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Chapter 1- Friday
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A ball of bright, orange fire shot twenty feet into the air over the center of the aged brick mansion! Seconds later, another blast from the west end of the building lit up the early evening gloom despite the mild rain. The force of the blasts shook the hilly countryside in every direction. Looking over the shoulder of the brute whose thick fingers squeezed her throat so tightly she began to see spots, Jiara Caspianne watched her family home being engulfed by flames. She felt the searing heat, even from this distance. The scorched air stung her face as the radiant wave slammed into her and her assailant.

The shockwaves caught them at the edge of the woods, two hundred yards from the back of the house. She offered silent thanks for not being far enough from the explosion to be spared the impact because the second blast knocked her and the heavily armed, hugely-muscled man from their feet, finally freeing her throat from his unyielding, vice-like grip. Her body fell in a gasping heap on the rock-strewn, muddy river bank.

She took advantage of the fact that she could once more breathe to gulp in several deep breaths. Unfortunately, the rolling cloud of heated air did her more harm than good, searing her throat as if she'd swallowed fire. Before she could deal with the bloody wound in her side or the damage to her throat, she first had to escape the thug with the trimmed, black mustache and goatee stalking toward her once more.

"Don't even think about trying to save them! No survivors; no witnesses," a second tall, slender man, this one with light hair and a disfigured hand, shouted at her from the top of the embankment.

Jiara recognized him as the man who'd murdered her father only minutes earlier. He'd somehow mistaken her for one of the stable hands. Perhaps having her hair pulled up beneath a riding cap, wearing non-descript black boots, and being covered by a jacket that effectively protected her slender, curved, body from in-depth scrutiny, presented a more masculine appearance than she realized. A stroke of good luck! Additionally, she wore black riding gloves and tan riding pants made from a stretchy material that accentuated the athletic contour of her legs. An infrequent sight amongst women, a visible wooden handle, wrapped in black leather cording, stuck out of a black sheath strapped to her outer, left thigh. Concealed inside the leather sheath, a scalloped, six-inch hunting blade normally offered her protection in dangerous situations. The overcast skies and dim evening light made it easy for her to understand how the thug mistook her gender.

She reached for her knife again only to have her hand knocked aside before she could draw the blade. She ducked to the left, but not in time to avoid a second knife strike to her side, nearly on top of the first. Pain exploded through her torso, and she jerked further to the side. Not realizing where her feet landed, she wrenched her ankle where it'd become lodged between two large rocks. She was quickly learning how unforgiving the terrain on this side of the river could be! If you sought a soft landing in grass, you wouldn't find it this close to the water. Oddly, she wondered why her father had chosen to edge the river with rocks in such a way. Natural grass would've been easier to maintain and less damaging to those who fell upon it.

At the precise moment the burly man yanked his knife from Jiara's side, preparing for a third and final strike, repercussions from another explosion knocked him off balance a second time. He tumbled forward, toward the river. Aided by a swift kick in the rear from her uninjured foot, her assailant fell. He attempted to catch himself, but his forehead slammed into a nearby rock. Blood immediately painted the stone's surface in addition to an area further down where the man's own knife had been jammed into his chest. Her assailant died with a wide-eyed, startled expression on his face.

She struggled to free her foot, crawled down to the river, and threw herself into the frigid water, letting the current carry her deeper into the woods, away from the burning manor in which she'd lived most of her life.
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ANDOR TENNETT HAD STOPPED his black stallion near the river for a drink when the first explosion rocked the hills in the distance. The disturbance came from the Caspianne property on the opposite side of the river that served as a border between two countries. However, this wasn't the first time he had seen smoke rise above the manor. He chuckled, wondering what entertaining antics had caused the ruckus this time. Did one of the cooks try to deep fry a turkey on the gas stove again and blow up half the house? Had the owner's flamboyant brother failed yet another attempt to make his own fireworks? Though he'd only met the owner, Daniel Caspianne, once that he could recall, he'd lived next to the family most of his life. He thought he knew a lot about the man and his family based on the happenings he observed at their estate.

He glanced at the distant glow through the trees. Given the brightness and the amount of space it occupied on the horizon, it had to be a good-sized fire this time. The only structure of his neighbor's large enough to burn that brightly was the main house. Heedless of the property damage, because the Caspianne family was as wealthy as his own, Andor hoped no one had been hurt and prayed the light rain would help douse the flames.

As he stood there watching the distant fire, he heard the rumble of a vehicle on the opposite bank rapidly approaching his location. He instinctively stepped to the side, making it difficult for anyone to spot him without more than a cursory glance. The last thing he needed was someone to inform his parents he'd been caught spying on the Caspianne estate again. They believed they'd broken him of the habit in his teens. He'd hate to disappoint them with that failure.

The dark green jeep stopped directly across from his position. Andor spotted a man at the top of the embankment, whom he hadn't previously seen, and couldn't discern the man's features from his lower vantage point. However, when three large men with automatic weapons jumped out of the vehicle, Andor's brow furrowed. He ducked fully behind a tree, dropped into a crouch, and listened to the gruff voices. His instincts told him this wasn't the initial frivolity he'd assumed to be happening across the river.

"He was out here along this line of trees," the first man explained.

"Who is it?"

"A stable boy escaped into the woods."

Andor looked over as one of the men with a short black beard and full mustache, wearing military fatigues, stepped into the beam of the jeep's headlights. The other man making his way toward the water was dressed in a similar outfit, though he had thick, brown curls and no facial hair. The third man stayed close to the jeep, beside the man who'd waved them down. Andor didn't get a good look at the features of this last man. All he could discern was that the last man was tall and slender compared to the bulk of his companions.

"No survivors; no witnesses," the first man called as he and his associates walked along the water's edge.

Clearly, the men were mercenaries. They were fanning out to locate their missing teammate and the stable boy who'd slipped their grasp. Andor waited with a patience tailored over years of boring meetings and tedious classes. He'd learned early in life that rash action seldom obtained the desired results. In this case, he wanted to avoid being seen. He didn't want to be a witness to whatever terrible incident had taken place on foreign soil. Neither he nor his parents needed that kind of trouble!

After ten minutes of unsuccessful searching, the men piled into the jeep and moved their search further down the river. Andor let out a deep breath as the vehicle disappeared over a hill.

"That was too close for comfort, ole boy! What do you say, Venom? Want to get out of here?"

He patted his stallion's neck as he tried to ignore the sense of unease nagging him. Taking the reins in one hand, he began to walk the horse in the direction opposite that which the jeep had gone. He wanted no part in his neighbor's mess! Yet, a part of him believed trouble had invaded the Caspianne household, and he felt compelled to verify their safety. That part of him lost the mental coin toss as Andor continued to walk his horse.

Venom whinnied and tossed his head as they passed a sodden mass on his side of the river.

"Whoa! Easy boy!" Andor stroked the horse's mane and spoke calmly.

"Don't get spooked on me. We're too far from the cabin to..."

The sodden mass twitched and a soft moan issued from it, startling the high-spirited horse. Venom jerked his reins free and bolted away from the water.

"Damn it, Venom! Come back here!" Andor shouted.

He put his fingers to his mouth and whistled loudly several times, all to no avail. The stallion became a rapidly disappearing speck in the far trees. Stomping his foot in frustration, knowing he'd have to walk three miles back to his cabin in the woods, he glanced down to see what it was that had put him in this predicament.

His gaze fell upon a mud-covered, slender form, soaked and shivering on the wet ground.

Great! He thought.

Apparently, he'd stumbled across the missing stable boy who, at first glance, appeared to be exhausted. Andor considered leaving him there in the mud. It'd serve the boy right for scaring Venom. Then again, it wasn't the boy's fault. His faithful horse had always been a bit willful. If those men returned and found this boy, he would be killed for sure! Andor doubted he'd be able to live with himself if that happened. 

"Hey, can you hear me?"

He knelt and nudged the boy's shoulder with his hand.

"Are you okay? Can you stand?"

All Andor received in response was another soft moan. Not looking forward to the prospect, he reached out and tugged the boy's surprisingly light body up from the ground, leaning over so the torso and head fell across his left shoulder while he held the legs tightly against his chest.

"I'll carry you, but if I find out later you could've walked, you're going to be mucking out my stables for a month!"

******
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"UMPPH!"

What little air her lungs held whooshed out in a rush as Jiara landed on the hard floor with a thud that jarred her already pain-ridden body.

"Get yourself cleaned up, Kid, and come find me when you're done."

She heard the not unkind voice before a door closed and the echo of footsteps marched away from the room. She attempted to force her eyes open, but they simply refused to cooperate. She managed to roll over onto her back, though even that slight movement made her woozy.

Come on, Jia! Get yourself up and get moving! She silently encouraged herself.

She'd already lost a lot of blood! If she didn't get medical help soon, she'd be in serious trouble! Furthermore, she had no idea if the person who'd deposited her unceremoniously on the floor knew her identity. She couldn't show her face anywhere that someone might recognize her. Mustering her determination, she opened her eyes and looked around to find herself on a hardwood floor, surrounded by a tub, sink, and commode.

Okay, that's not so bad. Maybe there's a medicine cabinet.

Very slowly, she inched her body across the floor until she could pull herself into an upright position with her back against the wall. When she glanced down, a trail of red smeared the wooden planks in her wake.

Jiara bent her knees and tried to put her weight on both feet. The resultant pain in her left ankle felt as if she'd touched it to a high voltage line. She bit back the involuntary scream that threatened to give away her injured status. Then, with no minor amount of difficulty, she maneuvered herself to a standing position with all of her weight resting on her right foot.

Yes! That's a start, she thought.

She grinned and prayed she could stay upright long enough to find a towel to help staunch her bleeding and perhaps a washcloth to remove a portion of the grime caked on her face.

******
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ANDOR WALKED OVER TO the kitchen to wash his hands and change his shirt after carrying the wet and muddy bundle all the way back to his cabin. After depositing the stable boy in the bathroom, he'd spent another half an hour locating Venom and getting the horse tethered and fed. He'd tossed his hunting bow onto the table when he first entered the cabin, anticipating waxing the string while he waited for his burden to emerge from the bathroom.

"So much for target practice today," he said as he pulled his pale gray t-shirt over his head of thick, black hair and stretched his tight shoulders and arms.

Before he tossed the shirt aside, he saw a large stain spreading all the way over the left shoulder. It wasn't until he pulled the shirt up for closer inspection that he noticed the vast amount of blood smeared on his own hands.

"Good Lord! No wonder the kid didn't squirm much!"

Andor turned and rushed back to the bathroom where he'd carelessly tossed the boy to the floor. When he threw open the door and stepped forward, he ran into something solid, which subsequently fell to the floor in an ungraceful flailing of arms and legs, pulling him down as well. He landed heavily on top of the muddy, gangly boy. 

"Hey! Ump! Geez, Kid, I'm sorry. I didn't expect you to be that close to the door."

He rolled over to extract himself. Much to his displeasure, his bare chest was now wet, muddy, and smeared with blood.

"I had no idea you were hurt, or I never would've plopped you down like that! Why didn't you say anything? Where's your wound?"

Andor adjusted his position to kneel beside the boy and started running his hands across the kid's stomach. Surprisingly, his guest pushed his probing hands away at each subsequent attempt.

"Listen! If you don't let me help, you're not going to make it through the night! The amount of your blood on my shirt instead of inside of you is enough to determine your tank is at least half empty. You'll be lucky if you live! Is that what you want?"

He finally managed to catch his rescuee's tiny wrists and hold firm until the boy's struggling ceased, which only took a minute. He had to give the boy credit for being able to muster that much strength given how severe his injury must be.

He watched the boy for a moment longer before releasing his hands. The boy lay still on the floor, equestrian helmet askew on his head, and a few strands on long, muddy, possibly brown hair stuck to his face. Wide, blue, frightened eyes now stared up at him from beneath unusually long lashes.

"I won't touch you again if you'll show me the source of all this blood."

Andor tried a different approach. The last thing he wanted to do was stress the boy any further. He could only imagine what the kid must've already endured.

The boy's hands went to the hem of his once-white shirt, now stained red across the lower half, and lifted it up on his left side until two jagged stab wounds were revealed in the smooth skin below the ribs.

"Hold your shirt there and don't move."

With practiced ease, Andor carefully cleaned the area around the wounds and did his best to stop the bleeding by drawing together the open edges. However, the injury required more serious medical care than he could provide with the limitations of his field medic training. Internal bleeding most likely existed, which he had no way to address. As he worked, he made an effort to learn more about the boy in hopes of discovering the best place to take him. 

"My name is Andor. What's yours?"

The boy tried to respond, but nothing more than air passed over his lips.

"Hmm... throat too dry to talk? Let me get you some water."

He grabbed a cup from the kitchen, filled it with cold water, and carried it back to his guest. He held up the back of the boy's head and placed the rim of the cup to his mouth. Careful to make sure the kid didn't gulp the water, Andor tipped the cup up enough to allow him to take several sips.

"Better?"

Andor half-smiled when his guest nodded. Then he retrieved a wet washcloth from the sink and placed it in the boy's hand.

"I'd like to see you clean some of that mud off your face. Can you wash it yourself or do you need a hand?"

With a groan of determination, or perhaps pain, the boy's shaky hand pulled the washcloth across his throat several times. The dark marks that remained bore the distinct appearance of fingers. It looked as if someone had tried to choke the poor boy to death! The washcloth next swiped across a youthful face to uncover what, but for the mild sunburn, would've been flawless, creamy skin, the same as he'd seen on the boy's torso.

As he gazed at the person being revealed with each additional pass of the cloth, something seemed out of place, but he couldn't determine what it was yet. Before finishing the task, the boy's strength must've given out because his hand fell limp at his side and the washcloth tumbled to the floor.

"Okay. You're probably not going to enjoy this any more than I am, but I'm going to finish cleaning you so I can tell if you have any other injuries requiring immediate attention. That means I'm going to have to remove your shirt and pants. Don't worry! I'm not some kind of weirdo, and I definitely wouldn't be doing this if it weren't necessary," he spoke to the boy as he reached for the hem of the soiled shirt.

With a resurgence of energy, the boy scooted away and kept hold of the shirt with a death-like grip. He vehemently shook his head in protest.

"No? Jacket first then?"

The boy's continued protest began to annoy Andor, causing his deep blue eyes to darken slightly.

"Fine! I won't touch you if you can do it yourself," he responded in a stern tone.

The boy continued to shake his head vigorously.

"I'm only going to ask nicely once more! Either you remove that shirt or I will! I don't care how much you protest! I'm not in a mood to have you die on my bathroom floor because you're too stubborn to accept my help!"

Slowly, the boy's hand moved upward. He continued until he reached the cap that had miraculously managed to cling to his head. With a gentle tug, he pulled the cap off, reached for a metal clip near the back of his head, and shook his hair loose.

"Whoa! You're no boy at all!"

Andor sat back with a wry grin on his face as long waves of honey-colored hair tumbled freely beyond his guest's shoulders.

"This is certainly unexpected! I guess it's safe to say those guys didn't have any idea who they were chasing," he ventured.

Now that he knew, it occurred to him what'd been out of place - no Adam's apple; a small frame, even for a guy; fingernails slightly longer than fashionable for a man; high cheekbones that most often suited the fairer sex; and an excellent reason for not wanting to disrobe in front of him. The lady's smirk confirmed his guess of mistaken identity.

"Okay. Let's start over. Hello, Miss. My name is Andor. Can I help you sit up?"

The lady nodded and extended her arm. He helped pull her gently upright so her back could rest against the tub. He observed the expression of pain etched into the tight draw of her face now that the majority of the mud had been removed.

"For now, you're safe in my home, but I need to know how bad you're hurt. I only put a temporary fix on those deep cuts in your side. You're going to need a doctor soon. Am I correct in assuming those are stab wounds? Yes?"

He waited for her to nod confirmation.

"Is that your only injury?"

She shook her head no.

"Where?"

The lady pointed at her left ankle. Andor glanced down a pair of long, slender legs to assess the damage. He removed her boot and sock, and then pushed the fitted, stretchy material of her pants up her leg nearly to her knee.

"This, at least, doesn't look too bad. It's swollen; no obvious bruising or open cuts; and you were up on your feet when I inadvertently bowled you over. That's a good sign! How'd it happen?"

When Andor lifted his eyes to see if she'd heard him, the lady was staring at him with her big, blue eyes again.

"Cat got your tongue?" He offered a smile.

She lifted her hand to her throat and nodded.

"Can't talk? Hmm...I see. Ever? No? Yes. When did you lose your voice? I don't understand what that means."

He watched how she extended her fingers up and splayed them out.

"In a crash? No. In a flash? An explosion? Oh, today? Yes. I understand. Does it have something to do with those bruises on your neck?"

The lady made a motion with her hands as if holding a pen.

"You want to write something? Let me finish wrapping your ankle and get some ice on it first."

Andor, pleasantly startled by the lovely smile he received in response, returned another of his own. After helping her out of her jacket and ensuring there were no other pressing injuries, he left the lady sitting on the bathroom floor while he went to retrieve a pad of paper from the top drawer of his nightstand.

By the time he returned, she had either dozed off or passed out. He wasn't sure which. He tried shaking her gently, but she was out cold.

"What am I going to do with you now?"

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and thumbed through his contacts until he found the name he sought. After relaying a few sterilized details about his current need of assistance, he thanked the person on the other end of the line and hung up.

"Gregory says I need to get you cleaned up. To that end, I may have spoken in haste earlier. I might enjoy this a little bit. I'll try not to peek," Andor joked as he began to remove the lady's shirt.

Twenty minutes later, he had her body, still intimately covered by her underwear, washed clean with the exception of her hair. That, he had pulled to the back of her head and bound with a large rubber band he'd scrounged up out of a drawer in the kitchen. That was the best he could do for the time being.

The woman stirred as he was fastening the buttons on one of his flannel shirts in which he'd dressed her. Opening her eyes, disoriented, and finding a man she only vaguely recognized with his hands near her chest, the lady panicked! She automatically reached for the knife at her thigh, though her movements were much more sluggish than she imagined them to be.

Andor was thankful he'd tossed her pants into the tub with her shirt, well out of her reach. The last thing he needed was to get stabbed himself. It took several minutes for him to calm the lady down and remind her where she was and why. As soon as she relaxed, her eyes drifted closed again and he finished buttoning the shirt he'd lent her.

Now that she was clean, he took a good look at her. She had an undeniably sleek, athletic, and feminine figure. Her hands, after he'd removed her riding gloves, bore the marks of someone who doesn't live a completely pampered lifestyle. He didn't know what to make of the half inch, dark blue, star-shaped tattoo on the palm of her right hand. He tried to determine her age by looking at her facial features, but it was difficult to estimate. The smooth skin could indicate older youth, maybe around nineteen, or young adult, perhaps mid-twenties. Though she definitely wasn't a child, Andor doubted she was as old as he was, having turned thirty the previous day.

Knowing he shouldn't leave her on the bathroom floor, he easily lifted the lady and carried her over to his couch. There, he laid her on her back, injured side closest to the front edge so he could readily change her bandages when necessary. Then he covered her with the quilt his grandmother had made for him years ago.

Andor then donned a clean, maroon t-shirt before grabbing a block of wood from a bucket beside the fireplace. He sat on the floor, on the opposite side of the coffee table, and whittled the wooden block as he listened to the woman's shallow breathing. Something about her tugged at a memory on the outskirts of his recollection. Oh well, he'd figure it out later.

******
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"HI GREGORY, PLEASE come inside," Andor greeted one of his closest, life-long friends.

"It's good to see you, Andy. It's been far too long." Dr. Gregory Stiltz, a tall man with ruffled, blonde hair and eyes so dark they almost looked black, greeted Andor.

"You're the only one who calls me that."

He ushered his friend into the cabin and over to the couch.

"You weren't specific about the patient when we spoke. Yet, when you say it's urgent, I know it's serious! Sorry it took two hours to get here. Is this her?"

Gregory performed a quick visual assessment of the woman sleeping on the couch.

"Yes. She's been out since I phoned you. I've had to change the bandages on her side twice. The wounds won't stop bleeding."

"And the ice on her ankle?" Gregory inquired as he began to remove the aforementioned bandages.

"I think she might've sprained it."

"Did she say how she received those bruises covering her throat?"

Gregory was particularly interested in knowing everything the woman said about her situation.

"Actually, she hasn't said the first word. Something is wrong with her throat. She can't speak."

Gregory spent the next ten minutes evaluating the lady's condition before turning to Andor with a prognosis.

"You were right about her side. I'm going to need to sew a couple of stitches internally before closing the wounds in a similar manner. I'll give her a local anesthetic, but I won't know for certain if it numbs her since she's either sleeping or unconscious."

"Should I wake her?"

"You could try, but I doubt it'd do any good. She's weak, and her pulse is thready. I'd prefer if you'd take up station at the head of the couch in case she wakes when I'm in the middle of this."

Gregory pulled his medical bag onto the coffee table.

"What do I do if she does?" Andor asked, already moving.

"Hold her still, of course! As for her other injuries, I'm not too concerned about her ankle or the minor heat rash on her face."

"I didn't even notice the rash," Andor admitted.

"The inside of her throat appears as if it's been scorched, and I can't tell if her attacker did any further damage when he tried to squeeze the life out of her. We'll have to play that one by ear," Gregory explained.

After meticulously cleaning the lady's deep stab wounds, Gregory retrieved the supplies he needed from his medical bag and set to work. Aside from the few minutes when Andor stepped away to retrieve warm water and clean towels, he watched closely as Gregory, despite missing the last two fingers on his right hand, worked steadily to repair the damage. The doctor sutured the internal lacerations and then created a row of tiny stitches in the lady's skin, which he repeated for the second gash as well. After fresh bandages were applied, Gregory covered the lady with the already blood-stained quilt and walked over to the sink to wash his hands and tools.

"She didn't even flinch! Do you think she'll be all right?" Andor asked from beside his friend, eyes studying his guest.

"You said she was in and out when you first brought her here, right?"

"Yes."

"She seemed coherent?"

"I think so."

"Then, it's probably the blood loss and pain that pulled her under. She's incredibly lucky and, yes, I believe she'll survive. Her side will hurt, obviously, and her movement will be hampered for a while. Who is she, anyway? You never did tell me how you got yourself into this situation, Buddy. It's not your style to bring home strays."

"I couldn't leave her there to be killed."

"Killed? Andy, who is she? Who's trying to kill her? What have you gotten yourself into now?!"

"I don't know yet, Gregory. However, I appreciate your help."

"You don't ask for it lightly, but boy when you do..."

"I don't often have a dying woman on my couch in need of the best doctor I know. Listen, I'd appreciate it if you didn't tell anyone she's here. Let everyone continue to think I'm here alone, as usual," Andor requested.

"Certainly, but why? She's not your responsibility. You've done more than any good Samaritan would have. Don't you think you should turn her over to the cops or something?"

"I will, but I'm going to give her a little time to recover first. I'll see how she's feeling tomorrow or perhaps Sunday. Are you sure you don't want to stay for dinner and crash here tonight? I won't have a clue what to do if she has further injuries!"

"Thanks, but I have an early appointment with the court tomorrow. I don't want to get up at the crack of dawn in order to get there on time. You know how I hate to be rushed."

"You do plan your tasks meticulously and at least a month in advance. I prefer a little more spontaneity in my structured life."

"Well, spend your Friday night babysitting if you want. As for me, I'm going to go find company to help warm my bed this evening."

"If it's not your fiancée, then I don't want to know," Andor joked.

"Ex-fiancée, but that's a story for another time. You know how to reach me if you need anything else."

Gregory collected his bag, clasped Andor's hand, and left instructions, additional supplies, and pain pills for when the lady woke.

******
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JIARA OPENED HER EYES and looked around. The room was dark except for the glow of a low-burning fire in the fireplace. No light shone through the windows. She didn't know if that was because of the late hour or because the curtains were drawn. Wondering what time it was and how long she'd been asleep, she tried to recall the last thing that happened before she passed out. What was it? Oh yeah! Her dark-haired hero with the nice smile had cleaned her up and redressed her in one of his shirts. She felt it now, soft against her skin. She had no idea, however, why her side itched so much.

Glancing at the coffee table to her left, Jiara saw the man with his head resting over his folded arms, sitting cross-legged on the far side of the table and sleeping peacefully. For a moment, she thought she recognized him, but then the familiarity slipped away, not to be recalled. A quick brush of her hand over her side told her someone had patched her up while she was out. Had he done that? Had someone else been there? That thought troubled her since she no longer knew who she could trust.

Slowly, she sat up and took a minute to lean against the back of the couch. The pain made movement more difficult than she'd expected. She wanted to scratch her side, but found it covered by bandages and decided scratching probably wasn't a good idea anyway. When she felt ready, she attempted to push herself up to her feet, and discovered she couldn't put any weight on her left ankle.

Falling to her knees, catching herself on the edge of the couch, Jiara tried not to disturb the sleeping man a few feet away. She crawled on her hands and knees toward the bathroom, banging her ankle once more. She rolled to her back and lightly banged her good foot against the floor to distract herself from the acute pain in the other one.

"That's not much quieter than the racket you were making before," Andor's teasing voice whispered.

"Let me help you."

He reached beneath her arms and hauled her to her feet. When she braced herself on one foot by pressing her hands against his chest, Andor caught her gaze and froze.

"I'll bet you just realized the same thing I did," he said.

"You can't hop across the floor. It'll be good for your ankle but terrible for your side. What's that? Of course, I'm right. I'm always right! No? You disagree? You don't even know me. Maybe you were better off crawling, after all. At least then I'd have a nicer view. Ow! Why'd you do that?" He laughed at the unexpected punch to his upper arm.

This woman clearly had a sense of humor.

"Okay! Okay. I suppose it wouldn't be the end of the world if you were to lean on me."

While Andor waited for her to return from the bathroom, he lit an oil lamp situated on the end table near the head of the couch and turned up the wick to offer better visibility. He spun quickly, knife already in his hand, when he heard a sharp rapping on the front door. He didn't move. Who'd be calling on him at two in the morning? Who, besides his parents and Gregory, even knew he was staying at the cabin? No one.

When the rapping sounded a second time, he decided to answer it before the lady came out of the bathroom. Ensuring the chain lock was hooked, Andor opened the door a few inches, pretending to be much more tired than he was and keeping his blade out of sight.

"Yes?"

"We're sorry to disturb your sleep, Sir. We're looking for an escaped convict. We've been checking all the homes in this region. Would you mind if we come inside and have a quick look around?" the man asked.

"What homes? There aren't any other homes in this region. My cabin is in the middle of nowhere."

"It's close enough to be a possibility."

The man placed his large hand on the door and pushed, quickly met by the resistance of the chain and Andor's unseen foot bracing against the bottom.

"Stop that! As a matter of fact, I do mind! It's the middle of the night and I'm half-asleep. I assure you. I'm the only one here." Andor gave an exaggerated yawn, recognizing the beard and mustache of the man he'd seen by the river earlier.

"You've seen no one?"

"No one. I understand you're only doing your job, but I'm tired, and I've answered your question. Please go away!"

"Sir, I should take a quick look. Perhaps someone snuck in while you were sleeping. You could be in danger if this particular fugitive is hiding here."

"I appreciate your concern, but I can take care of myself. The door has been locked, as you can clearly see, and my windows remain secure as well. If you please... This is private property, and I have every right to shoot anyone who trespasses. Between you and me, I'm an excellent marksman, even half-asleep!"

"That might not be good enough to save you this time," the man retorted in a threatening tone.

"Now you're insulting me and deliberately annoying me!" Andor stood to his full six foot four inch height and glared at the man.

"Kindly get off my property before I have you arrested! If you disturb my sleep again, I won't hesitate to shoot you!"

Andor slammed the door and immediately clicked the deadbolt into place. He dashed over to the oil lamp and turned the wick down until it snuffed out the flame, throwing the room into near darkness once more. He then rushed over to the bathroom and slipped inside, nearly knocking Jiara over again as she stood on one foot, washing her hands at the sink. Thankfully, he steadied her before she fell this time.

"Don't scratch it! You'll pull the stitches loose," Andor said as he saw the lady's hand rubbing her side.

"I know this seems a bit crazy, but you need to hide. Now!"

Jiara read the implied danger in his tone. After a quick glance around, she pointed toward the linen closet.

"Yes, that's about the only concealment in here. Oh, and take these." Andor grabbed her clothes and knife out of the tub and tossed them on the closet floor.

"Don't make a sound until I come back for you, no matter what you hear."

She nodded as Andor closed the linen closet door. About that time, a gunshot and a loud thud sounded at the front door. Heavy footsteps rushed through the house. When the bathroom door flew open, the bearded man caught Andor relieving himself.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?! How'd you get inside my house?" Andor shouted, pretending to be taken completely by surprise.

"Sorry, Sir! We'll pay for the damage to the door, but we had to be thorough."

"Let me tell you about thorough! This may appear to be a simple, unassuming cabin, but it's loaded with security. If you listen closely, you can already hear the guard dogs racing this way. The king's security was alerted the minute you broke through my door. You have three minutes before they arrive and start shooting. I warned you about trespassing, particularly on the king's property!" Andor crossed his hands over his chest and stood defiantly in front of the bearded man.

"King's property?"

"That's right! I happen to be a guest on royal soil. You, my friend, are in a world of trouble!"

Sure enough, sounds of more vehicles pulling up could be heard outside. Headlights shone through the busted front door.

"I meant no offense, Sir. It's my job to check everywhere. I thought you were being a petulant, rich kid, and I didn't have time for games." The bearded man's voice quivered with fear now that he realized his mistake.

"You have two choices..."

"Sir? Are you here?" A male voice called from the living room.

"In here, Seth. A moment please."

Andor turned to the bearded man and continued.

"Two choices - raise your hands and surrender, in which case Seth and his men will kill you as soon as you're out of my sight, or offer me a sincere apology and let me save your sorry ass from certain death! I'd hate for you to die because you were doing your job, albeit rather stupidly!"

"I'm truly sorry for disturbing you, Sir."

"Good! Follow me. I'll walk you quickly through the cabin and then have Seth's men take you back to your headquarters. One word of objection and there won't be anything further I can do to save you. Seth doesn't answer to me."

"Well, this room is clear," the man announced.

"Oh, but what about the closet? We can't leave anything to chance."

Before Andor could stop him, the man boldly opened the linen closet door. All he saw were three shelves stacked with towels and toiletries and a pile of dirty laundry on the floor. Andor inwardly breathed a sigh of relief and rushed the man through the rest of the cabin. Afterward, he sent the man and his companions packing with an escort of Seth's men. Seth and another guard stayed behind.

"Sir, may I ask what's going on here?" Seth ventured as soon as everyone else was gone and the remaining guard posted himself outside the front door.

"Trouble, Seth."

"Perhaps if you'd let someone know you were here..."

"Don't lecture me, not now! I need your help and no questions. Got it?" Andor held Seth's gaze until the man nodded.

"What do you need, Sir?"

"Fuel the plane and file a flight plan to the States. Send a car for me in an hour - one driver, you, and Scotty are the only ones to know any of this. My parents are not to be told! It's imperative that nobody know I was here or that I've left."

"Sir, is that wise? If you're in some kind of trouble, let us help," Seth offered.

"It's complicated, Seth. I don't have time to give you all the details. You're going to have to trust me on this. Do as I ask."

"Okay, but I'm leaving Scotty out front until I return."

******
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ONCE SETH DEPARTED and the cabin was empty of all other visitors, Andor raced to the bathroom and threw open the linen closet door.

"Where are you?"

Jiara pushed aside the laundry on the floor and crawled out from under the lowest shelf. He helped her to her feet and over to sit on the edge of the tub, noting the way she clutched her side as if she were in a lot of pain.

"You okay? You're shaking your head yes, yet that look on your face is telling a different story. I'm not sure I believe you, but I can't do anything more for you right now. How in the world did you get under there anyway and without making a sound?"

Jiara merely shrugged and looked at him with questioning eyes.

"How did you even fit down there?" 

The way her mouth opened and her eyes widened in disbelief and disapproval of his implication caused him to laugh heartily.

"No, no! I'm not calling you fat. Leave it to a woman to think of her appearance at a time like this."

She put her hands on her hips and did her best to look at him with a stern scowl. However, the way he smirked prevented her from truly being upset and defeated her attempt to be serious.

"Anyone ever tell you how cute you look when you're trying to be intimidating? No? Well, maybe I'm the first person brave enough to say it to your face. Did you just stomp your foot at me? Okay. Okay, I get it!"

Andor held up his hands in surrender, laughing all the while.

"You're right. I'm getting sidetracked, though you do make me curious. Right now, I need you to get dressed. Keep my shirt, but get your pants, boots, and jacket. We have to leave! Those men were looking for you, and I have no doubt they'll return with reinforcements."

Jiara reached for her clothes, but Andor beat her to them. He dug them out of the pile on the floor and tossed them across the edge of the tub.

"I wish I had something clean for you to wear. Wait! I have a better idea. Don't get dressed yet. See if you can pull your hair up tight again and wait here."

When Seth returned, he sent Scotty inside to get Andor, as instructed.

"You look perfect! Are you certain you can do this? If not, let's not try it. You have to be sure!"

Jiara nodded confidently. If it got her safely away from her pursuers, she'd walk barefoot across two miles of hot coals, balancing a raw egg on her nose. Andor, a virtual stranger, was proving to be incredibly helpful and resourceful. She wasn't about to throw his aid away lightly. Since she wasn't currently in a position to help herself, his help meant all that much more to her.

Fifteen minutes later, they emerged from the cabin, Andor walking two steps behind Jiara, who now wore Scotty's black pants and dark jacket. Andor was grateful the young security guard was slender and close to her height. 

Jiara moved with purposeful, steady strides as she walked from the cabin to the car. They climbed into opposite sides of a fortified SUV with blacked out, bulletproof windows. Neither Seth nor the driver said a word to either of them during the half hour ride to a restricted section of the airport reserved for elite aircraft. The driver followed Andor's instructions and pulled the driver's side directly up to the stairs of the private jet that waited.

"Just a few more steps. Hang in there! You're doing great," Andor whispered into her ear as he walked a half step behind her.

He turned as footsteps caught up with him and paced him on his right.

"I'm taking Scotty with me. Please go back and secure the cabin by yourself, Seth. I left something there for you. You'll understand when you see it."

Andor followed the faux Scotty up the steps and into the luxuriously furnished passenger section of the jet. Ten minutes later, they were seated comfortably. Jiara had practically fallen onto the end of a short couch while Andor seated himself in a chair across the aisle as the jet took off.

Once safely in the air, he got up and went to talk to the pilot for a few minutes. Jiara, barely managing to ignore the exacerbation of her ankle pain and the persistent pain in her side, dozed off moments after he left.

******
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"OKAY, WE'RE CLEAR," Andor said as he returned twenty minutes later, startling Jiara as he took a seat right next to her on the plush couch.

She took a moment to rub the sleep from her eyes, looked up, and tapped her finger against her cheek.

"What does that mean?"

He had no idea what she was trying to tell him until she pointed at his face and then tapped her cheek again. He ran his fingers over his own cheeks and discovered a small wood shaving stuck on his jaw.

"Ah, thank you. You'd think the pilot would've said something. I guess Henry was having a little fun at my expense. What's that?"

Now she tapped her wrist.

"Hang on. This is too much like charades, and I was never very good at that particular game."

Jiara watched him walk to the back of the cabin and rummage through a few drawers in a desk situated against the rear wall. He pulled out a notepad and ink pen, and returned to his seat beside her.

"Stop that! I'm sure it itches, but you need to leave it alone. I assume you can write. I think we can communicate better if you use this." He handed her the paper and pen.

She immediately scribbled something in a flowing script and turned the pad around for him to see.

You saved my life! Thank you!!

He read the words and then looked up to see her smiling at him.

"You're welcome. You can lose the hat and jacket if you want. There's no one else on board except the pilot, and we're going to be in the air for a while."

Where are we going?

"The United States."

Seriously? We're going all that way? 

"Is that all right with you?"

Yes. I've been there a lot. I have my own place, but why are you taking me there?

"Call me overly cautious. Those men who were looking for you are professional guns for hire. I thought it best to get you as far away from them as possible."

This is a private jet. It must be costing you a fortune to do this for me! I'm very grateful, and I can repay you for your trouble as soon as I get to my place in the States.

"I don't want your money, though you did ruin my favorite lounge-around-the-house shirt. Nevertheless, your thanks is more than sufficient. What kind of man would I be not to help a lady in distress?"

You thought I was a boy!

"That's true. However, the thought still counts. Since you mentioned it, there is something I'd like from you." Andor grinned.

What?

"Your name. I certainly can't call you stable boy."

Jiara.

"G-ya-ra?" He tried to pronounce it out loud.

"No? Jeer-A. Still no? Gy-air-uh?"

G-R-Uh, she wrote to clarify it for him.

"Jiara?" Andor smiled when he saw her nod.

He repeated it a few more times as she wrote something more. He liked the exotic sound of her name. It suited her perfectly.

Technically, it's G-RRR-Uh.

"More than one R? That's weird. No? RRR... rrr... oh, I get it. It's one of those rolling R's."

He smiled again when she nodded confirmation.

"Does that mean it's an Italian or Spanish name?"

Part of my lineage is Spanish.

"Okay, Ji-rrrrr-uh." Andor chuckled and exaggerated the Rs.

"It's nice to officially meet you."

Jia. My friends call me Jia.

"Jia it is. Do you want to tell me how I came to find you half-dead by the river?"

It's pretty much what you think. My home was destroyed. Dozens of people were killed. I'd been out of the house and returned early from a meeting I skipped. When I reached the house, I couldn't believe what I saw! I tried to save my father, but he gave his life to protect me! Therefore, I turned tail and ran, warning everyone I could along the way. Only a few made it out with me, and we got separated.

"Do you know who did it?"

I saw a few of them.

"Is it safe to assume one of them caught up with you?" He pointed to the bruises on her neck.

He won't be bothering anyone again.

"You killed him?" Andor's eyebrows shot up in surprise.

Jiara had admirably proven she could be tough, but he couldn't imagine such a seemingly delicate woman killing anyone. Then again, he couldn't possibly know the desperation she must've felt.

Not intentionally. I shoved him and he fell, hard. He hit his head on a rock. I have a right to defend myself!!!

"Yes. Of course, you do! I understand. I'm not judging you. Is that also how you got those stab wounds?"

I wasn't as quick as I should've been. Yes. That's also how I twisted my ankle.

"The loss of your voice? Is that because your attacker tried to strangle you?" Andor wondered if she knew.

That was scary and painful, but I don't think it damaged my voice. A wave of heated air from one of the explosions washed over us. I got lucky that his body shielded me at the time. However, my face and throat did suffer a burn. I think that might be why my voice is toast, so to speak.

"I see. That's what Gregory thought, too."

Gregory?

"He's a friend of mine, a doctor. I called him while you were sleeping. He stopped by and patched up your side. He also said your throat looked as if it'd been torched, though he was optimistic it'd heal quickly," Andor explained.

He won't tell anyone I was there will he? Her brow furrowed with worry.

"No. Jia, just so I'm clear on this... you're Daniel Caspianne's daughter, right?"

Yes.

"I'm very sorry for your loss. I can't imagine how tough this must be for you. I'm wondering about the rest of your family. Were they home?"

Andor leaned in to watch over her shoulder as she wrote out her reply.

My father was all the family I had left.

"Don't you have an uncle?" He remembered the man who loved fireworks.

He's not my uncle. He is a friend of my father from his military days. I always called him Uncle, but we aren't related. It's that way with most of the estate employees, too. They were as close to me as family. I've known them all my life. Everyone was supposed to be there tonight, staff and all my friends because... Jiara paused in her writing.

Andor looked up when a drop of water splashed down on the words he was reading. He saw her hurriedly wiping unexpected tears from her eyes.

"Because why?" Andor gently touched her shoulder in sympathy.

Tomorrow is my 27th birthday. I hadn't been home in six months. I've been completing my doctorate in the States. My father wanted to throw me a party, like he did when I was a kid, to celebrate and to welcome me home.

She couldn't stop her tears as they slid silently down her cheeks now.

"I'm so sorry."

He reached out to put an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close with only a little awkwardness, feeling it was the right thing to do. His sentiment was genuine, but he had no idea how to properly address her loss or her tears. This wasn't a role he was accustomed to playing. Still, he held her in his embrace for several minutes, until it felt as though her body stopped trembling. He then released her and looked into her eyes.

"I understand this is difficult, but do you have any idea why this happened?"

Andor switched to a topic that didn't take him so far out of his emotional comfort zone; conflict and combat, at least, were things he understood.

I could make several guesses, though that's all they would be. I honestly don't know who did this yet or why, but I intend to find out!

Jiara's burned face unintentionally expressed the color of the anger she held in check.

"Maybe you should rest for a while," he suggested.

My side hurts. Do you happen to have any Tylenol?

"I have the pain pills Gregory left for you. I'll get you one and a cup of water while you stretch out on the couch. Be right back."

Andor slipped through an arched opening at the back of the cabin and turned left into another room she couldn't see. She heard water running, and then he returned with a glass of water and a white, octagonal pill.

"Here you go. You know. You did a good impersonation of Scotty. Anyone who might've been watching couldn't have possibly recognized you."

Andor sat down on the thickly carpeted floor in front of the couch.

It was a clever idea. You're quick on your feet.

"Don't tell anyone. You'll ruin my reputation." Andor laughed.

Thank you again for everything you've done for me! If you don't mind, I think I will sleep for a while.

Jiara stretched out after taking the medicine. She'd only had it in her system a few minutes and already felt disconnected. More than anything, she was thankful it temporarily relieved her itchy side. It'd been driving her crazy! After realizing it must be a strong dose of medication, she promptly fell asleep.

For the second time, he watched her chest rise and fall as she slept. He noted a considerable improvement in her condition since he'd initially found her. Yet, she was obviously in a good deal of pain. Andor leaned his back against a footstool from which he'd grabbed his tablet computer and settled in to do some research while Jiara slept.
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Chapter 2 - Saturday / Sunday
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"Sir, we'll be arriving in Newark in thirty minutes," the pilot's voice over the intercom woke Andor, who'd drifted off to sleep a few hours earlier.

"Thanks, Henry!"

Andor stood and pulled out his cell phone. As he frequently traveled between countries, making the call was no trouble. He stepped into the short hallway so he wouldn't disturb Jiara any sooner than necessary.

She slept soundly and had only stirred twice while he sat on the floor near her. Once, she seemed to be having a bad dream. When he gently placed his hand on her shoulder, she calmed down and returned to a relatively peaceful slumber. The other time, she'd turned in her sleep and inadvertently put pressure on her stitches. She'd flinched and moaned softly, but the pain wasn't severe enough to wake her. He nudged her over until she lay on her back again, and she seemed all right after that.

"Hello?"

"Ned, it's Andor. I'm in need of a car. The jet will be landing in thirty minutes," he spoke quietly into the phone.

"Driver or not?" The man on the other end of the line asked.

"Driver to my condo, then have someone pick him up. Leave the car with me. No one should know I'm here."

"Certainly, Sir. Do you need anything else?"

"Could you send Nell over with groceries please? Then I'm going to send her shopping for a few hours. Can you spare her today?"

"Knowing Nell, she'll be waiting for you when you arrive. She loves when you visit, and don't get me started about what your shopping trips do to her!" Ned laughed in amusement.

"Please, don't let Nell buy anything for me this time. The last time you told my wife to pick out something nice, I was dressed like a high-powered attorney for the next six Sundays at church."

"Bah! You have no sense of adventure, Ned, but if you insist..." Andor hung up the phone with a grin on his face.

Ned and his doting wife, Nell, had been working for his family for more than thirty years. Though they'd talked about retiring many times, they both thought of his family as part of their own and couldn't swallow the idea of walking away. Not to mention, the benefits they enjoyed as employees of the Tennett household more than made up for any minor inconvenience their jobs might occasionally cause. Andor had known the couple since the day he was born and considered them akin to a kindly aunt and uncle. He trusted both implicitly. Whenever he stayed at his condo in New Jersey, they were the ones who tended his needs.

He turned at the sound of movement behind him. Jiara had limped her way to the back of the cabin.

"Hey, you shouldn't be up on your feet! We're going to be landing soon. Let me help you back to your seat."

She shook her head no, and then made a gesture with her hands and legs that nearly caused him to fall over from laughing so hard. He hadn't seen legs crossed like that since he was a kid.

"If that means you need to use the bathroom, it's right there." He pointed to the first door on the left and stepped further back so she could move into the facility.

"Don't be long. You need to be in your seat before we land."

He happily shook his head and returned to his original seat, stowing his tablet inside the ottoman's storage compartment. This trip certainly wouldn't be boring!

******
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THE RIDE FROM THE AIRPORT to the condo lasted almost two hours after waiting half an hour before being permitted to deplane. By the time they arrived, Andor's watch displayed six-thirty. The six hour time difference meant it was lunchtime on American soil. He was starving and presumed Jiara must be hungry as well.

"Andor!" A lady in her sixties waved at him as she emerged from the lobby of a ten-story building.

"Nell, how are you?" He leaned down to hug her with enthusiasm and kiss her cheek.

"If I were any better, Ned wouldn't be able to stand me," she joked.

"Who's your friend?"

"This is Jia. She's going to be staying with me for a while."

Jiara turned a questioning gaze on Andor. Hadn't she told him she'd be out of his hair once they reached the States? As she started to flip the page on the notepad, he gently took it from her hand.

"I know what you said, and we'll talk about it once we get inside. In the meantime, say hello to my favorite housekeeper, chef, tutor, nanny, and all-around best friend, Nell."

Jiara nodded and smiled, extending her hand toward the older woman.

"Oh my! You're a formal one, aren't you?" Nell shook Jiara's hand.

"Jia has a sore throat, so she can't say hello until she can sit down and write it out. Speaking of which, let's move this conversation inside, shall we?"

He helped Jiara through the lobby while pulling Nell's grocery-laden hand cart. They stepped into a private elevator and rode up to the tenth floor. Nell immediately took the groceries to the kitchen and, upon hearing Andor's stomach grumble loudly, set to work preparing a meal.

Once Jiara settled at the dining room table where she could see Nell working near the stove, she snagged the pen and notepad once more.

"Before you write anything, we need to talk," Andor whispered as he sat down in a chair next to her.

"I need additional information before I decide whether or not to let you take off on your own. I didn't save you just to have you go out and get yourself killed by doing something reckless, but I think this discussion should wait until Nell leaves. Okay?"

She stared into his eyes, trying to read his thoughts. He seemed sincere. Nothing he'd done so far gave her cause to worry. Something about Andor inspired trust. After all, why save her, treat her injuries, and then bring her all this way only to do her harm? Jiara didn't believe that was his plan. Yet, she couldn't figure him out either.

He knew virtually nothing about her other than people wanted her dead. Why would he involve himself her in troubles? What possible motive could he have? He clearly didn't need her family's money as there was no mistaking the wealth he enjoyed. No. It had to be something else, but what? Did it have anything to do with his nagging familiarity?

"Jia?"

She nodded, realizing she hadn't answered him. No pressing need warranted rushing off immediately. She could leave whenever she wanted.

******
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WOW! THIS IS DELICIOUS, Nell. I didn't think I'd be able to taste anything because of my throat, but this is good. 

Jiara had eaten chicken pot pie numerous times in her life, but never one packed with so many distinguishable, savory flavors.

"Oh, thank you, Dear! I'm glad you like it. It's one of Andor's favorites, too." Nell beamed a proud smile.

"I told you she was a good cook." Without even realizing he'd done so, Andor reached out and squeezed Jiara's hand enthusiastically.

What type of heavenly bread is this? It practically melts in my mouth.

Jiara dipped a fluffy, white chunk into the gravy-like pot pie filling and popped the morsel into her mouth while Nell read her note.

Nell giggled like a schoolgirl as she read Jiara's flattering description.

"Andor, I like her! She says the nicest things, and I can tell she means them; an actual woman of substance. Where on earth did you find her?"

"In a ditch," He said flatly and winked at Jiara.

"Well, Dear, this is a type of milk bread. My grandmother taught me how to make it when I was a girl. Over the years, I've adapted the recipe with different spices or herbs suited to the season," Nell explained to the thumbs up approval of both Jiara and a mimicking Andor.

Despite her enjoyment of Nell's food, Andor noticed she only ate a third of the small portion she'd been given. He made a mental note to ensure she ate a little something every couple of hours until she fully regained her strength. Food, water, sleep, and time were the only things that could restore her health. He had the means to address each of those except time.

Nell refused to allow either of the young pair to help her with clean up in the kitchen, though both had offered. Afterward, Andor escorted Nell to the front door, where they exchanged a few quiet words. After giving Jiara a thoroughly assessing once over, Nell left, promising to return in the morning to fix them breakfast.

"Would you like a cup of coffee? No. Iced tea, then?" Andor asked.

He poured two glasses of tea and carried them over to the living room.

"If you'll excuse me, I'm in desperate need
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