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Chapter One


	



	



	



	



	AINE


	



	My father's voice resonates clearly as he pleads with our leader for mercy, his words ringing out as he offers himself in exchange. The desperate cries of my mother reach me, her voice tinged with emotion, yet nearly swallowed by the raucous shouts of the crowd.


	



	The whole village has come together to witness my execution, the first in years.


	



	They hurl harsh insults my way, with the bolder ones even resorting to tossing rocks in my direction. I successfully evade a notably large obstacle, but the exertion causes me to stumble. I trip, my arms flailing instinctively to break my descent.


	



	The audience erupts in a thunderous cheer as I hit the ground. A soft hiss escapes my lips as my wrist twists painfully beneath me, yet I maintain my silence. My words fall on deaf ears, and any attempt to speak will only fuel their disdain.


	



	With a commanding presence, our leader advances, leaving my father behind, and instantly silencing the crowd. With a lump in my throat, I gaze at him, filled with desperation, yearning for a glimmer of forgiveness. He provides nothing, his demeanour icy.


	



	It's a stark contrast to the smiles he once shared with me in our younger days.


	



	The mistakes I've made overshadow any trace of the friendship we used to share.


	



	"Aine Ladhe," he proclaims, his voice resonating to capture everyone's attention. "You have been sentenced to death for the crime of capital murder."


	



	He advances another step in my direction, and a ragged sob escapes my lips as I kick up dirt and hastily retreat a few feet. I have no desire to perish. It was an unforeseen incident.


	



	"I apologise," I plead, tuning out the furious cries of the crowd. "I sincerely apologise."


	



	Our leader shakes his head, his gaze moving from the bloodied soles of my feet to the dirt-streaked auburn strands of my hair. I stifle a sob as he shifts his focus to the bloodhounds, the imposing creatures resting calmly at the feet of their handlers.


	



	My chest rises and falls as I gaze at them. In just five minutes, they'll be unleashed to track me down, their sole purpose to guarantee that death catches up with me if I dare to escape the monsters. I'm certain they've endured hunger these last few days, driving them to crave the flesh that envelops my bones.


	



	A chill courses through me as a creature snaps its jaws in my direction. They understand I'm the main course.


	



	"Please," I plead once more, disregarding the vulnerability I display as our leader starts to circle around me.


	



	He moves with a deliberate slowness, circling around me, his towering presence commanding attention. Even with the hatred gleaming in his eyes, an undeniable hope surges within me as he comes to a stop. He must understand that it was just an accident.


	



	We've been a part of each other's lives for as long as we can remember. He understands my character more deeply than anyone else. He must be informed.


	



	A piercing scream escapes my lips as his foot suddenly crashes onto my arm, the bone shattering beneath his weight. I collapse as my arms give way, thrashing about as he seizes my biceps and hoists me off the ground.


	



	"Go!" He urges, giving me a gentle shove towards the woods.


	



	As I struggle to find my footing, our gazes meet, and I connect with my father. He appears dishevelled, with ragged clothing and unkempt brown hair. We probably look like twins at this moment. I etch his image into my mind as I pivot and dash into the woods.


	



	With my broken arm dangling helplessly at my side and tears streaming down my face, I push through the pain and keep running. The sound of the dogs fills the air as I make my getaway, their eager whines echoing, anticipating the command from their handlers to spring into action.


	



	I leap over a small log, feeling a jolt of discomfort as my knees give way upon landing on a pile of sticks. The soles of my feet bear the scars of confinement, and the landing is causing the dry skin to tear open.


	



	I push through the discomfort and keep moving forward.


	



	With determination, I raise my strong arm to clear the branches that obstruct my path, forging ahead through the dense woods. I'm certain the creatures have picked up on my presence by now, or at the very least, they’ve detected my scent. It won't be long before I'm enveloped.


	



	No one has survived an encounter with a beast, and the gruesome aftermath they leave behind speaks volumes. Those who fall into their grasp meet a swift end. That very thought propels me deeper into the heart of the forest. The thought of meeting my end at the jaws of dogs is a grim one, yet I find myself wishing for a swift conclusion to it all.


	



	My lungs ache with every step, each breath a struggle, as my body pleads for a moment of respite. As I venture deeper into the woods, a hush envelops the surroundings, with the smaller creatures instinctively fleeing from the lurking predators. My eyes scan the surroundings, eagerly searching for them.


	



	I turn my head to the left, drawn by a flicker of movement, and my eyes settle on what appears to be a creature trailing me through the woods. While they may resemble wolves, their impressive size reveals their true nature as the more formidable predator.


	



	The individual destined to bring about my end. This creature observes me with a relaxed demeanour as I sprint, its elongated legs propelling its substantial frame ahead, guiding me towards the rest of the group.

OEBPS/Images/531511-aine-lores.jpg
WILLOW CROSS

)

AINT:





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii








