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The stone door boomed shut with the finality of a sarcophagus lid over a tomb. The echoing memory jolted Limbreth from her inner numbness by the morning fire. Athson was trapped inside Chokkra. Fear—she knew its feel now since the Banshee—rose like a bubble within her and lodged as a blocked sob in her chest. Limbreth closed her eyes. She’d almost opened her vein with a knife but for the death-grip. She picked up the travel-bread she’d dropped and stared at it. If she could only find him. But was Athson even alive after the door to Tordug’s hidden rooms slammed shut?

Gweld’s cloak flapped in the wind like crow’s wings beside her and drew her attention from her glum thoughts. She watched the elf shoulder his pack. “What do you think? Could we find him?”

The elf crossed his arms and scanned the peaks that rose above the little stand of cedar where they camped in the mountains. He sighed a plume of breath. “I wouldn’t know where to look, Limbreth. We’ll just have to trust Makwi to get them out.”

Hastra stirred and stood with her pack in hand. She patted Limbreth’s shoulder. “They’ll make it out. I’m that certain of Eloch’s will.”

Limbreth pushed Hastra’s hand away and scowled at the Withling. The old woman had let it happen. “Really? Like when you believed the Bow of Hart was in Chokkra with Corgren? They’re trapped in a huge den of trolls with Corgren like Athson’s father, and all you can say is that you’re right? I should have gone with Athson.” At least she would have been with him.

Hastra recoiled from Limbreth as if stung by bees. Her gaze shifted to Tordug and Gweld, then back to Limbreth. “I was not for rescuing Ath, but Eloch’s sending was clear to me. Survival depended on those three going alone if it was to be done. No others. I don’t know why, but I do know they will make it.”

“Well, now they’re trapped and probably lost. I don’t see how you are correct.” Limbreth scrambled to her feet and shouldered her gear. To the dry wastes with respect for Withlings. She didn’t regret her angry tone.

Tordug approached her with his bushy brow furrowed. “Limbreth, I think Makwi will get them out. We’ll go to several shelters and try to meet them at some point.”

She crossed her arms and swallowed the rising sob in her throat. “Shelters? Meet them?” She flailed an arm toward the path they’d traveled out of Tordug’s little vale when they’d left his hidden apartments. “They’re stuck in Chokkra. We need to figure out how to find them.”

Tordug raised his hands as if to halt Limbreth in her tracks. “Gell, I understand how you feel. But it’s a task beyond us and blaming Hastra does no good. She didn’t set that trap! We must trust that Makwi can do it. We should believe that Hastra is right about Eloch’s foresight. She’s been correct on many things. Makwi’s gotten out of tight spots before.”

Limbreth wheeled away and wiped a sudden tear from her cheek. Her response came in a muted, husky tone. “So we’re to abandon Ralda and Makwi and—and Athson?” Her shoulders sagged. She couldn’t abandon him. Any of them. “And where do we go? If we find them at all? Where do we go?” She wheeled toward Hastra. The Bow of Hart hung over all of them, and they’d found nothing of it. “Where do we search?”

Hastra touched her midsection, and a pained expression flashed across her face. “I’ll admit I don’t have that direction. Yet.”

“But you’re correct about sending the others into a trap?”

“Athson chose it. I merely expressed what I know to be Eloch’s own truth of the matter. I can’t know what’s not given. I knew nothing of that trap at the door.”

Limbreth walked away through the surrounding cedars. This was wrong. Hastra led them with no straight answers. No wonder Athson distrusted her. Had Limbreth been blind to her manipulations all along? Was the Withling just after the bow no matter what happened? She wiped her cheeks with her gloved hands and sniffed.

“So where are we going, Tordug?” Gweld asked, back at the fire.

Silence followed for a moment before Tordug cleared his throat. “Uh, we’ll take a path to a high road and follow it south. We’ll try to find the others. Makwi knows where to look for us. If we get far enough without them, we’ll stop and wait.”

Limbreth rolled her eyes toward the puffy clouds drifting among the mountain peaks. They were just to wait? She wanted to scream, but her breath felt short for some reason, and her heart lurched in her chest. Fear. She hated it.

“Speaking of traveling, I think it’s time we go.” Tordug sounded closer. “Limbreth, will you come? There’s little chance of going back the other way and finding them. We’ll more likely find trolls waiting.”

She nodded over her shoulder. “Yeah, coming. I’ll catch up in a minute.”

Where else could she go? Athson wasn’t with her, so she had to try to find him with the others. No matter how crazed it seemed. Tordug had planned for it with Makwi.

Weakness weighted her limbs, but she paused at the dregs of the fire. Wisps of smoke rose from under the snow kicked on the coals by Tordug. Leaving felt like giving up. But she wasn’t. Limbreth trudged after the others and left the snow-doused fire behind as they departed the isolated vale. She fell behind no matter her efforts to keep up with her companions, and Gweld often waited for her. At least the elf would help her find Athson, wherever he was. If he still lived.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Ralda shifted, and Athson slammed into rock. He grunted. The giant kept running. Spark loped at Ralda’s heels.

Athson blinked again. He squeezed his eyelids shut. It was easier in the dark just now. His father was gone. Athson’s breath caught in his throat as he exhaled.

Ath’s shout echoes in Athson’s ears, “Run, Athson!”

“I am.” No, Ralda ran. Where? His father was with Corgren. “Go back. Ath.”

Ralda ran on.

A spray of pebbles and larger rocks pelted them. Hadn’t the giant heard him? No, he couldn’t with all that noise. Athson turned his head and glimpsed a dark beard waving at him. Makwi? He was here too? Of course! Athson shut his eyes again as the crash of stone and Ralda’s movement faded.

Athson runs in the dark. Trolls howl as they thunder like an avalanche after him through the underbrush. Clawed paws snag and tear his clothing. Firelight fades. Heavy footfalls of trolls pound near, their huffing punctuated with grunts and snorts.

He turns and rushes back toward the gorge, the Funnel, near the troll camp. More trolls search the night, and others call for help. A kobold appears in front of him, and he runs into it. They fall hard, and the creature squeals as Athson grunts and kicks the creature in the face. Athson scurries off its back and rushes on. Where can he hide?

Deeper darkness yawns at his feet. He slides to a stop but not soon enough. He goes over the edge and rolls on a steep slope. Below, at the sheer edge, Athson’s legs go over, and he grasps wildly for any handhold.

Trolls point at him and howl as he slides over the edge. He falls and screams. As he goes, his father’s sword spins gleaming out of the darkness.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The rumble of collapsing stone faded to groans and squeals from the mass of surrounding rock. Ath half-gagged, half-coughed dust and grit from his throat. “Hello?” His hoarse whisper echoed ahead. An open passage. He checked his limbs by feel. Cuts and bruises, but nothing broken.

Ath crawled, but his chain pulled taut. His hands fumbled along the metal links. Who had held his chain last? Was it a buried troll? He felt around for a stone with a rough edge and enough weight to break the metal.

His hand passed over an object. Ath touched it. Rough edges, cold metal with teeth. His heart thudded. A piece of a file. He grinned. With this, he could escape.

Ath started scratching a link, his movement fast. He should make it quick, lest trolls come searching. Where could he go in this place? Where was a door? The questions slowed his fervor against the hard, thick chain.

Someone groaned.

Ath paused. He hid his short file in a pocket, a vast treasure. His hands trailed back along the chain. A large chunk of rock lay on it, and he slid it away with effort. He continued on along the chain. Rock fell near him. Ath cringed and covered his head with his arms. Silence settled around him. Just settling rock. Still, best not to linger longer than necessary.

He searched along the length of his chain. He touched a hand and drew back with a gasp. He touched it again. It was warm and felt human. Ath sat back with a groan. “Corgren!” He coughed, and it sounded like a shout in the silence of the tunnel. Ath trembled a moment, frozen in place.

Key! Did Corgren have it? He scrambled to the wizard and went through his pockets. Nothing. Ath pounded his leg with a fist. After a few moments, his frustration ended. So, it would be the file or nothing. He reached for his pocket.

Corgren groaned.

Ath froze again. If the wizard woke, he would take Ath’s prize. Then what? Ath felt around for a heavy rock. He’d have to kill Corgren and then use the file. He felt for the wizard’s bald head and lifted the rock with both hands.

Rock tumbled in the blocked passage as the corridor quaked.

The file might take too long. Ath’s face contorted with the effort of holding the rock. If it took too long, he might be buried. He grunted. Who cared if Corgren died?

Athson’s voice, now a man’s voice, flickered in his memory. Defiance. Had he survived? If so, he’d need Ath’s help.

Ath needed to escape Chokkra, and someone needed to lead him out. He needed the file—and Corgren—to escape. How, he didn’t know, other than that they had used him against Athson. He’d use the file little by little and break loose at the best opportunity. Preferably when Corgren took him to bully Athson again to get the Bow of Hart. He tossed the rock aside, his arms trembling. He’d help Athson at the right opportunity, and that would come in time.

He searched Corgren for broken limbs and found nothing but a bloody knot on his head. Ath dragged Corgren away from the rock, out of the choking dust. The chain clinked with his movements. He progressed with the arduous proficiency of a blind man. He felt for obstacles, lest he fall, until the occasional sound of settling rock faded.

Corgren coughed and groaned. He rolled over in Ath’s grasp.

“What are you doing? Where am I?” Corgren shoved Ath weakly away.

Ath stepped back. “There was a collapse. I pulled you away.”

Corgren hissed in pain. “That’s a nasty blow.” He went still and then pulled Ath close. “Why did you save me?” A trembling grasp reached for Ath’s throat. “You tried to kill me. This head wound.”

Ath struggled with Corgren. “Please, no! It’s the chain. We’re attached. I don’t think the trolls survived.” He waved his hand in a vague approximation of the collapse.

Corgren’s grasp loosened. A weak laugh echoed in the tunnel. “I suppose you want some thanks, some reward?”

Ath scrambled away. “No. It was just that rock kept falling around us.”

He heard Corgren rise with prolonged grunts. He pulled on the chain. “Well, since you want to live, come along.”

Ath followed. He squeezed the file in his pocket. He’d be ready if the time came. He shook his head. When it came. He coughed to cover a laugh. The file blazed like a candle of hope in his mind. When…

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Fire roared at Athson when he opened his eyes. He flinched and hissed in pain. Corgren’s spell—no, a campfire. He groaned and sat up, or tried to. He flinched at his stinging hands and fell onto his back. Athson focused on the firelight. Definitely not wizard’s fire. He groaned again. Stars wheeled into place over him with a roll of his eyes. He took a ragged breath. Where was his father? Still in Chokkra? Buried? Athson turned his head, touched his nose with a tender finger, and found dried blood. Salve covered his hands. “What’s going on? Where is he?” He barely sounded like himself with this croaking voice.

Someone poked the fire. Athson squinted into the light and guessed aloud, “Makwi?”

“So you are awake, then.” The dwarf’s voice rumbled but fluttered with weariness. His arm was in a sling. “Ralda’s around, be back anytime.”

“No, my father.”

“Who knows after that cave-in.” Makwi shrugged and winced. “Sorry, lad. Barely made it ourselves, many thanks to Ralda.”

“I need to know.” Athson forced himself into a sitting position. His head spun, and he leaned against a rock. They camped among boulders, and the touch of frigid wind brushed his hair and rustled needles among the squat pines surrounding them. “What happened?” His voice was hoarse, and his lips felt chapped beneath more salve.

“I don’t know for sure. Ralda got us out. He went hunting down the valley before dark.” The dwarf’s face wrinkled into a worried frown as he turned to look into the night for the giant. “It is dangerous this close to Chokkra, but we have little choice. I doubt they will follow. Ralda says the gate is blocked. We’re settled at an old watch-post off one of the connecting walks to the mountain roads leading south.”

Athson thought back. He had dived to block the magic fireball from the wizard. What else that had happened escaped his memory after those moments. He closed his eyes, and the image of his father’s sword in the night whirled through his spinning head. That had never happened. The memories of that night on the Funnel flooded him. They were all from a fit. Even though he’d had the sword.

His eyes flicked open. He didn’t have the sword. That was why he’d had the fit. He touched the scabbard at his hip. Empty. “Where is it?”

“You want more salve? Water?” Makwi pointed with his good hand. “That salve will help. We’ll put more on later.”

Makwi tossed him a skin of water with a hiss of pain over his shoulder. Athson found a way to drink through the discomfort in his hands. But he gasped after a few gulps and trembled at the flash of troll shadows bouncing off the surrounding boulders, chasing him from the past. He focused on his boots and took ragged breaths.

Athson took stock of his hands, which were red with burns on the back. Burns from the wizard’s attack. He flexed his fingers, but they were swollen. He looked at the dwarf, who seemed to be in pain and tired or dazed, judging by his lack of energy. But the sword—he needed it. “Where is it?” He searched his memory for what had happened.

Makwi didn’t answer. His head slumped on his chest, and a soft snore escaped his lips.

Athson gingerly felt the throb on his head. He winced. A lump on the left side, and that eye was blurred when he closed the right one. The dwarf bore a few bruises too. Athson chuckled at their ragged appearance, but it passed his lips as a grunt. “We are a pair. The trolls could take us easily.” The shadows dancing in their camp crept toward him.

Makwi stirred. “Eh, what? I think we could give them some trouble if needed.” He offered a dour grin. But the dwarf’s eyes said otherwise.

Athson doubted he could rise to his feet now. Where was his sword and bow? He glanced around and found them propped against a boulder alongside Makwi’s ax. “Makwi, my sword. Can you give it to me? I don’t think I can stand.”

The dwarf fought the pain in his shoulder and struggled to his feet.

A big shadow loomed out of the darkness between a pair of rocks.

Makwi snatched his ax.

Athson scrambled back against the rock at his back. Those remembered shadows looked too real. He reached for his wolf-head dagger. At least he had that, and his palms weren’t burned.

Ralda stepped out of the shadows, his broad face and bulbous nose smudged with grime. He chuckled, a sound that echoed among the rocks. “Not troll!” His gaze shifted to Athson. “Awake. Good. Fear you hurt bad.” The giant slung a field-cleaned deer carcass from his shoulder to the ground and proceeded with cooking preparations.

Makwi set his ax by his pack and blanket. Then the dwarf retrieved Athson’s sword and bow.

Athson took the weapons and laid the bow aside. He held the sword a moment, and his head spun less. He glanced around their little encampment. The shadows from the firelight on the surrounding rock wriggled. All normal now. Not trolls at all. Athson sighed. What a relief. Just the remnants of walls with two old doorways.

He sat up with a struggle, and his head resumed spinning. So that was the injury. He touched the lump on his head. But now he saw Spark. The mountain hound panted by the fire. He shut his eyes for long moments, and the confusion of old memories faded. The sword had never followed him over the ledge that night. It broke instead. He tightened and loosened his grip on the sword with a wince and exhaled. He’d had a fit when Ralda carried him from Chokkra. And just now. Some. That was certain. But the sword helped. Maybe there would be none of the side effects with it now.

Soon enough venison cooked over the fire, and Makwi watched Ralda turn it with a fixed gaze. Makwi cleared his throat. “What happened? After Corgren’s fireball?”

Ralda motioned for Makwi to turn the meat. The giant squatted by Athson and began wrapping cloth around his head. “Take sword.” Ralda touched the hilt where Athson hugged it to his chest. “Break chain. Leave.” The giant paused in bandaging Athson’s head and motioned to them with several hand signs. “Take on shoulders, run. Gates crushed.” He smacked his big hands together. “Rock fall on me.” He tapped his chest. “Hide in crack. All stop. I find this place.” He thrust a thumb at Makwi. “He show me come here, good camp.” The giant ended with a few more wiggles of his fingers and brushed dark strands of his hair over his shoulder.

“Of course! The blessed sword broke the spelled chains on the gate.” Makwi grimaced at his shoulder. “Even my dwarf-steel ax couldn’t do that. Small wonder I’m injured, then.”

Athson wobbled to his feet and gave what bow he could to the giant, as did the dwarf. The giant’s face flushed in the firelight, but he thanked them for their politeness. It was then that Athson noticed the big man had a few bruises from falling rock and a few seared spots on his face and his arms. Athson almost fell over, and Ralda steadied him as he sat again.

The giant waved a hand in Athson’s face. “You see good?”

Athson pointed to his left eye, the same side of his head as the bump. “This one’s blurry, but that binding helps some. What of my father and the wizard?” His father, he had seen him! After all these years! It had been a bitter sight. That disheveled, dirty figure standing beside the wizard with a tattered cloth over his eyes. Athson looked at the fire and squeezed his eyes shut. The sight remained. He clenched his jaw, winced at the pain in his head, and rubbed the side of his face.

Ralda went back to the fire and checked Makwi’s sling. “No see what happen. Maybe die. Yes? Not good. Sorry, Athson.”

Athson sighed. “Not your fault, Ralda. There wasn’t much we could do.” Was his father really dead? He needed confirmation—somehow. He lowered his head, and tears stung his eyes. He should have sought his father long ago. But how could Athson have known he was alive or where to look?

When the venison was cooked, they ate. Athson had to hold his portions gingerly in his burned hands after letting them cool. Afterward, he let the giant bathe his hands in cold water at Makwi’s direction and apply more salve when they were dry. The icy water from a spring Ralda had found felt good on his hands, and Athson resolved he would soak them himself when he could walk. The giant’s touch on his hand was painful, though, and he winced twice.

Makwi handed him an herb. “Take this. It’ll help the pain. It’ll put you to sleep too, at least for a while.”

Athson hesitated. He didn’t want more herbs messing with his perception. “That’s all?”

“All I know. Just chew a while.” Makwi took some himself, chewed it several times, and shoved it into a ball in his cheek.

Athson shifted his gaze to Spark, but the mountain hound lay still. The sight of Spark comforted him. But solid sleep sounded good even if for just a while. He shoved the dried leaves in his mouth with a grimace of pain in his head and chewed them on the right side of his mouth. His eyes soon blinked, and he slid into his blanket and let the sleep cover his mind.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

An arrow streaks past Athson’s head, and light snaps off in the bowl of surrounding stone. Darkness swallows him in an instant, and his anger drains with a breath. Why is he angry? Someone moves beside him. Athson turns, and it’s Gweld.

He seems disappointed. “I just missed him?”

“Missed who? You mean the arrow?”

And then they are walking through the night among trees.

Gweld turns to him. “Athson, you must go for the bow, and you will find him then.”

“Find who?” They walk on the path in the night, and Gweld is gone.

Out of the night so thick Athson thinks he’s choking, light gleams, welcoming him as if from a long journey. He steps forward, and there’s a table and chairs, the former set with bread and wine. He’s hungry and moves forward and voice speaks, “Eat. It’s all here for you.” Athson whirls and there is the trader with his floppy hat and another man he doesn’t know, both beckoning him to sit.

Athson steps toward the table and he’s suddenly on a high, windswept ledge beneath a cloudy sky. The eagle screams out of his past, and Athson crouches. He looks up, and Limbreth sails past him on the wind, her face intent like an eagle, like the one with Zelma at Eagle’s Aerie. She flies by with another eagle’s cry shrill in his ears.

Athson turns and darkness surrounds him again. A chain clinks, and someone grunts. Light flashes by a hand being pulled by a chain. The dim light shines along an arm to a hook-nosed face. Athson gasps at Corgren’s face, pale as death. The chain drags the wizard past Athson. He looks along the length of chain and sees a silhouette. The figure turns, and Athson sees him in the dim flash of light like distant lightning. The haggard, blind face of his father grimaces as he pulls Corgren away, and the flicker ends like a dying flame.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Athson stirred from sleep beside the low embers of the fire. Ralda and Makwi snored in exhausted sleep nearby. Wind whistled softly like a lullaby past their camp, but cold lay among them like a merciless blanket as the stars spread above.

He rolled onto his side, thankful for merely a dull ache in his head. His father was alive. Athson struggled to his hands and knees, and his head spun.

He should get up, go find him.

He placed his hands on the boulder beside him and pushed himself to his feet but stood doubled over. He held his head until the spinning sensation stopped. Almost. If he could only stand, he’d go find his father.

He would now. Go now.

Athson reached for his sword on the ground and almost fell. He leaned heavily against the boulder, and his head grazed the rock. Pain shot through him afresh, and nausea rose from his stomach. On the second try, Athson grasped his sword and then fumbled with it until it slid into the sheath.

Athson stretched a hand toward his pack, on which his quiver and bow lay. His finger snagged the pack, and he half dragged it and half stepped toward it. Athson opened the pack and searched for the inheritance – his inheritance. He found it, untied the bowstring and read the note afresh through his blurry vision. He shut his eyes and remembered his dream from the night at Eagle’s Aerie when it all started with this familial inheritance.

A silhouette kneels and rocks, dark against the fire beyond it. It was Zelma, Hastra’s sister, and a Withling too. He knew that now. Her uneven voice chants:

“The bow shall be hidden from heart…”

Zelma feeds wood into the fire. Sparks snap from the coals and whirl amid the orange-blue tongues. An arc forms in the smoke and fades into the stars.

“The eagle will guide the heir…”

An eagle’s scream pierces the night wind.

“The bow shall be found at need…”

Zelma’s wrinkled hands tie a wad of cloth with string - a bowstring. This inheritance.

“And the arrow shall Eloch prepare.”

A shooting star streaks across the horizon and drags Athson’s attention from the crouching figure before the popping fire.

The eagle screams again - louder and nearer.

Athson shuddered out of the dream as he opened his eyes. He squinted. The wrapping was a banner. For what? He re-wrapped it all and tied the string anew. It didn’t matter now. He had to find his father. He shoved the inheritance into the pack and worked it onto his shoulders with the quiver, then leaned on the boulder again. After a slow rise to his feet with the bow, Athson staggered past Ralda and somehow missed tripping over the giant.

He leaned against a natural wall of stone and stumbled along the path out of the old dwarven watch-station. Beneath the light of the stars, he came to a paved walk of stone with a wall running along the edge, past which the night yawned. The walk stretched into the night to his left and right. Athson stood like a reed, shifting with the wind as his breath plumed in his face with the cold. Which way? His body leaned right, and he followed with a stagger.

Spark padded by Athson’s side. “That’s right, Spark. We’ll do what we should’ve done all along. I’m going to find my father.” He steadied himself against the mountainside rising from the path and wobbled away.
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Wind moaned down the mountainside beyond the shelter door. Magdronu, disguised as Gweld the elven ranger, sat on the rough floor and pretended to meditate. He yearned to sail on the raucous wind and hunt. But his ultimate prey lay beyond his reach—for now.

He sent the summons again over his magical connection. ‘Corgren!’ There were no more scheduled meetings now that Corgren wore his Ring of Summoning again after his return to Chokkra. Magdronu-as-Gweld suppressed the urge to pace the cramped confines of the shelter. Stacked stone and wooden roofs. The stone-rats built pathetic little nests for traveling away from their grandly carved nests and villages in the mountains. He exhaled slowly and stayed in character, since the others were close by.

Not even Paugren had answered since Magdronu had sent Corgren’s brother in search of the wizard. It boded some ill fortune. Probably Eloch’s doing again. He drew Athson like a moth to flame, but Eloch thwarted each attempted trap. Magdronu-as-Gweld shifted slightly. No one ignored his summons lightly. Not even his most trustworthy servants. For hundreds of years, he had groomed his two wizards, and they always performed faithfully.

Magdronu waited in silence. The others murmured their concerns beside the low fire. Huddling before the pitiful heat. His own heat warmed him even in the cold. But he needed not wrath at this moment. Just information.

Corgren and his brother, Paugren understood Magdronu’s goals. Thwart Eloch’s prophecy against his rise by taking the Bow of Hart from this old traitorous Hartian family. But one of the family needed to give it willingly. Magdronu-as-Gweld inhaled and exhaled in his “meditation”. One of Magdronu’s hallowed grounds–the Funnel or a high place in these, the Drelkhaz Mountains–would serve best. Manipulation of the young ranger was best and Magdronu-as-Gweld could do it. Trust was important and built over a long time. Until then, Magdronu maintained his disguise to the very moment the bow entered his possession. He clasped his elven hands. Then he’d grow his power and throw off this accursed dragon’s form forced on him by Eloch. Magdronu-as-Gweld shifted his position. But did they have Athson in hand? The delay threw doubt amid his plans.

Another sending, this time to the brother. ‘Paugren!’

A day of traveling afoot for this tiny nest of minuscule warmth. He’d rather they slept in the cold. But the poor things required shelter. Weak and worthy only to serve and be consumed. He sniffed. Their worry fed his senses, and it tasted delicious.

‘Master, I answer.’

Magdronu almost shouted, almost jumped to his elven-disguised feet and clapped his hands. He almost roared an answer along the magical connection. ‘Paugren, what news?’ And what was this? The taste of anger, tinged with—disloyalty? Questioning? He sent a rumble of displeasure from his inner core along the magic spell. A face hove into view, Corgren’s likeness with hair and a face shaved bare.

Paugren cringed and strove to keep his balance under the weight of the communication spell. ‘M-master, I have searched long and found my brother with this slave. They were caught in a cave-in that killed his squads at the gate. I’ve brought them away, but we know nothing of the ranger. I’ll heal Corgren of his injuries after we’re done.’

‘The ranger yet lives.’ Magdronu had felt that much over the familial curse, as with the father, blind though he was. He ignored the conversation around him in the shelter. ‘What happened at the gate?’ Eloch—it had to be his doing.

‘Corgren used a fire spell that struck a blade blessed by our enemy. The collision set off the collapse in the old hall.’ Paugren wobbled on his legs.

Satisfaction rose in Magdronu. Let Paugren feel the force of his presence and remember his place. Disloyalty, indeed! ‘So Athson has escaped or is trapped somehow. Likely the former, knowing Eloch.’ He must counter this move, and quickly. He needed to apply pressure once they met Athson. Magdronu-as-Gweld inhaled and exhaled in the slow exercise of an elf. Too bad Limbreth traveled with him and not Athson. Magdronu almost laughed—indeed, he let a rumble of mirth flow along the magic. ‘Do what you must for Corgren. I must have control of the Bane. It will cause pain.’

Magdronu reached along the thread of magic from him to the Bane.

‘Master, wait. He shrieks! I’ve not healed him!’

The disloyalty grew to rebellion along the communication spell. Magdronu rumbled his anger at Eloch, at his own cursed dragon’s form, at Paugren’s doubts, at Corgren’s mishandled spell. He still had to teach them lessons after all these centuries. No servant was to be trusted—ever. ‘He will live!’ Magdronu pulled and released the thread of magic several times. Let them learn consequences. He tugged a final time at the thread to the Bane and snapped it from Corgren. ‘Return to Rok and send more sacrifices. Await my instructions. These events change my plans.’ He snapped the thread of communing magic. He imagined Paugren collapsing like the stone in Chokkra. Lessons. The brothers would serve him well or die.

Magdronu-as-Gweld opened his eyes. But for now, focus on the moment and what to do after that poorly constructed dwarf-rat nest that collapsed. Magdronu-as-Gweld flicked a quick, hard glare, unobserved, at Tordug. He scooted toward the fire and pretended to warm his hands before he took his portion of food. Now to find Athson and exert control. He raised his cup of water to pale-faced Limbreth with a nod of welcome. She wasn’t well in these heights, frail thing. But she’d feel worse if his plan worked. Leverage was all he needed. Magdronu-as-Gweld almost laughed—almost.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Hastra picked at the haunch of mountain goat going cold in her hands. Her aches from walking dulled as she stared into the waving flames and the smoke drifting past her face toward the shelter’s cunningly devised hole. Her eyelids flickered as she drifted like the smoke into her state of meditation. Eloch had been gracious with food. Eloch had given what was needed. Perhaps her prayers would bring answers. Hastra inhaled and slowly exhaled.

Tordug stirred and drew her attention. The dwarf touched Limbreth’s shoulder. “Can you breathe better now?”

Limbreth answered with a silent exaggerated series of nods.

Hastra turned back to the fire and her thoughts. Best not to frown at Limbreth. If only she could regain Limbreth’s trust. Imagine refusing a Withling’s blessing for her short breath in these heights. She grunted at the unnecessary refusal and covered her disapproval by warming her hands at the fire. A glance at Limbreth told Hastra she wasn’t well. Good thing there weren’t any trolls close. Limbreth had lagged behind all day and arrived well after dark at the shelter. She’d even made Tordug go back for her and reel her in like a fish. Hastra grunted and frowned, then held her meat over the fire. Best not to stir up more animosity from Limbreth when she needed encouragement. Hastra picked warm meat from the bone and ate it.

“That goat goes down well after a long day walking.” Gweld motioned to Hastra’s share of the meal.

“Mmm. A good shot. What is needed…” Hastra brushed hair from her face.

Gweld and Tordug intoned together, “Is given.”

Limbreth just nibbled her food, her face pale in the firelight. Her gaze flicked toward Hastra and back to her hands. “Is given.” Her whisper sounded lifeless, or thankless.

“So, will you tell us where we’re going next?” The elf adjusted his cloak and one of several old woolen blankets they’d found in this shelter.

Hastra cocked her head, inhaled, and closed her eyes for several moments. When she opened her eyes, she shifted her gaze among her companions in turn. “That is a question for Tordug, who’s been rather quiet about our destination.” She cleared her throat and arched a single eyebrow at the old dwarf-lord.

Tordug opened his mouth in answer.

“Not where we’re to meet the others. Where do we seek the bow?” Gweld touched his own bow in emphasis of his meaning.

Hastra slouched, aware of Limbreth’s keen stare in her direction. The girl worried about the wrong things. She didn’t believe Hastra’s certainty of Athson’s safety. But then, Hastra knew hardships loomed, though Eloch withheld her from revealing such things. Such insights were hard to bear in silence, but Hastra knew the price of speaking out of turn—no matter the consequences otherwise. “I do not know that yet, but it shall be given in time. For now, we need to find the others, make for this village, and obtain supplies and better winter gear.” She nodded at Tordug.

The dwarf shifted his gaze toward his feet, then glanced at Hastra again as he frowned.

Hastra picked at her meat again. Tordug’s uncertainty told her everything. He wasn’t certain they’d get much help because of him, his loss of honor among his people. A hardship for him, possibly shared with them. “But that too shall be given as needed.”

Tordug’s shoulders relaxed and he genuflected to Hastra. His dwarven response indicated his trust in her.

Limbreth shifted her gaze between them, catching the dwarven response. Understanding drifted across her expression. It wasn’t as simple as walking into a remote dwarven settlement and getting help at a word from their leader. The young Grendonese woman frowned.

Hastra leaned against the stacked-stone wall behind her, and the cold sucked the warmth from her body. She quivered, but not at the cold touch at her back. Even she would see hardship in the coming weeks, maybe worse. “But come, tell us our path, Tordug. Perhaps Eloch will show me something from your words to help us.”

Finding the Bow of Hart was a prophecy she little doubted. She touched her recovered book where it was written. The result weighed on her, as it had for long years. Not even Gweld understood her burden of several centuries, the unction that drove her. She hated the loss of her youth and her order and bore it all with less patience over the years. It was no excuse to show Athson her frayed patience, or act in a peremptory fashion. She’d made her mistakes too over the years, not to mention since meeting the Archer in Auguron City. Make it right. That was one clear unction. With Athson. She shifted her eyes toward Limbreth again. And with Limbreth, if possible. Hastra regretted losing her trust. Even though she often failed at relating with people, Eloch remained gracious. She sighed. Why did it feel like she’d failed with more than people?

Tordug cleared his throat and tossed more wood on the fire as it burned low. “I suppose I may as well tell you where we’re going. You don’t know the way without a dwarf anyway, and we’re well away from the dangers of Chokkra.”

Hastra leaned toward the fire and warmth. “But not from hardship, I’ll warrant. Always something ahead, good and hard alike. But each new day is a blessing of Eloch, and the hardship is but a small thing compared to what is given.” She wasn’t fond of hardship, regardless. But she’d made that choice at Withling’s Watch. She shuddered at the memory of all the blood that day. Hardship had stalked her days since that day she had died on Corgren’s blade and come back.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Tordug swept his hands to indicate the shelter to his companions. “We’ll visit several more shelters like this one and meet Makwi and the others at one. We’ll leave indication we’ve been at each, just as Makwi will if they reach them before us. If necessary, we—or they—will wait at the last point, the Tower of Nazh-akun.”

He paused and swallowed the lump rising in his throat. His people despised him now—or near enough—for the fall of Chokkra and their hardships. The shame weighed on his shoulders like a mountain. Even here, within the stacked-stone walls where no dwarf accompanied them, his failure cut-off his honor. But with help, he could win back some of it. He glanced between Limbreth and Hastra. A chance amid his weakness. If only he could reveal it to them.

Gweld checked his taut bowstring. “And where to after that? Or will the tower hold enough supplies for us?”

Tordug’s face twitched. Never reveal your weakness, even to friends. A code of survival for the dishonored, lest he be held in lower esteem yet. “There might be more than here but not all that we need. Any dwarves patrolling this region of the mountains likely wouldn’t stay there long.”

Limbreth huffed with her short breath. “Why wouldn’t they linger?”

Tordug withheld a harsh word to the ax-maid. She should receive the Withling’s blessing and breathe. “Because Rokans patrol these mountains too. It is rumored in the west that they capture our people and use them for sacrifice to the dragon.” His lips twitched. For his people’s sake, he’d make his appeal. He motioned open-handed to Gweld. “We’ll go farther, to a settlement named Ezhandun. There we’ll seek assistance, should they agree to even speak with us.”

Limbreth swallowed water hard and avoided choking.

Tordug turned to her. She was confused and lacked understanding. A quick glance at Hastra told him she understood.

“Why wouldn’t they speak with us? You’re their lord.” Limbreth’s voice sounded like wind through reeds, and she took deep gasps.

A sigh escaped Tordug’s lips. He ground his teeth a moment and then threw his proverbial dice for all to see. “Because I’m accounted very low in honor, ax-maid, after the fall of Chokkra.”

“But surely there is some appeal we can make? You’ve taught me how to ask for help.” Limbreth shifted her gaze between Tordug and Hastra.

Tordug pursed his lips. She was still perplexed by dwarven custom. That needed changing along this trek. He nodded. “There is a way.” He pointed to Limbreth and Hastra in turn. “But I’ll need your help and the Withling’s. And Makwi’s if—” If Makwi still lived. But surely he did, if Athson did, according to Hastra. He fixed the Withling with a steady gaze, and she nodded affirmation to his questioning glance. He’d take that over nothing. “The honor you three have among dwarves will raise my standing and get us what we need.”

Limbreth managed to whisper, “I see.”

Tordug pointed toward Limbreth. “But there is much you yet need to learn. You need your strength instead of this high-mountain sickness. It can linger for days. You need to take the blessing if you’re to learn as a dwarf, as an ax-maid, and—”

Limbreth struggled to her feet and wobbled out of the shelter, into the cold night.

Hastra motioned to Limbreth’s weapons. “Take your sw—”

Limbreth cut her eyes at Hastra the moment she shut the door behind her.

Tordug spread his hands to Hastra. “Can you do nothing? We will need her learning all she can.”

Hastra shook her head with a grimace.

Gweld moved to stand. “I’ll go speak with her.”

Hastra motioned to the elf to sit as she held Tordug’s attention. “No, Gweld. I think Tordug must speak to her. She’s angry with me, but she’ll listen to a mentor.”

Gweld settled back and raised his hands. “Fair enough, Withling.” He offered her an elven gesture of honor.

Tordug grunted as he gathered himself to stand. “She’s right, Gweld. It should be me for now.”

Hastra motioned for Tordug to sit. “But give her a few moments in the cold with short breath. Maybe she’ll start thinking some.”

Tordug stood anyway, strolled to the door, and waited. “A few moments might clear her head.” Or she’d faint over the side of the trail wall and he’d lose his chance to regain some of his honor. He shook his head. Showing up with a Withling and an ax-maid with death-grip should be enough for a festival. Not counting the support of his champion. If Makwi did indeed live. Tordug stroked the braids in his beard and squeezed one large knot. If only he could remove that sign of failure to all. He ducked out the door without checking for Hastra’s approval. He needed Limbreth to remove the dishonorable knot.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Limbreth stood with the murmur of her companions’ voices muffled beyond the door and the rush of mountain wind. Rain pelted her rain-cloak. Not so soft a sound as it had seemed within the shelter. Regret weighed on her mind over her rudeness throughout the day. She shouldn’t have brushed Hastra and Tordug aside like that. But they let Athson walk into a trap. Limbreth pulled the cloak close, fastened the stays, and trudged down the short crack in the mountain where the shelter lay nestled out of the wind and away from the dwarven road.

She felt her way across the road to the wall and grasped the rough top edge. The wind fingered her cloak. Limbreth turned left, northward. Athson was off somewhere in the mountains, likely on a different road. It could be higher or lower than this one. Her lower lip trembled. These roads seldom intersected, as she recollected their day of travel on them. Nothing to do but wait and walk until they met. If they lived. If they’d escaped Chokkra.

Limbreth paced on the road. And Tordug expected her to learn dwarven ways. She did regret walking out on the conversation and Trodug’s pleas. But Hastra had left Athson and the others stranded. It was an empty conversation. Nothing mattered without him on this quest. Hastra didn’t care about him, only about that precious prophecy and the Bow of Hart. She kicked a stray stone, bent to feel around for it, grasped it, and threw it into empty night beyond the roadside wall.

The cold rain suddenly ended. Deep inside her, a wild wail of despair lurked. Food tasted like ash these last few days. The others made plans, talked like Athson and the others were on a walk through flowery fields or something, while Limbreth labored with the inadequate breaths that left her weak.

Her anger and impatience wilted. She half-turned for the shelter. She’d better apologize. She hesitated and stepped back to the wall, lifting her face to the constant mountain wind. Only a few hard raindrops fell now. She’d go in a moment.

The weather muffled her thoughts, and only one thing crept through her—where was Athson? She wanted more than anything to see him, to feel his lips kissing hers. Limbreth imagined his hand caressing her cheek. Silly thoughts. Things she’d never allowed herself in Grendon. Or on the long trek this far. That door had closed him away from her, and emptiness had flooded her since. She should let her hair out of its braid. She closed her eyes at the thought of Athson stroking her hair.

Limbreth sighed audibly. She was away from the others, so there was no one to hear. This waiting for word from Athson—and the others—weighed on her so heavily that she stepped back from the protective wall lest she be pulled over. But the heaviness dulled her thoughts more than any sadness she had ever known—even the sorrow of her disagreements with her father.

A sob escaped her mouth suddenly. She put a hand over her mouth lest a desperate wail also escape. That sadness lingered like an old wound, like the ache from the arrow in her left arm. She’d followed the Withling from home because of anger, and now she stood in the cold, angered by the old woman. Adventure was one reason she’d left, but fighting with her father was another. That wound lingered, yes. Being princess of the realm of Grendon bored her, along with all the suitors who took a fancy to her flashing eyes and pretty smile. They faked their interest for a chance at power, a chance they’d ascend with her if something happened to her older siblings. She knew history, and it had happened. They didn’t want her, and she had angered her father, who had a realm bigger than her stubborn scruples.

Another sob racked her body as Limbreth thought of the times her father had held her in his lap and comforted her when she was sad or tickled her into squirming fits of laughter when she was playful. Childhood had been lost with responsibility. Limbreth looked up at a sudden spray of rain that washed away her tears.

She jumped as someone touched her elbow. Her heart beat faster than ever with the mountain sickness. “Tordug,” she breathed as her heart surged. “I did not hear you.” She swayed with dizziness and braced herself with a sudden grasp at the elder dwarf’s shoulder.

“You have not heard much these last days.” He handed her the pair of swords she had left inside the shelter. “You left these even though the Withling suggested you take them.”

Limbreth looked sidelong at the dwarf as she took the belt and swords. The same concern reflected in the light of the fire within their refuge now glinted in the dwarf-lord’s eyes.

“Thank you.” She hugged the weapons close.

He stood silent beside her for a moment.

“Where are the others?” Her whisper sounded like the murmuring wind. Lack of breath. Her chest rose and fell in an effort for more air. “Where are they? South of us, or north? Higher up or lower?” She searched the impenetrable night with her gaze.

“We left farther south of them, I should think. We’re on a middle road, so they might be lower than us for now.” Tordug laid a sympathetic hand on her arm and spoke with as much kindness as a gruff-voiced dwarf could. “They will be well. Makwi will see to that. The boy is safe, Hastra knows this. Don’t fret, ax-maid.”

Limbreth shrugged. “I can’t help myself. I don’t know why I can’t.” But she did know and avoided eye contact with the dwarf, lest he see it too.

“Every ax-maid I have known of would give her life for her man. You are no different. You wish to be near and share the danger with him.”

The dwarf spoke according to his culture, and Limbreth just gazed at him in the dim light of his glow-moss lantern. Were all dwarves insane? Share in the danger? But she did want that. Crazy, Limbreth. She did not deny it. Instead she embraced the openness of her affection, and it lent her sudden warmth. Limbreth flashed a faint smile at the dwarf’s kind words, dwarf-like though they might be. Tordug’s words rang true, though. She could not deny them any longer. She wished to share Athson’s life—and his dangers.

“Thank you again.” She bobbed her head and touched her forehead—a dwarven gesture.

Tordug’s face broadened into a grin for a moment only and then hardened. He cleared his throat. “Now, about what I was saying inside. I only—”

Limbreth looked at her boots and glanced up Tordug. He was so like a father. “I was coming to apologize. I’ll—I’ll learn what you need.”

Tordug’s face softened again. “I know it’s hard with him gone, but you must do what you can to help now and later. That’s what you can do while he’s gone—anytime you’re separated. I’ll teach you formal requests and responses. I can show you how to gain respect with just a joke among warriors.”

Limbreth nodded. Yes, she’d help Athson as much she could—and the others. She could, she knew it.

“And the best start you can make is the Withling’s blessing.”

They locked eyes. Tordug didn’t look away. Neither did Limbreth. Her jaw clenched, and her lips quivered at a negative response, but she pushed that down. She was only hurting herself. It was the least she could do for Athson, Tordug, and the others. Her chest heaved for breath to speak. She forced the words out in a whisper. “I’ll do it.”

They turned for the shelter, but Tordug suddenly pushed past her roughly. “Who goes there in the dark?”

Limbreth wheeled. A shadow loomed to the north up the walk.

The Withling gave a warning shout from within the shelter. Firelight cast dim light along the crack at the road. Hastra scrambled out the door.

The shadow, whoever it was, was gone in an instant, faded back into the rain-soaked gloom.

Hastra scurried onto the road without her cloak. “Did you see it?”

“Someone was back up the walk.” Tordug pointed a stubby finger into the darkness.

“That was not a someone, but a something.” The Withling glanced with narrowed eyes in the direction indicated for any sign of the vanished figure. “That cursed spirit haunts our tracks.”

“The Bane? It’s not after Athson?” Limbreth reached for a sword as the dwarf turned to usher the Withling back into the shelter.

Gweld met them halfway to the shelter door, his elven long-knife drawn and casting a glint in Limbreth’s eye.

“Apparently not.” Hastra stopped short upon entering the chamber with her jaw firmly set. “But why us? Why now?”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Athson trudged along the dwarven walk. Either Spark leaned against him often or he leaned into the mountain-side of the path. He clattered with loose legs down steps. His arms flailed. Can’t stop. His head spun, and the ache arrived with greater intensity than in the encampment. His shoulder and pack scraped along the rock face. Whoa! He tipped forward. Keep those feet moving. He misjudged a step with his blurred vision, veered toward the low wall, and toppled toward it.

Spark lunged under him, but Athson fell over the mountain hound and rolled on his arms and knees. His bow, hanging from his shoulder, slapped him in the face. He fetched up against the wall, the wind knocked from his lungs a moment. He rubbed his head. It ached like a dozen trolls had pounded on it. He shook his head to clear his vision and the pain. Don’t do that again. He held his head like it might fall off and wobbled like a drunk dwarf after one of their festivals—whatever it was they celebrated. He’d seen Chokkrans and traders from elsewhere drunk in Auguron City. He’d have to ask Makwi sometime, sometime, what they celebrated. He’d never seen a drunk elf. Why weren’t elves ever drunk? He rested his head against the wall.

He shook awake at the pain in his head and blinked at his blurred vision. Won’t go away. His vision cleared, and he winced at the light around him. Daylight? When had that happened? Was it dark when he fell? He couldn’t remember.

Spark sat in front of him and panted, looking up. The mountain hound woofed.

“Hey there, Spark. Did I sleep?” He reached for the top of the wall and attempted to pull himself to his feet. “Want me to get moving, eh?”

The dog grabbed a sleeve with his teeth and pulled Athson over.

“Hey, stop that! I have enough trouble without you doing that!” He tried again, farther from the wall this time. He staggered into a low crouch and leaned for the wall.

Spark snagged his pack again with his teeth.

Athson fell away from the wall. “Stop it, or I’ll never get up!” More trolls pounded at his head. Maybe a few bugbears with clubs. His stomach fluttered, and darkness swirled in his vision. “Got to find father.”

Spark barked, ears up, and wagged his tail.

“I know, I’m trying. Just help me and stop pulling me over.”

The mountain hound trotted toward the mountain side of the road. He wagged his tail and woofed again.

“Ok, I’m coming. Just stand still, will you?” Athson braced himself on Spark’s back and got halfway to his feet before the dog walked off. Athson followed as the dog angled toward the rock face, away from the roadside wall. “Hey, cut it out!”

The dog kept walking at a steady pace, directly at the mountain-face.

Athson followed as he steadied himself again Spark as his pack leaned the other way. Somehow, they arrived at the rock face, where Athson pulled himself into a slouch and adjusted his pack. His head spun and ached even more. Maybe it was a couple ogres pounding away in there. He staggered along and grabbed several handholds on the mountainside.

He glanced back and almost fell.

Spark lunged up and nudged him steady.

Athson frowned at the mountain hound and then at the retaining wall on the other side of the dwarven walk. It wasn’t even waist-high. “Oh, you’ve been trying to keep me from tumbling over that.” He grabbed the mountainside again as a chill ran along his spine. His foggy thinking. Without Spark, he would’ve gone over the side. He patted Spark. “Sorry, old boy. Good dog.”

Spark licked his hand.

Athson held his hand up to his face. It wasn’t wet. Of course, it wasn’t. He took a few steps and grabbed the rock face. Gotta find father—somehow, somewhere.

He stumbled along the road and lost track of time. He remembered falling a few times, getting back up. Twice he came to his senses with Spark lying beside him on the walk. Both times he got up and strode along the path. He had to find his father.

Athson paused, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He drank some water. Had he been winded like this all along?

Something moved in his blurred vision back the way he’d come. Someone cloaked in black moved toward him. Athson backed away. The Bane. He fumbled his sword out of its sheath.

He blinked, and it was gone. He turned in an unsteady circle. Nothing there. He touched his aching head where Ralda’s bandage still wrapped the lump. He must be seeing things. Couldn’t be a fit if he had the sword in hand. A small smudge of blood decorated his hand where he’d touched the bandage. Great. He took a deep breath but didn’t get enough air. “Come on, Spark.” He headed off again. He should keep his right hand on the mountain.

Sound reached Athson’s ears after a while. He squinted back the way he’d come. Two figures raced toward him. Trolls! A small one and a big one, maybe one of those ogres pounding on his head. He touched his forehead. He couldn’t let them catch him. He staggered away, looking over his shoulder more than once. Each time the trolls had closed the distance. They shouted and mocked him in their rough way. His sword was in his hand. Good. He was ready for them. He didn’t think he’d be able to draw from the sheath fast enough otherwise. Athson wobbled farther on the dwarven highway.

“Athson!”

He turned toward the call. It was Ralda and Makwi! Where had they been? “Makwi! Watch out! There are trolls back there.”

He staggered as he waved his sword toward the trolls. He almost fell, catching himself with a lunge for the wall.

Spark woofed and darted between him and the roadside wall.

Suddenly, Athson leaned out over clear air. His shallow breath caught in this throat. He tipped farther over the wall.

A hand grasped Athson’s arm.

His sword slipped from his grasp and spun away down the mountainside.
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