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Chapter 1 




Ayoung boy stepped into a clearing between two high cliff walls surrounded by dense jungle. 

The boy stopped there and raised a stone axe in front of him to protect himself, but there was nothing to see.

He ignored the sound of a feral warthog thrashing and bellowing in a tangle of thick ropes behind the boy’s back. 

The creature thrashed, roared, and let out an occasional squeal of protest, but it couldn’t break free. The ropes wrapped around the creature’s body to hold it in place against the rocks.

Not even the razor quills along its sides could severe the ropes. They had been positioned right up against the warthog’s skin where the quills wouldn’t damage them.

The boy took a position in front of the warthog and kept his back to it. The creature’s squeals and bellows echoed through the jungle. 

The area throbbed with damp heat and the chirp of hundreds of birds and insects. He strained every nerve looking and listening for something coming toward him through the thick trees.

He paced a dozen feet to his left and stopped again to listen before he came pacing back the other way. 

He completely ignored the warthog’s roars, even when the creature pawed at the ground and tossed its spiked tusks at the boy from behind.

The warthog stood as tall as the boy’s shoulders. The creature could gore the boy easily if it broke even one of those ropes.

The boy came back and planted himself right in front of the creature, but he still didn’t turn around. He flexed his legs into a crouch and tightened his grip on his axe handle with both hands.

That was the moment when the distant thump of heavy footsteps shook the ground coming closer. The boy tensed every muscle and raised his weapon higher. 

The warthog heard the footsteps, too. The creature flew into a panic pawing the ground, squealing in terror, and hurling itself against the ropes with all its might.

The boy shut out all awareness of the creature and concentrated all his attention on those footsteps coming closer.

They thumped the ground hard enough to rustle the surrounding foliage. Even the cliffs vibrated from the impact.

The boy froze when the trees in front of him shook. The curtain of undergrowth parted and a massive, towering monster burst through into the clearing in front of the rocks.

The warthog flew into a hysterical burst of frenzy and threw itself against the ropes hard enough to knock itself completely off its feet. 

It hit the ground, scrambled to stand up, and did the same thing again and again trying to flee from the monster.

The creature towered as high as the jungle’s tallest canopy—as high as the surrounding cliffs. The boy didn’t even come up to the monster’s knee.

Armored, razor feathers covered its forelimbs and angled backward in the shape of wings, but this creature was too big to fly.

Giant black claws studded the three toes of its scaly feet. Rough fur covered its body as far as the curve of its leathery neck where it rose to support a fierce, beaked head.

The creature looked down at the warthog. The monster’s eyes went hard when it saw the boy standing there blocking its way. 

The creature opened its beak and screeched at the boy. He took a step back and almost ran straight into the warthog’s tusks.

The warthog lunged against the ropes again and again. The monster cocked its head from side to side to look back and forth between the boy and the warthog—its favorite prey.

These enormous monsters were too smart not to recognize the tiny human standing between it and its next meal.

The boy stiffened under that look, raised his axe, and swung it behind him. He didn’t have to look to see what he was doing when he chopped through the ropes holding the warthog in place.

The ropes fell away and the warthog charged off into the undergrowth. It scooted out of sight so fast that the monster didn’t react in time to catch it.

The monster dove its long neck down and snapped its beak trying to grab the warthog, but not fast enough.

The boy reacted in a split second, swung his axe down, and struck the creature a wicked blow across the side of the head.

His axe blade glanced off the creature’s bony skull and the monster spun back the other way screeching in rage.

The creature dove for the boy next. He somersaulted away to his left and got himself into another position farther down the wall from where the warthog had been tied.

The monster understood this standoff only too well. The creature stomped around to confront the boy. He raised his axe to strike, but the creature knew better than to come within range a second time.

It advanced on him snapping its beak, but it never brought its head near his axe again. He swung time after time, but he never landed another blow.

The creature screeched again, reared to its full height, and beat its wings while the boy crouched in front of it.

The boy coiled himself for another strike, but it took him completely off guard when it did come.

The creature swiped its wing at him. He swung, but his blade went straight through the creature’s feathers.

They brushed around the weapon and the rest of the wing clubbed him off his feet. The feathers’ sharp edges slashed his face before the creature swiped its wing back the other way and cut him a second time.

The blow sent him flying across the clearing, slammed him into the cliff wall, and he hit the ground. His axe fell next to him. He didn’t move to rise or pick it up.

A dozen men watched the fight from a protected ledge on the clifftops above him. 

“Get up, Jono!” Hangman whispered. “Come on! Get up!”

“Be quiet!” his father Shadow hissed a few places down the row from him. “Don’t attract the Gorlock’s attention or you could disqualify the test.”

“The Gorlock can’t hear us,” Shadow’s nephew Alien murmured. “The test is still valid.”

“Come on, boy,” Hangman’s other cousin Chaos growled. “Come on. Get up.”

“He’s unconscious,” Shadow’s brother Butcher muttered. “It’s all over. He lost.”

Silence fell over the group as the Gorlock moved in on Jono’s lifeless body. The boy didn’t move. Hangman couldn’t tell from up here if his younger brother was even still breathing.

Hangman could see just enough of the boy’s face to see blood seeping from the slash marks left by the Gorlock’s feathers. If Jono survived this battle, he would be scared for life.

Hangman’s hand automatically drifted to the scars on his own face. They disfigured him and left him ugly. He wouldn’t want anyone to suffer the same fate, especially not his younger brother.

The scars always itched. He had developed a habit of rubbing them whenever he went into his own thought about something.

The rite of initiation had to play out until its natural end. If Jono didn’t regain consciousness pretty soon, he wouldn’t survive long enough to worry about his appearance.

The Gorlock strutted over to him. He didn’t revive even when the creature screeched down at him in open challenge.

It tilted its head this way and that to study him. When he still didn’t respond, it pecked at him.

Alien turned away first. “I can’t watch this. I’m going home.”

Butcher grabbed his nephew’s arm. “You have to stay. We all have to bear witness or the test won’t be valid.”

Alien yanked his muscular arm out of his uncle’s grip. “It’s already over. There is no test. I don’t have to stand here and watch him die.”

“Wait a minute,” Hangman interrupted. “He’s still conscious. He’s coming around.”

Alien turned back. Silence fell over the watching men as the Gorlock pecked at Jono two more times.

It clamped its jaws around him each time, picked him up, dropped him on the ground, and then nudged him with its beak.

When it still didn’t get the response it wanted, it reared back and squawked at him. Still nothing.

“He’s gone,” Hangman’s cousin Viking murmured. “He can’t win now.”

Hangman didn’t answer. He wasn’t even sure how he knew it, but he no longer doubted that Jono would win. 

He would complete the rite of initiation into manhood in their Clan. He would take his place with his father, brother, uncles, and cousins as a man of this family.

The Gorlock dove its head toward Jono’s still body. The creature opened its mouth one more time—but not to just pick him up and toy with him. It really planned to eat him now.

The boy reacted so fast that a few of the men on the cliff actually yelled out in surprise that he could move at all.

He snatched his axe handle. It lay right next to his hand. Hangman couldn’t even see until now how Jono even knew where the axe was.

He must have. He grabbed it and swung hard enough to chop the creature’s head away.

The weapon cracked across the Gorlock’s cheekbone. Its head whipped sideways and the Gorlock shrieked out loud before it recovered enough to come at him again.

That one moment gave Jono just a fraction of an instant to drag himself off the ground and back against the cliff behind him.

Blood saturated his face and dripped down his neck to cover his chest. More slash marks marked his torso and abdomen, but he didn’t notice his own injuries.

That one blow infuriated the Gorlock beyond all restraint. It dove for him again and again, but he defended himself better each time.

The Gorlock probably could have killed him instantly if it only thought to use its wings, but it didn’t. Its injured pride drove it wild.

It stayed low in close quarters trying again and again to snap him in its beak. The Gorlock’s own actions saved Jono’s life.

His axe connected with the creature’s head three more times. He pulled himself up a little more each time he smacked it away, but anyone could see he was seriously injured.

He got onto one knee the second time. He could barely use one of his legs. His axe started to sink the minute he swung it. Holding it up caused him pain.

He worked himself to his feet after the third blow, but he couldn’t go on.

The Gorlock reared back, extended its head high above him, screeched again, and dove for the killing blow. 

It bobbed its head from side to side to avoid his axe, knocked it aside before it touched any part of the creature’s body, and then lunged for him before he recovered from his swing.

Jono must have seen the same thing. He, his brothers, and their Clan and band had fought Gorlocks too many times not to recognize their behavior when they wanted to kill something.

He raised his axe with a heroic effort. The Gorlock’s head plunged down from on high, but he didn’t swing.

He hurled himself between the Gorlock’s legs, tucked and rolled, and landed a brutal stroke on the tendon behind the creature’s left foot.

The creature shrieked at the top of its lunges, thrashed in pain, and spun around to confront Jono, but the creature could only balance on one foot now.

It tried to put its weight down, stumbled, and landed hard on its chest before it struggled upright again.

It kept bellowing in pain and fury. Jono limped backward to get clear of the thing, but it couldn’t come after him—not very fast.

“Come on, Jono!” Hangman whispered. “Come on! Hit it again! You can kill it!”

“Come on, boy!” Shadow muttered under his breath. “Come on!”

All the men on the cliff crowded to the edge to watch, now that Jono was back on his feet. He disabled the Gorlock. One more hit like that and he would turn the tables in his favor.

Hangman’s pulse started pounding when he saw the Gorlock hobbling one painful step closer. Jono backed away again to give it more space.

The Gorlock’s injury made it even more irrationally dangerous and murderously enraged. It might have lived if it just walked away right then and there.

It couldn’t. It needed revenge.

The Gorlock kept advancing. It took full advantage of its long neck, now that it couldn’t maneuver on its feet anymore.

It dove for him a dozen times and measured each movement to avoid his axe. 

The Gorlock didn’t stop until it backed him up against another wall. Jono’s injuries stopped him from attacking the way he might have if he had been healthy.

He stopped there and flattened his back against the unforgiving rock. He looked absolutely awful with blood all over himself.

His dark eyes shone out of a film of blood. Gore saturated his long black hair. He didn’t look human. He didn’t even seem to recognize where he was or what he was doing here.

The blows he delivered to the Gorlock’s head started to bleed, too. They made the creature even more monstrous and revolting.

Blood even got into the creature’s eyes and drove it ballistic. It lunged for him again and he pulled the same maneuver.

He threw himself under the creature’s body, rolled behind it, and swung his axe a second time at the creature’s right foot.

This time, he flipped his axe backward and used the heavy, blunt back edge of the weapon to smash the Gorlock’s foot bones.

The creature screamed in agony, tried to lift both its feet at the same time, and went down hard just as Jono rolled clear behind the creature.

He rolled to his feet and wheeled around fast, all trace of his pain and injury gone. He raised his axe again and turned to brandish the sharp edge at the Gorlock, but he didn’t strike. He actually backed away.

The creature thrashed on the ground howling and bellowing in rage. It kept trying to stand up, missed its footing, and crashed back down on the ground.

The head and neck still posed just as much of a danger as before. The creature finally worked itself over onto its chest and stomach where it could dart its head at him and snap its beak. He couldn’t get close to it like this.

The two stood off at a safe distance and eyed each other. Hangman really couldn’t tell from here just how injured Jono was. 

He didn’t flinch or wince or protect his side. He stood up straight as if he never had been injured.

The cuts across his face made him look insane and ferocious. All trace vanished of the young boy who left camp this morning. He wasn’t a boy anymore. He was a man in every way that counted.

The Gorlock couldn’t advance anymore. It couldn’t move at all. It couldn’t touch him as long as he stayed outside the length of its neck.

He inched a few steps closer and stopped within inches of the snapping beak. The Gorlock tried time and again, but it couldn’t get any closer to him.

“Finish it, boy,” Shadow murmured. “End it now.”

“Come on, Jono,” Hangman breathed. “You can do it.”

Jono took a step back and raised his axe. He did everything with excruciating slowness now. He knew he had won. No one could ever take this victory away from him.

He flexed every muscle in his body. The Gorlock shrieked at him again and lunged to snap.

He struck without mercy, clubbed the creature hard across the face, and charged.

The blow slapped the Gorlock’s head out of the way just long enough for him to dart behind the head. He stopped next to the creature’s neck.

The creature saw him instantly and swung around to attack again. It curved its neck to swallow him, now that he stood within its range.

It would have won, but its own movements played into his hands. The neck arched toward him and he grabbed it right behind the head.

He hung on tight and the Gorlock thrashed and whipped its neck back and forth trying to shake him off.

The force of its struggles inched him up the neck closer to the head. That must be where he wanted to go.

He waited until the creature’s thrashing movements bumped him against its skull. It tried its hardest to unseat him, but nothing worked.

He strapped his legs and one arm behind its skull and raised his axe in the other hand, but he still didn’t strike.

The Gorlock tried a different technique and squirmed its neck from side to side trying to loosen his hold.

He took advantage of that and pushed himself up a little further without letting go. The Gorlock saw the axe hovering in its peripheral vision and tried to screw its head all the way backward to bite at him.

It had to stop thrashing to do that, and as soon as it kept still for two seconds, he reared upright, gripped with his legs, seized the axe handle in both hands, and brought it down in a crushing blow on the creature’s head.

A dull crack echoed through the clearing. The rock walls amplified the sound and made it louder than it was.

A collective sigh of relief went through the men on the ledge when the Gorlock’s head crashed down onto the ground with Jono still clinging to its neck.

The head bounced and jostled him in his seat, but he didn’t fall—not until he brought his axe down again in a brutal, crushing blow that completely demolished the creature’s skull.

Cheers broke out amongst the men on the cliff. Hangman’s cousins grabbed him and they all laughed.

Hangman rushed the ledge, raised his fist in triumph, and whooped down at his brother, but Jono didn’t hear anything.

He wrenched his axe out of the Gorlock’s head—and then all the fight drained out of him.

He stared at the blood drenching his axe blade. He didn’t even seem to think about getting off the fallen Gorlock before he toppled sideways and sprawled in the dirt, utterly unconscious.








  
  
Chapter 2




Hangman vaulted over the ledge, landed on another rock below him, and sprang from ledge to ledge until he landed on the ground. 

He only glanced at the Gorlock long enough to make sure it was really dead. It was.

He squatted down next to his brother and turned the boy over. Jono was fourteen, the age of initiation in the Godless Clan.

He looked a lot younger and a lot smaller than only four years younger than Hangman. He didn’t remember ever being that young or that small.

Hangman scooped up the boy in his arms. Jono’s blood made him slippery, but that didn’t matter.

Hangman walked out of the clearing just as his father, cousins, and uncles entered it. They surrounded the Gorlock and started hacking it to pieces to take the meant back to their camp.

Hangman didn’t wait around to help. He carried Jono through the jungle, down a mile of winding pathways, and back to the place where the men camped the night before.

Hangman kicked the party’s woven reed sleeping mats into place by the fire, laid Jono on the mats, and rolled some of the party’s baggage into a knot to make a pillow.

Jono didn’t come around during the whole trip back to the camp.

Hangman had the place to himself until the men returned. No women came with them on this trip. Women weren’t allowed to attend a boy’s initiation rite.

Women weren’t even allowed to come on the journey or even to know where the men took the boy for initiation. This rite belonged only to the men.

Memories of Hangman’s initiation flooded back to him while he soaked a piece of soft fur in a bowl of water and used it to wash the blood off Jono’s face.

The sequence always followed the same pattern. The boy to be initiated had to go through the whole camp of women on his way to leave with the men who would initiate him.

It usually started with the boy’s mother sobbing over him, hugging him, and talking to him a mile a minute about all the different ways he had to be careful so he didn’t hurt himself or get himself killed.

Then all the boy’s other female relatives wound up doing the same thing one after the other. His sisters, cousins, aunts, and more distant relatives all had to come and cry over him when they realized he might not come back that day.

Hangman remembered his mother doing the same thing to him—not to mention all his aunts and female cousins.

At least he didn’t have any sisters to cry over him. He was the oldest of four boys. Now Jono initiated, too—the first after Hangman.

Hangman found himself studying his little brother more closely. These wounds would scar over. They would mark this young man in ways no one could see from the outside.

The same thing happened to Hangman. The scars on the outside didn’t hold a candle to the change that happened on the inside when he went through his initiation.

The men came back, butchered the Gorlock, put a hunk of meat on the fire to cook, and sliced up the rest to dry it out for traveling rations.

Hangman paid no attention to them and went on tending Jono’s wounds. No one knew better than Hangman the life Jono could look forward to after this.

Hangman mopped down all the blood on Jono’s chest, but those wounds were only scratches. They didn’t go any deeper than the surface.

The slashes on Jono’s face were the worst. Hangman left, found the leaves of a certain plant in the jungle, brought it back, and ground it into a paste in one of the bowls the party used to eat out of.

He smeared the paste on the wounds. The sensation woke Jono up.

He jolted back to consciousness and tried to fight Hangman off before Jono recognized who it was.

“Lie down, little brother,” Hangman told him. “You’re safe. You’re in the camp. You did it. You’re initiated.”

“Is it dead, Hangman?” Jono husked. “Is it really dead?”

“You killed it. Do you see the meat on the fire over there? You’ll be eating that Gorlock for dinner tonight. You’re a man now. You can lie down and rest. You don’t have to fight anymore—not today at least.”

Jono didn’t relax right away. His head jerked the other way.

Hangman followed his brother’s gaze. Their father, Shadow, sat across the camp talking to his brothers, Butcher and Fang.

Butcher was Kral of their band—the leader of this family group of the Godless Clan. Hangman, Jono, and their two younger brothers were the youngest of the cousins—the sons of Butcher, Fang, and their now-deceased oldest brother Midnight.

Midnight’s sons were the oldest cousins. Now Alien, Feather, and Banjo served Butcher as their Kral.

If anything happened to Butcher, his sons Boxer and Magnet would serve Shadow as the next Kral until no men of that family’s generation remained. Then the position of Kral would pass to the oldest son of whoever happened to be Kral at the time.

The cousins sat together or worked on the other side of the camp. Fang’s sons, Viking, Chaos, and Vulture worked to construct a frame over the fire to dry the Gorlock meat for travel.

“You see?” Hangman murmured. “Father and the others are probably over there deciding on a name for you.” Hangman pushed on his brother’s shoulder. “Lie down. You don’t have to do anything else right now. You can rest.”

“Did you see, Hangman?” Jono husked. “Did you all see?”

“We all saw. The test was perfectly valid. You were too dazed to hear us cheering for you, but we all saw.”

Jono looked away. “I don’t remember. I don’t remember much of anything.”

“You went down hard and fell unconscious. We all thought you would die, but you got up and you defeated it. You did very well. I’m proud of you and I’m sure Father is very proud of you. Just imagine the weeping and crying when Mother sees you.”

Jono didn’t take the joke. His dark eyes darted back to Hangman. “How bad is it, Hangman? Tell me the truth.”

Hangman looked up from his task of grinding some more of the leaf paste. He couldn’t look away from his brother’s eyes.

No one understood that question as well as Hangman did. He saw it in the eyes of everyone who looked at him every day of his life.

He even saw his own reflection in his brother’s eyes right now. The glassy surface of other people’s eyes was the one place where Hangman saw his own reflection.

In those moments, he saw himself as other people saw him. He saw himself as a grotesque, hideous, deformed creature as disgusting to them as all the blood-thirsty monsters roaming this country.

Hangman would have liked to look away from that reflection—and from everything it meant to his life.

He had trained himself ever since his initiation never to look away—from anything—especially not that. He always faced it head on. He had to. He couldn’t run from his own face.

“It isn’t as bad as mine,” he murmured. “You will be scarred, but only slightly—like Viking over there.”

Hangman waved his grinding stone over his shoulder toward his big cousin.

Viking was easily one of the tallest, burliest men of their family band. All the men of the Godless Clan wore a combination of cured skins tied into loincloths around their waists. 

That was their only clothing apart from footwear and knee-high leggings also sewn from the skins of creatures they hunted. The jungle was too hot to wear anything else.

The men let their straight black hair grow long. Some tied it into bunches with strips of hide or twisted cordage from the jungle. Others wove it into plaits or any other arrangement to keep it neat and out of the way for hunting trips.

Viking was one of those who used vines and hand-twisted cordage to bind his hair into thin, rope-like strands. He kept his hair bound up away from his forehead all the way back across his whole scalp.

It gave him a much harsher look than most Godless men, but he had one of the softest, kindest personalities in the whole band. Everyone loved him, especially women and children.

A long, whitish scar cut down one side of Viking’s face. The scar started just below the left eye and ran straight down to the jawline.

Most people thought Viking’s scar made him look powerful, masculine, and distinguished—which it did. No one thought Viking’s scar made him ugly.

Jono sank back on the mat, but he didn’t relax and he didn’t look away. “You wouldn’t lie to me about it, would you, Hangman?”

“Never. I can bring you a basin of water so you can see your reflection if you want. The cuts look worse now than they will after they scar. They won’t make you look different—not like mine make me look different.”

That finally satisfied Jono. He settled down and turned his face away to watch the activity of the camp. “I can’t believe it’s over. I looked forward to this day for so long. Now I feel nothing.”

“It comes later,” Hangman told him. “The mark grows over time. It grows with you. You don’t become a man at initiation. This is just the bridge that takes you across the river to the road to manhood on the other side.”

“You make it look so easy,” Jono breathed.

Hangman snorted. “You only think that because I’m your older brother. I would think the same thing about you if our positions were reversed.”

“No,” Jono murmured. “It isn’t that. It’s you.”

Hangman didn’t answer. No one had to explain to him how everyone treated him differently—in ways that had nothing to do with his looks.

Everyone in Butcher’s band treated Hangman like he was much older than he really was. They all treated him as though he had much more authority than he did—more than a man his age should have.

Everyone treated him as though he was actually more like Butcher’s brother instead of his nephew—one of his youngest nephews.

Hangman didn’t realize until now that his status had been affecting his younger brothers, but it must have been. 

Jono, Landus, and Jarun must have grown up seeing everyone treat Hangman differently—and not because of his looks.

Hangman didn’t try to come up with a sensible objection to this because there wasn’t one. It was just one of the undeniable facts of his reality—just like his scars.








  
  
Chapter 3




Hangman was still grinding the leaf paste when his father, Butcher, and Fang came over to where Jono lay on the mats. 

Hangman didn’t think anything of their approach until his father glared down at him in a deep scowl. “Leave the man alone and stop treating him like a baby.” He turned to Jono. “Stand up and be a man. Your initiation is over. You aren’t so hurt that you can’t stand up and face the world on your own two feet.”

Jono gulped and heaved himself off the mat. He winced a lot, but he tried to hide it.

Hangman didn’t find any visible injury to Jono’s leg earlier. He might have torn or strained something.

He tried to put his weight on it, limped again, and then pulled himself up straight in front of his father and uncles.

Shadow surveyed the boy up and down, pursed his lips at the sight of the cuts on Jono’s face, and nodded.

“That’s good. You did well against the Gorlock. I’m proud of you. You’re a man of the Godless Clan now. After today, you’ll be called Cross after those scars on your face. You’ll come with us on our missions from now on.”

Cross burst into a huge smile. “Thank you, Father!” He turned to Butcher. “Thank you, Uncle!”

“You have nothing to thank us for,” Butcher told him. “You earned that one all by yourself. You earned your place.”

Cross practically burst out laughing in joy and relief, but the three older men only turned away and waved behind them. “You two come with us,” Butcher told them. “We need to discuss our next move.”

The three older men crossed the camp to Butcher’s shelter. It was a shake hut made of thick, flexible saplings bent into a frame. 

A covering of leafy vines formed the roof and walls on three sides. The front stood open to the air.

The Godless always built shelters like this no matter where they went. They built their shelters with four walls for privacy reasons, but only in camps where men and women lived together.

No one had to protect themselves from the weather in this jungle. The shake roof barely blocked rain from entering. Other than that, the temperature always stayed oppressively hot and steamy. 

Hangman’s cousins stood off on their side of the camp listening to Shadow change Cross’s name. No one would ever use his old name again. He was Cross now. 

The women and children would call him that, too, as soon as the men returned to the rest of the band. His old name belonged to his boyhood and that time was over. The name no longer applied to him.

The cousins followed the three older men back to Butcher’s shelter. He sat down in the very rear with Shadow on one side and Fang on the other.

The cousins gathered around the three men. Some of the cousins squatted. Others sat on the ground.

Cross limped in the rear. Hangman slowed his pace to stay near his brother. Shadow could afford to act harshly toward his son and insist that no on treat him like a baby.

Hangman kept an eye on Cross to make sure he pulled through this all right, but he just looked sore. He would recover.

His swollen face looked worse than it was. The leaf paste exaggerated the swelling, too. All of that would subside in time.

There wasn’t enough room inside the shelter for everyone by the time Cross and Hangman got there. 

Hangman didn’t want Cross to go through the ordeal of sitting down and then having to stand back up again, so the two brothers remained standing in the back.

Butcher pulled forward one of half a dozen leather bags he wore slung across his chest. All the Godless men carried their personal goods in bags like this. 

Butcher wore the two frontmost locks of his hair in two plaits down the side of his face. They hung in front of his ears. He wore the rest of it loose.

He, Shadow, and Fang presented a picture in contrasts even though they were brothers.

Butcher had a young, almost baby-like face with too much extra padding around his jaw and neckline. It made him look like the youngest of the three even though he was the oldest.

He was also the biggest, the strongest, and the tallest. He wasn’t as big as Viking or Alien, but Butcher cut an imposing figure—on the outside at least.

He lacked Shadow’s sharper, more astute strategic thinking abilities, though. Butcher wouldn’t have been able to lead the band at all without Shadow’s constant guidance and suggestions.

Fang was the youngest, but he looked like the oldest. He looked older than Hangman imagined Midnight would have looked if he had been alive.

Fang aged long before his time. He had been lanky, wizened, and distant for as long as Hangman could remember. 

Fang didn’t participate much in any strategic decision-making that Hangman could see. From what Hangman could tell, Fang just sat there and followed Butcher around to show everyone that Fang supported Butcher’s leadership—which was better than nothing.

Shadow was a completely different story. He wasn’t as big as Butcher. Shadow was nowhere near as big as the bulkier nephews.

He made up for it by being the brains behind the operation. He had a way of dropping information and suggestions into Butcher’s ear to make it seem like Butcher thought of all these details himself.

Shadow had an expertly subtle way of steering his older brother into making the decisions Shadow wanted him to make. Shadow held the power that kept Butcher in position no matter what.

It always puzzled Hangman that Shadow never challenged his brother for the position of Kral. Shadow might not have been as big or as strong, but he was big and strong enough to defeat his bigger, slower, less agile, and less alert brother.

Shadow could have marshaled the support of every man in their band. He could probably even have marshaled the support of Butcher’s own sons.

Shadow never stepped out of line. He never once showed by even a hint of facial expression that he ever questioned Butcher’s leadership.

Butcher never questioned Butcher’s leadership, either, thanks to Shadow’s diplomacy. It never crossed Butcher’s mind that he wasn’t the one in charge of this band or that he might not be the most qualified to be in charge.

He rummaged in his bag and pulled out a handful of ancient sheets of some material the Godless had never seen anywhere else.

Whatever material it was didn’t come from any known source in the jungle.

The sheets resembled the glossy leaves of some jungle trees, but the sheets didn’t have veins nor did they take the same shape of leaves.

Each sheet showed a different picture. The images didn’t come from the jungle, either.

Hangman had seen these sheets for the first time the night of his initiation—the same way Cross was seeing them for the first time right now.

The sheets puzzled Hangman as much now as they did every time he’d seen them since. They puzzled everyone in Butcher’s band. No one could figure out what the pictures were or where they came from.

Butcher spread them out on the ground in front of him. There were nine sheets, each with a different picture on it.

Most of them showed giant mountain ranges in the background with blue skies and some kind of symbols printed across the top.

In the foreground, the pictures showed banks of some kind of iron tubes all facing in the same direction. 

Each tube attached to some kind of box or, in some cases, a lump of some kind of stone as far as Hangman could tell.

Other pictures showed one or two individual, much larger tubes pointing up at the sky.

Butcher pointed at the mountains in three of the pictures’ backgrounds. “We know these three are the same mountain shown from different angles. We also know that this mountain doesn’t belong to the Jagged Points to the west of our territory. Wherever this mountain is, it must be somewhere else.”

“We might be able to see it if we got on top of one of the Jagged Points,” Boxer pointed out.

The group should have taken his suggestion as almost as important as Butcher’s own opinion. Boxer was Butcher’s oldest son. He would probably become Kral one day.

No one treated Boxer’s opinion as anything important. Alien actually sneered at him. “We can’t get on top of the Jagged Points. That’s ridiculous. The Jagged Points are inside the Renegade Clan’s territory. We would lose our lives going in there.”

“We don’t have enough men to attack the Renegades outright,” Butcher decided. “We need to find another way to see what lies beyond those mountains.”

“What other way is there?” Viking asked. “The Renegades patrol their territory, especially where it adjoins Godless territory. The Renegades are already encroaching. There is no way to get past them.”

“These weapons could change everything,” Butcher replied. “We could turn the tables on the Renegades, drive them back over the mountains, and reclaim the territory they took from us.”

“Then the question is how do we get across,” Butcher’s younger son Magnet added. “Without the Renegades finding out that we’re there.”

“We don’t even know if that mountain is beyond the Jagged Points—or if the weapons are beyond the Jagged Points,” Feather pointed out. “We would risk our lives for nothing.”

“It wouldn’t be for nothing,” Shadow replied. “We would be doing it to find out if the mountain is over there. Once we know where the mountain is, anyone who comes back from this raid will have a better idea of whether we need to push further inside the Renegades’ territory or not.”

Feather raised his eyebrows. “Raid? We’re going on a raid—on the Renegades?”

“We don’t have to drive back their entire invasion effort,” Butcher replied. “We only have to strike hard enough to get behind their front line. Once we do that, we can penetrate to the top of the Jagged Points. From there, we’ll see if the mountain is anywhere in sight. Then we’ll retreat and regroup before we make a play for the weapons.”

The cousins exchanged glances. Hangman caught Vulture, Chaos, and Banjo all looking at him. 

Banjo even brought his eyebrows together in the center. The three cousins wanted Hangman to say something about this.

He didn’t say anything. He was only eighteen. He didn’t make decisions on behalf of the band. Feather, Alien, and Viking were all so much older. They could get away with objecting to Butcher’s decisions right to his face. 

Hangman never did that—or almost never. He watched his father and the other men negotiate. Hangman learned from what worked for them and what didn’t.

“Which peak do you want to go for?” Vulture asked.

Butcher pointed toward the west. None of the men could see the Jagged Points from here. The men didn’t have to see. Every man of their band could visualize the Points as clearly in his mind’s eye as if he was seeing them in real life.

“We’ll go for the Grey Ghost,” Butcher decided. “It’s the closet and the least rugged. We’ll be able to get to it the fastest and climb it the fastest both going up and going down.”

“How do we ambush the Renegades?” Chaos asked. He always thought everything through in his calm, level-headed, insightful way. He inherited Fang’s reserve but none of his dullness.

“We’ll scout the Renegades in the area first,” Butcher ordered. “We’ll see how many of them are blocking our way to the Grey Ghost.”

Hangman spoke up for the first time. “And if they discover us while we’re scouting? It could turn into a fight—in which case, we might as well fight our way through then and there. If we pull back, we’ll only alert them that we’re in the area and trying to get through.”

Butcher nodded. “I was just about to say that. If it comes to a fight, break through if you can. Get to the peak and see what’s on the other side. One person bringing back news whether the mountain is there or not will be a big help.’

Vulture caught Hangman’s eye and made a face. Hangman didn’t return it.

Vulture seemed to take it as a personal insult that Butcher claimed other people’s ideas as his own to make himself look smarter. 

Vulture often made faces behind Butcher’s back to express how displeased Vulture was with Butcher’s leadership.

Some men of the band openly supported Shadow for Kral—or at least people like Vulture supported Shadow behind Butcher’s back.

It would never work for someone like Vulture to challenge Butcher on Shadow’s behalf. Then Vulture would wind up fighting Butcher.

Vulture couldn’t challenge Butcher unless Shadow actually wanted to become Kral in his brother’s place. Shadow obviously didn’t want that. He was practically Kral already. He didn’t need to betray his own brother to do it.

Hangman didn’t understand his father’s need to support Butcher by giving him these ideas and letting him take credit for them.

Hangman decided early on to follow his father’s example, make suggestions, and then accept them when Butcher gave these orders as if he came up with them himself.

Vulture saw Hangman doing it—which meant all the other men of their band saw Hangman doing it, too.

They saw him following his father’s example. They saw Hangman’s and Shadow’s words coming out of Butcher’s mouth.

He nodded as if the whole thing was already settled. “We’ll move out tomorrow and see how far we get. You all better get some sleep.”

The party broke up. Cross and Hangman returned to their mats by the fire.

The cousins worked around it hanging up the Gorlock meat to smoke overnight. Chaos squatted next to the haunch cooking over the flames.

He cut it up and passed the to everyone, including Cross and Hangman.

“Is it like this every night?” Cross whispered.

“Like what?” Hangman asked. “Camp life is the same no matter where you go. Nothing ever changes.”

“I’m talking about all of that between Father and Butcher,” Cross hissed. “I’m talking about Butcher saying he was just about to say what you just said.”

Now it was Hangman’s turn to make a face. “You know it is. You must have heard enough in our camps to know what it’s like.”

“I didn’t know it was like that!”

“Well, it is, so you better get used to it. Butcher is Kral. What he decides is what we do. If you want things done a certain way, you have to convince him to go along with your idea.”

“Convince him to go along with it,” Cross corrected. “Not tell everyone that he was just about to say that. That’s outrageous! And Father just puts up with it.”

Hangman turned around, leveled his brother with a piercing stare, and lowered his voice to a barely audible murmur. “You’re a man now and in the company of men. I don’t know or care what you’ve heard in the company of women. If you honor Father so much, then do as he does. Use your brain and keep your mouth shut around those who are bigger, stronger, smarter, and more powerful than you. You can call it convincing them. You can call it suggesting things to them. You can call it whatever you want.” He pointed in his brother’s face. “Just remember what will happen if a Kral of the Godless hears you speaking against his rule and accuses you as a traitor. There are some things worse than someone taking your idea and saying he was just about to say that.”

Cross shut his mouth, but he didn’t stop fuming about it. Hangman didn’t say anything else.

Butcher was Kral of this band. He could order any of these men to their deaths if Butcher thought someone was arguing too much, questioning or challenging his leadership, or stepping out of line in any other way.

Cross better learn that real quick if he was going to survive out here.








  
  
Chapter 4




Hangman jolted wide awake when someone shook him by the shoulder. He grabbed for his kukri blade before he realized it was Viking standing over him. 

“Time to get up, little brother,” Viking husked. “It’s your turn to stand watch.”

Hangman wilted in relief. “Make more noise when you come up on me. I could have taken your arm off.”

Viking grinned at him. “I would have fought back.”

Hangman looked away to stop himself from glaring at his big cousin. Viking didn’t notice. He was too good-natured to notice anyone acting annoyed with him.

He walked off to his shelter and left Hangman sitting there rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

He shifted his kukri to his left hand and pulled his second one out of his waistband. He always fought with two, one in each hand.

He was the one who hand-chipped their inward-curving blades out of black volcanic glass. They didn’t need sharpening unless they got damaged in battle. Then he had to chip out the broken place to repair them.

He was the only man in his band who fought with this kind of weapon. He had never even seen them in all the band’s dealings with other Godless. Plenty of men fought with kukris of various sizes, but they made their weapons out of bone or other kinds of stone.

He glanced over at Cross sleeping next to him. Hangman would have left his younger brother asleep if this had been any other night.

The whole initiation came back into Hangman’s mind in a flash. Cross wasn’t a boy anymore. He was a man of their band. 

That came with responsibilities as well as privileges. Cross knew this as well as anyone.

Hangman laid his hand on Cross’s shoulder. “Time to wake up, little brother. It’s time to stand the watch.”

Cross floundered out of a sound sleep and looked around. “Huh? Where are we?”

“We’re in the camp. It’s our turn to stand watch. Get up and bring your axe. We’re already late.”

Hangman left Cross there and joined up with Fang and Alien. The four of them were supposed to stand watch over the camp until morning.

Fang sloped around as listlessly as ever. He barely looked at the surroundings. 

Alien gave Fang a sharp look on the side and then scowled when he made eye contact with Hangman. Fang might be useful to have around tonight. Then again, he might not be.

Cross limped over to join them. Alien gave him a sharp look, too, and then made another moment of eye contact with Hangman.

Hangman shared that fleeting instant of silent communication with his much bigger, much stronger, much older cousin.

Alien was hands down the biggest man in their band. He was even bigger than Viking, which is how Alien got his name. He really didn’t look human—or rather, he looked like another species of human because he was so big.

He also didn’t wear his hair down the way every other man in their Clan wore it. He twisted his hair into dozens of knobs that stuck out of his skull in points. He never took his hair down except when it grew so long that he needed to retie the knobs.

Alien had already been an adult by the time Hangman got old enough to remember him. Alien kept his hair tied up like that all day every day in all that time. He went off alone where no one could see him when he needed to take his hair down and retie it. 

His hairstyle made him look even more bizarre, but he had a straightforward, take-no-prisoners, get-out-of-my-way style of doing everything.

If someone wanted something done, they only had to turn Alien loose on the project. He wouldn’t stop until he accomplished whatever it was, no matter how outlandish it might be.

He had always taken a big-brotherly attitude toward Hangman—or, to be more accurate, Alien had taken a big-brotherly attitude toward Hangman since Hangman initiated as a man of their band. Alien didn’t pay Hangman the slightest attention before that. None of the men did.

Alien pointed behind Hangman’s back. “You go over there, little brother. I’ll stand watch over here. Cross, you go over there. Uncle, you take that side. We’ll start at the four points of the camp and revolve around it. If anyone sees anything or engages with anything, the others will join him to combine our efforts.”

Hangman nodded. “Sounds good.”

The four men separated. Hangman retreated to the place Alien indicated. Fang and Cross did the same thing.

Fang obeyed Alien to the letter. Fang didn’t seem to realize or care that his nephew was ordering him around.

Hangman had never been too sure about this, either. Midnight had been much older than Butcher and Shadow. Midnight’s sons were all much older than their younger cousins. Alien might even have been older than Fang, but Hangman couldn’t be sure.

He turned outward to train his ears into the jungle. He couldn’t see much in the dark. The canopy blocked out moonlight and starlight. The firelight from the center of the camp didn’t penetrate the jungle.

He could hear much more than he could see. He heard and identified countless night insects, most of them dangerous ones.

He had stood on watch practically every night since his initiation. He grew up in this jungle. He knew the sounds of every creature moving around out there.

Long years of practice trained his ears to pick up if they were moving toward him, away from him, or from one side to the other. None of them were coming toward the camp right now.

He kept one of his kukris in his hand. He carried the other stuck in his waistband where he could get it easily if he needed it.

He also carried a hunting knife in a horizontal carry sheath across his back. It always paid to come armed whenever someone went anywhere in the jungle.

Movement caught his eye. Alien, Fang, and Cross drifted to their right to circle the camp.

Hangman turned aside to do the same thing. He didn’t hear anything threatening out there—or at least nothing threatening to the camp.

Everything in the jungle threatened in one way or the other. Humans were by far the least threatening creatures out here.

The four men drifted five feet to the right. Hangman stopped again and listened. 

He heard a lot of dangerous creatures moving around out there. He even heard some of them pouncing, attacking, and killing each other. He followed their movements with his ears. 

The hunters caught their prey and faded into the jungle. Other creatures emerged to take their places.

Alien, Fang, and Cross moved again. Hangman turned away to do the same thing, but he stopped in his tracks when he heard a rapid series of clicks one after the other. 

They blended together into a stream of noise. It rose and fell getting louder, softer, and then louder again.

He grabbed his second kukri without turning around. Every nerve stretched to the breaking point.

He snapped his tongue in his mouth extra loudly. The sound echoed across the camp and got the other three men’s attention instantly without him saying a word.

Alien stormed over to Hangman’s side. Alien didn’t even have to ask. He heard the noise, too.

Cross skip-hopped across the camp and pulled up on Hangman’s other side. Cross didn’t let his injuries slow him down at all.

Fang ambled slowly. He didn’t hurry. He also didn’t hurry about pulling his twin axes from his belt. At least he was getting ready to fight.

The four men held their breath to listen to that stream of clicks coming straight for them.

Hangman snapped his tongue a second time. He already heard his cousins stirring behind him.

The second snap woke up everyone else. Chaos and Vulture showed up next followed by Boxer, Magnet, and Banjo.

Hangman didn’t pay attention to anything anyone else did. He tightened his grip on his weapons just as a giant whipping snake body uncoiled from the darkness right in front of him.

The Krakelow didn’t fly at the men head on. That would have been way too easy.

The creature unwound its enormous body from the surrounding tree branches. The Krakelow moved at lightning speed and controlled its movements with pinpoint accuracy.

It coiled sideways to cover that whole side of the camp and hurled itself side on to collide with all the men at the same time.

The Krakelow flexed the scales on its outer hide as it came. The scales fired out from the skin. Tiny whizzing darts slashed and pierced the defender’s skin—and then the creature’s body hit the men full force.

Hangman stood his ground as multiple darts sliced his face and arms. Some embedded in his chest and stomach, but he couldn’t let himself flinch or even feel the pain right now.

He raised his kukris and concentrated everything on the creature coming at him. 

It whipped and contorted its body in a thousand directions at once. The thing could coil and tangle itself in any direction at mind-numbing speed.

Its contortions made it impossible to judge where the first blow would land. Hangman just had to wait for the thing to hit him before he struck back.

The creature lengthened its long sinuous coils to an unbelievable size, slammed into the men, and whipped and looped itself in every possible configuration to wrap the men in knots.

Hangman struck out with his blades, stabbed through the hide, and hacked the coils lashing around him.

The Krakelow’s powerful muscles clamped around his ribs and one of the coils caught his arm. The creature’s weight and power dragged his arm down. He couldn’t raise it to strike out at the thing.

He spun around and hacked the coil again and again at the same spot. He chopped a bloody fissure in the muscular flesh until he hit the spinal column.

His kukri stuck in the bone, but he yanked it loose. Pain, fury, and terror for his life gave him superhuman strength. He had to free his other arm before the Krakelow bound him completely.








  
  
Chapter 5




Hangman vented all his power on the Krakelow’s spinal column, shattered one of the vertebrae, and his next strike severed the column, but the creature didn’t weaken at all. 

The men around him fought just as hard. Viking fought with two huge axes. He chopped the creature’s body into pieces in multiple spots, but each piece kept lashing just as much and trying to grab and restrain the men.

The spinal column gave way. Hangman hacked through the rest of the body easily after that and pulled his arm free, but not without a dozen dart scales embedded in his flesh.

He couldn’t pay attention to that. Yells and bellows echoed through the camp with all the men fighting this one creature. The noise attracted others. Their night sounds pulsed louder beyond the trees. 

They would wait until the Krakalow brought down one or more of the men. Then all the other creatures would move in and fight over the spoils.

The rest of the Krakalow’s body functioned just as well as ever even after Hangman cut it in half. It stretched out, elongated itself, and the remaining section tried again to lash itself around him.

He spun to his right and heard Cross yelling in the distance. Cross’s higher voice drifted over his uncles’ and cousins’ deeper bellows.

Hangman took a second to locate his brother in the confusion. The process took even longer because the Krakalow’s coils almost completely enveloped Cross.

Only his head, his right shoulder, and his right arm remained visible above a solid pillar of coils wrapped around him in a crushing grip.

Cross didn’t stop fighting even then. He raised his axe a dozen times and brought it down again and again on the coils binding him. His own efforts stopped the Krakelow from killing him.

Hangman wheeled in that direction to help his brother. Hangman didn’t even get a chance to move before the severed end of the body he just hacked in half elongated again, whip-cracked sideways, and knocked him flat onto his face. 

He flinched as more darts stuck into his back. The fall dazed him for a second. That was the moment when he felt the coils creeping up his legs. The Krakelow was trying to bind him again.

He pushed himself up on his arms to turn around and free himself before it was too late.

He pried himself off the ground—and stiffened when he heard a different noise. It approached the camp from out in the darkness on the opposite side of the circle from where the Krakalow attacked.

All the men fought the Krakelow on this side of the camp. They all had their backs to the new threat. 

They all yelled and roared in fury fighting the creature. None of them even realized the danger they were in. Hangman was the only man here who could do anything to stop it.

He forced himself to freeze and lie still even as the Krakelow’s coils inched higher up his legs. The coils surrounded his waist, but he still didn’t move.

He stayed where he was facing the other side of the camp. His mind blocked out all his cousins’ yells and even Cross’s cries for help. 

Hangman’s hearing zeroed in on that sound and nothing else. He tracked it getting closer…..and closer……

The coils surrounded his ribs, but he didn’t care. At that moment, a colossal force shattered the trees on the opposite side of the camp.

A massive creature taller than the canopy broke through into the camp and looked down on all the helpless men fighting the Krakalow. None of the men could break free to defend themselves against this new attacker.

Thick black fur covered the monster below the neck and left its black, scaly head bald. The creature’s tiny forelimbs barely stuck out of its massive chest.

The fur stopped at the hip joint. Powerful, scaly muscular, backward-jointed legs ended at clawed feet digging into the ground.

The creature cracked open enormous jaws studded with fangs. Hangman counted down the seconds before the Crusher actually entered the camp itself. 

The creature kept tilting its head from one side to the other. Its black eyes glittered in the firelight when it spotted its helpless prey.

Hangman waited until the Crusher took one more step into the ring of firelight. He could see every detail of the creature now.

He summoned all his strength, but he didn’t try to loosen the Krakelow coils. He pushed himself up on his knees, arched back, and hurled his kukri at the Crusher.

The weapon embedded itself in the creature’s neck right next to the windpipe. The Crusher bellowed in fury, raised one of its giant legs, and clawed at the weapon.

The Crusher sealed its own fate by knocking the kukri out of position. The kukri fell onto the ground and blood poured from the wound.

The Crusher didn’t notice. It took one more fateful step closer to the men still locked in battle against the Krakelow.

Chaos, Shadow, and Boxer noticed the Crusher first, but they couldn’t turn around to confront it. Only Viking managed to work himself far enough out of the battle to face the monster.

The Crusher didn’t understand where its injury came from. It didn’t pay any attention to Hangman.

The Krakelow’s coils wrapped the rest of the way up his chest. He had to strike a blow against the Crusher before the Krakelow restricted his arm movements.

He reared back and threw his second kukri. It was his only remaining weapon. If this didn’t work, he was done.

The weapon tumbled end over end through the air. He timed his throw for one of the Crusher’s head movements. It turned aside at exactly that moment and the kukri buried its point in the soft place at the corner of the creature’s jaw where it met the skull.

The Crusher reared on its legs, gave one bellow of hopeless protest, and toppled with a ground-shaking crash. It lay there twitching and shivering. It didn’t get up again.

Hangman watched just long enough to make sure he brought the thing down. None of that helped his cousins, uncles, and brother against the Krakalow.

Hangman flipped himself onto his back. He had to work fast before the coils took his arms, too.

He didn’t get a chance to do anything before Alien stormed over to him. Alien fought with two kukris, too, but his were three times the size of Hangman’s.

Alien roared in fury and hacked his weapon down full force onto Hangman’s legs.

The blade severed the coils, split Hangman’s legs apart, and the stone blade embedded in the soft soil underneath him.

The coils fell away. Hangman didn’t wait around to thank his big cousin. He wrenched off the rest of the coils and scrambled to his feet before they could capture him again.

Alien tossed Hangman one of his huge kukris. The weapon took all the strength in both of Hangman’s arms just to raise the thing.

Alien dove back into the battle. Hangman charged over to Cross.

The coils had brought him down completely and wrapped him up to his neck. They surrounded his right arm. He couldn’t fight at all anymore.

Hangman swung Alien’s giant kukri and hacked down onto the coils with all his might. They cleaved under the blow and started to fall away. 

He had to keep hacking and hacking without stopping to free Cross. Countless dart wounds soaked him in blood, but the rest of the men suffered the same injuries, too.

Hangman turned back to face the battle, but it was already swinging in the men’s favor. The men cut the Krakelow into so many pieces that the pieces couldn’t bind anyone anymore.

They whipped, snaked, and danced on the ground trying to find something to latch onto. The men backed away and pulled each other to a safe distance so no one got caught again.

“We have to retreat,” Shadow panted. “The blood will attract every nightcrawler in the area—and that’s not counting the ants.”

“Pack up,” Butcher ordered. “Get ready to move.”

The men were all too out of breath and injured to argue. Hangman could barely lift his arms when he handed Alien his kukri back.

Hangman retrieved his own weapons from the Crusher. No one wanted to waste all that good meat, but his father was right. The blood would bring out every dangerous monster living in the jungle.

The men only took a few minutes to hang their bags across their shoulders and wipe as much of the blood off their weapons as they could before they filed out of camp.

Hangman made sure to bring the leaf paste he made for Cross. He and his companions would need that tonight.








