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CHAPTER ONE
Caris paused from her work to wipe the sweat from her brow and stretch her back. Though only sixteen, bending over hoeing the ground all day was enough to make her feel like a thirty five year old mother of five.

A shiver ran down her spine, despite the dry heat beating against her. Caris looked around at the eerily still landscape. Nothing moved. She shook the unfamiliar feeling away.
Why would anything be moving on such a hot day?

She bent back to her work. Tomorrow the men would be coming through with the horses and ploughs and if she didn’t get the last of these rocweeds out, equipment would be broken. She turned away from the trees and laughing creek that almost seemed to be calling her name.

Caris wondered at not being able to hear any of the children playing down there. On such a hot day, they always ended up in the shade of the trees, splashing in the water.
They must have found a bindoo at the ravine,
she mused. The cute playful animals would lead the kids on a merry chase for hours, until exhausted the children would give up. Then it would come back to sniff at them curiously and accept biscuits and the occasional pat.

Apart from the gurgle of the stream, the world seemed too quiet. Usually, Caris enjoyed the solitude working her family’s small field afforded her, but today without knowing why, she wished some of the young men were working in her neighbour’s field. Repetitively she dug the hoe into the ground, wedging it under large hard rocweeds that had grown up in the last year, pulling them up, and then stooping over to put them into one of the big brown bags that they would later burn whole.
Not that that will get rid of half the seeds
, she thought grimly.

With little chance of ever marrying and having children, Caris dreaded the tedium of many years to come working this field on her own. No brothers meant there would be no nephews or nieces to inherit her job. Her three older sisters had all married and moved to their husband’s large properties. Her younger sister’s skill with a needle earned the family too much money for her to ever be spared to work the field, and with her blonde curls and blue eyes, matching all the other girls in the village, it would likely only be a couple of years before Cherri married.

Caris tried to think of something else and not continue the obvious direction of her thoughts. Too often, she found herself dwelling on the fact that her work in the field was superfluous. With three daughters well married, another likely to follow, and no brothers to set aside a bride price for, her parents would be comfortable for the rest of their lives. Caris knew they were quite content to provide for her as well, having long ago given up any hope of her ever marrying. There would probably even be enough to carry Caris into her old age if she didn’t wish to live with one of her sisters.

Not marrying wasn’t distressing to Caris, well not much. She too had long ago given up the idea. She didn’t remember anyone ever exclaiming over her cuteness the way the adults did over Cherri, though she was only two years older than her, or the way they did over most of the young girls in the village. Instead, people would shake their heads and say, “so much like her aunt”. It wasn’t until she was ten though, sitting outside their house in the shade one afternoon that she realised how different she was.

Her eldest sister had just married, the celebrations were over, Jani had gone to her new husband’s home. Her sisters had gone down to the creek. Caris and Dilna had fought again. She no longer remembered what about, that argument had been swallowed up in what followed.

Refusing to go anywhere with Dilna, Caris had opted to sit in the shade of the house. Her parents were inside still celebrating. Caris, quickly forgetting her anger, sat happily listening to her parent’s cheerful conversation. They talked for quite a while about their joy in seeing their daughter married to such a worthy young man who was obviously very much in love with their Jani. Eventually they moved on to their excitement over the bride price they had received that very day. Suddenly sobering, she heard her mother ask her father if they might put some aside to induce a family with too many sons to marry one of them to Caris.

“NO!” her father replied angrily. “I will not have her humiliated so! My sister never married and she was perfectly content to look after my parents into their old age and then to help look after our younger sister’s children when they were small.”

“She was lonely!” Caris’ mother exclaimed.

“She had the best sense of humour of anyone I’ve ever met. You yourself couldn’t finish a meal for all the laughing she had us doing.”

“And yet, she was sad,” her mum replied quietly.

“I don’t care how ugly my daughter is! If a man can’t see her true worth, I won’t pay him to do so!”

Caris sat in shocked silence; all was quiet inside the house now. Finally, fearing her sister’s return and the expectation of more merrymaking, she picked herself up and walked away. Their field had never felt so long. Caris could feel her parent’s eyes boring into her back as she forced herself to walk the length of it. She wished there had been some way of avoiding their knowledge that she had overheard them, but there was no unobservable retreat from their house.

Finally reaching a dip in the ground that would take her out of their sight, Caris allowed herself to run. Wishing to avoid her sisters, she headed up to the caves. Sobbing, she stumbled up the rocky terrain.

By the time she reached the caves, her tears were spent. The cool dark isolation suited her mood; she sat inside, hurting, until dusk.

As the light began to fade, Caris moved outside to sit on a boulder and watch the colour drain from the world. The starkness of the surrounding countryside spoke to the barrenness she felt inside.

She watched as everything turned black and then the stars came out, one by one, every star in isolation, until finally there was a blanket of them across the sky. At some point that night, Caris found peace with herself and with the knowledge she would never marry. She didn’t reason it out, it just seeped into her.

Nobody berated her for returning home so late. Her sisters and mother had all gone to bed after an extended night of reliving the wedding. Her dad, alone, sat up waiting for her. His eyes met hers as she walked in the door and though she looked away quickly, she could see the pain in them. Pain at having hurt her, and for all the hurt he believed Caris would experience in the future. She escaped to her room without waiting to hear what he would say. Nobody ever spoke about it after that.

Caris was too used to the idea now of not marrying to let it bother her much. A new feeling had entered her in the last 6 months. At first, she had hoped the boredom would pass after a day, a week, a couple of weeks. It had not passed, however. She knew that if her parents needed her to work the farm to provide for them, she could happily do it for years to come. But they didn’t.

She had even been denied the privilege of being the youngest. When her parents became too old to care for themselves, they would go to live with Cherri. Many parents moved in with their youngest daughter as soon as she had her first child so they could help out. Caris suspected her parents would put that off for her sake though, and she knew Cherri, with her generous nature, would never resent her for it. She supposed she could always go with them, it would not be so bad helping to care for her nephews and nieces, and she loved Cherri dearly.
Why can I not be content with that?
She asked herself. The answer burst from her lips unbidden, “Because I would not be needed!”

“Enough!” she said to herself, pushing the useless thoughts from her mind. There was no answer to appease her discontent. Forcing herself to focus on her work, Caris once again became aware of the silence around her, which was becoming oppressive. The heat, now stifling, even in the open field, made her consider taking a break and enlisting her father’s help to finish later when it had cooled.

“Where are those children?” She exclaimed.

Dropping her hoe next to the bags of rocweeds, Caris began walking down to the creek.

It was then she heard the first scream. It came from the south side of the village, closest to the ravine. Before she could run two steps to help, more people started screaming. Stopped in her tracks, Caris stared toward the end of the village she knew she could not save. “Derks,” she whispered.
Mum and dad
, was her immediate thought.

Caris ran toward her house. She burst in the back door yelling “Mum, dad!” They weren’t inside. Quickly she grabbed her bow and quiver full of arrows. Within seconds, she was at the front door. “Mum, dad!”

She saw them, with Cheri, emerging from the house opposite, terror all over their faces. “Cheri, mum, dad, quick! Run!” Already she could see the derks pounding up the street. They ran upright on two legs and were human in shape, but half again as tall as a large man and as wide as two strong men combined.

Twice as fast as any human, the only thing slowing the hideous creatures, were the people they kept stopping to feast on. The street was full of screams cut off. The derks with huge claws and foot wide mouths fed savagely and quickly, leaving very little behind.

Seeing that her family had started running toward her, Caris ran round the back of the house to grab the ladder. Derks were fast, strong, and big, but they were not good climbers. With heads too big to tilt far enough to see their feet and huge claws making their hands somewhat clumsy, they usually gave up on ladders in frustration and headed on to find easier prey. Bringing the ladder back around to the front of the house to make it quicker for her family, Caris saw Cherri stumble in the middle of the road.

“Run!” she screamed.

The derks were only thirty paces away.

There wasn’t time
, she realised, swallowing a sob. Her mother, not noticing Cherri’s fall, kept running. But her father stopped to help. Caris scrambled up the ladder, moved to the side and swung her bow and an arrow from her back. Subconsciously, she noticed arrows flying from a couple of rooftops and a few men hacking into the hideous creatures with swords. Janen was only twenty paces away.
Too far!
She cried inwardly.

She ignored the screams of Cherri and her dad as the derks fell on them. Her mother was only a few paces from the ladder when the first one caught up with her. Caris had her arrow knocked. She took aim.

“Caris!” her mum screamed. The creature’s mouth closed around her middle, severing her in two.

The next half hour passed in a blur for Caris. Looking back, she could never remember much of what happened. Hysterical crying seemed to have been a large part of it. She remembered Janen, with his strong arms wrapped around her, holding her together, rocking her like a baby, his bloody sword lying beside him. However, at some point she must have done some shooting too, because there were fifteen of her solid arrows sticking out of as many dead derk eyes on the dirt road, in front of her house, afterwards.

The sound of a bugle blaring, announcing the arrival of The King’s Horse, came too late for the small village of Zareth. Astride magnificent horses, the handsome men and confident women in their perfect uniforms, charged in, killing derks as the monsters fled before them.

Once the derks had cleared the village, the soldiers gave up the chase, having only killed about thirty between them. There seemed to Caris a terrible incongruence between the splendour of these “heroes” and the carnage of her people, who had left behind only blood and small body parts; the derks having eaten even their heads, leaving no way to identify their victims by a foot here or a hand there.

Caris stared up the length of her village along the path the derks had rampaged. “I guess anyone who’s not alive is dead,” she mumbled to Janen who was still by her side on the roof. He looked at her with concern but with one eyebrow raised. Realising the absurdity of her statement, a giggle escaped her. Janen smiled. Knowing the inappropriateness of their mirth just seemed to make it funnier and their tension erupted out of them in laughter. Some of the few surviving villagers looked at them in reproach.

Surprisingly, it was the soldiers, who glanced their way in understanding before looking away. Finally, Caris forced herself to stop laughing before she broke into hysterical sobs again. For some reason she didn’t want to fall to pieces in front of these perfectly polished strangers. And there was another reason, the reproach in the villagers eyes, she saw, was directed more toward her than Janen. It was not merely because of her laughter that they looked at her that way but because of her failure to save her mum. The shame, she had been trying to suppress, came surging up engulfing her. She had a clean shot at that derk but she froze! She climbed down the ladder, distancing herself from Janen. He had seen. She had seen him fighting his way through the derks yelling her name; he couldn’t have failed to see.

Caris ran behind her house. She had to get out of sight of those people. She could see the abhorrence in their eyes. Because of her, her mum was dead! She had to go somewhere, but where?

Without further thought, she began to run toward the ravine. She knew she shouldn’t leave the village; there were things that needed doing and it wasn’t safe to stray with derks around, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t face working alongside people who would now no longer even pity her. The one thing Caris had ever excelled in, that had shown that she had value, was her skill with the bow, but even in that, she was worthless. Even in that, she had failed to be of any use when it counted.
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