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Chapter 1 




Blackjack stood off to one side and watched his younger brother Maeno say goodbye to Mora and Thena in front of their shelter. Four years had passed since the Godless band had come to live in the Angler Valley. 

Everyone still called it the Angler Valley even though no Anglers lived here anymore. Everyone still kept a close watch for them, but no one ever saw any Anglers again. The band really had wiped them all out.

Maeno stood taller than both Mora and Thena now and he wasn’t even fully grown. He’d only started to shoot up this past year. He would probably get bigger and taller than Blackjack.

Blackjack waited at a distance for his brother to say his last goodbyes to his mother and sister. Oracle, Pyro, Smash, and Chief waited with Blackjack. Loso, Kabi, and Zakra had all initiated and become Rebel, Cyclops, and Cloud.

Carnage’s son, Fortune, Red’s two sons, Cyclone and Landslide, Viking’s grandsons, Reaper and Diamond, Butch’s son, Iron, and Jolt’s sons Arrow and Torch completed their party.

Blackjack and all his men stood at the edge of the camp near the entrance opening between the rocks while they waited for Maeno to join them. 

He was the oldest of the younger boys, so he would be the first to initiate. The younger, uninitiated boys had to stay behind. They weren’t allowed to attend Maeno’s initiation.

Hangman, Kuvik, Red, Viking, Bantam, Lock, and the rest of Red’s men sat across the camp. The older men didn’t get involved. They didn’t even stand up to approach the younger men who would go out with Maeno.

Hangman had already said goodbye to Maeno in private. Blackjack and his men would initiate Maeno. Maeno and the uninitiated boys spent all their time with Blackjack’s men nowadays anyway. 

Hangman had started following the same pattern with Blackjack that Hangman followed with Hammer. Hangman let Blackjack run his own internal band of younger men with Blackjack in charge.

The younger men went hunting, patrolled outside the valley, and took responsibility for eliminating any enemy Clans that made it this far. 

The younger men also went on longer journeys deeper into the canyon country to find these enemy incursions before they got anywhere near the valley. 

The older men still ran their own operations. They still went out the same way they always used to, but the older men kept their business separate from the younger men.

The younger men took responsibility for training the uninitiated boys. The boys went out with Blackjack’s men all the time. He and the other men treated these boys as part of their band. Today was the only exception.

Mora said goodbye to Maeno with a smile on her face. She didn’t cry over him. Maybe she would save that for when he came home.

Thena, on the other hand, said goodbye with tears pouring down her cheeks. She kept bursting into sobs, throwing her arms around his neck, and holding him so tightly that he couldn’t leave.

He finally had to tear her arms away by main force. She really started bawling when he walked away to join up with Blackjack and the other men. Maeno didn’t look back at anyone.

Blackjack saw him coming and headed out of the camp. This core group of families were the only people who still lived in the camp among the rocks.

All the freed captives that Hangman had rescued from the Red Riders had moved out to different parts of the valley. They lived in four separate bands,  but they rejoined once a year for gatherings.

The band had started to follow a tradition of holding smaller gatherings once a year inside the valley. Anyone who didn’t find a spouse at the valley gathering could travel south to the bigger gathering to bring in someone from outside.

Hangman had ruled that the four bands could do it this way temporarily. The bands would probably have to change things once the four smaller valley bands started to become too closely interrelated. 

Then everyone would have to go south and take spouses from other Clans and bands in different parts of the country. 

The four valley bands weren’t likely to become too closely interrelated for a long time. The freed captives had brought in enough new blood to keep the band diverse for years to come.

Oracle, Pyro, Smash, and Chief followed Blackjack out of the camp first. Maeno caught up with the group and the other men surrounded and followed him outside. None of them looked back or said goodbye to anyone.

They walked a long way through the jungle before Blackjack stopped in front of his brother. “Do you know where you’re going?” Blackjack asked.

Maeno nodded at nothing. He didn’t make eye contact with Blackjack. Maeno stared off into the distance somewhere past Blackjack’s shoulder.

Blackjack didn’t try to bring his brother back from out there. Blackjack understood this mental state only too well from his own initiation. 

“You go ahead. We’ll follow you and watch from a distance.” Blackjack couldn’t stop himself from squeezing Maeno’s shoulder and the side of his neck, but Maeno didn’t notice. “I’m proud of you no matter what happens. I know you’re going to make us all proud.”

Maeno didn’t respond. He was already gone. Blackjack gave him a subtle push and steered him away into the jungle.

Maeno took off running much faster. The other men ran behind him to keep up with him. He sprang into the branches in just a few minutes and kept going at a breakneck pace until he came to a certain place the bands knew of.

A high stand of rock stood out in the middle of the jungle. The trees grew right up against the rock. The canopy surrounded its highest crown and shielded its sides almost the whole way down.

Gorlocks nested in the rock’s many fissures and hollows. Mother Gorlocks laid their eggs in there and perched right on top of the hollows to protect both the eggs and the young from any other creature trying to attack.

The father Gorlocks stood guard around the nest site at a distance from the rock itself. The mothers could get murderously protective even against the males if the males ventured too close to the nests.

The male Gorlocks patrolled the area and went hunting to bring back food for both the mothers and young. Some of the males stayed behind on guard while others went hunting. They never left the rock unguarded anytime day or night.

Maeno slowed down when he got near the rock. He didn’t go too close too soon. Blackjack and his men backed off. Blackjack didn’t try to talk to Maeno again. 

Different boys handled initiation in different ways. Some got terrified or agitated or even aggressive toward the men around them. Others checked out of reality and went into another plane of consciousness where they didn’t talk to anyone.

Some of these boys took a long time to come out of it after the initiation ended. Blackjack had learned to leave these boys alone and let them go on their own internal journey until they were ready to come back to reality.

Maeno advanced toward the rock much more slowly. He acted as though he was already alone. He wiped the men out of his awareness.

Blackjack and his men retreated into the canopy where Maeno and the Gorlocks wouldn’t see them. Blackjack and his men inched forward to match Maeno’s pace so they could keep him in sight at all times.

Blackjack felt himself getting nervous as the time came closer. His instincts told him to jump in and rescue his younger brother from danger if Maeno got hurt or pinned down.

Blackjack wouldn’t be able to do that today. Maeno had to fight his own fight. He would rather die than suffer the humiliation of failing his initiation. All initiating boys said the same thing and Blackjack had felt the same way.

No boy ever came home from initiation saying he’d failed to defeat his creature. That would have been intolerable. No one would be able to respect the boy ever again. He would become an outcast.

Blackjack wouldn’t have wanted that and Maeno certainly wouldn’t be the first. That was the whole point of saying goodbye to his family. He might not come back at all, and when he did, he would come back as a completely different person.

Maeno already seemed to have shed the trappings of his boy self. He drew his weapons while he skirted the rock to pick out his target Gorlock.

He fought with two blades carved from long Crusher thigh bones. He had fashioned the weapons himself and he was rightfully proud of them. 

He was the only person in the whole valley who fought with bone weapons. Hangman, Viking, and the other older men insisted that they’d never even heard of anyone fighting with weapons like this. 

Not even Kuvik’s jawbone kukris came close. They certainly didn’t require as much workmanship as Maeno’s blades.

They curved backward in swooping convex arcs instead of inward like kukris. He kept his blades sharpened to a razor edge and he fought with them exceptionally well.

He stopped in the canopy when he spotted a large male Gorlock alone on one side of the rock. The other Gorlocks circled the other side of the rock. They wouldn’t see Maeno approaching.

He didn’t hesitate for an instant. He balanced through the branches on a dead run for the Gorlock. Maeno made enough noise to get the Gorlock’s attention before he got there.

The Gorlock turned around, narrowed its eyes at Maeno, and then roared out in fury when the Gorlock saw Maeno raising his blades.

Maeno launched himself out of the branches in a flying leap to intercept the Gorlock. The creature had all the time in the world to raise one of its wings and club him to the ground. 

The feathers slashed Maeno down the arm, side, and part of his chest. He slammed down hard on the ground, bounced up, and faced the enraged creature on his feet.

Blood poured down the side of Maeno’s body, but he didn’t notice. He brandished both his weapons in front of the Gorlock to meet the creature.

It stalked closer and made him back off—or it looked like it. He wound up circling closer to the rock, but he didn’t back right up against it. He stayed at a distance where he would have enough space to move around.

Maeno cast one glance up toward the nest hollows. That was the moment when Blackjack understood. Maeno was deliberately trying to antagonize the Gorlock into overstepping.

The strategy worked. The Gorlock rushed him and swiped its wing at him again. Maeno jumped clear of the stroke and then leapt straight back in as soon as the Gorlock started to pull its wing back.

Maeno grabbed onto the Gorlock’s feathers and it pulled him up along with the wing. His weight infuriated the Gorlock even more. The creature roared in fury and flapped its wing farther outward and higher than normal to try to shake him off.

He rode the stroke to its highest point, let go, and flipped around in midair to land on the creature’s back. The Gorlock screeched and spun around trying to get to Maeno and shake him off at the same time.

He used that moment to raise his blade and hack it down into the back of the creature’s neck, but the Gorlock’s sudden movement threw Maeno off balance.

His blade cracked into the side of the Gorlock’s shoulder instead—right at the point where it met the Gorlock’s neck.

The Gorlock roared in pain, reared all the way back to its full height, and pumped its wings in one mighty stroke before it realized one of its wings was injured.

Maeno went sailing off into space again, but he landed on his feet this time. The Gorlock spun around much faster and attacked much more ferociously than before. Rage and pain drove the creature out of its mind.

Maeno tucked and rolled to get away from it and the Gorlock ran headfirst into the rock. Maeno reacted just as fast, dove in, and impaled the creature through the ribs right behind the shoulder blade.

The Gorlock whipped around fast enough to tear the blade out of Maeno’s hand. He didn’t have time to pull it free. The Gorlock carried it away and kept fighting with the handle sticking out of its side.

That left Maeno with one weapon. The Gorlock reared in front of him and raised its other wing to club him again. 

Maeno leapt forward impossibly fast, got inside the wing before the Gorlock could move it, and chopped his one remaining blade into the inner shoulder joint this time. 

His blade stuck in the bone and severed a major blood vessel there. The Gorlock bellowed again and reared away, but Maeno hung onto the blade handle and his weight tugged the weapon free.

He collapsed back, sprawled on the ground, and had to scramble to get out of the way before the Gorlock came after him. He barely got to his feet before the Gorlock rushed him again.

Pain and fury wiped all restrain from the Gorlock’s mind. The creature flexed both its injured wings, rose off the ground, and pounced on Maeno to grab him with its claws. He rolled again and the Gorlock landed right on the spot where Maeno had just been lying.

He vaulted to his feet behind the Gorlock’s shoulder, pulled his second blade from out of the Gorlock’s body, rotated in a complete circle, and stepped up onto the Gorlock’s wing while the creature was still crouched there close enough to the ground.

Maeno clambered up the Gorlock’s back, hacked it one last time across the side of the neck, and sprang clear to land on the ground at a safe, fighting distance. The creature lunged for him again, but that last stroke had broken a blood vessel in the creature’s neck.

Maeno circled, backed away, and kept a distance from the Gorlock while it stalked and hunted him down everywhere. The creature kept making lunges to snap him with its beak and rushes to grab him with its claws.

He always evaded. Blood saturated the creature’s feathers all over. More blood kept gushing from the wounds in its neck and shoulder. The Gorlock couldn’t survive much longer.

Maeno didn’t try to engage again. He stayed in front of the Gorlock—just enough to keep it coming after him. He already knew he’d won. 

The Gorlock’s actions kept its blood pumping harder and faster than necessary. Its own efforts drained its blood more effectively than anything else Maeno could have done. The Gorlock started to weaken and missed its strokes more often.

He waited just long enough for the Gorlock to stumble once. It made another dive to snap its beak at him, missed its footing, and crashed down onto its stomach.

He sprang forward just as fast and delivered the killing stroke to the back of the Gorlock’s head. Maeno hacked his blade down so hard that he embedded it all the way into the creature’s skull. The skull cracked and the blade stuck there.

Maeno staggered away staring at the enormous body lying in a heap on the ground. He still didn’t seem to be thinking clearly. He started to turn away, fell against the rock behind him, and gaped at the Gorlock like he couldn’t remember how it got here.

Blackjack and his men moved in. They had to get Maeno away from here before the other Gorlocks smelled the blood and came around to investigate.

Blackjack hurtled out of the trees heading for his brother. Maeno’s knees gave out and he slumped onto his seat still staring at the Gorlock in mindless disbelief.

Blackjack squatted in front of him. Maeno was almost as drenched in blood as the Gorlock. It was a miracle Maeno stayed on his feet as long as he did.

“You’re hurt, little brother,” Blackjack murmured. “I’ll take you into the branches and get you cleaned up. You can’t stay here. The other Gorlocks will find you.”

Maeno didn’t respond. He kept staring at the dead Gorlock even when Blackjack’s body blocked Maeno from seeing.

The other men gathered behind Blackjack’s back and stared down at Maeno in concern. “Did he get hit in the head or something?” Chief asked. “I didn’t see that.”

“He’ll be all right,” Blackjack replied. “He’s just exhausted. Butcher the Gorlock and let’s get away from the rock.” He bent over and started to pick up Maeno. “Come on, little brother. I’ll help you.”

Maeno burst back to life instantly and pushed Blackjack away. “Wait a minute, Blackjack.”

The men stood back and watched Maeno stagger to his feet. He stumbled over to the dead Gorlock and looked down at it for a second. 

Then he cleaved his blade out of the creature’s skull, carved a bunch of the sharpest feathers from the creature’s wing, and hacked four enormous fangs from its mouth.

Maeno stared down at them and then glanced around at the other men. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I guess I kind of lost my mind there for a while.”

Blackjack couldn’t even bring himself to smile. He walked up to his brother and gripped his shoulder. “You did your Clan proud today. You’re a brave, powerful man and your name is Bone. It’s an honor to call you brother. Now come on. You’re covered in blood and we don’t need to fight another Gorlock today. We have enough meat.”








  
  
Chapter 2




The men got busy sectioning the dead Gorlock and carried it off into the jungle away from the Gorlock’s nesting rock. Blackjack stayed near Bone. He started out by walking straight. Then he started weaving and then staggered. 

Blackjack got under his arm and supported his brother to a safe distance from the Gorlocks. Bone could barely walk at all by that point, so Blackjack lowered him to the ground near a stream buried deep in the jungle.

Bone didn’t actually pass out, but he drifted in and out of a stupor for a while. Blackjack wound up carrying his brother to the stream and lowering him into the water to wash all the blood off him.

Blackjack even had to wash blood out of Bone’s hair. The Gorlock’s blood had splattered everywhere. The gashes on Bone’s body were a lot worse than Blackjack initially realized. The other men gasped when they saw how deep the cuts went.

“He fought the Gorlock like that?!” Rebel exclaimed. “Those cuts would have killed another man!”

“You should have named him Slash or something like that,” Reaper added. “He’ll carry those scars with him for life.”

“He’ll carry them with pride.” Blackjack pulled a bowl of leaf paste out of his bag. “My father will be very proud.”

“He should be,” Oracle returned. “Your family seems to favor initiation scars.”

Blackjack laughed. “It does seem to be a kind of family tradition, doesn’t it?”

“I better go gather some Gooji sap for him.” Cyclops headed out of camp. “He’s going to need it tonight.”

The men built a fire and started cooking the Gorlock meat, but no one celebrated Bone’s victory. The men kept it subdued while he recovered. He fell into a black sleep and didn’t wake up.

He barely roused when Cyclops dumped gallons of Gooji juice down Bone’s throat and then did it again six hours later at midnight.

The men stayed up talking about initiations, life in the valley, and all their shared adventures. Blackjack kept glancing over at Bone. 

Blackjack wished now that Hangman and the other older men had been here to witness Bone’s initiation. Hangman should have been here at least.

Blackjack understood why Hangman didn’t come. He didn’t want to cast doubt on Blackjack’s leadership.

Blackjack and his father had talked at length about how things had gone down between Hangman and Shadow. Hangman didn’t want to make the same mistakes Shadow had made.

Hangman didn’t want to wait until he died before a new Kral took over. He would remain Kral until he did die, but he wanted Blackjack to start taking the lead in this band before that.

Bantam didn’t have any sons and Lock had never married, so Blackjack would become Kral after his father unless something went disastrously wrong.

Blackjack could think of at least six older men in Hangman’s party who would have been qualified to take over as Kral after him. All of them were young enough, strong enough, smart enough, and had enough authority to lead the band.

They all seemed to be of the same mind about letting the younger generation step up and grow into the older men’s places. Neither they nor Hangman ever overruled Blackjack’s decisions. 

They discussed the band’s situations in private, but they always supported Blackjack in everything.

The men woke up early the next morning and started packing up the meat to take back to the band. Bone didn’t wake up until hours later.

He groaned and winced when he sat up. “You should have woken me up sooner,” he croaked.

“You needed to sleep.” Blackjack glanced down at his brother’s injuries. “How do you feel?”

“Sore.” Bone blinked and then stared into the fire. “It’s over. I’m a man now.”

“Yes, you are. You did very well yesterday. We’re all proud of you.”

Bone glanced around at the other men. They all stood around the fire staring at him. “I thought I would die,” Bone murmured.

“You conquered. You fought a good fight and played it smart. Are you ready to take your kill back to the women?”

Bone nodded. He still seemed like part of him was somewhere else. Blackjack could understand that.

Bone didn’t use his arms or upper body to stand up. His legs were fine.

He stopped when he picked up his weapons to tie them back onto his waistband. He studied the two blades. Blood had seeped into the bone and permanently stained the grain. It would stay like that forever.

“Maybe in time these blades will turn black with the blood of your enemies,” Blackjack told him. “It’s a perfect name for you.”

Bone didn’t answer. He took a long time before he brought his mind back to reality enough to tie on his blades and accompany the other men back to the camp. They carried the meat for him so he didn’t have to.

Mora and Thena really did cry when the men came back and Blackjack announced Bone’s new name to the band. The two women took turns hugging him, wailing over his injuries, and sobbing all over him until Blackjack pulled himself away from them.

Hangman even got tears in his eyes when he came forward to congratulate Bone. All the older men gathered to do the same thing. Then everyone sat down to cook, eat, and share Bone’s kill.

He sat with his parents for a few hours, but he didn’t talk much. In fact, he hardly talked at all and barely responded when anyone spoke to him. The older men treated him gently and didn’t make a fuss over him.

He left in the afternoon and started building his own shelter across the camp near the other single men. He winced a lot when he used his arms, but he didn’t stop until he finished the job.

Blackjack stayed with the men. The older men, younger men, and uninitiated boys all sat together while Blackjack and his friends told the story of Bone’s fight against the Gorlock. The older men all exclaimed over his bravery, speed, and quick thinking.

He came back in the evening and sat with the men, but he still didn’t engage them very much. He took out the Gorlock teeth and feathers and started fashioning them into weapons.

The feathers’ long, razor-sharp edges made perfect blades. Kuvik gave Bone some tips on how to attach the feathers to long, curved pieces of carved, polished wood. The wood ran the length of the feather’s spine to support it and make it stronger.

The Gorlock’s teeth didn’t have sharp edges. They came to recurved needle-sharp points. Bone studied them for a long time before he decided what to do with them.

He went out into the jungle alone without saying a word to anyone. Everyone in the camp fell silent when he came back carrying a young male Demonex. No one commented on Bone fighting this creature while he was still injured from his initiation.

He butchered the creature in front of everyone, skinned it, boned it, and started building tripods to dry the meat. No one understood why he did any of this until he took out the Demonex’s thigh bone, scraped it clean, and fashioned it into a club.

He stayed up late into the night drilling holes in it and seating the six Gorlock fangs in the club head. They stuck out at angles that would impale his enemies when he hit them with the club.

He spent the rest of the evening preserving his kill and removing the Demonex’s teeth. He handed them around to the other men to use as different weapons. They all thanked him profusely.

Blackjack stayed up and kept watch over Bone until he went back to his shelter alone. Mora gave him another dose of Gooji juice which he drank without any protest or complaint. He also didn’t complain when Reaper applied another layer of leaf paste to Bone’s injuries.

Blackjack followed Bone to his shelter. Bone didn’t go inside right away. He stood outside looking up at the stars. “The world looks different now,” he murmured. “I didn’t think it would be this different.”

“You’re different,” Blackjack remarked. “You’re a different person. I’ve seen it before, but never as strikingly as with you. The boy really did die today. None of us knows who you are now except that you’re a powerful man. You’ll just have to start learning who you are the same as the rest of us will.”

“It doesn’t seem real,” Bone murmured. “I remember it all, but it doesn’t seem real. It seems like it happened to someone else. I felt like I was watching from somewhere else.”

“It did happen to someone else. It happened to the boy who died.”

Bone turned and stared up at him. “Was it like that for you?”

“Not during the fight. I was too focused on killing the thing. Things didn’t start to change until afterward. Then I had to find out who I was just like you are now.”

Bone shook his head. “You didn’t change that much. I remember how you were before. You were like this before your initiation.”

Blackjack looked away. “I guess so.”

Bone looked around him like he didn’t recognize where he was. “It’s hard to believe I’ll sleep here alone tonight.”

“You’re strong for building your own shelter and coming here immediately instead of staying over there with Mother and Father. Everyone respects you for it.”

“I couldn’t stay there!” Bone breathed. “Are you kidding? Thena wouldn’t leave me alone.”

Blackjack laughed and turned away to his own shelter. “You’ll always be her little brother just as you’ll always be mine. Try not to stay up too late thinking about it. You need sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Blackjack went into his own shelter. Whatever Bone would go through to get used to being this new man, he would go through it alone. He had slept long and hard last night. He might not sleep at all tonight. He had too much on his mind.

Blackjack stretched out on his bed and found himself lying there awake with plenty on his own mind. He cast a glance around his shelter. He’d lived here alone ever since the band moved to the Angler Valley.

He wouldn’t live here alone much longer. He would go to the gathering this year. The four valley bands didn’t have any girls his age that he could marry, so he had to go south.

Rebel, Cyclops, and Cloud were all a year younger, so Blackjack would be the only person from the entire valley going to the gathering this year. 

He would also be the first young person from the valley to go. The others had all paired off within the valley itself. They didn’t have to leave.

He and his men had scouted the route south and established a much safer, quicker, more direct way to cover the distance. The journey should take a month in each direction.

Hangman had decided to take only the barest minimum of people to the gathering. Hangman, Mora, Thena, Bone, Bantam, Lock, and Viking would accompany Blackjack. 

No one else would go. Any additional people would slow the band down and put everyone in danger. They might miss the gathering entirely and then Blackjack would be out of luck. No one wanted that.

He felt no nerves or panic or embarrassment or any other feeling of misgiving about going to the gathering. Some part of Blackjack’s innermost gut told him that he would find a wife there. He wouldn’t come back to this shelter alone.

Some part of him had always known he would get married. Maybe it was part of his gut feeling that he would become Kral of the band after Hangman.

A Kral needed a wife. Blackjack had always known he would get married and have a family of his own. He would raise his own sons in the band. It was inevitable.

He even sensed that his sons would become Kral after him. He didn’t understand why or how he knew this. Maybe this band would get so big that it would have to split again. 

All the valley bands kept growing as couples had children and the children grew up. Everyone needed more space. They would eventually leave the valley and go back out into the world. Maybe the other bands would take up residence in the surrounding valley systems.

Or maybe Blackjack would be the one to do that. Maybe he and some of his men would take their families to another valley and start a separate band while Bone and his family stayed here—or maybe Bone would never marry. Who knew what the future held?

Blackjack knew what the future held for him. He would be a husband, a father, a Godless warrior, and a Kral. He already was all those things. He just had to go get his wife, whoever she was.

He could imagine a lot of possibilities. She might be soft, retiring, quiet, and restrained. She might be brassy and exuberant. She might be tough, practical, and driven. 

He would welcome her no matter who or what she was. She might even come from another Clan. He wouldn’t care if she did. He wouldn’t even have cared if she came from the Followers.

She would get a big surprise when she found out he could read and write as well as she could and that he knew so much of the Followers’ information. This would be the perfect Godless band for a Follower girl to marry into if she couldn’t marry another Follower.

Blackjack wound up drifting into fantasies about what it would be like to actually have a wife of his own. He couldn’t think about that or he would drive himself crazy. He forced himself to roll over and go to sleep. The future would have to take care of itself.








  
  
Chapter 3




Blackjack squatted on a high rock overlooking the country to the south. He and his closest relatives had spent three weeks traveling south to the gathering grounds. 

The journey had gone much quicker than anyone anticipated. The band had been able to take more time on the way, relax, and camp in certain protected spots.

Blackjack stared across the open country to the plateau in the distance. Tonight was the night. He would leave the gathering with a wife tonight. He found himself withdrawing from his family as the time got closer.

His family treated this as normal and didn’t try to engage him. They kept their conversation casual. None of the married people in the party talked about their own experiences at the gathering.

Bone came out of the jungle behind Blackjack, advanced to the rock, and squatted down next to his brother. “Father says for you to come back,” Bone announced. “It’s time to go.”

Blackjack only nodded, but he still lingered—not because he was nervous or reluctant. He only sensed himself approaching a window of time that would change his whole life. Tonight would be the most important night of his life. 

Tonight would determine everything that happened after this. The wife he chose would affect every day and night of his life from now on.

He finally got to his feet. Bone stayed with him on their way back to camp. Everyone else was ready to go and waiting for the two brothers. 

The band headed off to the plateau. Some of the others talked on the way. Blackjack didn’t hear them. He went somewhere else—into that faraway future land where he already saw everything that would happen to him for years to come.

The band arrived at the gathering ground first. Viking, Bantam, and Lock built a fire in the middle of the plateau. The men had to travel a long way back to the jungle to gather enough wood to build it into a bonfire.

Blackjack’s nerves really started kicking into high gear as the sun went down. No other bands came to gather. His relatives talked in low murmurs when they talked at all. What if his feeling turned out to be wrong and he didn’t get a wife at all?

Another two hours passed before a band of Whisperers showed up. One of their older men approached the Godless. Hangman stood up to meet him. 

“Are we the only ones here?” the other man asked.

“It looks like it,” Hangman replied. “We’ve been here since mid-afternoon. No one else has come. I suppose we can just get started by ourselves. What do you say?”

The other man nodded and held out his hand. “My name is Manoso. What’s yours?”

“Hangman,” Hangman replied. “Who did you bring?”

Manoso jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Just my daughter, Narina.” He glanced over at Thena. “Is that your daughter? This must be the first time in history that any girls have come to the gathering and left without husbands.”

“My daughter isn’t of age,” Hangman replied. “We brought my son, Blackjack. That’s him there.” 

Manoso gave Blackjack a hard look. “He looks like a fine, strong man.”

“He is,” Hangman replied. “If your daughter and my son are the only two here, then there isn’t a lot we have to do, is there?”

Manoso frowned and rubbed his chin. “I guess not. I guess we don’t have to go through the whole process. Bring your son out and let’s see him.”

Hangman turned around and waved Blackjack forward. Manoso did the same thing and his daughter stepped forward.

Blackjack felt his worlds colliding when he stopped next to his father and the girl stopped next to her father. She and Blackjack leveled each other with a long, measuring stare.

She wasn’t tall. She wasn’t even as tall as her father and he was considerably shorter than Hangman. She had a very round, almost childlike face, but the hard cast of her eyes and the firm set of her features told a different story.

She had a strong, athletic build like she was used to hard work and even hunting in the jungle. She carried two long dagger-like blades tied in sheaths, one on each hip. 

Blackjack liked her instantly. She looked more like a friend than his fantasy dream girl. She wasn’t retiring, shy, brassy, or aggressive. She just looked friendly, practical, and straightforward—exactly the kind of woman he needed.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourself, young man?” Manoso demanded.

“Only that it’s an honor to meet you and your daughter here,” Blackjack replied. “I swear I’ll do everything in my power to protect her and our family. I’ll work to give her a good life and welcome her into our Clan as one of our own. I hope I can be worthy of both of you. I’ll never stop working every day to build a family that you, your daughter, and your Clan can be proud of.”

Manoso nodded. “Well spoken.” He turned back to Hangman. “I guess we don’t have to do anything else. We can go.”

“Are you satisfied?” Hangman asked. “You can always bring your daughter back next year if you want to.”

“I’m satisfied.” Manoso turned to his daughter. “Are you satisfied?”

She nodded, made eye contact with him, and said, “Yes, Father.” She had a soft, musical voice, but it didn’t waver in the slightest. She said it smoothly like she had been preparing herself for a long time to marry a totally stranger.

Maybe she had been getting these gut feelings the same way Blackjack had. Maybe she already sensed that she would meet her husband here tonight. Maybe she got that sense just from looking at him—the way he got it from looking at her.

Her father hugged her and choked back tears. “I’ll miss you, my precious child. I love you. Make your family and your Clan proud.”

“I will, Father,” she replied. “I love you. Take care of the family for me.”

He tried to smile. Tears streaked down his cheeks. “Maybe we’ll see you here again in future years.”

“I hope so. I love you. Thank you for everything.”

He kissed her on the cheek and pushed her forward. “Go on, then. Travel safely.”

Manoso shook hands with Hangman and Blackjack. Everyone from both bands was already getting to their feet. That went so much more quickly than most gatherings.

Hangman and Blackjack escorted Narina back to the band. Blackjack didn’t know how to act around her. He wanted to walk next to her, but he didn’t want to crowd too close.

Mora and Thena moved in and started talking to Narina about everything.

“I’m Mora. I’m Blackjack’s mother,” Mora shook Narina’s hand. “This is my daughter, Thena, and my son, Bone.”

Narina only murmured, “It’s nice to meet you.”

Mora went around the circle introducing everyone else. Then she started telling Narina about the Angler Valley and everyone waiting for the band back there.

Narina remained silent. She didn’t say anything for the rest of the evening. The band camped in the jungle on the way back north. They had a long way to travel.

Mora went to extra pains to find Narina a comfortable place to sleep that night, but she only said she was used to sleeping on the ground, curled up by the fire, and slept there.

Blackjack stayed awake again that night. He tried not to stare at her and eventually found a place for himself on the opposite side of the fire where she wouldn’t think he was horning in on her.

He knew the story about his father completely turning his back on Mora during their first nights married to each other. Blackjack didn’t want to do it that way, but he didn’t want to parade his marriage in front of everyone else. He wanted to keep it special.

He would have enough time to deal with all of that on the journey north. He would find time to talk to Narina alone, get to know her, and get comfortable with her before they wound up getting close.








  
  
Chapter 4




Mora woke up the next morning and spotted her new daughter-in-law squatting across the camp. Narina and Thena worked together to butcher a Dushag. Bantam was busy untying one of his blades from a long branch, so he must have been the one who had killed the creature. 

Narina and Thena chatted endlessly exchanging gossip about everyone in their respective bands. Mora got to her feet to go over there and join the conversation, but she stopped herself.

Mora had been building up such a huge expectation of what meeting her first daughter-in-law would be like. Narina was nothing like what Mora anticipated.

Mora expected a girl coming from another Clan to be uncertain and out of her depth. Narina worked effortlessly to butcher the Dushag, put the meat on the spit, build a tripod, and slice the meat to dry it.

She even laughed when she went around the camp serving the meat to all the men. She didn’t shy away from approaching any of them or even smiling at them.

Blackjack sat off to one side watching her as closely as the others. She smiled at him, too, when she went over there to give him a bowl of the food. He thanked her and her eyes twinkled.

Narina served Mora the same as everyone else, but Narina was in the process of holding a lively conversation with Thena right at that moment. Narina barely responded when Mora thanked her.

Narina went back to the same fire, squatted down, and went on with her work. She was in the middle of telling Thena a funny story about Narina’s older sister’s husband’s sister’s baby. 

The little one had been born with some kind of deformity that made him look strange. Narina described in detail how her sister-in-law had to modify her nursing technique to accommodate the baby. Both young women found this story intensely funny for some reason. 

Mora sat back down and started eating the food that Narina had given her. Hangman stood off to one side talking to his brothers and Viking about something. That left Mora on her own.

She decided to leave Narina alone unless Narina needed help with something and specifically asked Mora to do something. Narina seemed perfectly capable of taking care of herself right now.

She and Thena talked the whole time they worked to dry the meat. Then they packed up and the band headed off north on the way home. Narina carried her share of the supplies. She traveled well and never once asked to stop. She didn’t even break a sweat.

The band camped on the ground again that night. “Do you know how to travel through the trees?” Hangman asked her by the fire that night.

All the color drained from her face. “Uh…no. What does that mean?”

“I’ll show you tomorrow. We can travel faster that way.”

She gaped at him with her eyes hanging out of their sockets. “You travel….through the trees?”

“All the time,” Bone added.

“It’s easy,” Thena interjected. “You’ll learn in no time. It’s much faster and safer than traveling on the ground.”

Narina spun around to stare at Thena. “You know how to do it?!”

“Sure. We learn when we’re children. It isn’t hard. You just have to get used to it.” Thena pointed at the supplies of dried food. “The men can carry your bundle until you get used to it. You’ll pick it up and then you’ll be fine.”

Narina gulped. “I guess I….I guess I could try it.”

“I had to learn, too,” Mora interjected. “I came from the Follower Clan, so I had to learn a lot. Now I can do it easily. Things will be much easier for you.”

Narina glanced back and forth between everyone in the party. “What else do I have to learn?”

“You seem to already know everything else,” Hangman pointed out. “You seem to know everything about hunting and making camp. You should be fine with that.”

“Everyone knows that, don’t they?”

“Not everyone,” Mora replied.

“How good are you at fighting your enemies?” Viking asked.

Narina shrugged. “I guess I’m as good as I can be for a girl my size.”

“That’s all you need,” Hangman told her. “As long as you aren’t helpless.”

Mora shoved him. “Watch it.”

Everyone laughed around the fire. Narina stared at them all and then her eyes locked on Blackjack across the fire. He laughed at the joke, too, and she caught him grinning. His eyes sparkled.

Narina stared at him extra hard. He didn’t look away. He hadn’t gone near her all day.

Mora sure hoped he and Narina would like each other. They would have to find a way to work together if they didn’t. Mora didn’t want that for him. 

She would have liked to speed up time and get Blackjack and Narina to the point where they could appreciate each other the way Hangman and Mora did now.

Blackjack and Narina would just have to take their time and work it out for themselves. Mora had to step out of the process. It didn’t concern her any longer.

Mora hardly saw Narina the next day. Thena and the men took it upon themselves to teach her how to travel through the treetops. The band split up Narina’s supplies so she could travel hands-free. 

She didn’t have any shoulder bags and she didn’t bring any possessions with her from the gathering. Mora used some extra pieces of hide from her bundle to start making Narina a collection of her own bags to carry her things.

She started out traveling extra slowly through the branches. Thena, Bone, Lock, and Bantam stayed near her, coached her, and encouraged her until she got the hang of it. She couldn’t run as fast as the Godless, but she still traveled well.

She laughed and enjoyed herself while she took her first explorations through the canopy. She didn’t complain or get scared. She showed no uncertainty about it at all. 

She treated her own incompetence as a joke and made all the others laugh, too, including Blackjack even though he stayed out of it.

Mora felt herself getting shunted farther and farther into the background. She wasn’t part of this. She didn’t even feel like she could go near Narina without dampening the younger woman’s enjoyment.

Mora didn’t want Narina to think Mora was judging her, criticizing her, or calling anything she did into question. Mora didn’t want that for Narina. Mora could only feel happy that Narina fit into the band so well.

The band camped in the treetops that night. Narina didn’t make a squeak of complaint or even comment on eating dry food. She treated it as normal. 

She only commented on how strange it felt to be sitting in the treetops so high above the ground and to think about sleeping here all night long. 

Thena gave Narina a detailed description of all the places Narina could sleep to make herself more comfortable. Thena explained about sleeping in the cleft of tree trunks or pulling smaller branches together to make a nest.

Narina laughed herself silly over that. She compared the Godless to creatures and blushed when she remarked that she was one of them now. It was impossible not to like her.

Mora was really starting to wish now that she wasn’t this young woman’s mother-in-law. Their social positions created an unbridgeable gap between them. Mora would never be on those friendly terms with Narina—not for a long, long time at least.








  
  
Chapter 5




Blackjack raced through the canopy in a wide circle to surround his family’s camp. The band traveled even faster on the way north than they did on the way south. 

Narina was the only person who slowed the party down and she barely even did that anymore. She traveled much faster through the branches than anyone expected her to.

Her lively sense of humor had won over everyone in the band, especially Blackjack, but he still kept his distance. He sat, ate, and slept apart from her.

He didn’t know how to approach her, but he had already made up his mind to do it when they would be alone together. He wouldn’t do it in front of his family. He didn’t even want his family to see him talking to her—not yet.

He circled the camp at a distance and met back up with Bone, Lock, and Bantam. “It feels strange to be traveling through country where we might encounter enemy Clans, doesn’t it?” Lock remarked. “We’re used to the valley.”

“You spend too much time in the camp, Uncle,” Bone countered. “We encounter enemy Clans outside the valley all the time.”

Lock made a face. “We encounter enemy Clans outside the valley all the time, too, little brother. I meant it figuratively. We don’t have to worry about enemy Clans coming near our women and children. They don’t come near our camps the way they do here.”

“The valley is making us all soft,” Blackjack remarked. “We’re Godless. We weren’t built for safety.”

“Why don’t you leave the valley, then?” Bantam asked. “Why do you stay if you think it’s so bad for us? I think it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to us.”

“You’re right. It is.” Blackjack looked away. “It can’t be a good thing, though, if our strongest warriors aren’t used to thinking of their women and children in danger. It’s unnatural for anyone to live that way, especially Godless warriors.”

The four men set off back to the camp together, but they made multiple wide sweeps of the area just to make sure no enemy Clans snuck up on the party.

They were on their way back when they encountered Hangman and Viking down on the jungle floor. Viking sat on the ground with blood streaming down his arm. 

“A Krakelow attacked us,” Hangman explained. “We got away, but one of the segments stuck to Viking’s arm. I cut the segment off, but we need one of you to go gather some Gooji sap while we clean this up and I take him into the treetops.”

“I’ll go get it,” Blackjack offered and jumped up into the branches. He had to travel a long way before he found any Gooji trees. He scraped the sap off into a folded piece of hide from one of his bags.

He was just turning away when Narina came up to him. She grinned a huge, bright, cheery grin. “Hi. You’re Blackjack, aren’t you?”

“You know I am. Why are you so far away from the camp? You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

“Mora cut herself. I said I would come out and get her some Gooji sap.” She practically elbowed Blackjack out of the way. “I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

“I should take you back to the band. I don’t like you being out here alone.”

She beamed up at him. “Are you protecting me?”

“Of course,” he countered. “What did you think I would do—leave you unguarded?”

She smirked again and turned back to the sap. She scraped it off the bark with her knife, but she scraped it into her hand.

“Here. Put it in here.” He held out his folded piece of hide. “We can take it back for  both her and Viking.”

Her eyes popped. “Viking got hurt?”

“He got a Krakelow segment stuck to his arm.” Blackjack studied her and made up his mind in a heartbeat. He probably wouldn’t get a better chance than now to talk to her alone. “You’re doing well moving through the branches. I feared the worst when I got a wife from another Clan.”

She burst out laughing and started following him back toward the rest of the band. “Why is your territory so far away?”

“My father led us north to a valley that no one can get into or out of. It’s totally defensible. We just had to get rid of the Anglers to make the valley safe to live in. Now we have to leave the valley to find other enemy Clans invading our territory.”

“That sounds amazing,” she breathed. “What’s an Angler?”

He took a deep breath and made another snap decision. He pulled her down onto the branch next to him. “It’s a long story. Sit down here and I’ll tell you.”

He told her the whole story. That led to another long story about the conflict between Shadow and Hangman, the incident that had led to Hammer’s band leaving, and even the whole journey from Renegade country to the northern mountains and back south to rendezvous with Shadow’s band.

Narina gasped and exclaimed through the whole tale. She couldn’t get enough of it. Her enthusiasm and attention loosened Blackjack’s lips. He told her all about the band’s campaign to exterminate the Anglers and more about the war against the Red Riders.

She nodded at the end. “We have Red Riders in my father’s territory.”

“You might think we’re cowards for laying ambushes for them, but it sure beats watching our families butchered and carried off into captivity.”

“I don’t think you’re cowards at all. It’s really smart. I wish I could tell my father about that. He could really use that information. How did you find out about it?”

“My mother came from the Follower Clan like she told you. She learned ancient ways and she taught us.” He hesitated for a second and then blurted out. “She taught us how to read and write, too.”

Narina’s jaw dropped. She had exceptionally big, bright, deep, soft eyes. Blackjack felt himself falling for her. “You know how?!” she gasped. “Could you teach me? I would love to learn.”

“You actually want to?!” Blackjack countered. “I didn’t think the Whisperers were interested in that.”

“We aren’t—but I’ve always wanted to learn. A Follower woman married into our band. She knew how, but the others never thought much of it. They never thought to ask her about Follower ways.” She looked away. “I wish we had.”

“I’ll teach you if you want me to. It isn’t hard.” Blackjack pulled out one of the tooth blades Kuvik had given him at his initiation. Blackjack scratched the tree bark next to his leg. “This is the letter A. It makes the sound—ahhh.”

She blinked at it and then burst out laughing. “Aahhh!”

Blackjack laughed with her. She made it infectiously impossible not to laugh at her constant jokes. “Practice that for a week and I’ll teach you the next one.”

She blushed and grinned at him. Then she looked down at the weapon in his hand. “This is so interesting.” She grabbed his hand and turned it over and over so she could examine the blade from all sides. “It’s a Demonex tooth, isn’t it?”

Blackjack experienced a rush of heat to his guts when he felt her touching his hand. He had to fight himself to stay calm. Was she trying to get close to him by acting so familiar with him? He was trying to get close to her, so why not let it happen?

“I killed the Demonex for my initiation. Kuvik made the took into a weapon.”

“Whose Kuvik? I thought all the men of your Clan took other names?”

He launched into Kuvik’s story and finished by explaining why none of the Godless used Kuvik’s real name.

Narina stared up into Blackjack’s eyes through the whole story. He became aware of her studying him at close range. They were married now. She was his wife. Why did he hold back?

He stopped talking at the end of the story. She didn’t pick it up by asking another question or making a joke. They wound up staring into each other’s eyes for a minute.

He threw caution to the wind and leaned in to kiss her. She must have been expecting it because she kissed him back. That kiss built to a deep, hot torrent of smoky passion. He didn’t stop it or slow it down and neither did she.

He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her onto his lap. He planned to sit her sideways on his lap, but she twisted around, straddled him, and wrapped herself around him. She didn’t shy away from it at all.

Her whole body quivered in his arms. He sank into kissing her as deep and hard as he possibly could. He didn’t plan to take her all the way—not right now—but he felt himself starting to lose control with her the longer this went on.

She threw herself at him just as hard. Her mouth opened and his brain exploded when their tongues met. Her breasts compressed against his chest through her top. He had to hold himself back from tearing her clothes off right this minute.

He opened his eyes at the same moment when hers floated open right in front of them. They stared deep into each other’s eyes while they kissed. 

She suddenly pulled off his mouth and burst out laughing. She turned bright pink. “I was so scared!!” she exclaimed.

“You were? You didn’t act scared.”

She blushed, lowered her eyelashes, and waved that away. Her loose hair swam all around her angelic face when she smiled like that. “I thought you would be an ogre or maybe a scrawny weakling. I thought I might get stuck with someone I didn’t like.”

He found himself stroking her cheeks and running his fingers through her hair. “I like you.”

She got serious and gazed deep into his eyes. Her expression overflowed with passion, desire, and deep, heart connection. He had never expected to feel this way about anyone. 

“I like you, too,” she whispered. “I like you a lot.”

They both fell into a much deeper, more connected swoon of kissing. He held her tighter. She was all his. He would never let her go—not ever. 

He felt his body running away with him again. He wanted her right now and he felt that she wanted him, too. He could take her right now if he wanted to.

Just thinking that made him stop and pull back, but he couldn’t stop stroking her face, neck, arms, and rubbing her back. She mesmerized him with her beauty except that this was unlike any beauty he’d ever seen in any woman.

She wasn’t as strictly beautiful as some women he’d seen. Her beauty came from the inside. Her personality made her irresistible to him. He already felt himself loving her. Thank the stars in Heaven he hadn’t gotten stuck with someone else.

“I want to take you home,” he murmured and dove in to steal one more kiss. “I don’t want to do it here or in front of the band or anything like that. I want to take you home where we can be alone in our own shelter. I don’t want you to think I don’t want to because I do. I want that more than anything, but I want it to be private between us.”

“I want that, too,” she breathed. “I was so worried about what it would be like between us, but I’m not worried about it anymore.”

“We can slip off on the way home if we want to be alone together. I just don’t want to take it any further than this—not until we can do it in private. I don’t want to do it out here.”

Her face pinched for the first time. That was the first sign of distress he’d ever seen from her. “Thank you!” she choked. “I thought I would have to do it with you that first night in front of everyone.”

“I would never do that to you. You’re too important to me.”

She sank into him, but he couldn’t even kiss her. He just held her in his arms and felt her near him. This turned out to be so much better than he ever dreamed.

He eventually pushed her back. “You’re going to be just fine in our Clan. Everyone in the family already loves you. You have nothing to worry about.”

“What about your mother? My mother told me a bunch of horror stories about the way her mother-in-law treated her when she first came to live in our band.”

“My mother would only ever try to help you. If she keeps her distance, it’s because she sees you spending so much time with Thena and my mother doesn’t want to intrude. My mother is one of the nicest people alive. She would only want to help another young woman who had to leave her Clan and go live with strangers. My mother went through that. You should go to her if you have any problems at all. She’s smart and kind. She’ll help you.”

Narina nodded, but he saw her starting to lose her grip on her emotions. She had never shown anyone before that coming to a new Clan bothered her at all. Was that just her way of covering up how nervous and uncertain she really was?

He hugged her close for another minute. “Everything is going to be all right,” he breathed into her hair. “We’ll be home soon and then you can settle into our own house. No one will bother you. Everyone in our band is really nice. They welcome outsiders.”

“Thank you.” She kissed him on the neck. That sensation shot a lightning bolt into his brain. He couldn’t stay here with her—not without losing control.

He picked her up, stood her on her feet, and kissed her a few more times just because. “We’re going to be doing a lot of that in future years,” he told her. “I just want you to know.”

She laughed. “We should probably get back. The others are probably waiting for the sap.”

They set off through the canopy together. No one paid any attention when Blackjack and Narina showed up together and he delivered two portions of Gooji sap out of one package.

She sat next to him that night and she didn’t joke around the way she had been these last few days. The men talked about the strategic situation back in the valley. She and Blackjack both listened without interjecting anything.

The band stayed up late around the fire until Viking and Mora both got enough Gooji juice. Everyone slept around the fire. Blackjack and Narina stretched out next to each other on the ground.

He turned on his side facing her and she did the same thing so she faced him. He stared deep into her eyes and remembered everything that had passed between them today.

This was his wife—the mother of his children—the mother of generations. She was so perfect. He couldn’t imagine a better wife. He put his hand out in front of her and she took it. They laced their fingers together.  

This was it. It was happening. His vision was coming true in front of his eyes. She was right here in front of him.

He could almost imagine her as an old woman—a grandmother or even a great-grandmother of dozens of families. He could almost imagine that they had lived together for decades and seen the worst of everything together—and they still loved each other for it.

The electric warmth coming from her hand spread to the rest of his body. He really wanted to kiss her right now and pull her into his arms, but he wouldn’t do that in front of his family. 

Everyone could see them holding hands and lying close like this. That was enough—for now.

He would have no problem doing it once they got behind closed doors in their own shelter. Then he would explore all there was to explore about her. Nothing would hold him back then.








  
  
Chapter 6




The band woke up early the next morning—or at least Mora did. The very first thing she saw when she got up was Blackjack and Narina lying on the ground next to each other. They were both asleep, but they still held hands in their sleep the way they did last night. 

She found herself smiling at them. They were going to be just fine. Mora had never doubted it, but the sight still made her wistful. At least Blackjack and Narina didn’t have to go through the nightmare that Mora and Hangman had to go through.

The noise of everyone else waking up woke up Blackjack and Narina in a minute. Everyone pretended not to notice them holding hands and sleeping next to each other. They broke apart immediately and went to work doing things separately.

Narina came over to Mora and Thena to help them tie up their bundles of supplies. Narina smiled at Mora once and looked away.

Mora read so much in that one brief smile. It wasn’t the fake smile of a much younger woman who thinks she needs to placate her mother-in-law with false manners. Narina actually looked embarrassed about smiling at Mora at all.

Mora understood everything in that instant. Narina must have felt nervous about getting along with Mora. Narina must have come to the gathering expecting her new mother-in-law to make life hard for her.

Mora really hoped Blackjack had been reassuring Narina about that. He must have been if she made an overture like smiling at Mora for the first time. Maybe there was hope for the two women after all.

Blackjack and Narina traveled together when the band set off through the canopy again. The two of them stayed near each other when the party came to open country pretty soon and had to descend to the ground. 

Hangman didn’t suggest that they return to the treetops once the band came to the next patch of jungle. The band traveled on the ground for a while. No one talked. Everyone drifted with their own thoughts.

The men split off two at a time to scout the area, but they always came back reporting that the territory was clear of enemy Clans. The band had the area to themselves. 

The party took a break at a stream crossing to get a drink of water. “This country is as empty as the northern mountains,” Hangman remarked. “What do you make of so few bands coming to the gathering?”

“It was like this two years ago when my sister went to the gathering,” Narina piped up. “She married a man from our own band, so they didn’t have to do anything. They just went home together, but there was only one other band there that time, too. They brought one young man. He had to leave alone. My sister was the only girl there.”

Hangman frowned. “I wonder what’s happening. I’m used to the valley where we have too many people.”

“You’ll have to spread the word that the south country is empty,” Viking suggested. “Maybe we can send a scouting party down here and find out whose territory this is. It might be up for grabs—and the enemy Clans aren’t around.”

“I might have to do that.”

The band moved out and everyone fell into another thoughtful silence. Mora found herself looking around at the terrain. The Followers lived south of the gathering grounds. Were the Followers even still there? Was her family band still there?

The enemy Clans might have wiped her family out and then moved on. The Renegades, Bounty Hunters, and Red Riders didn’t stick around where they couldn’t take captives and loot their victims’ goods.

The enemy Clans wouldn’t stay in any country where they couldn’t find enough people to attack. The enemy Clans would have moved on, too. That would leave the territory relatively safe—from them at least.

Almost as if her thoughts made it happen, a Krakelow dropped from the treetops right then. The creature couldn’t have been trying to attack the party. The Krakelow would have landed on top of one or more of the Godless if it really wanted to.

It landed on the ground a dozen yards in front of the party—and then five more fell out of the canopy and landed right next to the first. All the men lunged forward to protect the band from danger.

The men really lunged forward to protect the three women. They were the only people here to protect. Blackjack pivoted in front of Narina and pulled both his axes—and just in time.

The Krakelows sensed movement, burst into dozens of segments as soon as they hit the ground, and the segments flew at the Godless. The men had to slash their weapons everywhere to protect themselves from flying segments. 

One extra long segment hit Hangman in the leg and wrapped itself around his thigh and knee, but he was fighting all the other segments too fast to get it off. He roared in pain as it sank into his flesh.

Mora tried to move forward, but another three Krakelows landed on the ground behind the party right then. These didn’t divide. They coiled themselves off the ground and hurled themselves at the women.

Mora spun around, yanked her blades, and slashed one of the Krakelows in half, but that only doubled the number of segments flying around.

She didn’t have time to hit another Krakelow flying straight at Narina. Narina pulled both her daggers, but she wouldn’t be able to defend herself with those.

Mora took a flying leap and tackled Narina out of the way just as Blackjack pivoted out of the group of men and chopped the Krakelow to the ground with one blow of his axe. The creature shattered into dozens of segments.

He hit it close enough to Narina’s face for one of the segments to land on her arm. She screeched in pain as the thing sank its hooks into her flesh.

Mora landed hard on top of Narina, scrambled upright, and wound up straddling her. Mora seized the segment with her bare hand and Narina screamed again when Mora ripped the segment off.

The segment immediately strapped itself around Mora’s forearm. She yelled out as the thing sank into her arm next. She raised her blade and used the sharp edge to scrape the segment off, but not fast enough to stop the bleeding.

Another segment hit her in the back just then. She scrambled to get off of Narina in time. “Get up!” Mora practically bellowed. “Hurry! Get up!”

She pulled Narina to her feet and pushed her behind her to get Narina away from the Krakelows. Thena wound up on that side of the fight, too. All three women faced the chaos with drawn weapons.

Thena rushed up behind Mora and used another blade to scrap the segment off. The thing had latched onto Mora’s top. It didn’t eat through it that fast to harm her.

The women all pivoted into line together and backed away from what looked like dozens of Krakelows attacking the men. Almost all the men were bleeding. Segments flew thick and fast. 

The women got separated from the others, but not far enough to protect the women from the danger. One of the Krakelows came whipping toward the women again only to get cut down by Bone.

Mora backed Thena and Narina away. “Get into the branches!” Mora yelled over her shoulder. “Climb up! Hurry!”

Thena climbed up and helped Narina scramble up there, too. Mora stayed on the ground. Hangman saw the women retreat. “Get out of here!” he bellowed. “Take them up to the treetops—now!”

Mora didn’t stick around to hear any more or even to sheath her blades. She clambered into the branches and met up with the two younger women at a safe distance where they could see the men fighting. 

Most of them had Krakelow segments stuck to them. The men all still fought tooth and nail to get themselves out of the area.

Mora forced herself to look away. She turned to face Narina. “You’re bleeding,” Mora rasped. “We need to get you cleaned up.”

Narina’s features convulsed. “Will they be all right?”

“We can’t help them if they aren’t.” Mora sat down, took down her bundle, and used a water gourd to clean the blood off Narina’s shoulder. “We’ll put leaf paste on it now and get you some Gooji sap later. The men will need it as soon as they finish…..”

She broke off when the noise died down on the ground. The men had fought their way to one side of the battle, but the Krakelows didn’t back off. They came after the men and would have probably killed every last Godless man present.

One of the Krakelows accidentally hit a tree trunk nearby and shattered it to spill countless Abnormits onto the ground. The men sprang into the branches to save themselves, but not without getting a bunch of Abnormit grubs attached to their bodies into the bargain.

The noise of battle died down. The men didn’t climb up to join the women. The men stayed near the ground to tend their own wounded.

“You see? Blackjack is all right. He’s probably injured, but he’ll heal along with the others.” Mora turned to Thena. “You’re the only one unhurt, my love. You go into the canopy and get enough Gooji sap for all of us. Bring a lot.”

Thena murmured, “Yes, Mother,” and headed out into the thick foliage.

Mora turned back to Narina. “You saved my life!” Narina choked. “I thought you were going to be horrible to me!”

Mora found herself chuckling. “You should have met my mother-in-law.”

Narina’s eyes widened. “Was she horrible to you?”

“She was extremely hard on me and she was extremely insulting—but I wasn’t like you. I was helpless. I couldn’t do anything for myself and I had a terrible attitude toward the Godless. She had to be hard on me to teach me how to fight and make me stronger. She saved my life in other ways. She taught me what I needed to know to become Godless—but you don’t need any of that. You’re fine the way you are.”

Narina looked away and flinched when Mora put leaf paste on the younger woman’s shoulder. Mora sat down on the same branch and grimaced at her own arm. “Now let’s see about this.”

“Let me do it!” Narina grabbed the water gourd out of Mora’s hand. “I want to.”

Mora started to smile at her and then gasped when Narina poured water over the wound. Mora tried not to whine and moan so much while Narina cleaned the wound and then put leaf paste on it.

“We should go down and see if the men need help,” Mora suggested. “I’m sure they do.”

“Let me check your back first.” Narina stood up on the branch and moved behind Mora. The Krakelow segment had torn the hide of Mora’s top, but that was it.

The women climbed down the branches and met up with the men. They did need help—a lot of help. Almost all of them had both Krakelow segments and Abnormit grubs attached to them.

Hangman wouldn’t let any of the men take any of the segments or grubs off. That would make the men bleed too much. He ordered everyone to move a long way away from the spot before they did anything.

Bone, Lock, and Viking were both too injured to walk. Hangman wasn’t much better off. Bantam supported Lock. Mora did her best to support Hangman.

Blackjack had a segment wrapped around his upper arm and multiple grubs attached to his legs, but none of the others were able-bodied enough to support Viking, so Blackjack and Narina had to do it together.

They got on either side of him and almost had to carry him through the treetops. They only made it a short distance before they cleared far enough away from the Abnormits.

The whole band collapsed by a stream. Mora got to work on the men starting with Viking. Narina started working on Lock. 

Hangman had to drag himself over to Bone. Bone writhed and bellowed through gritted teeth while Hangman carved the segments and grubs out of Bone’s legs. Viking passed out completely while Mora did the same thing to him. 

Hangman killed all the grubs and chopped the segments into pieces too small for them to reattach. 

Then he dragged Bone down to the stream, submerged him to wash off all the blood, smeared leaf paste on his wounds, and hefted him over his shoulder to carry him up into the branches.

“How is he?” Mora asked when Hangman came back down. 

“He’s unconscious. He needs Gooji juice—badly.”

Mora glanced down at Hangman’s leg. “Sit down before you fall over.”

Hangman sat down. “Finish working on Viking first.”

“I’ll need some of you to help me move him. I can’t lift him by myself.”

“I’ll do it.” Blackjack dragged himself to his feet. 

He had been sitting off to one side shaking like a leaf. No one could help him, Bantam, or Hangman until they treated the most serious, life-threatening injuries first.

It took Blackjack, Bantam, and Hangman all working together to move Viking even though all three men were almost as severely injured as he was. They washed the blood off him, sealed his wounds with leaf paste, and carried him into the branches.

Hangman insisted that Mora treat Bantam first, so she did. Narina started working on Blackjack. Mora didn’t dare to look in their direction. She didn’t want to know how bad Blackjack’s injuries were.

Bantam remained conscious through the whole agonizing ordeal of digging the grubs and segments out of him. He washed himself off, put leaf paste on his own injuries, and climbed up into the branches to watch over his injured relatives.

Hangman stayed conscious, too. Mora got sick to her stomach when she saw how bad his leg was under that segment. It was a miracle he could still walk at all.

Thena came back while Mora and Narina were still working on the last two men. Thena took one look at her father and brother, built a fire, and stayed on the ground alone to brew Gooji juice for the whole band.

Hangman cleaned himself up and vanished into the branches. Mora almost followed him, but Blackjack passed out just then. She stayed to help Narina carry Blackjack down to the stream and clean him up.

They had to get Hangman and Bantam to help carry Blackjack up to the branches. Then Mora and Narina went back down to the ground to help Thena. “How bad is it?” she asked.

“It’s about as bad as it can be,” Mora replied. “We won’t be going anywhere for a while. You better go out there and get another load of sap before it gets too dark. Narina and I will keep an eye on things here until you come back.”

Thena only nodded and left. Mora and Narina settled down by the fire to heat the rocks and boil the juice from the sap Thena had already brought. The two women wound up sitting down together and eating while they waited.

“You’re nothing like what I expected,” Narina remarked without warning.

“What did you think I was going to be like?” Mora asked.

“I don’t know. I guess I thought Godless women would be hard and tough and unfeeling. I didn’t expect you to be so caring—toward everyone.”

“Well, these men are my family, aren’t they? They’re my husband and sons and brothers-in-law and Viking is their cousin. Besides, Godless women can be hard and tough and still caring. They don’t cancel each other out.”

“I don’t know,” Narina went on. “I thought you would be snapping orders and telling me what to do all the time.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I thought. I mean—I do, but it was nothing like this.”

Mora frowned at her. “Just remember that I’m not Godless.”

“You are!” Narina exclaimed. “You’re as Godless as any of the men. I saw you around the Krakelows. You were amazing.”

Mora made a face. “I’m just trying to say alive out here like everyone else. We all would have been dead without the men. They’re the ones who protected us while we ran away and left them in danger.”

“But your own husband told you to. He told you to take me and Thena into the treetops—and he is your Kral, isn’t he? It isn’t like you could disobey.”

“I don’t know what I am anymore,” Mora murmured. “We’ve all been through so much. Maybe none of us are really Godless anymore. Anyway, I couldn’t see these men in pain or in danger without trying to help them. We’ve seen it all.”

“Blackjack told me about all your travels together,” Narina replied. “It’s an amazing story. It doesn’t seem possible that anyone could survive all of that.”

Mora looked up. “He told you all of that?”

Narina nodded. “It’s such an honor to be a part of this band. You’re all so…..so much more than I ever thought people could be.”

Mora looked away. “We aren’t anything special. We’ve been through a lot, but we only did what anyone else would have done in the same situation. We just did our best to survive.”

“I hope I can do your band justice. I hope I can do Blackjack justice—for all of you.”

Mora smiled at her. “I’m sure you will. I have absolutely no doubt of that. You’re a credit to this Clan already. You have nothing to worry about.”








