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        Dear Reader,

        

        Cassie’s story began with a single scene. What would happen if one day you awoke to an empty mind? It’s a scary thought, I’ll be the first to admit. One would need perseverance and courage to move through life, and a certain kind of drive to never give up. However, I’m a firm believer that everyone is always in the right place and at the right time. Cassie losing her memories has purpose, and fate brought her to the island of Desmalogo for a reason.

        While this story is suitable for all ages, there are mentions of amnesia, mental struggles, and death. There are no graphic depictions, and these topics are dealt with care.

        

        All the best,

        Stella <3
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      “I do hope your reason for calling me out here is as good as you made it seem,” the cloaked figure muttered, tugging his hood lower over his face. The dark brown fabric concealed most of his features, rendering him unrecognizable to anyone but the doctor.

      “A very good reason, I assure you.” Dr. Lykaion’s voice held a touch of rarely expressed emotion, piquing the curiosity of his companion. The staff at the clinic ignored them—the doctor was one of the most respected in the field.

      “None of them care about my presence?” A whisper came from the hooded man.

      “They’ll talk, of course, since the cloak gives you a mysterious air. But as you’re without the usual robe, they won’t know who you are. Not the first time I’ve brought a fellow doctor to work on a case.” The doctor dismissed the snort of disagreement from his companion and pressed on. “It’s quite the special case. I’m sure you will enjoy it.” He opened the door to a small room at the end of the hall. The shades were drawn to prevent sunshine from spilling into the room. A young girl lay on the bed, an intravenous drip attached to her outstretched arm. “I hope you took my warning seriously that this is a case of utmost confidentiality. No one of your kind knows you are here?”

      “No.” He stood in silence, allowing his eyes to take in the girl. “I still don’t understand why you chose me for this. You know I’ve not healed⁠—‍‍”

      “That’s enough,” Dr. Lykaion interrupted, directing his attention toward the patient.

      Her face was ashy gray, her breaths so shallow they had to look closely to notice. Hand-drawn charts on the wall displayed her recent heart rate measurements, never once reaching the sixty beats per minute required for healthy functioning. Another noted the lack of brain activity and movement of the nervous system, and the third graphed a pattern of heavily unstable blood pressure. Medically, she was as close to dead as she could be without truly dying.

      “I don’t see what’s so special.” The cloaked figure scanned the room before fixating on the girl. “Stars, it’s dark in here.”

      “I wasn’t sure if the light would bother her. Given her status, she might be from a place where the dark would be more familiar to her.”

      “Status? What could you possibly be speaking of?” The sharp words severed the stillness in the room as the cloaked figure stepped closer to the doctor, whose hand hovered over the blankets.

      “Jakobi,” the doctor warned, “one thing at a time. We must be careful.” He reached out to lift the edge of the blanket, revealing her legs. Carefully tilting the right one, he exposed a strange pattern on the back of the calf.

      Jakobi’s demeanor changed in an instant, his scowl flattening into an unreadable line. Slowly, his finger reached out to trace the unique pattern on her chilled skin, his thoughts nearly audible in the dead silence of the room.

      “It’s confirmed to be a birthmark, not a tattoo.” The doctor reassured him, but he second-guessed his decision to invite Jakobi here. Would the man be willing to bring the girl back to a state of consciousness?

      “She is not from Káto. It is unheard of for someone to cross to the underworld or back here without the knowledge of the Fýlax.” The matter-of-fact statement from Jakobi did little to soothe the doctor, who gestured in a pleading way toward the charts on the wall.

      “She has been unconscious for the month she’s been here, plus however long she was at sea before being found.”

      “You want me to heal her?” Jakobi clasped his palms together behind his back, the slight shake of his head betraying how conflicted he felt on the matter. He met the doctor’s pleading gaze with soft brown eyes.

      “What options remain?”

      A moment of silence ensued, both men shifting their gazes to the face of the girl as she sighed lightly, her eyes fluttering in a rare display of vivacity.

      “She’s hardly alive, but it is as if something is keeping her from dying. I hate to see her suffer like this, on the edge of consciousness without any guarantee of recovery.” The doctor’s voice fell silent as his eyes landed on the exposed birthmark on the back of her calf. “Had this been anyone else, I would have made my demands earlier. You don’t recognize her at all?”

      “No. I’ve seen the face of every person banished from our island, and hers is unfamiliar.” Jakobi paused as if he had already said too much. He pressed his lips together, his gaze tracing the mark on her leg one more time. “I can help, but there are risks,” he finally uttered, stepping back from the girl.

      The doctor breathed a sigh of relief, replacing the blanket gently over her lower legs. “Whatever you need, I can supply it.”

      “I can’t do my work here. We would have to transport her to someplace more private. Concealed from any eyes, outside the realm of the island.” Jakobi took a step away from the bed, his posture stiff. “I couldn’t tell anyone about this, for if I am discovered helping the enemy, the consequences will be harsh.”

      “I’ve considered everything to minimize the risk of discovery.” The doctor nodded, focusing on the cloaked figure. “You think she has a chance at life?”

      “I cannot promise anything. You know quite well healing is not my area of expertise. What have you learned about her?”

      “There seems to be an intense amount of head damage. So much so I doubt she’ll remember anything upon waking up.”

      “I will have to wipe everything regardless, to the point where she should not be able to access her—‍” He cut himself off, gesturing loosely toward the birthmark obscured by the blanket. “She will have a fresh start and hopefully stay out of trouble.” Jakobi’s statement lacked confidence, and he pulled the hood even lower over his face.

      “Relax. No one can see you here, and besides, that hood won’t help you if your location is discovered.” The doctor chuckled, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as he turned toward the girl, ignoring the conflicted expression brewing behind the young man’s eyes.

      “So many risks associated with this. What if she has family that comes looking for her? What if she did this on purpose to escape the wrath of the Fýlax? Some think death is preferable to banishment.” Jakobi held back a sigh, his knuckles whitening from clasping his hands so tightly. The questions stirred turmoil in the doctor, who had fought with all those questions before calling the only one he could trust to betray his own kind.

      “The Desmaligan Rangers have asked nearly everyone on this forsaken island about her. There are no family, no relations, not a single soul that has recognized her.”

      “If her family were aware of the consequences of hiding an Opposed, I doubt they would be so eager to reveal themselves.”

      “I tried everything before reaching out to you. See yourself as her last hope. I have a peculiar feeling that she won’t die, yet she isn’t alive. It haunts me.” The two men allowed their eyes to meet, the gravity of the situation heightening the anxiety of both.

      “And if I am successful, and she returns to consciousness?” Jakobi’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if he were worried someone could hear him. An irrational fear, given that the hospital had been built on one floor, spanning a large area with several wings for patients that were kept isolated for various reasons. Nurses kept a strict schedule, only entering rooms when necessary.

      “I’ve already reached out to an older woman in allegiance with the Fýlax. I kept my message short, telling her we have an older teenage girl who needs a place to live while recovering from a brain injury. She never had children of her own and has been known to foster a few. I’m willing to sponsor her out of my own funds during this time until we can discover her family or place of origin.” The doctor paused for a moment, reaching to adjust the blanket on the bed. “I like to see it as a sign from the land or the sea. She was very much meant to be here.”

      “It doesn’t seem right for me to leave without helping.” Jakobi stepped back, his head shaking slightly. “I’m hanging on by a thread regardless. I suppose nothing better would be expected from me.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.

      “I’ll take the blame,” the doctor interjected. “I doubt she knows anything about the Opposed. She was found in the water, wearing what any equestrian wears for a ride.”

      “Then why wasn’t she recognized? If she were a Desmaligan citizen, the odds of someone not looking for her are very, very low,” Jakobi countered.

      “If you can sever her connection to Rhiza and deem her untraceable, she will have a chance to live a normal life, free from their influence or the need to hide.”

      “Unless she’s recognized,” Jakobi stated in a flat tone. The doctor turned to him, his disappointment palpable. He started to object, but Jakobi stepped forward, his hood slipping back. “I will help.”

      “Thank you.” Tension fled from the doctor’s face.

      “But, I will wipe her past clean, and none of the Fýlax will be able to trace her to her origins. It will not be easy for her to restart her life completely.”

      “Better than death. How shall we proceed?” Dr. Lykaion asked in a hushed whisper, pleased with the turn of events. It was rare that he let a patient down, always going above and beyond to ensure the health of the people.

      “A ship,” Jakobi grumbled, making his way toward the door. “We’ll take her out on a ship. I’ll do my best, then bring her back. Ensure there are enough sedatives to keep her down until it is finished.”

      “Of course. I’ll arrange for transport tonight.”

      “Does she have a name?”

      “Yes. Cassie.”

      “Very well. We shall meet soon.”

      A handshake in the dark sealed the pact, and the two men parted ways.
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      Her eyes fluttered open. She lay there motionless, unsure of her name, scared to breathe. The sudden stillness was a stark contrast to the soft rocking sensation just out of reach in her mind.

      An unexplainable calm enveloped her body, distinctly separate from the swirling in her mind and blending in with the flashes of indigo light hidden beneath her eyelids.

      Slow blinking brought the room into focus, a place that enclosed her with four patterned walls, a ceiling, and curtains that blocked out something bright. Her hands reached toward the source of illumination, and she shivered in shock at the pale skin of her thin limb.

      The beginnings of questions threatened to flood her mind. Who was she? She searched the depths of her mind, finding nothing to give her an answer or a single clue about the before.

      Why couldn’t she remember anything? Taking great care to avoid the dizziness again, the girl lifted her head and gazed around the room.

      What was this place? Nothing looked familiar; everything was achingly meaningless. A dresser stood to the side, a desk nestled in the corner.

      Leaning back down on the pillow, she caressed the soft blankets keeping her warm. They felt heavy, constricting, and paralyzing. She tossed them to the side, instantly regretting the motion as a cold draft nipped at her toes.

      Lifting one hand, she watched her limbs as they curled and straightened out. Those were her fingers—she could use them to move things, and her legs could be used to move her. Glancing down at her body sprawled out on the bed, she studied the loose pajama pants and oversized shirt she was wearing. It had something on it, and she pulled out the edges to get a better look.

      It was a sketch of a horse running with its mane flowing freely behind it. The horse was attached to nothing, suspended on her shirt without an anchor. Something skittered across her mind, reminding her that she had been floating in the darkness like the horse on her shirt. She closed her eyes for a minute, trying to see the indigo color again, but her mind was unyielding.

      A strange thumping reached her ears, the steady increase indicating that it was coming closer to the door from outside the room. Her eyes shot to the door, sweat collecting on her palms as they came together to stop the trembling within. She narrowed in on the door handle as it turned. Glancing around for something to stand between her and whoever would enter, she grabbed the pillow and held it in front of her defensively.

      Fear. She was finally able to name the emotion crawling inside her. She didn’t like it.

      The door slowly creaked open, and the girl scrambled backward to the far corner of the bed. A shriek escaped her lips when a strange figure stepped into the room. Without a thought, the girl threw the pillow as hard as she could, pressing herself against the wall. Her heart hammered in her chest. She would run, if only she had an exit. A single door, blocked, and a single window, closed tight. What was this prison that had no escape?

      The figure easily caught the pillow and continued toward her. Her cocoa hair complemented her warm skin, streaks of gray highlighting dark locks. Aged eyes were crinkled with worry at the edges as she slowly advanced toward the girl, the hem of her dark skirt nearly brushing the floor with each step.

      She didn’t seem menacing, but the way she drew ever closer was enough to alarm the girl, sending a foreboding dread through her in shockwaves.

      “Go away,” the girl hissed, her mind flipping in confusion before registering the meaning of those words. This wasn’t home, and this woman she had never seen before kept inching closer.

      “Please,” the figure said in a low and soothing voice, “I won’t hurt you.” She raised her hands, dropping the pillow to the floor. The words were familiar to her, but in a different language than the threat that escaped from her lips. She met the gaze of the lady head-on, fighting between saying harsh words and submitting to the woman.

      “Let’s start with something basic.” The lady was still speaking, drawing the girl back to her. Her lips curved upward, a peace offering. “Hello.”

      “Hi,” the girl said in the second language, lowering her head. She needed time to process each word, but she could speak and understand the strange language of the woman. Strange, yes, and unfamiliar.

      Her hair fell over her eyes, and she peeked out from behind the orange strands. She knitted her fingers together, preferring to stare at her freckled skin than the woman.

      “You understand me?”

      The girl nodded, reaching up to push her hair back, but it swept forward again, brushing against her shoulder.

      “Good, good. My name is Yvonne,” the lady said, pointing to her chest.

      The girl pointed to herself and lifted her chin slightly in anticipation of learning what she could call herself.

      “You are Cassie,” Yvonne stated.

      “Cassie,” she whispered, her finger still on her chest. “Cassie.” She smiled. It was fitting. She was a Cassie. “Why am I here?”

      “You . . .” Yvonne sighed, moving closer. She sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes full of pity. “Do you want something to eat?”

      At the mention of food, Cassie’s stomach growled. She nodded, shoving her hair out of her face. Did her face look like Yvonne’s? A memory of another caregiver surfaced, but this one was different. She lunged at it, wanting more, but her mind went blank. She shook her head in frustration, annoyed that she couldn’t grasp any memories.

      No, Yvonne did not look like her mother would have. This woman’s skin was a rich bronze, a contrast to her own pale and freckled one. The girl pulled down a strand of hair, noting the soft red color. Yvonne’s was nearly black, cascading down her back as she made her way out of the room.

      The door closed, leaving Cassie alone again. An aching pain was left behind, the realization that she was missing someone very dear to her.

      Cassie scanned the room, annoyed at the stark unfamiliarity of each item. Clattering from the hall drew her forward with curiosity, and she lifted her chin.

      Swinging her legs over the bed, a gasp escaped her lungs when her feet hit the cold wooden floors. She shoved the warm and inviting blanket further into the corner and grimaced against each step on the cold flooring.

      Following the sounds, Cassie found herself in a space that doubled as the kitchen and dining room. Exhausted from her journey through the halls, she collapsed into a wooden chair. It was flat and hard compared to the bed she had woken up in, providing little comfort. She felt Yvonne’s gaze on her but ignored it, allowing her eyes to roam over the walls and counters, with pictures of horses hung in an attempt to brighten up the lonely home. The paint had faded and cracked, yet the passage of time could not dim the beauty of the creatures.

      “Horses,” Cassie whispered, her fingers stretching out as if they wanted to stroke one. “I like horses.” The word was deliciously familiar on her tongue, bringing with it a wave of happiness that rippled down her spine. Horses called out to her in a way that made her certain they were part of the before, and she ached to remember what it felt like to be near them, to brush her fingertips through the silky hair.

      Yvonne plated up a simple meal for her. Some scrambled eggs with toast on the side, butter slathered on top.

      “How do you feel?” the lady asked, easing into the seat next to her.

      “I—I don’t know. I try to grasp something in my brain, but it’s so empty. Why is it so empty?” Cassie turned her wide, hopeless gaze toward Yvonne. The woman’s eyes were warm, a streak of sympathy in them as she placed her hand over Cassie’s. It was a kind gesture, enough to start breaking down the wall of uncertainty between them.

      “I’m so sorry for what you have been through. I can tell you what I know and help you with anything you need. Unfortunately, I cannot bring back what’s lost.” They held eye contact for a few moments, and then Yvonne pointed to the food on her plate and commanded her to eat.

      “What happened?” It was the appropriate thing to ask. Cassie knew she came from somewhere, and it wasn’t here. This place was cold and unfamiliar, and the only things that brought her comfort were the pictures of the noble horses on the walls. They offered windows to another world, the one she came from.

      “A ferry travels along the water to bring passengers to the mainland.”

      “From where?”

      “Sparta’s Hoof. It’s a sizable island off the northwestern coast of Desmalogo. It’s part of our country, just separated by a strait.”

      “And where am I now?” Cassie pointed to the floor of the house.

      “We are in Thebesia, the capital of the main island of Desmalogo. Arguably one of the biggest and busiest cities you’ll come across. The port is well established and is used to trade with other places.” Yvonne’s tone was patient, but the slow words grated against Cassie’s nerves, frustrating her because of her lack of understanding.

      “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “The people on the ferry found a body floating in the water and rescued you. The doctors put in a lot of effort to bring you back to life. Throughout all the time you spent in the hospital, the Desmaligan Rangers were unable to discover your identity or where you’d come from. I was asked to take you in and volunteered willingly.” Yvonne ended her statement with a soft smile.

      “I don’t remember being in the water. I don’t remember anything.” Cassie let out a pent-up sigh, her hands balling into fists. The only thing she did recall was something dark, damp, then a flash of light and being brought to the surface. And now this lady, who appeared kind and reassured her there was nothing to be concerned about. How was that possible, to be expected to live without knowledge of how one appeared in a mysterious place?

      “I know. The doctor said your head was severely damaged.” Yvonne continued speaking, and Cassie loosened her hands when she caught the lady’s gaze on them. “The most probable cause is that you fell off a ship unnoticed. You nearly drowned but stayed alive long enough for the ferry to catch sight of you. I know it’s difficult when you have no memories, but I am impressed.”

      “With what?” Cassie asked bitterly, pushing the plate away. “The fact that the sea spit me out?”

      “With how well you understand everything. You must be grateful you have a full understanding. There were worries the brain damage might have negatively affected you. You can talk, communicate with me, and move freely. So many things might have gone wrong.” Yvonne let out a deep sigh, her gaze falling to the rough grain of the table. Cassie watched her, taking in the information.

      If what the woman said was true, then Cassie was at her mercy.

      There was no before; there was only now.

      “Cassie, I will do my best to make your life as comfortable as possible, but you will have to cooperate as well. Desmalogo is an amazing place, and soon you will make many friends. You can ride the horses in the fields, maybe even join some competitions. In addition, you are welcome to live with me for as long as you need. Should we discover your family, I’m sure they will be delighted to see you again.”

      Cassie rubbed her temples, trying to process what was being said. “Is it possible that I might remember?” she asked in a faint whisper, searching the emptiness in her mind.

      “It is. The doctor said you might recognize things as time goes on.”

      “Thank you,” Cassie said, picking up her plate. “I need to see as much as I can, because the emptiness in my mind is going to drive me crazy.” She deposited her dishes in the sink as Yvonne let out a soft sigh. When Cassie returned to the table, a map was laid out in the center. She scanned the words and symbols, a pout developing on her lips.

      “The doctor wanted you to see the map when you awoke, to see if anything is familiar to you.”

      “No.” Cassie stared at the formations scattered on the paper before tearing her eyes away. The black ink had faded from years of use, the paper crinkling at the edges. The map had been drawn many years ago, yet it was so achingly new to her. She longed to see something that would comfort her senses, to remind her of the life she had before this moment.

      “I see it will not help us. Instead, we can start by going to the city to shop around,” Yvonne stated. She stood, rolling up the aged paper and setting it to the side.

      “I’d like that,” Cassie affirmed. “We walk?”

      “Yes. Horses are the primary method of transport, and with time, you are welcome to get yourself a mount as well. I used to own a horse, but the hassle of taking care of her became too great with my age. I walk to the city as it isn’t far, and if I need to go further, I call out a buggy.”

      Cassie slipped her feet into the shoes pointed out for her, finding them a touch loose but deciding not to complain. She pressed her lips together, noting that none of the items she had seen so far were hers. It reiterated the coldness of the place around her, but the frigid feeling stayed inside the house when she stepped into the sunshine. Her hands flipped upward to soak in the warmth, the simple gesture providing comfort. She kept her palms up as she trudged alongside Yvonne, taking note of the cottages they walked past and taking one final look behind her to imprint their house firmly in her mind.

      A young man dressed in a black uniform caught her eye. The indigo and white stripes on his sleeves and back were a heavy contrast against his deep gray jacket, making him easy to identify amongst the passersby. His horse was completely focused on his task, ignoring everyone as he trotted deeper into the city.

      “What is he?” Cassie’s face lit up at seeing a real horse, not just a picture. The tail flowed just like she imagined it would, the strands dancing in harmony with a slight breeze tugging at them.

      “One of the Desmaligan Rangers. They are everywhere and keep the city safe from any harm,” Yvonne explained, steering her away. “It isn’t polite to bother them unless something is wrong, as they serve as mounted police.”

      “I want to do that,” Cassie whispered, her eyes following the horse and rider until they were out of sight. Withholding a sigh, she caught up to Yvonne’s side.

      “Ride?” the woman asked, pausing in front of a rustic store. Wide windows allowed natural light to flow freely into the space, inviting Cassie deeper inside.

      “Yes, ride,” she replied with a nod, her eyes growing distant. Something about a horse, a soft chestnut in color, struck a memory in her mind. A memory she couldn’t place or see, but it was there. Not the pale mane and tail—just the orange.

      Cassie lifted a strand of her hair, studying the color carefully. Yes, this kind of orange.

      “This store has plenty of clothes to choose from. You’ll need some things to wear,” Yvonne said patiently, swinging open the door.

      The girl continued fingering her strand of hair but nodded, stepping inside. A vast array of clothing items met her, the vibrant colors and sheer number overwhelming. Cassie sucked in a short breath, allowing her eyes to take in the sights before a splash of deep green caught her eye. It drew her closer until the fabric was in her hands.

      The softness of the hoodie was akin to the blanket on the bed, and she measured it against herself.

      “How’s this?”

      “Suits you well.” Yvonne nodded in affirmation. “Anything else you noticed?” she asked, and Cassie squirmed under her watchful examination.

      “I don’t know. I like green.” Cassie stared at the soft fabric in her hands.

      Yvonne leaned in, scanning Cassie’s eyes. “Matches your eyes nicely. Come along, I’ll help you find more.”

      She followed Yvonne around the store, nodding, shaking her head, or shrugging at the options presented to her. She found her eyes constantly trailing to the windows on the side of the store hoping for another glimpse of the noble steeds that trotted back and forth with their arched heads.

      One side of the store was lined with mirrors instead of windows, and Cassie froze for a moment, catching the reflection of a girl just a hint taller than Yvonne with bright green eyes that seemed unnaturally juxtaposed against her sickly pallor. A neat nose sat above upturned lips, decorated with a dash of freckles. She frowned, the image staying in her head even when she turned away and counted the shiny coins laid out by Yvonne in exchange for her wares.

      It was a relief to be outside in the sunshine, and Yvonne took her down a path leading deeper into the city until they reached the city square. A large horse had been sculpted as the centerpiece, smaller models of ships positioned around it to resemble them being at sea.

      “The statue was built in honor of Eileen Thetis, the founder of our island. She and her husband . . .” Yvonne trailed off, her gaze moving toward a person standing near the fountain.

      An elegant white robe clothed her, leaving her face concealed from prying eyes. Curious glances from the public went ignored by the feminine figure, her stillness akin to the statue.

      “Who is that?” Cassie’s curiosity was piqued when Yvonne turned away in a rush.

      “A member of the Conservation Society of Desmalogo. We mustn’t disrupt their work. What do you say we drop off your items, change into something more comfortable, and head to the stables?”

      “To the horses?” Cassie grinned, momentarily forgetting about the robed character. “I would like that.”

      “Yes. To the horses.”
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      “Thebesia Stables are set to the west of the city. We follow the main road until it branches into two, then take the path to the stables. The other leads north toward the ports,” Yvonne explained, pointing out the directions. Cassie kept her pace brisk as she walked along the road, staying away from the people milling back and forth. The road changed from neatly placed cobblestone to a dusty and worn path that had seen hundreds of people and horses cross.

      Fields spanned the area behind the city, boasting rich soil. The golden-green stalks of young grain waved silently in the wind, beckoning visitors closer to the barn full of horses. Near the stables, they came upon a grove of trees that were planted in neat rows along the walls of the stables and arenas. From the entrance point, Cassie gazed up at the tall metal gates, reading the carved words: “Welcome to Thebesia Stables.”

      “It’s a nice place, don’t you think? One of the oldest in Desmalogo.” Yvonne smiled, taking the lead further down the path. Cassie slowed, reaching out to brush her fingers against various surfaces: the bark of an ancient tree, flowers growing along the wall, the crisp white fence.

      The main barn stood in the center of it all, grand and imposing. Cassie’s eyes widened in wonder at the intricate architecture, the attention to detail making it clear just how much the citizens loved their steeds. A grand hall rivaled the size of the barn, windows lining the top and displaying the many housing quarters available to the public. On the other side, a covered arena protected several riders from the sun as they moved through memorized routines.

      “Yvonne!” An older man rushed over to them. He had an athletic build and wore a black polo tucked into white pants, indigo boot socks stretching to his knees. “What brings you to the splendor of Thebesia Stables?” His eyes dropped curiously to Cassie.

      “Good to see you, Henrik.” Yvonne gestured at Cassie. “Cassie here is new to Desmalogo, and we would like to set up some riding lessons for her.”

      Cassie plastered a smile on her face, awaiting his reply. The horses were too familiar for her to have never ridden, and anticipation sat at the edge of her fingertips, growing with every moment.

      “Welcome to Desmalogo, where horses and competition are the drivers of life! Have you ridden before?” His bold voice was obviously used to commanding people. Cassie’s eyes fluttered, and her gaze dropped to the ground. She felt that she had, but she had no proof.

      “I—I don’t remember,” she murmured, her fingers curling into fists. Her blank mind offered no support, and she refused to glance up at the nice man lest he see the storm of doubt behind her eyes.

      “Cassie, why don’t you run down to the barn and meet some of the horses?” Yvonne asked, a smile pressed on her face. “I can work out the details with Henrik here.”

      Cassie’s frown deepened. Being shoved away from the decision made her feel akin to a child. Her being new to the island did not equate to being unable to make her own choices. She wanted to be there and participate in the conversation, to understand where she was.

      But arguing with Yvonne, who had done so much for her, was out of the question. Even if the retort was on the tip of her tongue.

      Cassie suppressed a sigh as she stepped inside the large building and walked down the aisles, glancing inside each stall. Some were empty; others housed horses munching on their hay.

      Something about being there and listening to the horses’ sounds was comforting: a grunt, the chewing of hay, a bucket kicked over and its resonating echo throughout the space. It calmed her scattered thoughts, and she was able to arrange them in a straight line.

      She liked horses. It was impossible to ignore the growing realization that she had come from a different place and needed to adjust to her new surroundings. But the horses, they offered peace.

      Her solitude lasted a few minutes before it was interrupted by a crowd of girls laughing with each other and leading a horse in through the side entrance. Cassie’s gaze fixated on the stunning black horse with a kiss of white on his forehead. His still-damp coat shimmered in the midday light, muscles rippling under his skin.

      She hardly realized her fingers had stretched out toward the horse, but the group of girls didn’t seem to notice, moving away from her and further down into the barn. They settled the horse into a stall and covered him with a light sheet before they disappeared through the back.

      The group was cohesive, jabbing at each other and making jokes they all seemed to understand. A pang of homesickness washed over her, a ridiculous notion since she couldn’t remember her home, much less miss it.

      A wheelbarrow thumped against the floor near her, and Cassie jumped.

      “You look new. Are you from a different city?” A girl leaned on a pitchfork and stared at her from under her baseball cap, hair messily sticking out the sides. Cassie sucked in a breath.

      “Yes.” It was an easy enough answer. “I want to learn how to ride.” The girl grinned and stuck her hand out. Cassie awkwardly accepted it, unprepared for the firm handshake.

      “I’m surprised you don’t know how already, unless you mean ride well enough to compete. I’m Mitchie, by the way. I work for Henrik in exchange for room and board at the stables.”

      “I’m Cassie.” She attempted to smile, clasping her hands in front of her. “I will go see if Yvonne is finished talking to that guy. Henrik.” Cassie stumbled over her words, rushing away before Mitchie started asking questions about her past. Questions she couldn’t answer and didn’t want to deal with.

      “It was nice meeting you. Hopefully, you’ll come again soon!” Mitchie yelled out after her, her confusion coming through in the last few words.

      “Cassie!” Henrik called as she walked outside, taking a few steps toward her. “I talked with Yvonne, and this is my offer: you will do some duties around the stables, and as compensation, we can teach you to ride if you want. Then you can be around horses as much as you like. How does that sound?”

      “Can I start now?” She breathed the words, flexing her fingers in anticipation.

      Yvonne shook her head, casting a disappointing shadow over the glimmer of sunshine. “I’ve already scheduled your test ride for tomorrow. We’ll go home and rest. Then tomorrow bright and early, you can go to the stables.”

      “Don’t worry. The horses will still be here,” Henrik said in a light tone.

      “Ok.” Cassie nodded. She knew he was trying to be kind, but concern gripped her chest as she wondered if tomorrow she would remember the events of the current day.

      She waved farewell to Henrik as she followed Yvonne back to their home on the outskirts of the city. Each time she closed her eyes, the soft swirl of windswept tails tugged at her mind, calling her back to the horses.
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      Cassie popped her eyes open as soon as sleep departed, and she cautiously scanned the room. It was the same one as yesterday, and she remembered the events of the day before. She couldn’t help her smile as she washed up, greeting Yvonne as she sat at the table.

      Memories of something different swirled in her mind, tainted with streaks of indigo lights. They had faded from the day before, settling in the depths of her mind like a shadow.

      Yvonne set a plate of oatmeal on the table next to a basket of fresh blueberries. Cassie eyed the soft blue color, a wave of familiarity washing over her. She tossed a handful into her mouth, the sweetness bursting through her senses.

      “These are delicious,” Cassie murmured, eyes half closed at the flavor. It tasted almost like home and not a strange land. Picking up another handful, she sprinkled them over her oatmeal and finished it off with a drizzle of syrup.

      “Blueberries have quite an extensive season here in Desmalogo. These are the first fruits off my bushes and will only get sweeter with summer coming soon.” Yvonne placed a cup of milk on the table, and Cassie drank half the glass before setting it down.

      “I’ll have to taste and see.” Cassie grinned, wiping her mouth with a napkin. Yvonne smiled, picking at her smaller portion of food. “Yvonne, is it possible to have a memory of something that happened only in your head?”

      A moment of silence ensued, and Cassie looked back and forth between the food and her guardian, the seconds ticking in her mind louder than usual.

      “Perhaps like a dream?” Yvonne asked, setting her spoon down, curiosity shining from her eyes.

      “Yes. A dream.”

      “Do you want to share?”

      The light prod was all she needed to open up. “Everything was dark, no matter which direction I turned. I was scared until I saw some kind of bright light very, very far away. I moved toward it, but with each step it only became further from me. I started running, desperate to have it in my reach, but it was too far away.” Cassie used the blueberries as an excuse to cut off her thoughts, her mouth full with the bright taste. They reminded her of warm sunshine beating down on her, soft grass caressing her bare feet as she ran through a field. The mere thought of running brought back her dream, her legs aching from exertion, her mind screaming in protest. Such feelings she wasn’t ready to share.

      Yvonne gazed at the wall behind Cassie. “That might be how your head feels about your memories—far away and out of your immediate reach.” Her gaze moved back to Cassie, thoughtful.

      “You’re probably right.” Cassie forced a grin, tilting her head to the side. It was a simple enough explanation, and maybe that’s where the problem was. Too simple. The light had called out to her, bringing her to the surface from the depths of darkness. “I don’t think I would have figured that out myself. Thank you.”

      Wherever she was now, without the light, was a dark and lonely place. She distracted herself by finishing her food and carrying the plate to the sink, thinking of the beautiful horses instead.

      “You will come with me to my lesson?” Cassie asked over her shoulder.

      “Of course, dear. The doctors advised me to keep a close eye on you for the first few weeks to make sure you are doing fine. As you might expect, I won’t let you go anywhere unsupervised until I’m confident you know your way around the city. After your lesson, we can head to your first doctor’s appointment.”

      Cassie’s stomach dropped at the words, her smile wavering.

      “Go get dressed. I have this covered.” Yvonne ushered her away, and Cassie retreated into her room. She had nearly forgotten that she had to face the doctor today, a casual statement dropped by Yvonne the day before. Would he be kind? She was sure of it, having yet to meet someone that she instantly disliked.

      She scanned her new wardrobe and picked out an outfit to match her brown riding boots. Due to the limited selection of boots in the store, hers ended up being a touch too tight, but she couldn’t complain. Not when Yvonne had counted out so many drachmas for the purchase.

      Cassie tucked a deep green polo into tan pants, pulling on matching boot socks before threading a belt through the loops of the pants. The outfit was made complete with loafers, which Yvonne had explained were much more comfortable for walking. With the boots in hand, she waited patiently for Yvonne to put on her own shoes.

      “It’s good to see you so happy. I was worried, I’ll admit, how you would settle in, but it seems you are doing well.” Yvonne shooed her out of the house, turning to lock the door behind her.

      “Yes, I’m happy.” It was true to an extent, more so when she stepped into the bright sun. Inside, she still felt cold, but with each second of natural light, the darkness receded.

      Cassie walked ahead, pausing at the end of the path leading to the main road. A sense of familiarity washed over her, reminding her of yesterday. Her brain was building memories of this place, easing away the shadows of doubt.

      Yvonne tried to keep a conversation, but Cassie was less than interested. She clasped and unclasped her fingers, taking measured breaths as she made her way down the path to the stables, her mind jumping between the horses, her upcoming appointment, and the constant question of who she was before.

      “Are you nervous?” Yvonne asked, placing a comforting hand on Cassie’s shoulder.

      “More excited, really,” Cassie said, trying harder to reassure herself. “I love horses.” Her voice dipped into a whisper, her words nearly carried away by the spring wind.

      “When I was younger, I rode plenty. Nothing in the paddocks, though, as it was too restricting for me. I loved to gallop bareback through the Arion Woodlands. That is the forest northeast of the stables.” Yvonne pointed to a canopy of trees hardly visible past all the buildings peeking out from the flat fields surrounding the area.

      “What color was your horse?” Cassie asked, giving Yvonne her full attention.

      “I had a gray mare. She was a very sweet horse, always sneaking more food than she needed.” Yvonne chuckled at the fond memory, glancing around as they walked into the stables of Thebesia.

      “I’m still trying to decide what color I like best.” Cassie sighed, tossing her head up to look at the sky. Chestnuts seemed to stick out to her, perhaps because they matched her hair.

      “The color of a horse is a trivial matter.” Henrik’s voice was unmistakable, a welcoming smile on his face as he approached the ladies. “Is my new student ready for her first lesson?”

      Cassie nodded eagerly, her eyes snagging on the same black horse from the day before. A girl about her age was exercising him in the ring, attempting to go over a set of poles. The black horse snorted, sidestepping and avoiding his rider’s commands.

      Henrik followed her gaze, shaking his head with a tsk.

      “Never mind her. She struggles at times. The girl you met yesterday, Mitchie, can help you get ready.” He shooed her off, and Cassie started walking toward the barn, then paused.

      “What does it mean when you say the color of a horse is a trivial matter?” she asked as she turned back to him.

      “Well, Cassie,” Henrik grunted, folding his arms over his chest, “here at Thebesia Stables, we breed horses for performance. The goal is to raise jumpers of the highest quality. So for me, it doesn’t matter if they are black or white. If it jumps, it stays.”

      “Thank you.” Cassie treasured each word, mulling over the statement in her head. She didn’t want to disagree with someone who knew so much when she couldn’t even remember what happened the day before yesterday. But to her, color was very important. Especially if it was the orange that seemed so familiar to her.

      Cassie stepped into the barn, and the girl with the baseball cap grinned, waving her over.

      “Oh, you came back! That’s so exciting! Here, come with me. I will show you the horse you will be riding today!” Mitchie enthusiastically tossed the pitchfork to the side and grabbed Cassie’s hand, leaving the girl with no choice but to oblige.

      “Isn’t Cookies the cutest?” Mitchie squealed, standing in front of a stall.

      Cassie nodded. She surveyed him carefully, taking note of his strong, powerful legs. Cookies was tall and handsome, pale brown with black hair, a patch of white on his shoulders. The horse warily glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, then resumed munching his hay.

      “The crossties are just over there.” Mitchie pointed out the grooming bays. “We can get him stationed and then I’ll explain the tools we use to get them cleaned up. There is a halter and lead for you.”

      Cassie picked up the halter hanging on its hook and set her boots on the floor, then stepped inside the stall. Clipping the lead to the halter, she backed the horse into one of the grooming bays. Mitchie appeared with a caddy filled with brushes.

      “This one is the curry comb. Use it first with circular motions, like this.” Mitchie slipped the rubber piece with little teeth on her own hand and began demonstrating how to use it.

      Cassie smiled, unfazed. She knew what the tools were, but they sat at the edge of her mind out of reach, frustration mounting with every passing moment of not remembering. Mitchie handed her the comb and Cassie brushed vigorously, ignoring the girl’s compliment on how well she was doing.

      “It loosens the dirt so that the other brushes can take it out of the hair.” Mitchie patted Cookies in a comforting way, holding one of the ties in her hand.

      “I know,” Cassie quipped, moving to the other side of the horse. Mitchie’s smile faded slightly, and Cassie feigned not to notice. The comb, as small and unimportant as it seemed, felt as natural to hold as if she had been born with one attached to her hand. It was more than just a familiar object—using it seemed to be ingrained into her very mind. She had no doubt that the stables were where she belonged. Whatever was part of the before, there were many horses. And perhaps Mitchie’s assumption was right, that she simply was from another city.

      “The next tool we usually use is⁠—‍‍”

      “I don’t know what it’s called, but I know what it is,” Cassie interrupted, rummaging in the bucket until she found the stiff brush and showed it to Mitchie.

      “Oh!” Mitchie took a step back, her hands open. “Forgive me if I’m being over-informative. Henrik told me you might need a lot of help because you are a beginner.”

      Cassie narrowed her gaze, ignoring the urge to roll her eyes. She allowed them to drift toward Mitchie, and a twinge of guilt fluttered in her chest. The girl was only trying to be helpful, and she had cut her off so sharply she might as well have used a knife.

      “The tools are not new to me, I just—‍” Cassie blew out a breath, staring at the brush in her hand. She needed to explain that hovering over her like she was a child was unnecessary. “I had a bad head injury and have forgotten some things. But I didn’t forget what they are. My body knows what it’s supposed to do, and my brain is left behind. I’m sorry. If I make a mistake, please do correct me.” She tossed the brush back into the bucket, sure she wouldn’t make any mistakes, and her shoulders relaxed when Mitchie’s face softened.

      The group of girls from yesterday had all been friends, and Cassie knew she wouldn’t make any by being rude.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Mitchie ducked her head, stroking the horse’s face and holding him steady with the other hand.

      “There’s no need.” Cassie picked up a soft brush and worked the hair until it shone in the low light. Once the hooves were done, she stared at the horse in front of her. “Where’s the—‍” She grasped at the word just out of reach, pointing to Cookies’s back.

      “Tack?”

      “Yes, tack.” Cassie shook her head, annoyed at herself for not being able to remember something so basic and fundamental.

      Mitchie led her to a small room, showing her the proper things and naming each one: saddle, numnah, girth, and the bridle with its bit. Cassie watched with fascination, more interested in the kindness of the girl than in the technical names, which her brain picked up after hearing once.

      Could Mitchie tell her more about the Rangers, or better, would Mitchie know anything about the figure by the fountain? She seemed to be a reservoir of knowledge, but she might have the same response as Yvonne.

      It couldn’t hurt to ask, but only when the right moment came.

      Cassie shoved the questions away for another time and accepted the helmet Mitchie handed to her, buckling it under her chin and grabbing her boots from their place on the floor and shoving her feet into them. She tightened the laces, then straightened out.

      Cassie couldn’t contain her grin as she led a fully prepared Cookies down the barn aisle and outside, shadowed by Mitchie. Henrik was waiting for her, talking to the girl with the black horse. The girl gave Cassie a tight smile before moving away.

      Henrik opened the gate, a kind expression on his face.

      “This first lesson will be private, but we can always put you into a group if you would like that better.”

      Cassie nodded, fingers wrapped around the soft leather of the reins. She was the last person to know what she’d prefer.

      “Thanks for helping her, Mitchie.” Henrik nodded at the girl, who grinned and leaned against the fence.

      “Is it ok if I watch?” she called out, and it took Cassie a few moments to realize the question was directed at her. She nodded, patting the soft face of the horse next to her. If Mitchie stayed, she could ask her a few questions later. Fingering the lead rope, she waited for Henrik to say she could climb on the horse.

      Her hopes shattered at his next sentence.

      “Why don’t you lead him around the ring? Get to know each other a bit?” Henrik folded his arms across his chest, one foot propped up behind him on the fence rail.

      Cassie glanced around looking for Yvonne and frowned when she was nowhere to be found. Putting her grumbling aside, she led the horse around the ring as asked. The least she could do to show her gratitude for the lesson was obey and ignore her rebellious mind.

      “It would help to talk to him,” Henrik offered, turning to say something to Mitchie. The girl laughed, drooping over the fence. Cassie glanced sideways at the horse, the frown still there.

      “Well, I’ll be flat-out honest with you, buddy. I don’t have anything to say, because this—‍‍” she pointed to her temple “—‍is about as empty as my stomach before breakfast.” The horse ambled along. His ear flicked at her once. “Do you think this is enough ‘get to know you’ stuff?” Cassie paused in front of Henrik with her nose scrunched up against the direct sun beaming down on her.

      “The mounting block is right there. Go for it.” Henrik pointed out the plastic block on the other side of the pen, and Cassie led Cookies to the spot, ignoring the two sets of eyes watching her. She refused to ask for help and appear unskilled, gently tugging the horse back and forth before moving the block closer to the horse. Muscle memory kicked in and she hoisted herself into the saddle, a deep sigh escaping her.

      Cassie tilted her face toward the sun, eyes closed. For a heartbeat, she remembered doing this before, wind tugging at her hair, sun warming her face. It was enough to make her smile before the thought scurried away to the depths of her mind, out of reach like all the other memories.

      Without waiting for Henrik’s command, Cassie encouraged Cookies forward, her hands out neatly in front of her, back straight. She relaxed in the saddle, guiding him a few steps to the right, then to the left.

      “Your posture is perfect. Keep those heels like that.” Henrik nodded, again turning to Mitchie. Cookies dragged his feet against the sand with a lazy walk.

      Cassie clicked him forward, encouraging the horse into a trot, following his movements up and down.

      “Very good. Do you know about your diagonals?” Henrik asked, scratching the back of his head. Cassie gave him a blank look, and he explained the concept. Glancing down, she remembered: post to the outside leg.

      Once she was comfortable with trotting, she asked Cookies to canter. It was a smooth gait, one that was easy to follow. She noted Henrik shaking his head out of the corner of her eye, an amused smile on his face.

      Shifting her attention back to riding, Cassie cut through the ring and switched directions, asking for a lead change. After that, she slowed down, needing some time to process exactly what had happened in the ring. She moved on muscle memory, her mind trailing like a shadow. Her legs knew what to do at the exact moment, but the why behind it was swept away with the wind. Shaking her head in an attempt to reorganize the muddled mess of her thoughts, she rode up to Henrik and Mitchie.

      “Where’s Yvonne?” Cassie leaned forward, ruffling her horse’s hair.

      “She said she had some urgent business to attend to. I’m sure she’ll be back soon.” Henrik pushed away from the fence with a thoughtful face.

      “Can I try a jump?” Cassie was unsure but asked anyway. She met Henrik’s surprisingly friendly ice-blue eyes, noting how intensely they were analyzing the situation. He appeared bemused that she could ride at all, and Cassie pressed her lips together. It wasn’t his fault he assumed a blank mind meant she knew nothing.

      “You’ve ridden before, and you’re very good. You might not remember it, but it’s there.” Henrik patted the neck of the horse.

      “I have, yes, but I was struggling at times to keep my balance and felt almost weak.”

      “I wonder how long you were in the coma before coming to,” Henrik mused.

      Cassie shrugged in response, knowing the question was not aimed at her but not able to ignore how it grated on her nerves.

      “If you come here and ride, Cassie,” he continued, “you’ll grow very strong, building back everything you must have once worked hard for. Has anything in Desmalogo struck you as familiar?”

      “Horses, and that’s it. I did a lot of riding before. I realize that now.” Cassie sighed. “Blueberries.” She turned her face toward the sun since the visor on her helmet kept it mostly out.

      “Remember anything about your own horse yet?”

      “No. But it wasn’t like this one.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Riding feels a little off because of the gaits. I don’t know. Can I try a jump?” Cassie lifted a lock of thick black hair from Cookies’s mane, straightening it out.

      “Sure. I’ll get some set up.” He turned to Mitchie, who nodded.

      “Just one,” Cassie said. She knew how to jump, but she simply wanted to capture the feeling of it again, have it tucked away in her memory for her mind to toss it around until she got sick of the feeling and moved on to something new.

      “Mitchie, grab those two poles.” Henrik pointed to a pole striped with lovely indigo, reminding Cassie of her dream again, and Mitchie dragged it across the sand. Cassie kept Cookies moving, allowing him to amble freely without direction.

      “How high can Cookies jump?” Cassie frowned at the cross pole that nearly touched the ground in the center point.

      “He can go higher, some.” Henrik scratched the back of his head.

      “Do the highest he can,” Cassie countered, encouraging Cookies to pick up a canter. She only had one chance to do this, to prove to herself and Henrik she had done this before.

      “You sure?” Henrik called out, his gaze flipping from the jump to the girl on the horse. Cassie nodded, not a trace of doubt in her mind.

      Cassie took another loop around the ring and turned squarely toward the jump. She didn’t hesitate, and neither did Cookies. Together, they neared the obstacle, his powerful feet pushing off the soft sand to launch them over two wooden poles.

      Her smile stretched across her face as Cookies’s front feet touched the ground and he collected himself for the next command from her. She loved the feeling of flying through the air more than anything she had encountered yet. The higher the jumps, the more power involved, the freer she felt. Free from the shackles of darkness that threatened to drown her, free from the endless questions that bombarded her.

      Cassie rode up to Henrik with a soft smile, kicking her feet out of the stirrups to stretch her ankles back and forth.

      “Well, I’ll be . . .” Henrik scratched the back of his head. Mitchie grinned, walking up to pat the neck of the slightly sweaty horse.

      “You’re such a good rider! Here I was thinking you’re a noob but turns out you’re a pro!” Mitchie was clearly impressed, shoving her hair further under her baseball cap.

      “Cookies is nice, but it doesn’t really feel like he’s mine,” Cassie said in a low tone, fingering the reins and hoping she didn’t sound ungrateful.

      “You’ll get a horse.” Henrik nodded. “And not just any horse—one good enough to compete with. You have it in you to get to the top with proper training.”

      His words brought a surge of hope and purpose, throwing Cassie’s mind back over the obstacles set up in the ring. But they were higher, there were more of them, and a fiery orange horse moved in harmony with her. Each jump was tackled with an ease and grace that could only belong to a certain steed, her powerful legs rippling with each step. Cassie’s smile stretched wider at the prominent color displayed in her mind, a color only comparable to her hair.

      She snapped out of her daydream when Yvonne approached, beaming at Cassie. “Why, you look like you belong on that horse.”

      “That she does. Tomorrow, Cassie, I’ll put you on a more advanced horse. I’m sure you can handle it.” He winked. “We can practice more jumping.”

      “I’m not as strong as I need to be yet,” Cassie countered self-critically.

      “Naturally, given your long break. We will work at whatever pace you want to set,” Henrik reassured her.

      Cassie slid off the horse, patting his neck. He nuzzled his face against her, enjoying the attention. He obediently followed her back to the stable to be cleaned up, and Mitchie appeared again. Cassie studied her for a few moments, deciding not to ask about the figure at the fountain just yet. She had a more important task at hand: determining who the horse her mind kept conjuring up was.

      It was the most beautiful horse Cassie had never seen.
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