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 Chapter One.



  They sounded like dogs and when attacking they had moved like dogs. If not for the glow that came from behind their eyes and the way the earth hissed wherever their paws landed the difference would have been only in their size. These three creatures were in the form of black hunting dogs, but larger than wolves.


  Lord Regent Halen ran ahead of them and for a man approaching fifty he moved amazingly well. His daughter Varia managed to stay close to his heels despite the boots that she wore and the weight of her dress. Tresaha had never been able to understand what noble women saw in the need to wear things that were not practical. Boots were for rough terrain and not for show. Those high heels and soft soles would be the end of her if they kept this up. And the many layers of cloth that made up her dress were the other half of the insanity. High heeled boots to attract men and a dozen layers of cloth to keep their hands from finding any hint of the woman's flesh beneath.


  If these were men rather than animals chasing them then all the layers of cloth on earth would not have been able to defend her honor for more than a minute. It was funny how with men there seemed to be nothing that fed their hunger for the pocket between a woman's legs more than the smell of killing in the air. Tresaha had experienced it first hand at the far from ripe age of thirteen when one of those unnamed armies that came and went like a violent summer storm had attacked her village and three soldiers had taken turns raping her and her mother. If not for the fire that her mother had started by knocking over a lamp then perhaps the rape would have still been going on. Her mother and the soldier that she had clung to in an effort to take him along for the ride into what waited beyond life had died in the fire and Tresaha had been found a day later under scorched floor boards. Her innocents lost forever and they told her that her mind seemed to have been lost for the better part of two months afterwards. It was hunting and killing that had made her a whole person again.


  Bow hunting for deer with her uncles and later soldier hunting with those same uncles. She was small, quick and as quiet as the still air. During the two years that followed she had learned to be a formidable hunter and killer of animals that both crawled and walked upright. She would have gone on like that in the kill or be killed world that was the only one that she could imagine existing if not for being captured by this man and his family guards.


  Her uncles had picked what they believed to be an abandon estate in the southern country side at the exact moment the family and their hired armed escort returned to the place. The escort arrived ahead of the main party and had one of her uncles dead, a second fatally wounded and the third along with her on their knees under sword point. When the house filled with half a dozen jeering swordsmen Tresaha had burst into tears. She knew first hand what men like these did to girls like her and as she started to beg for death this man along with his daughter Varia, who was a few months short of her own age, entered the estate house.


  It was Varia who had yelled at the men present for making the girl cry. It was Varia who ignored the drawn swords and ran across the room to hug her protectively.
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