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    To the members of my family that I don't get to see as often as I would like.
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Prologue
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Poeg was eleven before his uncle took him on his first trading caravan. 

“Cheer up, Fruit Fly,” his uncle said. “You’ve been melancholy for the last year. My sister would want you to be happy.” 

Poeg tried to look excited, but he missed his mother, and his father had died so long ago, he couldn’t remember his face. The monotony of the desert did little to distract him from those memories.

The boy also didn’t like to be called Fruit Fly. Did his uncle think he was an annoying pest?

“How far now?” Poeg asked on the second day. His uncle was not a patient man, so Poeg asked as if he hadn’t been thinking about it for a day and a half.

“A three week trip,” his uncle said. “I told you when we started. That means nineteen days remain. You must learn to count better if you are to become a merchant like me.”

Merchant! That was as exciting as the desert, weeks and weeks of monotony stretched into a lifetime.

Poeg sighed.

“If it makes you feel better, we reach an oasis in three days. We’ll rest there for a few days. Perhaps trade a little merchandise. That will give you a whole new outlook on life, Fruit Fly. I guarantee it.”
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Chapter 1
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When the bear charged from the cave, the harsh morning sun provided the first salvation for Junak the Hunter. The bright light blinded the bear, and the beast stumbled and then paused blinking and moaning in the cave entrance. 

Surprised by the bear’s sudden appearance, Junak slid back down the canyon path and dropped to one knee. He struggled against the steep incline to un-sling his bow from his shoulder. His silent gasp formed a frosty, moist puff in the air. 

Baring yellowed teeth in jaws so large they could easily seize a man’s thigh, the grizzled beast was enormous. Junak nocked an arrow to his bow in anticipation of the bear’s next move, not that he believed he could stop this bear with a single arrow. 

Scraggly shrubs swayed with a gusty breeze. Fortunately, the wind blew toward Junak. He was yet downwind of the confused animal, but this close, on a steep slope, he had no hope of slipping away unseen.

Junak’s hunting dog, Pes, was his second salvation. When the bear recovered its sight, it shook its large head and shuffled from the cave. Pes barked, circled, and took the high ground above the groggy bear. Following the sound of the bark, the bear turned from Junak to face the yellow hound.

Age had slowed the old hound, but without the dog to distract, the cave bear would have rumbled down the incline before Junak could get off a good shot. Quickly, Junak loosed an arrow. The arrow shattered on impact against the beast, leaving the obsidian point embedded in the bear’s right shoulder. 

Old Stone-Eye would have blamed Junak’s broken arrow on his refusal to wear a wizard’s charm, but Junak abjured all luck conferred by magic and relied only on his skill as a hunter. His carefully crafted weapons would never betray him as readily as a wizard. How ironic that it was a wizard who had led Old Stone-Eye to his death. 

Old Stone Eye’s trust in the same wizard had also wrecked Junak’s life when Skurk raiders killed his son, Syn, and conveyed Junak’s wife, Zmona, into slavery. After three hard years of labor, Junak finally had accumulated the price to buy Zmona’s freedom, and he did not intend that an inconvenient bear would stay him from freeing his wife.

Junak stood erect and nocked a second arrow. Bow string drawn to cheek, he waited for his opportunity.

Distracted by the broken arrow, the bear roared in pain and directed its anger toward the nearest challenger, Pes. The old dog lunged and snapped. Rearing up on its hind legs, the beast towered fully ten feet over the dog. The bear hit Pes with a powerful slap when the dog ventured too close. With a startled yelp, the yellow hound crashed against the canyon wall. The enraged bear clambered over the rocks in pursuit of the injured dog. 

Junak winced. The bear would never have easily caught Pes when the dog was younger. Now, the old dog lay helpless against the canyon wall. Junak released the bowstring, and the second arrow hummed into the bear’s neck. 

The bear roared and clawed at the arrow. The shaft snapped off in its throat. 

Worried about the dog, Junak had rushed the second shot. He cursed, but to his relief, blood pulsed and then gushed from the bear’s neck wound. The roar of pain drowned to a gurgling growl. The bear shifted to all fours and spun to face his enemy.

Junak gritted his teeth. Luck was with him. The arrow had sliced the neck artery. The bear was doomed, but still far from dead.

The bear’s angry eyes focused on Junak, and the animal bared its teeth. 

Junak tugged at his quiver. Only two arrows remained. Swiftly, Junak extracted both shafts. He broadened his stance, plunged one arrow point into the ground, and brushed his hand for reassurance across the bronze knife in his waistband. He nocked his other arrow to the bowstring and waited for an opening. If the bear reared again, Junak would have a clear heart shot. 

Instead, snarling and scrambling across loose rocks and uneven boulders, the bear charged downhill. The creature was astonishingly fast. With no other opening, Junak shot for the eye. 

The bear twisted its head. The arrow caught the heavy brow above the left eye, ripped open the bear’s forehead, and glanced off the bone beneath. Its force spent by the deflection, the arrow impotently flailed into the air.

Junak knew he had no time for the last arrow. He retreated and grasped his knife, but the bear was already upon him. 

The animal’s breath stank of hot blood and long hibernation. 

Junak swung the knife for the bear’s eye, but the blade struck high in the bear’s snout when the bear snapped at his hand. The bear’s right paw crashed into Junak’s left shoulder, and he lost his grip on his bow. 

The powerful blow forced the air from Junak’s lungs. His eyes would not focus, and he felt strangely serene as if he floated. Serenity fled when he crashed to the ground, and a rock exploded against the side of his face. 

The bear reared above him, its bulk blocking the midday sun. Junak’s vision blurred, but he smiled at the perfect shot he now had at the bear’s chest. Junak fumbled for a moment until he remembered he no longer held either bow or arrow. 

With a gurgle of pain, the bear wobbled in and out of the sunlight. Then, like a vast darkness that eclipsed the sun, the beast overshadowed Junak. 

Regret filled Junak, regret for his carelessness, regret for his haste. Now, he would never again see Zmona. She would wait for her husband to free her, but Junak would never come. 

Junak could not focus. His ears rang. The bear’s roar faded. The shadow of the bear spread and plunged toward Junak. Merciful darkness dragged Junak from consciousness before he felt the grip of teeth or the tear of flesh.

***
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JUNAK’S FACE ACHED when he awoke to face a cloudless, late afternoon sky. He lay on his back, but he could not move his legs. Involuntarily, his right hand explored the scrape on his face that ran along his temple up to a large clot of blood in his scalp. He groaned and attempted to roll onto his stomach. His legs failed to budge.

Cautiously, he pushed himself up onto his elbows. The sun had declined until it perched an hour above the western canyon walls. Junak’s left shoulder throbbed with the effort. Long claw marks cut into the shoulder muscle. Partially clotted blood and clear fluid oozed from the wounds. The leather bow guard had protected his forearm, but caked, dried blood glued the shredded short sleeve of his brown tunic to his shoulder.

Overhead, vultures circled in the hot updraft from the canyon. Below Junak’s waist, the cave bear draped motionless across Junak’s legs. Sticky, black blood soaked the ground beneath them both and smelled of iron and death. Junak hoped that most of the blood belonged to the bear.

Junak struggled to sit upright, but his head leaned downhill, the angle was awkward, and he could not sustain the position. He dropped back against the cold ground.

“Pes,” he yelled. 

The dog did not respond.

Junak gathered his resolve and fought to free his legs from beneath the bear. An hour later, he lay back exhausted. By twisting and tugging, he had worked his right leg sideways until it broke free of the bear, but now his head throbbed unmercifully, and his left leg—to above the knee—remained lodged between bear and rocks. None of his efforts had budged his leg in any direction. 

Just above the canyon wall, the sun rested, its intense light dulling to gold and red streaks along the horizon. Evening approached. Junak had to free his leg from the bear before night, before the larger scavengers tracked the blood smell, before they came to dine.

He called to his dog again, but still no answer.

Junak took several deep breaths and pressed his free right foot against the bear carcass. He pushed hard, using the full power of his thigh muscle against the bear’s bulk. The rough terrain dug into his elbows when he leveraged his torso off the ground. Simultaneously, he pulled on his left leg and felt his foot loosen slightly beneath the carcass. Encouraged, he pulled hard again, the left leg moved, hung for a moment, and then slid free. 

Freed from the bear carcass, Junak rolled onto his stomach. His left leg had no feeling in it, as if the pressure and the frozen position had squeezed out all the life. Junak rolled onto his back and sat up. His left foot was bare; he had lost his moccasin somewhere beneath the bear. He massaged the numb calf, flexed the bare foot using both hands, and waited for life to flow back into it. 

The last gleam of daylight grazed the canyon walls. Still light-headed, Junak slowly stood. His left leg tingled unmercifully and would not respond to his will. He thoroughly palpated the leg but could find no break. 

Favoring the numb leg, Junak took a tentative step. He pulled his knife from the bear’s snout, wiped the blade across his breeches, and then returned the knife to his waistband. He hobbled past the bear and recovered his bow. The hemp bowstring had snapped so that the longbow was almost straight. With deft fingers, he tied a loop in the remaining cord so that he could sling the bow over his shoulder. He glanced up the incline to where he last saw his dog.

“Pes?”

Feeling edged into Junak’s leg and displaced the numbness with dull pain. Junak limped up the slope. In the fading sunlight, he barely could distinguish the dog’s dried blood from the rusty streaks that ran diagonally along the canyon wall. 

The blood trail led into the cave bear’s den. The small cave opening was difficult to see from the trail, but Junak did not excuse himself for having missed it on his climb. This time of year, a hungry bear fresh from recent hibernation was always short-tempered. In his haste, Junak had blundered up the trail, and his carelessness had almost cost him his life. 

Junak measured the remaining light. In the distance, the haunting cackle of a hyena clan echoed closer against the canyon walls. Even in perfect health and well-armed, Junak was no match for a hyena clan. He ducked into the cave.

“Pes?” 

Junak felt along the wall. The narrow cave wall was damp and coarse, but it soon opened into a gallery. The bend in the entry wall caught the last glimmer of sunlight into the cave entrance, and then faded to darkness, so that he could not judge the size of the cavern. However, a hand stretched overhead convinced him that he no longer needed to crouch, and he stood upright. Junak extended his bow overhead, but he still could not touch the ceiling.

“Pes.” The dark cavern amplified and echoed Junak’s call.

Junak turned his head. Had he heard a whimper, or was it only the fading reverberation of his own voice? 

He fumbled with the steel and flint in his pocket. No. He had little tinder, and the light might attract the hyenas. Without bow, sword, or spear to hold the narrow entrance against an attack, stealth was the best strategy. The cave smelt of bear; perhaps that would be enough to keep out the hyenas.

Junak eased forward a few more steps into the darkness. Something soft caught his foot. He knelt and felt ragged, shallow breathing beneath the shadowy, sticky fur. 

The cave’s chilled air burned Junak’s nose. He scrunched himself close to Pes to share his body warmth with the injured dog. The last light faded from the cavern entrance and palpable blackness embraced man and dog. 

In the dark, he stroked the dog and massaged the familiar bump behind the dog’s ear. Nothing short of wizardry could save Pes now, but they were days from anywhere, miles from anyone who might know a working wizard or where to find a witch with special medicinal skills. Junak told himself that he would rather the animal die than seek magical help, but he was unsure whether the lie was to subvert his frustration or to console himself.

Without a whimper, the dog’s breathing rasped uneven and shallow. The old dog could not survive these injuries, and Junak knew he should end the animal’s suffering. He gripped his knife hilt. With any other hound, Junak would have quickly dispatched the injured beast, but Pes had been Syn’s dog. The boy had been just a toddler when he bonded with the freshly weaned pup. Boy and dog grew up together. 

Now Syn was gone, and Pes was Junak’s last link to his lost son. A tear ran down Junak’s cheek. He could not release the old dog. He could not lift his hand for the act of grace. Letting go of Pes would be like losing his last hold on his memories of Syn.

Junak paused. He no longer heard the dog’s ragged breathing. He fondled the dog’s muzzle, but felt no breath. At once, sadness and guilt flowed into him. How would he tell Zmona that Pes was dead? What kind of homecoming would this be for his wife? He had labored for three hard years to earn the money to buy her release, and now his impatience to reach her had cost them the last link to their son? How could he tell her?

From outside the cave, snarls and howls interrupted his melancholy and declared that something very large intended to take the bear carcass from the hyenas.
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Morning pushed light deeper into the cave and pestered Junak awake. He awoke hungry. Outside the cave, daytime scavengers flapped wings, squabbled, and exchanged angry squawks. The ripe odor of the contested feast drifted into the cave. 

Junak examined his left arm—still stiff and sore, but the bleeding had stopped, and the wound crusted with dried blood. With a broken bowstring and no arrows, he was not hungry enough to risk further injury by challenging the scavengers for whatever remained of the bear, not without a better weapon than a bronze knife. 

Pes was dead. The dog’s broken body lay motionless in the faint glow of daylight through the cave entrance.

Junak considered Pes for a moment. Normally, he would have eaten dog with enthusiasm, even one as tough and stringy as this ten-year old male. Perhaps when he was hungrier ... but not now, not Pes.

Instead, he stealthily approached the cave entrance. He crouched beneath the lowered ceiling near the entrance and marveled at how the large bear could have emerged so fast through the narrow opening. 

Junak peeked out. Farther up the canyon path, three hyenas lurked, awaiting their turn at the bear carcass. Closer to the cave, vultures hopped, occasionally flapping several feet in the air before settling back. The reluctance of the scavengers to approach the bear meant a larger predator still dined. 

Carefully, Junak eased out of the cave until he had a better view down the incline. One of the hyenas cackled at him, but made no closer move. Junak ignored the preoccupied clan, and looked down the incline. 

Something hunkered on the other side of the bear’s carcass. Already enough flesh had been torn away from the bear to expose bones. One vulture hopped closer to the remains. A saber tooth cat rose up from the bear and snarled. The chastened vulture skipped and stalked away from the carcass. 

The cat was large. Its front shoulder came waist-high on Junak, and its muscled bulk was likely three times Junak’s weight. The cat surveyed its hungry challengers, yawned to display its formidable teeth, and settled back to its ripening meal.

Junak shrank back into the cave and cursed his luck. Although a skilled killer, the saber tooth cat’s large teeth made it an inefficient eater. Once the cat managed to fill its belly, it would sleep, but it would not give up the defense of the bear carcass. With a huge bear to dine on, the cat could hang around for several days; perhaps even seek temporary shelter in the bear’s den. 

Junak had five days to make the oasis, five days to rendezvous with the caravan and buy back his wife. He could not wait for the cat to finish with the bear. Besides, the hyenas would not abandon their turn at the carcass. They knew the cat’s awkward eating style would leave them a feast of flesh as well as bone. 

For now, circumstances trapped Junak between cat and hyenas.

He felt for the small purse of gold inside his tunic to assure himself he had not lost the ransom money, and then he surveyed the bear’s den. Perhaps the cave had another exit.

Although the bright morning light penetrated deeper into the cave than had the light from the setting sun, darkness limited Junak’s exploration of the cave to feeling his way along the cavern walls. Periodically, he glanced back to the entrance and used the morning glow to orient himself. 

After an hour of inching along the wall, he grew impatient and resolved to return to the cave entrance. Perhaps, if he were lucky, the saber tooth cat had left a litter somewhere, and then the cat would abandon the carcass to tend its cubs. If only a few hyenas joined the banquet and the plenty of meat kept their attention, then Junak could chance climbing higher on the canyon path to slip away from the feast. 

Junak struck out from the wall toward the distant, glowing entrance ... and tripped. He thudded to the ground and his left shoulder resumed its throb. Clutching the arm, he shook his head to clear his thoughts. 

What entangled his feet? Not a rock, too light to be a rock. He felt around the ground until he discovered a length of wood. He started to throw the dried limb away, thought better of it because of its club-like feel, and kept it with him when he got up. With more cautious steps and frequent probes using his adopted walking stick, he again set out for the entrance.

He leaned out the cave entrance. The cat napped next to the bear’s carcass. Junak hefted his new-found club, and then reconsidered. A club was not the weapon to wield against a saber tooth cat, not even when the cat was asleep. 

He examined the club in the light. The larger end was charred. Someone had used this stick, not as a club, but as a torch.

There was little wood at the cave entrance, but within half-an-hour, Junak scrounged and shredded enough material for kindling to supplement his pouch tinder. Cats and hyenas had more respect for fire than for clubs.

Once the sparks danced from Junak’s steel and flint to the tinder, and the tiny flame wisped to life to start the kindling, he had no trouble igniting the dried end of the torch. The flame was chancy and flickered low, but Junak used the meager torch light to explore the cave again. The torch could not push the darkness to the walls of the cavern, but held near the floor, it was sufficient for Junak to trek across the cave without the fear of stumbling on unseen obstacles.

Fifty paces from the entrance, he found the broken remnants of another torch. A few yards beyond that, three unused torches leaned against the cavern wall. Linen stiff with dried pitch wrapped tightly around the top of each of the two torches. The remaining stick supported neither linen wrap nor pitch as if it waited for someone to complete the assembly.

Junak balanced his lit torch against a large rock. Next to the unused torches, sat a clay pot fitted with a broad leather strap for portage. He pried at the pot lid, until it broke loose. The sticky lip indicated that beeswax had sealed the lid to the pot. The pot was about a quarter full of heavy, congealed pitch. Junak sniffed at the pot. The piney odor suggested that the pitch might still support a flame. 

He used his knife to break the hard varnish shell atop the pitch. He managed to pour some thick liquid onto the linen of one torch. Using the bare stick, he smeared the pitch into the linen before he leaned the freshened torchwood against the cavern wall. Not satisfied with the sketchy result, he tilted the pot in an effort to deepen the liquid, and then he plunged in the linen head of the second torch to soak up the pitch residue. 

Junak retrieved the freshly coated torch from the wall and held it above the flickering flame of his original torch. The pitch smoked and hissed, then flamed. The flame coated the linen wrapping and pushed back the darkness. He rolled his wood-only torch in the loose rock to extinguish it, and then rotated the newly-lit, pitch torch to encourage the flame to spread evenly.

The light was three or four times brighter than Junak’s original torch. Junak lifted the torch high over his head and stepped away from the wall. Although darkness disguised the distance, Junak estimated that the cavern was like a broad corridor, at least fifty feet wide and several hundred feet long. The shadowy ceiling arched a good thirty feet above his head. Smoke from the torch drifted toward the ceiling to be lost in the darkness.

Holding the torch higher, Junak moved toward the center of the corridor. The flame popped, flashed, and flickered away from the cave entrance. Junak smiled. Air flowed into the cave from the entrance. If the air flowed in from the cave entrance, then somewhere, likely drafting higher up, the air must flow out of the cave. The cave had another exit. He would follow the draft to find his way out.
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By following the flicker of his torch, Junak located a sinuous passageway at the long end of the cavern opposite the entrance. Water had worn the footpath along the passage smooth with only an occasional rocky outcrop to avoid. Where the torchlight touched the wall, sparkles of light shimmered across the quartz and glittered like gold from iron pyrite deposits. 

Although the passageway led downward rather than up, Junak committed himself to the journey. Brandishing the torch like a sword against the darkness, he followed the passage into the belly of the mountain.

Despite his wheedling, the torch eventually burned down. Junak lit the second pitch-coated torch. Wishing he had a length of linen to wrap the bare tip, he coated the last of the thick pitch on the remaining dry stick. After salvaging the leather strap to wrap his bare left foot, he discarded the pitch pot. He suspected that he had coaxed a mile or two out of the first torch, but he had no way to judge time or distance now that he was far from the daylight that filtered through the cave entrance.

Thirst was not a problem. Water dripped from the walls into frequent puddles. However, Junak’s hunger grew with each step. Now that feeling had fully returned to the numbed leg, the cuts and bruises on his left foot ached even more 

With the second torch lit, he knew he had enough light to return to the cave entrance, but he had no reason to think that the saber tooth cat had abandoned its prize. His thoughts returned to freeing Zmona, and he resolved to follow the passageway. The cache of torches suggested that others had made this trek before him. He hoped that the journey was less than a three-torch trip, but he was determined to make the journey regardless. 

Junak had expected the passageway to eventually rise, to chimney the draft of air that pushed at his back and flicked his torch flame. Instead, the passageway continued its descent and the temperature dropped with it. Only Junak’s left shoulder did not feel the chill because the deep gashes throbbed red and grew hotter to his touch.

Junak considered heating his knife to cauterize the wound, but he was no longer losing blood. Moreover, he feared that he might faint from the burn, and his torch would die unattended. He worried more concerning the darkness slowing him than about the danger from wound fever, so he kept up a steady pace and ignored the fever that crept along his arm.

The second torch did not last as long as the first, but the cold had numbed his body, and the fever had clouded his mind, so that he did not notice until the torch repeatedly sputtered. Junak fumbled to retrieve the last torch stick, but he could not find it. Apparently, distracted by the fever, he had dropped the stick somewhere along the path. Helplessly, he watched the delicate flame fail. The wooden torch briefly flared as it struck dried sap in a knothole, then the flame died. Darkness descended to surround the last ember glow, and then the impatient blackness engulfed him.

He held the remnant of the dead stick for several moments before he dropped it. How far was he from the passageway wall? He could not remember. Right arm extended, he edged sideways until his hand touched the wall. 

Now what? 

The draft against his back had remained steady while the passageway narrowed. If others had passed this way, then so could Junak. Zmona needed him. Zmona relied on him. He must continue.

He unstrapped his bow and used the tip to probe the darkness ahead. He stepped forward. Soon he developed a strategy: right hand touches the wall for reference, probe the path with the bow in his left hand, and take a few steps. Touch, probe, and steps. The rhythm worked into his mind, and he squeezed his eyes closed to shut out the hunger, cold and darkness.

Was it a few minutes or a few hours later that fatigue forced Junak to sag against the wall? Swollen so much that he could feel his blood pulse through it, his left arm throbbed. He needed to sit and rest, but he was afraid that the chill would seep into his bones, and that he would never again rise. He imagined Zmona waiting for him to free her, waiting for her redemption; waiting in vain because he never came.

He pressed his fevered face against the cavern wall. The wall chilled his forehead. He stood very still, breathing through his mouth. The drip of water sounded nearby. He licked his dry lips, and they cracked at the effort. He turned his head from side to side to focus on the drip. Water, just ahead, perhaps on the other side of the passageway. A drink and he could wash his face, and then he would be able to think clearly. 

He pushed away from the wall and pointed his bow in the direction of the dripping water. Gently waving the bow ahead of him, he walked several dozen paces until he heard a splash of water when he stepped into a puddle; his foot was too cold, too numb to detect the wetness. 

Junak knelt and scoped handfuls of water to his mouth. When his thirst was satisfied, he splashed water against his face. He felt the stubble on his cheek. When had he last shaved? How long had he been in this cave?

He sat heavily. After a moment, he forced his eyes open. He blinked, but only blackness lingered. Exhaustion ravaged his body. Just a few moments sleep and he would feel better. 

Wondering whether he could lie down, he patted the ground alongside the puddle and found a stick. He picked up the stick. The stick felt dry and hollow, with strange knobs at either end. If he could light it, he would have another torch even if only briefly. 

He felt the double knobs at one end of the stick again. Not a stick, this was a bone. What kind of bone? He felt around the ground. More bones lay strewn around the rocks. Finally, he found what he sought, the skull. The skull was large and round. He felt the teeth and face. The skull was human. 

Others had trekked this passage before him, but they had not completed the journey. Was this to be Junak’s fate? Was he to lie beside this puddle and never rise? 

“Zmona,” Junak whispered. Regret filled his heart. 

No! 

Junak closed his eyes and pushed to his feet. He groaned at the effort, took a deep breath, and thrust his bow tip ahead. 

Touch. Probe. Steps.

***
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THE SIGH OF RUSHING water murmured against the passage walls and steadily grew louder while Junak felt his way down the corridor. Moisture saturated the walls, and the pathway slickened. Junak slid on the wet stones and fell more than once before the whisper of water swelled to a rumble. Soon, mist soaked Junak’s clothes. 

The din of falling water forced Junak to stop. Nearby, violent water surged, and he did not know which way he might safely go. He wiped the mist from his face and deliberately blinked his eyes to be sure they were open.

For a moment, he felt dizzy as if his head spun. He gripped his bow like a staff and steadied himself. Soon he realized that he was not dizzy, something moved in the darkness, and he could see the movement at the corner of his eye. When he tried to look directly at the movement, he saw only blackness.

From the sound, flowing water was quite close, and the flow was heavy. He dared not risk falling into an underground river. The sound reverberated through the passage, and he could not locate the river by the noise alone. However, the movement had been to his left. He decided to trust that what he saw was real rather than illusion. He inched to his right until the corridor wall touched his shoulder. Cautiously, he followed the wall up a steep rise and then down again. The spray of water felt warmer than the chilled air.

He kept his eyes open, but he detected the river motion more by feel, by sound, by vibration, rather than sight. After an hour of walking, the roar of water diminished to a pleasant gurgle, and the mist abated. He tripped, sagged against the wall, and heavily sat. Angry at another bruise, he removed a sharp stone from beneath his hip and threw it into the darkness. A watery splash followed the sharp report of rock striking stone. The same report echoed across the darkness.

Junak tilted his head to listen to the reverberation of the fading echo. The narrow passageway must have opened into a large gallery. Sitting very still, he felt the air move upward, spiraling around him as it rose. Was the cave exit overhead, at the top of the gallery where Junak could not follow? Had he reached the passage end unable to access the exit?

Hoping to see, Junak strained against the dark, but even the peripheral motion eluded his vision. He turned his head to the left, and from the right corner of his eye, he caught a pale glow in the distance.

Junak grimaced when he rose. He neared the end of his endurance. Resolutely, he struggled toward the glow. 

Touch. Probe. Steps. 

Periodically, he turned his head to the left to detect the glow from the right corner of his eye. While he approached, the glow brightened until he could see it without turning his head. Was this an exit at last?

He had travelled about fifty paces, when the slippery path abruptly slanted downward. Junak’s feet flew from beneath him. He thudded to the ground and slid several feet before a precipice dropped him into the underground river. 

Gripping his bow by reflex, Junak struggled to the water surface and gasped for air. The water was slightly warmer than the air, but it was far more efficient at chilling him. Because he could not see the bank, he could not judge the speed of the current. Ahead, the pale glow brightened through the watery haze and rushed toward him. When he realized that the glow filtered up from beneath the water, he tried to swim against the current, away from the tunnel that carried the river further underground. 

Junak had time for one quick breath before the river dragged him into the underwater tunnel.​​​
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Chapter 4
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Hoping to catch a glimpse of the light, Junak kept his eyes open as the bubbling turmoil swept him through the tunnel. Weakened, he was not sure how long he could hold his breath. Not that it mattered, either he would make it through the tunnel, or he would not. With miserly discipline, he slowly exhaled into the turbulent water in anticipation of his next breath.

When his head broke the water surface, he gasped a quick breath before the current submerged him again. He swirled to the top, grabbed another breath, and then breathed more easily when the current slowed. A pale blue glow illuminated his surroundings.

He slapped the water in frustration. The wild torrent had dumped him into a placid lake, but either the night was starless or the lake was inside another cavern. The uneven, pale blue glow reflected off walls and convinced him that he was still lost underground. 

Long since exhausted and now sapped of will, he floated with the current. His numbed body no longer felt the cold. His eyes felt heavy, and each blink took him longer to force open his eyes. While he drifted, the dark water brightened from a patchy, pale blue glow to a sprinkle of white light across ripples in the water. Junak turned his head to follow the light source. 

The light emanated from a land-bound object that also illuminated the riverbank. Junak stroked towards the riverbank. Just when fatigue forced him to wonder why he bothered to swim rather than drift, he reached land. In sprawling heaves, he hauled himself from the water. 

He lay on the bank for several moments until the light flickered and annoyed him. How could he dream of Zmona with that distraction? He pushed himself onto his knees and crawled towards the light source. The effort was painful, and exhaustion sought to pull him back to the ground. He lowered his head and crawled forward. Reach, pull hand to knee while the other hand reached, and then repeat. The rocks bit into his numbed knees, but he did not care. Reach, pull hand to knee as the other hand reached, and then repeat. 

At last, he paused near the glowing object and lifted his head. After all the darkness, the flickering light from the object hurt Junak’s eyes, but instinctively he knew the light was no brighter than a lantern. However, from his low angle close to the ground, he could not identify the object. He pushed himself to his feet, staggered for a moment, then stepped closer. He was too cold, too exhausted to gasp at what he saw.

At waist height from the ground, a recumbent man in a gray robe floated unsupported in the air. His grizzled hair and his long flecked beard gathered around his face as if suspended beneath water. The man’s face was pale and frozen. He did not move at all—no rise and fall of his chest. Without the steady rise and fall of breathing, the man appeared to be dead. A white glow enclosed the man, and the light spread from the glow to reflect blue shadows from the cavern’s dark walls.

Junak leaned forward and extended his hand. The glow became tangible and hindered his reach. Junak pushed with his weight and his hand slowly eased through the viscous glow until at last he touched the body. 

A blinding flash of light exploded against Junak’s senses, and the last of his strength drained from his body. He collapsed to the cavern floor. 

***
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TOVENAAR FELT THE POWER drain from the stasis field before he was fully conscious. He was too groggy to feel the pain, but the thud of striking the floor pounded what little air remained in his lungs, and like a freshly birthed baby, he gulped his first deep breath with a cry. 

He could not see. After a few confused moments, he remembered that he was inside a cavern, and there would be no light. Already, he felt the chill from the cave replace the numbness of stasis. He shivered, coughed, and rolled onto his side. A cavern, curse the spirits, he hated caves. Particularly the voices, all the voices that lived deep within the earth, he hated those even more.

Tovenaar sat up. He took another deep breath. Light, he needed light, but his mind was blank. How do you summon light? He knew that light could be evoked by will alone, but the details of the method eluded him.

Thirst made a sharp demand, and he groaned. The reverberation of the groan stirred his senses. Now, he heard running water. The water would slake his thirst, but he knew hunger would quickly follow. First, he needed light.

He sighed and tried to clear his mind. Breathe deeply, get light, then drink, then eat. Get the rhythm of life in order, the other things would follow. 

Ah, yes, light. Place hand just so, and clear the mind. Focus on intent. Summon the power from within. Hmm. The power resisted. The power did not flow, rather it gummed his thoughts and slowed his resolve. Try again. Focus on intent. He squeezed a bit of power from within, formed it to his will and expelled it into the desired incarnation.

A pale flicker of light emanated from his fingers, enough light that he could see a few feet before the darkness blocked him. Practice, he told himself. Skill would return with practice.

Unsteadily, he rose and sought to orient himself. A cave, he reminded himself. I am still in a cave, but at last the voices are gone. They flee where I cannot. A damn cave! The light flickered, and he had to concentrate to restore it.

Why am I in a cave?

The memories returned. They washed over him like a tsunami. They replaced all other thoughts in his mind. They extinguished the pale light from his hand. He stood in the dark unmoving, impaled by his circumstance, drowning in his past.

He could not measure the time until he had digested the memories and returned to himself. Again, the darkness reminded him that he needed light. This time he summoned the light with less effort. Again the light flickered, but it steadied to a brighter glow than before. 

Tovenaar looked around.

There! That was where he had lain in stasis. Now he remembered what desperation had driven him into a cave. Now he recalled the enemy without. Alexi Sobieslaw. Did his enemy still wait for him? How long?

He shivered again as much from his memories as from the aching chill of the cave. To his left lay a stack of firewood. Stiffly, his joints protesting the movement, he gathered several pieces of wood from the stack and laid out a fire. Almost mechanically, he knelt by the logs. Flame flashed from his extended finger to the wood. The dry wood caught fire, and the flame issued warmth and light against the darkness. The power use exhausted him, and he sat—but this was better, so much better.

The effort to start the fire restored his confidence that he could recover, that he would recover. A drink and some food would begin that redemption, would restore his vigor. Tovenaar drew yet another cleansing breath in an attempt to expunge the remnants of stasis. His tongue felt thick. His breath smelled of stale sleep and bile. 

He hesitated. How long had he slept? Did Sobieslaw still seek him? How long—

The moan sounded faint and muffled. What else waited in the darkness? Tovenaar stood. He attuned his senses. He extended himself beyond the pale light. 

The fire increased and compelled the darkness to recede. Collapsed a few feet from Tovenaar was a crumpled mass that once had been a man.

Tovenaar approached, first with caution, and then more quickly with the realization of what must have happened. Here lay the instrument of Tovenaar’s release from stasis. He squatted beside the unconscious body and gently explored the man’s face. A brief touch to the man’s forehead revealed his condition.

Weak. The man was very weak. Weak from exhaustion. Weak from hunger. Weak from an injury. Weak with wound fever. Near death. Still there was a spark, a glow from within the man, a source of untapped power. More than naive power, this man held promise. How else could he have freed Tovenaar?

Tovenaar could not wait. He could not let that promise die. He would do whatever was necessary to save the man who had released him. Debts must be paid. That thought felt new to Tovenaar like a revelation, like an epiphany. First, settle his debt with this man, and then later, with all the others. He would pay what he owed, both good and bad, until at last, even Sobieslaw must yield.

***
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THE SMELL OF GRILLED fish awakened Junak. He was very hungry. He raised his head to see smoke drifting into the darkness above. The compelling smell caused his stomach to growl. He sat up, and warmth reflected against his right arm and the side of his face. He looked around. 

Three yards away, a spit positioned five fish above a small fire. The fire smoked and flashed when juice from the fish spattered into the flame. 

Outside the firelight, blackness had replaced the blue glow of the cavern. The small fire carved a flickering island of light inside the darkness, and the flames asserted warmth against the cold cavern. 

Junak rubbed his right hand across the back of his stiff neck. His bow lay next to him. He stretched and felt tired, but no longer exhausted. A bandage covered his upper left arm, and the pain and fever from his shoulder dulled to a mild ache.  

Sniffing the air, he stood and wobbled for a moment. Hunger drove him toward the fire. He reached for the spit of fish and hesitated. A few feet away lay a stockpile of wood, some of which should make excellent torches. The carefully stacked pile kept the wood dry. Some limbs looked old and brittle, and some had rotted despite the obvious effort to cure them. Who had stockpiled the wood? How long ago?

Fish juice splattered into the fire. The smell was delicious.

“Help yourself.”

“Hello?” Junak cast around. Darkness hid the voice. 

A tall man in a gray robe stepped into the flickering arc of light. Both his grizzled hair and speckled beard were long. He held up two live fish. The man looked familiar. Junak was sure this was the same man who had glowed while floating above the ground. 

Floated above the ground? Had he dreamed that?

The tall man dropped the two fish next to the fire. He had no fishing gear. 

“I knew you would be hungry when you woke,” the tall man said. “I patched your wounds as best I could and dried you clothes. Now, you need warmth and rest more than anything.”

“Who are you?” Junak had difficulty keeping his eyes off the fish.

“Yes, of course, introductions. My name is Tovenaar. And you are?”

“Junak. I’m a hunter.”

“Well, have some fish, Junak the Hunter. I’ve already had my fill. We can talk while you eat.”

Tovenaar retrieved a wiggling fish. The fish was eyeless and its pale skin was translucent. 

“I borrowed your knife.” Tovenaar displayed a bronze knife. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Junak nodded while he gingerly pulled a slightly burned fish from the spit. Beneath the charred skin, the flesh was flakey and moist. Junak took a huge bite.

“Be careful.” Tovenaar made a quick stroke behind the fish’s head and then sliced down the belly of the fish so that he could scoop out the entrails. “The fish are small, but they have lots of bones.”

Junak finished the first fish and reached for the second while he chewed. He paused to work several bones past his teeth. He plucked the bones from his mouth and flicked them to the ground. Although Tovenaar seemed busy cleaning fish, Junak sensed that the man watched him. 

“Who did you say you are?” Junak took two bites from the second fish.

Tovenaar looked up from cleaning the last fish. He wiped the blade of the bronze knife across his robe.

“Tovenaar.”

“That’s your name,” Junak agreed, “but who are you? I wasn’t seeing straight when I entered this cavern, but I thought you were a glowing corpse floating off the ground.”

“Ah, yes. I must thank you for releasing me. Your touch provided enough energy to awaken me. Not many could do that.”

“My touch?” Junak did not like the implication. “But you floated. Was it magic? Did a wizard imprison you?”

“I suppose stasis was a prison of sorts, however I wasn’t dead, merely suspended inanimate while I recovered from some injuries. There was a tremendous battle, you see, and I was not the victor. This cave is rich with magnetite and other forms of iron. That shield and its stasis were my last defenses against my enemy. I would never have come to this darkness except from dire need.” He leaned forward as if for confidentiality. “I don’t like caves.”

Junak finished the second fish more slowly. He reached for another fish. 

“How long have you been here in this ... stasis?”

“I’ve no way of telling—stasis being what it is—not long, I hope.”

Junak paused mid-bite. He felt the heavy stubble on his face.

“How long was I asleep?” Junak asked.

“Just a guess based on my own hunger,” Tovenaar said, “perhaps twelve to sixteen hours.”

Junak stood so quickly he became dizzy. He wobbled. 

“I have to get out of here. My wife. If I don’t make it to the oasis—”

Junak felt Tovenaar’s hand on his shoulder. The tall man had moved quickly to steady him. 

“Sit, my friend,” Tovenaar said. “Eat. Tell me your story. I’ll help if I can. I owe you much.”

Reluctantly, Junak yielded to the pressure on his shoulder and dropped cross-legged to the ground. 

“Eat.” Tovenaar gathered in his robe and squatted near the fire. “You’ll need your strength.”

The vertigo passed. Junak took a deep breath, noted that he still held the fish in his hand, and took a bite. The fish had gone tasteless.

“Relax,” Tovenaar said. “Tell me your story.”

The compulsion to share his story after three years of lonely toil overcame his hunger. 

“My home was a small village several weeks journey across the mountains. Three years ago, the minor wizard near my village betrayed us to slave raiders. I was away hunting. My wife, Zmona, and my son, Syn waited for me.” 

A muffled sob clogged Junak’s throat. He had not tried to speak these words to anyone before.

“I understand,” Tovenaar said.

Junak waited until his throat cleared. “They burned the village. All able-bodied men who survived the attack were bound for hard labor in the mines. The raiders sold the women, including my wife, into domestic slavery. All others ... My son....”

“But why?” Tovenaar asked. “Small, isolated villages have little wealth. Was yours an exception? No? Very peculiar. If you were away, how do you know all this?”

“When I returned, the raiders had nailed the hands and feet of our village elder, Old Stone Eyes, to a tree. While I worked to free him, he told me all that had happened. He died before I could release him. Later, I found my son’s charred body in some burned ruins near our hut.

“That night, I waited in the trees outside the wizard’s house. When he came out, three quick arrows from my bow pinned him to his door before he could summon a spell against me, even before he could slump to ground. Although they had no steel points, my arrows still killed him. I hoped to use the price paid him for his betrayal as ransom for my wife, but I couldn’t find his money. I searched for hours before I burned his cottage.”

“Yes,” Tovenaar said. “Money is seldom the prize for a wizard, even a minor one. Usually, lust for power is what leads to such betrayal. Still, I wonder what was valuable enough in your village to prompt the raid.”

“I followed the raider’s trail into the mountains
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