Capture

Zarkana has strange, disquieting dreams about a pair of pale eyes watching her in the darkness.

He had set up their camp well off the road. Screaming wouldn’t do her any good. No one would hear her, and she’d probably just end up with a sore throat.

He had left her bound and propped up between the roots of an enormous and ancient oak tree. From that vantage point, she watched him moving around the camp site, securing the horses, stoking the fire, and laying out bedrolls. She could see little of him, clad as he was in a sweeping hooded black cloak, but he appeared to be tall and lithe. He moved with a certain cat-like grace and something in the way he carried himself bespoke/suggested considerable strength. 

She could see nothing of his face which was shadowed by his hood. ….. At last he sat down on the other side of the fire from her and began to skin a rabbit. His eyes remained downcast on his work. Never once did he so much as look at her…

“Who are you?” Zarkana asked, hoping to glean some information from him.

The man said nothing.

“Who sent you?”

Still nothing. He spitted the rabbit and propped it up with a forked stick over the fire. Within minutes, it began to smell rather good. Zarkana’s stomach growled.

“Do you intend to kill me or rape me? Because if you don’t, I should like a few bites of that rabbit. I haven’t had a proper meal in weeks.”

The hooded man snorted. “If I had planned to harm you, I would have done so already,” he spoke at last. His voice was low and …..

…..

He raised his head then and smiled wolfishly,…. and the firelight flashed and danced/reflected in his strange, pale eyes, like icy pools in darkness….. 

(Or this better version…..)

Zarkana came slowly awake. Something had disturbed her sleep, but still muzzy from strange dreams (improve this), she couldn’t focus clearly on what. She opened her eyes slowly to see that her fire had died down to embers. She shivered involuntarily even though the night was still warm. 

Her mare’s hooves shifted in the dry leaves and she gave a nervous whicker. Zarkana came fully awake, sitting up slowly and reaching for her sword. Before her fingers could grasp it though, a strong hand clamped over her nose and mouth and an arm snaked around her, pinning her arms against her sides. She thrashed violently, trying to get her feet under her to spring backward on top of her attacker, hoping to knock the wind out of him and break his grip. But he held something sickly-sweet smelling in the hand over her nose, and every breath she took drew the peculiar, unpleasant scent deeper into her lungs, making her head spin with dizziness and nausea. In moments, the stifling stench had overwhelmed her. She struggled feebly for a few seconds more, her limbs becoming heavy and weak and her vision narrowing to a dark tunnel, and she then slumped back against her captor as blackness overtook her. 

She came to slowly some hours later, feeling uncomfortably restricted. She found that she was lying flat on her back on what she could smell was her own blanket, but as she tried to shift slightly, she realized in alarm that her wrists and ankles were bound. The attack came flooding back into her mind. Clammy, cold sweat sprang up on her skin as fear and adrenaline rushed through her. (More exposition on calming down needed?) Tamping down her terror, she took a few deep, steadying breaths, trying to calm herself and think straight. Panicking would definitely not help. 

Her thoughts raced all the same. First things first, she had to find out who her captor was. Her sword master had always counseled her to know her enemy, and his wisdom hadn’t failed her yet. She discarded her first guess even as it flitted through her mind. It was unlikely that any of the forest people would have caught her and trussed her up like this. They could be stealthy hunters to be sure, but they avoided outsiders and their laws as much as possible. And attacking from behind wasn’t their way. Their code of honor demanded a fair fight. (Insert details about forest dwellers somewhere near the beginning of Z’s trek…) 

The obvious answer was one of Ancastor’s men. She was sure he would have discovered her flight only hours after her departure. It could not have taken him long to have his troops finish securing the castle, and knowing his temper, she thought it was likely that he would have grown quickly impatient with the presumed silent, obstinate grief of his prize. She wondered how long he had waited before ordering the door to her chamber broken down.

She kept her breathing slow and deep while she thought. Continuing to feign her drugged sleep seemed like the safest course of inaction until she knew more. Without turning her head, she opened her eyes a tiny fraction and looked sideways from under her lashes. To her right, she saw only trees and darkness, but she could also make out the pale glimmer of her grey mare in the moonlight still tied where Zarkana had left her. The shadow of a dark horse was barely discernible a bit further back in the trees. Looking left, she could see her fire had been stoked and remade and was beginning to burn low again. She figured she had been unconscious most of the night and that dawn must not be too far off now. Beyond the fire, she could see a single dark form sitting motionless apparently watching her. Her range of vision was decidedly limited, but she could not hear or sense anyone else nearby. One horse and one man it would seem. Odd, she thought, that Ancastor would not send out a large party of men and dogs to track her.

Unless…. 

A disturbing thought had occurred to her. The last time Ancastor had visited --------------- (her castle), there had been a man in his entourage that had made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up the moment she saw him. Dressed all in black with a deep hood shadowing his face, he had followed Ancastor silently into the great hall, a grim spectre amidst the bright mail and colorful surcoats of Ancastor’s knights. He had gone down on one knee and bowed his head like the other men while her brother had welcomed Ancastor and exchanged a stiff, formal greeting. But the hooded man had not uncovered his head as he knelt. Her brother, paler than usual, had not acknowledged the breach of etiquette, and Zarkana thought he had deliberately avoided looking at the man. Later, she tried to ask her brother about him, but he told her angrily just to stay away from Ancastor and his men, especially that man, and would not say another word. 

Morbidly intrigued, Zarkana surreptitiously kept an eye on the man in black. He followed in Ancastor’s wake wherever his lord went and could always be found standing silently nearby though out of the way whenever Ancastor met with her brother or practiced in the sword yard. At meals, he kept to the shadowed corners in the feast hall, and the servants gave him a wide berth. If he ate, Zarkana never saw it. 

One evening, she spotted her sword master in the yard watching Ancastor and his men depart to the hall for supper after a practice bout. She waited until the last man had disappeared and the hooded man had fallen into step behind his lord and passed through the gates before she stole quietly across the yard. (awkward) S---- (the sword master) stood with his arms across his chest scowling at their retreating forms. He transferred his unhappy gaze to Zarkana as she approached him. 

“Shouldn’t you be in the hall with your guests?” disapproval colored his voice.

“Who is that hooded man?” she asked, ignoring his frown.

“Never you mind,” he replied curtly and turned away from her rudely, striding into the armory.

“I do mind,” she said hastening after him. “Everyone is quaking in fear at the sight of him, but no one will tell me a damn thing about him. My brother looks through him like he’s not there, the servants won’t go near him, and even Ancastor’s men seem to be afraid of him.”

“Language, Zee,” S muttered.

“Balls,” she retorted, knowing that if she got a rise out of him he might he might give her a good lecture about curiosity and maybe even why the man in black was dangerous.

“I know what you’re doing, girl,” he growled, still facing away from her, making a show of straightening shields on a rack.

“S, I’m a grown woman, the heir to this land should my brother drink himself to death without issue, and more importantly, I’m one of your pupils. Give me some credit for trying to know my enemy.”

He turned at that and looked at her shrewdly. She folded her arms and looked him straight in the eye. He hesitated a moment, and then took her by the arm, looked over his shoulder, and led her deeper into the armory to a locked room where her brother’s armor and weapons were kept. Closing the door softly behind them, he turned to face her, speaking softly.

“If your brother finds out I’ve told you this, he’ll have my head.”

“I swear I won’t say a word.”

“The man is an assassin from the assassin’s guild(/brotherhood/secret order?).”

Zarkana sucked in a breath. “I thought those were just old tales!” 

“Most people do. The old legends say they used to be men of the kings’ guard back when there were still kings. After the last king died and the kingdom was sundered, they hired themselves out as elite mercenaries. Their order was said to have died out ages ago, but I’ve heard that a few of them exist and train up a handful of new men every generation. They are few and far between and not many men can afford their services. I’d never seen one in all my years before this week. The fact that Ancastor has one is an overt threat. He’s giving notice to your brother that he’s not a man to cross.”

“Why does the assassin not uncover his head, even before his liege lord?”

“Anonymity. They rarely speak either. They function outside of the laws and hold to their own moral code. They are fiercely loyal to whoever pays them, but they can always be bought for enough coin.” 

Ancastor had more than enough coin, Zarkana thought ruefully. The dark figure on the other side of the fire had to be the assassin. Her blood felt like ice in her veins at the thought. After her talk with S, she had poured over the books in her father’s library looking for mentions of the old kings’ guards or the assassins. The references were few and far between, and those authors that did discuss the assassins did so with a terrified reverence as if the subject were taboo. But what little was written frightened Zarkana all the same. The kings’ guards had been ruthless men while in the kings’ employ, and as mercenaries they had become cold-blooded killers, men who fought to the death at their masters’ whims. They knew neither compassion nor mercy for their masters’ enemies and only buying their loyalty could protect a man from them. They were highly skilled fighters and trackers who seemed invulnerable to pain or fatigue and there were rumors of dark magic and strange rituals that leant them strength and prowess and stealth (?)… .

She took a few more calming breaths. The assassin was not out to kill her at least. She was sure she’d have been dead in her bedroll hours ago had that been his purpose. He’d had plenty of opportunities to slit her throat already. He must intend to return her to Ancastor. That was the only logical explanation. Perhaps that’s why no large force had been sent apprehend her. The assassins worked alone or so the tales said.
She lay still and quiet a while longer to mull over her options. She found that there really was only one, to escape. The assassin, despite his frightening reputation, was a mortal man, and he could be tricked, outrun, concussed, or killed like any other man. The ride back to ----- would take at least three weeks, so she had plenty of time to get away from him, but she thought the sooner she made her escape the better. She preferred to lose as little ground as possible. She would just have to keep her wits about her and make the most of any opportunity that presented itself. Having worked that much out, she found that she was less afraid, for the time being anyway.
Finding the pretense of sleep no longer necessary, she stifled a yawn and stretched as well as she was able and then sat up slowly, turning a bit to face the figure on the other side of the fire. He sat very still watching her. Or she assumed he was watching her. He sat facing her, but she could see nothing of his face hidden in the shadows of his hood. Though he was motionless, he exuded an air of predatory menace. She did not doubt that he could spring to his feet in an instant though. His stillness and his silence were unnerving. (needs finessing)
“Who are you?” she asked though she did not expect an answer. “Ancastor’s man, I assume, sent to bring his wayward broodmare home.” She could not stop the trace of bitterness that crept into her voice. 

He rose slowly to his feet, moving with an easy cat-like grace, and walked toward her. He was tall and lithe and something in the way he carried himself bespoke considerable strength. Her fear came flooding back as he approached, withdrawing a dagger from a sheath on his belt. 
“Be still,” he ordered in a low growl as she struggled to back away from him. With a quick flick, he cut the ropes binding her ankles and then stood, pulling her to her feet at the same time. She swayed for a moment, dizzy from the last lingering effects of the drug (need a better descriptor). He held her upright until she steadied on her feet, and then he led her to her mare. With surprising ease he boosted her into the saddle and quickly bound her hands to the pommel. Once she was secured to his satisfaction, he moved back to the fire and kicked dirt over the last glowing embers. 

Zarkana sat deep in the saddle and cued her mare to back up. She was tied fast though and could only move a few steps. Zarkana swore under her breath. With enough provocation, the mare could probably break the rope or her bridle, but Zarkana did not want the grey to hurt herself. She would have to get her hands free somehow. 
The assassin was back at her side in a few moments anyway leading his own mount. He untied the rope and secured it to an iron ring on his saddle. He took her reins too and held them while he mounted. 
Ride off with the dawn at their back, blahdeblah…

The morning wore on and they rode steadily west. Zarakana sat deep in her saddle, giving her mare every stealthy signal she could to go slow….
As dusk closed in around them, the assassin slowed the horses to a walk and led them off the road and into the trees. When they were no longer in sight of the road, he halted and dismounted. Quickly and efficiently, he secured the horses and stripped the saddle from his stallion. He then turned to Zarkana, freeing her from the saddle without unbinding her hands. She made a sudden move to kick him, but he spun out of her way, yanking her from the horse at the same time. She landed in a heap, surprised but unhurt. After a moment, she got awkwardly to her feet and glared at him. His was still up as ever, so she could not see his expression. 
“Let me go now, and I won’t kill you,” she said evenly. He snorted derisively. She hung her head and let her shoulders slump abjectly as if beaten and as soon as he began to turn away, she lunged for her sword hilt tucked in the bedroll now stowed behind his saddle. She was lightening quick thanks to S’s training, but he was faster still. His backhand blow sent her reeling into her mare’s flank
and clad all in black as she remembered

Attempts to kick him when he lifts her into saddle---will only work if mare is not tied? Maybe kicks him
. 

Sits up, tries to mess with rope around ankles, burns her fingers?  

Assassin calls her by name---she says, “You have the advantage over (of?) me, sir. You know my name but I do not know yours.”   (Maybe cousin’s sorcerer forces his name out of him?)

Set upon by bandits, he gives her her sword back since they are outnumbered, he saves her life at one point, fights valiantly, she almost feels sorry for him, but cuts and runs for it when she has the chance.
Attempts to kick him when he lifts her into saddle---will only work if mare is not tied? Maybe kicks him as he tries to stop her from fleeing from ambush?

