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Chapter One




Jess leaned over the gelding’s neck, letting him run on

this last ride together.




The tree-lined road stretched wide and smooth ahead, empty

of other travelers at this early hour. She rode the powerful surges of his body

as though it were her own, while the wind tore at her long dun hair and

flattened her shirt.




She flared her nostrils and drank it in, lifting her face to

the freedom of it.




After this, the bay would unleash his speed for Mia at

Aashan’s wizard hold, and she would miss him. He was cheerful and easy to work

with, and he loved to run.




Mia thought she would love to run with him, but Jess wasn’t

certain she had the right of it. And as much as Jess would miss him...




She could run without him.




The bay slowed, moving out in a loose-jointed trot. After

another mile, Jess dropped the reins over the blunt saddle pommel to gather the

hem of her loosely woven shirt and wipe her sweaty face. The shirt was a

nuisance, but that was another of many recent lessons: men could go without

clothing on their upper body, but not women.




She wiped her face again, re-settled her unique polarized sunglasses

from another world, and let the bay pick his own path up the wooded hill to

Aashan’s modest hold.




Mia waited by the hold’s informal gate, her posture taut

with anticipation. When Jess emerged from the trees, she bounced and ran out to

meet them. “Jess! I thought you’d never get here!”




“It s hot,” Jess said simply, and gave the horse a final pat

before dismounting, offering Mia the braided leather reins.




Mia took them, grinning hard. “I can’t wait to give Bay his

first good ride.”




“He’s already worked hard today,” Jess said as the young

woman mounted. She hoped Aashan’s courier truly did want the speed and power

she’d admired in this young horse. Mia looked small in the saddle—but then,

like most couriers, she was slight and wiry, and a distinct contrast to Jess’s

long-limbed athleticism.




“I just want a few minutes with him,” she said, gathering

the reins. “Say, I’ve got a courtyard lunch waiting—and there’s water by the

gate! Iced!”




Jess barely heard the last words over the bay’s hoofbeats.

She headed for the water, grateful that the wizard had bothered to ice it—for

the hold had no specialized cook mages, just ordinary human help like herself.




Like herself.




She snorted and flipped back her long dun forelock. Just

like the long length of her thick, dark sand hair, it held a streak of black

down the centerline; it fell coarse and wild when not tied back. The centerline

echoed down her spine, a dark mark against caramel skin—just as her brown

irises were a little larger than anyone else’s, and her bare feet ran tough

over almost any ground.




Dun Lady’s Jess. Buckskin dun mare with black points and a

thick black line along her back, built to athletic lines and endurance and

heart.




Not quite ordinary human at

that.




~~~~~




Jess took another bite of her buttered, honeyed bread and

caught the overflow of honey with a quick tongue. Something darted past the

corner of her eye; her head came up, her jaw stopped in mid-chew.




“Relax,” Mia said easily, reaching across the rustic outdoor

table to nab a cube of cheese. “Just Aashan’s annoying little dog.” She bumped

Jess’s elbow with her hand. “Bay is so fast! He’ll be all right to go out this

evening, don’t you think? Aashan will want me to carry word about that that

warning spell in the Lorakans.”




Jess shook her head, giving the dog one last look out of the

corner of her eye. “Lorakans?”




“The mountains that isolate those old coastal precincts,”

Mia said. “Something triggered an old border spell warning—no one knows what it

is.”




Jess wasn’t sure of Aashan’s magical specialty; she received

so many private courier messages from the city that Jess wondered if she

didn’t, somehow, specialize in gossip.




Then she’d decided that was nonsense, since no one could

ever make a nice hold like this by trafficking in silly bits of news.




She licked dripping honey from her wrist. “Why don’t they

know?”




“Oh, it’s old,” Mia said dismissively, reaching for the

water pitcher to replenish both their glasses. “The people there use a

different kind of magic—it’s clan magic or something. I don’t really understand

it.”




“But the warning..?”




“Who knows? The Council members are falling all over

themselves to figure it out, and it’s an excuse to take Bay out.” Mia grinned

and leaned forward, lowering her voice. “The really interesting stuff is happening

right here, in the middle of Camolen.”




“Here in Kymmet Precinct?” Jess asked, not yet familiar

enough with the precinct to understand its nature—what might and might not

happen here.




For where once she had lived at Arlen’s wizard hold in

Anfeald, hunting speed as a courier horse beneath the man who’d bred and raised

her, now she rode in this human form for the Kymmet stables. Here, away from

what she’d been, so she maybe could discover who—and what—she was now.




But she missed Anfeald. She missed Arlen. And most of all,

she missed Carey.




She sighed and picked a browning apple slice from the small

ceramic bowl between them. Mmm, small, tart apple. Just the thing for a horse

turned human who could navigate a rugged trail more easily than she could this

conversation.




“Maybe in Kymmet,” Mia said, her confidential tone laced

with satisfaction—not at the news, Jess realized,

but because she knew it to tell. “It’s hard to tell. It’s strong magic, and not

one of the Council members recognized the signature.”




Jess frowned. “I thought the wizards who work strong magic

are all...” she searched for the word, “registered

with the Council.”




“They are,” Mia said, sitting

back on the bench with satisfaction on her face. “And not only that—now the

magic’s being shielded.”




Jess just looked at her.




Unlike most of Kymmet Stable’s customers, Mia never gave

Jess strange looks because of her speech pattern, when her words grew halting

or thickened where vowel met consonant, or when she didn’t understand human

implications. She understood horses, and she understood when and why Jess

reacted with a horse’s instincts.




Other people tended to think she was either stupid or rude.

Jess knew she was neither.




Unless she meant to be.




“No one should be able to shield magic use from a council

member,” Mia told her now. “No one. They’re all

desperate to figure out who it is.” She grew suddenly casual, playing with an

apple stem. “They’re also, uh, a little concerned that if people knew, they’d

overreact. So don’t tell anyone, huh?”




“You’re telling me,” Jess said,

making sure she had it right, “but I’m not supposed to let other people know.”

She frowned, and pushed her very Ohio sunglasses up on her nose. “Why is it all

right to tell me?”




Mia grinned. “Because you’re my friend. And sometimes you

just gotta tell someone.”




Jess sighed. She’d ask Ander about this new rule. He was

good at explaining human vagaries. And she’d see him late this afternoon, when

they evaluated the latest courier applicant.




Not that the applicant would realize he’d be tested by two

couriers—the one who watched him, and the one he rode.




“Bay?” Mia prompted her.




“He’s fit,” Jess told her. “But he will offer you speed when

you should rate him in this heat. Don’t let him make that decision.”




Mia scoffed, which Jess took to mean that of course she

wouldn’t, and noted her distraction. “Gotta get back, huh?”




“Ander needs help with a rider test.” Jess stood and picked

up the tangle of leather beside the table bench, looking down at the remains of

the food. “Thank you. My favorites.”




“I figured as much,” Mia said, looking pleased—and then,

“Oh, no, Jess—you should do that in the barn.”




Jess’s hands hesitated at the snap to her breeches—another

gift from Jaime, although she’d also advised Jess to wear a long, covering

tunic in this world otherwise without stretch fabrics. At Jess’s query, Jaime

muttered something about good conformation and left it at that. Apparently the

clothes rule applied even in this quiet courtyard.




“All right,” Jess said. “The barn.”




At the barn, Mia politely stood outside the stall and

accepted Jess’s clothing piece by piece, giving Jess privacy for the change

that felt infinitely more intimate than simple nudity while she packed the

clothes away.




Jess loosed the thick fall of her hair, shaking her head to

settle it. Just behind her ear, next to the spot where Arlen’s brand sat like a

dark tattoo, hung the long, thin braid with her collection of tiny sapphire and

onyx changespells. The sapphire to change her to Lady, and

the onyx to change her back.




With the wood shavings of the stall crunchy against her

tough bare soles, Jess folded her hand around one of the sapphires, closing her

eyes to find the proper little niche in her mind—the one that whispered LadyLadyLady the entire time she was Jess.




She opened herself to the sensations of the ground beneath

hard, sturdy hooves, of the scents of grain and hay and the inevitably musty

corners of the barn, of sounds that caught in her finely shaped ears... of her

tail whisking against sensitive skin.




Most of all, she released the well-ordered thoughts that

dominated Jess, and gave way to the loss of awareness that came with being

Lady. No sensible sentences in her head, no thoughts strung neatly one upon

another. No realization, no flashes of sudden understanding that came from

putting separate bits of knowledge together.




No, Lady’s world was made up of Rules and Carey’s special

Words, of sensations flooding her brain and leading to immediate, unthinking

reaction. Jess’s intent became Lady’s simple directives—Run

to a Hold or Do You Like This Rider? Or as

now, a straightforward Run Home.




In the stall, a dun mare snorted, shaking herself with a

decisive flap of long mane. Behind her ear, a tangle of spellstones clinked

together; one of them was newly dulled. Under her mane, along the upper curve

of her fine, arched neck, Arlen’s old brand traced his name in her dark dun

hide.




She snorted again, and nudged the stall door open.




“All set, then?” Mia asked. Lady ducked her head and Mia

dropped her courier harness down to well-sloped shoulders. The pouch with

Jess’s clothes and return messages settled into place high behind her withers,

and Mia snugged a supple girth into place behind Lady’s elbows, running her

fingers along the breast collar. A finely tooled and dyed leather circle held

the Kymmet insignia to identify Lady as someone with a purpose—though she still

had to evade the well-meaning citizens who occasionally tried to catch her.




Mia gave her a gentle pat on the neck. “You’re all set,” she

said, and stepped aside.




With confident strides, Lady trotted out of the barn and out

the open gate, and picked her way down the path to the stables of Kymmet.




~~~~~




Dayna shoved her study notes across her desk, frowning

her way into a truly impressive scowl.




If only they’d let me work with magic

the way I did when I first came here.




Unschooled, unsuspecting, she’d immediately tapped into

unstructured magic. Raw magic, Carey had called it, and warned her off it.




Fine by her—she’d wanted no part of the magic, and no part

of this world. At least, not until she’d realized how rare her talent was, and

just how good she could be... if she tried.




So here she was, trying. Starting over again at age

thirty-two. Staring at the papers scattered across a scarred wooden desk

illuminated by her very own magelight and surrounded by the noises of Sherra’s

hold—the children, the goats, and especially the damn rooster who thought it

was dawn all day long.




She wasn’t supposed to know about the rogue magic that now

distracted her—but they’d all felt it. The other students chattered

on as if this was some exciting opportunity to discover a great new talent,

but...




Dayna knew better.




For Dayna had seen just how destructive a rogue wizard could

be. She knew that any wizard who shielded so thoroughly had nothing good to

offer Camolen.




She knew any wizard who could

shield so thoroughly was a threat to Camolen.




And she knew checkspells were nothing to a devious mind bent

on exacting damage. What if a rogue applied the same infinitely thin protective

tooth barrier to someone’s nose and mouth? What if that rogue took the simple

spell for plugging plumbing leaks and used it in someone’s heart?




Such things didn’t happen in Camolen, at least not often.

And that was because even triggered spellstones left the known signatures of

their originating wizards. Usually.




But not this time. And an unknown wizard who could maintain

a shield against the Council could do whatever he or she wanted without

detection.




Dayna leaned back in her chair, stretching. It was, she

decided, time to go ask questions.




Let the other students make up their romantic fantasies

about the new magic. Dayna wanted the truth.




Someone had to prepare.




~~~~~~~~~~







Chapter Two




Lady’s tail swished in annoyance—a sharp, constant rhythm

that her rider would have done well to heed. The young man on her back didn’t

know when to leave well enough alone, and Lady, though obedient, had never been

one to suffer fools.




She circled the far end of the

covered riding ring, one ear cocked to Ander in the center, her back stiff and

her movement stiffer.




Ander had interfered during the

saddling, when the saddle was placed so far forward it would have pinched her

shoulders. He had not interfered when the young man

had jerked the girth tight so abruptly, or when he had failed to lift Lady’s

tangled forelock from beneath the browband of her bridle, where the hair caught

and twisted unpleasantly.




No, he had not stopped any of it.

He merely stood in the arena and called out simple directives, things like,

“I’d like to see you trot now.”




Bump, bump,

bump. The applicant’s heels banged her sides at every one of her

ground-eating strides. There was never any change in Ander’s voice—no surprise,

no dismay... but Lady knew well enough that this young man was not up to riding

her. She snorted sharply and began to creep in on the circle, closing in on

Ander.




“She’ll do better than that for

you,” Ander said mildly, no doubt referring to the way Lady’s nose lifted as

she hollowed her back, making the gait less than comfortable for her rider.

Another few feet closer to Ander on the circle and she could find some excuse

to stop... .




She stumbled as her rider noticed

her path and yanked her head to the outside.




That was it.

She wanted him off her back and she wanted it now. She wanted to be Jess, who could yell at this oaf in

ways Lady couldn’t.




The

spellstone, the spellstone... she increased speed as the man jabbed her

sides with his heels, setting her jaw against the reins as he pulled, trying to

get a headset and soft jaw from front to back instead of feeding her energy

from back to front. The spellstone. Jess could trigger it. Lady had only some vague notion of

how it worked, and had never gotten further than wanting it. Wanting it now.




“Try a canter,” Ander said. “She’s

got quite a nice one.”




Canter?

No.




If she couldn’t turn into Jess, if

she couldn’t break the Rules and rid herself of this clumsy rider, then she’d

do the opposite.




She’d do just exactly what he told

her.




At that moment, he told her a

muddled combination of things, with his legs thumping indiscriminately against

her sides and his seat shoving at her back in some indecipherable cue. She set

her ears back and put energy into her trot—creating her own breeze.




“C’mon, canter,”

he muttered, from behind teeth that sounded clenched.




And canter she would—just as soon

as he cued her properly.




She ducked behind the reins, her

neck arched in a caricature of the noble headset he’d failed to support. She

rushed on, her equine thoughts falling into a rut—The

spellstone. Jess. The spellstone—




Smack!




Lady leapt forward, mortified. The

oaf had a crop! She’d forgotten he had a crop! And he’d hit

her with it! She found herself cantering, startled into it; she could almost

feel his satisfaction.




But this spacious arena offered

plenty of room for an agile horse to have a good angry gallop.




She bolted, feeling him jerk back

in the saddle, his balance a thing of the past. Soft dirt clods flew into the

air behind her, kicked up by pounding hooves. Her neck arched, ducking behind

the bit and offering him no contact or control with the reins. Nor would she

listen to his seat—assuming he ever found it again, instead of clutching her

mane and sliding around in the saddle.




“Lady!” Ander shouted—as if Lady

was going to hear him now. He’d had his chance to stop this.




She made two complete circuits of

the arena at top speed, and then slowed with a series of jerky bounces until

she hit the perfect bucking speed.




She wished he’d stayed on more than

two jumps.




But the instant he left the saddle,

she stopped and dropped her head, barely breathing hard, her face a study of

stupid innocence and the reins laying so far up her neck they looped around her

ear and crossed over her forehead.




Ander ran up to where the young man

rose to his hands and knees, spitting the carefully raked arena dirt from his

mouth. Hands low on his on hips, Ander looked down and said, “Subtle cues. I

told you, all our horses take subtle cues.”




Lady stretched her neck to get a

better look at the young man’s face—and then snorted in it, the wettest snort

she could muster.




Ander, she could see, was hiding a

grin—but he might as well not. She hadn’t even started with him yet.




~~~~~




“You knew!” Jess shouted

toward the door of the stall. She jammed her head into the tunic and found the

neck of it through brute force. “You knew he’d be

like that! And you let him ride me!”




No wonder Ander hadn’t triggered the changespell when she’d

returned from Aashan’s hold in the early afternoon. No wonder he’d kept her out

grazing until just before saddling time. He hadn’t wanted her to spot their

applicant lurking around the stables.




I would have known.




Jess ran her tongue over her sore gums and rubbed her

still-stinging hip. Then she jerked on the rest of her clothes and stormed out

of the stall to face Ander.




The barn aisle stretched out behind

him, only half of Kymmet’s impressive facilities. A wide, short aisle led to an

identical row of stalls parallel to these, and the high-ceilinged structure

echoed with the clop of hooves and the metallic ring of stall latches shoving

home—the grooms were bringing the horses in for the evening feed.




Ander sat on the sturdy tack box

that held Kymmet Stable’s first aid supplies, his long legs stretched out and

crossed at the ankle. Broad shouldered, lean hipped—he was like Jess, bigger

than most of the couriers. But he was a consummate rider and trainer, and he’d

gotten the job at Kymmet’s prestigious stables despite his size. Also like Jess.




But unlike Jess, he was fully

human. And he was male.




Sometimes Jess thought humans

should come with the instruction books she’d learned to read—especially the

men. For although Ander looked a bit embarrassed, he did not look truly

chastised or abashed. In fact, she’d have to say he looked satisfied beneath that little shrug and grin of his.




She barely stopped before she

reached him. Crowding him, just like she’d crowd another horse in the pasture.

But no other horse would calmly put his hands on her waist and move her to the

side—and she was not sure Ander should be doing it, either. She tossed her head

in annoyance.




“Relax,” Ander said. “I didn’t have

any choice. The fellow was nephew to the senior man on the Kymmet Lander

Council—and just because Koje’s a Council wizard doesn’t mean she can ignore

politics. There’s no way she could turn him away without the ridden interview.”

He couldn’t hide his grin, then. “Besides, I knew I could count on you to

respond in some appropriately spectacular manner.”




Jess made a noise deep in her

throat—certainly not agreement. “You should have told me.”




“I thought it would work out better

if you reacted naturally.” Unperturbed, he picked a wood shaving out of her

hair.




Jess tilted her head back, more

annoyed than ever; she stepped out of his reach. He was making decisions for

her again.




Unlike Carey, who was in his early

thirties, Ander was nearer to Jess’ estimated human age of mid-twenty. He was

also her first friend here at Kymmet, the largest public breeding and training

courier stables in central Camolen.




But Jess wasn’t sure that friends made

decisions for each other. She wouldn’t have done the same to him, but she never

knew if her innate reactions were the correct human ones.




So she said carefully, “This will

not happen again. No one rides me as Lady who has not spoken to me as Jess.”




Ander shrugged again. “All right,”

he said. He gave her a sidelong look and said, “But didn’t it feel good when

you dumped him?”




Jess snorted, but a smile tugged at

the corner of her mouth. “Yes,” she said. “It did.” She finger-combed her long

dun hair and searched her pocket for the tie-back.




“Let me,” Ander said, when she’d

found it. She turned her back on him and held out the tie, accepting the

grooming as she’d always accepted such things from those who had also handled

Lady. He gently pulled her hair back, untangled the snarl he ran into, gathered

up the spellstones, and tied it all away from her face.




Jess paid little attention. She was

thinking back to the moments in the riding ring. Lady might be unable to think

with all of a human’s facilities, but Jess was perfectly able to search her

excellent memory, no matter her form when the memories were made. And now she

thought of the changespell yet again.




“If I’d been able to change,” she

murmured, not finishing the thought. It was clear enough to her.




And to Ander. “As if you haven’t

tried to do it before, and failed—over and over,” he said. “Jess, I know it’s important to you—but I hate to see you tear

yourself up over it when it’s not going to happen.” He put his hands on her

shoulders and turned her around, but Jess had had enough of handling for the

day.




“It might

happen,” she said, stepping out of reach, nostrils flared. Ander knew her well

enough not to push. “I do not like having to depend

on you or Koje to spell me back.”




Carey could do it, if he were here,

and Arlen, his friend—and the wizard who had created the world-travel spell—could

do it without the spellstones. Lady, though... 




It had been a year, and Lady had

never shown any signs of success.




But she hadn’t tried of late.

“Things change,” she told Ander.




“True enough,” Ander said. He

didn’t say anything else, merely regarding her for a moment, biting the corner

of his lip. Horses rustled in their stalls, calling impatiently for their

dinner.




Jess’s stomach rumbled at the smell

of grain; she ignored it. “What?” she said, watching Ander’s handsome features,

at the light blue eyes that crinkled at the corners from his frequent smiles,

and wondered again why they did not please her as much as Carey’s.




“Got a rider in from Anfeald

today,” he said.




“Carey? Is Carey here?” Jess

straightened, perking phantom ears.




Ander quickly shook his head. “No,

no—one of his riders, though.” Arlen’s Anfeald stable was a much smaller

operation than Kymmet’s, but carried a busy load of critical and confidential

dispatches. “It’s a message for you from Arlen, Jess.”




“What does it say?”




Ander gave another shake of his

head, and a wry little smile. “It’s just for you; I haven’t seen it. But the

courier said a thing or two he shouldn’t have, so I’ve got an idea—no,” he

said, cutting her off before she could ask. “You should read the letter first.”




A letter important enough to have

warranted a physical delivery instead of the more efficient wizard dispatch—specialist

wizards, just like the healers who had tended Carey—and the wizards who

specialized in manufacturing long-lasting clothes, and those who made sure the

traffic in Kymmet’s crowded streets moved smoothly.




And then there were scholars like

Arlen, powerful magic-users who researched new spells, and who occasionally

taught others to do the same.




Arlen could send a dispatch message

that practically no one else could decipher or intercept. But he had sent a

letter to Jess instead, relying on the security of a courier who was probably

mounted on one of Jess’s half-siblings.




“Where is it?”




“With the courier,” Ander said.

“He’s probably eating dinner. Let’s go find him.”




Kymmet had on-premise housing for

its trainers and couriers, even those with families; the stable was famous for

delivering messages no matter what time of day or night, or how busy the

season. Jess was not fond of the dining area—it was noisy, and filled with

overwhelming smells, often of meat. She usually managed to slide in at the very

beginning or end of a meal period, and the staff had quickly learned her

greens-laden diet.




She reluctantly accompanied Ander

to the dining area now, at its peak period; only the lure of Arlen’s letter

kept her from stopping at the threshold of the solid little structure. At least

it was cool inside, and the thick flagstone floor felt good against her bare

feet.




Ander stopped just inside the

doorway, scanning the tightly spaced tables for Arlen’s courier. Jess had him

spotted first—someone she’d never seen before. He was a dark, wiry little man,

with skin the color of the eastern lands people—making it almost the same

toasty shade as her own. But his black hair was half the length of hers, and

drawn back into a short, dirty tail at the back of his neck. She decided

quickly enough that she didn’t really want to get any closer to him.




But he must be all right. He was

Carey’s man, and had ridden one of Carey’s horses. With Ander a startled step

behind her, Jess headed for the courier’s table.




Up close, he was no more palatable—but

after a hot day like this, it was no surprise that he should still bear the

sweat of his ride. He looked up as Jess stopped on the other side of the table,

and after a moment the question on his face smoothed.




“You’re Jess,” he said, and his

voice was pleasant enough.




She nodded. “I have come for my

letter.”




His black-brown gaze flickered to

the fine, supple leather of a courier’s pouches—the scaled-down saddlebags that

fit right over top of full-sized saddlebags—and then settled on her again, a

moment longer than made her comfortable.




“Jess,” he said. He put down his

split-ended spoon and drew the pouches into his lap. “How about you show me

your brand? So I know it’s you?”




Jess’s eyes widened; her head

raised, and Ander put a hasty hand on her arm. “That was uncalled for.”




The man shrugged, undisturbed; he

took a healthy gulp of his ale, dragging his wrist across his mouth. He did, at

least, muffle his belch. “Interesting things happening,” he said. “You can’t be

too sure about getting that sort of news to the right person.”




“What does it matter, if you talk

about it all along your route?” Ander said, his brow notched in a frown. “I

don’t expect either Carey or Arlen would be too happy about that.”




“I’m not worried about it,” the man

said, and his casual attitude made it clear that was true. “I’m filling in for

them. More a favor than a job.”




No doubt they needed him; Carey

still worked to restore his modest crew after the rogue wizard Calandre had

killed most of them the year before.





Jess sighed in an abrupt whuff of air, recognizing the mutual posturing for what

it was—a human male thing.




“I want to read the letter,” she

said, and thought she sounded reasonable enough. She’d seen this before—that

slightly narrow-eyed interest that meant this man was trying to find the horse

in her.




She didn’t like it.




He hesitated, not eager to give her

the letter so she could walk away. Ander’s normally amiable features arranged

in a scowl as he opened his mouth, and Jess casually, deliberately, stepped on

his foot and then shifted all her weight there.




It worked better when she had

hooves, but it surprised Ander enough to keep him quiet. Jess held out her hand

for the letter.




The man gave a sudden little grin

and shrugged, reaching into his courier pouch. “Here,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see

you around Anfeald, ey?”




“Thank you,” Jess said, closing her

hand around the thick, tough paper Arlen used, doubting very much this man

would see her in Anfeald—or anywhere, if she saw him first. She left the table,

and then the dining room—and almost left Ander behind, as well. He caught up to

her quick, long strides as she crossed the short grassy lawn to the dark brick

building that held her small room.




She took the winding steps to the

third floor two at a time and pushed through the door, feeling the tingle of

magic as it unlocked at her presence.




The room was purely Jess in nature,

a combination of no-nonsense function and the unusual items that meant

something to her alone. She had a pair of saddlebags flung permanently over the

plain headboard on the narrow bed; she’d been carrying them when she first

crossed worlds to arrive in Ohio—and, separated from Carey, the form to which

she’d been born, and everything she’d ever known, she’d clung to the worn

leather. Now they were a reminder of the struggle she’d won in that bewildering

world, and bolstered her onward when she struggled in this one.




Besides, they were Carey’s.




Jess tossed her sunglasses on the

small dresser beside the bed; a small row of ribbons were tacked to the wall,

all second and third—and one first—placings in Ohio dressage shows where Carey

or Jaime had ridden Dun Lady’s Jess. Next to them hung photographs of a sort

unknown to Camolen—snapshots of Jaime on her Grand Prix horse, Sabre, and of

her brother, Mark, in front of the Ohio farmhouse that Jess called home when

she visited that other world. Photos of Eric, with his ever-distracted, gentle

expression—bittersweet photos, for Eric had been killed in the effort to keep

Arlen’s world-travel spell out of the wrong hands.




And there were photos of Jess—a newly

human Jess, with an open, honest expression on her exotic features, but with

worried eyes that managed to convey the inner confusion of a mare who suddenly

finds herself human and doesn’t know the Rules.




She looked at that one a moment,

and snorted. She still didn’t know the Rules. Being a horse was certainly much

less complex.




Ander cleared his throat from her

doorway.




“Yes,” she said simply, and he came

in to take the one chair in the room, a straight-backed wooden chair without

padding.




“Nice fellow,” Ander said, meaning

the courier, and meaning he wasn’t.




Jess shrugged. “I have the letter,”

she said. She touched the hard seal, and it softened beneath her fingers. She

peeled it off and eyed it —Arlen’s name, one of the few Camolen words she could

read.




“Jess,” Ander said impatiently,

“don’t you want to know what it says?”




Jess hesitated. “Change,” she said

finally. “It means change, whatever it is.”




He looked at her in surprise,

running a finger along his dark blond mustache—it was thick, like his hair, but

not the sun-bleached gold of his hair. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “But

that doesn’t mean it’s bad.”




Jess shrugged, unconvinced, and

unfolded the thick paper. The letter was short and penned in Arlen’s beautiful

hand—slanted lines and precise curves that were easy to read even if Jess

wasn’t used to cursive. We have found a man we think was a

horse, he said. Will you come tell us for certain?




She looked at Ander. “It’s not good.”




“What is it?”




Jess set the letter aside and went

to the dresser to look at the picture of herself with Jaime and Mark. Her long

legs made Mark’s old cut-offs looked short, and her sun-tanned skin was not

tanned at all, but its natural color. The photo was a year old, taken early in

her journey from Lady to Jess, and she looked at those worried brown eyes with

their overlarge irises—and at the way she stood, poised to move at the

slightest noise.




She’d changed since then. She’d

changed a lot.




Because she’d made it. She’d found

her way from Lady to Jess—and only later realized it was only because she had

Carey to focus on, with her complex and thorough training as a jumping-off

point.




But few horses had the nature and

background to make the journey as she had.




“No,” she said. “This is not good.”




~~~~~~~~~~







Chapter Three




Ander patted his young mount and looked over at Jess; she

was as endearing as ever, with those sunglasses and what she called a baseball

cap, a battered thing through which she’d pulled her long hair to keep the

mingled dun and black strands off her neck.




Another hot, sunny day for the heart of Camolen, and they

were losing the cool nature of Kymmet’s thick, rocky woods as they moved into

the more arable precinct of Anfeald. Jess caught him looking and gave him a

little smile; it included that puzzled little overtone that meant she didn’t

really understand something human—probably, why he was watching her.




There was a lot she didn’t

understand.




She didn’t, he knew, truly

understand why he insisted on coming with her to Anfeald—although she’d

acquiesced without much fuss, if only because she obviously didn’t think it was

worth fussing over at all.




As if there was any way he’d have

let her go alone, after hearing of the rogue magic.




Not that she’d meant to pass on

Mia’s confidential news—she’d made a puzzled inquiry about confidentiality, and


how could something be secret if everyone who heard it told just one friend? He

didn’t have an answer for her, of course.




He seldom did. Watching Jess

wrestle with human nature was just a reminder of how many odd and inexplicable

things truly came along with being part of society.




But Jess, for all her unique

complexities, was as straightforward as they came, and that had spoken to a

very deep part of him.




“What?” Jess said.




Ander blinked out of his thoughts.

“Huh?”




“You were smiling,” Jess told him.




“Just thinking, Jess,” Ander said,

and smiled again. “That happens, you know.”




“Yes,” she said seriously, and his

smile broadened. She frowned, then clearly decided not to worry about whatever

she didn’t understand this time.




The road remained clear, offering a

lull in the market traffic between the small town they’d just passed and the

small town for which they headed—and Jess moved her mount into a reaching trot,

posting to it with the same unself-conscious supple athleticism that permeated

her every move.




Ander let his gelding fall behind a

short distance just to remind the horse that gaits were his choice, and then

trotted out after her. His bow and quiver bounced against his back, a gentle

reminder that something was not quite right in Camolen. He often brought the

bow when he was out and about—he enjoyed Kymmet city-credit for the game he

brought the stables—but on a long trip like this, he would have otherwise kept

it strapped behind the saddle.




Jess abruptly stopped, waiting for

Ander to catch up. When he did, she didn’t waste any words. “I have my courier

spellstones,” she reminded him. “I ride alone all the time. I can take care of

myself—”




“Then why am I here?” Ander said.

“Besides the fact that this gelding needs the experience?”




“Yes.”




Somehow Ander knew those large dark

eyes of hers were trained directly on his behind the sunglasses. When she gave

him that particular look, there was no use for anything but the truth. “No good

reason, Jess. Because I’d worry... because I know what you’re going to face at

Arlen’s. Call it a favor—to make me feel better more than to make sure you’re

all right.”




And to meet

Carey, he added silently.




Telling the truth didn’t always

mean telling the whole truth.




~~~~~~~~~~~~







Chapter Four




Carey had been Arlen’s head courier for years.




He had survived transport to another world, he had survived the

small, staggeringly unprepared rescue to free Arlen from the wizard Calandre—and

he had survived the deadly spell she’d then thrown at him.




But he knew when he was outmatched.




He had no intention of getting any closer to this angry,

barely human man sequestered in Arlen’s hold. The one that that he, along with

Jess—and her friend Ander—were here to see.




He stood with them at the doorway to the small room,

regarding its occupant with some trepidation.




“Burn off!” the man said thickly, his slurred words coming

from a tongue that was not used to talking.




“He seems to know that one pretty well,” Carey said dryly.




A tiny frown drew Jess’s brow together, her expression that

of utter concentration. He wished again that he’d been able to talk her into

waiting before this visit.




After all, she and Ander had only just arrived from Kymmet. They

were tired after days on the road, hot and dirty and smelling of horse. He’d

wanted nothing more than to sit her down in a dark, cool corner of Arlen’s

carved-rock hold, give her something cold to drink, and spend a few quiet

moments with her.




But then, he hadn’t been expecting Ander. So he’d given way when

Jess asked to come straight to this small room in the stable section of Arlen’s

stone hold.




Jess bumped his shoulder with hers. “Like me,” she said. “But...”




“That’s what I thought,” Carey said. “I wasn’t there when

you first became Jess, but there are things about him that make me think of you—and

things that don’t. In any case, Arlen’s spell to change you to Lady doesn’t

work for him, not even with fine-tuning for his sex.”




“Did I hear you say he’d been...” Ander started, trailing

off with a grimace with which Carey could empathize. It’d taken him some time

to get used to the idea as well.




“Yes,” he said. “He’s been castrated.”




“Burn off!” the man said. He snorted, stamped his foot, and

turned his back on them; he’d already learned that the doorway had been spelled

to erect an invisible barrier against him.




His clothes were little more than rags, though a small pile

of clean replacements sat untouched at the foot of his bed. His hair was

unkempt—what there was of it—and it was short and spiky in such an uneven

fashion that it had to be natural, holding no gray despite the man’s mature

years.




Jess bumped Carey’s shoulder again, but didn’t say anything.

He rested his hand at the back of her neck, quietly stroking the fall of hair

out the back of the black cap she wore. In the corner of his eye, Ander

shifted; Carey ignored him. “What do you think, Jess?”




She shook her head. “Like me,” she repeated. “But not.”




He thought she was going to say something else—but instead

she took a deep breath, making a noise in her throat he could only call a

nicker.




The man whirled around to look at her, eyes narrowed. Unfriendly. Unlike Jess, he was not the culmination of

years of careful breeding—if he was even a changed horse at all. His legs were

a little too short, his belly a little too big. And his ears... well, somehow

their generous size fit his strong-boned face. Not to mention the expression on

that face as the man eyed Jess, the surprising note of crafty intelligence as

he sized her up and realized what she was.




But he’d hardly absorbed that surprise when the man snorted,

a loud sound accompanied by plenty of spittle, and rushed them.




Astonished, Carey pulled Jess back—only to have her yank

herself from his protective grip.




She met the man with a little squeal, half-turning at the

last instant and letting fly with a powerful kick that took him in the thigh—not

only stopping him short, but knocking him back. He sprawled on the floor, his

attempts to regain his feet hindered both by his anger and his apparent

unfamiliarity with those particular feet.




Jess followed up with another, less powerful kick and sent him

scrambling backward, his long face more sullen than alarmed. She lifted her

chin, eyeing him, balancing lightly on one leg while the other foot remained

just off the floor.




The man regained his feet when he reached the far wall of

the little room—and he stayed there, watching her balefully.




Ears back—for Carey knew that

expression—Jess gave her head a little toss, turned on her heel, and pushed

past Carey and Ander to leave the room.




“Jess—what... ?” Ander followed a step behind Carey. But

Jess’s shoulders were back and tight, her fury radiating from every line of her

body. She swept by Arlen’s new apprentice, Natt, who instantly yielded the

hallway, alarm on his soft-featured face.




Out past the stalls she went, and out of the stable

entrance, into the bright sunshine of the hilly Anfeald fields.




Carey slowed his pace—and Ander did not appear to appreciate

Carey’s hand on his arm when he would have gone ahead.




“Give her a moment,” Carey told him.




Ander turned on him, the very set of his mustache full of

frown and challenge. “I know how to deal with her.”




Something in the way he’d said it made Carey blink; he held

up his hands, exaggerating the release of Ander’s arm. “Fine. You want to push

her, after what you just saw? I’m going to give her

a moment to settle down.”




Ander hesitated; it was enough so Carey could leave him

there, walking slowly—ambling, really—out of the shadow of the hold to join

Jess.




She simply stood, looking out on her favorite old tree in

the winter pasture. A breeze lifted the ends of her long hair and danced with

them, a whimsical little motion at complete odds with her stiff anger.




What Carey wanted to do was walk up behind her and put his arms

around her, nestle his chin at the side of her neck and whisper comforts into

her ear—even drop a kiss or two on the soft skin beneath it.




But Jess still struggled with things human, and she needed

the space to learn how to handle them.




Carey knew enough to give it to her... he glanced at Ander,

who’d caught up, and wondered if the same held true. He had the feeling Ander

did a very good job of taking care of someone who didn’t necessarily benefit

from the help.




Her head canted slightly to the side and then back again as

they approached; he could see her shoulders lift in a sigh as he came up beside

her and stopped.




“Jess?” he said, after a moment of watching her watch the

pasture.




She sighed again. “No kicking—I know.”




Carey felt a grin lift one corner of his mouth. “I’m not

sure that rule holds under those particular circumstances.”




She nodded, and said firmly, “It shouldn’t.” After another

moment, she sighed, and spoke more quietly. “It’s hard when I’m human but my

body acts like a horse. Confusing.”




“I know,” Carey said.




“What did you think?” Ander asked her, moving around in

front of them.




She frowned in thought. “Not a horse,” she said. “A mule.”




Carey gave a short laugh of understanding, thinking back

over the ten days since the man had been found wandering in the closest town. He’d

been stubborn and uncooperative, but never stupid. He never did anything unless

he saw a clear benefit for himself, and their handling of him had required the

utmost tact.




“A mule,” he said. “That does

make sense.”




“He was rude,” Jess said, the insult still audible in her

voice. “As soon as he realized I was a horse—”




“A strange horse,” Ander said. “Crowding him.”




“Yes.” Her mouth was tight; Carey flashed on the exact

expression that would be on Lady’s face, had she been in Lady’s form... then

stopped his thoughts from going there.




“Jess,” he said, lifting his hand to touch her back and then

not quite doing it. “You haven’t said hello to Arlen yet. How about we go back

into the hold, and you two can have something to drink. There’s plenty to talk

about besides that mule. Did you know Jaime was coming in tomorrow?”




“Jaime?” Jess demanded, turning to search his gaze. Then her

dark eyes widened slightly with realization. “It’s time for the hearing. For

Willand.”




Carey nodded.




“C’mon, Jess,” Ander said, easily resting his hand on Jess’s

shoulder. “He’s right. Let’s take a few moments—get that mule out of your

system.” His hand tightened, shook her shoulder gently. “Not that he’s likely

to bother you again. He’s not going to walk the same for days!”




Jess snorted, gave a little smile; her distant expression

made it clear she was reliving the confrontation. When she looked at Ander, she’d

gone a little shy—and a little sly. “I did show him, didn’t I?”




“Not much doubt about that,” Carey said. She was over it now—the

conflict of behaving like a horse while in her human body—and it seemed to him

she was doing better with such moments all the time. As they turned and walked

back to the hold, he wondered if he might not have given her that kiss or two

after all.




~~~~~~~~~~







Chapter Five
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