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This book contains some sensitive material: 

There are references in this book to violence against women and children, human trafficking, sexual violence against women, as well as scenes of violence against women and children, and a scene of sexual violence against women. 

If you are a victim of any of these crimes, there are resources out there to help you. None of what happened is your fault. You are valued just the way you are.

988 Hotline information: https://988lifeline.org/

Call: 988 

National Human Trafficking Hotline information: https://humantraffickinghotline.org/en

Call: 1-888-373-7888

National Domestic Violence Hotline information: https://www.thehotline.org/news/national-domestic-violence-hotline-answers-7-millionth-contact/

Call: 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

Text: “START” to 88788

National Sexual Assault Hotline information: https://rainn.org/resources

Call: 800.656.4673

Online Chat: online.rainn.org
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Prologue
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Lady Sariah Fortham headed to the Queen’s chambers. She had specifically requested that Sariah attend her this morning. Usually that meant one of two things: Sariah did something to make her angry, or the Queen had an assignment for her. She looked around as she walked down the hallway. The castle she called home was nothing to look at in terms of luxury, but was instead more functional. The hallway ended in a sturdy wooden door that was flanked by guards. 

She approached the guards and curtseyed, as was expected of a Queen’s Lady. The guards bowed to her and opened the door to the Queen’s room. Sariah was a bit apprehensive, but as a Queen’s Lady, it was nothing unusual to be asked to attend Her Majesty. She walked into the room, and took a seat on one of the plushly cushioned sofas that Queen Elliana was wont to keep for guests. Crossing her legs at the ankle and tucking them underneath her, Sariah got ready to wait. Queen Elliana wasn’t known for keeping guests waiting, but it was early enough in the morning that she might not be ready to receive yet. 

As Sariah was smoothing down the skirt on her ruby red dress, Elliana walked in with a smile. “Good morning, Lady Sariah. Thank you for coming to me so early.” Lady Sariah nodded her head in acknowledgement of her thanks.

“As always, it is my pleasure, Your Majesty.” Queen Elliana sat down across from Sariah, and leaned a bit forward in her chair. Sariah could tell that she had something important to tell her, and that from her posture, it was something she was not exactly excited to share. 

“Lady Sariah, I have a mission for you. As a Queen’s Lady, you are particularly trained in espionage.” Sariah nodded her ascent. “Lord Darian Thomas has long been in the trading game. He is a dangerous man. He controls a vast army, and is not opposed to hiring mercenaries to help him get his way.” Queen Elliana paused to collect her thoughts. “I am seeking an alliance of some type with him. A trade alliance with a power such as his would be quite beneficial to our people, and our country. I’m not sure what kind of man he is, and am afraid that he might jump straight to a marriage alliance between the two of us.” Queen Elliana appeared quite concerned about this thought. 

Lady Sariah nodded to Queen Elliana. She had an idea where this was going, but she wanted Queen Elliana to fully get her thoughts out before she decided how to respond. Taking a breath, Elliana continued, “I need you to go to his kingdom, and get some information about him. He is known as somewhat of a womanizer, so, if you’re not opposed to seducing him, it would potentially give me an out of his proposal if he insists on it.” 

Lady Sariah considered what Elliana had said. She was not opposed to using sex for information if she needed to. She was not a particularly prudish person, but she also didn’t just have sex with anyone anytime she wanted. Seeing how much it could help Queen Elliana though, she thought in this case, it could be needed. “How long would you like me to stay there?” Sariah looked up at Elliana with a determined look on her face. She had decided. 

“I would need you to go there, become known to him, and gather as much information on him and his workings as you can, in any way that you can.” Queen Elliana took Sariah’s hands in her own. “Please be careful. There are some stories out there about Lord Darian, and they are not pleasant.” 

Sariah had been trained in hand-to-hand combat, as well as with various weapons. Her body, albeit curvy, was muscled and honed. She was a fighting machine when she needed to be. “I’ll be careful, Your Majesty, I promise.” She bent down and kissed Queen Elliana’s hand. “I will leave tomorrow morning, and will send word once my work has been completed.” Sariah stood up, and then curtseyed, waiting for the Queen to pardon her. 

“Thank you, Lady Sariah. I shall look forward to any reports you are able to send.” Queen Elliana motioned with her hand, and Sariah left the room, already packing her trunk in her head. She knew that Queen Elliana would have to send a letter of introduction since Sariah was not invited to Lord Darian’s court. Sariah walked down the hall, hoping that this mission would not take too horribly long, and she’d be able to return home soon.
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Chapter One
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A man climbed up a small mountain face to a cave that he knew was just up ahead. He had a woman slung over his shoulder, her wrists and ankles bound together so that she would not fall as he climbed. The cave was a secluded place, in the middle of a forest, on the border of two lands. A major road ran through these forests, a trading road. 

He reached the landing where the mouth of the cave was. It was a natural landing, one that only someone who knew where the cave was would be able to find. It had been used in the past by lovers for trysts, and by bandits for a hideout. Today it would be used for a different purpose. Setting the woman down near the ledge, he scoped out the cave.

He stood silhouetted against the entrance of the cave. He was speaking to himself. “I’m not sure where to go from here. My world is shattered.” He began pacing a bit as he spoke. “My love is gone. She didn’t die, oh no. She decided to leave me. Betray me. She was bound to another. Another man, another woman, I don’t know. I don’t care.” He paused his pacing, and looked towards the back of the cave. “I would have given my life for you. Died for you. Killed for you. And yet, what do you do? You leave.” He looked back out of the cave.

“There’s only one thing left to do. If I can’t have you, no one can.” He turned away from the view; the sun was just coming up over the forest, and he looked towards the back of the cave again. She lay there, unconscious. “I’ll wait. I want to see your face when you realize what is coming. You need to pay. You need to feel the pain that I feel, knowing that we’ll be apart.” He put his hand on his chest over his heart. “You tore my heart out, and ripped it to pieces. You’ll learn. And you’ll die.” 

Sariah clenched her fist and winced in pain. She was laying on a cold stone floor. She couldn’t remember how she got here, why, or even where she was. She laid still, taking stock. She could tell she’d been in a fight. Her head was sore; someone got a good blow in there. Her ribs too. She’d be surprised if she didn’t have a cracked rib. Her hair was loose around her head- someone had ripped out the bindings, leaving her long, raven black hair to create a halo around her head. She was lying on her stomach, and she closed her eyes against the lit sky. Even though she was in a cave she was pretty sure the day was dawning. She could tell that much from the smell of the air, and the way the light permeated it.

She heard movement from the direction of what she assumed was the mouth of the cave, and she immediately froze. She was not alone. She did not know what her situation was, or if she was with friend or foe. Assuming her company is the one who brought her here, either they rescued her from an unfortunate situation, or they were the one who gave her the aches and pains, and put her in her current predicament. She shifted a little, trying to feel if any of her weapons were still there. Her belt was missing, which meant that her short sword and at least one of her daggers had been stripped from her. She flexed her calves a bit, trying to make it look like she was just stretching. Dammit. They took her boot knives too. She could tell her leather bracers were off her wrists, so they also got her throwing knives. Whomever was in the cave with her did not want her to wake up armed. 

Her situation still did not tell her if she was with friend or foe. Since she was moving around, she assumed that they knew she was awake, or at least waking up. She was sore enough that moving very quickly would be painful, but since she didn’t think anything was broken, she thought she could manage it. The one question was whether or not she had a concussion. If she had a concussion, all bets were off. 

Whomever it was, they were waiting patiently. Whether it was not to startle her into action, or for some other purpose she wasn’t sure. But she knew she’d have to act soon. She was stiffening up on the floor, and moving quickly would soon not be an option. She tilted her head up a little so that she could observe her watcher through the curtain of her hair. All she could see clearly was that he wore soft, grey riding boots, those of the wealthy, and that he was definitely a man. No crests or signs that could tell her who was with her. 

“M’lord!” The call came from a long way off, and the person calling was clearly shouting. “Dammit all to hell.” The blood in Sariah’s veins turned to ice. She knew that voice, intimately. “What is it?!” he yelled down to whomever was calling to him. He clearly did not know that she had awoken, and for that she was grateful. She knew that when she faced him, she would have to have her wits about her, or she would fail. 

If looks could kill, Darian would have the head of the page riding towards him. “I told all of you that I was not to be disturbed. My business with Sariah is of the utmost importance.” He yelled down to the page. He started mumbling to himself again. “I need to see her. See the truth in her eyes, hear it in her voice... right before I run her through with my sword. Or, maybe, I’ll embrace her, almost as if to kiss her. Start to tell her everything is alright before stabbing her in the back with one of her own daggers.” He turned to look at Sariah’s unconscious form again. “You came fully armed, and I have to admire the amount of steel, as well as the quality of the steel that you carry.” 

He rubbed his hand over his mouth. “Is it any wonder I fell for you? The idea of your betrayal makes me see red, literally. I want to bathe in your blood as it sprays from your body. Maybe that could wash away this hurt; the pain I feel when thinking of my woman... MY woman.” He was so angry that he was almost panting at this point. He was also pacing again. Sariah was still holding as still as possible. She could not believe what she was hearing from his lips. He sounded like a madman.

“You belong to me. You know you belong to me. Why would you ever try to leave?” He paused for a moment, and looked at her before continuing with his tirade. “Your blood, covering me, is the only thing I believe that could cleanse me of your love. Your enchantment. I know that there is no way that I could be this obsessed with any woman without magic being involved. I am such a great man, and have so many people that I worry about other than myself- why would I focus on this... this... scrap of a girl? One who was oh so far below me.” 

Sariah was angry and worried by the words she heard. She thought that she could take him in a fight if they were on even ground, with equal weapons, or hell, if she was armed at all, but now? With him having the advantage of her? She honestly wasn’t sure. She focused on her breathing, making sure to breathe steady, even breaths so he would think she was still out. 

“M’Lord!” the page shouted again. Darian snarled, showing his teeth at the boy. “I'll be down shortly. Leave me be.” He began to turn away from the boy, but another voice called out. “Lord Darian! Your King commands your presence, immediately!” Darian froze, his head still turned towards Sariah, clearly thinking his options over. Sariah held her breath, while the man before her considered his options. She heard his footsteps come nearer, and knew it was not going to end well for her... If only she knew what to do or say to him, if she could remind him of their love... but words failed her. 

He stopped right next to her. He made no move, no sound. Finally, he tapped his fingers on his leg, as he was wont to do when we was contemplating something. In one swift move, he reached down and grabbed Sariah’s hair, exposing her neck. He slipped one of the daggers he took from her into his palm. “Your bracers are quite ingenious,” he admitted. “I will have to replicate their design.” Sariah was struggling against him, but in order to hold her still, he put one of his boots in the small of her back. He looked into her grey eyes- icy as the ocean waters in a winter storm, and without saying anything, slit the knife along her throat, spilling her blood on the ground below her. He smiled and wiped the blood off the blade with a kerchief, slid the blade back into the bracer, and walked towards the entrance of the cave. 

Sariah tried to gasp- she couldn’t get enough air. When he had dropped her back to the stone, her face landed in the hot pool of her own blood. She looked towards the mouth of the cave, watching him walk away. The small smile that he gave her right before he slit her throat was pure evil. It was a smile that he had given her many times before, but usually it was reserved for the bedroom, before he did wicked things that made her gasp and writhe in pleasure. As the cold set in, Sariah couldn’t believe that this was the end. She felt she had barely lived. She had so much left that she wanted to accomplish. Her vision began to go dark. She reached one hand out towards the mouth of the cave, beseeching. Not to him, oh no. She knew she’d get no mercy from him. Whom she was reaching out to, she wasn’t sure, but she knew she needed someone, and that no one was going to come for her. As the last breath shuddered out of her body, Darian had made it to the mouth of the cave, looked back once, and walked away.
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Chapter Two
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Slowly, light and sound came back. The aches and pains that Sariah had felt before were multiplied substantially. Her head felt like it was going to explode. She breathed slowly, checking for additional damage. What had happened? She remembered waking up in the cave, remembered someone with her, and then.... Nothing. She heard a strange scratching near her head, and gingerly tilted it up so she could see what it was. 

A small black crow hopped towards her, its claws making the scratching noise she heard. Its glossy black feathers reflected what little light there was of the day. When it was a few inches away from her face, it tilted its head at her, looking at her with one eye, and then the other. It opened its mouth to let out a caw, but no sound came out. Sariah shut her eyes, and just focused on breathing. If the carrion crows had come for her, she knew she was done for. When she turned her head back, she realized that the stone under her cheek was sticky. She grimaced, and made to wipe her face, but stopped. She was laying in a pool of a viscous substance. It looked black, and had an odd smell to it. 

Slowly, since her body still ached so badly- it felt like she’d been run over by a herd of horses- she sat up. She looked over to where she had last seen the crow, and it was still sitting there, this time completely still, with all of its attention focused on her. She made a shooing motion with her hand. Since she was obviously still alive, this crow was going to be deprived of its dinner. 

Rather than flee, the crow merely cocked its head at her again, as if to say, “Really?” Sariah sighed, and turned away from the crow. It was clearly no threat to her. She surveyed her surroundings, but they looked the same as she remembered- a stone cave, fairly small, with one end open to the darkening sky. Sariah frowned. When she woke up before, day had just been breaking. Now, it seemed the sun was setting. How long had she been out? She looked herself over best she could in the gloom, using her hands to assist her search when something felt particularly tender. 

She realized as she took inventory that the stuff she was lying in was all over her front. She sighed again. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone home covered in some unknown goo. At least this should come off fairly easily as long as she didn’t leave it too long. She moved to get up, when she realized that she still didn’t have her weapons. She felt around on the floor, getting herself out of the sticky substance, but to no avail. Whomever had been with her before must have taken them. That stung. She usually carried a small arsenal with her, all of which was quality steel. It would cost her dear to replace her blades. She also had a small emotional hitch, and frowned at the cave. While she didn’t love her blades per se, she was attached to them. And learning a new blade took some time. So, to her? This was a blow.

Sariah stood up, feeling a bit unsteady, closed her eyes and just held still for a moment, hoping for her vision to stop spinning. All of a sudden, she had a flash of memory, like a dream, but she was still awake. It was Darian, giving her that wicked smile she loved so much. But this time, rather than giving her pleasant tingles, she felt dread. She got chills and felt sick to her stomach. She grabbed her stomach with both hands and doubled-over some, feeling like she'd just taken a fist to her belly. 

She heard that small scratching again, and cracked one eye open, seeing the crow hopping towards her. “You're still here, hm?” The sound of her own voice shocked her into standing up straight. She instantly regretted that decision, and stumbled over to one of the cave walls. She used the wall to hold herself up, and looked over at the crow. It cocked its head at her again, and opened its mouth with that silent caw. Sariah's voice, which had once been called smooth as warmed whiskey by some, was raspy and gravelly. It reminded her, honestly, of the sound of a crow’s caw. 

Pursing her lips and looking down at the cave of the floor, Sariah shakingly reached a hand up to her throat. Not sure what she was expecting to find, but needing to explore it anyways, all she felt was the black stuff from the cave floor, and her own smooth skin. Well, almost. She also felt a line across her skin, like she had fallen asleep with a blanket under her. Again, she had that feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach, but she couldn't figure out what was causing it. Looking up from the floor, Sariah cast her eyes to the mouth of the cave. She was not looking forward to figuring out how to get home from here. She was not even sure where “here” was. She had a feeling that she had a long walk ahead of her. 

Sariah let out a deep, rattling sigh. Jumping a little at the sound, she looked at the crow again. “Well, that's going to take some getting used to.” She paused and cleared her throat before continuing. “What do you think? Wanna come for a walk?” The crow cocked its head at her again before spreading its wings and taking off out of the cave. Great. Now she was alone again. Even though the crow couldn't talk back, having something there with her was a small comfort. “Guess not. Okay, no worries. I’ve got this.”

Sariah slowly and shakily stepped towards the mouth of the cave, using the cave walls to help make sure that she wouldn't fall and injure herself further. Eventually, she made it out, and into the night air. For she had indeed been right, night had fallen, and the last of the sun's rays could just be seen on the horizon. She took a deep breath, and felt a little tickle in her throat, which made her bend over in a coughing fit. She was glad she still had been holding on to the side of the cave wall, otherwise, she might have tumbled over the edge.

Looking around, Sariah realized that she was in a cave that was on a rocky mountain face. She wasn't too far up, and would be able to make it to the ground, even in her injured state, but if she had fallen, it would most definitely have hurt. She took in her surroundings, trying to see any landmarks or signs of humanity that could help guide her. She sat down at the edge of the cave, deciding to wait a few minutes to see if smoke from any fires would become visible as people began needing the light. 

A very patient woman, Sariah took a few more breaths, starting shallow, and then deepening them each time she breathed in. By slowly expanding her lungs, she found she was able to breathe easier, and avoid further coughing fits. She had her legs crossed, and her hands were on her knees. She looked out again over the trees, and closed her eyes, trying to get her equilibrium back. Something big had happened, she felt, and it left her uneasy that she couldn’t remember it.

Sariah heard a rustle in the air, and opened her eyes. She looked around for a moment before she spotted her little feathered friend. The small crow landed next to her on the stone. “You're going to need to find a place to rest, friend. Crows are day birds- you'll have trouble seeing soon.” The crow ruffled the feathers on its head and blinked at Sariah. Sariah thought the little bird odd, but then again, she wasn't about to turn it away. She had been hoping that maybe her voice would return fairly quickly. It sounded almost like she’d been yelling too much. Since it hadn’t happened so far, she thought maybe if she could find something to drink, it would help.  

Sariah sat by the entrance to the cave for a while, looking for signs of life. She eventually spotted the smoke from a fire not too far away. Must be a hunting camp, she thought. She made the decision to head that direction, hoping that she could at least gain some insight as to her location from whoever was bedding down in the forest. She stood up, and made to reach down for the crow. It made a short flight to her shoulder, however, seeming not to want to be alone, either. Well, at least she had a traveling companion, even if it was a silent one. The crows' claws dug gently into Sariah's shoulder, not enough to cause pain, but enough that she wouldn't forget that they were there. She stood up straight, and made one last look around the cave. Not seeing anything of hers in the cave, or anything useful, she got down on her hands and knees, turned towards the cave, and started to climb down to the ground.

Sariah slowly climbed her way down the rock face. She wasn't up very high, thank goodness, but without leather gloves, and with her sore body, the climb took longer than she'd usually have liked. She also picked up several scrapes and bruises from the rocks, since she was climbing barehanded. Her crow friend occasionally flew off her shoulder and back as she climbed. She wasn't sure if it was getting upset at being jostled, or just wanting to look around. Either way, it didn't stray far, and always came back to her. 

When Sariah's feet touched solid ground, she let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. She found herself ensconced in trees, the base of the hill or mountain- she wasn't sure which, having been covered in growth. Sariah paused for a moment to take in her surroundings. While she didn't feel like she was being pursued, she was always cautious. And with her current memory lapse, she wanted to be extra cautious.

When she detected no unusual noises for a forest at dusk, she picked the direction she thought most likely to lead her to the hunting camp, and set off. She had little trouble seeing- full dark hadn't set in yet, and she had seen a waxing moon cresting the night sky as she climbed down. Having grown up near the forest, she was no stranger to nighttime among the trees. She was carefully stepping so that she wouldn’t trip over any tree roots or fallen branches. The toes of her boots would be shiny, having rubbed so many rocks by the time she was out of the forest.

Her crow friend ruffled its feathers again as it huddled down on her shoulder, closer to her neck. Crows don’t have the best night vision as a rule, and they were a particular favorite prey for owls, so, it was not a surprise that the crow wanted to be as close to her as possible. As far as crows go, it was on the small side. She reached her hand up towards the crow, and the crow gave her a small nip. It wasn’t painful, and seemed almost playful. Sariah knew that she’d have to figure out what was going on with this crow at some point, but for now, she was happy enough for the company. 

After walking for a while in the same direction, Sariah began to see a glow a little off to the right of the path she was forging. She slowed her pace to help hinder any excess noise that she was making. Soon, she also smelled smoke from a fire. She paused to consider the situation. She knew she was almost upon the camp, but, not knowing who or what she would find, she didn’t want to stumble into something that she couldn’t handle. While she was unarmed, as a member of the Queen’s Ladies, Sariah was trained from her adolescence in hand-to-hand combat. While many thought that the Queen’s Ladies were merely pretty handmaidens that helped the queen, in reality, they were her additional bodyguards. Why send a Queen into a ladies only area with no one to guard her? The Queen’s Ladies fixed this problem. 

Even though Sariah was good without a weapon, she was still a young lady, and was smaller than most men. She knew that she had physical limitations in terms of hand-to-hand combat, and would hate to find herself among a large group of burly men who showed intent to harm- or worse. Part of Sariah’s training was subterfuge, so she had very little trouble switching over to a slower and quieter walk. She took her time, measuring each step carefully so as to not break any sticks, or rustle any leaves and give her position away.

As she neared the clearing that the camp had made, Sariah crouched lower to the ground to survey the scene. Her feathery friend held utterly still as she creeped towards a tree that would shield her while she took stock. She heard some soft nickering not far off, and a couple of large bodies shifting. Horses, and they knew she was there. There was very little noise in the clearing which was a bit unusual for a camp, unless, like their horses, they too knew she was there. Senses on high alert, Sariah inched closer to the tree. She wasn’t expecting the scene that unfolded before her eyes. She stopped, and considered what she had found.

A single man sat on a fallen log that he had dragged near his fire. His head was bowed, his long hair swung forward over his shoulders. He was wearing a cream colored linen tunic shirt, and grey leather pants. His boots were black leather, and appeared well-made. She couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders were broad, and his pants were tight enough that she saw he had very muscular legs. He held a stoneware mug in his hands, light grey with a seemingly random blue decorative design on it. His hands looked rough, with dirt on his knuckles and around his nails. He appeared to be dozing, or maybe drunk. However, Sariah would not leave her life to chance. She would proceed as if he were awake, aware, and ready to fight. There was no food currently on the fire, but she saw the remnants of a hastily-made spit with the remainder of dinner on it set off to the side.

Sariah’s stomach rumbled, but she pushed her hunger down. She couldn’t afford to steal food right now- not with the man so close, and her not knowing what he was doing there. She wasn't starving, just hungry, so she must have eaten within the last twenty-four hours. She saw the horses that she had heard on her approach on the far side of the man, tied together with a lead, and then the lead tied to a tree. They had packs on the ground near them, and while their blankets were still on their backs, they were currently unsaddled. Seeing the packs, Sariah realized that this was a traveling vendor, or a merchant who was moving wares. He was likely to be armed to protect his goods. She looked back at the man, and found his bright green eyes staring at her. She froze immediately, not even breathing. She felt the prick of a blade at her throat at the same moment. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Sariah slowly held her hands up to show she wasn’t armed. “Stand up. Slowly.” The voice was male, and tense. Sariah stood up, trying not to move as much as possible. The man clearly knew what he was doing with his blade, and while the point was still on her skin, he did not cut her. She moved to turn around, and he pressed the blade a bit more firmly. “No. Don’t turn around. Walk forward. Towards the fire.” Something nudged her a bit in the small of her back.

Sariah didn’t have much choice, with that blade at her throat, and so she walked forward. The crow shifted a bit, but also held very still on her shoulder. As she walked into the clearing, and came somewhat into view, the man by the fire looked her over, but said nothing. “I’m going to frisk you for weapons.” Sariah nodded slightly so that the man behind her knew that she had heard him, without making enough movement to startle him, or make the blade pierce her skin. Seeing her acceptance, his hands made a businesslike but thorough perusal of her body and clothing for any weapons she might be carrying. Finding none, he stepped back, removing the blade from her throat. “You may turn now.”

Turning slowly, and keeping her hands raised, she saw the man who had managed to take her by surprise. He was dressed in all black leather, and had a balaclava style mask on, so that all she could see were his eyes. And what eyes they were. Rich velvety brown with flecks of amber like warmed whiskey. His skin was tan, and that’s all that she could tell. He was dressed for night stalking, and he looked every inch the predator he was embodying. He wore a black leather vest that had convenient straps, loops, and pockets on it so that he could store weapons or items. His pants were tight but she could tell would allow easy movement. While she was looking him over, he did his own perusal, a frown appearing on his face, and getting darker by the second.

The crow ruffled its feathers, and let out its silent caw at the dark man. He scowled at the crow and Sariah both. “You’re a lot younger than I expected. And unarmed. Are you a vagrant?” He seemed genuinely confused by Sariah’s appearance. Well, that made two of them. If she could answer him as to why she was unarmed, she’d be happy to. Sariah put her hands down slowly, since he had seen for himself that she had no weapons to reach for. 

She had to clear her throat twice before she could reply confidently. “Sir, I mean neither you nor your companion harm.” She paused a moment, and cocked her head a bit, deciding what to say. “I am unsure of my direct location, and seem to have lost my way.” When you’re not sure of whom you’re facing, or what they might already know of you, try to stick as close to the truth as possible. Sariah didn’t feel any threat from these men, but she had no idea how she had arrived in that cave or where her weapons had gone, so she knew she needed to be cautious.

The dark man looked a moment at his companion before considering the slight girl before him. He rubbed his hand over his mouth, and then remembered that he still had his balaclava on. He slipped the hood off, revealing his face. His look was still stern as he took her in.

Sariah looked his face over after he removed his hood. He had long black hair, braided down his back. Dark eyebrows over his eyes, with a scar just below his left eye. Strong cheekbones, and a long straight nose. Full lips that were over a squared chin. He was not handsome in a conventional way, but he had a roguish look about him- although his outfit could be giving him that air. However, Sariah remembered the way he handled his blade, which she now saw was a dagger he still held in his hand. He also had a longsword that she saw now at his side, and thought better of the outfit. This man knew what he was about. And roguish seemed to be the right word for him. She shifted a bit from foot to foot as the men scrutinized her.

He considered her again before looking behind her at his companion. “Well, my lord, what do you want to do?” Sariah’s mouth opened a bit in surprise at the question. She had pegged the situation completely wrong. Sariah turned slowly to the man behind her, giving a slight curtsey. He gave her a regal nod of his head before pulling his hair back into a ponytail at the base of his skull. His hair was the color of honey- not quite brown, but not blond either. He had sat his mug down, and was looking Sariah over carefully.

“What’s your name, girl?” He didn’t say girl with any sort of inflection, just using it as a moniker since he did not have a name for her. She could tell he meant no offense. 

Sariah dipped into a courtly curtsey as she responded, “Lady Sariah Fortham, m’lord. Member of the Queen’s Ladies to her majesty Queen Elliana Grace of Blackmore.” She stayed in her curtsey as was the custom. Since the man was above her rank, she needed to wait for him to make the first move. The silence in the clearing was deafening. She was not the only one who had misjudged the situation. She raised her eyes a bit to the man by the fire. His jaw was slack in shock, before he quickly recovered.

He shook his head slightly, as if to clear the fog from his mind. “Forgive us, m’lady. We had no idea that you were of the nobility. There are bandits about, and with our goods, we must be cautious.” He motioned to the horses as he spoke, and he was contrite in his response. Sariah stood from her courtesy and gave his apology a nod of her head. “I am Lord Heath Sandram, and this is my friend and guard, Sir Javier Rahul.” She turned to glance again at the man at her back. He put an arm across his midsection, and bowed to her in a very gentlemanly way. His scowl had disappeared, but he still frowned at her slightly. Behind her, Lord Heath spoke again, “Please, tell us how you came to be here with no escort and no belongings but the clothes on your back, and what we can do to assist you.”

Sariah turned back to Lord Heath, and placed her hands together demurely in front of her. She knew the reputation that the Queen’s Ladies had, and she knew how to play her part. “My lord, I am honestly not sure how I came to be here. I woke up not far from here with no escort and no horse. I am clearly in riding clothes, so, as far as I can discern, I was out riding, and perhaps was thrown by my horse. I do not seem to be injured badly, although I am a bit sore. I saw the smoke from your fire from where I woke up, and decided to see if I could find help.” She lowered her eyes, and stood still, waiting for a response. She was still mostly in the shadows, having only stepped into the clearing far enough for the men to have made out that she was no threat to them.

“Come closer to the fire my lady. It sounds like you have had quite the ordeal.” Lord Heath motioned to the log he sat on, and made for her to sit near him. She assumed that he meant for her to join him to ascertain more of her story. She was weary, and hungry, and the company would be welcome, although she would stay on her guard. Something about this situation didn’t quite seem real, although as far as she was able to tell, everything was above board.

As Sariah walked further into the clearing, and came closer to the fire, the men saw her more clearly, and she quickly found the blade pressed against her throat again. Startled by their response, she froze, putting her hands back up. The crow on her shoulder took flight at her sudden stop and the men's movement, and settled on a branch above the group. Sariah wondered what had caused them to react this way. She really was a Queen’s Lady, so that could not be in question. “What are you playing at?” Sir Javier snarled at her from behind. The look on Lord Heath’s face had likewise turned
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