries of 

experience and, to my way of thinking, elves are brilliant in their ability to remember only what 

they wish to.  

 

Rain pelted us through the canopy as we entered the community of the Miristaêanahedas. The 

dense forest parted revealing a wide avenue between the thick-trunked trees. Many of these trees 

had been shaped, their natural openings widened and transformed, to create inhabitable 

dwellings. Above, branches formed a network of natural bridges between the upper levels of the 

trees. The packed earth of the avenue was dark and smelled of leaves and rain. The smell of 

stewed vegetables and spices cut through the damp air. Curious saelfsidhedas, the wives, 

mothers, and daughters of the community, stared at our group as they maintained in a series of 

communal pits situated outside of the dwellings. I also knew, from old experience, that others 

would be watching from the canopy. Some would be armed and ready to aid our escorts should 

the need arise. 

 

Escort led us to a small dwelling near the center of the community. Other avenues, similar in 

design to the one we were led down, branched out from the center like a web. Where the avenues 

met stood a gigantic tree, its trunk easily thirty feet in diameter. From here the collective wisdom 

of the leaders of the Miristaêanahedas cast its shadow across the entire clan.  

 

“Place all of your weapons upon your beasts. They will be cared for while you await audience.”  

Escort motioned to our horses.  

 

Shrugging, I placed my dagger and my cudgel upon the steed. Adraestaia did the same with her 

gear. Escort then pointed toward the doorway the opened into the large trunk beside us. My 

employer and I walked inside.  

 

The room smelled sweet, like sap and damp earth. A lounge, low upon the ground, lined one wall 

and was filled with worn cushions. A small table held a bronze basin and matching pitcher. A 

bowl of fruit sat on the floor beside the lounge. Air entered through narrow slits that had been 

opened high in the trunk. Looking out of the doorway I saw that our bowman friends stood as 

sentries.  

 

I stretched out on the lounge, rearranged and removed pillows to my liking, and smiled at 

Adraestaia. “Well, as prisons go, I’ve seen worse. May as well relax for a bit.” 
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“I’m sure.”  My employer took a few of the discarded cushions and positioned herself on the 

floor.  

 

“How long do you think they’ll have us wait?  Should we start rationing the fruit?” 

 

Adraestaia chuckled. “Not that long. I am sure they will assert their authority by keeping us here 

for a short while and making us impatient. However, I’m sure that they are curious as to why we 

have arrived and will not keep us too long.”  

 

We were in luck…though I exhausted my supply of wine, the fruit held out. As we waited, I tried 

to engage my employer in a game of Magpie. She respectfully declined, opting instead to sit and 

watch the entrance. Finally, after I was nearly filled to bursting on the last bunch of wild grapes, 

Escort arrived to bring us to the Council. 

 

The Council chamber had not changed in the hundred years that had passed since I had last been 

home. The chamber was circular, set about a platform that rose a few feet from the polished 

floor. From alcoves that had been shaped within the walls, the Council of Elders sat above the 

platform, gazing down upon it, ready to cast judgment upon those brought before them. Escort 

brought us to the stage and backed away. Sunset strained through the narrow slits shaped in the 

trunk, casting long shadows throughout the Chamber. Two distinct knocks sounded, iron on 

wood. The soft glow of moonlight filled the chamber, pouring from the head of the iron staff 

held by the Alrapuinthanarai, the “Lightbringer”. Tilendrin Mítrilcelanda gazed unsmiling from 

his council seat, the white streaks in his night-black hair highlighted by the silvery light of his 

staff.  

 

“The Light of Truth shines upon us all. Let none cast the shadow of falsehood upon this 

chamber. The Miristaêanahedas need fear no darkness in the house of their ancestors.”  My step-

father’s voice resonated within the chamber, rich and full as I remembered. His stern features fell 

upon us from above, his eyes and cheeks hollow and shadowy in the magically-produced 

moonlight. 

 

“Adraestaia Theisadalra. Your name is an ill omen to we who venerate the light, Lady 

Moonshadow.”  He stared hard at Adraestaia, his lips clamped tight and strained. My employer 

returned his stare, her features etched in ice. Finally, Tilendrin turned toward me, his nose 

wrinkling, pulling his lip away from his teeth. “Argathson.” 

 

I bowed low to the ground, as my mother taught me. Rising again, I nodded my head once, 

smiling slightly. “Mítrilcelanda.”   

 

Tilendrin rapped the staff upon the floor once. “You stand before us as trespassers. Lady 

Theisadalra, you were granted safe passage through the lands of the Miristaêanahedas once 

before. The stars spoke ill of your mission and yet we obliged you. We paid for it. Dearly.” 

 

My step-father paused, looking up into the shadowy ceiling of the chamber. After a moment, he 

snarled at us from his high seat. “Now you bring this outcast into our midst while my son’s 

memorial still burns.”  He turned toward the other elders seated around the chamber, his arms 
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spread wide. “What more indignities can this, lady, bring upon us? What reason could she 

possibly have to insult us with her very presence, much less the presence of a sinârandrathé who 

renounced his clan so long ago?” 

 

Tilendrin spun back to us. “Account for yourselves.” 

 

I moved back a step, motioning for Adraestaia to go ahead. I wanted to hear this as much as 

Tilendrin. 

 

Adraestaia stared into my step-father’s eyes as she removed the brooch that bound her fine, but 

weathered, cloak and removed it, laying the garment carefully beside her. Her eyes never 

straying from Tilendrin’s she pricked the palm of her hand with the brooch, unflinching, and 

bowed low, placing her hands upon the platform.  

 

“I offer my blood to the Miristaêanahedas for that of Filandros Mítrilcelanda. I mourn his loss 

with his kinsmen.” 

 

We were surrounded by a low rumbling as the other elders murmured their part of the ancient 

ritual. I glanced up at Tilendrin, whose lips were pressed shut in a painful grimace. 

 

“The Miristaêanahedas accept the blood of mourning from our kinswoman.” 

 

My employer then rose, retrieved her cloak, and draped it over her arm.  

 

“Elders of the Miristaêanahedas, I will be brief. I can understand your consternation at my 

presence here before you in light of recent events and will not add insult to injury by wasting 

your time and attention. 

 

I require your permission, once again, to traverse your territory. My previous intent is unchanged 

and unwavering: I will return to the home of my ancestors. Darsithonel Argathson, son of 

Leiliana, last scion of the House of Forlasthalinas, has agreed to escort me. Will you allow us to 

travel in peace?” 

 

Her last statement was met was a roll of murmuring from the gathered grey-hairs. Adraestaia 

looked unblinking into the eyes of my step-father, her expression clearly indicating she expected 

an answer. The rumbling ceased after Tilendrin rapped the floor twice with the speaker’s staff.  

 

His voice cut through the gloom with an icy hiss. “Lady Theisadalra, you are as impertinent as 

you are naïve if you truly believe I will allow you to have passage through our lands while the 

blood of my son is still fresh on your hands.” 

 

Adraestaia’s eyes still bore into my step-father’s. “It is you who are impertinent, Lightbringer, 

for it is the decision of the Council, not yours, that will grant me my request.”  She looked up, 

closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. Sighing, her shoulders slumping slight, she whispered. 

“And I did not kill your son. He died at the hands of the Ôrkhas.”  She opened her eyes and 
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looked again at Tilendrin. “But I will gladly take your venom for that if it will ease your pain, 

kinsman.” 

 

One of the elders, an unusually stocky elf with long grey hair and a slight overbite, called out. 

“Lady Theisadalra, even if we were to renew our past agreement, you have no suitable escort. 

The baerâsidhedé is not of the Dawn Mist.” 

 

Murmurs of assent echoed in the hall. Tilendrin motioned toward me without looking at me. 

“Yes, he is no longer of the blood.”  My step-father spat his words in incredulity. “He renounced 

it in favor of the name of his human sire.” 

 

Adraestaia nodded, acknowledging the Lightbringer’s point. “This is truth and I will not deny it. 

But it has long been said that the bonds of the blood are stronger than the bonds of the word. The 

blood of Neilidon Forlasthalinas flows in Darsithonel’s veins still, through the line of his mother, 

an acknowledged hedá of the Dawn Mist. This, too, cannot be denied.”   

 

More murmuring. These grey-hairs did love a good murmur.  Adraestaia continued. “Should he 

wish it, it occurs to me that Darsithonel has a legitimate claim of kinship through his mother’s 

line. He renounced you, Lightbringer. Blood cannot be denied.”  My step-father said nothing, but 

his face glowed crimson in the gloom of the chamber. “The land itself acknowledges his bond of 

blood to the Miristaêanahedas.” 

 

A voice called out from the shadows on the floor. Escort stepped forward into the light. “This is 

truth, elders. I saw it with my own eyes. The guardians acknowledge him as hedá.”  He took one 

step back into shadows after his pronouncement. My eyebrows threatened to revolve to the back 

of my head in my surprise. Escort moved up a couple of notches in my esteem. Granted, it was a 

long climb, but progress is progress.  

 

That last pronouncement really stirred the old men up. The upper chambers of the hall sounded 

as if they were occupied by a giant honeybees agitated by the whim of their queen. Tilendrin 

brought order again with a few loud taps of his staff.  

 

“Enough of this foolishness!  Lady Theisadalra, you have brought nothing but death and disorder 

to our clan since this council first set eyes upon you. You insult us by implying that this half-

breed has a claim to the privileges of blood-kin, and only do so to further whatever shadowy 

agenda you have beyond our borders. You will be escorted to a place of waiting while the 

council deliberates upon your fates.”  He turned to leave as guards moved forward. Before he 

passed out of sight, he turned to us once again. “My son’s blood is on your hands, Lady. You 

may want to begin making peace with the gods for that.”  He strode out of sight as guards 

directed us out of the hall.  

 

Back at the cottage, I settled back in on the cushions. “Excellent, they refilled the fruit.”  I 

grabbed a ripe apple and started munching. 

 

Adraestaia looked at me annoyed as she began to pace the room. “How can you eat?  They could 

be deciding to have us killed, or at the very least, exiled, as we speak.” 
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I shrugged. “They won’t execute us. Well, not me anyway. You, they might, if my step-father 

has his way. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Tilendrin that angry. Well, at least at someone other 

than my adolescent self.”  She quirked an eyebrow at me, which only made me grin. “At worst, 

they’ll not let us cross, which was an eventuality we were prepared for in the first place. Relax.” 

 

She finally settled down and sat on the floor, taking a yellow and orange banded fruit in her hand 

and peeling it with her dagger. “Nothing bothers you, does it, Dar?” 

 

I thought for moment and finished off the grapes. “I make it a policy not to let anything bother 

me. Easier that way.” 

 

Adraestaia delicately bit into the peeled fruit. “Is this a human trait or something that you’ve 

come up with on your own?” 

 

I sat up and leaned forward. “It’s not any more human than any other trait, I suppose. I just find 

it easier. Apathy can save a lot of pain in the long run. If I actually cared about something, I 

could develop nightmares, turn to drink, drive off good friends, and ruin my life.”  I cleared my 

suddenly full throat, remembering how I had spent the days of the past decade. “Then where 

would I be?” I grabbed a twin to Adraestaia’s selection and started peeling it, leaning back on the 

cushions.  

 

After a few minutes of silence, Adraestaia rose again and stretched her long legs. I watched 

under hooded lids. She looked to me and caught my eyes. Was that a twitch of a smile?  “If they 

decide that you do have a blood-claim, you’ll have to shuck your apathy and actually make the 

claim before the council. Are you willing to do that?” 

 

Gods-balls, I hadn’t considered that. I was hoping that I wouldn’t have to take an active role in 

the negotiations. I didn’t want to do the talking or bring too much attention to myself. Yes, I 

know, hard to believe. Perhaps it was some buried adolescent instinct to stay out of sight of the 

full-bloods. I’d spent plenty of time being the pakka the room, making everyone uncomfortable 

and taking up too much space; I didn’t want to be part of the full production. 

 

When I renounced the name of Mítrilcelanda and left the territory of the Dawn Mist, I meant 

never to set foot in this community again. It was the dramatic act of a young man, but I had 

meant it then and meant it now. There was nothing for me there but the pay for this job and the 

possibility of seeing more of my employer after her quest was done. I didn’t want to reestablish 

ties to the clan; frankly, the feeling was more than mutual with the clan. This was a political 

move to make our job easier, nothing more. 

 

“That’s the job, isn’t it?  It’s what you hired me for. It wasn’t protection, no matter what you said 

back at the tavern.”  Some part of my wine-addled mind stirred. “You sought me out specifically. 

It wasn’t my reputation that brought you to me, it was my bloodline.” 

 

It was Adraestaia’s turn to shrug. I suppose I was rubbing off on her. “I said as much.” 
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“True, but it just strikes me as being singularly interesting now. What is your purpose in 

Celandacaír?” 

 

Her face tightened as her eyes shifted, reflecting the light like polished stones. “That is my 

concern. I will only say what I have always said. I wish to reclaim my rightful heritage.” 

 

“And you’re willing to play all manner of games to do it.” 

 

She nodded once, lips pursed. 

 

After a tense silence, I held up my hands in surrender. “At any rate, that’s my role in this, isn’t 

it?  Do a bit a politicking to get us safe passage through tough territory?  I’ll do my job and say 

whatever you need me to say to get the job done.” 

 

Adraestaia sighed. Apparently my assent gave her some measure of ease. “Thank you, Dar. I 

appreciate your trust.”  She shifted slightly and quirked an eyebrow. “Please forgive me if I 

intrude, but it is a mystery to me why you would be reluctant to claim your heritage. Your line 

leads back to the great Neilidon Forlasthalinas, the vanquisher of Celdanis Andrathinai.”  She 

looked away. “I would be proud to be able to claim such a lineage.”  Her voice was tight and 

bitter. 

 

My mother had told me some of the stories behind her illustrious forebear. Neilidon had been a 

great hero of the elves in the times before the Great Change. Apparently, there was a rogue 

sorcerer called Celdanis who was also given the name Andrathinai, or “evil one”, that my many-

times great grandfather had vanquished generations ago. By all accounts, this sorcerer was so 

powerful that he could not be killed. The bards say that Neilidon, with the help of an army of 

sorcerers at his back finally stopped this Celdanis by encasing him in some sort impenetrable 

prison forever more. Or until the stars aligned properly. Or unless the proper iambs were uttered. 

It varied according to the legend.  

 

When Adraestaia thought of my ancestry, she imagined belonging to a family of noble traditions, 

inherent heroism, and past glories. When I thought of my matriarchal line, I thought of soft 

cheeks rubbing against mine, the smell of jasmine in my mother’s hair, and warm caresses 

matched to soothing words after long days of hiding and fighting.  

 

Escort entered the cottage and stood at attention. “Lady Theisadalra, the council summons you 

and your employee to the hall once again. Come.” 

 

Smirking I rose from the cushions as Adraestaia rose in a single fluid motion. “Thank you, 

Escort. I also thank you for your words in the hall before.” 

 

Escort looked distinctly uncomfortable. “The hall is a place of truth; nothing can be hidden there. 

I did my duty, nothing more.”   

 

Adraestaia nodded once and motioned for him to lead on. 
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Once again we gathered in the gloom of the Great Tree. The greybeards perched in their 

chambers, faces shadowed in that hall of gleaming truth. Tilendrin stepped forward and rapped 

thrice with his staff. His voice was tight with the firm control that I had learned to loathe as a 

boy. 

 

“The council has deliberated upon this matter. However, before we can render our judgment, we 

must have a firm grasp of the matter. Darsithonel, son of Argath, step forward.” 

 

Sighing, I stepped into the center of the chamber. I felt the eyes of the elders upon me, cold and 

assessing. I also felt Tilendrin’s eyes burning holes into my heart, stirring the old shame that I 

thought buried when I left this place a hundred years ago. Somehow he knew exactly what levers 

to pull to turn my emotions against me. But I was older and more experienced now; plus I hadn’t 

had a decent drink in days. I squelched the shame that is the birthright of the half-breed and 

faced him. I don’t even think I quivered. 

 

“Son of Argath, you claim kinship with the noble blood of the Forlasthalinasai; nay, you even 

claim to be the last of that honored line. Yet your blood is tainted with that of the baerâ. You 

have renounced your claims as hedá of the Dawn Mist. Your claims are an effrontery to the 

traditions of the clan and to our race.”  Tilendrin’s voice stretched tighter still. 

 

“And yet the guardians of our lands acknowledge the bonds of blood that flow, however thinly, 

in your veins. Darsithonel of Kalinsport, you must now be clear. Do you wish to reclaim your 

status as hedá of the Miristaêanahedas?” 

 

I felt all their eyes on me and quietly seethed. Tilendrin’s slights weren’t exactly new—I had 

heard far worse growing up in the community. But, true to form, he managed to touch a nerve. 

The difference was that this time it was a nerve that neither of us had thought would ever 

resurface.  

 

When I left the Dawn Mist, I renounced their staid traditions, their bigotry, and, most of all, I 

renounced my hateful and power-hungry stepfather. But, in my heart, I never renounced my 

mother or her ways. I had always been flighty, easy to distract in a most infuriatingly human 

way. I had grown into a broody, though charming, drunkard who frittered away his money and 

his time rehashing old battles in a wine-soaked stupor. But I was a true friend when the chips 

were down. I was a skilled Watchman (in my day), and still tried to be the man my mother 

wanted me to be. I was no effrontery to her memory or to her blood. 

 

“Gathered elders. Mítrilcelanda. I returned to the place of my birth only to fulfill my oath to 

Lady Theisadalra to assist her in whatever way I could on her quest. If this requires my 

reclaiming my status as hedá, then so be it.  

 

However, let me be clear. I do not reclaim the title of village bastard. I do not reclaim kinship to 

your Lightbringer or his line, save for my late brother Filandros, who still holds a place in my 

heart. I do reclaim kinship to the blood of my mother, a claim I never renounced, at least in my 

heart. She never saw me as an effrontery or a shameful secret. I was her son and she my mother. 

That has never changed. 
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If acknowledging me as hedá will allow me to fulfill my oath and allow the Lady passage 

through our lands, then I do make this claim. But have no fear; once I leave the lands of the 

Miristaêanahedas with my employer, I will never affront this council again.” 

 

I stepped back into the shadows. Adraestaia whispered, “That was well-spoken, Dar.” 

 

I shrugged. “As a Watchman I often had to speak before magistrates. Plus, I spend a lot of time 

in taverns, and thus in the presence of minstrels. Poetry sometimes soaks the skin like wine.”  I 

thought I caught the sight of a rare smile in the gloom. 

 

Tilendrin rapped his staff again. “Elders. Councilors. Now is the time to decide this matter. 

Before us lies the proposition that Darsithonel, son of Argath, be granted status as hedá of the 

Dawn Mist and thus serve as an escort to the Lady Adraestaia of House Theisadalra through our 

territory. What say you?” 

 

A number of the chambers that honeycombed the upper reaches of the hall began glowing with a 

soft blue witchlight. After a minute, it appeared that more chambers than not acknowledged the 

claim with the light of their assent. No light poured forth from the chamber of the Lightbringer. 

His voice echoed from the gloom of his cubbyhole, dripping with unrestrained contempt. 

 

“The light of truth has spoken.” 
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IV 

 

It took about five days for us to cross the territory of the Miristaêanahedas. Most of that time 

was spent slogging through muddy trails and the oppressive steam of hot summer rain. The 

woods were thick and unleashed damp, rotting smells in the moist air. We proceeded unaccosted 

through the rough terrain; even the wildlife seemed to avoid us. The clan-guardians obviously 

acknowledged us as hedai. We saw no sign of my fellow clansmen, though both Adraestaia and I 

could feel eyes tracking us throughout the journey.  

 

As I irritably pulled my chaffing clothing out of the various folds in my flesh where it had 

managed to moisten, stiffen, and stick, my employer seemed as implacable as ever. The terrain 

often forced us to lead the horses through the narrow passes between the great trunks. She 

trudged forward; eyes locked on the trail ahead, her thoughts obviously more on the destination 

than the hardships of the journey. She said little, responding to my prodding with little more than 

nods or grunted acknowledgments. At night we returned to setting up her sorcerous wards and 

she continued using the herbal mixture before sleep. She either grew inured to its effects or her 

nightmares were growing in strength; more than once I woke to find her murmuring and tossing 

about within her tent.  

 

On the fifth day we broke through the line of trees that marked the border of my clan’s territory. 

Before us were rolling hills dotted with rocky outcroppings. The hot summer sun browned the 

grass and disintegrated clouds of fog from the forest’s border. Freed from the close quarters of 

the trees, the wind cooled us and dried the scrim of sweat and damp from our faces. I felt like I 

could actually breathe for the first time in days. Even Adraestaia seemed to relax for a moment 

and enjoy the change in atmosphere. After a brief pause she mounted her horse and started 

forward again, presumably toward the Rift and toward Celandacaír.  

 

I mounted my steed as well and caught up as she began climbing one of the smaller hills. 

“Alright, Lady Adraestaia. How far to the Rift?” 

 

She quirked an eyebrow at me. It struck me that I hadn’t gotten a reaction from her in days; I 

missed it.  “Another three to four days to Celandacaír.” 

 

“And then you might be able to put some demons to rest?” 

 

Her head whipped sidewise to look at me. “Something like that.” 

 

I smiled. “Good. Then maybe you’ll get a decent nights’ sleep.” 

 

She turned away again and said, almost to herself. “I hope so.” 

 

We had about an hour’s worth of daylight left when she called a halt. “Let’s camp near that 

outcropping. It’ll be the best place we can find before nightfall.” 

 

I shrugged. “Alright. Did you and Filandros camp there?” 

 



Blood Bond 

By Shedrick Pittman-Hassett 

 

©2014 Shedrick Pittman-Hassett 

She paused and finally nodded. “Yes.” 

 

We spent the next hour in near silence as we set up camp beneath a stone shelf jutting out from 

the side of a mesa. A narrow trail led the way up the side of the hill. Beneath the shelf the earth 

had obviously been cleared for a campsite. A fire pit had been dug and lined with stones near the 

center at the edge the clearing where the outcropping ended. The pit was clear of ash or wood, 

indicating that any previous camper had cleaned it and that it had not been used recently.  

 

As my hands did the work of making camp, my mind wandered to memories of my little brother. 

I was just a few years from my coming of age ceremony when he was born. At the moment I laid 

eyes on his little scrunched face, I vowed that I would teach him to be a better man than his 

father. It wasn’t hard; Filandros inherited my mother’s heart to go with the charisma he gained 

from Tilendrin. His kindness was limitless, his love unconditional, and his word his bond. He 

was the hedá I wanted to be. He wept silently the day I said farewell; his last words to me were a 

blessing on my journey. I loved him. 

 

Adraestaia and I shared a stew of dried venison and roots. The moon rose high over the hills, full 

and bright. The heat of the day was replaced by a comfortable warmth. My employer gazed 

absently at the moon, her expression distant. My mind still dwelt on my brother. 

 

“How did my brother die?” 

 

Adraestaia turned away from the sky and looked down at the ground near me. Her voice was 

quiet and flat. “Ôrkhas”  

 

I shook my head and tried to look at her face, which she turned away. “No, that’s not what I 

mean. Was he attacked from behind, unawares?  Did he die fighting?” 

 

She looked up and met my gaze, her eyes bright and moist. “Do you mean, did he die well?” 

 

I nodded. 

 

Adraestaia sighed and closed her eyes. “We were walking on the ruins of the ancient road into 

Celandacaír. A group of Ôrkhas came at us from the north, from the direction of the city, riding 

wildly on their fenranelas. They were panicked, both riders and beasts, their eyes rolling and 

jaws foam-flecked. Another group burst from the hills to the west, their mounts howling and 

slavering in anticipation of slaughter. The two bands met in battle as the two of us stumbled out 

of their path. Filandros took a wild arrow to his side, an arrow that would have taken me had he 

not thrown me to the ground. It must have been poisoned. It would not heal and he died in a 

fever two days later.” 

 

She opened her eyes. “That is all there is to tell.” 

 

 I looked to the moon, wiped my tears with the back of my hand and turned to the last person to 

see my brother alive. “Thank you.”   
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She nodded. “You loved your brother very much, didn’t you?” 

 

I smiled. “Yes. Yes I did. He was, I don’t know, the distillation of what was best from our 

families. He was a good man.” 

 

Adraestaia cocked her head. “He was not a man. He was an elf.” 

 

I frowned. “He’d have understood the compliment.” 

 

The silence stretched between us. She stood. “I grew very fond of Filandros in the short time we 

traveled together. I am sorry for his death. It was on my account that he came by it.” 

 

I shook my head. “He knew there would be risks when he agreed to guide you. That was 

probably the appeal, that and the company of a beautiful woman.” 

 

Adraestaia smiled slightly. “This is true. Nevertheless, his sacrifice was for my sake, for the sake 

of my clan. And I am sorry.”  She suddenly convulsed once and put her hand to her mouth, her 

eyes welling with tears that flowed freely down her cheeks.  

 

I rose and put my arms around her, holding her tight as she sobbed silently against my chest. I 

could hear her murmuring, “I’m sorry,” repeatedly as she mourned. I joined her in her mourning, 

letting my unshed tears for my brother flow as well. Finally, her sobbing stopped and she 

murmured, “The Theisadalra demand too much blood.”  She pushed me away, embarrassed, and 

climbed into her bedroll. I sat, gazing absently into the fire, wishing I had a flagon of wine. Since 

I did not, I climbed into my bedroll and slept. 

 

Late in the afternoon of the next day we found the ruined road that Adraestaia had referred to the 

previous night. The frame was mostly intact, though the great stones that were used to pave it 

had separated from the mortar that had held them together. Plants grew up between the stones, 

their roots shattering the rocks to make more room for weeds and wildflowers to grow through 

the cracks.   

 

We traveled in silence. Adraestaia seemed embarrassed by our mutual display of grief the 

previous night. She had returned to the stiff formality of our first day of traveling. I wasn’t 

embarrassed, but I certainly felt somber. All the talk of sacrifice as we approached the site where 

my brother had met his death gave me a sense of foreboding that my usual optimism couldn’t 

seem to shake. When we started riding down that ancient, broken road toward Celandacaír, my 

depression grew as did a sense of dread. Part of me did not want to see the ruined city; I felt that 

if I did I would follow my brother to his dark end. 

 

The lack wildlife in the area didn’t help. Since leaving the forest, we had spotted hawks flying 

high above us, diving at the rodents that lived stony hills across the broken plains. At night we 

heard the hum of insects and the howling of wolves in the distance. About an hour after we 

reached the road I noted that I had not seen a hawk or even a lonely carrion bird in quite some 

time. That night, as I dozed, I realized that the insects were silent. My first thought was that if 

there were bands of Ôrkhas in the area their carryings-on would certainly scare off the local 
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fauna. The problem with my theory was that I found no track or sign of movement of anything or 

anyone in the area. It’s hard to track on stone, to be sure, but surely a band of sufficient size to 

scare off every bit of wildlife in the area would leave some sign of their passing. 

 

The following morning I mentioned my concerns to my employer. She shrugged, said it was 

nothing, and attributed my fears to my “human thirst for danger.”  She had said this with a hint 

of scorn and turned away from me. Her eyes were red with fatigue; she had slept especially badly 

the previous night. Her herbal mixture must have finally been rendered useless for rest. Between 

her haughty fatigue and my depressed dread, our approach to the city of her ancestors seemed to 

bring out the worst in each of us. 

 

The end of this day brought us within sight of the ruined walls of the city. We would probably 

reach it by midday tomorrow. After preparing the ward about the camp, I asked Adraestaia if we 

were near the site of Filandros’ death. She seemed distracted by the question and continued 

preparing her tent as she answered that we had already passed it during the day.  

 

“Well, thank you for mentioning it, m’lady. Fortunately I did not wish to mark the occasion in 

any way nor eulogize my dearest relative.”  I returned to my tent and set about throwing my gear 

around like a petulant adolescent. My fit of pique moved her not a bit as she continued, oblivious 

to my presence. 

 

Neither Adraestaia nor I slept much at all that night. She was wound up in nightmares, the worst 

I had seen. She murmured and called out in the tongue of the saelfsidhedai, mostly about how 

the clan demanded too much blood. Sometimes her voice would take on a low, guttural quality 

that would demand that she fulfill her obligations, that she was bound by pacts ancient and 

strong, to complete this work. That voice was filled with hate, malice, and seemed almost to be 

ripped forcefully from Adraestaia’s throat. As she raved, the wind was still and not even the stars 

could penetrate the darkness of the night.  The nightmare finally released her and, in the silence, 

I could hear her breath start to slow into the rhythm of sleep. I took this as my cue to doze again 

as well.  

 

I awoke to find Adraestaia standing outside my tent. She spoke softly. “Dar. Wake up, Dar.”  I 

wiped my eyes and crawled out of the tent. It was still night but the stars were bright. A sliver of 

moon rode high in the sky. Adraestaia was dressed in a thin sheath of linen. I could see that she 

was cold.  

 

I stood up and she took my hand, looking into my eyes. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry about 

your brother.” 

 

I smiled as a folded my hand over hers. “You already did, remember?” 

 

She shook her head and reached her hand up and rubbed the back of it along my cheek. “No. An 

apology is only meaningful if the both people know what is truly being apologized for.”   

 

The scrape of metal, probably from one of her rings, ran lightly across my jaw line and my neck. 

It tickled a bit. Her proximity and the intimacy of the gesture were making me more than a little 
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excited. I felt confident as I leaned forward to kiss her, to let her know that her apology was 

accepted. That’s when I felt the tip stick hard into my neck and a coldness start spreading 

through my body from the wound. My head swam as I fell to the ground. 

 

“I am sorry, Dar,” she said. “And soon you’ll know exactly what I mean by that.” 

 

It had been a long time since I woke up groggy and in manacles. When I was asked to leave the 

Watch at Kalinsport it had become a too-regular occurrence, becoming the predictable end of a 

night of binging and violence. My previous experience calmed me a bit as I slowly opened my 

heavy lids and took in the scene. 

 

I was chained, spread-eagled, on what felt like a make-shift altar. My clothes had been removed. 

The irregular surface featured small bumps and ridges that were digging into my bare back. I 

could see that I was in a deep chamber with wide columns supporting a glittering mosaic ceiling. 

Some of the columns in the room had collapsed over the ages and formed piles of stone rubble. 

The room was lit by braziers that gave off a foul sour smoke and provided just enough light to 

define the shadows.  

 

By lifting my head and resting my chin on my chest I could see a large crystal standing directly 

in front of me. It looked to be some sort of milky quartz. The formation stood taller than a man 

and was just wider than a wardrobe. White mineral veins streaked the semi-transparent red of the 

crystal while some dark flaw appeared to be embedded in the center of the structure. The quartz 

pulsed slowly, but regularly, and I could feel more than hear a low hum emanating from it and 

crawling across my bare skin.  

 

“At last.” 

 

The words rode the vibrations rolling from the stone and made my flesh pebble in revulsion. The 

voice was little more than a hiss. 

 

The shadows shifted as someone moved across the light. Standing beside me I saw Adraestaia. 

She held a thin-bladed curved knife tightly in one hand. Her eyes were red and her expression 

spoke of years of misery.  

 

“Kinswoman. Blood of my blood. Today we end the bondage of our House.”  The feeling of that 

voice tickling my skin brought bile to my throat. Adraestaia nodded slowly, her eyes never 

leaving the center of my chest.  

 

“The blood of this most degenerate of the Forlasthalinas will not only free me from their blood-

bound prison but will restore my waning powers. My revenge will be great and the Theisadalra 

will emerge victorious!” 

 

Adraestaia placed the tip of the knife on my chest over my heart. I felt a small trickle of blood 

run down the side of the chest. I saw a tear run down Adraestaia’s face. Over the hum of the 

crystal I heard a slight crackling sound, like ice melting off of a puddle in the morning sun.  
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“Adrae!”  I shouted at her, needing her to look at my face.  She blinked and hesitantly turned her 

eyes up to meet mine. The knife shook but journeyed no further into my flesh. “What are you 

doing?  What is going on?” 

 

She pressed her lips together. Tears flowed steadily from her bright blue eyes. “Ending a lifetime 

of torment.” 

 

“I don’t understand.” 

 

The vibrations from the quartz shifted, became more intense. Ancient words of power, the 

tongue of the ancient sorcerers from before the Rift, pelted us. They bore into me like worms, 

making my skin writhe and my bones ache. I cried out and wriggled uselessly against the 

shackles. Adraestaia shifted her grip on the knife, deepening the shallow prick into a cut. I felt 

my blood, hot and sticky, flow more freely onto the altar. 

 

Adraestaia swallowed hard and looked again to the knife. “The ritual will free him. Your 

ancestor, the beginning of your bloodline, encased him with crystal and sorcery. Bound the 

Andrathinai with his blood—your blood.”   

 

“Why in the Netherhells would you want free him?” 

 

She sobbed, which dug the knife fraction further into my chest, making me buck against the 

chains. “He calls to me. In the night. His blood to my blood. I am the last of his line. It is my 

duty. It is my doom.” 

 

The ritual words continued to crawl into my skin. The resonating pulse from the crystal set my 

hair on end. 

 

Realization hit, too little too late, of course. 

 

“Filandros. You murdered my brother. You brought him here to bleed for your pretty stone.”  I 

felt my anger rising against the revulsion of the dark magicks penetrating my body and my 

blood. Adraestaia said nothing as she slowly sunk the knife further into my chest. The wound 

was shallow but excruciating. Soon she would cut muscle and then bone. That would really hurt. 

 

I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind of the pain of the knife and of Adraestaia’s crimes, 

as well as the constant bombardment of the droning ritual chant of whatever lived inside that 

blood-red crystal. I tried to think only of the wind; clean, gusty, air swooping down from the 

mountains and clearing away the smoke and the stench of death. I felt a familiar connection to 

the spirits and opened my eyes.  

 

Adraestaia fought to press the knife down against an invisible cushion of air that pressed against 

the tip of the blade. Her eyes were frantic and she pressed with all her might against the air that 

shielded my chest from her not-so-tender ministrations.  
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“You didn’t know he wasn’t the last. You lured him here to complete your rites but found out 

along the way that it wouldn’t be enough.” 

 

She closed her eyes and ceased pressing against the air spirit; she did not release the knife. “I 

hoped you would be protected because you were a half-breed.” 

 

“But Filandros’s blood didn’t sate it.” 

 

Adraestaia shook her head, her eyes still closed. Tears dried in tracks on her face. The droning 

picked up an octave of pitch. The smell of sulfur filled the chamber and currents of sour air, 

heavy and dark, rose up from the stone floor of the room. The sorcerous winds dissipated the air 

spirit I had summoned. Adraestaia’s knife settled back into the wound with a jarring pang. 

 

“Soon,” she murmured, focusing on her knife again, “Soon I’ll be able to sleep again.” 

 

The foul air, the pain of the wound, and the “evil one’s” sorcery were making me dizzy. I 

gathered my not-inconsiderable wit and got Adraestaia’s attention again. 

 

“It’s a lie, Adrae. When this is done you might not hear that one’s voice in your dreams again. 

But you’ll hear mine. I will haunt you like nothing you’ve ever encountered. And you’ll hear 

Filandros, or any more of my relatives you may have bled.”   

 

I gulped as the knife descended another fraction of an inch and the tip rested idly on a muscle in 

my chest. It was a hairsbreadth from scraping one of my ribs. My breath came in gasps. “I also 

know. You’ll hear. Your own voice. Every night. Remembering. What you’ve done.” 

 

She sobbed. “There’s no other way!” I knew of another way, but I’d be damned if I was going to 

tell her to do it. I had my own voices to counsel in the dark of night as well. 

 

The droning grew to a crescendo. The vibrations were now like barbs. My skin felt tight and 

feverish. I wouldn’t have been surprised if my flesh had started splitting like an overripe fruit. 

One way or another, the end of all this was near. I had nothing left to say. It was up to her now. 

 

“Now, my kinswoman!  Now!  Open his heart and let his blood spill across my prison!”  The 

ancient voice lashed across me like shards of broken shells. 

 

I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself. At the very least I wanted to die well and not wailing 

like a caravan merchant who’s lost his last silver—which is what I dearly wanted to do at that 

point. I felt the pressure lift from my wound; she raised the knife for a hard thrust. I opened my 

eyes, determined to watch it as it fell. She stood poised over me, the ritual dagger raised high 

above her head, held with both hands. 

 

The knife descended hard and fast and buried itself into Adraestaia’s abdomen. She staggered 

back and fell onto the floor. She took a deep breath and rolled toward one of the spikes that 

secured the chain on my left hand to the altar. She pulled a pin to release the chain and then fell 

onto her back with the effort.  
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The crystal shrieked. I reached and rolled to cover my ears; I would not have been surprised to 

find that they were bleeding. Fortunately, they were not.  

 

Adraestaia gathered some of her strength and sat up. She gripped the still-embedded dagger by 

the hilt and then dragged the sharp edge upward, opening herself. Her guts sagged from the 

gaping wound as blood and bowel pooled about her. She murmured in the tongue of the 

saelfsidhedai, “I curse thee, blood of my blood, to be bound by our blood, to your prison, until 

the end of days.”   

 

She looked at me and smiled a little. “Don’t call me Adrae. I dislike it.”  She leaned back on the 

stone floor, free of her nightmares and of her duty. 

 

The vibrations emanating from the crystal immediately decreased in frequency and in volume. 

By the time I used my free hand to release myself from the other shackles and went to 

Adraestaia’s body, they had dissipated altogether. Nevertheless, I felt like something watched 

my every action from the dark heart of the ancient prison.  

 

I raised her head and kissed her cold brow. I absently ran my finger along her arched eyebrows, 

smoothing the fine hairs down into an impeccable line. After a moment, I set her head gently 

upon the floor. I then walked over to the crystal and pissed soundly and long on its marbled 

surface. When I finished I made my way out of the dimly lit, not-quite-empty chamber. 

 

I found my gear and my clothes in an adjacent room and managed to clean and staunch my 

wound. It was painful but not life-threatening. The underground chamber was beneath a ruined 

courtyard on one of the hills within Celandacaír. I found the horses tethered near some fallen 

columns at the bottom of the hill. She must have loaded my drugged body onto my horse and led 

them both to her family’s estate to complete her ritual. 

 

It was midday by the time I got the horses loaded and enjoyed a light lunch. I picked up their 

tethers and led them to the south-bound road out of Celandacaír. I decided I would need to stop 

by the lands of the Miristaêanahedas before returning home to Kalinsport. The Council will need 

to know the truth of what had happened to Filandros, and to Adraestaia. Despite our many 

differences, Tilendrin deserved to know the truth about his son’s death. Besides, we were family. 

What bond is stronger than that? 

 

 


