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It was on a beautiful midsummer morning that I discovered the torn and mangled bodies of my wife and son.

My son was nearing his sixteenth summer. I had never noticed until that moment how long his legs had grown, how strong his arms. His chest was covered with fine curling hair, as dark as mine, though the hair on his head was closer to the auburn of his mother’s.

His mother. I had known her all my life; we were born in the same village, grew up doing childish things together, and she had chosen me to be her mate when we’d both been...not much older than our son.

Their broken, twisted bodies were drenched in blood. Hungry insects...

I knelt down to give them a final farewell, to send their spirits to the Great Ones. I bowed my head over my clenched hands and felt the water of my tears going with them on their journey into the darkness.

I cried for them. But most of all, I cried that I could not yet accompany them into the dark of the next world.

Not yet, at least.

First, I had something I must do.

* * 
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“WE MUST SEND TO THE capital,” insisted Darnin, our village chief. “The queen—the Great Ones give her long life—will send her official monster slayer to rid us of this beast, before it kills more of our people. We cannot afford to lose any more of our villagers, not after so many have already been murdered. With the harvest coming apace, those of us left will starve this winter.”

Darnin’s broad red face gleamed even redder in the torchlight that illuminated our tiny council hut. He looked at the rest of us, seeking our agreement. Darnin had only been chief for two seasons, and he was not as strong in his decisions as our former chief, Lianne. She had made decisions as she made her choices in mates—no discussion, no regrets. Many of us still regretted that she’d gone to the Great Ones, though it was certainly not before her time.

“You are in agreement with this, I know, Carill?” Darnin continued, giving me a searching look.

I did not answer at once as I gazed at the village council. I was not a member of that body, but my family had been the last ones slaughtered by the beast, so I was invited to attend.

“I want the thing dead,” I said at last.

Darnin looked at the other five, his hands spread.

There were nods from all the rest.

“Good,” said Darnin, satisfied now that we were all in agreement with him. Lianne would have presented her decision and then expected us to follow it; Darnin was of a different ilk.

“But how will we pay this slayer?” asked KeeAne, her long white hair glowing in the torchlight. “We are far from harvest, whatever you may say, Darnin, and with nothing to sell, how will we find gold or silver?” KeeAne had never liked Darnin; she felt she’d been passed over unfairly as a candidate for chief. Some others on the council agreed. “What else can we offer some murderous lady or lord of the court, riding into our village armed to the fingertips, to take down this creature for us?”
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