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Chapter 1: Into the Breath of the Mountain

The wind bit hard as Rok pressed his chest flat against the granite face, fingers searching for cracks. His skin, browned and weathered by seasons under the sun, prickled with cold sweat. The climb was slow and dangerous, every movement chosen with the careful instinct of a man who had survived countless hunts—but never a journey like this. Below, the forested slopes stretched into shadow. The world of his clan—of warmth, fire, and the thrum of voices—felt impossibly far away.

He was alone for the first time in his nineteen winters. The memory of his father’s warning echoed in his ears: The mountain is for the sky-people and the dead. Only bones and madmen return. Still, Rok’s blood hummed with longing. He needed to know what waited beyond the next ridge. Was it the place the old ones spoke of, where the sky touched stone? Where bones bigger than any living beast marked the path for those brave—or foolish—enough to try?

Each footfall sent a scattering of pebbles down the slope. His spear of black horn was his lifeline—balanced and deadly, its point sharper than the fangs of the wolves that hunted the lowland woods. At his belt hung a pouch of dried meat and wild berries, all that he could take without drawing suspicion. Around his neck, the bone charm his mother pressed into his palm that morning, her eyes shining with worry and pride.

As the sun rose, gold and relentless, Rok paused on a narrow ledge to catch his breath. From here, he saw the land unfold in all directions: rivers snaking through green, thick with life; distant columns of smoke where other clans made camp; a sky so clear and endless it seemed to promise anything to the one who dared reach for it.

A sudden noise snapped him back. He froze, muscles coiled, spear ready. Across the ledge, a massive shape shuffled—a mountain ram, ancient and scarred, horns curling like the moon. Rok watched in silent awe as it passed, close enough to smell the musk and dust of its coat. It did not see him. The mountain had its own rules, its own rhythm. Here, even the hunter was sometimes the unseen.

Rok pressed on, every sense heightened. He found a narrow crevice and squeezed through, scraping his arms and legs, then emerged into a small hollow where the wind stilled and the air tasted of minerals. Strange tracks patterned the dust: four-clawed prints, twice the width of his hand, leading up toward the peak. He bent, touching the print. Not wolf, not bear. Something older. Something left behind by the world before his own.

He followed, heart pounding.

As the light faded, Rok reached a ridge high above the valley. And then he saw it: stretching across the summit, bleached by countless seasons, were enormous bones—ribs taller than a man, a skull half-buried in stone. The fabled Sky-Bone Trail.

He fell to one knee, awe and fear mingling. This was what the elders had spoken of in whispers: a path into the land of spirits, or perhaps the world beyond the living.

Rok touched his mother’s charm, feeling the promise of home and the pull of the unknown. He would not turn back.

He would follow the Sky-Bone Trail.

Chapter 2: Spirits on the Ridge

The night pressed close, cold and alive. Rok huddled beneath a jutting overhang, the vast skeleton above him glowing faintly in the moonlight. He dared not light a fire—the air was too thin, the wind too fickle, and the mountain, it seemed, did not welcome strangers. Instead, he wrapped himself in his fur cloak and watched shadows dance across the bony arches.

Somewhere in the darkness, a stone clattered. Rok’s hand went instantly to his spear, heart thudding. He listened, breath caught. Only the groan of wind and the distant cry of a night bird answered him. Still, the feeling of being watched prickled at his skin. The old ones had always said the mountain kept its own secrets and that those secrets had eyes.

Sleep, when it came, was thin and restless. Rok dreamed of enormous beasts prowling through mist, their footsteps shaking the ground. One, larger than the rest, fixed him with a gaze bright as fire. Follow, it seemed to say, its jaw parting in a soundless roar.

He woke before dawn, the sky bruised with pale pink and steel blue. The mountain seemed softer in that hour, less menacing and more alive. Rok ate a handful of berries and gnawed a strip of dried meat, then rose, joints stiff and muscles aching. He studied the trail of bones stretching farther up the ridge. They curved toward the highest peak, a path set by something both ancient and purposeful.

He started up the slope, boots scraping frost from the stone. With each step, he found new wonders—a bird’s nest balanced atop a vertebra, feathers woven with strands of mammoth hair; a patch of wildflowers blooming where a hollowed rib caught water. It was as if life itself clung to the remnants of death, refusing to let go.

Midway up the ridge, he found the first sign of others. Not animals, but men. A circle of blackened stones, the char of an old fire pit. Scattered beside it, a broken spearhead of flint—shaped differently than his own, thinner, lighter, the work of a hand with other customs. Rok crouched, turning the stone over in his palm. He had never seen another clan so far north.

A flicker of movement on a distant ledge caught his eye. For a heartbeat, he saw a silhouette—broad-shouldered, wrapped in skins, watching him from above. When Rok called out, the figure vanished behind a boulder, silent as a ghost.

His heart raced, not with fear, but with anticipation. The world was larger than any story his elders had told.

He pressed on, following the sky-bone trail into the unknown, every step drawing him deeper into mystery, into the very breath of the mountain, and into the path of those who had walked before.

Chapter 3: Signs and Shadows

Rok climbed higher, boots scraping loose stones from the ancient path. The air grew thin and sharp, biting his lungs. He paused often, each time steadying his breath and searching the ridgelines for movement. The stranger he’d glimpsed was gone, but the feeling of being watched clung to him like mist.

By midday, clouds gathered, heavy and low. The sun became a pale smear in the sky. Rok pushed onward, following the trail of colossal bones as they wound through broken boulders and wind-scoured grass. The skeleton itself seemed to shift as he moved—sometimes a beast, sometimes a gateway, sometimes nothing more than a warning from another time.

On a narrow shelf, he stopped. There, pressed into a patch of soft earth, were footprints—fresh, larger than his own. Human. The toes pointed away from him, leading toward a copse of stunted pine clinging to the cliffside. Rok knelt, touching the print, feeling the lingering warmth where another had stood not long before.

He called out again, but only the wind answered.

In the trees, he found other signs: a broken branch, a bit of knotted cord, and a circle of small stones arranged carefully, as if to mark a place or send a message. Rok hesitated. Clan markings, he thought. But not his own.

Suddenly, a rock clattered behind him. Rok spun, spear at the ready, senses sharpened. From behind a boulder stepped a figure—tall, broad, wrapped in wolf pelts, dark hair matted by weather. The man’s face was painted with ash and ochre, his eyes wary and wild.

For a moment, neither moved. Rok kept his spear angled low, a sign he meant no challenge. The stranger grunted, shifting his grip on a heavy stone axe.

“I saw your fire,” Rok said, voice steady. “You climb the sky-bone trail?”

The stranger studied him, silent as stone. Then, with a nod, he spoke—a dialect Rok barely understood, but the meaning was clear: “Looking for the thunder-bones. For the spirit of the mountain.”

They stood together in uneasy truce. Rok sensed that the mountain itself was watching, waiting to see if these two men—alone and far from home—would fight or walk together.

A shrill cry split the silence. Both men looked up. High above, circling the peak, a massive vulture wheeled—its shadow passing over the bones, the rocks, and the two men below.

Rok felt the hairs rise on his arms. The trail was no longer his alone.

Chapter 4: The Pact of Stones

The two men stood beneath the towering ribs of the ancient beast, silence swirling around them like the mountain fog. Rok’s heart thumped, half with caution, half with curiosity. He watched the stranger—his painted face impassive, eyes darting from Rok’s spear to the sky-bones overhead, as if measuring both the threat and the trail ahead.

A gust of wind sent dust swirling, making them blink. The mountain, it seemed, would not wait for men to make up their minds.

Rok lowered his spear and took a small step back, palms open in peace. “Rok,” he said, pressing a hand to his chest. “Clan of the Falling Water.” He kept his voice low, nonthreatening.

The stranger’s gaze lingered, then he replied in his rough dialect, thumping his own chest, “Gar,”—he paused, searching for the right words—“Wolf-Clan. Far valley.” His accent made the words thick, but his intent was clear enough.

They regarded each other for a long moment. Gar gestured at the sky-bone path, then traced a line in the air, pointing toward the summit and then downward—a sign for ‘together,’ or perhaps ‘safe.’

Rok nodded. Alone, the mountain was deadly; together, perhaps they stood a better chance. Without another word, the two men began to walk, their uneasy alliance formed in the shadow of ancient bones.

As they climbed, Rok studied Gar. The man moved with confidence, his feet sure on the rocky ledges. His pelts were patched and worn, a necklace of wolf teeth hanging at his throat. Gar’s stone axe was old, but the edge gleamed, sharp and well-kept.

The mountain tested them with every step. They crossed a narrow bridge of stone over a chasm that yawned black and endless below. The wind roared, trying to tear them from the path. At one point, Gar reached out and grabbed Rok’s arm as he slipped on a patch of ice, hauling him upright with a grunt.

Not far ahead, the bones curved upward, half-buried in rock and frost. A hollow beneath the ribs formed a shallow cave
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