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Chapter 1




Hangman halted at the head of the valley and looked down at a bunch of shelters constructed to make a loose camp. 

Steep, high cliffs thousands of feet high flanked the valley on both sides. The other two ends joined up with the mountain range that used to belong to Thunder’s band.

Red and his men had led Hangman’s party here when they fled the Renegade attack on the artillery battery. The Godless found this valley deserted and no trace of Thunder’s band.

The party settled here four years ago. Hangman originally stayed to give the women a safe camp where they could give birth. One month turned into two. The band got comfortable here and never left.

The men of his band settled here, too. None of them wanted to leave, especially not the men with wives. They all just kept living here as if they had never lived anywhere else.

Hangman scanned the valley for any sign of danger, but he didn’t see any. The men only had to defend this camp from two directions—the two farthest ends of the valley. Those were the only ways in.

The men patrolled the mountains every day and even ranged farther away for a week or more. They never saw any sign of the Renegade Clan invading these mountains again—or any other people. The band was all alone here with the whole place to themselves.

Hangman didn’t want to trust that. He and his men agreed privately that it was only a matter of time before someone came along to challenge their position in this territory. 

The Renegades wouldn’t give up that easily, but Hangman didn’t need to think about that now. He set off down the long hill leading into the valley. The slope led to long stretches of jungle covering the valley floor. 

The men had to travel through miles of dense country before they spotted the camp in the distance. A little boy saw the men coming, charged out to meet them, and collided with Hangman’s knees. 

“Father!” The boy turned up his face to grin at Hangman. Empty places dotted the boy’s mouth where he had been losing teeth.

Hangman swung the boy up onto his shoulders. His son Zaedi laughed when Hangman grabbed hold of his ankles to hold him in place. “Don’t fall off,” Hangman told him. “Pretend you’re riding one of the Ashtaws.”

The boy shrieked with laughter, held onto fistfuls of Hangman’s hair, and more children came running. They flooded into the group of men. The band had a lot of children now—a lot more children.

A little girl a year younger than Zaedi grabbed hold of Hangman’s leg. “I want a ride, Father! Let me have a ride, too!”

“Sit down there.” He pushed her down to sit on his foot. “Hold on tight. Don’t let go or the Stalkion might step on you.”

She burst out laughing, sat on top of his foot, and wrapped her arms and legs around his shin. He set off walking toward the camp with both children yelling and calling out.

The other men carried or swung their children around to play with them. They walked into camp in a loud procession. The women stopped what they were doing to smile at the parade.

Hangman smiled at Mora across the camp where she stood in front of their shelter. She held a tiny newborn baby boy in her arms wrapped up with a piece of hide knotted around her body.

She didn’t come forward. She left Hangman to play with the older two children. “What did you bring me, Father?” his daughter Thena asked.

“I brought you…..a big sloppy wet kiss.” He picked her up and gnawed at her neck making growling, grunting noises. 

She shrieked and struggled. “NO!!” she screamed. “Get away!!”

He laughed, put her down, and she ran off back to her mother. Hangman put Zaedi down and the boy returned to playing with the other children. That left the men free to finally relax.

Hangman turned to go over to Mora, but he stopped when he saw another group of younger men gathered on the other side of the camp.

Kalo’s boys had all grown up into tall, powerful, fearless warriors of the Godless Clan. They all wore their hair long now, dressed in hide loincloths, and fought as ferociously as any Godless men Hangman had ever seen.

They had all initiated over the last four years—all except for Kalo. He was still their leader, but as it turned out, he was the youngest of the bunch.

The Godless Clan had a rule that two boys couldn’t initiate within three months of each other. Any particular family band wasn’t likely to have more than two or three boys the same age, so they had to wait three months between initiations.

This never caused a problem before, but this band had so many boys the same age that it took a long time for all of them to initiate. 

None of them minded waiting. Their initiations didn’t change their status. 

The other men accepted them, fought with them, hunted with them, shared information with them, and respected them as much as any men. The men had no reason to treat them as boys because they weren’t.

Hangman turned aside and went over to them. “What did you find?”

“Nothing,” Kalo replied. “The country is all clear to the east as far as the Far Cry mountain range. We didn’t see any people of any Clan.”

“How far north and south did you go?” 

Kalo pointed to Pitch and Lucky, the twins who once had been Ethio and Hitro. “We sent two parties north and south as far as the cliffs to the north and the great Amber River to the south. If anyone is out there, they aren’t on the eastern side.”

Hangman frowned. “I didn’t expect to find any Renegades there, but I did think another Clan or at least another Godless band might live over there. It doesn’t seem possible that we’re the only people in such a big territory.”

“Maybe the population is getting smaller,” Omen suggested. He was the twins’ younger brother who used to be called Carro. “Maybe fewer people are inhabiting the country—because they all get killed by creatures. Maybe people will die out completely now because we’re too few to defend ourselves.”

Protests broke out among the group. Kalo’s group—what everyone called “Kalo’s band”—they all yelled and threw things at Omen to tell him that would never happen.

These men always went out together in a separate party from Hangman and the others. No one in the band treated this as unusual. Kalo’s band had their own way of doing things.

Hangman remarked on it the least of everyone. Kalo and his men never gave Hangman anything to complain about. They never did since the first day he met them.

He left them to their own devices and returned to Mora. She kissed him once and sat down next to him to serve him some of the food she was cooking.

“How’s the little Abnormit?” he asked.

She laughed and stroked her hand across her infant son’s head. “He’s a hungry monster just like his Abnormit relatives.”

He grinned at her and stroked the baby’s head, too. The little one didn’t wake up. His name was Maeno and he still had a crumpled look like he was really displeased that he had to be born at all.

Hangman took the bowl out of Mora’s hands and started eating. “We have to go back out for Kalo’s initiation. We shouldn’t be gone more than a few days.”

“It’s about time.” Mora glanced across the camp. Alien returned to his own house to greet, hug, and kiss Cheina, cuddle up with their new young children, and then crossed the camp to talk to Kalo.

Kalo and Alien kept getting closer with every passing day. Kalo had grown almost as tall as Alien now. They talked and laughed as equals.

Alien beamed at Kalo with as much pride as if Alien had been gazing on his own son. They considered each other father and son as if they had never lived apart.

The other men of Kalo’s band welcomed Alien as one of their own. He sat with them, ate with them, and talked with them in ways no other men in the band could.

Mora broke in on Hangman’s thoughts. “When are you going to initiate Kuvik? Don’t you think it’s about time for him, too?”

Hangman glanced in the other direction. Kuvik had built a house for himself. He lived there alone and never made any overtures to any single women over the age of gathering about getting closer to them.

Kalo and his men would be approaching the age of gathering this year. They all stayed close to the girls they originally became fond of, but the boys who grew into men always stayed within the bounds of propriety and never took it any further.

Kuvik never did any of that. He never even looked at women or the older girls. 

“I can’t initiate him until he says he’s ready,” Hangman replied. “He always says it isn’t time.”

“You could convince him,” she insisted. “He would listen to you.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve already mentioned it more than once. He doesn’t feel he’s earned the right to call himself Godless.”

“If he hasn’t, who has? He does more than anyone.”

“We would have initiated him a long time ago if he only said he wanted to. He could fight a Gorlock. He could probably fight a Crusher. He’s one of the most ruthless fighters I’ve ever seen. He would pass the initiation easily. He just doesn’t want to.”

“Doesn’t he want to become Godless?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, he wants it more than anything. He says he would give anything to be Godless, but he doesn’t want to bring shame on our Clan.”

“Shame?! What shame?!”

“You don’t have to tell me.” Hangman put down his bowl. “Has anything been going on here while I’ve been gone?”

“That.” She jutted her chin across the camp. “Not that you would be interested.”

He followed her gaze and spotted Lonion, Cheina’s younger son. He sat next to Vardetha, Choma’s young daughter. Both of the young people were fourteen years old.

“Great,” Hangman muttered. “I can see we’ll have to initiate him next. He needs to get out of the camp.”

“And that.” She nodded in the other direction. Lonion’s sister Aster stood against a tree near the edge of the jungle at a distance from the camp. One of the other young boys stood in front of her kissing her and grinding his body against her while he pawed at her sides.

Vuco had been only a child when his mother escaped from the Renegades with Hangman’s band. Now he was nearing the age of initiation. Aster was a year younger.

“How do they grow up so fast?” Hangman remarked. “We were never that young.”

Mora laughed and petted the baby’s head again. “It’s hard to believe this little grub will grow up to look like Kalo and his boys someday—and then like Viking. I can’t even picture Maeno getting that big even though I know he will.”

Hangman leaned over and kissed her. “You look as beautiful now as when I first met you. I don’t believe you will ever grow old or that your hair will turn grey. I believe you’ll stay like this forever.”

She blushed and laughed. “I sure wish you were right.”

He got to his feet, left the camp, and strode up behind Vuco. The boy had his face so thoroughly plastered to Aster’s that neither of them saw Hangman coming.

He grabbed the boy by the hair, yanked him off with a startled cry, and then grabbed Vuco by the arm and hauled him to a safe distance out of earshot from the camp.

Hangman gave him the same speech he gave Kalo and the boys about not crossing that line until he got to the age of gathering. 

Hangman put the fear of God into Vuco by warning him that, if he did anything with a girl he wasn’t married to, he could get thrown out of the band or barred from marrying anyone for the rest of his life.

Vuco got as apologetic and contrite as Kalo and the boys. Vuco swore up and down that he never did anything with Aster or any other girl and that he never would. 

He gave Hangman his solemn word that he would toe the line always—like that meant anything to Hangman.

Then Hangman had to go track down Aster. She didn’t make it easy. She hid from him at a distance from the camp so he already knew she was ashamed of what she did.

He gave her the same reprimand and warning—only harsher this time. He had to warn her about the consequences she could expect if she got pregnant from a man she wasn’t legally married to.

It would be Hangman’s decision how bad to make the punishment. He could throw her out of the band to wander the country alone if he thought the infraction deserved that.

Was this what being Kral was all about—policing these young people and making them tremble in their shoes in front of him? He couldn’t remember Butcher or Shadow ever doing anything like this with any of the young people Hangman grew up with. 

Butcher and Shadow didn’t have to do it because everyone Hangman grew up with grew up Godless. They already knew the consequences of bad behavior.

Hangman couldn’t even blame this on the young people’s ignorance about the laws. They already knew they were doing wrong. They just lost control of themselves because they were young and wanted each other so badly.

Hangman had to go straighten out Lonion and Vardetha next. He reinforced to all four young people that, if they stuck to the rules and kept their noses clean, they could marry each other when they finally made it to the age of gathering.

They only had to wait four years. That used to seem like a long time when Hangman was younger. He used to think a year would last forever.

Now it seemed like just a few moments. He had a hard time believing that his band had been living in this valley for four years.








  
  
Chapter 2




Hangman returned to Mora’s side and sat down with a heavy sigh. She laughed at him again. “What a monster you are,” she teased. 

“Never become Kral. That’s all I’ll say.”

She blushed and stroked his forehead. “I’ll try not to.”

He lounged for the rest of the evening and pretended tomorrow would never come. He didn’t want to be responsible—for anything—nor did he want to admit to himself that he was actually responsible for everything.

He fell asleep early. He fell asleep outside lying down next to one of the cooking fires. He didn’t even go inside. He woke up alone in the early grey dawn. Mora wasn’t around and neither were any of the children.

He peeked into his own shelter. Mora and the three children lay curled up asleep on the bed of hides. They all slept in a pile with little Maeno tucked against Mora’s side with his mouth attached to her breast while he slept.

Zaedi and Thena slept on either side of her with their arms around their mother. Hangman stood in the doorway and stared in at them for a long time. He loved them more than anything. He loved them too much to disturb them.

He stayed away from the camp as much as he did because he loved them so much. He wanted nothing more than to protect them from anything that might be out there trying to harm them.

Maybe the power of his love even penetrated their sleep. Mora stirred while he stood there watching her. Her eyes floated open and she looked around before she bent over to check on the three children.

She spotted Hangman standing in the door, smiled at him, and sank back down into her place. She didn’t move in any other way.

She lay there gazing up at him with all that pure understanding she always poured into him. She didn’t have to say a word to understand exactly what she was thinking and feeling.

Coughing and crying broke out in the houses behind him. The noise startled Zaedi and Thena awake. Thena started crying and that woke up Maeno.

Mora struggled out of the pile to sit up and deal with all three children. Hangman left them there and retreated back to the fire.

More people came out of their houses. Alien ducked under his doorframe and shot Hangman a hard look across the camp. Today was a big day for Alien. It was Kalo’s initiation day.

Zaedi burst out of the house a second later and came over to squat next to Hangman. “I want to initiate, Father,” the boy announced.

Hangman couldn’t help but laugh. “You will, my son—when you’re old enough.”

“I want to initiate now. I could fight a Gurlg chick.”

“What man of the Godless Clan ever initiated by fighting a Gurlg chick? Wait until you grow some more. Then you can fight a Shriker like Wildling.”

“I want to fight a Crusher like you did.”

“You definitely need to grow some more for that. Do you think you could take a Crusher now? Please. Don’t make me laugh.”

Zaedi looked away. “You’re right. Everyone would call me a coward if I fought a Gurlg chick.”

Hangman rumpled the boy’s long hair. It already hung past his shoulder blades. “I’m sure you’ll make a great man of the Godless, but you can’t initiate until you get to be fourteen years. You know that.”

Zaedi frowned. “Why does it have to take so long?”

“I don’t make the rules. I had to wait. We all did. Look at Kalo. He’s been waiting four years too long already, but he doesn’t mind because he knows he’s a man.”

“Let me come with you, Father. I want to watch.”

“I’m sure Kalo would be highly insulted if he heard you say that. Initiations are for men, not little boys. Grow a little more. Then you can go to your own initiation. No one will be able to stop you after that.”

They had to break off their conversation when the other men came out of their houses. They stood and slouched around waiting for nothing. Kalo’s band showed up a few minutes later. They usually camped together out in the jungle, but Kalo didn’t come with them.

The band gathered with the other men on the opposite side of the village. The women assembled together in one place apart from the men. The children kept running around everywhere. Most of them were too young even to understand what was happening.

Cheina finally came out of her house, cast one desperate glance around, raised both her hands, and let them slap down on her thighs. She opened and closed her mouth multiple times while she floundered in turmoil.

The other women surrounded her and she burst into tears when they drew her into their circle. Mora came out of the house with her children, took one look at the arrangement of everyone, and took all three children over there to join the women.

She had to stop and extend her hand to Zaedi. “You come, too, Zaedi,” she told him. “You can’t stay over here.”

“I want to stay with Father,” he told her.

“Go with your mother, my son,” Hangman told him. “Your day will come—and when it does, I’ll take you out to initiate you myself. I promise. Don’t worry.”

He took Mora’s hand and went with her after that, but not without grumbling a lot. Hangman had to smile at the boy. He was only four years old and already planning his own initiation.

He planned to fight a Crusher. The boy had high ambitions. Hangman had to give him that.

Hangman stood up, but before he could move, Kalo came out of the jungle by himself. Cheina wailed even more loudly when he stopped there in sight of everyone.

Hangman strode over to Kalo and nodded to him. “Are you ready, brother?”

“I’m ready,” Kalo murmured. “I’ll be fighting a Blastidon.”

Hangman nodded again to stop himself from cringing. Kalo couldn’t have chosen a more formidable creature to fight. Then again, he was three and a half years older than most initiating boys. He had the size, weight, and experience to pull it off.

Hangman nodded over his shoulder. “Go say goodbye to your mother and let’s go.”

Hangman retreated and joined the men. Kalo went over to the women, hugged and kissed his mother, and then said his last farewells to his sister and all the other women.

Aster broke down crying when she hugged him. “I’ll never see you again!”

“I love you,” he murmured in her ear. “Take care of Mother for me.”

Cheina wouldn’t stop wailing. She grabbed his arm and tried to hold him back when he walked away. He had to use force to tear his hand out of her grip.

He didn’t look back when he strode over to the men. They filed into the jungle before he got to them. He entered the middle of their group and all of them walked away in silence.

Cheina’s wails and the other women’s loud sobs followed the men into the trees. They kept going, crossed the mountain passes, left the valley, and entered more jungle before they camped for the night.

None of the men talked. Kalo’s comrades stayed around him in a protective huddle, but no one could help him with this. He had to go through it alone.

The men camped on the ground, ate and slept little, and woke up early the next morning to start walking again. They climbed a high peak and surveyed the countryside. They stayed up there for four hours before they spotted a herd of Blastidons in the distance.

The band set off at a run to intercept them. The Blastidons entered a different patch of dense jungle. This place had no high rocks for the men to watch Kalo’s initiation fight.

The party stopped a mile away from the herd. Alien turned to Kalo and squeezed both his shoulders. “We’ll be watching everything. If anything happens, we’ll get you out.”

“Don’t get me out, Alien.” Kalo’s voice trembled for the first time. “Let me die if I don’t pass the test.”

Alien compressed his lips and nodded. “I’m proud of you—more proud than I ever thought I could be. You’re a man of the Godless Clan. Never forget that.”

“You’ll always take care of Mother and Aster, won’t you?” Kalo choked. “Promise, Alien.”

“I promise, my son.” Alien sniffed, but he didn’t let himself show any other sign of emotion. “I swear it. You never have to worry about your family—but that doesn’t matter because you’re going to win today. You’ll go home a man and no one will ever call you Kalo again. I know it.”

“Don’t get me out,” Kalo choked. “Let me die instead.”

Alien nodded. “I understand. You won’t leave here as anything but a man. I swear it.”

Hangman took hold of Alien’s arm. “Leave him be, brother. It’s time.” 

Alien backed off. He and Kalo held eye contact for a long moment while Alien backstepped away.

The other men rocketed into the trees one after another. Hangman sprang up to follow them and then Alien came, too. They all left Kalo standing there alone on the ground.








  
  
Chapter 3




Hangman perched in the high canopy where he could see the Blastidon herd. They were one of the creature species that only lived in the mountains. They didn’t exist outside this country. 

They were bigger than Stalkions and much more aggressive. The Blastidon got its name from a long trunk it could swing and crack like a whip to strike anything that attacked it.

The trunk ended in a ball of spikes that made it extra dangerous. The creature could also rear onto its hind legs and strike with its forelimbs. The front feet had sharp, flintlike hooves that could break a man’s skull if the creature landed a direct hit.

Each front shin had another whip-like appendage with another ball of spikes the creature could crack at its enemy.

The Blastidon wasn’t as thick-bodied and lumbering as a Stalkion. The creature had a long, narrow body and lean, muscular legs. The Blastidon could easily run down a man at his fastest speed.

A ridge of long hair hung from the back of the creature’s neck. It would have given the creature a graceful, flowing look when it ran, but the Blastidons were too deadly for anyone to call them beautiful.

The men settled on the branches and everyone stopped moving. Hangman positioned himself close to Alien. The Kral was supposed to stay near the boy’s father—mostly to stop the father from rushing in and saving the boy from his own initiation.

Hangman didn’t worry about that happening here. Hangman entertained absolutely no doubt that Kalo would defeat whichever Blastidon he decided to fight. He wouldn’t come out here unless he was ironclad certain of himself.

The men selected a spot in the canopy too high for the Blastidons to see anyone watching them. The Blastidons kept browsing in the leaves closer to the ground.

The females of the herd each stood taller than a man’s head—taller than a Stalkion. Most of the females had juveniles at foot. Some of the juveniles were getting close to being fully grown.

One fully mature stallion stood guard over the herd. He growled and snapped at random insects that buzzed in his face. He even growled and snapped at the juveniles who came too close to him.

He kept shooting ferocious glances around at the surrounding jungle. His eyes flashed with menace and he pawed the ground for no reason.

The men sat in silence for several minutes before Kalo came striding out of the trees. He made no attempt at all to hide his approach.

In fact, he roared out in furious challenge even before he got near the herd. His enraged bellows echoed through the trees and startled all the Blastidons into looking up.

The stallion tossed his head and snarled low when Kalo broke through the undergrowth in full view of the herd.

The stallion spun around, tossed his head, and thrashed his trunk at the females and juveniles. 

They all squealed, reared on their hind legs, and took off running into the jungle to get away from Kalo. That left him alone on the ground against the stallion almost twice his size.

Kalo didn’t stop walking. He stormed through the jungle gripping his weapons in both hands. He still fought with the square blades the band stole from the Renegades all those years ago. 

He started out by saying when he was younger that he wanted to fashion kukris like Hangman’s, but in the end, Kalo got so accustomed to these metal weapons that he never used anything else. He gave up the idea of making his own.

He bared his teeth in pure blood hatred, braced himself for a showdown, and roared at the stallion. The stallion bellowed back, reared on his hind legs, thrashed his front hooves at Kalo, and then slammed down to paw the ground.

The stallion paced back and forth waiting for Kalo to get there. Hangman’s chest tightened. He clenched his hands on the branch next to him. He would have to stop himself from going down there to help Kalo. Forget about Alien.

Kalo’s men sat apart from everyone else. Hangman didn’t dare to take his eyes off the combatants on the ground to make sure Kalo’s men didn’t intervene.

They wouldn’t. They respected him too much. They had all been waiting a long time to call him their leader. They couldn’t call him their Kral, but they treated him as one even though he was younger than all of them.

Kalo halted at the edge of the trees and faced down the stallion. The creature kept pacing back and forth and around in circles, rearing, and flailing its trunk and forelimb appendages at him. 

He didn’t step forward to enter the stallion’s range. Neither of the adversaries moved closer to each other.

The seconds dragged by at an agonizing pace. Hangman couldn’t take the strain. The tension going through the men around him spiked to the breaking point.

Kalo kept roaring at the same volume. His roars shattered the stallion’s nerves. The creature bellowed and shrieked every time Kalo roared. The creature couldn’t stand that noise.

That must have been Kalo’s plan all along—to antagonize the stallion into attacking first. The creature reared one more time and charged. 

The stallion scampered forward on its hind legs at the highest point of its rear. It got just a little closer to Kalo, swung its trunk to pulverize him, and then plunged down to strike him with its front hooves.

The stallion would have killed Kalo for certain if he hadn’t expected the creature to do exactly that. Kalo darted out of the way just in time, took a flying leap upward, and twisted over to land on the creature’s back.

Kalo straddled right behind the stallion’s shoulder blades, dropped one of his blades to the ground, and used both hands to raise his other blade high over his head.

The stallion shrieked in a rage and tried to turn around to attack him, but the stallion only carried Kalo with him. 

Kalo contracted all his muscles and drove his blade downward into the creature’s body from directly above. The blade stabbed between the spine and the shoulder blades—right into the most vital part of the stallion’s chest.

The creature screamed in a much different tone, but he didn’t fall. He reared again and thrashed his forelimbs in the air so loudly that he threw Kalo off his back.

Kalo barely managed to pull his blood-soaked blade out of the creature’s body before he tumbled off and crashed down on the ground.

He scrambled to his feet just in time for the stallion to wheel around and attack again. The stallion cracked his trunk at Kalo, but Kalo scooted away just in time. 

He tucked, rolled, and grabbed his second blade before he raced out of range, but the stallion didn’t want to accept that.

The creature dove for Kalo again and again. The stallion became more frantic and more deadly with every plunge as the creature felt itself starting to weaken.

Kalo reacted to each plunge by springing out of the way at the last possible second and coming to rest within inches of the stallion’s sides.

Kalo executed the same maneuver each time. He dropped one blade on the ground and used both arms and all his weight and strength to drive the other blade as far as it would go into the creature’s body.

The stallion held on a lot longer than Hangman ever would have predicted. Kalo wounded the creature countless times, but the stallion didn’t seem to weaken at all.

Only his wild, bloodthirsty rage told the tale of how badly he was hurting. He spun faster, charged sooner, and cut his corners tighter.

Kalo weakened first. He staggered each time he had to jump anywhere. Sweat and blood coated him all over. He gasped for breath and he had to keep blinking the sweat out of his eyes.

On his last strike, he couldn’t drive his blade more than a few inches into the creature’s tough body. The blade fell out in Kalo’s hand when he sprang away to save himself.

He took a position at a greater distance from the creature. Kalo panted hard. He moved slower and barely kept out of the creature’s way.

Blood soaked the stallion’s sides and ran down his legs, but that only seemed to make him more dangerous. Hangman’s nerves threatened to snap.

Alien kept burying his face in his hands, groaning, and forcing himself to look up. Hangman didn’t dare to look at anyone else.

Kalo and the stallion both came to a halt and glared at each other. Kalo’s rasping breath echoed in the tense silence. All the men in the canopy heard him wheezing and straining for air.

The stallion actually seemed stronger and less winded right now. He hardly seemed aware of his own injuries.

The two adversaries eyed each other. Which of them would have the strength to finish the job one way or the other?

No one in the canopy moved to intervene. Hangman made up his mind then and there not to save Kalo’s life if the stallion won. The stallion earned the right to kill this enemy. Hangman couldn’t take that away from such a brave, noble, powerful creature.

Kalo seemed to come to the same decision at the same time. He let his arms go limp and lowered his blades in a sign of surrender.

The stallion bellowed one last time, reared, and scampered his hind legs to shuffle a little closer to Kalo before the stallion drove his hooves down to kill his enemy.

Kalo stood in perfect stillness—right up until the moment when he sprang sideways. Hangman couldn’t tell in that moment if Kalo had been faking his fatigue all this time or if the stallion really did wear him down.

Kalo kept his blades down until the last possible second when the stallion came perilously close to cracking Kalo’s skull in half. Kalo didn’t raise his blades even then.

He dropped one blade as before, took another flying leap, and twisted over in midair again, but he didn’t land on the creature’s back. 

He just lifted off the ground—just enough for the stallion to bring down all its weight on that one spot. The creature landed so hard that it embedded its sharp hooves in the soil where Kalo had just been standing.

The stallion’s own momentum brought its head close to the ground—almost touching the ground. Kalo wheeled in midair and landed straddling the creature directly behind its skull.

The stallion’s head sank so low to the ground that Kalo ended up standing on his own feet with his legs spread to leave room for the stallion’s head between his knees.

Kalo didn’t wait for the stallion to recover. Kalo raised his only weapon on high, gripped it by the hilt in both hands, and brought down the hard metal butt of the handle right on top of the stallion’s skull.

The blow shattered the stallion’s skull with a brutal crack that echoed all the way up through the canopy. The stallion collapsed onto his chest. His face hit the dirt, but Kalo didn’t stop there. 

He took one menacing step forward, raised his weapon again, and smashed it down just as hard on the same spot. Brain and ooze leaked out through the cracked skull. The stallion didn’t rise.

Kalo delivered the same killing blow twice more before his arms gave out and the blade fell out of his hands. He staggered away and stood there wavering on the spot with his back to his fallen enemy.

The stallion didn’t move. Its eyes glazed over and didn’t close. The fight was over.

Kalo collapsed on his knees and his chin sank onto his chest. His back and shoulders heaved from the effort. He couldn’t stand or raise his arms. Exhaustion weighed him down.

Alien whimpered under his breath, buried his face in his hands, and didn’t look up again. Hangman gripped his shoulder and shook him. Kalo did it. He initiated. It was done.

His men recovered first. They swarmed out of the trees, soared through the canopy, dropped into the clearing, and surrounded him all talking and touching him at once. Hangman couldn’t see him anymore.

Hangman, Viking, Alien, Kuvik, Red, and Red’s men stayed where they were and let Kalo celebrate with his comrades. This one was all theirs. Cross went down there with them. He always traveled with Kalo’s band nowadays. 

Hangman and the others watched from a distance and didn’t interrupt even to go congratulate Kalo. Hangman needed to come up with a name for him now.

Alien took his hands down and wiped tears off his face. He sniffed and ran his knuckles across his nose. His features contorted when he saw all the young men in the distance practically dancing around Kalo.

They pulled him to his feet, but he kept wavering. He smiled at them a lot, but he didn’t jump around. He could barely move. 

Hangman and the others stayed in the trees for hours. Kalo’s men built a fire, butchered the Blastidon, and put the meat on the spit to cook. The sun went down and it got dark.

Their voices rang through the canopy a lot more loudly than they should have, but no one went down there to tell them to be quiet. 

Hangman waited until nightfall. “We better go join them,” he told the others. “Let’s go.”

He climbed down and waited for the others to do the same. They met up in a loose group and headed for the bonfire in the distance.

Dead silence fell over the group when Kalo’s men saw Hangman coming. They stopped horsing around and straightened up to gather behind Hangman.

Hangman realized in that moment that this was no initiation. It never had been. None of these young men were boys anymore. He couldn’t even consider them his subordinates anymore if they ever had been.

He halted in front of Kalo—the man who would never be known as Kalo before.

“You’re a man of the Godless Clan,” Hangman began. “But you’ve been a man for a long time—a man we’re all proud to know and respect. Your name is Hammer—and let me be the first to call you Kral of your band here. We should agree to live together in harmony and share the same territory—you with your band and me with mine.” Hangman held out his hands. “I offer my friendship and alliance for all our sakes. Join me and live side by side in the same territory.”

Hammer compressed his lips to hold back emotion, shut his eyes, and then looked up fighting back tears. He clasped Hangman’s hand. “I accept with honor—honor to call you brother and all these men brothers. We will share the territory and live together as one band with two Krals. Consider me and my men your friends and allies. We’re stronger together.”

The two men squeezed, let go, and everyone sat down together to enjoy a feast of the meat Hammer killed.

He and Hangman sat next to each other in honor of the occasion. Every passing moment sealed the deal. Hammer was as much Kral of his own band as Hangman was. Hangman would never be able to tell any of these young men what to do ever again. He didn’t want to.

Hammer’s men passed around the food and everyone shared it. They talked late into the night. Different men told stories about their initiations or battles they fought in the past.

Hammer’s men told and retold the story of his fight against the Blastidon and all the tricks he pulled on the creature. Everyone admired the stallion and marveled at how close he came to defeating Hammer. All the men called the stallion a worthy foe who tested Hammer to his limit.

He stayed quiet through the evening. Hammer didn’t engage him in conversation. A bunch of the men tried again to encourage Kuvik to initiate, but he refused for all the same reasons. No one could talk him out of it.








  
  
Chapter 4




Hangman and his men woke up in the early dawn light. Hangman sat up and looked down at the remains of the fire. Some of Kalo’s men stayed up to cure what was left of the Blastidon meat. 

Now they slept on the other side of the fire from Hangman. Hammer rolled onto his back and stared up into the canopy. “We should take you home to your mother and sister,” Hangman told him. “Do you feel strong enough to travel?”

“Of course.” Hammer sat up and shot Hangman a grin. “That’s the hardest part of the ordeal, isn’t it—going home and having them cry all over me?”

Hangman laughed. “It is definitely the most dangerous part. Eat something before we leave.”

Hangman and Hammer ate together while the rest of the men woke up. Hammer didn’t act weak or tired. He just stayed much quieter than usual. He didn’t even engage his comrades in conversations.

“You’ll be near the age of gathering now,” Hangman remarked. “You should consider getting married. Every Kral needs a wife.”

Hammer didn’t look up. “I still plan to marry Vina if you’re still willing to let her go with me when the time comes.”

Hangman’s head whipped around. “I didn’t know you still saw her.”

Hammer nodded. “We keep it clean—always—but our feelings for each other never changed since we first met. We take walks and talk about our future. That’s all we do.” Hammer looked up for the first time. “Will you let me marry her—when we get old enough?”

Hangman could barely make himself heard. “Of course, brother. Be happy. I’m sure she’ll give you a big, beautiful family.”

Hammer looked away again. “I’m afraid that being Kral of my own band will mean I have to part from you.”

“No!” Hangman breathed. “Not because of that. Circumstances might part us, but never that.”

“Thank you,” Hammer murmured. “You were always my Kral. I never wanted to replace you.”

“You aren’t replacing me. Either way, I can’t think of a better man who would replace me. You’re Kral of your own band. You have been for years. Just accept it. It’s never easy for any man to become Kral. It’s always easier to let someone else do it, but you’re already a leader to these men. Just keep doing what you’re already doing. They love you for it. They want you to.”

Hammer nodded. “Thank you. I value your friendship.”

“And I value yours. I never could have led this band for so long without your help. You must know that.”

Their conversation came to an end as more men woke up. They all ate, drank, splashed water on their faces and necks in the streams, and divided up the leftover food for the journey back. 

The men set off in another long, silent, single-file line. Hangman and Hammer mixed in the middle of the group. No one kept to any particular order even though everything had changed.

Hangman turned his head from side to side to scan the jungle. This jungle sounded different from the sounds he knew from Shadow’s territory, but Hangman got used to the new pattern. 

It told him just as much as before. All the men adapted, but Hammer’s band adapted the quickest. They didn’t have any history in Shadow’s territory to contradict their experience.

Hangman felt closer to Hammer now. Making Hammer Kral of his own band erased a barrier between them. Hangman didn’t realize the barrier even existed until now.

Initiating Hammer sooner wouldn’t have been possible or even advisable. He initiated when he should have and he became the man he was always meant to be. He wasn’t the same person as he was even yesterday. His initiation really did change him into a new man.

The party crossed the pass. The energy in the group charged with a thrill of excitement when the men saw home ahead. Hammer actually smiled at his men for the first time. Hangman could just imagine the celebration when they got back.

A few other men burst out in grins—until a weapon cracked in the nearby rocks. All the men spun around and drew their axes and blades when a party of Renegades swarmed out of the nearby cliffs.

They fell on the Godless way too close. Hangman sprang into the fight swinging both his kukris. So many men fought around him that he lost track of what they were doing.

He attacked any Renegade in sight. They used fewer firearms here. He didn’t know why. They only fired from the rocks. They used regular weapons and fought hand to hand inside the pass.

The Renegades must not have planned to meet up with such a large body of Godless in one place. The two bands never traveled together the rest of the time. They only came together now because this was a special occasion.

The Renegades brought the number of men to overwhelm what they must have expected to be a much smaller party. The two sides locked together at a stalemate. Hangman attacked Renegades engaged with Red’s men or any of Hammer’s comrades. 

Hangman slashed and whirled from one opponent to another. He spotted Cross backed against the rocks fighting three Renegades at once. The rocks saved him until three of Hammer’s men charged over there to help him.

Hangman turned the other way just in time to see another four Renegades going after Viking and Alien. The two cousins got trapped right at the top of the pass. The downward slope fell away behind them toward the Godless camp.

Hangman leapt over there to help his cousins, but another three Renegades darted in front of him and drove him back. He fought them as hard as he could, but they overpowered him. Where were all these Renegades coming from? Did they bring in more men?

He glanced around and accidentally missed blocking one of their strokes. It slashed across his forearm and brought him back to his senses in a heartbeat. 

He raised his weapons, but at that moment, Pitch and Lucky raced up behind the Renegades and stabbed two of them. The last remaining Renegade turned around to defend himself and Hangman stabbed him through the back of the head.

Hangman spun around looking for his next target. Pitch and Lucky did the same thing. The three men turned back to back, but the Godless men had cut down all the Renegades. No new enemies came out of the rocks to attack them.

“They ambushed us,” Wildling murmured. “They were waiting for us—right at the crest of the pass—right where they knew we would come. How did they know?”

“They could have followed us another time,” Butch pointed out. “They could have marked the spot, let us go through, and then laid the ambush.”

“That’s impossible,” Hammer pointed out. “We’ve patrolled this country every day for miles around. We would have seen signs of Renegades before now. I agree with Wildling. They knew exactly where to come.”

“How do you explain that?” Cross asked. “No one in our band would betray us. They’re all loyal.”

A broken murmur interrupted them. “Hangman…..over here…..”

Hangman had to look around everywhere before he realized who called his name. Viking squatted on the ground right next to the pass.

Hangman went over to him and saw Alien lying on his back with a penetrating blade wound through the lowest part of his neck. Blood welled out of the cut and out of his mouth.

“No….” Hangman started to bend down, but Hammer collided with him, shoved Hangman out of the way, and fell on Alien. Hammer grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to pick him up.

“NO!!” Hammer roared. “NO….ALIEN—NO!!”

“My son….” Alien’s eyes rolled back in their sockets. He choked on his own blood.

He tried to touch Hammer, but Alien couldn’t focus well enough even to see where Hammer was.

Hammer seized his hand and placed it on the side of his own neck. “No, Alien!” Hammer whimpered. “You can’t die! I need you!”

“….proud of you…..my son……” Alien coughed and spat blood all over the place. “……the best of men…..”

“NO!!” Hammer wailed and burst into bitter tears.

Alien’s eyes rolled back again. He started choking and he didn’t stop—not until he burst into a fit of convulsions and then collapsed. He didn’t move again.

Blood gushed from the wound and from his mouth. No one tried to stop it.

Hammer gulped down tears. He kept whining, touching Alien’s face, and sobbing, “No! No!”

No one stepped in to comfort him. A thousand ideas collided in Hangman’s head, but one thought boiled up higher than the others.

This was no accident. He would be inclined to believe that the Renegades followed the band here—except that no one in Hangman’s band had seen any Renegades for four whole years.

The band crossed treacherous, rocky, barren country before they settled in this valley. That was years ago. The Renegades couldn’t have followed the band’s trail here—not after all that time—not with so little sign over such steep, rocky ground. 

Hammer was right about one thing. Everyone in Hangman’s band had stayed on high alert through four long years of patrols, scouting missions, and tracking parties to make absolutely certain no Renegades entered this country. 

One of the Godless would have seen something—anything—any sign. No one knew this country better than the Godless. They searched tirelessly—every day—for years—and found nothing.

So how did the Renegades just drop out of the clear blue sky and wind up here—at exactly the right spot to ambush the band?

How did the Renegades know to attack today of all days—at this particular time? It couldn’t be coincidence or accident. That wasn’t possible.

Hangman stared down at Alien—and his adopted son sobbing over Alien’s dead body. What a crushing blow for Hammer on the day of his greatest triumph.

Hangman couldn’t even feel his own loss for the cousin he loved and worshiped as a brother and even something like a surrogate father. 

Hangman shook himself back to his senses. “Pick him up. We have to take him home.”

Some of Hammer’s men took hold of his shoulders. He had been calming down for the last few minutes. He completely fell apart when Viking and Red’s men picked up Alien and carried him down the slope toward the camp in the distance.

Hammer sobbed all the way down the hill. He let himself grieve, now when his men and comrades surrounded him.

He stopped when the party made it to the flat ground on the valley floor. He sniffed back his tears, rubbed his face, and his features closed up in a wall of solid granite. 

He locked his mouth shut, narrowed his eyes, and gritted his teeth in smoldering fury. He showed no other side of grief at all as the party came out of the trees in full view of the camp.

Cheina screamed when the men walked into the camp carrying Alien’s body. She screeched herself hoarse and didn’t stop. The other women had to hold her back and restrain her.

She went into a hysterical fit of bellowing, thrashing, and even throwing kicks and punches at the women nearest her. She fought them, and when they wouldn’t let her go, she turned on them screaming and raging her head off.

The men pretended not to hear her. They also ignored Aster and Lonion sobbing to one side. Aster kept screaming and tearing her hair until Vuco caught her and stopped her.

The men laid Alien’s body on the ground in the middle of the camp. No one even acknowledged Hammer’s return.

Hangman paced up and down next to his cousin’s body. “Someone in this camp is a traitor!” he boomed. “Someone here sold us out to the Renegade Clan! They attacked us when we were coming through the pass. They killed Alien—which means whoever did this killed Alien! We’ll find out who did it! Don’t think you can get away with betraying us! You’ll pay the ultimate price when we find out who you are! I hope you can sleep at night. You killed a good man who gave everything to protect you—and this is how you repay him!”

Hangman pointed down at the body, but he couldn’t go on. His own despair threatened to break him in half. He returned to his own house. Mora stood outside it clutching all three of her children near her. Tears poured down her cheeks when she saw Alien dead.

Hangman couldn’t look at any of them. He collapsed there on the ground, folded his arms, and covered his face with his hands. He couldn’t break down—not now.








