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Chapter 1




Hammer and his men stood on top of a high hill and stared down at a line of people making their way across the countryside. Shadow and his Godless band wound through the jungle on their way back to their long camp in the gorges. 

“Now what are we going to do?” Lonion asked.

Hammer turned away and didn’t look at Shadow’s band again. “We’re going to go out on our own,” Hammer replied. 

“How can we do that?” Vuco asked. “Going out on our own is a death sentence in this jungle.”

“No, it isn’t. We’ve been out on our own since we were uninitiated boys. We already run our own band. That’s what we’ll do now.” Hammer turned to Lonion and the other uninitiated boys. “You boys aren’t old enough for initiation. You’re the oldest Vuco. You’ll initiate first when you get to the right age, so start preparing yourself for that. The rest of you should get ready before then. Start deciding what creatures you plan to fight and prepare yourselves for how you’re going to do it.”

The uninitiated boys exchanged glances. “You can do that?” Ziti asked. 

“Do what?” Hammer asked.

“You can initiate us? I didn’t know you could do that.”

“We’re all initiated Godless men. We can initiate anyone into manhood.” Hammer turned to survey the girls in the group.

Fifteen men had left Shadow’s band to support Hammer. Five girls came with them, including Vina, Hammer’s sweetheart, and Sema, Cross’s sweetheart.

Cross and Sema stood there holding hands in front of everyone. She huddled close to his side and didn’t show any sign of letting go of him.

“I’m grateful for your support,” Hammer told Cross. “I never intended for you to leave your family.”

Cross’s eyes darted around the group of men. “I suppose I’ve been a member of your band all this time. I don’t see that I could suddenly change that—and what he did was wrong. He shouldn’t have stepped out of line the way he did. I couldn’t sit by and let him get away with it.”

“I’m still grateful.”

Sema’s constant presence brought Hammer back to the problem at hand. The other three girls were also already attached to Hammer’s men. Masha belonged to Lucky. Eleph belonged to Ant and Daora belonged to Earthquake.

That made twenty people in Hammer’s band not counting the uninitiated boys. 

“You all heard what Hangman said,” Hammer went on. “None of you can marry until the girls come to the age of gathering. Follow the law or we’ll be shunned by everyone. Our children will never be able to go to the gatherings. We didn’t leave Shadow’s band so we could break the law. We’ll follow every Godless law and make ourselves a real band. You only have to wait a little while—and I’m waiting, too. We’ll all marry and then no one will be able to stop us from going to the gatherings with everyone else.”

Some of the other couples exchanged glances. Hammer made a mental note to keep an eye on his men to make sure they followed the law. He was a full Kral now with full responsibilities, including this one—especially this one.

Hangman’s warning imprinted itself on Hammer’s mind. Hangman would always be Hammer’s Kral even now after they separated probably forever.

Hangman knew what was important. He had impressed on Hammer and his comrades the need to follow the law. None of them could go alone.

Hammer saw the truth written all over this situation. His band would fade away and die off without the gatherings. They would have to interbreed because they wouldn’t be able to bring in new women from outside.

The opposite would happen if he and his men only held out a few more weeks until these girls came of age. His band would grow and get stronger. Their families would establish territory and become a Godless band he could be proud of. 

These couples just had to wait a little while longer.

“We need to find territory,” he decided. “We need to withdraw from Shadow’s land and find our own place.”

“We could search for a hundred miles and never find that,” Stray pointed out. 

“There is nowhere else that isn’t already someone’s territory,” Pitch added. “We’re in Godless territory. Everywhere belongs to someone.”

“You’re wrong,” Hammer countered. “Not everywhere is controlled by a Kral—and even if it was, we could travel back to the northern valley. It’s unclaimed and it would be safer, now that the Renegade Clan isn’t tracking Aster anymore.”

“We can’t travel all that way!” Vuco exclaimed. “We just traveled all the way here. We can’t go back.”

Hammer shot him a hard look and then cast the same glare around the group. “You followed me to make me your Kral, so I’ll make the decision if we go or if we stay. You’ll follow my decision or go out on your own away from the rest of us. We won’t travel north—not yet. I have a better idea. We’ll go back to the Ashtaw Valley and domesticate the creatures the way Mora said.”

“The Renegade Clan is there—and the Bounty Hunters,” Ant pointed out. 

“We can defeat them with the Ashtaws,” Hammer replied. “We’ve done it once already. We would be able to do it more easily if we domesticated them and trained them for combat. The valley is Godless territory. It’s ours by right, but no other band is claiming it. It’s perfect for us.”

No one made a sound. No one mentioned if they agreed with him or not.

He crossed another line within himself right at that moment. He couldn’t think anymore about whether anyone agreed with him or not. That no longer mattered.

He made his own decisions. He was Kral now. His people either followed him and obeyed him or they didn’t. That was the Godless way. It was everyone’s way.

He turned away. He couldn’t let himself dwell on Hangman anymore, either. Hammer led the way down the hill into the jungle. He didn’t run this time. The men had to walk so the girls could keep up.

They traveled faster than pregnant women and mothers with tiny children. The long, long journey, both from Renegade country to the northern mountains and from the northern mountains to here—Hammer would never forget that journey as long as he lived.

Pregnant women and mothers with young children needed territory. They needed protected, defended camps where they didn’t have to travel around and where their enemies and dangerous creatures couldn’t get to them.

Hammer had some time before any of these girls got pregnant, but he needed to establish territory before that happened.

He kept his eyes and ears tuned to everything moving in the jungle. He had never put himself in charge of these girls’ protection before—not as directly in charge as this.

Hangman had always been the one responsible for everyone’s protection. The journey back to the valley made Hammer all too aware of the real implications of his decision to leave Shadow’s band.

Hammer had never really considered himself Kral of his own separate band—not really. Hangman had said that Hammer was Kral of his own separate band, but Hammer always made himself subordinate to Hangman’s leadership. All his men did.

It never once crossed Hammer’s mind to leave Hangman’s band—not really. He toyed with the idea when he thought he might have to take Vina away, but he never really let himself think about what it would be like.

That was the reason he didn’t leave before. He didn’t realize that until now. He didn’t leave because he still considered himself Hangman’s subordinate.

Hammer himself stayed under Hangman’s protection. Hammer grew up under Hangman’s leadership. Part of Hammer’s innermost being always considered himself a boy compared to Hangman.

All that had to change now. Hammer himself was responsible for the girls’ protection—all of them—not just Vina’s. He was responsible for everyone’s protection, including his men.

The party camped in the trees that night. The girls sat close to their men—much closer than they would have if they had still been part of Hangman’s band.

Sema put her arm around Cross’s shoulders and rested her head against him. She never would have done that in front of Hangman and her family.

Vina squatted next to Hammer. He let himself hold her hand and finally look up into her eyes. “Everything will work out,” he murmured under his breath. “We’ll get married and find territory where you and the other girls can be safe.”

“I know,” she murmured back. “I know you’ll make a good Kral.”

He found it difficult to hear that coming from her, but looking away only brought him around to seeing all the other couples.

He had to establish himself soon so the uninitiated boys could go to the gathering. Four years. He had four years to build this band into a respected Godless force in whatever territory they claimed as their own.

“We’re getting low on food,” Scarecrow pointed out. “We should hunt.”

“We have enough to get to the valley,” Hammer decided. “We’ll hunt when we get there.”

“Do you remember that waterfall on the southwest side of the Ashtaw Valley?” Cross interjected. “It ran down into some rocky chasms and valleys. We might find a protected spot there to make a long camp.”

“Good idea,” Hammer replied. “I think we should establish a temporary camp on the east side of the valley—the side farthest away from the Renegade and Bounty Hunter invasion. We’ll set up there where we can process our kills. That will give us a base where we can explore the area and find a more permanent location.”

“How will we deal with the invaders when we have so few men?” Ant asked.

“We’ll deal with them the same way we’ve been dealing with them all along. We’ll set up ambushes and surprise attacks. We’ll use the creatures as much as possible.” Hammer scanned the surrounding jungle. “You girls should start working on the harnesses as soon as we get to a fixed camp.”

“We should have Mora with us.” Masha’s voice quavered. “She would know what to do.”

“Mora isn’t here,” Hammer snapped more harshly than he meant to. “We’ll just have to figure it out for ourselves—and we already know what to do because she already told us. We have to do exactly what we did before. We have to use Fogpo branches to tame the creatures, get them used to us, and find a way to ride them.”

“We would be miles off the ground if we tried to ride them,” Scarecrow pointed out.

“But imagine if we could,” Cross added. “Our enemies wouldn’t stand a chance—and we would be too far away for our enemies to hit us. They wouldn’t be able to scratch the Ashtaws. The Ashtaws could just step on them and it would be over.”

“That wouldn’t protect our camps,” Scarecrow countered. “The Renegade Clan and the Bounty Hunters don’t have our law of confronting their enemies. They would sneak around the Ashtaws and attack from another direction.”

“That’s enough speculation,” Hammer interrupted. “We’ll never find a perfect situation because none exists. We’ll go and do it either way. Things will go wrong and we’ll figure out how to correct it. That’s all.”

His tone silenced everyone. They went back to eating, but no one ate much. The weight of their decision hung heavy over all of them.

At least, the weight of their decision hung heavy over some of them. A few acted light and carefree about it. Cross actually acted much happier and more relaxed than Hammer remembered seeing him act in a long, long time. 

In fact, Hammer couldn’t remember seeing Cross this happy ever. He lived under his older brother’s shadow—and Shadow’s shadow.

Cross leaned back against a tree trunk and grinned at Sema in outright smirking glee. He rubbed her back and used his fingertips to comb her hair out of her face.

Hammer couldn’t remember Cross ever acting so openly affectionate toward her. The weight of worlds lifted off his shoulders, now that he no longer had to tiptoe around his father and brother.

His behavior unnerved Sema. She kept casting glances at Hammer and the others, blushing, and squirming in her seat. Her reaction only delighted Cross more.

He gazed up into her eyes beaming and smirking in delight. He expressed the excitement and relieved delight all the rest of the men should have been feeling. They were all going to marry the girls they loved.

Hammer should have felt that excitement and relief. He was going to marry Vina. No one could stop him now. No other Kral would come along and take her away to the gathering to marry another man.

None of the other men even seemed to realize how big this was and how truly happy they should all be about it.

The absence of the older men cast a pall over the group. Hangman wasn’t here, but the other men’s presence meant almost as much if not more. Viking wasn’t here. Red wasn’t here. Wildling wasn’t here. None of Red’s men from the northern band were here. 

No one was here to tell the younger men what to do. No one was here to tell Hammer what to do. They were completely on their own with no safety net to catch them if they fell. 

They would stand or fall on their own. No one would ever find out if they all died out here. They would disappear into the landscape and the rest of the world would go on as though Hammer’s band never existed.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Go up into the trees and stay there until we come back,” Hammer told the girls. “We’ll see what’s happening up at the Ashtaw Valley before we make any decisions.” 

“What about hunting for some more food?” Eleph asked. “We’re all out.”

“Not yet,” Hammer replied. “Just wait a little longer. No one will starve before we see what’s happening with the valley.”

“Hunting means lighting fires,” Vina pointed out. “We won’t be able to hunt even after you come back.”

“Just go up into the trees. We don’t have time to argue about it now.” Hammer turned to his men. “Let’s go.”

The men took off at a run through the jungle. It ended fifty yards away where the mountains rose around the Ashtaw Valley.

Hammer didn’t look back to see if the girls obeyed him. He was going to have to start flexing his authority a lot in the coming months—maybe even for years.

He had to establish his authority as Kral. He saw that now. None of these people really thought of him as their Kral before, either. They all made themselves subordinate to Hangman.

Maybe none of these people really thought they would ever leave Hangman’s band. Maybe Hammer’s men thought they would all just stay there as Hangman’s subordinates forever.

Hammer’s men also considered Hammer as subordinate to Hangman. Hammer’s own men never thought of him as their Kral. He had to change that now. He might even face challenges to his leadership. He would have to deal with those.

The men gathered on the hilltop. They had stashed their Fogpo branches on this hilltop during their first campaign to the valley. 

A hush fell over the men at the sight of thousands of Ashtaws grazing in that valley. Most were so tall that Hammer wouldn’t even have come up to the creatures’ knees.

“We could never ride one of those,” Omen murmured. “Look at them! They’re huge!”

“We have to find a way,” Hammer replied. “It won’t work to domesticate only the smallest Ashtaws the way we did last time. That was only a temporary solution.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” Ant chimed in. “Why couldn’t we do it that way? It worked, didn’t it?”

“The young ones will grow up,” Hammer replied. “They’ll get bigger. Then all the time and effort we put into domesticating and training them will go to waste. We have to take on the adults or at least be preparing to ride the adults once we train them as juveniles.”

“How on earth would we ride one of those?” Lucky asked. “How would we even mount them?”

“You heard what Mora said,” Hammer replied. “We have to train them to stoop down toward the ground—but they probably wouldn’t even need to do that much.”

Ant frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Think about it. Those ropes—the line she called the reins that lead from the creature’s head harness to our hands—they would be too long if we rode on the Ashtaws’ backs.”

“What’s the solution?” Scarecrow asked. “It’s the only place to sit.”

“No, it isn’t. She said some of these people used harnesses and platforms tied around the creatures’ backs and the people rode in those. All we have to do is train the creatures to lower their heads to the ground, put on the head harness, and then attach another harness around the creature’s neck. That’s where the rider will sit—high up on the Ashtaw’s neck close to the head.”

“It would be dangerous to sit that high up,” Scarecrow remarked. “We might fall out and get killed when we hit the ground.”

“Please,” Hammer sneered. “We aren’t here to protect ourselves. If you want to be safe, go back to the trees and hide with the women. We’re doing this. It’s the only way to defeat our enemies and establish our own territory.” He surveyed the surrounding terrain. “It’s a good country—the best. I’m not surprised the other Clans want to take it.”

“I think it’s a good idea,” Cross interjected. “This was our band’s traditional territory for generations before the Renegade Clan invaded. We should get it back.”

“Do you know if the band lived down the canyons to the southwest?” Hammer asked. “Do you know where the band kept their camps?”

“I can’t tell you that. I’m sorry,” Cross replied. “The Renegades drove our people out of this country before I was ever born. I wish I could help you, but I can’t—not in that way.”

Hammer found himself smiling at Cross. He had the most cause to regret separating from Shadow and Hangman—yet Cross was being the most helpful, the most supportive, and the most enthusiastic about this whole project.

Hammer never understood why Cross always ran with Hammer’s band—except that they were the same age. Maybe Cross always needed to distance himself from Hangman without openly challenging or abandoning Hangman’s leadership.

Cross always followed Hangman’s leadership. Hangman never had a more loyal supporter than Cross—except for Viking and Alien, of course.

Running with Hammer’s band was the only way Cross could get out from under his brother’s shadow without outright challenging or insulting Hangman.

Hammer’s feelings instantly softened toward Cross. He was one man at least that Hammer didn’t have to worry about.

He turned his attention back to the Ashtaws. “Mora said the riders used to give their mounts voice commands. Riding closer to the head will make that easier. They wouldn’t be able to hear us if we rode on their backs.”

Omen rubbed his head. “I don’t know about this…..”

“I don’t see any sign of the Renegades or Bounty Hunters. Let’s return to the girls, find a place to set up camp, and do some hunting. That will give us the time and materials to make these harnesses before we try again.”

Hammer started to turn away. Cross grabbed Hammer’s arm to stop him. “Not so fast. Look. There they are.”

Everyone turned around to see a party of Renegades snake across one of the far hills across the valley.

“They’re still here,” Omen murmured. “They must be trying to take this valley, too.”

“If they can see us, we can see them,” Scarecrow remarked. “They already know Godless are in the area. Now they know we didn’t actually leave.”

“We wouldn’t be able to get near them without them seeing us.” Hammer turned his back on the Renegades. “Let’s get out of here. We’ll deal with them later. We’ll be better able to deal with them in the jungle anyway.”

The men retreated down the hill to the trees. Hammer looked up into the trees to make sure the girls were still where he left them. He made eye contact with Vina, but a twig snapping in the jungle startled him into spinning around.

All the men whirled that way and drew their weapons when they saw a mob of Bounty Hunters coming straight for them. The Bounty Hunters outnumbered the Godless by two to one.

Hammer made a split-second decision. “Into the trees! Get into the canopy now!!”

He launched off the ground and scrambled into the treetops. His men followed him—all but Stray. He hesitated and faced the enemy holding both his drawn blades. Hammer called out to him to come on, but Stray didn’t respond. Hammer couldn’t wait any longer.

He took a running jump off the branch underneath him, launched himself into open space, and grabbed hold of a flexible sapling not far away. 

The sapling bowed under his weight and sagged close to the ground. The trunk bent all the way over and lowered him down right next to Stray.

The Bounty Hunters didn’t see him in time. They concentrated on the one Godless man still standing in front of them. They would cut him down instantly. 

Hammer grabbed Stray by the arm and the sapling snapped back taking both men with them. Hammer’s fingers slipped on Stray’s sweaty skin. 

Hammer’s hand slid all the way down to Stray’s wrist and locked. Both men whizzed upward out of the Bounty Hunter’s reach. Hammer let go of the sapling at the top of its arc and let go of Stray’s wrist while the two men hovered there for a minute.

They both dropped onto the branches beneath them while the Bounty Hunters ran around on the ground trying to decide how to get to the Godless after all.

Hammer didn’t wait around. He signaled to his men and the girls. The whole band took off streaking through the canopy to put as much distance behind them as possible.








  
  
Chapter 3




Hammer came to rest on a branch far away from the Ashtaw Valley. He squatted there and searched the surrounding canopy for any sign that the Bounty Hunters might be following the band. 

The rest of his party caught up and gathered around him. Stray squatted on a nearby branch. “What were you thinking?!” Hammer demanded. “I told you to get into the branches. Didn’t you hear me?”

Stray looked away. “I don’t know what happened. I just didn’t react in time. I could only think I had to confront them and fight them. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

Hammer let the matter drop, but it still bothered him. Was this the first glimmer of insubordination? Stray never bucked Hamer’s leadership before.

Hammer took that moment to evaluate all the other men in his party. The only man here he felt absolutely certain he could rely on was Cross.

Ant was the shortest of the group, but he had a compact, powerful build that made him a lot more intimidating than his bigger comrades. 

In a way, his size made him more intimidating than much bigger men like Viking and Alien. Any man would have been taking his life in his hands if he underestimated Ant.

He also had much darker skin than any other Godless man Hammer had ever met. Hammer didn’t understand why Ant’s skin was so much darker. Hammer had known Ant’s mother back in Ceon before she died. Hammer also knew the Renegade who fathered Ant. 

Both of Ant’s parents had the same light brown complexion, straight, black hair, and black eyes as everyone else in this country. They couldn’t have passed down anything to make Ant so much darker.

He wore his hair long, loose, down, and flowing except for two locks right at the corners of his forehead. He braided those off to the side to keep his hair out of his face.

The bends of both braids around his face gave him a strange look. That was how he got his name. He really did look kind of like an ant with his powerful, iron frame, dark skin, and those corners of hair sticking out from his head like an ant’s antennae.

Earthquake was the tallest and most powerful of the group. He reminded Hammer of Viking’s gentle, easy-going nature. Earthquake even fought with an enormous battle axe the way Viking did. Earthquake would probably grow up to be a lot like Viking.

Earthquake even had a scar on his face in almost an identical position as Viking’s. That was the most bizarre part about all of this. Earthquake was almost an exact copy of Viking only much younger.

Pitch and Lucky had both grown up tall, lean, agile, and extremely fast. They both had to slow down to accommodate their friends when the party moved around. 

The twins didn’t wear their hair the same way. It was one of the few ways someone who didn’t know them could tell the twins apart. 

Pitch braided his hair and wrapped the braids with hide strips. He wrapped the strips so tightly together that the braids formed solid rods hanging from the back of his head.

Lucky also braided his hair, but he wore it in one single braid starting from his forehead, hugging his scalp, and running backward along the top centerline to his neck where it ran down his back to his waist.

The braid looked like a Gorlock’s spine ridge, but no one ever mentioned the resemblance. The twins’ younger brother Omen also braided his hair. He did it in dozens of much smaller braids that he twisted into a knot on the back of his head.

He grew up slightly shorter than his brothers and he didn’t develop their speed and agility. He turned out to be too grounded for that. 

He had a way of planting himself in one spot, digging in, and making a stand there. Nothing could move him once he did that. 

He shrank in on himself, rooted himself to the earth, and woe to anyone or anything that came against him because he simply would not back down.

Bugs had a jittery way of squirming and fidgeting at the worst possible times. He always glanced around at everything and his eyes darted everywhere even when they had no reason to.

He had a small, slight build and made a lot of people nervous, including his own comrades. He wasn’t the most pleasant man to travel with, much less wage any kind of combat campaign with, but Hammer couldn’t find any other fault with him.

He ran, fought, and worked as hard as the others. He just never developed their power. Hammer couldn’t understand why, but then again, he didn’t think about it too much.

Scarecrow got his name from the constant scowl he wore on his face all the time. He had a gruff, abrasive, hostile attitude toward everything—except that he didn’t. He just acted like he did and he had the size to reinforce it, although he didn’t get as big as Earthquake.

Scarecrow had a heart of gold underneath all that smoldering fury. He would do absolutely anything for his comrades and to protect his band even though he glared at them all in murderous rage all the time.

He never let it out—not at his comrades. He did let it out when he faced the enemy. He went berserk and raged through them in unbridled bloodlust.

Hammer sometimes wondered if Scarecrow had to try really hard to quell that fury when he finished killing and came back to his friends, but that never happened.

Scarecrow could switch it off instantly and go straight from slaughtering his enemies to sitting with his mother and helping take care of his younger siblings. 

Scarecrow was Thuron’s older brother by five years. Hammer had never seen Scarecrow be anything but kind to all women and anyone smaller, younger, and weaker than himself.

And then there were the uninitiated boys. Thuron absolutely worshiped Scarecrow. Hammer recognized only too well the look of blissful awe with which Thuron looked up to his brother. Hammer used to feel that way about Hangman, Viking, and Alien—especially Alien.

Lonion didn’t look at Hammer that way because, one way or the other, Lonion somehow admired Hammer too much even for that.

Lonion kept quiet around Hammer—exactly the way Cross used to keep quiet around Hangman. Cross went to extraordinary lengths to support and maintain his brother’s position.

Now Lonion did the same thing for Hammer. Lonion turned himself into a perfect warrior for Hammer’s mission. Lonion never indicated by word, deed, or facial expression that he ever questioned Hammer, not even in the privacy of his own mind.

Lonion’s support overwhelmed Hammer with unspeakable gratitude. He needed all the supporters he could get.

He had no problem accepting questions from Vuco and Ziti. Hammer remembered how much he questioned Hangman and his men in those early days.

Hammer didn’t question them to challenge or cast doubt on their seniority and leadership—quite the opposite. He just wanted to understand their way so he could follow it.

He would never forget how kind, understanding, and patient they acted toward him back then. They never once told him not to ask questions. 

He and his boys just wanted to be Godless. Hammer wanted to be one hundred thousand and ten percent Godless. 

The older men understood that and encouraged it. Hammer encouraged it in the younger boys. Every man in their party encouraged it.

Lonion didn’t take the early role of acting as any kind of leader to the other three. Ziti did that. He was by far the biggest, smartest, and shrewdest of the four boys.

Ziti also wore his hair loose and down. He didn’t braid it at all. 

He took extra pains to comb his hair every day. It glistened and shimmered in long, black waves when sunlight shone on it. The others teased him about his long, flowing, almost feminine locks, but he only laughed along with them and left his hair the way it was. 

Thuron wasn’t even fourteen yet, but he was rapidly catching up to his brother in size, height, weight, and sheer brutal power when it came to combat. Thuron copied Scarecrow in his ferocity and battle fury nor did Thuron continue it once the battle ended.

Thuron had a calm, earthy, almost childlike personality. Nothing disturbed him. He never hated his enemies the way Scarecrow did, not even when Thuron was killing them.

Hammer couldn’t tell how Vuco reacted to Aster’s execution. They had been as close as any couple here. Then Vuco had to stand aside and watch Hammer and Hangman feed Vuco’s sweetheart to the ants.

Vuco didn’t talk about that. He didn’t show any emotion over losing Aster. He never offered a word of protest at the time or afterward.

Vuco went on after Aster’s death as if she’d never existed. Hammer never even saw Vuco looking off wistfully into the distance.

Vuco showed the most hesitation at leaving Shadow’s band and accepting Hammer’s leadership, but Hammer expected that from such a young boy.

Hammer expected a lot more of it than he got from the other three. Their cooperative attitude unnerved him. He expected more resistance.

Lonion somehow faded into the background of Ziti’s leadership, too. Anyone more assertive and powerful than Lonion seemed to have the same effect over him.

No one could doubt Lonion’s bravery and energy when it came to accomplishing the band’s mission. He just didn’t have a single leadership bone in his body. He wasn’t made that way.

Ant looked around at the surrounding jungle. “I guess we’re far enough away from them now. We could hunt and light a fire.”

“You do that,” Hammer ordered. “Take Scarecrow, Bugs, and the boys and go hunting. You can build your fire at the base of these trees. The rest of us will spread out and keep an eye on the countryside to make sure no one comes to attack you while you work.”

The party split up. Hammer once again told the girls to stay where they were until the hunting party came back. He caught Vina making eye contact with him before he left. Her eyes communicated so much.

Their relationship would change after this, too. He was starting to understand that as his relationship with all his comrades changed. He and Vina had been sweethearts all this time. They had been teenagers for most of it.

He had never been a Kral before. She would become a Kral’s wife. She would become a leader among the women and tell them what to do. 

She would be the one to organize them to defend themselves if the men got caught outside their camp and couldn’t make it back in time to defend the women.

He couldn’t talk to her about that now. He didn’t know when or where he would be able to talk to her—about anything.

He and his men would have to establish a permanent camp somewhere with proper shelters before he and Vina could have a private conversation. How long would that take?

He wouldn’t be able to do it tonight. He separated all his men and posted them in a wide circle around the spot where they left the girls.

Ant and the others didn’t take long before they killed a full-sized Gurlg. Hammer heard the creature squawking long before it fell silent.

Everyone returned to the same location and descended to the ground. The girls built a fire and started cooking the Gurlg meat the hunters brought back.

Hammer divided the rest of his men into watches to keep track of the area overnight. Those working at the fires kept their weapons close at hand to defend the women in case any of the band’s enemies got past the watch.

The rest of the band settled down by the fire to spend the night on the ground. Hammer found himself studying the group again. 

Of course he considered Vina the most beautiful of the five girls, but an outside observer would have picked out Daora as the most beautiful.

Vina had a round face and a cheery expression and demeanor. She had a way of putting everyone at ease with her easy, accommodating ways.

Daora’s sculpted, finely drawn features matched her much more serious personality. She carried herself with regal poise and elaborate dignity in everything she did even if she was just washing the blood off her hands after cutting up a piece of meat.

Masha usually kept her eyes downcast. She had a cringing, timid, frightened way of always huddling closer to anyone bigger and stronger than herself. She did it a lot whenever Lucky sat near her, but she even did it around any other man.

She didn’t do it as a way of starting anything with them. She just made herself smaller in reaction to them being bigger, stronger, and more of a threat. 

She did this even when nothing around was threatening her. She always did it even around her mother and the other women.

Eleph couldn’t have been more different. She had a fierce, driving, unrelenting personality that complemented Ant exactly. Hammer never questioned what Ant found appealing about her. They were two of a kind.

She walked and talked fast, worked her hardest, and did everything with maximum effort and determination even when it wasn’t anything particularly important.

Cross and Sema were two of a kind, too. She usually kept quiet, but in a much more thoughtful, observant way than Masha. Sema had a kind of simple beauty that never imposed itself or drew attention to itself—just like everything else about her.

She watched and listened to everything going on around her, but she did it much more directly than Masha did. 

Hammer always got the sense that Sema was evaluating his decisions and making up her mind if she agreed with them or not. 

Talking about anything in front of her always felt like taking the matter to some kind of tribunal that would rule whether the idea or decision was any good or not.

He found himself as much concerned by her evaluation of his decisions as any of his men. She would have been an asset to any band—and she always backed up Cross. She gave him her undivided loyalty, help, and support in everything he did.

Hammer settled back and enjoyed the hot, juicy food he was putting in his mouth. He hadn’t enjoyed fresh meat in a long time—too long. He might not enjoy it again for another long time.

Twenty-three people. He had twenty-three people to build a band, establish a territory, and defeat his enemies. 

He needed to do that soon before the Renegades and the Bounty Hunters overwhelmed Hammer’s band with numbers. He wouldn’t get a second chance to come back from it if they did.








  
  
Chapter 4




Hammer paused at the top of the hill again and looked down at the Ashtaws. They never stopped grazing unless something spooked them into a stampede. 

He and his party watched a flock of Boultars attack the herd on the opposite side of the valley. The Boultars tried to snatch young Ashtaws away from their mothers.

The Boultars triggered another stampede of Ashtaws charging toward the Godless, but the stampede didn’t last long.

The Ashtaws ran into all the other Ashtaws in the herd. The young Ashtaws ran between the legs of all the much larger adults. The Boultars couldn’t go after these giant creatures. The Boultars had to break off and fly away.

The surge of Ashtaws blended in with the rest of the herd and they all went back to grazing.

“The Renegades aren’t there anymore,” Ziti pointed out.

“They’re still there,” Scarecrow muttered. “They’re always there. We just can’t see them.”

“Let’s circle the valley and check out the canyons to the southwest,” Hammer suggested. “We need a camp.”

The party headed off to the right to circle the valley. The men brought the girls with them this time. Hammer didn’t want to leave them in the trees where the Bounty Hunters knew where to find the girls.

At least he could see the landscape from up here. He would be able to see if any of his enemies came after the party.

Big rocks dotted the ridgeline in a few spots. He sent his men and the uninitiated boys out there to scout the route before the girls got anywhere near it. The last Renegade ambush haunted Hammer now. The Renegades had hidden behind rocks outcroppings just like that. 

Shadow’s men had saved the party that time, but the Renegades could have wiped out Hangman’s band if Shadow hadn’t turned up when he did.

The men and boys stayed up on the rocks and waved Hammer’s party forward. The men continued to travel across the top of the rocks to make sure the way stayed clear all the way south.

Hammer didn’t see anything to concern him—except that everything concerned him. He kept seeing all the potential hazards and threats that could put his people in danger. 

He even had to keep an eye on the skies. Boultars patrolled the Ashtaw herd all the time in search of any unprotected juveniles. The Boultars would just as soon come after people if any happened to wander into view.

Hammer would have to take Boultars into account when he selected the band’s long camp. Protecting people from the air would become even more important once these girls came of age and started having children.

None of the party saw anything on their way around the valley. Sema and Eleph kept just as sharp a lookout on the surroundings as the men did.

Vina got preoccupied with helping Masha. Masha’s agitation got progressively worse as long as Lucky stayed out of the group scouting to rock tops.

Hammer didn’t ask why Masha found everything so terrifying. She had been like this for as long as he had known her—since her earliest childhood.

He assumed something must have happened to her in Ceon. One of the Renegades might have attacked her even then—or maybe just frightened her into thinking he would.

The party stopped again when they got to the farthest southern tip of the valley. “Where did you find this waterfall?” Hammer asked Cross. “I didn’t see it. You lead us to it and show us where you think would be a good spot to camp.”

Cross led the way after that. Hammer took a position in the far rear where he could guard the party. He climbed into the rocks a few times so he could see the whole valley.

He still didn’t see any Renegades or Bounty Hunters, but he agreed with Scarecrow. They were there.

The Renegades worked hard to drive the Godless out of this territory and take it as their own. The Renegades wouldn’t let it go without fighting to keep it.

The Bounty Hunters didn’t want the territory. They knew the Godless were here. The Bounty Hunters didn’t need any better reason than that to come after the party.

The Bounty Hunters also knew that the Godless had women with them. The girls would offer an irresistible temptation for the Bounty Hunters to track down the party at all costs.

Hammer should have gotten his people as far away from this country as possible. That would have been the smart thing to do. He should have taken his band straight north to the one place in the world he knew the Renegades and the Bounty Hunters were not.

The northern valley was so much more defensible than this place, too. He knew for certain his people would be safe there—because they would be alone.

A cluster of ideas stopped him from leaving. For a start, he and his band were already here. Staying here saved them a journey of months or maybe even years.

These girls would come of age soon enough. Then they would get pregnant. Hammer didn’t want to travel anywhere with pregnant women ever again, especially not now that he was the one responsible for their survival.

The Ashtaws also presented a unique opportunity he just couldn’t pass up. He would become all-powerful if he could just find a way to harness their size and strength. No one would be able to stand against him.

Shadow’s warning proved the most powerful motivator of all. Hammer’s band would be alone in the northern valley. Their children wouldn’t be able to go to the gatherings. 

The band would die out eventually if they went that far north. Their only hope was to establish themselves here in the south—close enough to attend the gatherings and bring in new blood.

Resentment ate away at Hammer’s guts when he remembered Shadow’s words. Hammer had to prove Shadow wrong. Hammer had to raise this band from a bunch of unruly teenagers and turn them into real Godless warriors.

He had to bring his people to the gatherings and force the other Clans to accept him as Kral. He couldn’t back down until he proved Shadow wrong.

Cross came to the waterfall. Hammer hadn’t seen it before during his patrols around the valley. Then again, he and his men usually split up to patrol different locations. Hammer had never come to this part of the valley before. He never would have seen the waterfall before.

Cross hunted around until he found a pathway down into the bottom canyons. The path wound through a crooked maze of rock walls. It reminded Hammer of the bare, lifeless northern country Red and his men came from.

Dense jungle choked the canyons. The canopy grew high above the party’s heads. Sheer cliffs jutted even higher above the tallest trees. 

Vines and creepers snaked all over the cliff walls. The thick canopy protected the party from any attack from the air—any Boultar attack from the air.

The canopy wouldn’t protect the party from Krakelows or other jungle creatures, but the party would have faced those anywhere.

Cross led a long way down into the canyons. He couldn’t possibly have known where he was going. He kept going until he entered a flat labyrinth of tight defiles between towering cliffs. No one could descend those cliffs to threaten the party.

He turned off into a different canyon and came to a wall at the far end. It met up with the two side walls to form a box canyon with only one narrow entrance in and out.

He turned in all directions examining the surrounding cliffs. “This is as good as it’s going to get, I say. I saw we make this the place.”

“Outstanding work, brother,” Earthquake exclaimed. “This is perfect.”

“You girls get started building yourselves some shelters,” Hammer ordered. “Make yourselves comfortable. We’ll be staying here for a while.”

The girls grabbed each other, hugged each other, and jumped up and down in delight before they all got to work.

“Now what do we do?” Ant asked. 

“We’re going back to the valley,” Hammer replied. “I’m starting to think Mora was right about just about everything. We need to lead the Ashtaws down here away from the valley. There are plenty of Fogpo trees around. We’ll keep the Ashtaws here while we tame them and build the harnesses where our enemies can’t interfere.”

“We need to keep patrolling the valley,” Scarecrow growled. “We need to make sure none of the other Clans establish themselves there. They might get too strong for us to remove them.”

Hammer agreed and said so. He didn’t mention that he and his men would be able to demolish any invading Clan as soon as the Godless trained the Ashtaws to fight.

He wanted to hurry up and get started on that. He wanted to hurry up and get to the part where he could flatten any enemy at will with no trouble. That would take time. His band had to defend themselves and guard against any intrusion in the meantime.

The men returned to the valley and then spent a few hours cutting, gathering, and stacking Fogpo branches.

Hammer decided to follow the band’s original plan. He and his men would carry the branches into the valley, lure the Ashtaws to follow, bring them up here to give them a feast of Fogpo leaves, and then carry the branches down into the canyons.

He already knew which canyon he would keep the Ashtaws in. It was protected from the air and big enough for adult Ashtaws to live in. The curved cliff walls would make it harder for the Ashtaws to escape. They would find it easier to stay and browse in the canopy.

He chose a spot on the ridgeline much farther south from where Hangman’s band had made its original campaign to mount the Ashtaws. 

Hammer couldn’t take the creatures down the cliffs near the waterfall. He had to lead them farther southeast and circle back through easier terrain, but he still knew it was possible.

He and his men were just returning to the ridgetop with another armload of branches when Thuron got Hammer’s attention. Thuron did it silently. That was never a good sign.

Thuron pointed out a different group of Bounty Hunters—or maybe it was the same group the Godless saw last time.

The Bounty Hunters weren’t coming after the Godless this time. The Bounty Hunters didn’t see the Godless. Hammer’s men were too far away and they had been behind the ridgeline until right this minute.

The Bounty Hunters dropped over the side and entered the valley itself. They climbed down the hillsides getting closer to the herd. The Bounty Hunters tried to get near the Ashtaws, but the Bounty Hunters didn’t bring Fogpo branches with them. 

“What are they doing?” Bugs muttered. “Are they trying to tame the Ashtaws, too?”

“It doesn’t look like they know what they’re doing,” Cross remarked. “Maybe they just realize that we want the Ashtaws for something. Maybe the Bounty Hunters want to figure out why we want the Ashtaws.”

“It doesn’t matter because we’re going to eliminate these bastards.” Hammer dropped his armload of branches. “Come on. We’re going to reduce their numbers as much as we can.”

He took off running around the ridgeline. His men followed him behind the ridgeline where the rocks would conceal their approach.

He slowed to a walk and crouched behind the rocks searching for the first glimpse of the Bounty Hunters. He and his men had to eventually work all the way back up to the ridgeline before they saw the Bounty Hunters again.

The Bounty Hunters got within thirty yards of the nearest Ashtaws. The huge adults snorted in deafening booms when they saw people approaching. 

The creatures tossed their heads, stamped their feet hard enough to shake the ground, and a few even charged the Bounty Hunters. The Bounty Hunters turned and ran for it all the way back to the ridgeline.

Hammer and his men retreated deeper into the rocks. Ant, Scarecrow, Thuron, and Lonion climbed up to elevated positions above the unsuspecting Bounty Hunters. Hammer stayed on the ground, drew his blades, and braced himself to take these enemies down. 

Something clicked in his mind at that moment. This valley—this was his territory. No one would ever take this place from him. An enemy Clan’s mere presence here insulted him as Kral.

He would destroy anyone who set foot here, starting right here, right now—today.

The Bounty Hunters kept glancing behind them to make sure the Ashtaws didn’t follow. The Bounty Hunters must not have observed ahead of time that the Ashtaws never climbed the side ridges of their valley. They went straight back to grazing.

The Bounty Hunters gasped for breath, turned away to leave the valley, and came face to face with Hammer’s men coming out of the rocks. 

Hammer attacked without mercy. Ant, Scarecrow, and the others leapt down from above and cut all the Bounty Hunters down in a few seconds.

“We ought to be able to do something useful with these bodies,” Pitch remarked. “We shouldn’t just leave them here to rot.”

“They won’t rot,” Scarecrow pointed out. “The Boultars will take them.”

“We should use them as a warning to the Renegades and other Bounty Hunters,” Omen suggested. “We should send them a message that we’re here and we’re staying.”

“You’re right,” Hammer agreed. “Skin and bone the Bounty Hunters. We’ll feed the flesh to the Boultars and stake up the skins and skeletons on these rocks for the others to find.”

The men worked on that for the rest of the day. The men got covered in blood and threw hunks of flesh far down the valley for the Boultars to feast on.

In the end, the Bounty Hunter skins made an extremely gruesome effect on the rocks. Hammer ordered his men to leave the heads attached. The Godless gouged out the Bounty Hunter’s eyes and removed their tongues.

The band tied the remaining grisly flaps of skin to the rocks with ropes twisted from the jungle. The band arranged each body with the arms and legs spread out. 

The skins looked like flattened versions of people tied down and held captive there. Everyone could see that the dead people were Bounty Hunters.

The party stood back and admired the effect. The dead Bounty Hunters covered twelve rocks all along this side of the ridge.

“That’s perfect!” Omen breathed. “We should have thought of this a long time ago.”

“We’ll do this with all our enemy dead,” Hammer decided. “We’ll leave these around the whole valley to announce to the world that this is our territory.”

“What about the canyon camp?” Lucky asked. “Do you want to leave warnings there, too?”

“No, not there. That will only attract our enemies’ attention and alert them that we’re keeping something of value there. Let’s get started leading the Ashtaws down the canyons. I want to get them to safety before we do anything else.”








