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      GORRAN

      

      Trespassers. I suppressed a growl. The scent of their unwashed bodies assaulted my senses. I crouched in the bushes, spying on the human males who’d paused in a clearing. Three in total. Bloodlust hummed in my veins, but I took a deep breath and tried tamping down the desire to kill. The urge to terrorize and maim.

      My eldest brother Brutus’s words echoed in my head. We must only kill those who pose a true threat to our tribe. If too many humans go missing on our lands, eventually more will come as they search for their lost brethren.

      The wind ruffled my fur, bringing the foul aroma of the males directly to my nose. Disgusting. They smelled as though they hadn’t bathed in a full moon cycle.

      Two of them began arguing, while the third and oldest male—whose hands were bound with thick rope—walked away a few steps and settled on the ground. As the elderly white-haired man shifted in place, he kept casting fearful glances at the bickering men who were apparently his captors.

      On silent feet, I moved closer to the clearing, darting between trees and bushes as I attempted to remain hidden. Once close enough to discern the trespassers’ words, I stopped and kept my body aligned with a narrow fir tree. Then I listened to the unfolding argument.

      “We could toss him off a cliff,” the dark-haired man said. “It’ll seem like an accident if anyone comes looking for him. People will think he slipped or maybe offed himself.”

      “That’s a terrible idea, you idiot,” the yellow-haired man sneered. “He’s a seasoned hunter who knows these mountains like the back of his hand. And nobody in their right mind would believe he killed himself. He’d never willingly leave that wife of his. Not when she’s so sick.”

      “Well then what do you suggest, numbnuts?”

      “We kill him and bury him deep in the woods. Somewhere no one will ever think to look. There are shovels in the truck.”

      “Please let me go,” the prisoner said, his eyes beseeching. “My wife needs me. Please. She doesn’t have much time left, and I’ve got to take care of her. We can forget this whole thing. I won’t report you to the authorities. I give you my word.”

      “Shut the hell up!” roared the dark-haired man. He marched to the prisoner and kicked him hard, which caused the elderly man to roll on his side with a gasping wince.

      Rage flared inside me. In my tribe, we revered our elders.

      I closed my eyes briefly and absorbed the emotions and spiritual energies rolling off the three men.

      From the prisoner, I detected worry, fear, innocence, injustice, and regret. Yet no hatred. Not even for the men who were talking about killing him. And above all, I sensed genuine benevolence, a deep desire to perform good deeds and help others.

      From the bickering men, I felt darkness, greed, fear, and undeniable wickedness. I tensed, ready to intervene if the dark-haired man attacked the prisoner again, but he walked back to his comrade, leaving the elderly man whimpering on the ground.

      “We can’t let him go,” the dark-haired man said. “He’ll snitch the moment he’s free. And I’m not going back to jail.”

      “I agree. Okay, we’re doing this my way. We take him farther up the mountain, then strangle him with rope and bury him as deep as we can dig. We can head straight to Canada after that and continue traveling north to my cousin’s place in Alaska.”

      “Fine. Let’s do it.”

      The elderly man tried to scramble away as his captors approached, and I decided it would be the perfect moment to reveal myself.

      I emerged from behind the tree and made my footsteps purposefully loud. Twigs snapped beneath my feet, drawing the attention of all three human males.

      Shock rippled over their features. Three faces went pale, three mouths parted in surprise.

      I stood two heads taller than the dark-haired human, who was the largest of the males. Savage, violent urges filled me, and I reveled in the fear that brimmed in their eyes.

      The two would-be murderers unsheathed large knives. No guns, which I found curious. Human trespassers most always possessed guns. But I already knew they didn’t have guns—I would’ve caught the strange metallic scent of such a weapon on the breeze. If they’d had guns, I would’ve attacked them from behind, before they could see me coming. Having been shot once before, I wasn’t keen to repeat the experience.

      Their knives glinted in the sunlight that pierced the canopy overhead. It was a rare sunny day on the cusp of winter, and I was glad for the brightness of the afternoon, for it meant the human males would see me clearly. They would see me for the monster they believed I was.

      I took a deep breath and roared loud enough to rattle the branches of the nearest trees. The stench of urine had me wrinkling my nose. A wet spot appeared on the dark-haired man’s pants. I smirked before roaring again, and the two would-be murderers spun on their heels and fled the clearing.

      The chase was on.

      I took off after the men, leaving the elderly one behind. I would come back for him later.

      I reached the dark-haired human first. With a thunderous growl, I pushed him to the forest floor. His knife flew from his hand, but he grasped for another hidden in his boot, a smaller blade that probably wouldn’t even pierce my hide. I chuckled and circled him as he pointed the knife at me.

      His hands trembled and he shook his head in a manner of disbelief. An action I’d seen humans do many times when confronted with one of my kind.

      “Sas-sasquatch!” he said. “Oh God, help me. It’s a Sasquatch. Bigfoot.” A string of curses followed.

      I paused in my circling and tilted my head at him. “Actually, my people are called Montikaan, and my particular tribe is known as the Starblessed. We have occupied these mountains for thousands of years. You are trespassing in our lands.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “You can talk. Holy…” His voice trailed off. “I-I am sorry for trespassing. I’ll leave the mountain and never come back. I promise. Just let me go.”

      “You promise? Let you go?”

      “Yes, let me go and I won’t tell anyone I saw you.” Cautious hope flickered in his gaze.

      “The elderly man you left bound on the forest floor begged you for mercy, yet you planned to show him none. Why should I show you mercy? You are a wicked creature deserving of death.”

      “I’m not wicked!” he said in an adamant tone. “It’s just that the old man was going to lie to the authorities and try to get us thrown in jail for something we didn’t do!” His eyes darted in the direction from which he’d just run, and I sensed the severity of his lies as a twisting sensation in my gut.

      Another gust of wind ruffled my thick fur, and I peered to the south, where the second would-be murderer had run. I could hear his rapid footsteps in the distance, as well as his ragged breaths.

      When I returned my gaze to the dark-haired man, my rage boiled so hot that I nearly strangled him on the spot.

      Too many human males who ventured into our territory tried to harm my people. Some tried to capture us, while others shot at us. There were accidents, too, when a hunter might mistake a Montikaan for a bear or an elk, or when a metallic air vessel piloted by humans crashed in our forest and ignited a blaze.

      A growl left me as I recalled the last time a vessel had fallen in our lands, when it crashed near our settlement, starting a fire that killed twenty-five of our people, most of them females. The dark memory haunted me, and I saw the flames in my dreams each night.

      I reached out to strangle the dark-haired man, but quickly thought better of it.

      He deserved to suffer.

      He would perish by my hand, but he wouldn’t receive a quick death. Neither would his comrade, who was currently crossing the Skagit River.

      Even as the yellow-haired man put distance between us, I could detect the scent of his sweat combining with the river water, the moisture clinging to his hair, as well as the coldness of his terror.

      I knelt before the dark-haired man and divested him of the knife in one quick movement. He barely tried to defend himself. Pitiful. His lips quivered and he scooted backward, but his actions were clumsy and slow.

      “Please.” Tears glittered on his eyelashes.

      But his begging wouldn’t sway me. I’d already decided to end him. I told myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong, that I wasn’t disobeying my eldest brother Chief Brutus’s rules regarding human trespassers on our lands.

      Though the men had planned to flee the area, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t run into one of my people during their journey north. They could very well try to harm a member of the Starblessed tribe. It was a risk I couldn’t take.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” I told him, “just as you shouldn’t have harassed that old man. I can sense his innocence, just as I can sense your lies, your depravity. Your death will bring justice to those you have wronged.”

      He held up his hands, a vain attempt to ward me off, but I plunged the knife into his stomach. It was a deep wound, though it would take him a good hour or more to die. The slow, agonizing death he deserved. His blood was warm on my hands.

      The man emitted a gurgling scream and slumped on the ground, his legs and arms twitching. I rose to my feet and loomed over him, watching as he struggled against death. Against his inevitable demise. I cast a brief glance toward the river. I longed to stay and watch as he bled out, but I needed to capture his comrade before he got away.

      “I hope you die,” I said, “thinking of all the wrongs you’ve committed. I hope you die filled with fear and regret, and that your soul will never know peace.” I tossed his knife aside, then knelt next to him and searched his pockets for a communication device. A phone.

      When I pulled out a rectangular-shaped gadget, I quickly smashed it with my fist, and I took great satisfaction in the mournful cry that left him once he realized what I’d done, once he realized I’d taken away his only hope of leaving the mountain alive.

      My cousin, Axxon, who was an expert in all-things human, had instructed everyone in our tribe to always ensure the humans we encountered couldn’t call their own kind for help, couldn’t report that they’d glimpsed a Sasquatch or Bigfoot before we managed to alter their memories of the meeting. This wasn’t the first phone I’d smashed, and I doubted it would be the last.

      After one final glance at the dying man’s pale, sweat-drenched face, I took off through the forest. As I ran after the second would-be murderer, my thoughts went to Sashona—the female I’d been courting until a few moon cycles ago. She was one of the females who’d died when the air vessel had crashed near our settlement. I still grieved her untimely passing, and whenever I thought of her, another layer of granite encased my heart.

      Ever since that fateful day, each time I came into contact with humans, the painful memories would resurface to the point that I felt the heat of the flames singeing my fur.

      Logically, I knew the crash had been an accident, but there was a part of me that wanted to blame all of humankind for Sashona’s death. A part of me that longed to kill every human male that set foot on the Starblessed lands.

      A part of me that foolishly thought I might bring her back if only I killed enough human males.

      Savage. Beast. Monster. Soulless.

      Those were the names my own people sometimes called me behind my back, oblivious to the fact that I could hear their whispers. Oblivious to the fact that I could sense their emotions and their true feelings regarding me. I tried not to let it bother me.

      Let them think I’ve lost my mind. Let them think I’ve murdered humans without cause. Let them gawk when they notice dried blood on my fur.

      All that mattered was that I guarded the borders of the Starblessed territory and kept our lands safe. I wouldn’t let a similar tragedy befall my people while I breathed.

      The yellow-haired man was easy to catch. I lunged from the trees and knocked him over. My growls reverberated through the forest as I watched him search for the knife I’d just knocked from his hand. Triumph gleamed in his eyes once he finally found it and pointed the blade in my direction.

      “Get the hell away from me, Bigfoot!” he screamed. “I’ll gut you if you come any closer!”

      I crouched a short distance away and gave him a dark look. “I invite you to try, human scum. Stab me. Try it.” I patted my fingers over my heart. “Stick me right here.”

      His hand shook so hard he almost dropped the knife. His grip was weak and he paled further, his eyes comically wide. He smelled like fear and sweat. The forest creatures would enjoy feasting upon his corpse as he rotted into the soil. He would become nothing but gnawed bones, his existence forgotten.

      While his comrade had begged for mercy, this man took the angry route. He cursed, threatened, and kept promising to gut me. His threats fueled my bloodlust, and as I stared at him, I imagined he was one of the human males who’d crashed in our territory, igniting the blaze that had stolen Sashona from me. My skin tingled hot with the memory of the flames.

      “Your eyes are glowing!” he shouted. “Why are your eyes glowing? Are you a demon?”

      While I didn’t know what a demon was—I was mostly fluent in the English language, though some words confounded me—I surmised being a demon was a bad thing. That demons were frightful creatures. So, I smiled darkly and said, “Yes, I am a demon. A demon who craves your blood.”

      His eyes went wider, and his knife thudded to the ground. As he tried to retrieve the blade, I reached out and snapped the lower half of his left leg, twisting so hard his bone protruded and created a bloody mess on the forest floor. His howls of pain echoed through the trees.

      I watched, savoring his cries along with the scent of his impending death. He found his knife but didn’t manage to lift his arm.

      More curse words fell from his lips. He shot me an enraged look. “I swear I will kill you, Sasquatch demon!”

      “How will you manage that with two broken legs?” I asked tauntingly before I gave his right leg the same brutal treatment, snapping the lower half until his flesh tore and the bone stuck out. It was perhaps the most vicious thing I’d ever done to a human male, and I half-wondered if I were broken inside, if I were truly soulless, for I felt nothing but dark pleasure over harming the trespasser.

      Chief Brutus, as well as our middle-born brother, Mastorr, would never take such dark delight in torturing a human. I doubted any other males from our tribe would either.

      Savage. Beast. Monster. Soulless.

      The whispers echoed in my head.

      During the second break, no sound had issued from the yellow-haired man’s throat, though he gasped repeatedly and struggled to take in air, and his color was fading fast. He fell backward on the ground, his eyes shutting as the knife tumbled from his hand. His breaths came shallow and slow. He’d fainted. I searched his pockets, found a phone, then smashed it with my fist.

      I stood and surveyed his mangled legs. Satisfied with the knowledge that he wouldn’t make it off the mountain, nor would he be able to call for help, I left him on the ground with his broken bones protruding from his flesh.

      A bear or a wolf might find him. Or a wildcat. Maybe he would bleed or starve to death, or perhaps freeze in the night.

      I supposed his final cause of death didn’t matter, though I hoped he suffered greatly in the end. He deserved to know the same fear and hopelessness as the innocent man he’d planned to kill.

      To my surprise, I found the elderly man in the clearing where I’d left him, an expectant look on his face, as though he’d been waiting for me. How strange. I couldn’t fathom why he hadn’t run away. I’d anticipated having to chase him.

      Adding to my surprise, a broad grin spread across his face when our eyes met. “You’re even bigger than I thought you’d be.” He sighed and shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Finally. After all these years of hearing stories and going hunting in these mountains, I finally get to see a Sasquatch with my own two eyes.” He chuckled. “I know you can’t understand a word I’m saying, but I hope you know I mean you no harm, and I want to thank you for chasing those lowlifes away.”

      I leaned against a nearby tree. “I can understand you perfectly,” I said. “Tell me why the other men wanted to kill you.”

      His eyes grew larger. “You speak English? Am I dreaming?” He lifted his bound hands, then lowered them and pinched his leg. “Damn. Guess I’m awake. Martha is never going to believe this. She’ll think I’ve gone senile.” He attempted to stand but had difficulty without the use of his hands to propel himself upward.

      Kneeling next to him, I reached for the rope and tore it from his wrists. I stepped back and waited for him to answer my question. I supposed it didn’t matter why the other humans had wished to kill him, but I was curious. I also reasoned that the more my people learned about humans and their ways, the better we might protect ourselves from them.

      The elderly man shot me a grateful look and finally rose to his feet. “Are they… dead?” he asked with a glance at my bloodied hands.

      “Yes. Now, tell me why they wished to kill you.”

      “Well, they worked in my hardware store, and I recently found out they’ve been stealing from me for over two years now. Not a small amount either but thousands of galactic credits. I confronted them and said if they returned the stolen money, I wouldn’t report them to the authorities. Then they attacked me, tied me up, and fled town in my truck that’s parked a bit farther down the mountain.”

      Though I didn’t comprehend some of what the elderly man had said, I understood enough to know the human males I’d mortally wounded would be considered villains by their own people, and he’d revealed enough to satisfy my curiosity. I nodded and gestured south, in the direction he’d pointed while mentioning the truck.

      “You may leave the mountain and return to your people,” I said. Stepping closer, I grasped his forearm and peered into his dull brown eyes, and my entire body tingled as I summoned my ability to glamor. “Leave the mountain and don’t come back. You don’t want to come back, not even to hunt. You are confused and you have no idea how you got here, but you will go home immediately. Go home to your mate. Your wife.”

      “Go home,” he repeated in a soft whisper, his eyes glazed over. “I-I’m going home.”

      I released his arm, and he headed down the mountain without a backward glance. Relieved that he would have no memory of glimpsing a Sasquatch, I followed him to the truck, though I kept my distance so he wouldn’t hear me and turn around. Once he climbed into the vehicle and took off, I let loose a long breath.

      “Feeling merciful today, brother?”

      With an annoyed growl, I spun to face Mastorr. He was the only member of our tribe who was quiet enough on his feet that he could sneak up on me when downwind.

      “What are you doing here?” I shot him a glare, but he only laughed.

      “Looking for a human female, of course. There are several cabins in this direction. Though they are most always unoccupied, I visit them every few days to check for new arrivals on the mountain. The next time a young, fertile human female sets foot on our lands, I intend to claim her for myself.” His eyes glowed with warmth. “Ever since our father’s spirit came to Brutus in a vision and told him that all three of us would take human females as mates, I have prayed for the Great Spirit to guide a sweet human woman into my arms.”

      I snorted. “If you want a human female so badly, visit Newhalem next time Axxon goes to spy on the town and take one for yourself.” Newhalem was the nearest human settlement, and Brutus had charged our cousin with keeping an eye on the humans there, particularly in regard to how unsettlingly fast the population of the town was growing.

      Mastorr’s face darkened. “You know it is dangerous to interact with humans beyond our borders. We must keep to our lands and hope the human males do the same, while also praying their females wander into our lands.” He cleared his throat. “Father told Brutus that human women were our path forward after we lost so many of our own females in the tragic blaze. You should be out looking for your mate rather than going on killing sprees.” Though his words were a bit harsh, he spoke in his usual gentle tone.

      I forced in a steadying breath. “I don’t go on killing sprees—I help to protect our lands. And yes, sometimes protecting our lands means taking lives. And as for looking for my mate, she’s gone. Sashona’s gone. Dead. Killed in a blaze caused by humans.” My throat tightened with emotion.

      “You were courting Sashona,” Mastorr said softly, “but you hadn’t mated yet. Even if you had, she is sadly gone, and you would be free to mate with another female—a human one.”

      “Stop looking at me with pity, brother, or I will smash my fist in your face.” I ground my teeth together and took a few steps back, not trusting myself to remain calm. “You don’t know what it was like. I felt called to Sashona. Called to mate with her. And then suddenly she was gone and…” My voice trailed off and I swallowed hard. “I doubt I will ever feel called to mate with another female, Montikaan or human.”

      Before he could reply, I stomped off through the trees, my strides long and rapid, human blood still coating my hands. I didn’t look back, and I spent the rest of the day securing the markers that lined our borders, twisting new branches and urinating on them to ward off pullshannas—Montikaan males from other tribes.

      Eventually, darkness claimed the land. I made a nest of dried grass and twigs, then curled up underneath the brilliant night sky. Alone with my grief.
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      My skin crawled as Salax idly caressed my arm, a show of power as I stood at his beck and call. He hadn’t dismissed me yet, so I had no choice but to remain at his side. I tried to maintain a polite smile, but it wasn’t easy when I wanted to smack his hand away and dump the bourbon I’d just brought him over his head.

      Four more years. Four more years and then I would have my late father’s debts paid off and I could leave this soul-crushing place.

      “You look ravishing tonight, by the way, Cari,” he said, not taking his eyes off the tablet in front of him. “You should wear this red dress more often.”

      I hated myself a little as I said, “Thank you, sir. I will.” And suddenly I was glad he wasn’t looking at me because I found myself blinking back tears.

      Last time he’d caught me crying, he’d screamed at me for being ungrateful and ordered me to get on my knees and apologize to him. All while his goons had watched.

      It had been the most humiliating experience of my life.

      Four years. How would I survive four more years in this hellhole? I’d barely made it through the last year. I longed for freedom. I longed for safety. Not that there were many safe places left on Earth…

      Too many people like Salax held power in the world. People with hearts filled with greed and hatred. I glanced at the table in the corner of the room where boxes of Vaxxlian blasters were stacked. Contraband, alien-made weapons that would bring him a fortune while half the city lived in squalor and starved. On another table, there were piles of old-fashioned but refurbished human-made weapons that would also fetch a handsome sum on the streets.

      “It’s seven o’clock,” Salax said. “Go fetch my dinner, Cari. And make sure there’s a goddamn salt shaker on my tray this time.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be right back.” I exited his office, relieved to be away from his caressing hand. My arm prickled where he’d repeatedly touched me.

      I passed the armed guards outside the door, then strode down the hallway, dreaming of the day I would finally be free.

      My feet ached in the five-inch heels I wore, and bone-weary fatigue clutched me. While my job wasn’t too physically demanding, it was mentally exhausting. The endless fake smiles and pleasant responses to Salax’s brash orders were taking a huge toll on my health, and I felt like a shell of my former self.

      I despised the man with every fiber of my being, and I wouldn’t be sorry if one of his numerous enemies succeeded in taking him out.

      Not for the first time, I cursed my father for foolishly borrowing money from the mob boss. Though in my heart, I understood why Dad had done
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