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Chapter 1 




Kuvik yelled out in pain as a rough length of rope dug into his side. Bone-breaking force threw him in the air and knocked him down hard to yank him against the rope again and again. 

He struggled to get out of the stranglehold tangled around his body, but nothing could break the tough cordage. The rope held even when his whole weight slammed down against it. 

He roared out again and again until, by some unknown miracle, the rope loosened and he slammed down even harder on the ground.

The giant Ashtaw to which he’d gotten accidentally tied kept charging away across the countryside. The creature didn’t notice him, either while he’d been tied to its body or after he fell off.

He landed between the Ashtaw’s feet and it accidentally kicked him as it thundered past and kept running into the distance. At least the enormous creature didn’t step on him. He would have been dead for certain if it did.

He groaned in agony and lay flat on his face in the dirt for a minute. He didn’t want to move. Everything hurt, especially his sides and back where the rope had cut into him. 

He wore only a thin, threadbare pair of pants torn off above the knees. The rope had slashed, burned, and cut into his flesh all over his back and torso, but at least he didn’t feel any broken bones.

He finally pried his aching corpse out of the soil. He allowed himself to whine and moan about it while he sat up and pushed himself back on his knees. He was all alone. 

He looked around him as the truth sank in. He didn’t recognize where he was. The Ashtaw stampede must have run a lot farther away than he realized.

He thought fast. He’d gotten tangled in that rope while trying to ride the Ashtaw with the Godless men of Hangman’s band. Hangman’s band couldn’t be too far away from the Ashtaw Valley right now.

The Ashtaws had churned up the soil in a wide swath of broken ground leading back in the direction from which they’d come. Kuvik only had to follow the Ashtaw’s path to the valley. Then he could head east and meet up with Hangman’s band.

Kuvik tried once to stand up, but pain and exhaustion knocked him back down on the ground. Getting tied to the Ashtaw had injured him more than he realized. He only glanced down at his chest once before he looked away.

He needed leaf paste first. Then he needed Gooji juice so these wounds wouldn’t get infected. He was also unarmed. He’d dropped his metal kukris somewhere along the way.

He wouldn’t get any of those things sitting here feeling sorry for himself. He had to go somewhere—anywhere but here.

The Ashtaws usually stuck to open country. They didn’t like traveling through the jungle. He’d fallen off on a grassy hilltop between two different valley systems. Impenetrable jungle blocked him from seeing anything in either valley.

He didn’t give himself the option to use his arms to help him get to his feet. He pushed himself up and staggered back along the Ashtaws’ trail. 

Kuvik followed the broken sod down the back of the hill, into a different patch of jungle, and slumped at the base of a tree. Some of the wounds in his torn skin were starting to bleed. He had to seal them before the blood attracted dangerous creatures to attack him.

He really would have liked to crawl into the treetops, find a nice secluded hiding place, and curl up and go to sleep there until he healed. 

He couldn’t do that—not with all this blood all over him. He would probably lose consciousness and go into a delirium when the wounds got infected.

He really missed Yoa right now. She would have taken care of everything if she’d been here with him. She would have made the leaf paste and put it on his back in all the parts he couldn’t reach. 

She would have gone through the whole laborious process of making Gooji juice for him. Then she would have guarded him while he slept. He would have given anything to have her here right now.

He kicked himself for holding her at arm’s length for so long. She was the best woman he’d ever known—and he loved her. He loved her as much as she loved him. He should have married her a long time ago.

Yoa wasn’t here to do anything for him. He had to keep staggering through the trees while he gathered the leaves to make paste. Every movement racked him in agony. 

He felt himself starting to break down in tears. He couldn’t do that. He planned to initiate into the Godless Clan. Godless men bore their pain and kept going.

He’d been telling himself for years that he wasn’t good enough to be Godless. Now he’d finally made the decision to initiate so he could marry Yoa and become one of Hangman’s men. 

He already was one. Everyone said so. No one knew it better than Kuvik. He had been Godless for a long time. He just had to make it official by going through his initiation.

He would take care of that the very instant he made it back to the band. He wouldn’t make it back to the band if he died of an infection out here on his very first night.

Hangman would have been able to handle this situation. Hangman would have been able to push through this pain, make his leaf paste, boil his Gooji juice, and find his way back to his band. He’d done it countless times before.

Kuvik pulled another handful of leaves off the branches and sent a blast of pain through his body. He screamed out and his cry turned into a bellow of pure mindless rage.

He channeled that rage into pushing through the jungle no matter what. He roared every time he tore the leaves off. He made sure to do it extra hard and inflict the most damage possible on the trees around him.

He stopped now and then whenever he came to a stream and rinsed the blood off himself until he gathered enough leaves. He lacked the strength to climb into the treetops, so he squatted by the stream and ground the leaves on a rock. 

He spread the paste on every wound he could see and as many on his back as he could get to easily. He spent some time stretching his arms behind him to make sure he found them all.

He would have liked to collapse right then and there, but he wasn’t finished yet. Just a little longer…..

He had to climb the trees to find the Gooji sap. Then he had to climb down to build a fire on the ground. 

He gathered sticks, made a tinder bundle, and blew it into a flame. He found a smooth rock, put it in the embers, and started to hollow out a chunk of wood to fashion into a basin to boil the water.

He didn’t even have a knife he could use for any of that. He had to use his fingernails to scrape the sap off the trees. Then he used another stick and a flat rock to gouge out the basin.

He was in the middle of that when he heard a clicking noise in the treetops above him. He froze in place and glanced up. He didn’t need to see the Krakelow moving through the branches toward him.

His wounds weren’t bleeding anymore. The leaf paste sealed them, but that sound brought the truth home more than anything else could. 

Kuvik needed weapons. Getting stuck out here alone was bad enough. Getting stuck out here unarmed would be disastrous.

He thought fast while he finished gouging out the basin. He had time before the Gooji juice cooled enough to drink. He didn’t trust himself enough to sleep before then.

The sound didn’t stop. That sound on its own kept him awake. He kept a much closer watch on the treetops and surrounding jungle for any creature coming close enough to attack him.

He kept looking up from his work of making the basin and cast his mind around for something he could use as a weapon.

He finished the basin, used two sticks to lower the glowing stone into the water to boil the juice, and left it to cool while he searched the streambed for the right kind of rock.

Hangman had chipped his own kukris out of stone. Kuvik didn’t find any of that kind of stone here, so he would have to improvise. He could always use bone once he made his first kill. He would need food soon anyway.

He selected a random stone, picked up another much larger stone, and smashed the smaller stone against another to fracture it. It pulverized into powder, so that was a complete waste of time.

The leaf paste eased the pain and stiffness in his arms and chest, but not completely. He could move around better now, so he did the same thing to a dozen rocks before he found one that shattered into a pointy fragment he could use.

He took it back to his fire and used a vine to lash the stone shard to a long pole to use as a spear. It wasn’t the greatest weapon, but it was better than nothing.

He squatted down by the fire and stuck his finger in the Gooji juice to see if it was cool enough to drink. He normally wouldn’t have drunk it yet, but he wanted to get it over with so he could climb into the branches and go to sleep.

Something like a soft hiss made him look up. His skin prickled again when he spotted a group of Demonex padding through the jungle. They headed back in the direction from which Kuvik had just come.

They wouldn’t have seen him if not for his fire. They glanced over, paused, and turned in his direction. He got to his feet and brandished his spear at them. 

Then he had another idea and dropped another, longer piece of wood into the flames so its end would catch fire. He could use that as a weapon against the Demonex, too.

He didn’t dare to take his eyes off them. Three of them were enormous males with spiky manes and ridges running down their spines. The other six were females. They flared their nostrils when they smelled his injuries.

Nine massive creatures stalked out of the jungle and surrounded his fire to box him in. They left only one way out—straight up. 

He told himself to jump into the treetops right now, but he would have had to drop his spear if he did that. The Demonex might jump up there after him and then he would be completely unarmed.

The Demonex didn’t give him a chance to make that decision before two females rushed him around both sides of the fire. He couldn’t fight them both. He wasn’t sure he could even fight one of them.

All of the others dove in at the same time. He had to pull some trick out of thin air.

He spun to the right, stabbed his spear into the female on that side, and rolled sideways onto the ground. The other female coming in behind him took a flying leap to pounce on him and landed on the other female.

The female that Kuvik stabbed tumbled sideways with him. The second female’s weight drove the first female all the way down onto the spear. She let out a spine-chilling shriek mixed with a roar that vibrated through her into Kuvik’s ribcage.

The spear impaled through her body and pierced the second female, too. She bellowed in agony and tried to spring clear, but all the other Demonex jumped in and blocked her. She couldn’t get away.

The two females pinned Kuvik down, but the first dead body protected him from the worst. He slithered his arm out, grabbed the burning stick, and thrust it into the face of the biggest male trying to bite Kuvik’s head off.

The burning end of the stick hit the male in the eyes. He bellowed, reared away, and took off into the jungle. Kuvik swiped the stick at another male, but he dodged in time.

The two males and four females got jumbled together with each other. None of them could decide whether to attack Kuvik or jump clear. They wound up conflicting with each other and interfering with each other’s efforts to do both.

Kuvik couldn’t pull out his spear to stab any other Demonex, so he fell back on the only weapon within reach. He thrust the burning stick at another female and the embers seared into her side. She withdrew, too.

Kuvik tried to hit one of the males and missed, but the Demonex still retreated out of Kuvik’s range. Kuvik swiped the branch back and forth trying to drive the Demonex off, but the embers were already starting to die down. 

Kuvik needed some other weapon. He glanced sideways, snatched a big rock from the ground right next to him, and he smashed it into another female’s head.

The blow stunned her for a second and he struck out at another female. She roared and tried to lunge at him. First she tried to bite him in the face. Then she tried to bite the hand holding the rock.

His fury erupted again and he struck even harder. She tried again and again to get her fangs close enough to his face. He took advantage of her efforts by pulverizing her in the skull every time she moved her head within arm’s reach.

He eventually stunned her, too, but he didn’t stop. He kept smashing her in the skull with all his strength until he imploded it and reduced it to a squishy, shattered mass.

She slumped on top of the other two dead females lying on top of Kuvik. Their weight crushed his ribs and stopped him from breathing. He heard himself yelling at the Demonex—and they finally heard him. 

The two males and three remaining females pulled away and circled the fire a few times while he lay there helpless—but he wasn’t helpless. They found that out the hard way. He had his rock.

He took that moment to stick his branch back in the flames so he would be able to use it again if the Demonex tried anything. They didn’t. They watched his every move like they understood exactly what he was doing.

He bared his teeth in a feral snarl of pure bloodthirsty survival rage. He would kill them and a whole lot more before he let them kill him first. 

He heard himself yelling out with every tortured breath. He didn’t try to be quiet even though he heard other creatures moving in. Demonex blood covered him from his neck down to his knees.

The remaining Demonex must have realized the same thing. They didn’t reengage. They glanced around at the darkening jungle and then paced off into the trees to continue on the journey they’d been going on before they came over here.

They left three of their females lying dead on top of Kuvik. The surviving Demonex met up with their other male friend. One of his eyes had completely burned over. A massive black scorch mark covered half of his face. He didn’t come near Kuvik again.








  
  
Chapter 2




Kuvik yelled a few more times in a frenzied mixture of rage, pain, and fear for his life. He glanced around everywhere. 

He had to get out from under these Demonex and somehow, some way or other, clean the blood off himself before something else decided to attack him.

Getting one fully grown Demonex female off him would have been difficult enough. The two closest to his body made it impossible for him to move.

He had to put down his rock and let go of his spear shaft. The spear wasn’t doing him any good right now anyway, but he didn’t like to let go of any weapon. 

He’d never spent this much time alone before. He felt how exposed, injured, and vulnerable he was. This was the worst situation for him to get caught in.

He couldn’t get hold of any of the Demonex from this position, so he finally had to grab the squishy, smashed head of the female he killed with the rock. He yelled again from the effort of twisting her neck enough to roll her body off the pile. 

She tumbled away and he tried to do the same thing with the second body. He couldn’t budge it. The spear went through both of the other two bodies.

He fought in every possible way to free himself. In the end, he had to twist onto his side, pull his legs up underneath the lower Demonex, and then turn over so he could kick them off.

All three bodies thumped into a pile right there on the ground. He staggered to his feet still yelling out in exhausted strain every time he took a breath. He used all his strength to pull his spear out of the two Demonex and practically toppled down the bank into the stream.

He collapsed on the bottom, sat up to his chest in the water, and then lay all the way down to wash himself off.

He struggled to think straight with all this adrenaline coursing through his veins. He couldn’t waste this Demonex meat. He had no reason to go hunting for anything else and he didn’t want to.

Other creatures would come for the bodies. He had to act fast. Three adult Demonex would be a lot of meat. 

He would need to process the meat and dry it for long-term storage. He wouldn’t have to hunt for a long time after that. He would be able to recover while he ate it all.

He could only dry the meat on the ground. He didn’t like his chances of defending his camp alone while he did it, but he would just have to try it. He didn’t go to all the trouble of killing these Demonex just to leave them for the ants and Abnormits.

He floundered up the bank and approached the bodies. That was the moment when he noticed the overturned basin lying across the fire. The Demonex had upset and spilled his hard-earned Gooji juice. Now he had to start all over.

He sighed heavily and turned back to the matter at hand. He didn’t have a knife or any other tools to butcher these Demonex, so he dragged the bodies into the trees, left them there, and went to gather some more sap while he thought it over.

He came back, straightened out the basin, filled it with water, and put the flat rock back in the embers to heat. Then he bent over the dead Demonex.

He picked up the head of the female he’d stabbed first with his spear. Her two front fangs formed downward-curving swoops with two razor-sharp edges, one on the convex side and one on the concave side. They would make perfect butchering tools.

He got a different rock from the streambed, sat down with the creature’s head wedged between his knees, and used the rock to smash the fangs out of the creature’s upper jaw. 

He took a few minutes to examine the rest of the creature’s teeth while he was at it. He’d never seen a Demonex’s teeth this close up before. He’d never wanted to.

Some of them would make excellent weapons of different kinds—and he had six whole jaws full of these weapons right here in front of him.

His fury and intensity to save his own life kept him awake all night long. He worked for hours to butcher the three Demonex, cut the meat into strips, hang it on tripods built over the fire, and roast some of the meat to eat right now.

He drank two doses of Gooji juice during the night. His own efforts to survive fired him up too much to notice if the juice helped him at all.

He finally sat down and gorged himself on the roasted meat. The food calmed him down considerably, but not enough for him to stop.

He returned to the dismembered carcasses. He’d stripped off their hide and all their flesh. He dumped the organs away from his camp. The Abnormits had already discovered them.

He beheaded the three Demonex and boned out all six enormous femurs from the creatures’ legs. The ball-and-socket joints on these weapons would make perfect clubs.

He took a dozen other bones, saved the hides, and then dragged the remains away for the Abnormits to eat. He took his time studying all the bones and skulls to decide how to use them the best way.

The two fangs would make outstanding knives. He just needed to attach the teeth to handles. The cutting teeth along the Demonex’s lower jaw also intrigued him. The jaw stretched as long as his forearm and ended with six shorter curved fangs, three on each side.

He took one of the skulls and carved off the lower jaw. He held it over the fire to burn off the skin down to the bare bone. Then he used another large rock to split the jaw right down the center at the point where the creature’s chin would be.

He ended up with two curved weapons lined with razor cutting teeth along the inner surface and three larger pointy fangs at the end. The two halves of the jawbone mimicked the shape of kukris. 

The back part of the jaw where it connected to the skull even gave him a perfect place to hold the weapon. 

He could wrap strips of Demonex hide around the handles to make them more comfortable to hold, but these weapons were perfectly good the way they were. He could definitely defend himself with these.

He worked for another several hours to remove the upper curved fangs and lower jaws from the other two skulls. He wound up with six kukris and six knife blades. This was more than he could reasonably use at one time, but it would be better to have too many.

He took occasional breaks to turn the meat on the tripod to make sure it dried evenly. He felt himself getting too exhausted to go on. He needed to rest, but he didn’t want to do it on the ground.

He needed a way to carry all his weapons and supplies, so he spent the next few hours sewing together six shoulder bags for himself, three for each side of his body. He cut strips of hide, tied thongs around his jawbone kukris, and stashed the six blade fangs in his bags. He would work on those later.

He wrapped the dried meat in hide bundles as he took the food off the tripod, but he kept one full Demonex hide intact. He didn’t know when or where he would need it, but he didn’t want to waste it in case he did need it.

He finally passed out under his tree with his kukris in his hands. He couldn’t keep his eyes open a second longer, but he could finally rest at ease. He was armed and as ready for this as he ever would be.








  
  
Chapter 3




Kuvik woke up at dawn when it started raining. The first patters of raindrops struck his face and startled him awake. The fire had started to die while he’d been asleep. He must have been a lot more exhausted than he realized. 

He scrambled to his feet and checked the remaining meat on the tripods. Most of it was dry enough to store, but he had to get it out of the rain before it got too wet. 

He wrapped it up in another hide bundle, but he made sure to keep it separate from the rest. He would have to eat that meat first before it spoiled.

He also wrapped up the last hunk of freshly roasted meat and cast a glance around at his camp. He had no more reason to stay here, so he climbed up into the branches and found a sheltered spot to wait out the rainstorm. Now he could relax as much as he wanted to. 

He would have liked to continue his journey immediately, but he decided to take another day to recover, let his wounds heal, and regain his strength. He would need to be much stronger if he faced and fought any creatures alone—not to mention human enemies.

He went back to sleep, ate the rest of his fresh meat, fell asleep again, and then spent hours working to perfect his weapons. He fashioned handles for all six teeth knives, added thongs and handgrips to his kukris, and hung two of them from his waistband.

He didn’t need the others, so he tied them together to make a bundle he could carry on his back. Now he was as ready.

He went back to sleep and woke up on the third morning. The rain had stopped, so he climbed all the way into the highest canopy to observe the country. He still didn’t recognize any of it. How far did the Ashtaws really take him?

He traveled through the branches until he got to the open country and the torn-up Ashtaw track. 

He had to go out into the open to follow it, so he took a little more time to grind a supply of leaf paste and collect a small packet of Gooji sap before he left the shelter of the jungle.

He didn’t want to delay any longer, so he walked right out into the open and followed the trail. It led away from the jungle and crossed miles of open country. The trail led up hills and down into valleys.

He didn’t think at the time that the Ashtaws had run that far, but he must have been wrong. Then again, they could run a lot faster on their long legs.

He diverted into the jungle to make camp for the night and then did it twice more before the trail descended into another jungle valley. 

He didn’t remember the Ashtaws running through any jungle, but they must have. Their footprints tore up the sod and snapped off huge branches even here.

He still didn’t recognize any of this country. Was he even heading in the right direction anymore? Would this trail lead him back to the Ashtaw Valley at all?

He would have abandoned the trail if it hadn’t still headed south. How far would he have to go before he found any country he recognized?

He left the trail on the fourth day, climbed into the branches, and put his head down on his arms for the night. Maybe he should just give up on following this trail and try to find his way back to where Hangman’s band had traveled south in the first place.

Kuvik still hadn’t made up his mind what to do before he fell asleep. He woke up when it started to get light the next morning. He ate some of his food, climbed down to the ground, and turned around to return to the trail. He might not follow it anymore. 

He decided to go out there, look at the trail, and then survey the countryside for any high mountains he could climb. One of them was bound to give him a view of some mountain range or other feature he could use to orient himself.

He didn’t see how the Ashtaws could have run this far and carried him so far away from where he started. He had to be within sight of something he recognized.

Mountains surrounded the Ashtaw Valley on all sides. Hangman’s band had been traveling through that country for months. Kuvik would recognize something. He had to.

He set off through the jungle toward the trail, but he stopped when he heard laughter not far away. The voice sounded high and melodic—like a woman or a child. The sound sent a shiver over Kuvik’s scalp.

He stopped in his tracks, rested his hand on one of his kukris, and strained his ears to listen. He didn’t hear anything for a minute. Then he heard a soft murmuring voice like a woman or young girl talking to someone in a confidential undertone.

He set off sideways to track the sound. No woman or young girl should be out here alone. Every woman and young girl Kuvik knew spent their lives learning to keep quiet in the jungle. They wouldn’t needlessly give themselves away like this.

The voice kept rising and falling, giggling, laughing occasionally, and talking to someone. No other voices answered. Whoever this was really was alone.

He slowed when he got closer enough. He inched through the undergrowth to sneak up and see the person.

He stared through the branches into a clearing hardly believing the evidence of his senses. It really was a young girl. She must have been fifteen or sixteen in the flush of young, unsullied beauty.

She wore a long white dress made of flimsy, fragile, gossamer fabric. It draped to the ground and surrounded her body in a billowing cloud. Her black hair hung free and swayed in liquid darkness when she moved.

She sat on a fallen tree trunk holding out her arm. A large Blitzword perched on the bare skin of her forearm—right where it could bite her and kill her with its poison.

Kuvik watched in slack-jawed horror while she stroked its wings and tickled its back. She laughed when she made it buzz its wings in annoyance.

She held a flat piece of tree bark in her other hand. The Blitzword tried again and again to bite her arm, but she kept sticking the bark between its mandibles and her own skin to block it.

She laughed at the creature’s frustrated efforts. The Blitzword buzzed each time it bumped its mouth against the bark and had to pull its head back to try again.

She spent the time in between attempts tapping her bark on different parts of the creature’s body. She tapped it on top of its head, used her bark to swat the Blitzword’s tail sideways, and even used the bark to make the creature raise and lower some of its legs.

Her constant interference distracted it from biting her. Then it would try again and she blocked it by sticking her bark in front of its face.

She talked to it in a cheery undertone while she did all this. “Be careful. Don’t fall over,” she told it and then tapped her back on its head again. “Does that hurt? What’s that sound? Huh? What’s that sound? Ooo! Be careful. You almost lost your balance on that one.” She stuck her bark in front of its mouth again. “Ooo! That was a close one. You almost had that, but you missed. Sorry. Try again. Oh, be careful! Something might come along and make you fall off.”

Kuvik couldn’t watch this. He stormed out of his hiding place, barged up to the girl, swatted the Blitzword onto the ground, and stomped his foot on it to crush it.

“What are you doing—playing games with it?!” he demanded as soon as he killed the thing. “Don’t you know how dangerous those things are?”

She blinked up at him, down at the dead Blitzword, and then her expression cleared when she looked back up at him. “I was just having fun.”

“You don’t have fun with those things! It could have killed you!” Kuvik looked around. “Where’s your Clan and band? Where are your people?”

She shrugged that away. “I don’t have any.” She burst into a glowing smile. “You can be my Clan and band. You can be my people.”

“I’m just one person.” He took hold of her elbow and pulled her to her feet. “You can’t stay out here alone.”

“You’re alone. Do you have a band?”

He decided not to answer and pulled her back into the trees. “What are you doing out here alone?”

“I live out here. Don’t you see? I live out here alone. I don’t have a band. I’m on my own.”

He turned around to stare at her. “That’s impossible! I don’t believe you.”

She shrugged. “It’s true. I don’t need anyone else.”

“How do you survive all the creatures? How do you hunt for food?” He glanced down at her dress and looked away. He couldn’t see her body through it, but it didn’t hide her shape.

She laughed at his questions. “Come with me. Come this way.” She walked off into the jungle on the other side of the clearing.

Kuvik hesitated. Should he go with her? Any creature could come along and kill her in a matter of seconds. She didn’t have a single weapon on her. He doubted she would have known what to do with one if she did have one.

She wouldn’t have the strength to use a weapon either way. He was used to seeing muscular, toned women among the Godless. They knew how to take care of themselves or at least put up a fight.

This girl’s thin arms barely looked strong enough to carry a bundle of firewood. 








  
  
Chapter 4




The girl strolled off into the trees and even started humming to herself under her breath. Kuvik couldn’t take it anymore. He pulled his kukris from his waistband, glanced around on both sides, and followed her. 

Her attitude made him a hundred times more watchful than normal. He held his breath waiting for something to attack her. It never occurred to him that someone might attack him instead.

She couldn’t be living out here alone. He would never believe that if he lived a thousand years. She couldn’t have survived—so what was she doing out here alone?

She didn’t look crazy or deranged or even lost or distressed. She looked a sight less distressed than he felt right now.

He followed at a distance at first, but he had to catch up with her if he planned to protect her—from anything. 

“Where are we going?” he asked. “What is it that you want to show me?”

“You’ll see,” she replied over her shoulder.

“Which Clan do you belong to?” 

“I belong to the Ages Clan.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Kuvik replied. “What country are we in? I don’t recognize it. Are we anywhere near the Jagged Points?”

She laughed again. “I don’t know what that is. How can you not even know what country you’re in?”

“I got tangled up…..with a rope…..one of the Ashtaws carried me here. It’s a long story. I got separated from my band. I’m trying to get back to them.”

She turned around and gave him another beaming smile. “That’s nice. Which Clan do you belong to?”

He opened his mouth and stopped himself. “I guess I don’t really belong to a Clan. I’ve been living with the Godless for four years. Before that, I was with the Hungry Ghosts for almost fifteen years, and before that…..”

He trailed off. He hadn’t said that name to anyone. He hadn’t even told Hangman or Yoa the name of his original Clan. He didn’t want to name them. He didn’t want to make them real.

The girl stared at him and waited for him to answer. He changed his mind. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Dana.” She started walking again. “What’s yours?” 

“Kuvik,” he replied.

“You don’t look Godless. You don’t dress like them and you don’t have long hair.”

“I’m not Godless—not yet.”

“What does that mean? Why do you say, ‘not yet’?” 

“I was going to initiate into their Clan before I got lost. They’re the closest thing to a Clan I’ve ever had. I suppose I’ll have to start dressing like them and growing my hair out if I do initiate, but I don’t suppose anyone will care if I keep doing what I’m doing now.”

“Look at this!” Dana rushed forward and squatted down next to a different fallen log. Brightly colored fungi grew all over it in many-tiered shelves of orange, white, and shades of brown and yellow.

She raised her hand to touch them. Kuvik stopped her. “Don’t touch them! They’re poisonous. The poison can seep through your skin and kill you. Don’t you know that?”

She smirked at him. “I was just going to have some fun. Watch.”

She picked up a stick off the ground and poked it into one of the fungi. It writhed, undulated, and let out little puff-clouds of spores. She laughed again.

Kuvik grabbed her and pulled her away. “Stop it! Those spores can cause blindness and madness! You really shouldn’t be out here.”

He steered her to her feet and got her moving again. Now what was he going to do with this girl?

He followed her for another twenty minutes before he decided to call it quits. “I think you better come with me,” he told her. “You won’t be able to protect yourself out here by yourself.”

“Nothing bothers me.” She smiled at him again. “I’m fine.”

He couldn’t see anything wrong with her, but his every instinct told him not to let her keep going. “Come this way. You can show me whatever it is later.”

“No, I have to show you now.”

Kuvik bristled. “Tell me what it is first. Otherwise I’m going to take you back to where I found you and you can come south with me. I can’t leave you out here. That wouldn’t be right.”

She opened her mouth to say something. A deep thump resounded through the ground right then and interrupted her. Kuvik spun around and stared at the treetops. Rhythmic thumping sounds traveled through the ground coming from somewhere.

He didn’t wait around to find out where it was coming from. He grabbed her hand and pulled her back in the direction from which they’d come. She giggled again—maybe because he was holding her hand.

He paid no attention. He wasn’t trying to imply anything. She was too out of it to know what was good for her.

Maybe there really was something wrong with her brain. Maybe she had gotten separated from her people and got lost without realizing the danger she was in.

He didn’t recognize her clothes from any other Clan he could remember. He didn’t think it was possible that the Ashtaws could have carried him all the way into another part of the country with completely different Clans.

They couldn’t have because they’d been running for less than a day before he fell off. He might have gotten confused about how long they actually did run, but they definitely didn’t run past sunset.

The thumping sounds became more distinct as they got louder and faster. They came from the right. Kuvik glanced in that direction and saw two Crushers coming closer, but they didn’t come directly toward Kuvik and Dana. The Crushers didn’t see them—not yet.

Kuvik reacted without thinking, stuck his kukris back in his waistband, grabbed Dana with his arm wrapped around her waist, and launched with her into the treetops. He climbed one-handed and carried her up into the canopy where the undergrowth would hide them.

He settled on a branch and lowered her onto it next to him. “Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. “They’ll pass us by without seeing us.”

He tried to unwrap his arm from around her waist, but she’d somehow put her arms around his neck when he picked her up. She didn’t take her arms down when he let go of her. 

She smiled at him from extra close. Her beauty and radiant smile made him uncomfortable. He took hold of her arms and pried them off as gently as he could. He had to make sure he didn’t knock her off the branch.

She couldn’t balance as well as a Godless girl. She held onto other branches to steady herself, but she never stopped smiling in the same cheery way. “Thank you,” she breathed. “You’re really sweet.”

He looked away in another direction. “You can’t take care of yourself.”

“So you’ll take care of me?”

“How long have you been out here alone?” 

“Always!” she chirped.

She said it too loud and one of the Crushers roared right then to remind her to be quiet. They drew level with Kuvik’s hiding place. The Crushers still didn’t turn in his direction.

“What’s the last thing you remember before you found yourself out in the jungle alone?” he asked after a minute.

She only beamed at him. “You don’t believe me.”

“How do you find food?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

He looked away again. Now he knew there was something wrong with her—something a lot more wrong than getting stranded alone in the jungle. He had gotten stranded alone in the jungle. Not even he was as lost and brainless as this.

He decided to give her some of his dried Demonex meat. Maybe that’s why she was so thin—because she hardly ever got any food.

She looked healthy enough, though. Her cheeks glowed with vitality and a noticeable layer of healthy flesh padded her jawline. She ate well, whoever she was.

She didn’t have sunken cheekbones or the hollow, shadowed eyes he would have expected if she had been going without food.

He handed her three sticks of dried meat. She beamed at him, thanked him, and started chewing on them. 

She didn’t ask what kind of food it was. She didn’t complain about eating dried meat. She didn’t act at all surprised by this kind of food—which meant she must have eaten it before. She must have eaten it a lot.

The Crushers passed, but a handful of Gorlocks came through the area a little while later. Kuvik stayed where he was. No way would Dana know how to travel through the branches. He would have to take her down to the ground.

That would make traveling with her much more dangerous—as if she wasn’t in enough danger already.

He considered carrying her on his back and staying in the branches anyway—but he would have to go out into the open country pretty soon anyway to go back to the Ashtaw trail.

Hadn’t he just been thinking about leaving the trail? Why did he keep following it at all?

Time passed. Other dangerous creatures passed his hiding place and then an army of ants came through. Dana tore off a piece of her dried meat off her last strip and dropped it into the middle of the ants. Four of them stopped to devour it.

“Hey!” Kuvik exclaimed.

She laughed at the ants’ behavior and then at his reaction. “I just wanted to see what they would do.”

He blinked at her as a dozen different thoughts passed through his head. He’d never met anyone anywhere ever who would deliberately waste food like that.

His mind went into a tailspin. Should he tell her what this meat cost him? Should he tell her that he would have to risk his life to get more of it—for her?

She just went back to watching the ants. She did all these dangerous, reckless things just to entertain herself. What if…..What if she was the one who was dangerous? How could she be? She had no weapons and she didn’t have the strength to fight anything.

Kuvik could overpower her easily. He could have overpowered a woman her size if she’d been born Godless and knew how to fight. 

Something strange was going on here. He just didn’t know what it was. What if she decided to throw him to the ants just to see what they would do? How did he really know she wouldn’t?

He realized one thing in that moment. She would never lift a finger to help him if he did get into trouble. 

He might put himself in danger defending her. He would defend her against a Gorlock or a Crusher or a Krakelow or a Stalkion or a Demonex or any of a thousand other creatures.

She wouldn’t help him. She wouldn’t even pick up a stick or a rock to make it easier for him. She would stand off to one side and let him take all the risk.

He couldn’t even console himself that she would stand off to one side because she was weak, helpless, and in fear for her life. That wouldn’t be the reason she stood off to one side—not at all.

She would stand off to one side so she could see what happened to him. She would do it so she could watch for pure entertainment value.

She would never go to the effort of making leaf paste for him or put on his wounds. Forget about building a fire, gathering Gooji sap, boiling it for him, and helping him drink it in the middle of the night.

He stared off into the distance and drifted back to that night he spent alone with Yoa in the jungle. He thought at the time that it was the worst night of his life, but he found out he had been wrong.

He would give anything to trade Dana for Yoa. She took up weapons to help him against the Bounty Hunters. That was the night when he fully let himself feel how much he cared for her and wanted her for himself. He never let himself do that before.

He didn’t leave the branches before night fell. He needed to make up his mind what to do about Dana. He really didn’t look forward to traveling all the way south with her. That would be a nightmare.

He couldn’t leave her, though. She might have been telling the truth that she really was alone. Then he would have no choice but to take her with him. 

He’d been learning that lesson from Hangman all these years. A man of the Godless band always protected anyone weaker than himself. Dana definitely qualified.

He squatted on the branch, folded his arms, and put his head down while he let himself drift off. He would make it back to the Godless sooner or later. Then he would initiate.

He wanted to be able to say when it happened that he had conducted himself as a true Godless man while he’d been gone. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself without doing everything possible to protect Dana, even from herself.








  
  
Chapter 5




Kuvik climbed down to the ground, set Dana’s feet down next to him, and turned south. “Let’s go,” he told her. “We have a long way to go.” 

“We’re going this way.” She waved behind her. 

“No, we’re going south toward Godless country. You have to come with me. You won’t last a day on your own.”

“I can’t go south. I have to go this way. I told you. I have to show you.”

“Show me what?” Kuvik started to lose his patience. “It can’t be more important than your life.”

She grabbed his hand and pressed it between both of hers. “Just come with me for a little way. Just let me show you and then we can go south. I promise.”

“Tell me what it is first.”

She burst into another grin. He was really starting to not like that grin. “I can’t tell you what it is. It’s a surprise.”

“Forget it.” He turned south again. “Come on. You can show me another time.”

“I can’t. It has to be now.” She squeezed his hand tighter. “Come on, Kuvik. Just this once. Please? It will only take a minute.”

He considered refusing her, but that would mean walking away. “Fine, but make it quick.”

She practically jumped up and down in delight. She didn’t let go of his hand until he deliberately pulled it out of her grasp. He didn’t want her touching him like that or any other way for that matter.

She headed off into the trees in the same general direction she’d been going to begin with. She headed northwester—away from where he wanted to go. At least she did that much consistently.

He cast wary glances all around him. He didn’t like this at all. He seriously considered walking away right now. 

If whatever she wanted to show him was anything malicious or if she showed any further sign of messing with him in a mean-spirited way, he would abandon her in a heartbeat. 

He also decided that he wouldn’t continue with her heading northwest past sunset today. He wouldn’t let her continue to lead him anywhere but south—not after today. 

If she didn’t come to whatever she wanted to show him—if she just kept saying over and over again that she wanted to show him something—forever—he would call it a day and go south alone.

She walked for half an hour before his temper started rising. “So where is it?” he demanded. 

“Just a little further. You can see it from here.” She moved to one side so he could see in front of her.

He stepped forward and drew level with her so he could see what she was looking at. He didn’t see anything until he noticed a gap in the undergrowth ahead. The trees started to thin.

He pushed his way through to a break in the tree line. He came out of the jungle in another open channel between the jungle and a hill climbing on the other side.

He spread the branches with both arms and glanced right and left. There was nothing here. “What am I supposed to see here?” he snapped over his shoulder.

“This is it,” she told him. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

He compressed his lips in annoyance. This was the last straw. He’d wasted enough time with her already. She was either insane or so mentally unstable that she might as well be.

He almost turned around to walk away before he heard a high-pitched cry in the distance. It floated over the hill in front of him.

He froze and his blood ran cold when a whole army of Bounty Hunters charged over the hill heading straight for him. His first instinct was to turn around, push Dana into the trees, and run for it. He might even have carried her if she couldn’t run fast enough.

Right at that moment, at the worst possible time, he felt her hands grab hold of his kukris from behind. She yanked them out of his waistband from behind and pulled the string to untie the bundle binding the other four jawbone kukris to his back.

The sensation wiped everything else out of his mind. He might have believed right up until that moment that she was just too oblivious to realize what she was doing.

He spun around to confront her. She grinned at him and held up his kukris in one hand to dangle them in front of his face. “Looking for these?”

Another war cry echoed across the landscape behind him. The Bounty Hunters were getting closer. She took his kukris. She left him unarmed. 

“How could you do this?” he croaked.

She laughed at him. “You’re gonna love it. I promise.”

He heard the Bounty Hunters coming closer. He heard their feet pounding on the sod out there.

He made one last desperate dive to grab his kukris out of her hand, but she yanked them away and laughed at him again. “Ooop! Not fast enough! Did you want these?” She bounced them up and down in front of him and then moved her arm to hold them out of reach.

He couldn’t believe it—and yet he should have known. He had gotten a bad feeling about her. He should have listened to his instincts.

He didn’t try to fight back. He already knew what was coming. 

He stood where he was and stared into her eyes right up until the moment when the Bounty Hunters tackled him from behind, slammed him down on the ground, bound his wrists together, and pulled a sack over his head so he couldn’t see anything.








  
  
Chapter 6




Akick landed on Kuvik’s ribs and then dozens more pummeled him all over his body. He didn’t even try to fight back. He knew better from his previous encounters with the Bounty Hunters. 

A few of them kicked him in the head just because they always did. He heard Dana laughing in the background. The Bounty Hunters had already taken his bags away and she had his kukris. 

He regretted losing those weapons. He was really starting to like them. He’d always admired Hangman’s weapons. Kuvik had only been satisfied to give up the idea of having some like that when he found those metal kukris he had taken from the Bounty Hunters.

Now Kuvik had found something he liked even better. Maybe the way he had gotten those weapons made him particularly attached to them. He wanted more of them. All he had to do was kill Demonex. He already knew he could do that.

Hangman was the killer of Crushers. Kuvik would be the killer of Demonex. They would become his new specialty.

He used those thoughts to carry him farther and farther away from the beating. The Bounty Hunters kicked him black and blue all over his body. They kicked him six or seven times in the head and stunned him.

That made it a lot easier to slip away from all of this. His previous captivity with them made it much easier. The process happened quicker this time, thank goodness. He didn’t have to think. He just had to get through it—and then what?

He already knew the fate that awaited him on the other end. This beating was just the first of many. This was the warmup that would soften him to whatever happened after this.

The Bounty Hunters would keep him brutalized and beaten down. They wouldn’t give him one minute of peace. They would keep at him until they made him a mindless slave like all the others—or he would die from the ordeal.

A secret flame of defiance flared in his heart. No! He would escape. He had done it before. He could do it again.

He had slaughtered all the Bounty Hunters who captured him and threatened Yoa. He could do the same thing to these people….but he couldn’t do it now. He had to measure his chances and take the right opening.

He let himself drift a little farther away. He didn’t need to be here for this. He numbed himself to the pain and let himself think about his kukris. 

The Bounty Hunters made a habit of collecting all kinds of weapons from the people they captured. The Bounty Hunters especially collected unusual weapons they never saw anywhere else.

They might keep his kukris. He might get them back—and his teeth knives. 

It didn’t matter if he did get them back because he could always make more of them. The jungle never ran short on Demonex. They all had the same kind of teeth and jaws. It comforted him to know the jungle would provide his favorite kind of weapon for him.

He had to stop thinking about his kukris. They made the flame of defiance flare higher. He would have liked to use those weapons on the Bounty Hunters right now. He would have known exactly what to do with them.

The good news was that the Bounty Hunters brought him weapons without even trying. They all carried weapons of one kind or another. Most used metal-pointed spears. Kuvik already knew how to use those.

They would take the bag off his head eventually. Then he would be able to see where he was. Then he could really start to plan how to escape from them.

One of them kicked him in the head again and he passed out. He woke up feeling sick and swollen all over. He lay huddled on the ground—but he didn’t have the bag over his face anymore.

He lay in front of some of the makeshift huts the Bounty Hunters used when they traveled. He winced when he picked his pounding head up off the ground and tried to pry his swollen eyelids open to see anything around him.

A lot of the huts crowded the jungle everywhere he looked. He didn’t see the end of them. The Bounty Hunters had brought a lot of men to capture him—or the Bounty Hunters had brought a lot of men wherever it is Dana arranged for them to capture him. 

Where was she right now? She was the first woman he’d ever seen cooperating with the Bounty Hunters. He’d only ever seen beaten, subservient, heartless slaves before.

She looked too beautiful and healthy to be a slave. Was it possible she was one of the Bounty Hunters themselves? He didn’t think they had wives and children in that sense.

Then he remembered the other village—the second village away from where the Bounty Hunters kept all their slaves. 

Everyone there had been healthy, well fed, and living in luxury compared with the Bounty Hunters—the male warriors Kuvik had thought were the real Bounty Hunters.

He didn’t really know anything about their society. They could have had two castes—or whatever they were. The upper class could live in one place wearing fancy clothes with all the food they could eat.

Then the warriors might live separately. Maybe the Bounty Hunters took these slave-captives to do all the manual labor and act as servants to the warriors. That made more sense, but Kuvik could only guess.

That might explain Dana’s dress. She might have come from the second village—although he’d never seen anyone dressing like that there—not that he’d seen much of the place while he was there. 

Sunlight streaked through the trees from one side. The beams came through the foliage at an almost horizontal angle. It must be dawn now. The jungle smelled like it.

Right at that moment, a woman started screaming in one of the huts behind him. It wasn’t a pained or tortured or terrified scream. She shrieked in rhythmic outbursts of ecstasy in time to deep thumps of wood against wood. 

A man started grunting in the same rhythm and then he bellowed out as she screamed in one high long, trembling cry. She immediately started to cycle down and whimper in shattered bliss. Was that Dana? Did she belong to one of the warriors—or all of them?

He tried not to think about that and the noise died in a minute anyway. Her screams woke up the other warriors. They came out of their huts and started moving around their camp.

They kicked him occasionally when they passed him, but none of them tried too hard to be systematic about it. They left him there and ignored him.

This must have been a big camp—which made sense considering how many Bounty Hunters had come over that hilltop to attack him.

They couldn’t have all come out here just to attack him. They couldn’t have known the Ashtaw would drop him here of all places. The Bounty Hunters must have been here on some other campaign.

Dana must have already been with them. He still couldn’t imagine why she had been out there in the jungle by herself playing games with dangerous creatures.

He should have known she wasn’t out there alone. That was the thing. He already did know she wasn’t alone. He had never thought she was alone. That was impossible. He just never thought this would be her real situation.

He tried to figure out where he might have made a mistake that led to his capture, but he would have done everything the same if he had it to do over again. 

He couldn’t and wouldn’t leave a helpless girl out in the jungle. He had no way to know she wasn’t helpless or that she would betray him so badly.

Now he was stuck here, but even this wasn’t as bad as it might have been. He knew enough about the Bounty Hunters to escape eventually. They wouldn’t kill him outright before he saw an opening and took it.

The Bounty Hunters spent hours organizing themselves to leave their camp. They used a lot of slaves to do the hard work. Everyone ignored Kuvik—right up until the very last moment before they moved out.

The slaves loaded huge bundles of stuff on their backs. The Bounty Hunters themselves carried almost nothing except their own weapons.

The Bounty Hunters and laden slaves formed a big line and started heading off into the jungle. The column took a long time to leave the area. Those in the back had to wait for those in the front to leave first.

Seven Bounty Hunters came over to Kuvik and started kicking and beating him with clubs again. They beat him much more severely this time and kicked him in the head a lot more.

He slipped back into his trance. He could expect a lot more of this. He was ready for that. He knew how to deal with it. He might even have lost consciousness a few times. He could practically lose consciousness at will when it suited him.








