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To the ones still finding their way through the dark,


may this story offer a bit of light,


and remind you that healing can take its time,


but it always knows the way home.
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Chapter 1

The Unspoken Arrival





Wren Harper pressed her forehead against the car window, watching raindrops race each other down the glass. It was a game she used to play with her mom on rainy days back in Arizona. The thought stabbed at her chest, and she squeezed her sketchbook tighter, her one constant companion since Mom died. 

“Almost there,” Grandmother Barbara, “Mimi,” said from the driver’s seat, her silver-streaked hair pulled back in a practical braid, weathered hands steady on the wheel. Her voice sounded like she was trying too hard to be cheerful, “just another mile or so.”

Wren didn’t respond. She hadn’t spoken a word in exactly seventy-three days. Not since she’d found Mom on the bathroom floor, not breathing, lips blue, the empty pill bottle knocked over beside her outstretched hand.


      ***The car bumped onto a gravel road, jostling Wren out of the memory. Through the gray curtain of rain, rows of apple trees stretched into the distance, their branches heavy with fruit. Beyond them, where the orchard ended, tall pines marked the beginning of the wilderness that stretched toward distant mountains. The neat lines blurred together as they drove deeper into the orchard.

“Welcome to Harper’s Apples,” Mimi said, clearing her throat. “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

It wasn’t home. Home was a sun-baked apartment with cracked tile floors and the sound of Mom’s laughter when she was having a good day. Home was gone.

The car pulled up to a two-story farmhouse with peeling white paint and a wide front porch. A black-and-white border collie barked from under the shelter of the porch roof, tail wagging furiously.

“That’s Max,” Mimi said. “He’s friendly. Don’t worry.”

Wren clutched her sketchbook to her chest as Mimi killed the engine. The sudden silence felt heavy between them. Rain drummed on the car roof.

“Well,” Mimi said, “let’s make a run for it. Shall we?”


      ***Wren didn’t move. She stared at the farmhouse, at the strange dog, at the endless rows of trees surrounding them. Everything was so green, so different from the desert. So far from everything she knew.

Mimi sighed, the sound barely audible over the rain. “I know this isn’t easy, Wren. I wish...” She stopped, both hands tight on the steering wheel. “Let’s just get inside for now. Your things can wait.”

Wren’s social worker had warned Mimi about the selective mutism. Had explained that Wren understood everything perfectly well but simply couldn’t, or wouldn’t, speak. The court-appointed psychologist, Dr. Collins, would visit weekly to “assess her progress,” as if getting her to talk again was akin to fixing a broken toy.

When Wren still didn’t move, Mimi got out of the car and came around to her side, opening the door and letting in a rush of cool, damp air that smelled of wet earth and apples.

“Come on.” Mimi held out a hand. Her fingers were calloused and weathered, with dirt permanently lodged under the nails. They weren’t anything like Mom’s hands, with their chipped nail polish and delicate fingers.

Wren ignored the outstretched hand but slid out of the car, keeping her sketchbook dry beneath her jacket. She followed Mimi to the porch, where Max danced in excited circles, sniffing at her legs.

“Down, Max,” Mimi commanded, and the dog sat, still wiggling with barely contained energy.

The porch steps creaked under their weight. Wren noticed everything: the faded welcome mat, the empty rocking chair with a weathered cushion, the row of muddy boots by the door. None of it felt real. She was trapped in someone else’s life.

Inside, the house smelled of cinnamon and wood polish. A narrow hallway opened to a kitchen with worn countertops and cabinets painted a faded yellow. Through another doorway, Wren glimpsed a living room with a stone fireplace and shelves lined with books.

“Hungry?” Mimi asked, shaking raindrops from her gray-streaked hair. “I made soup this morning. Vegetable. And there’s fresh bread.”

Wren shook her head. Her stomach was tied in knots, and the thought of food made her feel sick.

“Well, you’ll need to eat eventually,” Mimi said, but she didn’t push. “Let me show you your room, then.”

Wren followed her up a creaking staircase. Max bounded ahead, leading the way as if he’d been assigned the job.

“I’m afraid it’s nothing fancy,” Mimi said as she pushed open a door at the end of the hallway. “It was your mother’s room when she was your age.”

The words hit Wren like a physical blow, Mom’s room. She hesitated at the threshold.

Inside was a twin bed with a blue-and-white quilt, a wooden dresser, and a desk beneath a window that overlooked the orchard. The walls were painted a soft green, and a bookshelf held volumes with faded spines. It wasn’t a twelve-year-old’s room anymore. Mom had left this place long ago, but knowing she had once slept here, breathed here, lived here made Wren’s chest tighten.

“I’ve put fresh sheets on the bed,” Mimi said, hovering in the doorway. “The bathroom is just across the hall. Towels are in the closet there.”


      ***Wren took a step inside, then another. The floorboards creaked beneath her feet. She ran a finger along the edge of the desk, leaving a trail in the thin layer of dust.

“I’ll bring your suitcase up,” Mimi said when Wren didn’t respond. “Take your time settling in.”

Wren listened to her grandmother’s footsteps retreat down the stairs. Only when she heard the front door open and close did she allow her shoulders to slump. She sank onto the edge of the bed; the mattress dipping beneath her weight.




      ***Outside the window, the rain continued to fall, blurring the neat rows of apple trees. Beyond them, where the orchard ended, tall pines rose into the misty sky. They looked like prison bars, holding her in this strange new life.

Wren opened her sketchbook to a blank page. Drawing was the only thing that helped quiet the screaming in her head. She pulled a pencil from her jacket pocket and sketched the view from the window; the rigid lines of the orchard, the wild tangle of forest beyond, the rain streaking the glass.

She didn’t hear Mimi return with the suitcase, nor did she notice her standing in the doorway, watching as Wren’s hand moved across the page.

“Dinner’s at six,” Mimi said softly. “Even if you’re not hungry, I’d like you to sit with me.” She paused. “This is hard for both of us, Wren. But we’ll figure it out.”

Wren didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge the words. She kept drawing, her pencil capturing the boundary where the orderly rows of the orchard ended and the wilderness began.

Mimi sighed and retreated, leaving the door ajar. Max remained, settling on the rug beside the bed with a heavy sigh, his mismatched eyes, one blue, one brown, fixed on Wren as if standing guard.


      ***As the afternoon light faded, and the rain tapered to a drizzle, Wren finished her drawing. She stared at what she’d created, not just the trees and the rain, but a small figure at the edge of the orchard, poised between the neat rows and the wild forest beyond. The figure stood with one foot in each world, trapped between order and chaos, belonging to neither.

Wren traced the outline with her finger. She felt just like that figure, caught between her past and this unknown future, between the person she used to be and whoever she was becoming in this strange new place.

A sound rose in her throat. Not quite a sob, not quite a sigh, but she swallowed it back. Seventy-three days of silence. She’d become an expert at swallowing sounds.

From downstairs came the clatter of pots and pans as Mimi prepared dinner. Max’s ears perked up at the noise, but he didn’t leave his post.

Wren closed her sketchbook and hugged it to her chest. She was trapped here, in this house, in this orchard, in this silence, and she did not know how to escape.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Storm and the Discovery





The storm arrived three days after Wren did, sweeping in from the Pacific with a ferocity that made the old farmhouse groan. Rain hammered against the windows like someone demanding entry, and wind howled through the gaps in the weathered siding. 

Wren sat cross-legged on her bed, sketchbook open, watching the apple trees bend and sway in the gale. The rows that had seemed so prison-like now danced, their branches whipping back and forth as if trying to break free from their roots.

A violent gust rattled the window frame, making Wren flinch. The storm outside matched the one inside her: chaotic, unpredictable, threatening to tear everything apart.

She hadn’t come downstairs all morning. Mimi had knocked once, saying something about breakfast, but Wren had remained motionless until the footsteps retreated. Food seemed pointless. Her appetite had vanished along with her voice.

On the page before her, Wren had drawn the storm, not just the rain and wind, but the feeling of it. Dark, angry swirls of graphite pushed against the edges of the paper. In the corner, almost hidden by the chaos, she’d sketched a small figure huddled beneath a tree, arms wrapped around knees, head bowed.

A crash from downstairs made her jump. Mimi’s muffled exclamation reached her, then the sound of something being swept up. A moment later, Max’s nails clicked on the hardwood as he raced up the stairs and pushed his wet nose against Wren’s half-open door.

The border collie peered in, mismatched eyes fixing on Wren with what seemed like concern. When she didn’t shoo him away, he padded across the room and settled beside the bed with a heavy sigh, resting his chin on the edge of the mattress.

Wren hesitated, then reached out and touched his damp fur. Max’s tail thumped against the floor, his eyes never leaving her face.

“Power might go out,” Mimi called from the bottom of the stairs. “I’ve put flashlights in every room, including yours.”

Wren spotted the yellow plastic flashlight on her dresser. She hadn’t noticed Mimi putting it there. How long had she been staring at her drawing?

The house creaked and moaned as another gust battered its walls. Through the rain-streaked window, a branch hung from one of the apple trees nearest the house. As she watched, it tore free and tumbled across the yard.

Something tight and restless built in her chest. The walls of the room seemed to close in, suffocating her with each roll of thunder. She needed to move, to breathe, to escape the crushing weight of this unfamiliar house and the memories that followed her from room to room.


      ***Before she could reconsider, Wren slipped her sketchbook into a backpack, pulled on her rain jacket, and headed downstairs. Max followed, his nails clicking on each step.

Mimi stood in the kitchen, placing candles and matches on the counter. She looked up, surprise crossing her face when she saw Wren in her jacket.

“Going somewhere?” she asked, attempting a light tone that didn’t quite mask her concern.

Wren pointed toward the door.

“Out? In this?” Mimi frowned. “That’s not a good idea, Wren. The wind is bringing down branches. It’s dangerous.”

Wren set her jaw, hand already on the doorknob. She needed out, needed air, needed space between herself and everything. The storm couldn’t be worse than the suffocation she felt inside.

Mimi sighed, recognition flickering in her eyes. “At least stay near the house. And take Max with you.” She hesitated, then added, “I used to go out in storms too, when I was your age. Your mother hated them.”

The mention of her mother was like a physical blow. Wren yanked the door open without acknowledging Mimi’s words. Max darted out beside her, eager for an adventure despite the weather.

The force of the wind nearly knocked Wren back as she stepped onto the porch. Rain slashed sideways, drenching her within seconds, despite her jacket. She ducked her head against the onslaught and descended the steps, boots splashing in the puddles that had formed across the gravel drive.

Max stayed close, occasionally looking back as if to make sure she wasn’t being foolish enough to venture too far. But “far” was what Wren wanted. She turned away from the house and headed down a row of apple trees, using their trunks for stability against the gusting wind.

The orchard looked different in the storm, wild and untamed despite its ordered rows. Fallen apples dotted the ground, some rolling with the wind’s push, others half-buried in mud. The sweet-tart smell of fruit mixed with the earthy scent of rain-soaked soil.

Wren wasn’t sure how long she had walked. The rain plastered her hair to her face, and her jeans were soaked through, but the physical discomfort was almost a relief. It gave her something to focus on besides the hollow ache in her chest.

She reached the end of the orchard, where the neat rows gave way to tangled underbrush and towering pines. The boundary was stark, human order versus nature’s chaos. Wren hesitated at the edge, peering into the darker shadows of the forest.


      ***A flash of lightning illuminated the woods, followed almost immediately by a deafening crack of thunder. Max whimpered, pressing against Wren’s legs. She kneeled, wrapping an arm around the dog’s wet fur. His body trembled. The brief comfort of touching another living thing made her throat tighten.

Something moved in the forest ahead, a flash of white against the deep green. Wren squinted through the rain. Maybe a deer? But it had seemed larger.

She took a step forward, crossing the invisible line between orchard and wilderness. Max hesitated, then followed, ears alert despite his obvious discomfort with the storm.

The forest floor was a tangle of fallen branches and slippery pine needles. Wren picked her way carefully, using tree trunks for support when the ground became too treacherous. The canopy provided some shelter from the rain, but water still dripped from the branches overhead.

Another flash of movement caught her eye, closer this time. Not a deer, too large, too pale. Wren pushed forward, curiosity overriding caution.

The ground sloped downward, becoming steeper as she advanced. Max whined, uncertain about this exploration, but he didn’t abandon her.

Wren grabbed a sapling to steady herself as her foot slipped on the wet pine needles. The slope was becoming a ravine; the sides growing increasingly steep. She should turn back. This was the danger Mimi had warned about.

But then she heard it, a sound distinct from the storm’s cacophony. A frightened, pained whiny.


      ***Wren froze, heart pounding. She knew that sound. Back in Arizona, their next-door neighbor had kept a retired rodeo horse in a small corral. Wren had spent countless hours at the fence, sketching the animal’s powerful form and gentle eyes.

She moved forward more urgently now, sliding down the increasingly steep ravine wall. Max barked once in alarm but followed, his herding instinct stronger than his good sense.

At the bottom of the ravine, a creek usually ran in a narrow channel, but the storm had swollen it into a rushing torrent that carved away at the banks. And there, half-trapped in the muddy slope, was a horse.

Not just any horse, an Appaloosa mare, her white coat scattered with distinctive black spots like an ink-splattered canvas. A tangle of exposed tree roots caught one of her legs, and blood trickled from a gash on her flank. Her dark eyes rolled with terror as she struggled weakly against her trapped limb.

Wren dropped to her knees in the mud, her heart in her throat. The horse’s sides heaved with exhausted breaths, foam flecking her mouth. How long had she been trapped here, fighting and panicking?

Max approached cautiously, keeping his distance from the much larger animal’s thrashing hooves. The mare snorted and tossed her head when she spotted him, renewing her efforts to free herself.

Wren’s lips formed a “Shhh,” but after seventy-six days of silence, only a choked breath escaped; her voice, trapped for so long, refused to produce even that slight sound. Abandoning the attempt, she instead extended a hand slowly, palm up, keeping her movements gentle and her body low to the ground, trying to convey calm over the storm’s roar.

The mare’s ears flicked toward her, nostrils flaring as she caught Wren’s scent. Her struggles subsided, more from exhaustion than from a lack of trust.

Wren approached slowly, keeping her movements smooth and predictable, the way she’d seen animal handlers do on nature shows. The horse watched her with wild, frightened eyes, muscles trembling beneath her mud-splattered coat.

She tried to vocalize a reassurance again, with a touch more force this time, but what emerged was still just a weak, breathy sound. The attempt felt foreign in her throat, as if her voice had forgotten how to form actual words.

She was close enough now to see the mare more clearly. Beyond the mud and blood, the horse’s ribs showed beneath her hide; she’d been thin even before becoming trapped. And there, along her flank, was an older scar, a long ridge of healed tissue that spoke of past mistreatment.

A surge of anger cut through Wren’s fog of grief. Someone had hurt this beautiful creature, and now she was trapped, injured, and terrified. The unfairness of it burned in Wren’s chest.


      ***Wren saw that the mare’s leg was twisted at an awkward angle among the roots, but not broken. If she could clear away some of the mud and debris, maybe the horse could pull free.

Lightning flashed overhead, followed by another crash of thunder. The mare jerked in terror, nearly striking Wren with a flailing hoof.

A choked breath, a faint “shhh” sound, escaped Wren as she tried to soothe, holding her ground despite her racing heart. She opened her mouth, wanting to say, “I’ll help you,” but only another weak, breathy sound came out.

She began digging at the mud around the trapped hoof, using a fallen branch to pry away smaller roots. The work was slow and difficult, the mud sucking at her hands, filling her fingernails and soaking through to her skin. Rain continued to pour down, washing away her progress almost as quickly as she made it.

But Wren didn’t stop. For the first time since finding her mother’s body, she felt something other than numb despair, a fierce determination that pushed everything else aside.

The mare seemed to sense Wren’s intent. Though still frightened, she had stopped fighting, her dark eyes fixed on the small human working so intently at her feet.

Max settled nearby, having decided the horse wasn’t a threat. He watched Wren work, occasionally whining when the thunder grew too loud.

Time blurred as Wren dug, pried, and cleared away the debris. Her hands grew raw, and her back ached, but she barely noticed. All that mattered was freeing this creature who, like her, seemed lost and alone in a world that had turned hostile.


      ***Finally, the roots gave way. The mare’s leg came free with a wet, sucking sound, and she scrambled back, nearly falling in her haste to escape the trap. But instead of bolting up the ravine as Wren expected, the horse staggered a few steps and stopped, favoring her recently freed leg.

Wren stood slowly, wiping mud from her hands onto her already filthy jeans. The mare watched her warily but didn’t retreat further. They regarded each other through the rain, the silent girl and the wounded horse, both soaked to the skin and trembling.


      ***Wren’s gaze traveled from the nasty, bleeding cut on the mare’s flank to the trembling, newly freed leg. A soft, breathy sound, almost a whimper, escaped her lips as she looked at the horse’s pained eyes. Then, she looked around the storm-lashed ravine, a gloomy place of mud and whipping trees, and back at the solitary mare. Another sound, this one more like a quiet sigh full of worry, whispered from her throat.

The mare’s ears flicked forward at the sound, her nostrils flaring as she scented the air between them.

Something made Wren reach slowly into her backpack. Her fingers closed around her sketchbook, now damp at the edges. She opened it to a blank page and, using a pencil that had somehow stayed dry, began to draw.

The mare didn’t move as Wren’s hand flew across the paper, capturing the proud curve of her neck, the intelligent eyes, the distinctive spotted pattern of her coat. Drawing had always helped Wren make sense of things, to process what she couldn’t express in words.

When she finished, Wren held up the sketch. She turned the pad toward the horse, her gaze shifting from the drawing to the mare, offering a small, almost hesitant smile. A soft, appreciative sound, like a breathy sigh, escaped her lips as she tapped a finger first on the drawing, then gestured toward the mare herself.

The storm was easing; the thunder growing more distant; the rain settling into a steady drizzle rather than a driving downpour. The light was fading too. How long had she been out here? Mimi would be frantic.

Wren glanced up the steep sides of the ravine. Getting out would be difficult enough for her; the injured mare had no chance of climbing the slippery slope. But leaving her here alone, hurt and hungry, was unthinkable.

Wren couldn’t form the words, but she met the mare’s gaze, a fierce promise in her own. A small, determined sound escaped her lips as she nodded slowly. Another soft, breathy sound, like a quiet reassurance, accompanied a pat to her backpack where she might carry supplies.

The mare watched her, head lowered, sides still heaving with labored breaths.

The unspoken words came from some deep, wounded place inside Wren. Her eyes moved to the mare’s injured flank, then to her own hands. A sound rose in her throat, raw and full of a desperate empathy she couldn’t articulate, the intent to help her heal a palpable force between them.

She looked from the mare, trapped by injury in this ravine, to the wild forest beyond, a fierce yearning for the horse’s freedom aching in her chest. The pledge to set her free resonated in the small, choked sound she made.

The promise hung in the damp air between them. Wren wasn’t even sure what she meant by it. Set the horse free from what? Pain? Captivity? The past?


      ***Max barked, making both Wren and the mare jump. He was looking up toward the top of the ravine, ears pricked forward.

“Wren!” Mimi’s voice echoed down the slope, distant but unmistakable. “Wren, where are you?”

Wren looked back at the mare, torn between staying and responding to the frantic call. The horse had settled, her breathing less panicked, but she was exhausted and hurt.

With a last look at the wounded creature, Wren began the difficult climb up the ravine, using roots and saplings to pull herself up the slippery slope. Max scrambled ahead, barking occasionally to guide Mimi to their location.

By the time Wren reached the top, her muscles burned, and fresh mud covered her from head to toe. Mimi stood at the edge of the forest, a yellow raincoat bright against the darkening trees, her face pale with worry.

“Wren!” She rushed forward, stopping just short of grabbing her granddaughter. “I’ve been looking everywhere! Are you hurt?”

Wren shook her head, unable to meet Mimi’s eyes. Now that the adrenaline was fading, she realized how foolish she’d been, how dangerous her expedition could have been.

“You’re covered in mud,” Mimi said, her relief giving way to a mixture of anger and concern. “What happened? Did you fall?”

Wren looked back toward the ravine, then at Mimi. She opened her mouth, the words there but caught, like the mare’s hoof in the roots.

Instead, she pointed toward the ravine, then made a shape with her hands that vaguely suggested a horse.

“You fell down there?” Mimi asked, peering toward the edge. “Thank goodness Max was with you. Come on, we need to get you inside and warmed up before you catch pneumonia.”

Wren shook her head in frustration, pointing again, more insistently. But how could she explain? After so many days of silence, she couldn’t suddenly find the words to describe what she’d discovered.

Mimi sighed, misinterpreting Wren’s gestures as resistance to returning to the house. “We can come back tomorrow if it’s so important. The storm’s passed, but it’s getting dark. Whatever’s down there will still be there in the morning.”

Wren hesitated, then nodded slowly. Yes, the mare would still be there. And tomorrow, Wren would return, this time prepared to lend a hand.


      ***As they walked back through the dripping orchard, Mimi kept glancing at her with barely concealed worry. “You had me scared to death,” she said finally. “When the power went out and I realized you were still outside...”

Wren kept her eyes on the muddy ground beneath her feet. Guilt tugged at her for causing Mimi more worry. The woman had enough to deal with, taking in a mute, traumatized 12-year-old she barely knew.

Back at the house, Mimi lit several candles in the kitchen and heated water on the gas stove for hot chocolate. “Go shower and change,” she told Wren. “Leave your muddy clothes in the tub. I’ll deal with them later.”

Wren nodded and headed upstairs, her mind still in the ravine with the spotted mare. As the hot water washed away the mud, plans began to form in her mind. She would need food for the horse, apples, and some oats if she could find them in the barn. Water, too, and something to clean the wound on the mare’s flank.

She’d need to fashion a halter from rope she’d seen in the barn, something to guide the mare if she could get her to move. Wren remembered the knot pattern from a book she’d read, back when life made sense.

For the first time since arriving at the orchard, Wren felt a flicker of purpose cutting through the fog of grief. The wounded mare needed her, and though she wouldn’t have admitted it aloud, Wren needed the mare too.


      ***That night, as wind still rattled the windows and rain tapped a gentler rhythm on the roof, Wren lay awake in bed, watching shadows dance across the ceiling. Max had settled on the rug beside her bed, his steady breathing a comforting counterpoint to the storm’s dying gasps.

Tomorrow, she would return to the ravine. Tomorrow, she would begin to heal the mare’s wounds. And maybe, somewhere in that process, she might find a way to heal her own.








  
  

Chapter 3

Whispers in the Rain





Wren woke with a gasp, her mother’s name caught in her throat. The nightmare clung to her like cobwebs. The image of Mom’s blue lips, the empty pill bottle, and the silence that followed lingered for a time. 

Pale dawn light filtered through the curtains, casting long shadows across her bedroom floor. Max lifted his head from his spot beside her bed, mismatched eyes watching her with quiet concern.

The mare!

The memory of yesterday’s discovery rushed back, pushing away the remnants of the nightmare. An Appaloosa, trapped, scared, and injured in the ravine. Wren had promised to return and help.

Without waiting to fully wake, Wren slipped from bed and pulled on jeans still damp from yesterday’s adventure. She tugged one of Mom’s old flannel shirts over her t-shirt, the red and black plaid one that still faintly smelled like her mother’s vanilla lotion. The familiar scent both comforted and wounded her.

Max followed as she crept downstairs, avoiding the spots where the old wood creaked loudest. The house was silent; Mimi wouldn’t be up for another hour. Through the kitchen window, Wren could see the orchard emerging from darkness, the apple trees standing like sentinels in the early morning mist.

Her mission was clear: gather supplies before Mimi woke. Food for the horse. Water. Something to clean that wound on her flank.


      ***The refrigerator light seemed blindingly bright in the dim kitchen. Wren grabbed three apples from the crisper drawer, wincing when one rolled and bumped against a jar of pickles. She shoved them into her backpack, along with half a loaf of bread she found in the bread box.

Max watched her, head tilted in curiosity rather than judgment. When she pointed to the door, he padded over silently, as if understanding the need for stealth.

Outside, the world smelled of rain and earth. A drizzle fell, a gentle misting that beaded on Wren’s hair and eyelashes. The grass was slick beneath her boots as she made her way toward the barn, Max a dark shadow at her heels.

The barn door groaned slightly as Wren pushed it open. Inside, the air was heavy with the scent of hay and old wood. Dusty light filtered through cobwebbed windows. Mimi kept no livestock; the barn was used mainly for equipment storage and housing the ancient tractor that seemed to break down more often than it ran.

Wren spotted what she was looking for in the corner, a battered tin bucket that would work for water. Beside it, a shelf held various supplies. She grabbed a roll of paper towels and, after a moment’s consideration, an old horse blanket folded on a lower shelf. It smelled musty, but seemed clean enough.

Her exploration uncovered another treasure, a plastic container labeled “Oats” that still had some contents inside. Wren pried off the lid and sniffed cautiously. They smelled okay, not moldy. She dumped a generous portion into a smaller bucket.

Scanning the barn further, she found some soft rope coiled on a hook. She remembered a knot pattern from a book she’d read years ago, how to make a simple halter. She’d need something to guide the mare if she could convince her to move.

Max’s sudden bark made her jump, nearly causing her to drop the oats. He wasn’t looking at her, but at the barn door.

“Just gathering some things, don’t mind me.”

Mimi’s voice sent a jolt of panic through Wren. She froze, caught red-handed with the evidence of her mission scattered around her.

Mimi stood in the doorway, wrapped in her faded blue robe, rubber boots hastily pulled on over bare feet. Her silver hair stuck out at odd angles, and her eyes were still puffy with sleep. But they were sharp with curiosity as she took in the scene, Wren clutching the oat bucket, the blanket and paper towels at her feet, Max looking between them with perked ears.

“You’re up early,” Mimi said, her tone carefully neutral. “Planning a picnic?”

Wren shook her head, her heart hammering. She hadn’t prepared for this and hadn’t figured out how to explain.

Mimi stepped into the barn, her gaze sweeping over the collected items. “That’s an old horse blanket,” she observed. “And those oats have been sitting there since the neighbors boarded their pony here three summers ago.”

Wren clutched the bucket tighter, bracing for questions she couldn’t, wouldn’t, answer.

But Mimi surprised her. With a small sigh, she said, “Whatever you’re up to, be careful. And be back for breakfast at seven.” She turned to leave, then added over her shoulder, “There’s antiseptic spray in the bathroom cabinet. Works better than paper towels for cleaning cuts.”

When the barn door closed behind Mimi, Wren let out the breath she’d been holding. Her hands trembled as she gathered her supplies. Had Mimi guessed? Did she know about the mare? That she hadn’t demanded answers or forbidden Wren from leaving was unexpected. Unsettling, almost.


      ***Minutes later, backpack filled with supplies and the bucket of oats clutched in one hand, Wren made her way through the orchard toward the ravine. She’d tucked the coil of rope into her belt, already mentally practicing the knots she’d need to fashion a makeshift halter. The antiseptic spray bumped against her hip in her jacket pocket. Mimi’s suggestion silently accepted.

Max trotted ahead, occasionally looking back as if to make sure she was still following. The morning mist clung to the apple trees, giving the orchard an otherworldly quality. Water droplets gathered on leaves and fruit, falling with soft plops onto the soggy ground.

The boundary between orchard and forest seemed less stark in the morning light, the neat rows of trees giving way more gradually to wild underbrush. Wren paused at the edge, scanning the treeline. What if the mare had left during the night? What if she’d been too weak to survive?

Max seemed to have no such concerns. He bounded forward, tail wagging, leading the way toward the ravine. Wren followed, picking her way down the slippery slope. The creek at the bottom had receded somewhat since yesterday, the water level lower but still flowing swiftly.

And there, in almost the same spot where Wren had left her, stood the Appaloosa.


      ***The mare’s head came up at their approach, nostrils flaring. She took a half-step back, favoring her injured leg, eyes wary.

Wren stopped several yards away, setting down her supplies. The horse looked even more striking in the morning light. Her white coat, with its distinctive black spots, almost glowed against the dark mud and foliage of the ravine. The patch around her right eye gave her a pirate-like appearance, fierce and cautious.

Though her voice, still locked away after so many days of silence, refused to form the words, the message was clear in her mind as she looked at the mare. I came back, she thought, her gaze unwavering, as I promised.

The mare’s ears flicked forward at the sound of her voice, then back again in uncertainty. She was thin beneath the mud-caked coat, ribs visible, hip bones sharp. But she stood on all four legs now, the trapped one strong enough to bear at least some weight.

Wren slowly opened her backpack and pulled out an apple. The fruit was a dull red, bruised on one side, not perfect enough for selling, but good for eating. She held it out in her palm, arm extended as far as she could reach.

The mare’s nostrils flared wider, catching the scent. She stretched her neck, trying to reach the apple without moving closer. When that proved impossible, she snorted in frustration.

Max, showing unexpected wisdom, had settled down at the edge of the ravine, watching but not approaching, sensing perhaps that his presence might spook the already nervous horse.

Minutes passed in a silent standoff. Wren’s arm ached from holding it extended, but she didn’t move. Her mother had taught her this once, during a rare good period when they’d visited a petting zoo. Patience was the key with frightened animals. Let them come to you.

Hunger won out over fear. The mare took one tentative step forward, then another. Her movement was stiff, pained, but determined. When she was close enough, she stretched her neck again and took the apple from Wren’s palm, her soft muzzle brushing against Wren’s skin for just a moment.

Something warm bloomed in Wren’s chest at the contact. It was a tiny, fragile connection, but real.

Though she couldn’t speak the words, her thought was clear: Good girl. As the mare crunched the apple, juice dribbled from her mouth.




      ***The second apple was accepted more quickly, and by the third, the mare had moved close enough that she saw the details of her injuries more clearly. The gash on her flank was long but not too deep, crusted with mud and what looked like dried blood. Her leg, the one that had been trapped, was swollen around the fetlock, but not bent at an unnatural angle. Not broken then, just strained.

Wren reached for the paper towels and antiseptic spray.

The mare eyed her warily but didn’t retreat when Wren inched closer. She dampened a paper towel with water from a bottle in her backpack and began wiping mud from around the wound. The horse tensed but stood still, only her flickering ears and occasional tail swish betraying her nervousness.

When the area around the wound was clean, Wren took a deep breath. This part might hurt, she thought, directing the silent warning to the mare, the words clear in her mind even if unspoken. She sprayed a small amount of antiseptic on the cut.

The mare flinched and sidestepped, almost bumping into Wren. For a tense moment, Wren thought she might bolt or even kick out in pain. But after a few nervous dancing steps, the horse settled, blowing out a long breath through her nostrils.

“Sorry,” Wren murmured, reaching up to stroke the mare’s neck.

The horse’s coat was matted and rough with dried mud, nothing like the glossy horses Wren had seen in pictures or on rare TV shows. She had a feeling that beneath all the dirt was a beautiful animal, proud and strong when not injured and afraid.


      ***As Wren continued to clean what wounds she could reach, words clamored at the back of her throat, desperate for release. She wanted to tell the mare about the orchard, about Max’s mismatched eyes, about the room that had once been her mother’s, the one with the view of the apple trees. But after seventy-seven days of silence, the habit of swallowing sounds was too strong. The words remained trapped, a frustrated ache in her chest, even as the mare’s quiet presence seemed to nudge at the locked door of her voice.

She offered the bucket of oats, and the mare, after a moment’s cautious sniffing, plunged her muzzle in and ate. The sight tugged at another, more distant memory. I used to have a neighbor with a horse, Wren thought, the words forming in her mind. Back in Arizona. A palomino named Goldie. I’d draw her for hours from my bedroom window. Her fingers itched for her sketchbook. I should draw you too, the silent thought continued, directed at the Appaloosa when you’re cleaner. She opened her mouth, a small, choked sound escaping—an attempt to bridge the gap between thought and speech—but the well-worn path of silence was too deep. The words remained unsaid, locked away with so many others. She watched the mare devour the oats, the unspoken connection hanging in the damp ravine air.


      ***A thought surfaced in Wren’s mind, clear and insistent as the mare nudged the now-empty oat bucket: You need a name. Her lips moved, a silent “Nn...” forming, but no sound followed that could bridge the gap of her silence. Wren tried desperately to clear her throat. Horse. Mare. The generic words felt wrong, inadequate for this creature who had looked at her with such fear and then tentative trust. Not right, the thought echoed. She wanted to say it, to give the beautiful animal a proper designation, but the words remained locked inside.

She studied the Appaloosa, taking in her distinctive coloring, the proud angle of her head despite her condition, the wary intelligence in her eyes.

“Talowa,” Wren whispered, the name coming to her from somewhere deep in her memory. Her gaze met the mare’s. “Ta... lo... wa?” The syllables were hesitant, breathy. She tried again, a fraction stronger. “Ta-lo-wa.” A shaky inhale.

The name felt right, echoing something from a long-ago lesson. My teacher. She said it was an old word, Wren thought, her eyes darting to the mare’s patterned coat, then back to her intelligent gaze. It means ‘to sing.’ A small, almost smile touched Wren’s lips as the connection solidified in her mind. Your spots, they sing.

The mare, Talowa, flicked an ear, which Wren interpreted as approval.


      ***Wren uncoiled the rope from her belt. She looked at Talowa, the words forming in her mind: I need to make this for guiding. A halter. But her throat, that traitor, seized up. The frustration was a familiar, bitter taste. Why couldn’t she just say it? The simple sounds felt miles away, trapped behind a wall of silence she beat against fruitlessly. Another thought, full of hope, rose clearly: If your leg is better, maybe we could walk a little? She pictured it, the two of them moving out of the ravine. She focused all her intent on the mare, willing her to understand the unspoken words, the ones her voice refused to form.

Working slowly so as not to startle Talowa, Wren fashioned a crude halter using the knot pattern she remembered, making sure it would be soft against the mare’s sensitive skin. When she finished, she held it up, letting Talowa sniff it thoroughly before slipping it over her head.

Wren adjusted the last knot. A soft exhalation escaped her, speaking of her quiet satisfaction in completing the task. There, the thought formed in her mind, a silent offering to Talowa. It’s done. Her gaze met the mare’s, silently conveying the next string of thoughts that followed the successful creation of the halter. Now... we can move. We can walk together. She held the mare’s gaze, adding the final, crucial thought, If... we need to.


      ***The blanket was the last item Wren unpacked. The temperature had dropped overnight, and though it wasn’t cold, the damp air held a chill that couldn’t be good for an injured, underweight horse.

Getting the blanket on proved more challenging than cleaning the wound. Talowa skittered sideways each time Wren tried to drape it over her back, the unfamiliar item triggering her fear response. After several failed attempts, Wren set the blanket aside.

The sun was higher now, the mist burning off. Wren checked her watch: nearly seven. Mimi would expect her for breakfast, and the last thing she needed was her grandmother coming to search for her and discovering Talowa.

Wren’s breath caught, the effort visible. I have to go. The thought formed a silent, reluctant message to the mare, her internal resolve, though still shaky, gaining a fraction more strength.

As if understanding, Talowa took a step closer and nudged Wren’s shoulder with her nose. The gesture, so unexpected, brought a lump to Wren’s throat. She reached up and stroked the mare’s face, fingers tracing the distinctive black patch around her eye. You’re safe now. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Again.

The thought hung in the damp morning air between them, a vow Wren hadn’t planned to make but meant with every fiber of her being. In this wounded creature, she recognized something of herself, lost, frightened, silenced by trauma. But unlike Wren, Talowa couldn’t hide behind chosen mutism. She was vulnerable in ways Wren was not.

With a last pat to the mare’s neck, Wren gathered her supplies and began climbing out of the ravine, Max leading the way. At the top, she looked back. Talowa stood watching her go, a pale ghost among the shadows, her gaze steady and somehow trusting despite everything.


      ***Back at the house, Mimi was setting plates on the kitchen table. She looked up when Wren entered, taking in her mud-splattered jeans and the twigs caught in her hair.

“Productive morning?” she asked, setting down a plate of scrambled eggs.

Wren nodded, not meeting her grandmother’s eyes. She set her backpack by the door and went to wash her hands at the kitchen sink. The water ran brown with mud, and the scent of horse clung to her skin despite the soap.

“I’m happy to see you exploring the property,” Mimi said as they sat down to eat. “This place was your mother’s refuge when she was your age. Before...” She trailed off, then cleared her throat. “Well, before things got complicated.”

Wren pushed eggs around her plate, not looking up. Her mother rarely spoke of her childhood here, and when she did, it was always with a mixture of nostalgia and bitterness that Wren had never been able to understand.

“You reminded me of her just now,” Mimi continued. “The way you came in, all covered in mud from some adventure. She was always exploring, always finding wounded creatures to rescue.”

Wren’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. She glanced up to find Mimi watching her with an unreadable expression.

“Injured birds, mostly,” Mimi went on. “Once, a fox kit with a broken leg. Your grandfather, he passed before you were born, used to say Ashley had a sixth sense for finding creatures in trouble.” She smiled at the memory. “She’d bring them home, tend to them until they were well enough to release.”

Wren felt her cheeks grow warm. Was this Mimi’s way of saying she knew about Talowa? Or just a coincidence, a memory sparked by seeing Wren come in mud-splattered from the orchard?

“I should clean out that old shed at the edge of the property,” Mimi said, changing the subject as she sipped her coffee. “It’s been years since it was used for anything but storing broken equipment. Might be a good spot for... projects. More sheltered than the ravine, especially with the rainy season coming.”

Wren’s heart skipped a beat. The shed. She hadn’t even considered it as a potential shelter for Talowa. It was at the very boundary of the orchard, half-hidden by overgrown bushes, almost reclaimed by the wilderness beyond, perfect for keeping a secret.

But how did Mimi know?


      ***Before she could puzzle it out, the landline phone rang, its old-fashioned bell startling in the quiet kitchen. Mimi rose to answer it, her expression changing as she listened to the caller.

“Yes, Sheriff Rivera, this is Barbara Harper... No, I haven’t heard anything about that... When did this happen?... I see... Yes, of course. I’ll keep an eye out and call if I notice anything unusual.”

Wren’s stomach knotted as Mimi hung up, her grandmother’s face now tight with concern.

“That was the sheriff,” Mimi said, sitting back down. “Apparently, someone’s been asking around town about a missing horse. An Appaloosa mare with very distinctive markings, white with black spots and a black patch around one eye, escaped during the storm two days ago.”

The eggs turned to cement in Wren’s mouth. She forced herself to swallow, keeping her expression as neutral as possible.

“The man looking for her,” Mimi continued, watching Wren, “is named Marcus Wall. Sheriff says he has a reputation for being... harsh with his animals. And she’s not the only one who’s noticed.”

Wren’s hands trembled. She hid them under the table, clenching them into fists to stop the shaking.

“If someone were to find such a horse,” Mimi said, “it might not be wise to return her immediately. Not until the sheriff looks into things more thoroughly.”

Wren sat frozen, unable to meet her grandmother’s gaze, unable to respond even with a nod. The room seemed to shrink around her; the walls pressing in. Talowa had an owner, an owner who wanted her back, an owner who hurt her.

“Wren.” Mimi’s voice was gentle but firm. “Is there something you need to tell me?”
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