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Chapter 1




Hangman raised his hand, caught his cousin Viking’s eye, and pointed sideways. Viking nodded and the two men separated to go in opposite directions. 

Their band of Godless warriors separated, too. Banjo, Feather, Hangman’s younger brothers Lock and Bantam, Grizzly, Kuvik, and Butch came with Hangman. Some of the others went with Viking and the rest went with Shadow.

The three groups spread through the jungle treetops to surround a herd of Stalkions grazing in an open field. A single enormous bull stood guard over his harem of cows and a bunch of calves of different ages. 

Hangman and his comrades circled the field on the left side and the men put more distance between themselves. Shadow’s party covered the far end of the field at an angle from Hangman. Viking’s group circled to the right.

The Godless surrounded the Stalkions in silence. The bull kept snorting and tossing his head, but he didn’t see any threat. He did it out of habit and to signal his dominance to his cows and the older male calves who came too close to him.

Hangman pulled his kukris, squatted on a branch, and checked left and right. The warriors of his father’s group would drop out of these trees, attack the Stalkions at the center, and block them from getting out of the field.

That would be the least of the men’s worries. The Stalkions wouldn’t try to run away. The bull would attack the men to protect his harem. The females would attack the men to protect the calves.

Even the older male calves wouldn’t attack the Godless just to practice attacking something. The Stalkions wouldn’t be stuck in the field with a band of murderous Godless. The Godless would be stuck in the field with a herd of murderous Stalkions.

Hangman could see a few better ways to carry out this hunt, but he didn’t say so beforehand and he didn’t say so now. He didn’t say much in his father’s band these days. He’d learned the hard way to keep his mouth shut.

He glanced the other way and found Kuvik at his side. No one had stopped calling him Kuvik after his initiation. Hangman didn’t understand why. It just seemed so much more appropriate to keep calling him Kuvik. 

He didn’t grow his hair out, either. He kept shaving his head bald, but no one seemed to notice that, either. He actually didn’t look that much different from some of the other men who tied their hair up in tiny knots or twists all over their heads.

He let one small, thin lock of hair grow from the side of his neck behind his ear. He tied the Ridgebeak feather from his initiation to this piece of hair as a trophy and a sign of his status as a fully initiated Godless man. 

He never changed his clothes, either. He kept wearing the same pair of tattered pants he’d been wearing since he came home from his five-year absence. 

They were the same pair he’d been wearing before he left—the pair Hangman had given Kuvik at the artillery battery in the northern mountains.

He didn’t take them off after his initiation. He didn’t start wearing loincloths like the other men. The men teased him about what he would wear when these pants got too threadbare, wore holes in the seat, and disintegrated around him.

He joined in these jokes and told them that his wife Yoa was already planning to make him a new pair of pants out of hides instead of this thin cloth. He didn’t want to go around in a loincloth for some reason.

Everything else about him seemed the same as Hangman remembered from before Kuvik disappeared—apart from all the scars all over his body, of course. He never talked about how he got them. He never talked about his absence at all—to anyone.

His closest friends still saw how troubled he was by his past, especially in the mornings when he woke up from nightmares. That and everything else about him were still the same old Kuvik that Hangman knew so well.

Kuvik glanced over at Hangman at the same time and Kuvik’s eyebrows came together in the middle. Hangman looked away. Of course Kuvik would pick up on Hangman’s tension.

Hangman couldn’t explain anything to his friend right now—not without tipping off the Stalkions. Hangman craned his neck to look farther to the left. He tried to spot his father in the undergrowth over there to see when Shadow would give the signal to attack.

Hangman could see scattered men here and there all around the circle. Red and his men had integrated into Shadow’s band without a hitch. They, their wives, and their children had settled in and became part of this band like everyone else.

Red’s men still held a special loyalty for Hangman, though. Their connection and experience with each other bled through in subtle ways anyone could pick up. 

Shadow was too smart not to notice—along with everything else about Hangman that Shadow had a problem with. Shadow had a problem with Hangman’s existence. 

The tension between the two men had only gotten worse in the four years since Hangman and his family had returned from the Angler Valley. 

Hangman tried for the millionth time to push those thoughts out of his head. He was always trying to push them out of his head nowadays because they always had a way of intruding no matter what else he was doing.

Trying to appease his father and trying to maneuver around Shadow’s constant hostility was becoming a full-time job for Hangman. 

It consumed his every waking minute and distracted him when he should have been thinking about more important things—like right now. The situation especially worried Mora. She saw firsthand how much it bothered him. 

Neither of them could do anything about it. His constant dwelling on it interfered with his ability to interact with and relate to his family. The situation couldn’t go on this way for much longer—not without coming to some kind of breaking point.

Hangman shook his head in a hopeless effort to clear his thoughts. His gaze darted from one man to another on Shadow’s side of the field. 

Hangman picked out Wildling, Baron, Breaker, Devil, Prodigy……and then, for some reason Hangman couldn’t figure out, they all disappeared. Their faces vanished from the undergrowth.

He stared at the spot with his heart in his mouth. The whole band waited for Shadow to make the first move. He and his men would enter the field first to draw the Stalkions’ attention that way. Then everyone else was supposed to attack.

Now what was Hangman supposed to do? He told himself to turn his head and point out the situation to Kuvik and the others. They would have to decide whether to enter the field on their own or ……

That was the moment when a commotion broke out in the undergrowth on Shadow’s side of the field. Hangman caught a single glimpse of Prodigy fighting someone—someone not Godless.

Hangman didn’t wait to see or hear anything else. He vaulted to his feet, yelled, “Come on!” to the men nearest him, and took off at high speed through the canopy. All the men came with him. They didn’t hesitate or ask any questions.

The party rushed around the field without returning to the ground. They overtook Shadow’s party in the middle of a pitched battle against another group of men unlike any Hangman had ever seen before.

He didn’t check his advance to find out who they were. They attacked Shadow’s group with frightening power and bloodthirsty intent. Hangman dove right in and started fighting the enemy, too.

Viking’s group must have heard the noise. They closed on the opposite side and his and Hangman’s parties locked the enemy between them. 

The enemy brought twenty men. They had the same straight black hair and dark eyes as everyone else in this country, but they didn’t look like anyone else Hangman had ever seen. 

These attackers painted their faces and bodies black with some kind of clay pigmented with soot. The strangers cut their hair the length of a man’s hand and used the same black clay mixture to stick their hair out in spikes from their heads.

The hair spikes formed a complete spherical halo around each man’s head. Their appearance looked even more otherworldly and surreal than the Bounty Hunters or the Hungry Ghosts.

These people didn’t go naked like the Hungry Ghosts. The strangers wore almost knee-length pants like Kuvik’s. The strangers plastered the same black clay on their pants to make them the same color as the rest of their bodies.

The strangers didn’t fight like anyone Hangman had ever seen, either. These people fought with the same combination of weapons as the Godless and these people had the skill to use them effectively. 

It very quickly became obvious that the strangers possessed all the Godless Clan’s skill and agility in the treetops, too. 

Hangman’s and Viking’s pincer maneuver trapped the strangers between all three Godless groups. 

The Godless would have slaughtered the strangers right there, but they reacted by springing away into the branches, using them to swing back around, and attack the Godless from multiple directions.

The Godless had to fight their hardest to counter this enemy. The strangers turned out to be incredibly fast, agile, ferocious, and creative in their use of the surrounding branches.

Hangman had never fought any enemy as skilled in the treetops as the Godless. None of the other enemy Clans used the treetops at all. The jungle canopy had always been the Godless’ ace in the hole for launching ambushes and surprise attacks.

The Godless could also get away into the branches whenever the situation turned against them. The Godless had always been able to rely on their enemies to stay behind on the ground while the Godless got away, retreated, and regrouped elsewhere.

None of the Godless could do that now. Hangman rushed three of the strangers, but they scattered, scampered through the branches to circle him, and came back at him from two different directions. He couldn’t fight them all, so he attacked one of them. 

His own speed and agility were nothing to sneeze at, so he used the strangers’ tactics against them, feinted onto a different branch, and hit his enemy from the side while the guy was still facing in the other direction.

He chopped his kukri into the side of the guy’s skull, spun around, and landed on a different branch just as the remaining two attackers closed from either side. 

One of them fought with two small axes. The other used long rectangular metal blades like they might have been stolen from the Renegade Clan. Both strangers struck at once and would have impaled or dismembered Hangman between them. 

He crouched beneath the first man’s axe swings, seized him by the waistband of his pants, and flung him off the branch while Hangman drove one of his kukris into the other attacker’s sternum.

The first stranger plummeted through the canopy, slammed into a branch, and fell the rest of the way to the jungle floor. Hangman’s victim folded into a heap, but Hangman paid no attention. 

He leapt off the branch, vaulted down a dozen more branches, and sprang clear just as the third attacker was picking himself up off the ground.

Hangman didn’t wait to land on the ground to engage the guy. Hangman twisted backward, let gravity steer him behind his enemy, and impaled the bastard through the spine behind his neck.








  
  
Chapter 2




The force of Hangman’s weight falling against his blade and driving it into his victim’s body broke Hangman’s fall. 

He landed straddling the body, pulled his blade clear, and looked up to see his brothers, cousins, and comrades driving the rest of the strangers out of the area. They left dozens of bodies hanging in the branches.

The strangers shot away through the treetops swinging from branches, using the trees’ elasticity to propel themselves on their way, and jumping from trunk to trunk across wide gaps in the canopy.

Hangman and his comrades all stayed where they were and watched these strangers out of sight. Hangman didn’t understand them. 

He didn’t know who these strangers were, where they came from, or what they were doing here. He’d never seen or even heard of them before. 

He didn’t understand anything about them—not one single thing—except that they had attacked the Godless totally unprovoked.

They must have traveled a long, long way to get here. They must have traveled through country infested with Renegades, Bounty Hunters, deadly creatures, and who knew what other kinds of enemies.

These people would have been able to handle all of that. Hangman was certain of it. These people could handle anything. They were as brave, skilled, and cunning as the Godless if not more so.

Shadow broke the spell by turning around, walking over to one of the dead strangers, and squatting down next to the body. He and every man here dripped with sweat. Most had sustained some injury. 

They got busy stopping the bleeding, applying leaf paste, and cleaning up the blood as soon as Shadow made the first move.

He rolled his dead opponent over. The man’s arms and legs flopped off the branch into open space and his head rolled to one side so everyone could see his face. He was definitely human.

“Who are they, Father?” Lock asked.

“I don’t know, my son,” Shadow muttered. “I’ve never seen or heard of them before.”

“Spider Clan,” Kuvik interjected. “They come from the far northwest.”

“That’s impossible,” Legacy countered. “The ocean is to the northwest.”

“The land curves around. There’s another landmass there attached to this one.” Kuvik used his hand to demonstrate what he meant. Then he turned to stare down at the stranger. “I’ve never heard of them coming this far south before.”

“Are you telling me these freaks fought their way through Renegades and Bounty Hunters so they could come after us?” Grizzly demanded. “I’ll never believe that.”

“It’s true that we haven’t seen as many Renegades and Bounty Hunters lately as we used to in the past,” Red pointed out. “They may have been too busy fighting these people.”

“Did you see the way they moved through the trees?” Carnage murmured. “They were incredible.”

“They’re known for their skill in the treetops,” Kuvik went on. “They don’t shy away from going down to the ground, though, so be careful of that. They nest in the trees, too. They mimic spiders. They weave nests in the trees where they keep their females and children safe from creatures. They don’t make camps on the ground if they can avoid it.”

“How do they build fires, then?” Breaker demanded. “They must come down to the ground to cook their food.”

“I don’t know what they eat or how they do it,” Kuvik replied. “I’m just telling you what I know.”

Shadow straightened up. “Let’s move out. Fall back to the gorge camp. We’ll move the band farther east away from this threat.”

“We can’t keep moving around all the time,” Hangman pointed out. “We’ll never establish a secure territory if we keep running from everyone the first time someone threatens us on our own land.”

Hangman realized his mistake as soon as he said those words out loud. His father shot him a death glare—but only for a second.

“I said move out,” Shadow snapped. “We’ll hunt farther east after we get the women and children moving. We can’t waste any more time.”

Shadow took off through the branches. He hadn’t lost any speed as he aged. He was as strong and sturdy in body as he had ever been. 

The other men exchanged glances and then followed him. Hangman hung back. He would have preferred to leave last, but Red and Kuvik both stayed with him. He appreciated their support, but it didn’t make his life any easier.

He caught his younger brothers giving him searching looks, too. They were the main reason he mostly kept quiet around his father—and every other time. 

He’d grown up following his father’s example of never challenging Butcher’s authority. Hangman wanted to give his younger brothers the same example now. He wanted to model for them what obedience to one’s Kral really looked like.

Hangman had spent the last year making an almighty effort to keep the hostility between himself and Shadow entirely one-sided on his father’s part. Hangman never harbored any animosity against Shadow—not ever.

Hangman couldn’t imagine what he might have done to make his father hate him so much—except that Hangman was the next most obvious possibility of someone who might challenge Shadow’s leadership.

Hangman had spent almost five years as Kral of his own band. Most of the people in Shadow’s band had once considered Hangman their Kral. Some still did, but they did it silently. They never said so out loud.

Red and his men belonged to this group. They followed Shadow because Hangman followed Shadow and because Hangman wanted them to follow Shadow. 

Red and his men would never consider Shadow their Kral—not the way they considered Hangman their true Kral. That was just never going to happen.

Hangman didn’t stick around to exchange words with his friends. He took off to follow the others. Red and Kuvik came with him. The three men caught up with the rest of the group and traveled back to the gorge camp in silence.

The men couldn’t travel through the branches once they entered the gorges because there were no branches in the gorges. The Godless had to walk the rest of the way. They encountered women and children in the gorges before they got to the camp itself.

The women fell in with the men and tried to engage them in conversation. The women picked it up right away when the men didn’t bite and only answered in short words when they answered at all.

The children ran ahead, so everyone in the camp knew ahead of time that the men were coming back. All the women and families gathered to welcome the men home.

“We’ll pack up and move on tomorrow morning,” Shadow announced once everyone assembled. “There’s a new threat coming toward us through the jungle. We’ll fall back to the east…..”

An outburst of groans and protests broke through the crowd. “No!” someone yelled. 

“Why do we have to go?” Katha demanded. “We were gone for four years and we’re settled here. We thought we could stay here. Now we have to leave again?”

“There has to be a better way,” Yoa added. “Why did we come back at all? We should have just kept moving around forever. It would have been easier.”

“You heard what I said!” Shadow snapped. “Start packing up! Don’t wait until tomorrow morning. The sooner we leave, the better. I don’t want to wait all day for everyone to finish packing. Get it done tonight.”

He stormed off to his own shelter. Katha met him there and immediately started talking in his ear even when he snapped at her.

Hangman watched them disappear inside. The other women grumbled—a lot. Moving away from this camp was the absolute last thing anyone wanted to do.

The men stood around exchanging glances with each other, their wives, and then the women finally started getting to work. Hangman spotted Mora watching him from across the camp. Her eyes spoke volumes.

He also became aware of his brothers and all of Red’s men watching him again. They all waited for Hangman to do or say something. He set an example for all of them—but some part of him still considered himself responsible for them.

He just couldn’t shake that feeling—not even after all this time of living under Shadow’s authority. Hangman would always consider Shadow his Kral—and at the same time, Hangman still considered himself the true Kral of this band.

The safety and protection of everyone in this band stopped with him—not Shadow. That was the final bottom line. It would have been Hangman’s responsibility to step in and overrule Shadow if he did anything to put the band in danger.

Wasn’t Shadow doing that now? Wasn’t he jeopardizing the band’s safety by making everyone move? Hangman couldn’t think that. Shadow had made the decision to leave to protect everyone from the Spider Clan. He was trying to act in the band’s best interest.

Hangman waited a little longer. More women went back to work. Mora ducked inside her shelter. Was she packing up in there? Would she wait to see if Hangman intervened? Should he?

Half the men left, too. They either went to help their wives, or at least went to sit down somewhere. Hangman’s brothers left—each man to his own shelter. They had lived alone ever since their initiations.

Hangman took a firm grip on himself, crossed the camp, and entered his father’s shelter. He and Katha sat on their bed talking while he ate.

Katha looked up and her face drained of all color when she saw Hangman standing there. Hangman gave her a look and she left immediately. Shadow didn’t look up, not even when Hangman squatted opposite him.

“Let me go scout this new Clan, Father,” Hangman murmured. “We don’t know how many of them there are. They may not have brought enough men to threaten us. We could at least find out how strong they are. They may have only brought a small band of warriors.”

Shadow’s head shot up. “You heard my decision!” he snapped. “How dare you undermine my authority?!”

“I’m not trying to undermine your authority, Father. I would never do that….”

“You may have been Kral of your own band once, but you aren’t here! You heard my decision. Your only job is to carry it out. Don’t ever let me hear you contradict me in front of the men—or in private. Now get out of here and go help your wife pack up. The men need to see you following my orders. Don’t make me tell you a second time.”

He bent over his bowl and went back to eating to dismiss Hangman from his presence. Hangman left the shelter and discovered his mother standing ten feet away waiting for him to come out.

She gave him one of those pained, sympathetic, understanding looks he had been getting from almost everyone lately. He shared a moment of eye contact with her, walked away, and returned to his own shelter.

Twelve-year-old Zaedi, ten-year-old Thena, and eight-year-old Maeno worked outside. Zaedi had been moving with a mob of boys trying to grow up extra fast. Thena had her own friends who played house and took care of the younger children.

None of the three children had been near their own shelter before. They must have been watching for Hangman to come out. They both ran over when he returned and followed him inside. 

Mora sat on the floor wrapping up some of her sewing tools in a length of hide. She startled into getting to her feet when Hangman walked in. 

She overturned all her needles and floundered between trying to pick them up and give him her attention at the same time.

“Are we really moving out, Father?” Zaedi asked. “Where will we go?”

“Let your father get something to eat before you start bombarding him with questions.” Mora stepped in and handed Hangman a bowl of food. She sat down next to him and started handing out food to everyone else.

“I’m not staying,” Hangman told her. “I have to go back out.”

Her head shot up. “Do you have to? Please don’t leave me to do all the packing up by myself.”

“Yes, I have to,” he replied and didn’t explain any further than that.

“Where are you going, Father?” Zaedi asked.

“I’m going hunting.”

Mora gaped at him. “The sun is going down.”

“Do you remember the installation at Jeweled River?” he asked.

Her jaw dropped even further if that was possible. “Why do you ask about that now of all times?”

“You said you found out about it from books and ancient military pamphlets. You said you found out about the ancient weapons by reading about them. Was that true or did you find out some other way?”

She gasped out loud. “Of course it’s true! How else would I have found out? Did you think I lied to you about it? Why would you bring it up now? That was years ago. I would have told you then if I had found out another way.”

“Are you sure? Are you sure you never saw anything like that in person? You said your family band traveled all over the south country. You could have seen another installation like that.”

She shut her mouth with difficulty and looked away. “No, I never saw anything like that.”

“What about the artillery we found in the battery?” Hangman insisted. “Had you ever seen anything like that in person—or only in books?”

“No, I never saw anything like it in person—not even from a distance,” she mumbled under her breath. “I’d only seen pictures of them before that.”

“What’s artillery?” Zaedi asked. 

“Never mind,” Mora told him. “Eat your food and then I need all three of you to help me pack up.”

“What is there to pack up?” Thena asked. “We don’t have anything.”

Hangman put his bowl down. “I better go. I’ll see you all later.”

He ignored Mora’s pained expression. She understood his situation better than anyone, but he couldn’t deal with her right now.

He left his family where they were, walked out of the camp, and paused at the head of the gorge to look back. Everyone worked to pack up their possessions and deal with their remaining food supplies to prepare for the journey.

The men either helped their wives or worked with each other. No one guarded the camp or kept watch on the surrounding area.

Hangman turned away, burst into a run as soon as he passed out of sight in the gorges, and took off as fast as possible heading back to the spot where Shadow’s band had first encountered the Spider Clan.








  
  
Chapter 3




Hangman crouched in the branches and looked down at the bodies of all the dead strangers who had attacked Shadow’s hunting party. Kuvik had called these strangers the Spider Clan. 

Hangman supposed he could start thinking of these people as Spiders if they mimicked spiders the way Kuvik said.

Hangman jumped down through the branches and squatted next to the body Shadow had examined. Hangman studied the man in much more detail this time. The Spiders or whatever and whoever they were didn’t wear shoes. They went barefoot.

They must have gone barefoot their entire lives. The soles of their feet had developed a thick pad of callused skin almost as hard as bone. It even made a clicking sound when Hangman tapped a stick against it.

The Spiders also let their fingernails grow long. He found out why when he searched the area more closely. 

He didn’t think he would find any track or trace of them moving through the branches. That was one of the main reasons the Godless moved through the branches. They didn’t leave tracks on the ground for their enemies to follow.

The Spiders did leave tracks—just not the same kind. The callused skin on their feet left distinctive scratches on the softer bark of a certain tree. 

The Spiders used their fingernails to help them grip when they swung from branches or vaulted from one tree to another. Hangman couldn’t see the scratches as clearly in the dark as he would have been able to see them in daylight, but they were still there.

He searched the bodies more closely and took their weapons. He didn’t find anything else of value.

He followed the trail through the jungle. It took a long time because he had to search a wide area for each and every trace and scratch. He could have run the distance in a matter of minutes if he’d been tracking someone on the ground.

He was still following the track by the time the sun rose. The process went more quickly after that. He spotted the scratches from farther away and made it to the Spiders’ camp within an hour.

They camped in the treetops and squatted on the branches the way the Godless did. The Spiders were already awake and talking by the time he found them. He approached slowly and made sure to stay hidden so they wouldn’t see him. 

He only saw a dozen men sitting here. He didn’t see anyone else around. Was this really their whole party? These must be the survivors of everyone who had attacked Shadow’s band. Why did the Spiders bring so few people?

They all talked in husky, scratchy voices for some reason. He couldn’t figure out why.

“This is a good country,” one of them rasped. “It will make a good territory for us.”

“We have to eliminate the other local bands first,” another pointed out. “These Godless will be tougher than the others.”

“They use the trees well, but they camp on the ground,” a third countered. “That’s their weakness. They don’t defend their camps well enough to stop us. We can strike their women and children and drive them out that way.”

“We should go after the other band down on the southern river first,” the first suggested. “They had fewer fighting men and not so skilled.”

“You’re right,” the third man agreed. “We should travel there tonight and strike them tomorrow.”

“Why tonight?” the second man asked. “We should leave now.”

The others shrugged and agreed. Hangman followed them when they moved out. They traveled through the treetops, but they didn’t hurry the way they did when they fled from Shadow’s band. The Spiders took their time.

Hangman saw his chance, followed them, and then raced ahead. He kept thinking about the ambush techniques Mora had used against the phony Godless band on the way back to rejoin Shadow’s group.

She had been able to kill almost an entire band singlehandedly by using these techniques. He should have been learning from her all this time instead of fearing how different she was.

He diverted far away from the Spiders, spent some time amassing his resources in the canopy, and then caught up with the Spiders later. 

He had no problem outpacing them. They stopped often, took their time to relax along the way, and they didn’t keep much of an eye on the surroundings.

He climbed a tall sapling, lashed a length of twisted vines around its topmost crown, and used his weight to bow it all the way down. 

He tied the tree in that position, found a comfortable spot for himself in the fork of a different tree, made a noose at the end of his rope, and waited.

The Spiders gave him all the time in the world to drop the noose over one man’s head when he paused in the branches below Hangman’s position. He pulled his anchor rope, the sapling snapped up, yanked the rope tight, and whipped the Spider clean out of the trees.

He sailed high into the air before any of his friends saw what happened to him. Hangman pulled another rope when the sapling got to its highest point and released the Spider with the noose still around his neck.

The tree’s momentum flung the guy a thousand feet into the air. The other Spiders heard him screaming in the distance, but they didn’t see what happened to him.

They traveled somewhat faster after that. Hangman didn’t get another chance to ambush them until they stopped for the night. 

They traveled a long way and camped a dozen miles away from a different Godless band farther south from the gorge country. Hangman hadn’t known there was another Godless band here. Shadow wouldn’t appreciate Hangman informing him about it, either.

Hangman waited for nightfall. The Spiders stayed watchful and they did post a guard this time, so maybe they weren’t as stupid as Hangman originally hoped they would be.

Two men stayed awake while the others went to sleep. He’d already reduced their numbers to eleven. He planned to reduce them as far as possible before he returned to his own band.

Shadow might have left the gorge camp by then, but Hangman didn’t think so. Shadow had a way of springing these moves on his people, telling them they had to be ready to leave in the morning, and then getting delayed by unforeseen circumstances.

Hangman could always catch up with them if they did leave. Eliminating these Spiders would be better than leaving his or another band exposed.

He spent the time braiding some more rope while he waited. The moon didn’t rise and the Spiders camped in a dense part of the jungle where very little light made it through the canopy. 

Hangman found another branch he liked and watched the two guards patrol the area. They patrolled by climbing from branch to branch around their sleeping comrades. All the Spiders slept in a squat with their heads resting on their arms.

He waited until one of the guards passed down a branch ten feet below Hangman and ten feet in front of him. The man looked up and around in all directions, but he still didn’t see Hangman. 

Hangman didn’t move until the guy looked away. Then Hangman launched himself off his branch, plunged his kukri into the guy’s neck, and twisted while they both hurtled off into open space.

The guy made one loud choking noise that got his friend’s attention real quick, but it was already too late. Hangman rode his victim to the ground and rotated the guy onto his back so Hangman landed on top of him.

Both men slammed down hard on the ground. Hangman froze there to listen. He strained his eyes upward into the dark trying to see any sign of the other guard. Hangman couldn’t see anything. Hopefully the other guard couldn’t see him, either.

Hangman pulled his kukri out of the guy’s neck and climbed slowly, silently back up to where the rest of the party slept. His victim’s death rattle set the other guard on edge. He woke up one of his friends.

They squatted close on the branch exchanging a rushed, whispered conversation in the dark. “I heard him choke and now he’s gone!” the second guard hissed. “I’m telling you something is out there!”

“Nothing could be out there except creatures and you already said it wasn’t that,” the other man countered. “What happened to him if a creature didn’t get him?”

“How am I supposed to know what happened to him?!” the guard demanded. “I say we wake up the others.”

“And tell them what—that he disappeared without a trace and you don’t know how?”

“We’re supposed to put two men on guard. If he isn’t here, then we need to appoint someone else.”

“I’m not standing guard. It’s your turn. You do it.”

“Then I have no choice but to wake up everyone.”

The second man folded his arms, mumbled, “Go right ahead,” and put his head back down. The one guard stared at him and then glanced around at his comrades. He didn’t wake anyone else up.

He was still sitting there trying to decide what to do when Hangman dove off his branch, tackled the guy exactly the same way, slashed his throat instantly, and brought that body down to the ground, too.

He left it in a pile with the other one, climbed up, and stared at all the remaining ten Spiders sleeping in front of him. Ten men—all totally oblivious to the danger they were in. Some of them even snored.

He went from man to man, grabbed them by their stiff, spiky hair, yanked their heads back before the men fully woke up, and slashed their throats one after another. He killed all but four of them and took all the bodies down to the same pile on the ground.

The others didn’t wake up until daylight. They looked all around them in confusion and held a hasty conference about where their friends might be. Then one of them saw the blood splatters on the nearby branches.

Hangman had made sure to leave them a perfectly obvious blood trail to their friends’ bodies. The Spiders went into a frenzy when they saw their friends dead. 

None of the survivors could deny anymore that a person must have ambushed and killed these men in the middle of the night.

The remaining Spiders only exchanged a few hasty words before they took off heading northwest. The four survivors traveled much faster this time—almost too fast for Hangman to keep up with them. 

He followed them all day until they eventually returned to a much larger camp exactly like Kuvik had described. The Spiders used ropes to pull branches together to make giant nests in the treetops. 

Hangman didn’t have to go near the camp to hear women’s and children’s voices and even a few babies crying. This band had brought everyone into the new territory. The Spider Clan was serious about taking this territory for themselves.

He stopped at a distance and surveyed the Spider camp. They must have sixty nests up there. The men swarmed the area outside. They went back and forth between the streams and the nests to bring their families water. 

He didn’t see how they cooked their food or even if they cooked it. He didn’t see the men bringing in food at all, but they must have brought it in one way or the other. The women and children didn’t leave the nests. He only saw men outside.

He watched for a little while before he turned around and took off running back toward the east. He’d seen enough. Now he had to figure out what to do about it.








  
  
Chapter 4




Mora stiffened when Hangman returned to the gorge camp. He’d been gone for three days with no explanation. She shouldn’t have been surprised and she wasn’t—not really. 

She had to fight herself not to get annoyed at him for disappearing at the worst possible time. He had left her to pack up their belongings and deal with the three children at the same time.

He walked into camp like he’d never been gone and flopped down on the ground in front of their shelter. He squinted at all the Godless in the surrounding camp. Shadow hadn’t moved everyone out yet.

He kept saying he was going to and then delaying. He never explained himself to women, not even his own wife, so Katha couldn’t tell the women anything they didn’t already know.

Mora sat down next to Hangman and served him some of the food she’d been giving Maeno. She didn’t try to talk to Hangman. She didn’t trust herself not to demand answers about where he’d been and why he wouldn’t help her when she needed him to.

He thanked her when he took the bowl, but he didn’t eat. He stared down into the fire in front of their shelter. He got that scowl on his face that he always got when he was brooding about his father.

Mora didn’t see how that was possible when Hangman hadn’t been near his father in three days. She already had a pretty good idea of what was coming.

She definitely was not surprised when Shadow came out of his shelter and spotted Hangman sitting in front of his own. Shadow veered off immediately and stormed over to them.

“Where the hell have you been?!” Shadow demanded. “We’re in the middle of an evacuation here and you just up and vanish when we need you most?! I’ve never seen such irresponsible behavior in my life! What am I supposed to do with you—and you’re my own son! I should punish you ten times worse than anyone else. Is that what you’re pushing me to do? You keep provoking me every chance you get. What do you think—that I’m just going to stand by and let you thumb your nose at my authority like this?”

Hangman barely looked up. He kept his voice down so only Mora and Shadow could hear him. 

“I didn’t leave to thumb my nose at your authority, Father. I’ve supported you since the beginning—as much as you supported Butcher. You gave him your suggestions and that’s all I’ve ever done—exactly the same way all the rest of these men give you suggestions.”

“Where were you?!” Shadow snapped. “Answer me right now! Tell me what was so all-fired important that you had to abandon our band in the middle of a dangerous evacuation.”

Hangman sighed heavily, put the bowl aside, got to his feet, and finally faced his father head-on. “I went to scout the Spiders exactly the way I told you we should. I consider it a matter of personal honor that I don’t leave the band exposed to any kind of threat whether you believe the threat is real or not. I just went to see how many there were. They had twelve men—the same men who escaped after they attacked us at the field. I eliminated all but four of them and followed them back to their nest camp—the kind Kuvik told us about. That’s where I’ve been.”

“So?” Shadow fired back. “How many do they have at their nest camp?”

Hangman shrugged. “It’s a lot. I won’t lie about that, but I still think we can defeat them. We can’t overcome them with numbers or strength, but we have other options. We can use a combination of strategies to reduce their numbers, scare them into retreating, and drive them out of the area.”

Shadow waved that away. “We can’t do it now. We’re too close to moving out.” He spun away and called to everyone else around him. “Move out! Everyone move out! We’re leaving! Get your possessions and let’s go!”

It still took a long time to get everyone moving. The women and children resisted a lot more, now that they’d had three whole days of not moving out the way Shadow said they would.

They didn’t really leave until late in the afternoon. Hangman brooded in silence more than ever. Mora didn’t dare to ask him for help, but he came out of his dark thoughts long enough to notice when she needed him to do something.

He wound up keeping Maeno with him and taking almost all of Mora’s burdens to leave her free. Zaedi and Thena understood traveling well enough after the family’s many months of trekking across country alone. The older two children didn’t need any help at all. 

Zaedi carried around two good-sized knives with him everywhere and kept a close watch on the surrounding country the same as the much older boys.

He left the family a few different times, met up with his friends, and they ran their own patrols around the column to keep the band and the terrain under surveillance.

Hangman did the same thing. The other men came over to ask him to come with them to check certain things. He always agreed when they asked him to and he took Maeno with him. That left Mora freer and more relaxed than she’d been in years.

She felt grateful to him, but none of this really solved their fundamental problem. Nothing could solve it but an open confrontation between Hangman and Shadow. It was coming. Everyone knew it. No one could deny it.

Hangman always returned silent, distant, and on edge. He was always silent, distant, and on edge these days. He never came out of it—ever. It couldn’t last. He wasn’t made for this. He would do something about it soon. He had to.

The band only traveled a few hours through the gorges and left them before night fell. Shadow called the first halt at the edge of a stream. A bunch of the men went hunting, brought back an adolescent Ridgebeak, and divided it between everyone.

The men retired to one side of the camp after everyone finished eating. Mora lost sight of Hangman and turned back to the job of getting the children ready for bed. 

Zaedi and Thena still slept with their mother, but they didn’t come in until later. Maeno still spent more time around his family and her in particular.

Mora sat up after her children went to sleep. She worried about Hangman even though she knew she couldn’t help him. The other men came back and returned to their families, but Hangman didn’t return. Where was he? Did he leave the camp again?

She couldn’t sleep, so she got up and went to look for him. She didn’t find him in the camp. She didn’t find him anywhere until she heard his voice drifting on the wind from down by the stream.

She also heard Shadow talking. The two men were holding one of their tense undertone conversations—the kind where they both tried to get through to each other and couldn’t.

She walked around one of the band’s makeshift shelters and stopped when she saw father and son squatting by the water’s edge. The other men stood around nearby listening to the two of them.

“Would you please let me see the pictures of the ancient weapons, Father?” Hangman asked. “The ones you got from Butcher. I would like to see them.”

“What do you want to see them for?” Shadow fired back. “It’s useless. The weapons aren’t here. They aren’t anywhere—certainly not anywhere we’ll be able to find them.”

“Please just let me see them,” Hangman insisted. “It can’t hurt if you think they aren’t here.”

Shadow rummaged in his shoulder bag. “I should have thrown these away a long time ago. Don’t ask me why I keep carrying them around. I suppose I only do it to remind me of Butcher.”

He pulled a stack of papers out of his bag and handed them over. Hangman laid them out on the ground in front of him and pointed to the pictures. “This one says, ‘Fairchild Airforce Base’. I wonder where that is. This one says, ‘McNary Army…..’ something or other. I’m not sure what those words are.”

Shadow’s eyes fell out of their sockets. “What witchcraft is this?!”

“It isn’t witchcraft, Father,” Hangman replied over his shoulder. “Mora taught me to read these symbols while we were stranded away from the band. It’s a perfectly simple system even a child can understand if you know how to do it.”

“This is criminal!” Shadow choked. “It’s against Godless law!”

“There’s no law against it,” Hangman returned. “We could have found these weapons years ago if we had only been able to read these words. We should get Mora to read these. She knows of maps in the south country that show all the surrounding cities and weapons storage places. She could probably find them for us. I should have asked her years ago instead of being so afraid of Follower ways.”

“This is madness!” Shadow fired back. “You would betray our band by showing her these pages. Our men have fought and died to keep this secret?! You’re as much a traitor as Boxer and Zyria ever were!”

Hangman looked up. “You just said it’s hopeless and the weapons aren’t in the country. What difference does it make if she sees them? The worst that can happen is that she tells us where the weapons are. You should let me call her to look at these. She knows a lot more than we do about this part of the country. You should use some of her techniques for ambushing and booby-trapping her enemies. We could defeat the Spider Clan easily if we only did it that way instead of running away.”

“That’s cowardice!” Shadow snapped. “Killing an enemy from behind instead of engaging in open warfare—that’s the coward’s way.”

Hangman shrugged. “And running away is so much braver? Protecting our families and defeating our enemies isn’t cowardice. It’s our responsibility and any tactic is fair game if it gets the job done.”

Hangman went back to reading the pages. Mora shrank behind the nearest shelter so the men wouldn’t see her eavesdropping on their conversation.

Shadow looked away. He didn’t snap or snarl anymore. “You should know better than to talk like that, my son.”

“The band is alive right now because of me—because I used other tactics against our enemies. It’s the only way to win. I would rather see my family safe and unharmed than leave them in danger while other men call me brave after I’m dead.” Hangman looked up. “Let me call Mora here to read these papers. She may be able to tell us where these bases are. These weapons could tip the balance in our favor.”

Shadow didn’t answer. Mora hustled away so Hangman would find her back at their own shelter when he returned to the camp to get her.

“What’s happening?” she asked him.

“Come with me. I want to show you something.”

He took her hand and led her back to the river. He sat her down next to him and showed her a bunch of old, tattered glossy photographs of heavy military hardware. Most of it was big artillery pieces like the ones the band had found in the northern mountains.

Hangman pointed to the writing. “Do you know where these bases are? Did you ever see them on maps in the south country with your family? Are they nearby—anywhere we could get to them and maybe get some firearms?”

She picked up the first picture and read through the caption. The pages came from ancient military recruiting pamphlets.

“I’ve never heard of these bases or seen them on any map, but I wasn’t really looking for them,” she told him. “We mostly just checked out the local area to find any resources we could use.”

“Do you know if there are any military bases in the area—or even as far south as your people’s territory?”

“I couldn’t tell you that,” she murmured. “I’m sorry. I wish I could help you.”

Hangman turned to his father. “We should travel south to get the maps from the ancient cities. Mora knows where to find the maps. They can tell us where to find more firearms and ammunition. We can use these weapons against the Spider Clan—and anyone else who comes against us.

“We can’t spare any warriors right now,” Shadow countered. “We need you here.”

“We could go alone,” Hangman suggested. “Mora and I won’t make any difference to the band’s defense. We’re only two people. We can travel much faster alone, get the maps and…..”

“I said no,” Shadow fired back much more harshly. “It’s hopeless. Just forget about all of this foolishness. I never should have let you see these.”

Shadow grabbed the pictures and even snatched one out of Mora’s hand. He almost tore them when he shoved them into his bag.

Hangman stared at him for a minute. Mora expected Hangman to argue back more vehemently, but he didn’t. He didn’t say another word.

“I think it’s a good idea,” Red interjected into the uncomfortable silence. “We’ve all seen what these weapons can do and we all know by now to rely on Mora’s information. These weapons could make the difference so we don’t have to keep moving around all the time.”

Shadow glared out at his men. Mora didn’t lift her head to see which of them he was glaring at like that. She didn’t want to know.

“Fine, you can go,” Shadow grumbled, “but only if you go alone. Go and come back as quickly as you can. The rest of you better go take care of your families. We’ve spent enough time on this tonight.”

The men left. Mora and Hangman got to their feet to leave last. Shadow waited until all the other men departed before he grabbed Hangman’s arm, spun him around, and got in his face.

“If you want to challenge me, my son, then go ahead and do it,” Shadow snarled low. 

“Challenge you?!” Hangman gasped. “I never wanted to challenge you.”

“Don’t lie!” Shadow snarled. “You’ve been trying to drive me out ever since you came back as Kral of your own band! You embedded these men in my ranks…..”

“No, Father!” Hangman choked. “I would never do that!”

“Do you think I’m so stupid that I can’t see what’s right in front of my face?! You’ve been trying to weaken me all along. You openly contradict me in front of the men—and now the men you brought back with you are doing exactly the same thing!”

“I swear I didn’t, Father!” Mora heard Hangman’s voice shaking. “I spent years thinking of nothing but coming back and being your subordinate again. I swear it. I only wanted to return to my own band. That’s all.”

“Your own band!” Shadow raged. “I swear to God, if you don’t challenge me, then I will challenge you!”








  
  
Chapter 5




Hangman couldn’t bring himself to move with those words hanging over his head. His father really thought Hangman planned to challenge him as Kral of this band. That could only end one way—in a battle to the death. The victor would take over as the new Kral. 

Hangman shuddered when he thought about it. If you don’t challenge me, then I will challenge you.

He’d never thought once about challenging his father. Hangman didn’t want to take over as Kral—especially not like this. He’d been bending over backward for four years to support Shadow in every possible way.

All his efforts had come to nothing. Shadow saw malice in all of Hangman’s actions no matter what Hangman did. 

Shadow never would have suspected anything like that before. Hangman had made suggestions and offered contradictory information countless times while Butcher had been Kral. 

Shadow had never thought anything about it then. No one did because everyone else did it, too. All the men in the band offered their opinions. Everyone considered it normal.

Shadow only saw a threat in Hangman’s actions because Hangman would be the next in line to take over as Kral—that and the fact that Hangman had brought all these men back with him.

Shadow already knew the men supported Hangman. That on its own made Hangman a threat whether he ever used the men’s support or not.

He finally heaved a deep, shuddering breath, turned away, and came face to face with his wife standing behind him. Her eyes darted all over his features reading every shade of meaning in his father’s words. No one knew better than she did what Shadow meant.

Hangman read so much in her eyes. She represented his family, his children…..What would happen to them if it really came to a challenge between him and Shadow?

Hangman, Mora, and their children might have to leave this band after all. They might have to go out on their own again.

Something snapped in his mind right then. He wouldn’t take his family out on their own again. He would rally all the men behind him and depose his father before he took his family out like that. Why the hell should he when his father was being totally unreasonable?

All the men knew it. That’s why they kept expecting Hangman to step out against his father or at least stand up to him. All the men knew Shadow was being unreasonable. He would rather protect his ego than the band.

Hangman had worked hard to win these men’s trust. It had taken him years of careful negotiation and coordinating all their personalities. 

Never in a million years would he have stomped someone under his heel the way Shadow stomped Hammer—and now Shadow was trying to do the same thing to Hangman—for what? Shadow couldn’t even claim to be doing it to protect the band. He wasn’t.

All of Hangman’s years appeasing his father blew away in the breeze the minute Hangman looked into his wife’s eyes. She needed him. The children needed him. The whole band needed him to step up and be the Kral they needed him to be.

He didn’t want to challenge his father, but which would be worse—challenging Shadow or for Hangman to take his family out on their own? Which would be worse—challenging Shadow or putting the whole band in danger? It really did come down to that.

Hangman found himself smiling at Mora for the first time. He couldn’t even remember when he’d smiled at her last. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d reassured her that everything would be okay.

When was the last time he took the burden of worry off her shoulders? When was the last time he showed her that he would handle everything so she didn’t have to?

He took a step forward and slipped his hand into hers. “Everything will be okay,” he murmured. “I promise.”

She gulped. Her eyes overflowed with so much aching, pleading care—for him. She only cared for him. She didn’t care about appeasing Shadow. Nothing could be worse for her than to see Hangman suffer like this under his father’s heel.

No more. It ended right here and now.

“Let’s go back to the camp,” he murmured. “I’ll ask Kuvik and Yoa to take care of the children while we’re gone.”

Mora’s eyes darted sideways. “What about….?” She didn’t say it.

Hangman turned her around and led her back to the camp. They returned to their own shelter where Mora had left the three children asleep.

“Stay here,” he told her. “I’ll go talk to Kuvik now. I’m sure he and Yoa will be happy to help us. The children won’t need too much taking care of anyway.”

She didn’t argue. He slipped away and found Kuvik and Yoa sitting near one of the fires. Hangman drew them both away and explained what he wanted. Kuvik must have already told Yoa about the meeting because she didn’t act surprised.

“Let me come with you, Hangman,” Kuvik insisted. 

“Shadow would never agree to that and I need you to stay here and help defend the band,” Hangman replied. “He’s right that more than one warrior leaving now would put the band at unnecessary risk. Mora and I will be able to travel fast. She can lead me to the maps and we’ll come straight back and catch up with you.”

“You know your children will be safe with us, Hangman,” Yoa told him. “It would be an honor for us to look after them for you.”

“I know—and thank you,” Hangman breathed. “It makes me feel so much better that I’m leaving them with people I can trust.”

He returned to Mora and they sat together in the darkness. The camp noise started to die down as more and more people went to sleep for the night. 

“What are you going to do about him?” Mora asked after a while.

“It isn’t really a question of what I’m going to do,” he replied. “What he does will be more important.”

“Do you really plan to wait until he challenges you?” she asked. 

He shrugged. “He’s my father. I can’t challenge him outright—not without something much more serious to provoke it. I know we’re coming to a breaking point, but it can’t come from me—not like that. Following him and obeying him is all I’ve ever known. This whole thing was his idea. I would have been his most loyal supporter if he’d only let me. I am his most loyal supporter. I’m practically the only man left who does support him after the way he’s been acting.”

“Then why is he still Kral?” she asked. “How can he be Kral if no one supports him?”

Hangman found himself smiling at her. “He’s still Kral because I love him and I can’t challenge him. He’ll have to challenge me if he really hates me so much and considers me so dangerous.”

She looked away. “He’s completely irrational.”

“Maybe he has a point. Maybe the other men never subordinated themselves to him at all. Maybe I’ve been their Kral all along and I’m the one who is just waking up to the fact that the territory can’t support two Krals.”

Her head shot up. “You can’t be serious! You aren’t Kral! You haven’t been Kral since we came back from the northern mountains.”

“You don’t think so? If I told Red and his men to join me in challenging Shadow and taking over this band, don’t you think they would do it in a heartbeat? I bet you the others would do the same thing. Even Bantam and Lock would do it and they’re Shadow’s sons, too. Shadow wouldn’t stand a chance if I really wanted to be Kral. He’s only Kral because I say he is.”








