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Chapter 1: First Hunt
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Alijah opened his eyes, fully awake and excited. Today, he would be sent out on the test of manhood. The First Hunt was tradition going back to the time when his people first settled in the great forest known as Alair. 

It was not really his first hunt. Like all the young men in his village, he had been hunting with his father, uncles, and cousins since he was old enough to string a long bow. But this would be the first time he would hunt totally alone in a portion of the forest he had never before hunted.

This test would see him cross the Cairn River and venture into the great mountains. There he had been assigned an area on the lower foothills south of Lake Ybin. He and four other boys from the village would be testing this year, and they had all been assigned distinct areas to hunt. 

Passing the First Hunt meant bringing back a significant kill without leaving your assigned hunting area. One of the boys in this year’s hunt was on his last attempt, having failed to bring in a significant kill the first time and then last year, he wandered out of his assigned area. If he failed this year, he would be cast out of the forest to find his way in one of the three kingdoms.

Alijah knew the young man’s family. They were a proud family with a long history in the village, but their oldest son had not returned from the First Hunt, and now their second was in danger of being cast out. He could only imagine how much pressure was on the young man. 

Alijah’s own stress levels rose as he thought about the possibilities. No, I got this. Dad says I’m ready, and I believe him.

Alijah gathered his backpack and doublechecked his provisions. He had an extra bowstring, a handful of arrow tips, a hunter’s tent and his hunting knife. He also had a change of clothes, flint and steel, a water flask, and a large bag of jerky. Satisfied, he pulled the backpack over his shoulders and gathered his brace of arrows, his bow, and lance. Then he went to the corral and saddled up his horse, hanging his bow and arrows from its saddle. He was ready.

Alijah made his way down to the community hut where the villagers would be gathered waiting for the five who wished to become men. As he neared the hut, his mother and brother caught up to him and wished him luck before fading back into the crowd of villagers. 

Alijah was the first to arrive, but the other four young men came in almost immediately after he did. Standing on a small platform beside the village hut were all five fathers and the village elder. Alijah led his horse up to stand before his father as the others went to stand before their fathers. Then the village elder raised his hand for silence.

As soon as the crowd settled down, the elder spoke in a strong clear voice. “Five boys come before us today seeking permission to prove themselves as men capable of contributing to the well-being of the village. Each of them has been trained by his father in the ways of the hunter, and each of the fathers has professed their belief that their son is ready to become a man. 

“I wish to remind the boys of the rules of the First Hunt. When you leave the village today, you will take only the supplies you have with you and cannot return to resupply. You have each been assigned an area to hunt and may not leave that area, give assistance to, or receive assistance from anyone until your hunt is complete. 

“Once you have departed, you may return for only three reasons. First, you may return when you have accomplished a significant kill. In this case you will be judged a man and given all the rights and responsibilities of manhood. Second, you may return if you are injured and cannot complete the hunt. In this case, you will be given the needed medical attention and will be allowed to take your First Hunt once you are healed, provided you have not previously failed the First Hunt twice. Lastly, you may return if you have run out of supplies and failed to complete the significant kill requirement. In this case you will be allowed to repeat your First Hunt next year, provided you have not failed two other times. 

“Fathers, have you explained these options to your sons?”

All five fathers responded with the requisite “I have.” 

Then the village elder addressed the boys. “Boys, do you understand the requirements and rules of the First Hunt?” 

Alijah joined the other boys in responding, “I do.”

Finally, the village elder spoke the words Alijah had dreamed about since he was a small child. “Let the First Hunt begin!” 

There was a loud cheer from the village as Alijah and the other boys mounted their horses and headed for the river. Alijah had chosen a place where the Cairn River was wider but shallower to cross over, and he had a clear picture in his mind of the map to his assigned hunting area.

As he crossed the river, the sound of the village cheers died out and he slipped into his hunter’s focus as his father had taught him to do. He scanned the other shore of the river for threats and signs, and he knew what was there before his horse climbed the bank. He turned the horse south and rode along the edge of Lake Ybin. By midday he could see the great rock that marked the northern edge of his assigned hunting area. It had been hours since he heard the last of the other boys head off into the foothills. Now it was his turn. 

He paused at the edge of the lake to refill his water skin and check his map once more. Then he mounted up and headed uphill into the area he had picked as a likely habitat for large animals. 

Alijah quickly picked up a game trail and followed it up through some rocky ledges into a stand of trees bordering a small stream that fed into the lake further south. He stopped at the stream long enough to look at the tracks. Lots of smaller deer, possibly a big buck, and a few wolf tracks. But not what he was looking for. He turned and followed the stream uphill for some time before he finally saw signs of larger game. 

At a small pond he found elk signs. He was just about to trace the largest and deepest of the elk trails when his heart jumped. There, a single print near a rock outcropping—a huge paw print. 

A mountain lion! 

If he could bring down one of the big cats, the elders would tell stories of his First Hunt. His whole life he had heard stories of how his great grandfather had killed a bear on his first hunt.

Alijah knew it was much more dangerous hunting an animal that might see him as dinner. But he also knew right away that he was going to take that chance. He examined the rocks and quickly picked out a claw scratch where the big cat had leapt off one rock toward another larger one. Alijah moved his horse closer, and sure enough, there was some scratched-up moss on the other side of the large boulder. 

It appeared that the big cat was being cautious. It was probably hunting. Alijah’s father had told him about how quiet mountain lions could be when traveling around rocky areas. He had also made it clear that the big cats were very smart and capable of circling back on trackers.

Alijah paused regularly to look around the area, searching for signs that the animal might have circled back. As the sun set, he came to a small clearing that the big cat had circled before moving on up the hill. In his mind, Alijah marked the place where the cat’s trail lead away from the clearing. Then he pulled back to a small clearing backed by a high cliff. He quickly set up his hunter’s tent against the cliff side and built a small fire with dried wood he had collected throughout the day. The fire would keep most of the animals away through the night, and the cliff eliminated the need to watch that direction.

Alijah settled down for the evening. He cared for his horse’s needs first before eating some jerky and sipping from his water flask. Sometime after dark, his horse got nervous so Alijah nocked an arrow as he built up the fire a little. He kept close watch until his horse settled down once more. 

When morning came, Alijah did not have to look long to pick up the trail of the big cat. There were paw prints just outside of his camp in the bushes near where his horse had been tied for the evening. The cat had probably circled back and considered trying to take down Alijah or his horse.

Alijah focused on the trail, pausing regularly to look for signs of the cat looping back again. By midafternoon he reached the edge of the main forest bordering on this rougher terrain. This would be a prime spot for the big cat to circle back and come in behind him. If he entered the forested area, the cat would have a significant advantage if it were hunting him, too.

Alijah tried to put himself in the mountain lion’s place. What would he do if a hunter were tracking him? 

He turned his horse uphill, moving along the edge of the forest as he searched for tracks. It was nearly an hour before he found what he was looking for. The cat had left the forested area in favor of the rough land that would be his more natural habitat. Alijah climbed down from his horse to examine the tracks. Seconds later, his horse whinnied and tried to pull away. Alijah released the reins and pulled the bow from his shoulder, nocking an arrow as he spun around. There was the big cat launching itself from a ridge toward Alijah and his horse.

An arrow lodged itself in the big cat’s chest as Alijah rolled to the right, coming back up to his feet and nocking a second arrow. Time seemed to stop as he let loose the second arrow and nocked a third. The third arrow flew, lodging in the big animal’s chest a few inches to the right of the last one. And finally, the cat stumbled and crashed to the ground. Alijah sank one more arrow into the big cat’s chest then turned to look for his horse. The horse had taken the brunt of the initial attack and bolted after kicking at the cat. Alijah saw a blood trail and took off, following it.

An hour later, he came over a ridge and saw his poor horse standing near a small grove of trees, surrounded by three wolves. There was a fourth wolf lying silently next to a large rock. 

Good, he is fighting back. Now if I can just get in range quickly enough... 

Alijah looked for a path that would keep his vision of the battle below while allowing him to move swiftly. He set the path in his mind and took off as quickly as he could move without risking a fall on the steep slope. 

He saw the first wolf dart in, and his horse reared up, striking out with his front legs. The wolf darted away and a second one came in from behind his horse. The horse spun around and came down, nicking the wolf with his shod hoof as it bounced away. The third wolf, which was now behind his horse, moved closer, and his horse lashed out with his rear hooves. The wolf pranced away and the first one came at the horse’s side.

The horse spun around again and bit down, taking a tuft of the wolf’s tail as it ran off. Alijah could see that his horse was tiring as the wolves continued harassing it. But at last, he got within range and nocked an arrow. 

It was clear which wolf was the leader of the pack now, and he targeted that one first. He let loose an arrow and nocked a second before the first lodged itself into the wolf’s neck. The second arrow flew and hit the chest of a second wolf, but Alijah didn’t pause his motion. The third arrow struck the third wolf in its hindquarters as it reacted to seeing its packmates fall. 

Alijah moved rapidly down the hill toward his horse, readying his last arrow. The wounded wolf howled as it dragged its left leg and headed into a small grove. Alijah wanted to end the animal’s suffering, but he knew better than to use his last arrow before he was sure that there were no other wolves nearby. He had seen the fourth wolf slink away when his second arrow flew, but he couldn’t tell where it went.

So, he made his way down to his nervous and bleeding horse instead, spending precious time calming the animal before examining its wounds. There were three significant gouges on his ribs from the big cat’s attack and two lesser rips in his hindquarters from the wolves.

Alijah pulled his saddle bags down and mixed the wound salve with some of his precious water, pushing it into the rips on the horse’s ribs first, then the ones on his hindquarters. The horse neighed and tried to nip at him as he worked, but it did not bolt. Alijah spoke softly to the animal as he worked, just moving out of the way to avoid being bitten. 

When he was done caring for his horse, he went to retrieve his arrows from the two dead wolves. He could hear the injured wolf as it dragged itself farther and farther away. 

Sorry, brother wolf. My horse will not be able to defend himself for a while. I cannot leave him to give you the mercy you deserve. 

Alijah put his saddle bags over his shoulder and took his horse’s reins, leading the animal back toward the downed big cat.

It took nearly all the remaining daylight for Alijah to lead his horse back, then retrieve his arrows and prepare the big cat for the return trip. His horse was injured, and the cat was too large to shoulder himself, so he scanned the area for a defensible location for his camp. It was not great, but he found a small cave and dragged the cat’s body in before leading his horse over and starting a campfire.

The next morning, Alijah’s poor horse was stiff and sore. He could not ask the animal to carry the supply packs, much less the big cat he had brought down. The horse needed rest and time to at least begin the healing process. Alijah rubbed the poor animal down, then began preparing to smoke the meat from the great cat. If he could not take it back today or possibly even tomorrow, he needed to preserve the meat. 

He gathered all the wood he could find and rigged up a frame to hold the meat strips. Then he used a blanket to hold the smoke in and placed the frame over his fire pit. Alijah cut strips of meat and placed them on the frame, while his fire burned down some. Then he added bark in to produce the required smoke. It would take hours for the meat to be dried. To stay busy, Alijah prepared the next batch of meat to be smoked.

***
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The sun was beginning to set as Alijah rubbed his horse down once more. The poor animal was improving, but stiffening muscles was still a significant threat. The horse was growing more and more restless. Alijah remembered the song that his mother sang to calm their animals as they struggled with birthing. He began to sing as he rubbed the animal, praying that he was helping with the healing. 

“​Queen of the night brings us light. Floating free to give us sight. She moves the seas and heals the earth. In the day, she is dim and gray, but come the night, her strength remains. Thin and dim or full and bright, yet she always rules the night...” 

As he sang, he felt the tingling that he always felt when focused on the song. He ignored the tingling and pushed all his focus into rubbing out the knots in the horse’s muscles.

The song had the desired effect, and the horse began to calm, so Alijah continued singing. 

Stay calm, my brother, let the salve do its job. Your wounds are healing, and you will be ready to run again soon.

Eventually, the horse seemed to slip into a light sleep, and Alijah went back to tend the fire, packing away the last of the smoked meat and placing the pelt onto the rack to begin the tanning process. By the time he finished securing the hide, the sky was completely dark. Alijah swished the last of his water around his mouth before spitting it back into his water bottle. I will need that for the poultices. Tomorrow, I need to find some water. 

Then, Alijah went to work on the claws, teeth, and the few bones he had preserved for use in weapons and tools. By midnight, he had taken the remainder of the bones away from his camp to keep it from drawing more predators to his camp. He built up the fire once more, then set his bow and arrows down near the cave entrance. He glanced over to be certain his lance was still where he had put it near his horse. Then he settled down next to his bow and slipped into a hunter’s light sleep.
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Alijah came awake just as the sky began to lighten. His fire had died down significantly, but it was still burning. He stoked the fire, then went over to tend to his horse once more. His horse nuzzled him as he walked up, and Alijah rubbed its jaw lightly before he went to wet the poultice on the horse’s ribs using the last of the water. He reached out to check the dampness of the first spot, and the poultice fell away at his touch. In its place was a light pink scar. Alijah could not believe his eyes. 

“How did you heal so quickly?” 

He touched the second poultice and it, too, simply fell away, revealing a light pink scar. Alijah methodically went through all the wound spots. All of them were now just light pink scars. 

“This is amazing, how did these wounds heal so quickly? This type of wound should have taken weeks to heal even with the constant tending of poultices.”

Alijah probed each of the scars, but it was clear they were healed properly. And based on the calmness of his horse, it was not even sore anymore. 

“Well, I don’t know how, but you are ready to travel. What do you say? Should we go home?” His horse nuzzled him as if in response to the question. Alijah scratched the horse’s jaw gently as his mind shifted to the need to pack the meat and supplies.

An hour later, Alijah checked the bundles of meat and the hide they were secured in. All were tied securely to his saddle. He made one more trip into the cave and around the camp, ensuring the fire was completely out and fully buried. Then he mounted up and pointed his horse back downhill toward Lake Ybin.

***
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The sky was darkening by the time Alijah rode into the village. He had seen the watch boy running into the village nearly an hour earlier and was not surprised to see the village elder, his parents, and much of the village waiting for him in the main square. He dismounted and led his horse up to the village elder, bowing his head in respect. 

“Sir, I have completed my First Hunt. I tracked and killed a big cat. Unfortunately, my horse was injured in the process, so I had to process the meat to ensure it did not go to waste. I have both the meat and the pelt as evidence of the kill.”

The village elder formally replied, “Produce the evidence of this kill, young Alijah.” 

Alijah bowed his head once more, then untied the bundles from his saddle. He heaved the hide down and laid it on the ground in front of the elder, unwrapping the bundles of smoked meat before spreading the hide with the hair side up. Then he opened his saddle bags and pulled out the cord with claws and teeth he had threaded onto it. Finally, he untied the sharpened bones he had saved and prepared as tools.

When he had set all the items out, he stepped back and waited. The village elder examined the bundles of smoked meat, then the bone tools, the necklace, and the hide. When he had looked at all the items, he stepped back and nodded to Alijah’s father who performed the same examination. Then his father took the brace of arrows from Alijah’s horse and inspected each arrow, taking all but one and handing them to the village elder to examine.

The village elder looked at the pelt, then at Alijah and spoke. “The cat took four arrows, but seven arrows have blood and nicks while one arrow is missing. Explain.”

Alijah had known he would be questioned on that, so he responded quickly, telling of the horse running from the cat and being attacked by the wolves. He apologized for not saving the wolf meat. He explained that he could not have saved both the horse and the meat of the wolves so he chose the horse.

The village elder looked at Alijah’s father, and they both nodded. “You have done well, young Alijah. Your father and I agree that you have met the requirements of the First Hunt and are now a man with all the responsibilities and rights associated. You may distribute the proceeds of your hunt. You will need to build your own hut and move out of your father’s home before the next First Hunt begins. In addition, when you are ready, and provided she agrees, you may choose a wife to join your hut.” 

Then the elder addressed the whole village. “We welcome our newest hunter to manhood. Alijah has returned from his First Hunt with a significant kill as required.”

There was a cheer from the village and then he was swamped by people slapping him on the back and shaking his hand. An hour later, he had distributed all but two bundles of meat which he was allowed to save for his family. 
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Chapter 2: Sorcery Tribute
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Alijah stepped away from his hut and headed for his father’s hut. His father had been injured in his last hunt and needed help preparing the meat of a large elk. As was tradition, the family members would all help with the preparation and distribution of that meat.

Alijah arrived just as his father came limping up, leading his horse and dragging a travois with a large elk strapped to it. Alijah hurried over to unstrap the travois and unsaddle his father’s horse. Once the saddle and supplies had been removed, he handed the horse off to his younger brother to brush down and feed. Then he returned to the travois to help unstrap the elk and begin the process of butchering the animal and distributing the meat.

Hours later, he joined the last of his relatives in washing up. The hide had been stretched, the butchered meat distributed, and his father’s share was being smoked and tended by his mother. 

Alijah’s father had been tended to by the village healer and was resting with his leg propped up. Alijah walked over and sat down next to his father.

“How are you doing, Dad?” 

His father grimaced. “Feeling old, son. But looking forward to that steak your mom is cooking.” 

Alijah smiled and settled into the old patterns of discussion with his father. They talked about the hunt, a song his mother used to sing, and how his grandfather told jokes. His mother and brother joined the conversation, and time seemed to slip away. Eventually, the sun set fully. Alijah’s mother and brother retired for the evening, and it got quiet again. Just the sounds of the night accented by the occasional popping of the embers.

Then Alijah’s father turned serious and said, “The elders met while I was out hunting. It is nearing time for the annual sorcerer’s supply run. I was not included because one of the candidates for this year was my son... And you were chosen. I know that you did not want this, but it is part of being a warrior among the people. You, Dara, and Gleb will make the journey this year. As you know, we have had a good year so the tribute will be larger than usual. I’m expecting seven to eight pack animals; that means you three will have your work cut out for you.”

Alijah felt his heart sink. Unlike his friends, he had always dreaded this day. Most young hunters dreamed of going to the mountain and meeting a great sorcerer. Some even dreamed that the sorcerer would give them magical bows or arrows that would never miss their target. But Alijah knew that such dreams were for children.  His mother was a keeper of the knowledge and she had told him of the tremendously destructive powers the sorcerers had wielded in the wars with the three kingdoms.  

He also knew that no hunter living claimed to have seen a sorcerer, so the fear of meeting one was not realistic—but his fear was real, and it angered him. A true hunter feared no one and nothing. But ever since he was a small child, he’d had dreams of meeting a sorcerer and having to leave his family. And he knew that dream was the basis of his fear.

Alijah remembered the lessons with his mother and thought about the task at hand. By focusing on the things you can control, you can push those that you cannot control away. Alijah focused his mind on how to order the pack animals, load and unload them, and manage night watches with only three men. Soon, his body relaxed and his mood improved. He thanked his father for informing him and asked when the tribute journey was to take place.

“I believe this hunt was the last for this year’s tribute. That means you three will likely depart by the end of the week. It is already past time for the first snow, so keep your eyes on the sky during the trip.” 

Alijah had already thought of that possibility and had planned to take an extra pack animal with the materials needed for a winter shelter should the need arise. So, he just nodded to acknowledge his father’s warning. His father grew silent, just sipping on his drink and watching the embers burn down. Eventually, his father decided it was time to retire for the evening, and Alijah headed back to his hut.
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Alijah finished checking the last pack horse and the bundles it was carrying. He had already spoken to Dara and Gleb and they had agreed on a rotation of duties. Alijah would ride third in line, leading the last three pack animals as they left the village. At midday they would cross the Cairn River and let the animals drink and rest before beginning the long uphill journey. The plan was to camp at the lower hunter’s camp this evening. But to do that with the pack animals so heavily loaded meant pushing the pace into the last of the daylight. Gleb had agreed to forge ahead and prepare the camp while Dara and Alijah divided his pack animals between them.

With a little luck, when they arrived, they would be able to dedicate the remaining light to unloading the animals and caring for them. Night two would be more difficult because the trail got a lot steeper and two people would not be able to handle as many pack animals. Alijah had pushed for an earlier start on the second day, but Dara and Gleb both felt uncomfortable with loading the pack animals in the dark. In the end, it was decided that taking an extra day to make the trip was better than putting the tribute at risk.

They left the lower hunter’s camp as the sun cleared the horizon. Alijah was in the lead today and guided them up the steep slopes. Most of the time they were able to follow game trails, but there were several places where the trail was too dangerous for the packed horses. Working their way around those spots cost them a couple of additional hours, and they found themselves too far from the upper hunter’s camp as the sky began to dim. 

Alijah found a clearing with a small cave that was just large enough for all the horses, and they decided to make camp there. By the time they had the packs unloaded and the horses tended, the only light remaining came from the campfire. Gleb took the first watch. 

Alijah settled back against a tree next to the cave entrance. He slipped off to sleep, and immediately, the dream returned. Alijah tossed and turned for some time before coming wide awake at the sound of movement in the dark to his left. He scrambled to his feet, reaching for his lance as he whistled the alert. 

Then he saw a huge shadow rise up from what he had thought was a large boulder in the dark. The roar was unmistakable. Alijah could think of nothing but the tribute in the cave and the horses and men behind him. He roared himself and charged with his lance. The bear attacked, and Alijah slammed his lance into the its neck. Then he danced back, pulling the lance free as the bear roared and turned to face him once more. 

Alijah slipped back against a tree and roared back at the bear. It rose up on its hind legs, roaring as it charged again. Alijah waited until the bear could not change his direction, then he slipped around to the other side of the tree. He felt the ground shake as the huge bear slammed into the tree. Alijah then moved like lightning, slamming his lance into the animal repeatedly as it lay helpless on the ground. Moments later, Dara and Gleb arrived, piercing their lances into the bear as well.

Dara took over the night watch as Gleb grabbed a few hours of sleep while Alijah skinned and butchered the bear. By the time they had prepared and packaged the meat for transport, they were late leaving camp. They barely made it to the upper hunter’s camp before the sky began to darken. With the lack of sleep and the exertions of the previous evening added to the normal stress of moving pack animals up a steep grade, they set up a watch schedule and called it an early evening. 

Alijah had first watch and found he had to keep walking around the perimeter just to stay awake and alert. When Dara relieved him, Alijah settled down and slipped quickly into a deep sleep.

Less than an hour into his night, though, the dream came back, haunting him with thoughts of being ripped away from his family and friends. Alijah awoke in a sweat, shaking his head as if to knock the memories of the dream out on the ground. 

No hunter living can claim to have seen a sorcerer, this fear of meeting one is not realistic. True hunters fear nothing and no one. I stood firm and killed a mighty bear. I tracked and killed one of the great cats. Why then do I fear men that have not been seen in my lifetime? 

Alijah felt anger replace the fear, and he forced himself to use his mother’s calming techniques once more. He focused on the trip and possible methods of making up the time they lost preserving the bear meat. Eventually, exhaustion overcame him and he slipped back into a restful sleep.
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Alijah spurred his horse up over the rise and joined Dara and Gleb who had paused on the small plateau to look across the valley at what could only be the tribute cave on the far slope. It was a long cave that seemingly melted into the wall of a steep cliff. There was an equally steep trail that led up from the valley floor to that cave, but no other visible access. He knew they were wondering, as he was, how the sorcerers retrieved the tribute. The sorcerers were said to live in the mountains above the cave, but there was no trail leading up from there, and no other trails joined the one from the valley floor.

Dara shook himself and spoke, bringing the other two out of their thoughts. “Well, if we are to camp in the valley tonight, we need to press on. It gets dark earlier in the valleys this high up.” 

With that, he spurred his horse and led his pack animals down the game trail they had been following. As the sun began to sink to the horizon, the air suddenly began cooling and clouds rolled in. Dara looked up and spurred his horse into a faster pace. 

As soon as they reached the final tribute camp, the three men launched into motion. A storm was coming and they had a lot of work to do to prepare for it. Alijah unloaded the pack animals and unsaddled the horses as the other two unpacked the winter gear and cut lodge poles.

By the time the first snowflakes appeared, they had finished erecting a lean-to that covered the horses and setting up the winter tent to protect the tribute. As the snow began to collect on the ground, they brought in the last of the aged lumber they had gathered and cut. All they could do now was hope they had enough to keep the lean-to warm through the storm. Alijah and Dara let the hides down to close off the sides, and Gleb started the fire under the peaked vent. 

The winds kicked up and the lean-to creaked as the hide sides and roofing shook. The tribute tent was sheltered behind the lean-to, but they could hear the hides of the tent shaking as well. The three men worked constantly for hours, ensuring the walls and hides stayed secure as the wind beat against it. 

Eventually, though, the wind died down, and quiet settled over the camp. Alijah pushed against the hide sides. He could feel the weight of the snow nearly two feet up all the way around the lean-to. So he grabbed a pole and began tapping the hides on the roof to make the snow slide off. It would be a long night, but they could not let the snow on the roofs of the tent and the lean-to grow too deep. 

The three men took turns with the pole, tapping the roofs and listening to the snow slide down the sides. They slept in short spurts and ate when they were hungry, but their life became a pattern of building up the fire, tapping the roof until the snow slid off, and checking on the horses.

It was past noon the next day before the snow finally stopped falling. Alijah tapped the hides on the sides of the lean-to and determined that the snow was well above his waist and he was a tall man. He shook his head. “We will not be breaking camp today or tomorrow. If it is this deep here, the trails will be completely buried. Even if we were to dig our way out of the valley, it is too risky taking the pack animals up that steep grade until the snow is gone or packed down.”

Gleb nodded his agreement as he spoke softly. “We should rest today and tonight. We can start digging out tomorrow. We have enough wood to keep the fire going for another couple of days.” 

Dara smiled as he joined in. “And thanks to Alijah’s bear, we have more than enough meat. Just need to melt snow to refill our water skins and we are all set.”

***
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The late afternoon sun was hot, beating down on Alijah’s back as he and Gleb rode their horses back and forth along the game trail to pack the snow down as much as they could. Tomorrow they would be making this journey with the pack animals, and there was no chance it would be dry dirt by then. They had spent most of the previous day packing the snow into hills on the sides of the trail after digging out of the valley below. And today had been dedicated to packing the snow down on the trail. Alijah and Gleb had both fallen multiple times and their horses had slipped and slid in several spots until they decided to scrape those spots down to the bare earth. 

As the sky began to darken for the evening, they made their way back to the camp where Dara had been tending to the animals and guarding the camp. When they arrived, Alijah saw that Dara had sorted the packs, separating their supplies and equipment from the tribute packs. He had suggested the previous evening that they leave the extra supplies in the camp since they could not take down the lean-to yet anyway. That would lighten the load on the pack animals, and it seemed like a good idea.

Alijah and Gleb unsaddled their horses and rubbed them down as the smell of cooking meat wafted through the lean-to. Then they settled in and discussed the trail and the plan for the morning. They would get up early and load up the pack animals, double-checking each other’s work before leaving with first light. That way they could get to the cave before the sun turned the trail at the top into mud again. If all went well, they would come back down early the next morning after spending one night in the cave. It was only a two-hour trip for a man on horseback in good weather, but it would be more than half a day with the pack animals and the treacherous conditions.

They sorted out just the essentials from their supplies and bundled them for the trip, then set their watch schedule and bedded down for the night. 

Alijah had the dream again but pushed it aside and forced himself back into a deeper sleep. 

***
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As the sky began to lighten outside, Alijah rechecked the bindings for the animals Gleb had packed. Everything was secure and well done as expected, but he checked each binding anyway. He focused on the work to keep his nerves under control as he prepared to face the reality of the sorcerer’s cave trip.

With the last binding checked, he mounted up and gathered his string of pack animals, following Gleb out of the valley and up onto the trail that led to the cave above. Dara was the last in line because he had not ridden the trail yesterday as Alijah and Gleb had. 

Everything went well for the first couple of hours, but then one of Gleb’s pack animals slipped and fell. Alijah whistled to stop Gleb, then dismounted and climbed up to check on the animal. His heart sank as he saw the bone protruding from the horse’s right rear leg. 

Alijah began singing to calm the horse as he slipped up beside him to unload the tribute bundles. As soon as the horse was unloaded, he moved up the line and added bundles to each of Gleb’s other animals, then the remainder to his own pack animals. The problem was that they could not leave the horse on the trail, so they either had to figure out whether to kill it and push it over the side or get it up the hill to the next clearing. 

Alijah made his decision and climbed the side of the hill, chopping down a small straight seedling. He made his way back down to the horse. He began singing to keep the horse calm as he rubbed its broken leg, preparing to reinforce it with the sapling. He felt the tingling flowing through his body from the air around him but kept his focus on the work at hand. 

If only I had a healer’s skills. I’ve heard of healers that could mend this bone. He rubbed the leg and began to tie the sapling in place when he felt the horse’s leg shake and the bone slid back under the animal’s hide. The tingling in his body increased as he felt hope that another miracle like the one from his first hunt was happening. 

The horse whinnied and then stamped down, pushing Alijah back. Alijah looked at the horse’s leg and swallowed deeply—there was a deep pink scar where the bone had been protruding. He heard a whistle from behind him and turned to see Dara looking at the horse, too. 

“What just happened, Alijah? That leg was broken. I saw it. And now it isn’t. Holy crap, do you think a sorcerer did that?”

Alijah scratched his head. “I don’t know. But that isn’t natural. Look, the poor horse looks exhausted, but the leg...”

Gleb yelled back. “We’ve got to get going if we are going to make it today. Is the horse ready?” 

That shook Alijah out of his state of wonder. “Yeah, I think so. Let’s get moving.” He looked at Dara and shrugged, then went back and mounted his horse. Dara made his way back down the trail to his own horse, and they started moving once more.

The top of the trail was muddy by the time they got there, but the horses struggled through. Eventually, they unloaded the tribute packs and stacked them neatly in the back of the cave. Then they unsaddled their horses and tied them all to a line in the upper portion of the cave. By the time they had everything done, with firewood gathered for the evening, the sky was darkening and the shadows were deepening. They started a fire and prepared their evening meal. 

Dara kept talking about the horse’s broken leg healing itself, and they all took turns examining the leg that now had just a pink scar to reassure them that it had been injured. Alijah remembered the tingling but did not mention it as he struggled to understand what had happened. Eventually, even the excitement of what had happened with the leg faded, and they set their watch schedule. Alijah took the first watch and the other two settled into their saddle blankets.

Alijah walked over to check the tribute bundles...and stopped dead in his tracks. There was a man standing there looking at him. Normally, Alijah would have lowered his lance to point it at a stranger that was suddenly in his camp. But this man was familiar to him. He had seen this man many times in his dreams. He was a tall, powerfully built man with an air of confidence that seemed to fill the entire cave. Alijah was taller, but the man somehow seemed to tower over him. Then the man spoke quietly. “Are you the healer, then?”

Alijah was confused. “Healer? We do not have a healer with us.” 

The man smiled. “Untrained then. You are probably confused by the whole day. I am Marcus, and I came because I felt the power moving when you called it. You are strong, or I would not have felt you. My guess is that those who claim these mountains felt you as well. They rarely take on outsiders, but I believe you are of Alair, are you not?” 

Alijah nodded, and the man continued. “Well, then they have first call on you. I will leave you for now, but I think we will meet again, young Alijah.”

Then the man turned to face the stone wall, which opened onto a large room with a stone fireplace. The man stepped through and turned to face Alijah once more as the room and the man disappeared. 

I must be more exhausted than I thought. Now I’m having the dream while I’m on watch. Alijah shook his head to try to shake the memory away, but he kept returning to that spot throughout his watch period, expecting to see the man again.

Eventually, Gleb tapped him on the shoulder and told him that it was time for him to get some sleep.  
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