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Author Note:

Dun Lady’s Jess: Compton
 Crook winner in 1995 (best first SF/F/H book of the year), and my first born
 novel. Always special...and yet publishers never seemed to know what to do with
 it. At the same time, they never really wanted to let go of it. It’s taken
 years of persistence and a touch of legal mediation to resolve those
 situations.

Now Jess is mine again, and it means everything to me. It
 also means everything that I can make the book available to readers again,
 after so many requests and so many years of the lingering hardcopies being so expensive
 and hard to obtain. Thanks to epublishing options, I can also do it in a way
 that I retain control over the circumstances—and as you can imagine with the
 history of this book, that truly means everything.

So thank you. Without readers
 like you, I wouldn’t be able to write these books. I appreciate your letters,
 emails, blog comments, and Facebook posts more than I can ever express, and I
 love your reviews. It’s amazing to be a part of such a large circle of friends
 through a mutual love of books!
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Forewords


Elizabeth Moon

Compton Crook and Nebula Award-winning
author of Command Decision and the Speed of
Dark






When I first read Doranna Durgin’s Dun
Lady’s Jess, back in 1994, I was astonished and delighted. Fantasy had
already given us a number of girl-and-horse models, all fairly romantic,
reeking with wishful thinking. This was completely different: a serious and
successful consideration of what might happen if a horse were transformed into
the body of a human, while retaining the essential nature of a horse—the way a
horse senses, thinks, moves.


Few stories hinging on the transformation of human into
animal or animal into human work as more than curiosities, because most writers
can’t grasp enough of the animal reality. Le Guin, in the Earthsea
books, explored some of the possibilities of transformation, but shape-shifting
was not the point of those stories—power and the abuse of power—including the
abuse of the power to escape through transformation—were. Terry Pratchett,
putting a female werewolf in the police department, has handled Angua’s
transformations to and from her wolf body with sensitivity. The only other
horse-human transformation of comparable quality is Judith Tarr’s A Wind in Cairo, in which a dissolute young man is
magically transformed into a horse to teach him a lesson.


Dun Lady’s Jess is unique. Durgin
has created a character who is utterly believable as both horse and
horse-in-human-body. The setup is brilliant: the magic that causes the
transformation is not in the horse, but external, and the creature that is Dun
Lady’s Jess must adapt, must find an identity that works in both paradigms. Humans
who encounter her, in either body, must also adapt to the reality that created
her and that she represents. She cannot be, any longer, just another mare... she
cannot be, ever, just another woman.


It’s also, of course, a walloping good adventure story, but
at the core it’s the story of identity and transformation.

~~~~~


Julie Czerneda

Prix Aurora Award-winning author of In the Company of Others and A Turn of Light, and beloved editor




 New for this Edition: Concerning
Classics


It’s easy to find someone’s favourite
books. Check the shelf. Look for those with covers starting to wear at the
corners. Pull out any with spines bent so many times they’ve acquired the most
delicate of wrinkles. Perhaps a bookmark peeks up. Something special, like a
postcard or pressed rose or bit of ribbon. There could be an elastic, holding
the pages together. Battered, but loved. Bruised, but never abandoned. Such, to
me, are the classics.


How, you ask, can a classic be marked by
abuse? Aren’t classics the books we’ve read in school? The stories that have
stood the test of time and social change? The sort written by people so famous (though
dead) that there are statues of them looking pensive in parks? Surely, you say,
those are the marks of true classics.


To that I say ... a classic doesn’t start
that way. A classic starts with a story that means something to its reader.
With characters you remember years later as if meeting them for the first time
on the page. With a fresh and original idea that continues to demand your
attention and reward your interest. A classic, I say, starts as a favourite
book. A book that you reread, time and again, for no better reason—and what
could be better?—than the joy it brings you.


Dun Lady’s Jess is such a classic. Despite all my care, my original copy is worn at
the corners and the spine has wrinkles. The pages are still tight, thankfully.
A postcard marks where I last left off, signed by a dear friend. When I learned
this wonderful story was no longer available, I helped return it to print
briefly as a trade edition (2007, no longer available) and consider that one of
the greatest accomplishments of my career in publishing.


But spines wrinkle and covers wear. Print
goes out of print (almost certainly, it seems, for to-be classics). Imagine my
utter delight to be able to say to you, dear readers, that here is your very
own copy. Dun Lady’s Jess lives
again! It will become, I’m confident, one of your favourites. A classic, by my
definition. Reread it. Treasure it. Tell all your friends.


A friend recently told me, we can’t have
enough classics.


I couldn’t agree more.


Excuse me. I need to reread one of mine.
There’s a horse... and a woman... and oh, such magic...

~~~~~~~~~~





Introduction


Once upon a time I had a dream.


No, seriously. I dreamt of a man on his horse, carrying
important information and running for his life. Running for their lives. They triggered a spell and ended up...


Elsewhere. And entirely changed.


So I wrote it, and it became another sort of dream—the one
where you’re so in love with the story and characters that you want to share.
Need to share. Are obsessed about sharing—!


Jess sold to the second
publisher who saw the manuscript; less than a year later the book was on the
shelves. Dream come true? You betcha. And the next spring, when Jess won the Compton Crook award for the best “first book”
of the year, I realized that what I’d wanted so badly—to find others who feel
as I do about Jess and her world—was now a reality.


But as all books eventually do, Jess
went out of print. Dismayed readers who found books two & three of that
series could do no more than haunt used bookstores in search of the first. So
then I had another dream: To find a way to make this series live again. By then
my craft had become more mature—the moment a writer stops growing is the moment
she falters—but Jess’s story still called to me
above and beyond. I still wanted it told.


Now here I am, years later, with the chance to share this story
and its people with a whole new group of readers...to share Jess’s heart.


Because when you come right down to it, that’s what Jess has
taught me. While exploring her story, how she reacts to the changes in her life
and the people she encounters...while watching her grow from a baffled young
woman into someone with destiny...I learned about heart. About having it, and
staying true to it. That the lesson applies when it comes writing, to
reading...and to life. Having heart is how we grow, how we live lives we’re
proud of and happy with, and how we fill our lives with people who do the same.
And if I ever forget that lesson in the detailed trappings of deadlines and
assignments and bills, Jess is—thank goodness—always there to remind me.


This release of Dun Lady’s Jess is
an updated one, which is to say that I’ve been given the opportunity (nay,
privilege!) to wander the manuscript, slyly smoothing off the rough edges of my
early prose without changing the story one little bit. I hope you enjoy reading
it as much as I’ve enjoyed revisiting it!




~Doranna


~~~~~~~~~~


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter One


The odor of singed herbs filled the stone stairway, and
Carey smiled to himself. He knew that once again, Arlen had immersed himself so
deeply in his studies that the outside world eluded him. He reached the wizard’s
chamber and hooked his hand on the heavy door frame to swing casually into the
well-lit room.


Arlen did not notice. His writing table was cleared down to
seldom seen wood, and he sat staring intently at the one object gracing its
surface. His hair, still full and shaggy despite some gray, fell forward to
hide his features: dark, kind eyes and a long nose over a mustache which almost
hid his slight overbite.


Carey tapped the thick metal of his courier ring against the
stone of the wall, introducing sound into the quiet room. Arlen’s head jerked
up, then around; when he discovered Carey, his one cocked eyebrow formed an
unspoken question.


“You called, remember?” Carey tapped the ring again, which
still tingled in summons. With easy familiarity, he moved into the room and
pulled up the stool that sat empty before Arlen’s spell table. “You’ve been up
here too long. I’ll bet you haven’t been out since you first sent me out to
Sherra’s.” He reached for the sputtering simmer pot and removed the burning
herbs from the frame that held it over its low mage-flame. “Losing track of
your fragrance herbs...not a good sign, Arlen.”


Arlen leaned back in his chair and raised another eyebrow,
offended this time. “I called, all right, but it wasn’t to subject myself to a
lecture.”


“You need one,” Carey replied, unperturbed. “If you hadn’t
kept me so busy running between wizards lately, I’d have made sure you remembered
to take care of yourself.”


“That’s the problem exactly,” Arlen said. “That’s why I
called. I’ve got another run for you—but this time we need to talk.”


Carey abandoned the stool and wandered to one of the four
unshuttered windows of the hold’s uppermost room. Built along a hillside, the
dwelling abandoned any pretense at symmetrical architecture and instead
insinuated itself into the nooks and crannies of the steep rocky ground. The
result was this five-walled room, of which no wall equaled the length of
another. A good place for the creative pursuits of a wizard, Carey had decided
long ago. He hung over the window sill to get an unfettered look at the hilly
fields and pastures of the area, while the brisk spring air made a pleasant
counterpoint to the sunshine on his face. “So talk.”


“Carey,” Arlen said firmly, “I recognize the habits of your
profession don’t encourage inactivity. But do you think you could be still for
just a few moments, and apply your entire concentration to what I have to say?”


Surprised but unstung by the wizard’s admonition, Carey
returned to the stool and shook his hair—dark blond instead of gray, but just
as shaggy as Arlen’s—out of his eyes. “All right,” he said. “I’m listening.”
And then, seeing the smudges of fatigue around Arlen’s eyes and fully
recognizing their somber expression, he was indeed truly alert to what his
friend and employer had to say.


“I’ve found something new, Carey, something none of us have
suspected even existed.”


None of us—wizards, he meant.
Carey nodded. “That explains why you’ve been sending everything through me
instead of popping it around.” Magical missives could be intercepted, but a
lone rider was most difficult to detect—except through the mundane means of
trackers and guesswork. “How dangerous is it?”


Arlen nodded, absently smoothing a frayed spot on his shirt.
“Dangerous all the way around—but wondrous, as well. There are other worlds,
Carey. Other dimensions. Other peoples...people who, I might add, don’t seem to
have any notion we exist.”


“Then what’s the danger?” Carey frowned.


“At this point, the danger is to them.”


Carey shook his head once to show he wasn’t following, and
Arlen’s expression grew intense.


“You know we have checkspells in place to prevent the
unauthorized use of dangerous magics. What you may not realize is that the most
inherently dangerous moment in the life of any hazardous new spell is the time
between when it is discovered and the time the checkspell is in place. There’s
more than one person in this land who would use this particular knowledge for
their own gain—and those other worlds can’t know how to deal with a magic they
may not possess.”


Carey gave a skeptical snort. “I doubt they’re as helpless
as all that. Besides, what’s to gain?”


“Entire worlds.” Arlen said with certainty. “As far as I’ve
been able to determine, once a traveler is spelled to one of these worlds,
there remains only the thread of a connection between the two places. That
gives the person in question all the magic they care to draw on—even in the
worlds without magic—with none of the inconveniences of the Council’s
restraint.” Arlen leaned forward, his dark eyes sparking with intensity. “Think
past the everyday magics of night glows and cleansing spells, Carey. Think
about those things that are used only when one of us without scruples manages
to circumvent a checkspell, and how quickly they gain power. The bloody times
in Camolen’s history.”


The skepticism faded; Carey stared at the wizard with
widened eyes. “Damn.”


Arlen leaned back, taking a deep breath that he released
slowly through his long, straight nose. “There’s more. These others have
developed devices that accomplish some of the same things we can do with magic,
including weapons that will work as well in our world as theirs. We’ve got to
get this under control before one of the less conscientious among us figures
out what we’ve got and how to use it. I hope your horses are well rested,
Carey, because you’re going to be busy.”


Carey shrugged sturdy shoulders set atop a wiry frame. “That’s
what I’m here for.”


“True enough.” Arlen reached behind to scoop the lone object
from the top of his writing desk and held it out to Carey, who rose only long
enough to take it. He settled back on the stool and studied the small blue
crystal for a moment before glancing back up at Arlen. “It’s protection,” Arlen
said.


“Spellstone?” Carey asked. “Protection from what?” He
reached into the neck of his tunic and brought out a heavy silver chain upon
which hung several colorful spellstones, and compared the new one to its
fellows.


“We’ve been careful, but—” Arlen shook his head, his lips
thinning in annoyance. “Word is out, I’m afraid. At the very least, Calandre
knows of the new spell—Calandre, and whoever else she’s told. She’s been too
good for too long. You’re bound to be a target, Carey.”


Carey set the small crystal carefully on the table, thinking
about Arlen’s former student. A woman his own age, Calandre had arrived with an
enormous amount of talent and not a whit of patience. Her barely scrupulous
magical shortcuts had kept her off the Wizard’s Council year after year, and as
her frustration grew, so did her rationalized, barely sanctioned methods. For
several years she had been in her own hold—obtained from an aging wizard under
questionable circumstances—and had not bothered to interact with the Council
save for response to the occasional summons. To all appearances, she was
operating within the Council guidelines, but.... “What about the shieldstone?”
he asked.


“Still holds,” Arlen assured him. “As long as you wear the
stone, the only magic that affects you will be the spells you release yourself.
But you know as well as I that there are other ways.”


Unclasping the silver chain, Carey strung the new spellstone
and replaced the collection around his neck, looking at Arlen in utter
confidence. “No one’s going to outrun me.”


“Let’s pretend that they do,” Arlen said, a hint of
exasperation in his voice. “That’s what this crystal is for. I’m not sure just
what effect it’ll have—”


Carey looked at him in surprise. “You want me to fool around
with an untested spell? I’ll rely on my horses, I think.”


“Did you hear nothing of what I have said?” Arlen’s anger
flashed just bright enough to remind Carey who and what his employer was. “You’ll
be carrying information too crucial to lose! Everything I know of this new
spell is in my head, Carey—except for the manuscript you’ll be taking to
Sherra. In that is everything I know about the new dimensions, and all my
explorations into a checkspell. If anyone—and I mean anyone, from the lowest
road pirate to the Precinct Guard—tries to take it from you, you invoke that
crystal. It will take you to the only place you can’t be reached.”


Years of working with the wizard as friend and courier
alerted Carey to the words that were not said. “Where?” he asked warily, then
didn’t give Arlen a chance to answer. “To one of those
other worlds. You’re sending me to a place that might not even know
magic—how the hell am I supposed to get back?”


“It’s a two-fold spell,” Arlen said steadily. “It’s tied to
this world; it’ll bring you back when you invoke it again, and reverse any of
the results.”


“What about the recall? Why don’t I just use that in the
first place?”


“No! If you’re too close to them, and you’re running from
someone with magic, they’ll tap in and follow you right back here.” Arlen
sighed at Carey’s frustration. “Normally that’s not a problem—not with the
shielded receiving room in the stable. But we can’t take a chance. There we’d
be—the manuscript and me, in the same hold with whoever’s threatening us both.
They’d get it all, and that would leave Sherra with no chance of formulating a
checkspell in time to stop the trouble that would inevitably follow.”


Carey frowned as the importance of this run—and its dangers—sank
in past his protests. “All right, Arlen,” he said slowly. “I understand.” In
the silence that followed, he put a hand to his chest, and felt the small lump
of crystals. The run to Sherra’s was long, a twisting route through thick woods
and a deep river gully. Plenty of spots for an ambush.


“I see that you do,” Arlen said in relief. “I’m sorry,
Carey. I wouldn’t choose to put you in this danger, but I need someone I can
trust absolutely.”


Carey raised his head, a sharp motion that was the preamble
of defensiveness for his couriers. Arlen forestalled him with a raised hand. “You’re
the only one who I know will invoke that new
crystal,” he specified. Even though it may take you into
even worse danger, unspoken words they both knew.


“I’ll take Lady,” Carey said, a non-sequitur that spoke of
his capitulation, and a claim of Arlen’s trust.


“Not the Dun?” Arlen, too, retreated to unspoken words.


Carey shook his head. “The Dun’s quick—but her daughter
swaps ends so fast it’s a wonder she doesn’t turn us both inside out.”


“Get her ready, then,” Arlen said. “I’ll be down to see you
off.”


~~~~~


Lady dropped her weight to her haunches, sliding in the
loose dirt of the steep slope where her Carey had guided her. Friction skinned
the hide off her hocks as Carey leaned back in the saddle, his hands a lifeline
to her mouth in a balance of freedom and support—all the encouragement he could
give her. But Lady needed no more encouragement, for Carey was scared. She felt
it in the tension of his legs, heard it in his voice. She knew it from the
desperate ploy that had sent them down the dangerous slope in the first place.


To the side flashed a sudden falling tangle of arms and
legs, hooves and soft yielding flesh, driving her a step closer to equine
panic; she lurched to escape from the new threat.


“Easy, Lady,” Carey panted as his legs closed against her
sides, giving her reassurance and guidance. She took heart and as they gained
the bottom of the steep hill she gathered herself and bounded over the
intermingled bodies of man and horse. She landed hard, felt Carey take up the
reins and lean forward in the saddle. “Go, Lady,” he whispered, and her ears
flicked back to scoop up his words. She forgot about the tree-dodging chase in
the forest, where they’d lost one pursuer to a thick trunk. She forgot about
the mad scramble through the knee-high creek; even the dangerous slope
disappeared from memory in the depth of her concentration. It was only the here
and now, the run, the grunt of exhalation forced from her lungs at every stride
she took. Foam dripped from the sides of her mouth and the reins lathered
against her dun neck and still Carey whispered in her ear, guiding her as
though he knew she lived only in her inner world of effort with no care for
what her eyes might see. Then the ground under her hooves turned hard and
pebbly, and when Carey asked her for a hard left, she suddenly knew where they
were and what he would ask of her next. With rock to her left and only a narrow
rim of a path beneath her, she listened to the caress of his legs, the shift of
his weight, and pivoted in a rollback that sent her chest and head over empty
air, high above the dry river bed they’d paralleled.


“Good job, braveheart.” Carey wooed her, his voice harsh in
a dry throat. In seconds they met one of their pursuers, and Lady, following
the pattern of endless drills, put her nose to the inside of the path and
shouldered aside the other horse. Then another—bay flesh that dropped aside
with an equine scream of fear—and the path was clear, clear until the narrow
foothold widened, to where another man stood his ground on a flaming chestnut
horse. He dropped his reins, one arm cocked behind, the other clutching a
strained, curving stick.


There was a sudden odd thump just behind her ears and Carey’s
body shifted wildly, sliding from the saddle, skewing Lady’s balance. Her head
yanked far to her left with a brutal jerk on the rein, and her body followed.
Fear drove her flailing legs but there was no longer any ground beneath them,
and they hurtled toward the death waiting in the hard rocky river bed.


And then the world stopped around them.


Arrested in mid-air, they were snatched by another force
altogether, one that held Lady in a smothering grip and would not yield to her
mental thrashing. She no longer felt Carey’s failing grip on her black mane,
nor his legs slipping off her sweat-darkened sides. Instead, her mind twisted;
her body knotted up, disappeared, reformed, and at last abandoned her along
with Carey and her senses.


~~~~~


Early spring in the park, and not near warm enough by
Dayna’s standards. She forged ahead of Eric, who’d been distracted by a small,
busy flock of kinglets in the underbrush. When he showed no sign of losing
interest, she stopped, put her hands on narrow hips, and called back to him, “Coming?
I thought you wanted to get those bluebird boxes checked out.”


He uncoiled his lanky body from his crouch, looking at her
with the perpetually bemused look he wore. “They’ll still be there in another
fifteen minutes,” he said mildly, pulling at the yellow armband that labeled
him a park volunteer. Dayna merely ran a hand through her short, wedged sandy
hair and waited for him. “You didn’t have to come,” he said when he caught up. “If
you had other things to do today, you should have done them. You know you don’t
enjoy this stuff if you have something else on your mind. I do.”


“Have something else on your mind?” she responded,
distraction so she wouldn’t have to admit he was right.


Eric didn’t miss a beat. “Know that you don’t enjoy. Anyway,
you’re here now. You might as well appreciate it.”


She looked up the significant distance between their heights
and made a distinct effort to forget about the laundry piled on her bed, the
bills waiting on her desk, the—no, forget it. “Okay,”
she said.


“Saw a weasel here last month,” he commented. “You should
have heard the chipmunks cursing him out!”


“Give me an example of a chipmunk curse,” she challenged
him.


“Greedy cheeks!”


“Nut-waster!” Dayna said. “Fox-bait!”


“Good one,” Eric applauded. The bright, sharp chirp of the
creature in question greeted them from the trees bordering the meadow they
approached; a jay echoed with its own harsh warning, and the woods rustled with
the movement of small creatures.


“Oops,” Dayna said. “I guess we got a little loud.”


Eric shook his head, curiosity lighting his features. “Uh-uh.
They’re leaving the meadow, not running from us.” He lengthened his steps and
Dayna was forced to a jog. They reached the edge of the meadow together and
stopped, listening, watching. The meadow was still in the calm of spring, with
short green spikes of grass just reaching through the dead thatch of winter.
Three pole-mounted bluebird houses dotted the expanse, which remained as still
as the slight breeze allowed. Dayna caught Eric’s eye and shrugged.


He lifted one shoulder in reply and left the path to walk
the perimeter of the clearing. Dayna fell in behind with a sigh, but he didn’t
go far before stopping short. “Holy shit,” he breathed, and stared into the
woods.


“What, what?” Dayna asked
impatiently, and bumped him with her hip so she could see through the small gap
in the brush.


Her jaw dropped—seriously, literally dropped—at the sight of
dusky limbs and a tangle of leather equipment. After a moment the details
sorted themselves out in her mind and she was able to discern that the limbs
belonged to a young woman; the leather was a saddle and its accoutrements. And
although her mind raced, it could provide no plausible reason a young woman
would be lying in the woods clothed only in a saddle. “Yeah,” she said finally.
“Holy shit.”


At the words, the young woman stirred. With a groan she
shook her face free of the oddly colored, ragged hair that had covered it; she
opened her eyes and reacted with a strange, frightened huff
that came from deep within her chest. She pulled herself awkwardly forward, out
from beneath the saddle and the lather encrusted blanket, and Eric moved
forward to help her.


She saw them for the first time. Her dark eyes widened with
fright and her nostrils flared; she lurched to her feet and tried to run, but
only got a few steps before she tripped, falling with a grunt.


Eric froze, dismayed, and Dayna tugged his arm. “Let me,”
she whispered. “There’s no telling what she’s been through.”


Wordlessly, he moved back and crouched down, halving his
height. Dayna took a step and said, “It’s all right. We’ll help you.”


The young woman scrabbled backwards, paying more attention
to her own clumsiness than to either Dayna or Eric. She looked down at herself
and whimpered, and her eyes were huge and terrified. She thrashed to her feet
again, just long enough to run headlong into a tree, after which she fell in a
tangle of long limbs and curled around herself, trembling too hard to try
again.


Dayna exchanged a dismayed glance with Eric; he shook his
head. “Maybe she’s on something,” he said. “I’ll go get help.”


“No!” Dayna said emphatically. “I’m afraid she might hurt
herself, and I can’t handle her alone. Wait until we get her calmed down a
little, okay?”


He looked at the still quivering huddle of woman and nodded
reluctantly. Then he slipped off his loose lightweight jacket and said, “See if
you can’t get her covered up. She must be cold.”


Dayna took the jacket and pushed her way through the twiggy
brush between the meadow and the woods. The woman didn’t react to her, and
Dayna glanced back uncertainly; Eric nodded encouragement.


Another step, no reaction. Dayna quietly made her way
closer, then went down on her knees and spoke quietly. “I want to help you,”
she said, but although those dark eyes were open, they didn’t seem to see her.
Hesitantly, Dayna stretched out her hand.


“Be careful,” Eric whispered.


Dayna nodded without taking her eyes from the withdrawn
creature before her. Her unsteady hand brushed the naked shoulder without
reaction. “I want to help you,” she repeated softly. She stroked the coarsely
textured hair, smoothed it in a cautious petting motion. “See, it’s all right
now.” Was it her imagination, or had the trembling abated almost imperceptibly?
“Take it easy, now.”


The woman stiffened, and Dayna froze, no less flighty than
she. “Easy,” Dayna repeated experimentally. “Take it easy.” To her
astonishment, the woman, still huddled in on herself, shifted her weight to
lean against Dayna, pressing close.


“Oh, good, Dayna!” Eric rustled in the brush behind her.


“Stay where you are,” Dayna warned, her inflection still
patterned to sooth. She smoothed back the odd hair and petted and consoled the
woman, using the magic word easy liberally while
she took stock of what they’d had found. Long-limbed and muscled like an
athlete, the woman was bruised and scratched, both Achilles tendons scraped raw
and bloody. Her body bore no signs of abuse, but she was clammy with dried
sweat and exuded an odd musky odor of effort.


Eric rustled behind them again, and Dayna bit her tongue on
admonition when the woman didn’t react—and when Eric seemed content, from the
noises of it, to examine the saddle. “I don’t get this,” he said, a frown in
his voice. “This blanket’s soaking wet—smells like horse. Weird. I don’t see
any hoof prints.... Maybe there’s something in the saddlebags....”


Dayna didn’t answer. She kept up her soothing patter of
reassuring nonsense and thought, perhaps, that the woman who leaned against her
no longer quivered quite as much, was possibly even beginning to relax.


After an excessively long pause, Eric reported, “Not much in
here. A hammer, couple of nails, a horseshoe...it doesn’t...” he trailed off
into pensive silence, then picked up his thought. “These things don’t look right. Like if I went into a store after them, they
wouldn’t look like this.”


Dayna smiled tightly. “That’s useful,” she said, keeping her
voice low. Her charge was definitely relaxing, unbothered by the conversation. “Isn’t
there anything that might tell us who she is?”


“Well, there’s a packet of papers, but it’s sealed.”


“Open it,” Dayna suggested.


Eric hesitated, then said, “I don’t think I can do it
without tearing them up. Besides, it looks pretty official, and it’s got
someone’s name on it.”


“What’s the name?” Dayna said, rolling her eyes. She had no
patience for dragging answers out of Eric, a process imposed on her any time he
was in deep thought.


After another hesitation, he said, “I don’t know. It’s in a
strange script. I suppose it might not be a name at
all.” After more rustling during which she supposed he replaced the packet, he
sighed heavily. “This just doesn’t make any sense. How is she?”


“Better, I think. Maybe good enough so you can leave us, go
get some help.”


“I’ve been thinking about that,” he told her.


Uh-oh. “Eric, this isn’t one of
your orphaned bunnies to take home and raise,” she said sharply. “Something’s
happened to this woman, and it ought to be reported.”


He crawled up beside her and looked into the woman’s face.
The large dark eyes were only half open, and they noted him without alarm or
any apparent care for her nudity in his presence. He took his jacket from where
it lay next to Dayna and carefully offered it to her.


Her eyes did open all the way, then, and she drew back from
Dayna, only enough to support herself independently. She cocked her head and
leaned forward and sniffed the jacket.


Another incredulous glance flashed between Dayna and Eric. “Weird,”
he whispered, as she drew back again, cocked her head the other way, and
brought the other side of her face up to the material. Apparently satisfied,
she gave a small huff and sat awkwardly back on her haunches. She took no
notice of her completely exposed breasts, but Eric pinked slightly on his high,
tightly drawn cheekbones and slowly settled the jacket over her shoulders. She
made no move to thread her arms into the sleeves and after a moment, Dayna took
her unresisting hand and guided it into the garment. Eric, on her other side,
did the same, then fastened the zipper for her. It was an exercise in slow motion
that seemed to bother the woman less than it bothered the two of them. She
ducked her head down to rub her nose on the inside of her wrist and regarded
them patiently, waiting for whatever they might choose to do next.


“Dayna...if we call the police, what’s going to happen to her?”


“She’ll get help,” Dayna answered promptly.


“What, they’ll put her in some state hospital? Lose her in
the system?”


“And what do you propose to do,
take care of her for the rest of her life? She obviously can’t take care of
herself.”


“You don’t know that. I think she deserves a chance to get
over whatever shock she’s had. Putting her into an impersonal system won’t give
her that chance,” Eric said, a familiar stubborn note creeping into his voice.


“So you just want to walk her out of here, stuff her into
your car, and take her home for a few days.” Dayna said, sarcasm on high.


He was taken aback only for a moment. “I want to help her, Dayna. Don’t you?”


Dayna gave an exasperated sigh. “And if we take her home and
three days later we discover the police have been looking for her, and that her
family’s frantic, and that we’ve done more harm than good?”


Eric rubbed his nose and said frankly, “I know there’s a
good chance this isn’t the right thing to do. But I think it’s about even with
the chance that taking her to some authority is exactly the wrong thing to do.”


Dayna said nothing, lost in the surprise that he was
anywhere near practical.


“How about this,” Eric suggested. “Twenty-four hours of TLC.
If she doesn’t straighten out by then, well...” He shrugged. “I guess we can
call the police.”


“Right,” Dayna grumbled. “And explain to them why we didn’t
call earlier.”


“Dayna—”


“All right,” she interrupted him, looking at the trusting
woman before her. There was something about the quality of that trust,
especially in contrast with her earlier extreme fear, that made her feel just
as Eric did—made her want to take the poor creature home and give her tea and a
soft blanket to curl up with. Her mind replaced the tea and blanket with harsh
sterile sheets and hospital food, and she knew she’d lost completely. “We’ll
take her to my place, not yours.”


~~~~~


Lady didn’t want to move again. That her fall had ended
in a gentle thump on fairly soft ground was not so hard to accept; it was
almost insignificant beside the other things that flooded her senses. Merely
opening her eyes had invited an assault of things outside her experience:
colors that hadn’t existed, a warped field of view, and an ability to focus
without moving her head to sight in on an object.


Then she’d tried to move. Nothing worked right. Her balance
was gone, her sense of self skewed. The two strangers had driven away the last
remnants of sanity, merely because they, too, were unknowns. She’d been sinking
deep into shock when that quiet voice used one of her Words. One of Carey’s
Words. Easy, the voice had said, and then gentle
hands had petted her, had let her lean and seek the safety of touch. Once she’d
trusted the strangers, had believed the Word that meant they would take care of
her, the unusual blanket was almost of no consequence. She was used to people
who handled her hooves and body, and she was used to complying with their
wishes.


But she didn’t want to move again. Her body wasn’t right
yet. She listened to the man and woman quietly argue and became aware it wasn’t
only her body that was different. Words, words that she’d heard over and over
but never assigned any significance to, suddenly fell into patterns. They still
had no meaning for her, but she was suddenly aware that they could. She flared her nostrils in irritation and tried to
understand what had changed, and what had been different before. She became
suddenly confused about what she had—or hadn’t—been able to comprehend before,
and she whimpered, a noise that startled her just as much as her strange new
vision.


“Easy,” the woman said, and even that was enough to make her
wonder how she could still discern this person as a woman, when her sense of
smell had diminished so. But the deeply ingrained habit of response to her
Words was so strong that she still felt herself relax. Relax
and go along with it, and they’ll make everything right again.


“Come with us,” the man suggested. Almost against her will,
she moved forward at that word come—awkwardly, not
sure what to do about the extra length in her hind legs until the man suddenly
took her by the front legs and pulled her up to a rear.


Rearing was forbidden. But....


It felt completely natural. They encouraged her, they told
her it was good. Haltingly, she walked the few steps to the meadow, then the
yards to the hard dirt path. The man walked behind them, the saddle braced
against his hip, Carey’s saddlebags slung over the worn leather seat. The woman
had the blanket and before they’d gone far, she gingerly shook it out and
offered to drape the cleanest side around Lady’s shoulders. The man’s strange
blanket came only just below her hips, and Lady was glad to have something else
against the chill. Almost by accident, she discovered she could hold the
blanket in place with what should have been her front hooves.


Getting into the small metal stall proved to be a little
awkward, and when it moved she froze with fear. But by now the woman had become
more assured in handling her and quickly soothed her, even as Lady herself realized
the movement didn’t hurt and perhaps there was nothing to fear after all.


Once she reached that point, she could recognize that the
man controlled the movements of the stall, and that there were many more
similar stalls moving all around them. She heaved a big sigh for the perplexity
of it all and retreated to her inner world, leaving large unblinking eyes
behind. From there she listened to the conversation between the man and woman
and let her body sway with the movement of their travel.


When they stopped, she found them sitting before a barn, one
of many in a long line. A barn meant food and rest and she willingly followed
them into it. Inside, she spent a long time checking it out, approaching its
clutter carefully and sniffing with a nose that no longer provided her the
information that she needed. She let the blanket drop and discovered that her
odd new hooves were sensitive to texture and shape—almost as sensitive as her
muzzle should have been. With a variety of snorts and investigative huffing,
Lady satisfied her natural curiosity.


After offering her a soft baggy covering for her lower half,
the man and woman let her explore. When she’d slaked her curiosity, the man
flopped down on a soft low structure and heaved a big sigh of fatigue. That was
a language she could understand and sympathize with. “Dayna,” he said, and
added something she couldn’t understand.


Dayna. That had to be the woman’s name; she certainly
responded to it. And the man, she was almost sure, was called Eric. Knowing
their names made them safer for her, but it wasn’t enough to make her as secure
as Carey did. She wanted Carey here, wanted him badly, and her throat began an
unaccustomed ache.


Dayna said the only thing that could have distracted her. “Are
you hungry?”


Lady’s whole body straightened in attention. She knew all
the variations of words that had to do with food, and she went right up to
Dayna and watched her with expectant eyes.


Both Dayna and Eric laughed, and then, when they were seated
around a round platform and Lady tried to suck up the liquid offered her in a
stupidly long cylinder and it went up her nose, they laughed again; after
clearing her nose, she felt a strange bubbling in her chest and it turned
irrepressible and came out in a funny little laugh of her own.


And then she stopped short, and dropped the liquid, and
froze in fear, hardly noticing as the drink dribbled over the edge of the
platform and onto the soft material that now covered her strong dusky legs. It
was that laugh, coming from her own changed body, that suddenly allowed her to
understand.


She had turned into one of Carey’s kind.
With trembling fingers, she felt for her long, refined muzzle and discovered
only a flat face with a ridiculously small nose. There were none of the
sensitive whiskers on which she relied so much. Unable to believe or accept,
she reached for Dayna—but the smaller woman stiffened, for the first time
showing signs of her own fear.


Eric’s gentle word relaxed her and Dayna allowed Lady to
touch her face, while one hand almost frantically compared the feel of her own.
And then the ache came back to her throat, and she whimpered, and, suddenly,
she was crying, not knowing what it was, but only that she couldn’t help
herself.


~~~~~~~~~~







Chapter Two


When Lady woke, she found herself in darkness, curled up
on a soft bed. Even as she knew it, she realized the ability to recognize this
structure as a bed—as much a bed as her own straw-strewn stall—was not a
concept her equine self could have handled. But she was through crying for now,
and focused on something much more urgent—for her bladder was as full as it
ever got. She stood and moved quietly out of the room.


In the midst of her tears of the evening before, they had
tried to lure her up the stepped hill to further depths of the barn, but she’d

have none of it. As far as she knew they were up there now, asleep. She walked
through the food area to the back door, which posed no problems to a clever
horse who’d been able to outwit many a latch with only her lips and who now had
hands. She went outside and fumbled with the soft material around her lean
hips, heaving a sigh of relief when she could finally crouch and relieve
herself. Then she crept back to the warmth inside, suddenly all-too-aware of
the soreness from her wild run, and crawled back into the bed.


After that she slept lightly, in the manner of her kind. Her
mind raced with unaccustomed notions, and the throat-ache crept up on her
almost unawares. This time she responded to it with anger, a familiar emotion.
She was angry to be here, and angry at whatever had caused her strange journey.
She wanted to find Carey and go home. By morning she knew she must learn to
communicate with Dayna and Eric; she’d even practiced quiet words with her
newly flexible mouth and lips. For a horse that was a large chunk of thinking
and when Dayna ventured down from the upper level, Lady was already as tired as
she’d been the day before.


She got out of her bed with an involuntary groan, finding
that the last quiet hours of the night had tied her abused muscles into knots.
The scrapes on her lower legs were stuck to the soft material and every motion
tugged at them. Reacting to the prickle as to fly bites, she stomped one leg
several quick times, then repeated it with the other, freeing the scabs. Dayna
frowned at her but Lady had accomplished her goal. Soon, she was sure, Dayna or
Eric would treat the wounds, as Carey would have in their place.


She followed Dayna into the food area, attuned to her
growling stomach. As puny as it was, her nose picked up the scent of apple; she
found a bowl of fruit she hadn’t noticed the evening before. As Dayna went
about the arcane business of preparing food Lady didn’t recognize, she helped
herself to an apple and, mindful of her changed chewing apparatus, carefully
nibbled at it.


Yesterday Dayna had seldom spoken directly to her, other
than her efforts to comfort. Now she kept up a running patter and often looked
at Lady, looking for a response. Lady gave her the only one she had. “Dayna,”
she said proudly, if awkwardly.


Dayna dropped the implement she used to mix eggs and looked
at her with widened eyes. “Dayna?”


Lady thought it had been quite clear, so she repeated
herself with some impatience. “Dayna.”


Eric chose that moment to wander in, and, unlike Dayna, he
was clearly slow to wake up. While Dayna wore new blankets, a fuzzy shapeless
thing with a girth, Eric wore what he’d had on the day before. His hair was a
mess and even as he wandered to the big box with the cold air, he gave a huge
yawn. Dayna tugged at his arm and spoke quickly, almost sharply; Eric turned to
give Lady an interested appraisal.


She could tell he wanted to hear her new word as well. With
some dignity she said, “Dayna. Eric.”


His eyebrows rose into the unkempt mess of his bangs. “Dayna,”
he said, touching Dayna. “Eric,” he added, touching his own chest. And then he
put his hand on her own arm.


Her own name was one she’d known all along. Delighted, she
said carefully, “Dun Lady’s Jess.”


~~~~~


“Dun Lady’s Jess?” Dayna repeated in perplexity. I can’t believe I really brought this woman to my home. “That’s
not a name.”


“She seems to think it is.” Eric grinned at the pride in
their new friend’s face. “She seems to think it’s quite a good one, in fact.”


Dayna regarded the woman thoughtfully. “I wonder what
language she speaks. She’s got a terrible accent—though that explains why she
hasn’t said anything until now.”


“She sounds more like someone who’s never spoken, not
someone who speaks French or German or something,” Eric said almost absently,
taking the spatula from Dayna’s unresisting hand to give the eggs a stir. “These
are almost done. Is she having any?”


“Who knows.” Dayna shrugged, irritated by Eric’s
characteristic refusal to deal with the important aspects of any given issue.
She left the egg-serving to him and touched the table, naming it for...Dun Lady’s
Jess.


“Table,” the woman obediently repeated. Still nibbling the
apple, she followed Dayna around the room with her eyes, repeating the items
Dayna named. Her voice sounded low and throaty and the words came out thickly,
somewhat slurred. Until Dayna pulled at her robe.


“Blanket,” the woman said with assurance before Dayna had a
chance to give it her own name.


Eric set three plates on the table. “You’d think she’d tell
us what some of these things are in her own language, if she had one.”


“Blanket?” Dayna repeated,
sitting and taking a fork full of egg without ever taking her eyes from their
guest. She plucked at Eric’s shirt as he sat, and waited for a response.


“Blanket,” the woman nodded. She sniffed carefully at the
steam rising from the scrambled eggs and gave them a skeptical look, checking
to see that both Dayna and Eric had eaten of theirs. Ignoring the fork, she
took a tentative sample with her fingers. She didn’t quite spit it out, but
Dayna had the impression it was a close thing.


“Maybe she’d prefer cereal,” Eric suggested mildly. “Or
cantaloupe, if you’ve got some.”


Without answering, Dayna retrieved a plastic container of
sliced melon mixed with grapes and strawberries, and offered it in place of the
eggs. The woman’s eyes widened in unmistakable delight and she helped herself,
chewing each morsel thoroughly before taking another.


“I don’t think we’re going to get much out of her before
this evening. Not unless we can teach her English in one day,” Dayna said
skeptically, returning to her eggs.


Eric watched Dun Lady’s Jess, unaffected by the comment. “Jess?”
he asked.


The woman was slow to respond, but when she realized they
addressed her, she carefully swallowed and said, “Lady.”


“That’s not much of a name, not here,” Eric said
thoughtfully. “Maybe we’ll just call you Jess. You learn enough English, you
can set us straight.” He scraped the last of the egg from his plate with a
piece of toast and sat back in his chair. “How about I leave you two alone long
enough to go home and take a shower, change my clothes. Seems to me she could
use some cleaning up, too.”


“You got that right,” Dayna agreed. “Just keep in mind that
I’m working the hotel’s evening shift tonight. We need to come to some kind of
decision about her.”


Eric mumbled assent, said, “Bye, Jess. See you later,” and
dumped his plate in the sink on the way out.


Dayna looked across the table at Jess and heaved a sigh. “C’mon,
Jess. Let’s head for the shower.”


She had planned to get things done while Jess cleaned
herself up—dishes, stripping the sheets of the guest bed, maybe even get the
laundry sorted and ready to go. She hadn’t counted on a Jess who still eyed the
stairs warily, who acted like she’d never seen the inside of a shower before.
Who ran into the door frame in her haste to escape a flushed toilet. Dayna
caught up with her at the head of the stairs and calmed her, then carefully
explained the fixtures of the bathroom. As with everything, once Jess got the
hang of it, she proceeded with confidence, but a stumble into the unknown would
stop her short. When Dayna finally left her, splashing happily in the tub in
lieu of the obviously scary shower, she plumped down on her bed and put her
head in her hands. Good Lord, never mind whether English
is her first language—I’d swear this is her first house.


Still numbly shaking her head, Dayna went to gather her
laundry, including the stretched old sweats that had served Jess; they were all
Dayna had that might fit the significantly taller, rangy woman, and she’d
hardly want to put them back on after she was clean. She stared at the pants
for a moment, trying to figure out what she and Eric had stumbled into. For
once, it wasn’t a matter of convincing her lanky friend that he had—again—left
reality behind. This time, she wasn’t sure what
reality was. She thumped down both sets of stairs to the basement and dumped
the laundry in the machine, setting the controls with unaccustomed vigor in her
frustration.


With the laundry churning away, she ducked into the
downstairs shower stall for her own clean-up. When she came out, still toweling
her hair dry, Jess waited for her, sporting Dayna’s own robe. On Dayna it
swirled comfortably around her ankles; it now fell just below Jess’s knees. For
the first time Dayna realized the extent of the scrapes adorning those legs,
and she could have kicked herself for forgetting about them.


Jess didn’t bat an eye at the ensuing first aid products.
She sat patiently and, it seemed, handed herself unequivocally into Dayna’s
care. Dayna thought of her cautious reaction to just about everything else she’d
seen and added another senseless puzzle piece to her quickly growing
collection.


~~~~~


Jess—because for now Lady reluctantly conceded her name
to them—spent the day following Dayna around the house, watching the woman at
her chores, listening to her identify the objects around her. Words swirled
around in her head, mixing with the countless conversations she’d heard in her
uncomprehending equine form. After lunch she retreated to her bed—the sofa, it
was called—for a short nap, unable to process any more. When she woke, the
patterns of the words, past and present, had begun to grow clearer in her mind.
Isolated words in smatterings of conversation combined to make sense, in a way
that seemed not at all strange to her; she had no similar learning processes to
compare it with.


Regardless, she woke with the determination to communicate
her wants to Dayna. And what she wanted was Carey.


While she slept, the barn seemed to have undergone some kind
of transformation. The random piles of clutter and papers were gone, formerly
dusty surfaces shone, and a neat collection of blankets sat in a basket by the
stairs. Jess took a careful look around to make sure there were no other, less
innocuous changes, then followed the sound of voices to the food room. There
she found Dayna amidst an accumulation of neatly sorted papers, waving a small
stick at Eric to emphasize her words.


In front of Eric lay Carey’s saddlebags. Jess’s saddle and
bridle, the crupper and breast band, and the freshly cleaned blanket, lay on
the floor beside his chair. Eric tipped his cap back to look up at her and said
cheerily, “Hi, Jess. Sit, have something to eat.”


Dayna took one look at her and sprang from her chair,
interposing herself between Jess and Eric to grab the open edges of Jess’s
borrowed blanket and overlap them, snugging them securely with the girth.


Eric shook his head in quiet amusement. “She’s safe from me,
Dayna.”


“Fine. But she’s got to learn.”


“Why wouldn’t she know already?” he asked thoughtfully.


Jess only followed the merest outline of the conversation
and didn’t have the slightest idea what they were talking about learning. At
the moment, she didn’t care. “Dayna,” she pointed. “Eric...” and herself, “Lady.”
Then she touched the saddlebags, a caress that expressed all her devotion to
the man who owned them. “Carey.”


“Saddlebags, Jess,” Eric said.


“She does that sometimes,” Dayna interposed, licking a small
square and pressing it onto one of the rectangular papers. “Just like all our
clothes are blankets and that—” she pointed to the robe belt, “—is a girth. She
might not know English, but she’s got a few words she won’t budge on.”


Jess’s phantom tail switched in annoyance. She went through
the naming routine again and then tugged at the robe on her arm. “Dayna,” she
named it.


Dayna gave her a puzzled look. “You know that’s not me. That’s
a robe—or a blanket, if you have to have it your way.”


Impatient, Jess snatched the cap from Eric’s head. “Eric.”
The small stick from Dayna’s grasp. “Dayna.” The saddle and bridle. “Jess.” The
saddlebags. “Carey.”


“What—?” Dayna exploded.


“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Eric said, tumbling over his
words so Jess understood none of them. “I think I get it. The robe belongs to you, Dayna, and so does the pen. The cap is
mine—and the saddlebags belong to someone named Carey?” He directed the last at
Jess, who let out a sigh of relief and finally sat. She looked him right in the
eye and pointed at herself. “Carey.”


“What!” Dayna repeated. Her voice rose considerably.


“Easy, kiddo, now is not the time to push feminist power
lingo on her. I think she’s really trying to tell us something.”


“What, that she belongs to someone named Carey? Slavery’s
out, in case you hadn’t heard.”


“Dayna, relax, okay?” He held her gaze until she looked away
and nodded, a silent language at which Jess was much more adept. Then he gave
Jess his attention. “Jess...you understand us, don’t you? A little?”


Jess tried her first nod, a gesture she’d seen many times
and finally now understood.


“The saddle and bridle are yours,” Eric said slowly,
pointing at her.


Another nod.


“The saddlebags belong to your friend Carey.”


She thought about that a moment. She wasn’t sure about friend, but... “Carey,” she affirmed, drawing the
saddlebags closer to herself. Then she reached for the bridle. The metal pieces
made the comfortable homey clatter she knew so well, and she folded her hand
around the double-jointed snaffle to enclose the copper roller that had often
entertained her tongue. She looked deliberately at Eric and touched her chest,
where the old robe once again gapped between her breasts. “Carey.”


Eric retrieved his cap and thoughtfully jammed it on his
head, while Dayna looked first at him and then at Jess before finally exploding
out of the chair. “I’m not going to encourage this. The sweats should be dry by
now—I’m going to get her dressed.”


Jess had snorted and shied at Dayna’s sudden movement, but
settled quickly. Eric still listened to her, and she dismissed Dayna to give
him all her attention. She studied him across the table, her thick hair
unheeded where it had settled in her eyes. He was a tall man, rangy but without
her own athletic build. His face was a little too spare, but she liked his
eyes. They were dark, slightly up-tilted, and nothing but mild. In them were
none of the rules that flickered in Dayna’s eyes. Jess had been ridden by men
whose eyes reflected such self-imposed rules—but not for long. They invariably
started a battle for possession of the reins and Carey never let these
unyielding riders continue. Jess thought of Carey’s hands: give and take,
request and thanks. She stared helplessly at Eric, knowing she just didn’t have
the words to explain.


“Jess,” Eric said, nothing more, just the name he’d given
her. He’d seen the frustration and loss in her face, and that one word held his
own helplessness: the inability to fix things for her. He touched the
saddlebags, a curious touch nothing like her own. “If these are Carey’s, why is
the bridle yours? And the saddle?”


She stared another moment and dredged up what words she
could. “Carey...feeds me.”


“She takes care of you?” Eric said, seizing gratefully on
her effort.


“Yes.” Then she frowned and said, tentatively, “He.”


“Is he your husband? Uh, brother? Father?” Eric tried,
sinking back into their failure of communication when Jess responded to each
with a slight shake of her head.


“Were you together in the woods?”


“Running. Yes.” She thought of that chase and scowled.


“Where did the saddle come from?”


“Jess.”


“I know it’s yours. But surely you weren’t running with that thing.”


Jess seemed to grow a little taller where she sat, hearing
his apparent understanding. “Yes!”


Baffled, Eric said, “Running with a saddle. With Carey. We
found you and the saddle—” he said, looking bemused over the whole image, “—but
where’s Carey?”


Jess lost her grasp on words, leaning forward with a tremble
of intensity. In a flash of insight, Eric said, “You don’t know!”


“Yes!” Please, please, help me find him.


The unspoken plea was not lost on Eric. “But you want to
know, don’t you,” he asked softly. “Of course you do. What’s his last name? We
can call a few places, see if he’s there.”


Jess sat back, defeated. She shook her head and looked down
at the bridle in her hands.


Eric put his chin on the heel of his hand and sighed. “No
last name. That’s going to make it a lot harder. What were you running from?”


Jess heard Dayna come up behind her and stop. She lifted her
head, listening for further movement, and returned her attention to Eric when
Dayna seemed content where she was. “Men,” she explained, and pantomimed the
notch and release of the arrow that had hit Carey. “Jess—I—run
for Carey. Until—” and she repeated the pantomime.


“You ran for him,” Eric repeated without comprehension. “You
mean you ran with him?”


“No,” Jess said confidently. “For him.” She flung her head
up, and her clean, strong features held her pride. “Fast. Strong. I,” and she touched her chest again, “run for Carey.”


Eric shook his head again. “Sorry, Jess, I just don’t
understand.”


Jess picked up the bridle, splaying the fingers of one hand
to spread the crown piece and the other to hold the bit out in front of her. “Horse,”
she said, clearly, watching his face for comprehension. “Dun Lady’s Jess.”


Eric stared, first in the bafflement of non-comprehension,
then the shock of understanding. “Jess—” he protested, as Dayna cut in from
behind.


“That’s just great. I don’t think there’s anything we can do
for her, Eric.” Her voice held the finality of judgment, the finality of her
rules. Jess’s pride drained away, and fear took its place—for finality shone
through that rejection, and meant the loss of this safe place.
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