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Chapter 1 




Mora paused to heft the bundle in her arms, but nothing could make it more comfortable. Her arms strained to the breaking point and the weight made her back ache. 

She only gave herself a few seconds to stop before she pushed herself to keep going. The bundle in her arms squirmed when she tried to adjust its position. She looked down at her baby daughter Anava curled up in the wrap tied around Mora’s chest.

“I’m tired, Mother,” her three-year-old son Maeno complained.

Mora squeezed his hand. “I’m tired, too, my love. I’m really tired. Sometimes I get so tired I don’t think I can go another step.”

“Why haven’t we gotten to the gorges yet?” seven-year-old Zaedi asked from behind Mora’s back. “Shadow and Father made it sound like they were right around the corner from our old camp.”

“You know as much as I do, my son,” Mora told him. “You’ve heard your father talking. The band has had to divert into multiple alternate courses to avoid enemy Clans—not to mention dangerous creatures.”

Zaedi squinted up at the sky. “It will be dark soon. We should be stopping to camp.”

“I highly doubt Shadow will stop the band here,” Mora returned. “We would be exposed to attacks here.”

Her children didn’t answer. They didn’t usually complain about the hardships on the journey. Shadow’s band of Godless wasn’t even heading for their gorge camp anymore. 

Shadow didn’t announce to the band where he planned to take everyone for shelter against the enemy Clans invading from the west. He might have told Hangman and the other men if he had any plan at all. Shadow didn’t tell the women anything.

A long, single-file line of people wound ahead of and behind Mora’s family. The band traveled through these steep, rocky cliffs and passes much more quickly than Hangman’s band had traveled to the north country.

This was a far more dangerous country to travel through than those rugged mountains. The men couldn’t climb up the cliffs to search the countryside for any sign of danger. 

The men had to travel right in the middle of the line. The path only offered a few feet of space for the people to pass one or two at a time. 

A vertical stone wall rose on Mora’s left as high as the stark blue sky overhead. Another wall dropped straight down on her right and plunged thousands of feet into the gorge below.

The only good thing about this journey was that no enemy Clans could strike the band from any direction—not without everyone in the band seeing them coming.

Shadow, Hangman, Viking, Red, and Wildling led the party at the front in case anyone came at the band from that direction. 

Any enemy Clan who did attack from the front could only come one man at a time, too. They wouldn’t be able to get to the women and children in the center of the group.

Prodigy, Bantam, Devil, Grizzly, and Breaker brought up the rear for the same reason. The rest of the men and uninitiated boys spread themselves through the rest of the band.

The band had suffered a catastrophic blow when Hammer left with his whole party and taken Cross with him. They had left Shadow’s band sorely lacking in fighting men. 

The uninitiated boys had to step in while the freed captives from the Bounty Hunters’ village did their best to fill the gaps. Shadow didn’t approve of outsiders and uninitiated boys fighting with initiated Godless men, but he had no choice but to accept the new situation. 

Hangman, Viking, Red, and all of Red’s men had been doing it Hangman’s way for so long that they adapted easily. The men welcomed the uninitiated boys of Shadow’s band with open arms. 

Red and his men had started training the boys right away, encouraging them to rise to the challenge, and giving them tips and suggestions on how to improve. Bantam was still young enough to understand the need of this and joined right in.

He had taken his youngest brother Jerun under his wing. Bantam had made it his mission to give Jerun all the help he could possibly want and need. The boys thrived with this new support they had never gotten from Shadow or his men.

Shadow resented this and it made him surly. He didn’t outright speak against the changes. He couldn’t. He needed Hangman and his men too much to protect the band.

Anyone could see Shadow simmering with barely suppressed fury that someone was acting against his wishes. He answered curtly whenever someone spoke to him. 

Sometimes he absolutely refused even to look at the uninitiated boys, including his own son, or the men who trained them.

The fighting men who had been with Shadow all this time also saw the writing on the wall. 

Banjo and Feather fell right back into their old habit of deferring decision-making to Hangman. They obeyed him instantly unless Shadow had already given them some instructions to the contrary.

Devil, Breaker, and Grizzly didn’t warm to Hangman as quickly, but they couldn’t deny his authority. They didn’t obey him and they didn’t disobey him. 

They didn’t shy away from accepting the uninitiated boys, either. The three brothers just went along with whatever the other men did.

Mora did her best not to pay too much attention to what the men did. They had to work it out between themselves. She still found herself counting up the men she knew would back Hangman if Shadow really decided to push his authority too far.

She didn’t have to worry about Red’s men. They all obeyed Hangman to the letter. They only subordinated themselves to Shadow because Hangman did it. 

Red and his men would have split from Shadow in an instant if Hangman told them to. Red and his men would have thought nothing of taking their wives and children and leaving the rest of Shadow’s band twisting in the wind.

Mora had spent too many years living with these men not to understand their facial expressions and body language. She saw plenty of Red’s men grimacing in annoyance behind Shadow’s back. 

They didn’t like him and they especially didn’t appreciate his attitude toward Hangman. Red and his men blamed Shadow for driving Hammer away and putting the whole band in danger in the process.

The rift between Shadow and Hangman still had not recovered in the last three years since the two bands joined. Only Hangman’s constant deference and conciliation prevented an outright rift between him and his father.

Mora took a second to hitch Anava a little higher in the wrap. Mora needed to retie it to make it tighter against her body, but she couldn’t take the time to do it now.

Anava stayed permanently latched onto Mora’s breast. Mora had to support Anava’s weight in her arms until the band’s next break.

Shadow didn’t take breaks the way Hangman used to. Shadow pretended not to notice pregnant women, mothers, and their young children struggling to keep up. He never once turned around to check how the rest of the band was doing.

His attitude turned the men of Hangman’s former band against Shadow more than anything. Viking and Red’s men especially stopped many times a day to help people who simply could not keep up and fell behind or collapsed.

Viking, Rapid, and Legend had even been known to pick up pregnant women and carry them until Shadow decided to stop for the night. Quite a few of the men carried their younger children piggyback to take the pressure off the mothers. 

Their actions infuriated Shadow, but he never said a word about it to anyone when he bothered to notice it at all. He buried all that resentment inside himself. He outright glared at people, but he never actually came right out and told anyone not to.

The men did it more and more often just to spite him. Mora could just see these men counting down the seconds before one of them had to stand up to him and point out that he couldn’t reasonably expect them to leave pregnant women and little children behind to perish.

The confrontation was bound to come sooner or later, but it still hadn’t come after three years of traveling. The tension kept rising. 

Mora always made sure to keep up and to take care of her children no matter how tired she got. Hangman couldn’t afford to be the spark that set fire to Shadow’s fuse.

Hangman had become progressively more silent as the months dragged on. He rarely spoke about anything whenever there was the slightest chance that Shadow might hear.

He spoke the same as ever when his father wasn’t around. The men all deferred to Hangman whenever they got separated from Shadow. Then Hangman fell silent again as soon as his father came around.

Hangman’s silence only seemed to harden Shadow against Hangman even more. Shadow seemed to suspect Hangman of plotting against him in secret, but the subject never came out into open conflict. Both men left it alone and so did everyone else.

Mora caught sight of them every now and then when the path turned a corner around some ledge. Shadow led the band at the very front of the line. Hangman had positioned himself behind Viking so Viking would separate Hangman from his father.

Red and Wilding walked behind Hangman to keep as much distance between themselves and Shadow as possible. Shadow would have had to be blind not to see the way the men acted toward him.

Mora sighed and hitched Anava up again, but a high-pitched shriek startled the whole band to high alert right then.

Human attackers couldn’t threaten the band on these cliffs, but the position left them exposed to creatures attacking from the air. Ridgebeaks and Boultars patrolled these canyons. Airborne creatures could spot exposed people a long way off.

The narrow path left women and children defenseless. The men couldn’t protect everyone. The men also couldn’t band together to fight a full-sized Ridgebeak if one did attack.

“Run!” Viking roared over his shoulder. “MOVE!!”

The whole band burst into a run including children who had been dragging their heels just a few minutes ago. Mora grabbed Maeno’s hand on one side and Thena’s on the other side, but no one could run any faster than the people in front of them. 

Shadow, Viking, Hangman, Red, and Wildling outpaced everyone, raced ahead, and dove into a channel cutting between the steep cliffs. These channels offered the only protection from attacking creatures.

The women and children dove into the channel behind the men. The channel widened where water had washed out the rock and created a wider place. It gave a tiny, sheltered place for the women and children to take cover from the assault.

The party streamed ahead much faster as more and more people made it to the channel. Mora shoved her children in there. The men and uninitiated boys fell in ranks with Shadow and the others as they all made it to that one spot.

The five men drew their weapons and Wildling unwound the rope from his waist. He never went anywhere without it. The men rotated outward to face the incoming threat. Mora didn’t need to see what it was.

This was the one critical disadvantage of traveling through the gorges. No one could see a creature attacking from the air until it came within a dozen yards of actually snatching someone.

The Ridgebeaks and Boultars had learned this strategy. They always attacked from behind the cliffs. No one in the band could see the creatures coming until the last possible second. The men looked all around them, but the Ridgebeak still didn’t show itself.

More women and children dove into the channel and more men surrounded it. Mora and the others had to smash themselves inside so everyone could fit.

Half the band got there in time. Prodigy, Bantam, and the other men still trapped in and behind the band turned outward. The Ridgebeak could only attack from that direction.

Mora heard the men yelling, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying over the noise of all the other voices in the channel. Women called to their children to get down and stay down. Mothers clasped their children tighter to stop anyone from running away in panic.

The last members of the band raced up the path, and at that moment, a massive male Ridgebeak swooped around a corner of a different cliff behind the fleeing Godless. 

Prodigy and the others raised their weapons, but the Ridgebeak knew better than to go near the men. The creature angled its wings and swerved at the last second, stalled over the bottom gorge, and adjusted its momentum to come at the band from out in open space.

The men spun around and rushed the women and children to surround them, but not fast enough. The Ridgebeak’s speed carried it forward and it snatched one of the freed captives from the Bounty Hunters’ village.

The woman screamed and fought back. Bantam lunged for her and brought his kukri down hard on the Ridgebeak’s foot. The bird shrieked in fury and clubbed him with its wing. He stumbled, but he didn’t fall. He tried one last time to grab the woman and pull her back.

The Ridgebeak pumped its wings in one powerful beat of rushing wind and pulled the woman over the side just as the other men charged in to attack.

The bird retreated too fast and yanked Bantam over the side at the same time. The woman screamed one last time before she fell out of sight. 

Hangman surged out of line and roared, “BANTAM!”

He would have rushed over there to save his brother, but Shadow grabbed Hangman by the shoulder and pulled him back. Prodigy got there a second later and grabbed Bantam by the wrist just as gravity threatened to snatch him down into the plunging gorge.

Bantam dropped his kukri in a frantic effort to grab Prodigy’s hand. Bantam’s weight would have pulled Prodigy to his death, too, but Devil, Grizzly, and Breaker got there first. 

They seized Prodigy by his loincloth, and when that failed, they held him back by his legs and feet.

The three brothers flattened themselves to the ground and held on to stop both men from falling over the side.

Hangman shook off his father’s hand and sprinted back down the path. Viking and Legend went with him. 

Viking and Legend were two of the biggest, strongest men in the band. Grizzly was the other. Grizzly couldn’t let go of Prodigy’s legs long enough to help pull the men up.

Viking, Legend, and Hangman had to lie down on top of Prodigy and Breaker to get hold of Bantam. The men hauled him up and he collapsed panting and gasping on the ground while they pulled up Prodigy next.

None of the men moved for a second. It was a miracle the band had only lost one person that time. They had lost more in similar attacks.

The men took a long time to pick themselves up and limp back up the path to rejoin the rest of the band. Shadow only glared at them—especially Hangman.

Hangman didn’t make eye contact with his father. Hangman paid attention only to Bantam and the others. He went from man to man making sure none of them had gotten hurt.

Shadow finally turned around and surveyed the women and children hiding in the channel. “It’s getting dark,” he growled. “We’ll camp here tonight and push on in the morning.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Hangman sat down next to Mora and the children. Wildling and his wife and children sat nearby. Mora pulled some dried food out of her band and handed one piece each to her three children. 

“You missed that one, Wildling,” she told him. “Better luck next time.”

“I wouldn’t try to catch a Ridgebeak on one of those narrow paths,” he replied. “That would be the quickest way to get myself killed.”

“What about laying a trap for one right outside this channel?” Mora asked. “Is that enough open ground for you to do it?”

“Sure,” Wildling replied. “Just get Prodigy, Rapid, Butch, and Legend to lie in wait with their ropes to bring the bird down.”

“We can’t do it here,” Hangman pointed out. “We don’t have any firewood to cook and cure the meat. It would all go to waste. Wait until we get somewhere with trees.”

Wildling didn’t answer. He turned away to take care of his family. The band was getting dangerously low on food. The party had encountered the same problem everywhere they went in these canyons.

Hangman kicked himself for opening his mouth. Even now, he sensed Shadow’s eyes burning into Hangman’s head from behind.

Hangman shouldn’t have made a suggestion that one of the men could interpret as a decision. Hangman couldn’t voice his opinion without his father acting like Hangman was taking some authority in this band.

He had started to wonder lately if he had made a colossal mistake by bringing his people back to Shadow’s band. 

Hangman had considered more than once during the last three years if he should split from Shadow, take anyone who would go with him, and trek back to their own country. He might be able to catch up with Hammer’s band after all.

Hangman couldn’t do that now. The band had traveled too far away. Such a small band wouldn’t survive on its own. Neither band would survive if they split up the fighting men now.

Katha would stay with Shadow. Hangman couldn’t bear to leave her—or to ask Jerun and Bantam to leave her. Their family had already lost Cross.

Mora distracted Hangman by bumping his arm. She handed him the largest piece of dried food she had in her bag and started chewing a much smaller piece for herself.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

She gave him a look overflowing with understanding. She didn’t have to say she understood the impossible mess in which he found himself. She saw it all as plain as day.

The men all saw it, too. The hostility between Shadow and Hangman was bound to come to a head sooner or later. 

Hangman really hoped Shadow didn’t wind up challenging Hangman in front of the whole band. Hangman didn’t want to get into a situation where he had to kill his own father just to save his life and his wife’s and children’s lives.

Hangman would never challenge Shadow no matter how much Shadow hated him. Hangman could see some of the other men winding up to do it, though. Some of the men spoke up plainly if they disagreed with Shadow’s decisions. No Kral could tolerate that.

The longer Shadow did tolerate it, the more likely it would end in a challenge on one side or the other. Then Hangman would become Kral.

That was the thing Shadow most feared—that Hangman would use the men’s allegiance to unseat Shadow and make Hangman their Kral in his place.

All the men wanted that. Hangman would have given anything to go back to being on friendly terms with Shadow. Hangman just didn’t see any way to avoid the conflict turning to bloodshed.

The bad blood had all started with Hammer leaving. Shadow had never recovered from that. He just would not believe that a man as young as Hammer could be Kral in his own right. Even Red and his men understood that.

A drumming sound got everyone’s attention just then. The first sprinkles of rain pattered into the channel. Heavy clouds moved over the gorge country and brought darkness sooner than usual.

The women and children shrank against the walls for protection as the rain got stronger. The men sat on the outside. There wasn’t enough room under the channel’s curving side walls to shelter everyone.

Hangman crowded in to block Maeno and Thena from the rain. It built into a downpour. The trickle of water running through the bottom of the channel got bigger. It swelled into a stream.

Shadow stood up. “We should move out of this channel before the water gets any higher. Come on. Let’s continue to another sheltered place. The creatures won’t attack us in the rain.”

“We can’t go now,” Jolt countered. “It’s too dark out there.”

Shadow glared at him. “I said get up and move. We’re leaving.”

He strode out onto the path and turned right to continue in the direction the band had been going before. Hangman stood up and picked up Maeno in his arms. The little boy was already starting to whimper in protest that he had to travel some more at this time of night.

Hangman heard muttering in the background. Some of the families didn’t get up at all.

“The water is getting higher,” Hangman told them. “It will fill this channel soon anyway. Come on. We have to go.”

Mora got to her feet and Wildling helped his family move out. Mora picked up Thena and carried her on the other side of Anava’s wrap. Hangman walked out of the channel into the pounding rain. It drenched everyone the minute they set foot outside.

He stayed there in the channel to make sure everyone got out. The pelting rain fed the stream even more. No one could sit on the floor anymore without getting wet. The band had to leave.

Mora couldn’t carry Thena and Anava at the same time, so Mora put Thena down and took the girl’s hand. Zaedi followed her and held onto one of her shoulder bags. Hangman decided to bring up the rear so he wouldn’t have to walk near Shadow. 

Maybe it would be better for Hangman to leave than to risk getting into a challenge with Shadow. Hangman took that risk every day he stayed with Shadow.

On the other hand, maybe Hangman should just outright challenge Shadow and get it over with. Hangman already knew he could beat Shadow in a fight and all the men would follow Hangman if it came to that.

He pushed that thought out of his mind, but it kept coming back no matter how much he tried to squash it.

Mora and the children walked off into the darkness to follow the path. Traveling in the rain and the dark would be much more dangerous than creatures attacking. This wouldn’t be the first time Hangman disagreed with one of Shadow’s decisions.

The safety and protection of his people trumped every other consideration. Hangman had learned that the hard way during his years as Kral of his own band.

He just could not justify putting the safety of the band ahead of allegiance to his father—or any other Kral. No man deserved to be Kral if he didn’t protect the band. Putting the band in danger automatically disqualified a man from being Kral.

Hangman knew it. All of Red’s men knew it. Even Shadow’s men knew it. 

Hangman should have challenged Shadow a long time ago on that alone. Hangman’s own attachment and care for his father stopped him. 

That was not the behavior of any decent Kral. Hangman shouldn’t show mercy to any man who put the band in danger, even if that man was his own father.

Hangman couldn’t do anything about that right now—not in this darkness. The Godless had to walk right up against the cliff wall to avoid stumbling too close to the edge in the dark and falling over the side.

Mora and the children had been among the first to leave the channel to follow Shadow. They wound up at the front of the line. 

Hangman found himself near the middle, but he caught occasional glimpses of them farther ahead. They were all right up there.

Helping everyone distracted him. He didn’t check on his family for another half an hour. When he looked up, he spotted Shadow, Katha, Mora, the children, and a few others standing in front of a different channel. This one was empty.

Rain hammered down on everyone and stung Hangman’s skin. He would have suggested to Shadow that the band take shelter in this new channel—or just about anywhere other than walking around in the rain and the dark.

Hangman didn’t suggest that. He was still forty yards away helping another mother with her young children, but he wouldn’t have suggested it even if he’d been standing right there next to his father. This situation couldn’t go on this way. It was untenable.

He resigned himself to keep on walking all night if necessary—unless one of the other men challenged Shadow right this very minute. Hangman really wouldn’t have been at all surprised.

He and those near him drew level with the channel. The smaller children took their time climbing down the slippery rock to join with the others. A gap had developed between the people already here and those who had delayed leaving the first channel. They lagged behind.

Shadow grimaced at them, turned away, and said, “Let’s go.”

He started climbing up the path on the other side. A few different men exchanged glances with Hangman, but no one opened their mouths to contradict—not yet.

The people gathered here struggled up the other slope to follow Shadow. Hangman went back to helping the children. Mora started to follow Shadow, too, but right then, Maeno started crying. Hangman didn’t see why.

Maeno stretched out his arms to Mora. Hangman put him down on the ground so the boy could go to her. She squatted down in front of Maeno to take care of whatever it was that he needed. 

Hangman concentrated on the other nearby children. He had to lift some of them and put them higher up the slope so they didn’t slip down. He started to climb up after them and turned around to see if Mora needed help.

She saw him, stood up, and turned around to lead the children after him. She made eye contact with him and made a face of mock annoyance at another delay.

At that moment, a massive cascade of water crashed down the channel from somewhere higher up the cliffs. 

The constant drum of rainfall masked the sound of the flood coming closer. Hangman didn’t see or hear it until the moment it slammed into the channel walls.

The torrent hit the walls coming around a curve, churned over on itself, and smashed into Mora and all four children from the side. 

“MORA!!” Hangman bellowed, but it was too late. The flood erased her and all four 6

His stomach plummeted into his shoes. He froze and stared at the place where his family had just been standing. They all vanished in the blink of an eye.

Nothing remained but a wall of water blocking the channel. All the people trailing behind had to stop there. They couldn’t cross to rejoin the rest of the band.

Some of the men in front of Hangman must have told Shadow what was going on. Hangman was still standing there in stunned shock when his father came back down the hill and stopped there to stare at the flood, too.

Everyone else in the band stood on the other side staring across. No one could get through that.

Drilling rain stabbed all its needle pricks into Hangman’s skin, but he couldn’t feel a thing. His family couldn’t be gone. They just couldn’t be. His mind refused to accept it.

He had seen the devastating effects on his men when they thought they’d lost their wives and children. He couldn’t go through that. He couldn’t face a single night without them—or at least knowing they were there. 

Seven years. Seven years of bliss. That’s what he got. He absolutely would not go back to being alone. He would rather die first.

“I guess we have to stop here,” Shadow growled. “We’ll have to find a sheltered place for the rain to stop.”

Hangman turned away and started hiking up the hill heading off in the direction Shadow had been going to begin with.

“Where are you going?” Shadow yelled after him. “I said we’re stopping here.”

“I’m going to find Mora and the children.”

“Hey!” Shadow bellowed. “Come back here!”

Hangman didn’t listen. He kept going. Mora and the children weren’t here. He had to find them even if it cost his life.








  
  
Chapter 3




Catastrophic forces punched Mora in all directions. They tumbled her over and over in the water, threw her out just long enough for her to snatch a breath of air, and pulled her under again to slam her against hard objects rumbling and churning in the flood. 

She fell over some kind of waterfall, smashed down hard on what felt like solid stone, and the force of her fall plunged her deep into another churning mass of water.

Tree limbs, boulders, and what felt like bodies pummeled her beneath the surface. She fought to struggle out of the torrent to find some air somewhere. Her head emerged in pitch darkness. 

She barely filled her lungs before another brutal smash of overpowering water slammed her from the side and tore her under again. The sheering force of multiple torrents hitting each other ripped the wrap off her body. 

Mora tried to grab Anava, but the wrap bundle vanished into the darkness before Mora got her arms around it to hold it back.

Another bone-crushing force hurled her away, bowled her over and over, slammed her down on the rocky streambed below her, and something very hard hit her in the head and knocked her out.

She came to her senses lying half-submerged in water up to her chest. She floundered to lift her head and looked around her in mounting horror. 

She lay on a gravel bar somewhere in the deepest jungle. She had absolutely no idea where she was or where Shadow’s band was.

She pried her face out of the gravel and winced. Scrapes, cuts, and bruises covered her all over her body. At least she didn’t have any broken bones.

She groaned in agony and pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. She didn’t see any sign of her children—especially Anava. The baby couldn’t have survived that flood. 

None of her children could have survived it. Maeno was only three and none of the three older children knew how to swim. 

She staggered to her feet and looked around everywhere. She was all alone here. Water saturated her hair and clothes.

Her two Renegade blades hung from their knots at the waistband of her loincloth. They had come out of their sheaths in the flood, but at least she still had them. She would be able to hunt and defend herself with them.

She put them back in their sheaths so she could move around. She also still had her shoulder bags, but she didn’t have any food. She would need to hunt soon.

She limped up the gravel bar and stopped at the edge of the trees. Where exactly should she go? 

The water that had swept her away kept churning down the streambed next to her. The gravel bar had saved her life. She would have kept rushing down that channel forever if the water hadn’t flown over the gravel bar just there.

Her children might have washed away downstream. They could be miles away from here if they were still alive at all. She couldn’t go upstream and downstream at the same time. She had to choose. The band was upstream, so she went that way.

She hobbled in a stoop and pressed her bruised arms close to her body. She didn’t want to move at all, but she had to go somewhere. She couldn’t stay here.

She didn’t know how she could ever rejoin Shadow’s band. She might by some miracle have been able to climb back up all the mountains and waterfalls to the place where she and the children had gotten swept away.

Shadow’s band wouldn’t be there anymore. They would have moved on. It might take her years just to make it back to that one spot. The band would be long gone.

She followed the riverbed. She had no idea if it would lead back to the same channel. She could only hope.

One person traveling alone in the jungle was a death sentence—unless the person was a powerful warrior like Hangman or one of his cousins. She wasn’t a powerful warrior like them. She wouldn’t survive out here, especially not if she was injured.

She needed food and a place to rest. She needed to take some time to heal her injuries—but she still needed to hunt. She decided to use some of the Followers’ trapping methods instead. They would be safer and less likely to get her further injured or killed.

She had come to her senses on the gravel bar around noon. She walked for an hour before hunger and exhaustion caught up with her. She had to get something to eat soon before she lost her strength to go on.

She slumped at the base of a tree, rested her head back against the trunk, and shut her eyes while she thought it over. Some creature was bound to come out of the jungle to hunt her eventually. 

She just hoped whatever creature it was would be something small enough for her to kill and butcher by herself.

She checked her injuries. She should make leaf paste for them, but she didn’t have the strength to do that now. She decided to rest at least until the end of the day, but hunger drove her to her feet.

She continued for another hour before she heard a Gurlg scratching in the undergrowth. She turned off to her right to find out where the creature was. A Gurlg was too big for just one person, but it was better than nothing.

She found the bird pecking in an open place against another rock wall. The bird squawked a few times, darted its beak toward the ground, and slammed its beak into a corner where the rock face embedded itself in the soil.

A child’s screech split the usual jungle noise. That sound set all of Mora’s hair on end. It was Maeno’s voice. Then she heard Thena crying in terror.

Mora sprang out of hiding behind the Gurlg. This one was a big male—bigger than any Gurlg she had ever faced before.

The bird didn’t see her, but she saw her two younger children. They had taken shelter in a hollow at the base of the rock. The cramped space barely gave them enough room to crouch in there with their arms around each other.

Maeno screamed every time the Gurlg tried to dart its beak down to snap the two children out of their hiding place. 

Thena held onto her little brother and bawled her eyes out in petrified horror. The Gurlg’s giant head blocked the children from seeing anything beyond its enormous eye staring at them. Mora only saw them when the Gurlg moved its head out of the way.

She snatched her blades out of their sheaths, charged up behind the Gurlg, and hacked it across the back of the leg right above the ankle joint. The joint stood as high as her head and angled backward from the place where the leg joined up with the bird’s body.

The bird spun around in a heartbeat, lunged for her, and collapsed on its injured leg. The Gurlg hit the dirt and Mora charged the creature while it flopped and struggled to right itself.

Protective fury for her children gave her all the energy she needed. She didn’t feel her injuries anymore. She dove for the Gurlg, dodged its beak when it tried to snap at her, and pivoted inside the radius of the bird’s neck.

She slammed her body against the creature’s neck to push its head away and hacked her blade across the side of the neck to take the Gurlg down.

The Gurlg choked when it tried to both squawk, breathe, and snap its beak at the same time. The creature struggled to get up again and flopped the other way.

Its thrashing almost crushed Mora. She had to leap out of the way, but it was all over. The Gurlg flapped its wings, raised its head, and slammed down in its death throes. Blood poured from the wound in its neck and got all over the Gurlg’s feathers.

Mora paced around the creature watching for an opening, but she couldn’t get near it until it stopped thrashing around so much. 

It kept flapping its wings and lumbering over and over in different directions trying to change its position before it crashed down into the dirt for the last time.








