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Chapter 1

Magic is awesome!

Oh sure, it can be terrible under the right circumstances. There are even times when it's so bad I wish I'd never met my mistress. But those are pretty rare and it's never her fault. Mistress is beyond reproach. Not because she told me so or made me believe; it's who she is.

My name is Stephanie Martin and I'm a witch. Mistress's name is Cassiopeia and she's a witch, too. The most powerful witch in the world, I think. Either world, for that matter, even though the Earth I came from doesn't have any real witches. At least not yet.

But why is magic terrible sometimes? Well, right after Mistress and I opened up the portal from my Earth to the other, she let her husband, Lord Nelson, know where it was. He was at the portal within a week with an army of smelly men on smelly horses.

He was there so quickly because my mistress had a magical link to her husband. She didn't want it, but he forced her to use a magical ritual that made them soul mates. Now, if they're on the same Earth, she knows what he is thinking and feeling. Most of the time, she blocked him from her mind because she didn't want to know what the monster was up to.

If that's not freaky enough, it meant she could see the things he was doing sometimes, right through his own eyes. She could feel what he felt and know what he was thinking, but she had to really focus on it and be on the same world. Most of the time she blocked it because she didn't want to know what that monster was up to or thinking. Like the many times she saw one of his servants through his own eyes as she helped him ignore his marriage vows.

It's not called Dark Earth because the sun doesn't shine here. Sure, the people can be jerks, especially the men, but that's true on either Earth. Where I come from, they call this place Dark Earth because it never advanced beyond the Dark Ages. They had magic to control people; they didn't want education, science, and technology.

He was so excited to know he had his own portal back to my world that he showed her his excitement right there, in front of me and everyone else. He forced himself on her and took her hard and fast, but not nearly fast enough.

Cassiopeia is my mistress because she found me ditching high school at a gas station near Detroit. She'd come through a portal in the north accidentally created by a girl from my world. Lord Baxter ran the realm that portal was in and Mistress fought her way through his portal so she could figure out a way to create one for Lord Nelson. When we met, she looked at me and I looked at her and that's all it took. I felt an instant connection to this woman that I'd never seen before. I'd do anything for her and I wouldn't think twice.

She left the National Guard officer she'd been using as a guide and took me instead. It didn’t matter that she took me because I wouldn't have let her out of my sight if she hadn't decided to bring me with her.

Mistress had been exhausted when I met her. Beautiful, but exhausted. She kept trying to fall asleep but I wanted to know everything about her and let her know everything about me. So I wouldn't let her do much more than nod off. She looked so perfect and so vulnerable I ached to protect her. I just wanted to be with her.

I didn't know anything about magic back then. I didn't even believe in it, not until she showed me a few things. The power she showed me was like nothing I'd ever seen, and that was only the beginning. First she summoned an incredible thunderstorm, complete with a category five tornado that swirled around us as we drove down the interstate, and then she created the portal back to her world.

During the long drive, she made me her apprentice. She let her power and the power of the magical lines that run through the Earth flow into and through me. The power filled me and it burned me, but she kept letting it build and build. She created a circuit between us, looping the power over and over and burning it into me until I couldn't take any more. I was full and it felt incredible. We're talking chocolate ice cream on a chocolate brownie with sprinkles, whipped cream, and a cherry incredible. It was orgasmic, except it made a regular orgasm seem like a tremor compared to the earthquake that she put inside me.

In the process, we learned one of my first talents. I'm an empath. I can feel other people's thoughts and emotions. Since then, I've learned to do more than just read them. I've picked up many talents already, but empathy comes naturally to me. It’s also the one element of magic that Mistress hasn't been able to help me with because she doesn’t know much about it. She's been studying and learning though, and she's already taught herself a few tricks.

And there's so much more to magic than just reading people or making them do things for me. I can start fires with magic. I can chill a drink. I can make a gust of wind blow the papers off a desk. Sounds pretty cool, but it's nothing compared to Mistress. She can blow a hole in a castle wall, freeze the top of a large pond so an army can ride horses across it, and blow the roof off a house. That's without breaking a sweat. Mistress can control the weather, summon animals to do her bidding, and so much more I can't even begin to dream of yet.

She tells me I'm going to be almost as powerful as she is but I can't imagine how that would be possible. The only thing I knew about power came from the big budget superhero movies I'd gone to trying to impress the guys that I liked. Turns out that that most of those superheroes were wimps. Mistress could kick their butts.

Oops, magic is terrible. Right, I keep forgetting that. I continued to watch Lord Nelson rape Mistress—except here it’s not rape, it's the husband’s prerogative. He's her husband, something else he forced her to do, and he's also the ruler of his realm. Women have no rights over here, it's amazing. Amazing in a bad way. To him, it's perfectly acceptable even if seeing a woman's leg above the ankle in public is considered scandalous under any other circumstances.

So Lord Nelson is doing his thing, his thing meaning my mistress, and his men are getting a cheap thrill watching their boss show a witch who the real boss is. Not just any woman, but his witch. The witch, as far as they're concerned. The woman who they're all terrified of. So yeah, they got a sick kick out of it.

Mistress bore up under it well, on the outside. Being her apprentice means I have a bond with her, too. It's not like Lord Nelson's, but it's still a bond and it's made stronger by my natural talents. I could feel what she was feeling. Not the pain of the invasion, but the loathing and disgust she felt. It made me so sick that when I felt Mistress's sadness and disgust and then Lord Nelson's brutal thrill at being able to do this to her, I vomited in the bushes. She hated him with a passion that rivaled the love I felt for her.

I cried for her that night and did my best to try to make her feel better afterwards. She could heal herself and ease the physical pain but no matter how strong her magic was, it couldn't do a thing for the damage in her heart. I could feel it and I knew it was there. Mistress had no idea life did not need to be this way. To her, it was just how things were. It was her lot in life. She'd seen some things while on my world that shocked her, such as equal rights, but it still hadn't sunk in to her that she should never have to endure that sort of thing.

I found out a few things that made it even worse. She had been falling in love with a man when he'd been taken from her. Gabriel was supposed to come with her to my world, except he'd sacrificed himself and stayed behind to fight Lord Nelson so that she could make it through. Gabriel had been Lord Nelson's most trusted man, but that couldn't stop what happened, or almost happened, between them. Now Gabriel was gone.

Then there was my mistress's sister, Gwendolyn. The only person she'd ever allowed herself to love and trust. She'd gone out of her way to protect Gwen and keep her safe from the men in Lord Nelson's realm, or so she thought. Once Lord Nelson demanded Mistress become his soulmate, she learned the truth. As soon as Mistress left to begin her quest to open the portal, Lord Nelson had taken her sister. Except, from what Mistress told me, she wasn't sure who was doing the taking. Lord Nelson was rough and crude, as always, but her sister was driving him to it. I knew a few girls that liked to get handcuffs-and-whips kinky, but they had nothing on the abuse Gwen encouraged.

I'd nearly been sick again when she told me that. Mistress was my angel. I mean that as literally as possible. She was beautiful and perfect in my eyes. She could do no wrong. A part of me was still freaked out by how much I cared for her, but mostly I felt like I was the luckiest girl in the world. Lucky and important, all at the same time, that this heavenly creature had found me! She'd picked me even though I was nothing but a screwed-up kid who thought she knew it all and didn't even need to finish her senior year of high school.

Between magic and Mistress, I'd found the perfect drug of choice. I was high on my new life and other than the bad times, like whenever Lord Nelson decided to remind Mistress who was in charge, life was perfect.

Oh sure, we had no running water or modern conveniences. Dark Earth is stuck in the Dark Ages. Electronics work but there's no electricity here. I learned to use my magic to touch a tub of water and make it warm enough to steam before I climbed in for a bath. All in all, it didn't seem so bad.

This was my life. I was a witch in training and my mistress was the most incredible person to ever set foot on either world. I would help her deal with the asshole of a husband she had. I couldn't kill him for her—their bond would mean she'd be hurt by that, too—but I'd be there to show her the kindness and compassion he should have been giving her.


Chapter 2

Lord Nelson took the news about Gabriel pretty hard. I was surprised; he'd seemed like such a self-centered prick that I didn't think he cared about anyone but himself. Usually Lord Nelson's biggest concerns involved which serving girl he could corner in his chambers. He'd become quiet and withdrawn when Mistress told him, and then risen without explanation and left without a word. He'd returned a few moments later and carried on as though nothing had happened. I found out as soon as we'd left that he'd found a man taking a break while the horses he was tending were eating. Lord Nelson had the man beaten and killed.

He'd set up tents near the Nelson Ledges where Mistress had created the portal, but already stone was being quarried and trees chopped down to make more permanent lodgings. Lord Nelson envisioned a massive castle that he could live in and rule realms on both worlds from. If the portal hadn't been located in the small canyons, he would have probably tried to put build a castle around it.

He was a dreamer, Lord Nelson. Along the lines of suffering delusions of grandeur. He had no idea what the people from my world could do. They didn't have magic but they had something almost as dangerous: the United States Army, Marine Corps, and Air Force. They had the Navy and Coast Guard, too, but other than his old home up on Lake Erie where Cleveland was on my world, there was no way Navy ships could reach us.

Mistress had shown that a couple of guys with guns meant nothing to her, but she'd never faced off against a tank or a chopper, let alone an entire platoon. Witches could do serious damage but if Lord Nelson tried anything, we'd be overwhelmed in no time.

I tried to warn Mistress and she agreed with me, but Lord Nelson wouldn't hear of it. Now after almost two months of building and preparing, Lord Nelson seemed to be having second thoughts.

"Did you see Gabriel die?" he asked her one day.

"I saw him fighting against Lord Baxter but he told me to leave him so I could do your bidding," Mistress said. "There was a lot of blood."

Lord Nelson frowned. He was a tall man with a receding hairline and a belly that was just getting to the point where he probably couldn't see his own penis without a mirror. Not probably, definitely. I'd seen it and from the times I'd been there for Mistress. I knew how small he was.

Hey, I might still be young but I'd been a juvenile delinquent. I'd gotten around before Mistress had saved me from ending up as a prostitute with a houseful of kids so I could live on welfare. She'd even made me quit smoking. Okay, so I still missed the cigarettes but the magic she'd hooked me on was so much better.

"I don't want to begin my conquest without him, but if he's dead I don't have a choice," Lord Nelson grumbled. It was a private conference; only Mistress, me, and Lord Nelson were in the log cabin he'd claimed as his office until his castle was done. At the rate they were building it, it was probably going to take a year or more.

"I didn't actually see him die," Mistress said.

"No, you ran away like the cowardly woman you are," he sneered at her.

I felt her flash of anger and hoped she'd burn his testicles off. She had her power instantly under control without displaying a hint of her rage on her angelic face. She bowed her head without speaking.

She'd explained to me already how men had once had magic but they were too dangerous. A few wizards had done some very bad things and it took a lot of hard work to take them down. The rulers of the Western world at the time, all of them wizards, agreed that magic should not be in the hands of rulers. They performed a ritual that stripped men of their magic and made it so that only women could wield it. The problem was, men were still in charge. A witch had to vow her service to a lord and that was that. Problem solved. Men couldn't have magic and women had to serve. Any woman who spoke her mind and was brought for justice would end up with her tongue cut out or worse.

The original wizard-kings who performed the ritual? They survived the spell but all died within a few years. Deprived of their magic, they either killed themselves or languished away.

"You will return. Take this...this savage wretch with you and teach her proper respect. I would show her the proper glory of serving a man were it not for my respect for you as my wife," Lord Nelson decreed. "Find out if Gabriel is alive and, if he is, bring him back to me."

I tasted the bile in the back of my throat again and I knew that some of it was inspired by Mistress. This pig was wrong on a couple of accounts. He had no respect for her as his wife and, by my estimation, he was a man only in the anatomical sense and barely that.

"Will you send an escort with us?" Mistress asked him.

Lord Nelson frowned. "You've told me how much more powerful you are now. With her at your side, you should be a match for anything that comes against you. I need my men to prepare to expand my realm into this new world! Your plaything has shared enough information with us. We've drawn maps and stand ready to invade. Go quickly!"

Mistress nodded. "Yes, my lord."

She turned to leave, me at her side, when Lord Nelson changed his mind. "A moment, wife. Show me your devotion again before you leave. I will miss your comforting presence while you're gone."

I turned away, not wanting to see another act of degradation performed against Mistress. I was afraid I'd jump on him and try to claw out his eyes. The downside was that I couldn't kill him without hurting Mistress and then that meant it would ultimately come back and hurt us more.

"You, girl. What's your name again?"

My throat locked up. I stiffened but knew I had to turn around and answer him. I was only halfway there when Mistress said, "Her name is Stephanie, my lord, but don't worry about her. Let me make you feel better like only I can."

By the time I turned around, I saw Mistress fall to her knees and reach for his pants. It took everything in my body to keep the disgust off my face.

"I'm not worried. I'm doing her a service," Lord Nelson said. He groaned when Mistress undid his pants and closed her lips around him. After a few moments, he blinked his eyes and focused on me again. "Come here, girl, and watch what Cassiopeia is doing. Learn so that one day you can keep your man sated."

I stepped forward reluctantly and moved so that I could watch Mistress service him. The truth was she could learn a few tricks from me. Like I said, I'd been around. I knew the things to do to get what I wanted from a man if I needed them bad enough.

I pushed at her with my mind, nudging her until she let me in. The revulsion I felt from her made me gag, drawing a laugh from Lord Nelson. I forced my gorge down and focused on sending her images of things I knew that would get it over with more quickly. Mistress tried a few of them. After only a few moments, Lord Nelson grabbed her head in his hands to hold her still while he grunted his release.

I didn't pull myself out of Mistress's head quickly enough. I did, however, manage to make it back outside with her before I lost it and puked in the bushes again.

"You must learn to control yourself," Mistress said to me once I'd recovered enough to walk away with her.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. "He's such a pig," I hissed. "I can't stand him!"

"Take care how you speak," she reminded me in a stern voice. "Lord Nelson is your lord. There is no undoing what has been done; you cannot go back."

I nodded. "I know, and I wouldn't if I could. I just..." I let out a squeal of frustration. I glanced around, making sure no one could overhear us, and whispered to her, "Do you think Gabriel's alive?"

She blinked, her eyes closing a half second longer than they should have. I let a smile out and I knew what she wouldn't admit to. She even blocked me from feeling her thoughts. "No, I don't."

Whatever. I knew better. Or at least I knew that she hoped he was still alive and that was enough. "Okay," I continued to whisper, "we go up and find out for sure, and then we run away. Find our own place and make it our own. Just the two of us. You teach me to be a witch and you continue to be unstoppable."

She shook her head. "We can't. Others would come. Renegade witches are not allowed to live."

I laughed. "Like they could stop you! You're amazing. The Avengers couldn't stop you! Well, maybe Thor, but only because he's hot and I'd get too distracted watching him to help you. And the Hulk. He's so big and mean, he'd probably laugh off your spells."

"What?"

I waved my hand. "They're superheroes."

Mistress looked worried. "You have people with power on your world?"

"Oh no!" I shook my head. "They aren't real. Just comic books and movies."

I couldn't help but laugh at the puzzled expression on her face. I wanted to show her what I meant. Movies had been the only magic I'd ever known until she came into my life. Now there was so much more and it was so much better. Well, aside from the still bitter taste in my mouth.

"So how long is it going to take us to get up there?"

"Weeks," she said. "Perhaps a month. They'll know to look for me as well."

"Like you can't give yourself a makeover!"

"A makeover?"

"Yeah!" I rolled my eyes. "You told me how you used magic to make yourself look like another woman last time. Just do it again."

She frowned and then nodded. "I suppose I could."

"And nobody here knows me, so we'll just be sisters walking through the woods." I grinned at her and then tapped my chin thoughtfully. "Well, you're a little older than me; maybe they'll just think you’re my mom. A really young and really hot one."

"You speak the oddest things," Mistress said while shaking her head. "Enough chatter. We must return to our tent to prepare for the journey north."

"You're not going to make me show my devotion like Lord Nelson did, are you?"

Cassiopeia scowled at me.

I used my hand to fling imaginary sweat off my brow. "Phew, I was worried."

Mistress sighed. "I hope I don't have to beat it into you to learn when to keep your mouth shut."

I clamped my lips shut but that didn't stop the smile from curling them up when I pushed the thoughts toward her. "That wouldn't help. I'd still be able to tell you things."

Mistress shook her head and led the way to the large tent we shared.


Chapter 3

It was late in the day and I suggested starting the next morning but Mistress knew better. Lord Nelson expected us to leave immediately, she'd explained to me, and that meant we had to.

"Of course he does. That way he can get back to boning your sister," I'd thought to her. We were still in the privacy of our tent but even I knew better than to say it out loud.

It didn't seem to matter. Mistress spun around and slapped me. "You are not to think such thoughts," she hissed at me.

I admit it, I cried. The pain from the slap was not so bad; I cried because she had been angry enough to slap me. "I'm sorry!" I gushed and I meant it. It was sappy and pathetic but I wanted her happy with me.

Mistress's scowl faded as she looked at me. She frowned and shook her head, shielding her thoughts from me, and then turned to pick up a pack and handed it to me. "Go," she said, "to the horses."

"Horses?" I'd seen horses, of course, but they were big and scary next to little me.

"You'd rather we walked there?"

I nodded. "If we can't take a car, yes!"

Mistress snorted. "You'll be fine."

I followed her. What else could I do? I wanted to be with her. In fact, I didn't dare go much of anywhere without her. I'd seen the way the men looked at me. They were hungry and I was like a fresh doughnut just waiting for a cream filling. Being with Mistress was the only way I felt safe anywhere on this world.

Mistress introduced me to the horses. When I say she introduced me to them, that's really what it was like. We walked up to them and she told me their names, and then guided me in talking to them, rubbing them. As my confidence grew, I felt her pushing against my thoughts. It was exciting, kind of like when someone you really like gets close and touches you just the right way.

I opened myself to her and wondered if there was some way I could train my brain to automatically let her in, like a supermarket.

"Feel me," she thought to me.

I glanced at the men tending the horses and realized why she didn't want them to overhear us. If they knew I could read them, there'd probably be a witch roast, complete with hot dogs and marshmallows.

I can read the surface thoughts and emotions of most people. A surface thought is something somebody is shouting inside their head. Not incredibly useful but Mistress told me she expected I'd get much better at it with time. It was my job to figure out how, though, and she expected progress every time we talked about it. No pressure or anything.

Anyhow, when Mistress let her guard down, our bond allowed me much more. Reading her was a multi-dimensional experience. If we could really focus or if the sensations were strong enough, I could sense everything—smell, vision, hearing, touch, the whole works. I used it this time and closed my eyes to help me focus. When I opened them again, I was looking at the world from where she stood.

I saw myself through Mistress's eyes. She looked at the horse but not before I caught a string of thoughts from her that made me gasp. "She's young and foolish, but still so pure. So much like I never was. She has to be protected. I won't let him have her, no matter what it takes." Her thoughts disappeared; either they were hidden from me or I was too startled by them to read them further. I focused harder, desperate to hear more of what she truly thought of me, but for now Mistress's true feelings remained a mystery.

My desire to learn more of her was disrupted by the power I felt swelling in her. I loved it when she let me read her while she used magic. The vast amounts of power she could tap into and shape left me feeling inadequate. She'd pumped me full of it and I thought I could create or destroy an entire nation all by myself, even though it was but a fraction of what she could use. I learned quickly enough that all that power meant nothing if it couldn't be used, and until I could master it and make it work for me, I squandered the energy on the simplest of spells.

Mistress was an artist. Watching and feeling her shape the magic was a thing of beauty. She coaxed it out of the ground and sky around her. She insisted that magic was based on the elements. Primal things such as fire, earth, water, sky, spirit, and others that baffled me. When I'd explained what I could remember of the table of elements, she'd looked at me as though I was the crazy one.

She got it though, the table. Not the details of the periodic chart but that earth and air were made up of different types of elements. Even that fire was the process of the elements burning. What I'd struggled with at first was understanding that all of that didn't matter. Not for what she was teaching me.

Now I knew better. I was a quick learner, especially with my ability to see things through her. I watched her draw magic out of the elements of air, earth, and fire. She even pulled a stream of the invisible power from the water cascading down the rocks in the nearby ledges. She gathered it, shaped it, and then used it to communicate to the horse.

She didn't talk in the way I would talk to someone else. She didn't even talk in the special way that she and I could. She sent raw emotions to the horse, making the four-legged monster feel what she wanted it to and then she conveyed images and other basic urges to it that charmed it and made it her friend.

"Your turn," she thought to me.

"And yours," I returned the thought, anxious and excited to try something I'd been working on. Thus far, I'd been able to put myself in her mind, reading her thoughts and sending mine to her, but I hadn't been able to bring her into me with the same level of control.

I pulled her with me, something we'd never been successful at before. Mistress resisted at first until I sent her a wave of reassurance. I pulled the fiery spark that was her consciousness until my vision blurred and then I blinked my eyes to see from my own point of view. She was still with me, in my head. I grinned and turned to look at my mistress, or at least at her body. To repay the favor she might not have realized she'd given me, I opened myself to her and gave her access to everything I had.

I wanted her to know me, completely. I wanted to share myself with her and leave myself bare. My trust in her was complete and unconditional. I knew she'd never hurt me with it; she'd only protect me.

"The horse?" she reminded me.

Right, the horse. I turned back to the horse beside me and began to gather up the energies into me. I had a lot of power stashed inside but Mistress told me that whenever I have the time, and if it's available, I should always use the power around me first. When I'd pulled enough of it, I used the same processes I used to send feelings and images to Mistress. They felt wrong as I created them and I wasn't sure why. They didn't feel like hers did. Something was off; some shaping or twist of the magic was screwed up.

Mistress showed me when I hesitated too long. She reached out and rearranged the spells, focusing more on the intent of each spell instead of the desired emotion or vision. She finished with the first one and let me push it to the horse. I tried the second one myself. She tweaked it again but not as much. By the fifth attempt, I was getting the hang of it and she barely needed to do anything.

The horse, it turned out, was soon convinced I was its best friend. His name was Poppy and he was a gelding. Mistress had a spirited stallion named Roan that she'd chosen for herself.

"Now we'll ride," Mistress instructed.

"I don't know how!" I protested. I looked down. "Especially wearing a dress. This is impossible."

She nodded. "Sidesaddle for now."

"That's not possible, is it?"

Her eyes flashed at me, letting me know that not only was it possible, but even if it wasn't, we'd make it happen anyhow. I swallowed and nodded. "Yes, Mistress."

"Watch me," she instructed before turning to one of the men who pretended to be ignoring us while tending the horses. "You there, horseman, help us with these horses."

I almost laughed when he blurted out, "Yes, my lady!" I'd seen a quick vision of him wanting to run and hide amongst the nearby rock ledges. It wasn't uncommon; most of the men who came near Mistress were terrified of her. I thought it was funny; Mistress was almost as frightened of them.

The man rushed to saddle our horses and then he helped Mistress into her saddle. It looked uncomfortable, sitting the way we were expected to sit. I'd have killed for a decent pair of jeans or shorts. It was getting cooler out every day as winter drew near, but Mistress and I didn't need to worry about the temperature. We could keep ourselves as warm or as cool as we wanted.

I didn't scare the man nearly as much. He even managed a smile as he offered me his hand to step on. As soon as my boot touched his hand, I caught another vision from him. This time it was him looking up my dress and sliding his hand up my calf. I coughed to cover my gasp and then let him pick me up. He was cute enough, in a backwoods savage sort of way. I let my legs part and pulled up on my skirt just enough to give him a glimpse of my lower leg. It was a challenge with a long dress and the high boots I wore, but the thrill I felt from him almost made it worth it. I had to fight back a laugh.

The next vision I saw was far less innocent and wholesome. I turned away from him, the color rushing to my cheeks, and sat stiffly on Poppy's saddle. Sitting on the horse felt weird. Poppy moved under me but the horse was trying hard to keep me balanced. I tried to relax.

"That will be all," Mistress snapped at him.

He mumbled something and hurried back to his post.

Mistress led the way out of the stable and I did my best to convince Poppy to follow her. Between the gelding wanting to please me and me trying to do the same thing Mistress did, we managed to make it out of the camp. As a bonus, I didn't fall on my face.

Still, each step the horse took shot up my spine and made me grimace. We had a month of travel and we were only just beginning.


Chapter 4

My butt and back hurt so bad I was almost as afraid to get down from my horse as I was to stay on him. It felt like we had been riding for weeks or months, but all this pain was from only riding that first afternoon. Why couldn't Mistress just conjure up a flying carpet or a tornado or something that could take us where we needed to go?

Mistress called a halt in some heavily wooded hills. On my world, the area probably would have been stripped clean and turned into farmland or housing. I knew we'd ridden northwest but other than that I was clueless about where we were. And, truth be told, I didn't care. I was sore and tired. I wanted to find a comfy spot on the ground and sleep for about sixteen hours. At this point, the ground looked comfy. A bed of nails and broken glass would have looked good compared to my saddle.

I wasn't sure how to get down now that Poppy had stopped. I needed to grab onto the pommel and twist to get my foot in a stirrup and step down. I tried but almost lost my balance twice. It seemed simpler to just slide off the saddle and land on my feet. Easy, right?

It turned out that getting off Poppy was easy. Landing on the ground was easy. Stopping? Not so easy. I landed on my heels, causing spasms to seize the muscles in my lower back. My legs crumpled and I threw my arms out to try to stop the ground from meeting my nose. I envisioned doing something amazing, again like a superhero, and blasting myself back to my feet. Given that I wasn't dressed in a red metal suit, maybe I'd chosen the wrong superhero.

The ground made sure I stopped anyway. I felt my wrist crack when my palms slammed into the moist dirt. My jaw ached by the time I realized that this time I really did fall on my face. It didn't help that the stupid horse was nudging me in the back with his nose, checking to see if I were dead. Some friend he turned out to be.
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