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Chapter One
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Winter break had actually come and gone in a blink, much to Lucy's surprise. She had spent most of it relaxing—thoroughly enjoying the fact that for four and a half weeks, she didn't have to juggle schoolwork and two jobs. And the best part was that she got spend time with Chip.

But she now found herself once again in the car, on the way back to her college campus. She'd already received a text from Kendra that said that her roommate had already moved back into their dorm room. And honestly, while Lucy had enjoyed being home and seeing her parents, she found that she missed almost everything about her new (well, not so new anymore) college life, and the people and the horses she'd met within it. It was her second home, it seemed.

Her jobs came with the territory, of course...but at least she could say she was looking forward to working at Akiyama Riding Academy again. The horses always brightened her day, as did Elise. Though she really didn't know how she was going to be able to deal with seeing Elise only two days a week.

She hadn't talked to the senior at all over break, even though she had her number. The last time they had spoken was the day after the party. And Lucy could only smile remembering that night. It was something that she had been thinking about all winter break.

Well, really, it was Elise she couldn't stop thinking about all winter break...

They had to drive past the barn on the way to the campus, and Lucy saw the familiar polished sign that read Akiyama Riding Academy in blue lettering. She craned her neck when the car stopped at a red light to see the horses in the front field that were visible from the street. There was Dee, tossing her head and galloping about while Splash attempted to chase her down. And there was Legacy by the gate, where Elise was removing the Arabian's leather halter, giving the mare a final pat before turning Legacy loose. Legacy took off running in the direction of Dee and Splash, giving two small bucks and whinnying to her fellow pasture mates.

It's so good to be back, Lucy thought, smiling to herself.

And she couldn't wait for her first opportunity to get down to the barn. Lucy's work schedule and riding schedule were still pretty much the same, but the fact that she didn't start again at Starbucks until next week was a pleasant surprise.

So maybe I'll go down to the barn after I put everything away and reorganize my room, Lucy figured as her parents' car pulled into the parking lot.

With a little help from her parents, the three of them were able to carry all of Lucy's belongings to her dorm room in one trip, and after saying a quick goodbye to both of them, she began unpacking some of the boxes. And in the middle of doing so, she heard the door open, and turned around to see her roommate walk in. Immediately, she dropped everything (or at least she was forced to, anyway), as Kendra attacked her with the largest hug ever.

"I never thought I'd say this," Kendra said, "But I totally missed having a roommate all break."

Lucy laughed, "I guess I'll take that to be a good thing."

Kendra only grinned, but continued on, "I mean, having a room all to myself felt so empty."

"No, I know exactly what you mean," Lucy said, shoving one of the boxes aside so that she could sit down on her bed, "How was your break?"

"It was nice," Kendra said, "My parents and I went to Corona—it's a beach where we used to live when I was younger. We moved before I started elementary school; not sure if I mentioned that or not before...But anyway, we normally spend our summers there now, but they surprised me by taking me there for a week. How was yours? Did you do anything exciting?"

Lucy shrugged, "Not really. I mean, the best thing was that I spent a lot of time with Chip—you know, my old lease horse. I think he was happy to see me. I know I was happy to see him. And I was able to catch up with Harley when he got back from his vacation...which reminds me, have you seen him?"

Kendra thought for a moment before saying, "He may have been in the dining hall. I just ran down there to get something to eat."

"Maybe I'll stop by and say hi," Lucy mused aloud, "Because I want to head down to the barn in a little bit."

Kendra grinned widely, "Oh, yeah. A whole winter break without seeing Elise. I'm surprised you managed."

"Why are you so mean to me," Lucy muttered jokingly, but returned the joust by saying, "But I bet you were keeping Flynn hostage with your hour long phone conversations."

"We didn't talk for that long," Kendra said.

Lucy only rolled her eyes.

"Before you go, though, what do you think about me cutting my hair?"

"Wait, what!?" It was certainly the most random question in the moment, and also the most perplexing, "Why?"

But Kendra only said, "Flynn convinced me to take riding lessons, but I'm pretty sure that it'll be a little difficult to ride a horse if I'm practically sitting on my hair."

"Point taken," Lucy said, assessing her roommate's hair in its current state, "I guess I could see it short. But you must really like him if you're going to cut you hair just so you can take riding lessons."

Kendra shrugged, "I mean, I've let it grow out for years. And even I have to admit, it really can be a pain sometimes."

"And how, may I ask, did he even convince you to take riding lessons in the first place? I thought you weren't a fan of the whole 'barn' thing."

"Oh," Kendra said, grinning sheepishly, "You see, we made a bet that if I could guess his middle name, he would have to try out to be the school's mascot next year. But if I couldn't guess his middle name, then I would have to take riding lessons."

"And you think I'm strange," Lucy shook her head teasingly, but she let it go without questioning it, instead focusing on something else that she'd much rather know the answer to: "So what's his middle name?"

"Well you see," Kendra started, "He was technically cheating the whole time. Because his middle name is Flynn."

"What?" Lucy asked.

"Yeah," Kendra said, "I know. All this time he's been going by his middle name. His first name is Wilfred—but...just don't tell anyone else that I told you! I assume he doesn't want everyone to know."

Lucy only laughed, "I won't."

But honestly, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't picture the insane team captain as Wilfred.

––––––––
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AFTER SAYING A QUICK hello to Harley and grabbing a bagel on her way out of the dining hall, Lucy pulled her jacket closer as she walked down to the barn. She didn't want to bother Harley for a ride, and couldn't bring her bike because it was still the end of January, and snow was still lingering on the ground. Lucy didn't mind the walk, though. It was all of fifteen minutes—only a little longer than it was going to take her to walk to her new math class on a daily basis, so she was going to have to get used to walking longer distances eventually.

Lucy made her way up the long driveway, stopping at the font pasture to say hello to Dee, who had stuck her head over the fence when she had seen Lucy arrive.

"Hey, girl. Did you miss me?" Lucy asked, laughing as the chestnut mare tried to take the rest of her bagel from her hand, "That's not for you, sorry. I'm sure you've had plenty to eat all day."

Turning away from the field, Lucy walked the rest of the way past the house, and around to the barn, where the horses inside greeted her with familiar whinnies. But Lucy didn't want to waste any more time—she had one destination, and she wanted to get there as quickly as possible.

As it turned out, though, Lucy didn't even need to go all the way to the office before she found Elise, who was in the middle of the aisle, no doubt fixing up the lesson board for tomorrow's schedule. Before Lucy had even made it within earshot of the senior, Elise had turned at the sound of footsteps, and Lucy could have sworn that the blonde's face lit up the slightest bit when she saw that it was Lucy.

"Hey," Elise said with a smile.

"Hi," Lucy replied, giving a small wave. But then a tiny spark of uncertainty settled like nerves in her stomach as she realized with dread that she didn't know what else to say. She hadn't seen the senior in almost a month...hadn't talked to Elise in almost a month.

Please, please, please don't let me revert back to being an awkward person who lacks communication skills, Lucy thought while she willed her mind to cooperate.

"So what brings you down here? Don't you still work on Thursdays and Sundays?" Elise asked, turning back to the board.

Lucy only shrugged, although the blonde couldn't necessarily see it, "Yeah, but I thought I'd stop by to see the horses. And...to see you. You know, since it's been a month and all..."

Really, Lucy? Now you just sound attached—

"It has been a while, hasn't it," Elise mused aloud, cutting off Lucy's train of thought. Elise still had her back turned to Lucy when she continued to speak, her voice sounding somewhat distant, "You'd be surprised. A lot has changed."

"What do you mean?" Lucy asked.

Elise shrugged, "Well, not a lot has really changed. But to me it's a big deal, I guess."

"Well..." Lucy started tentatively, "What is it?"

"My parents...sold Lance."

"Wait, already?" Lucy was confused, "Why?"

"When they came back from Germany and saw that I'd done virtually nothing with him, and that I hadn't made any progress with him, they decided that he was too much for me to handle. And they wanted to sell him while he was still worth at least what they'd paid for him—before he would be 'of less value'," when Elise spoke the last phrase, she sounded more disgusted than upset.

"Oh," Lucy said, "I'm sorry."

"I guess in the long run it might be beneficial. Now I can focus all of my time on Legacy. And we'll be able to go farther in a shorter amount of time..." Elise trailed off.

"Well, that's a great thing, isn't it?" Lucy said, always one to look on the bright side.

"Yes...and no," Elise answered.

Once again, Lucy was confused, "I really don't see how that's a bad thing. You just said yourself that it's beneficial."

"It's good for Legacy. She'll be able to learn a lot more now that I'm solely focused on her but..." Elise trailed off once more looking to the marker in her hand instead of at Lucy, "You know what, never mind. It's nothing."

Oh, no. You don't get to just start telling me something and then keep it from me. I may not have seen you for a month but that doesn't mean that you get to go back to closing yourself off.

"It's not nothing," Lucy said, her tone serious, "Clearly it's bothering you. And I'm here to listen. You can tell me."

Anything.

Elise sighed, bringing her blue eyes to meet Lucy's once more, "I don't want to lose her."

At Elise's sudden confession, Lucy was slightly shocked. She needed a moment to let everything sink in—to realize what exactly Elise was talking about, but then she understood, and simply said, "Oh."

"If I spend all of my time with Legacy, and put all of my effort into training her...she'll be sold in a matter of months. And I don't really know why, but she means a lot to me. Even though we don't exactly get along. She's the only training project I've worked with longer than a semester, and I honestly feel like once we get past the problem at the canter, we could be a fairly good team. She's a wonderful horse, with so much potential, and I want to be able to continue to train her. I want to be the one to continue to show her. I just...I really, really don't want to lose her," Elise finished, her voice no more than a whisper, a small tear in the corner of one eye threatening to fall.

Wow, Lucy thought, she really does care about that horse.

"Well," Lucy said eventually (as she really wasn't sure what to say to that at all), "Have you ever thought about asking you parents to...you know...keep her?"

Elise shrugged, "I've given it some thought. But I don't think I ever could. They'd only say no."

"But how would you know unless you try?" Lucy asked, but as soon as the question was out of her mouth, she had the urge to face-palm.

God, could you be any more cliché?

Elise only shook her head, and the words she spoke next were ones laden with bitterness and resent, "They've taken every single horse I've ever worked with away from me—what would make this time any different?"

Lucy really had no answer for the senior, but before she could come up with even a decent response, Elise said, "But for the time being, I have to do what I have to do. My parents are here for a week and a half before they're heading out again to God knows where, and if they don't see that I have at least a decent plan for Legacy's training while they're here, they'll ship her off as quickly as they sold Lance. So..." Elise trailed off again. But she continued to look Lucy in the eye when she spoke again, although her words came out slightly unsure, "I'm kind of glad you came down here, because...I wanted to ask you something."

"Oh," Lucy said, slightly surprised, "Okay, what is it?"

"I was wondering if you'd be willing to...help me with Legacy."

"You—you want me to help train her?" Lucy asked incredulously.

"Yeah," Elise said, "I was hoping that you'd be able to start by helping me with my...uh...problem, I guess. Because it's certainly not helping anything."

Pulling on the reins. Having too much control, Lucy thought, an easily identified problem...but also one that's not as easily fixed. 

"I...yeah...I think I can do that," Lucy stammered, still amazed that the senior had come to her of all people for help, "When do you want to start?"

"I'd prefer it to be after my parents left. Not that I don't want them to think I'm getting help because, really, I couldn't care less if they knew. Actually, I'll probably tell them before they leave, and that way they can see that I have a better plan with Legacy than I had with Lance. But I just...don't like to ride when they're around. It's inevitable, I guess, because they want to see my current progress with Legacy before they leave again. But I can't stand them being around when I'm working on training," Elise explained.

"How come?" Lucy said, and then added quickly, "If you don't mind me asking."

Lucy was pleased when the senior didn't hesitate to answer her question, "It just makes me uncomfortable. They're constantly critiquing, scrutinizing, waiting for me to mess up. I know it seems ridiculous—that's how all horse shows work, with judging and whatnot but...It's different. It's like...I'm still that perfect little girl who longs for their approval. There's the constant need to live up to their standards—their standards that have suddenly become my standards. And I'm not so sure that I want them to be my standards anymore."

Lucy only nodded her head, "That's understandable. And believe me, I couldn't agree more. Seeing horses as profit and profit alone isn't the way I'd approach the business. Even if it is a somewhat common opinion."

Elise shrugged, "Well, until the business is completely mine, there's nothing I can do about it."

"But there is," Lucy argued.

"How?" Elise asked.

"If you can convince your parents to let you keep Legacy, that's a step in the right direction. If you can show them how much she means to you—if you can convince them that she's worth more than just money...it'll be a start."

While Lucy was dead set in her opinion, Elise looked away, unable to meet the redhead's determined gaze, "Or I'll try to do that, and then they'll sell her in the blink of an eye because they don't want me to think that way."

Lucy sighed. That was a fair point—as much as Lucy hated to admit it to herself. And although the senior had looked away, Lucy could see that the single tear that had appeared in Elise's eye before had once again returned. But this time, it fell. And as it slid half way down the senior's face, Lucy knew that it betrayed everything that defined Elise's life. Showing emotion—emotion that went far beyond actions and words.

And without really thinking, Lucy reached out with her left hand, and brushed the tear gently way from Elise's face. The senior flinched slightly at the contact, but Lucy didn't retract her hand until Elise had relaxed. And when she did, Lucy said, "Elise, look at me."

It took a moment, but the senior's gaze once again shifted to Lucy's own, and Lucy continued with a surge of confidence, "I know how it feels to care about something. And I know how it feels when it seems as though that one thing that you care about is going to be ripped away from you at any given second. And I am not going to let your parents take Legacy away from you. We're going to train that horse—make the two of you the best team out there. And I don't care how long it takes. We're not going to give up until Legacy is rightfully yours. Got it?"

Because I care about you. So much. 

The nod that Elise gave her was one that was barely visible. She just looked so upset, and deflated...and Lucy didn't like that. At all. And so, again without really thinking, Lucy reached over to Elise, and wrapped her arms around the senior in a hug. And if Lucy had thought that Elise had only flinched at her touched before, well now Elise had gone completely rigid.

"What are you doing?" Elise asked, but the words seemed to come out almost absentmindedly, as Lucy could see—no feel—that most of the senior's effort was focused on trying to relax.

"Giving you a hug, what do you think I'm doing?" Lucy replied, "You know, it's supposed to make people feel better? Relieve stress?"...show someone how much you care about them..."Or my personal favorite—make up for the crazy insanity of life. Is it working?"

"Believe me," Elise was laughing now, the tension completely gone from her body, "It's working wonders."
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When Lucy went to the lesson board the following night and saw that she had been assigned to Dee, she couldn't have been more pleased. Lucy took her time grooming the chestnut mare, spending as much quality time with the horse as she could. She really had missed Dee a lot more than she had let on yesterday, and even slipped the mare a carrot before tacking up.

"Not that this gives you any excuse to be nosy and pushy for the lesson," Lucy reminded Dee as the chestnut chewed her carrot.

Lucy made a quick trip to the tack room, bringing everything down at once. And after saddling and bridling, she headed into the arena and found that she was the first one there. Rattenber hadn't arrived yet, but Lucy knew his policy by now—get on and start warming up; waste no time. She was a little nervous to find out what the Rat had in store for them today. There was no doubt that he was going to push them hard after break. But Lucy was up for a challenge, especially with Dee.

But the burn is real, Lucy thought as she gritted her teeth against the slight pain she felt in her legs—legs that had been cramped and curled up on the sofa for the past four and a half weeks. And of course, it was no one's fault but Lucy's own. Sure, she may have hopped on Chip bareback about twice. But the little Fjord pony couldn't be worked hard—a few laps of cantering around the arena was quite enough exercise for him for one day.

Shifting a bit in the saddle and readjusting her position, Lucy figured she'd take Dee across the diagonal of the arena at a trot, just to make sure that the mare began the lesson listening to her signals and directions. And Lucy was at first unsure that Dee would be attentive, considering that her own long (and much deserved) break had started even before Lucy's winter break. But Lucy realized that she had nothing to worry about when the mare bent easily in the direction Lucy asked without any complaint.

Afterwards, she circled Dee and asked her to halt, right under the clock on the wall, so that Lucy could see the time. If Lucy was reading right, it seemed as though her lesson was now running ten minutes late, which was never the case for the prompt, punctual instructor. Or her teammates. As she was looking upwards, though, the closing of the lounge door caught her attention, and a set of blue eyes met her gaze as Elise walked from the door over to the railing above.

"Is the lesson cancelled today?" Lucy asked, "Rattenber's never late."

Elise's face was serious, but her eyes crinkled slightly—a sure sign that the senior was amused, "And you're rarely early, but here you are, warming up twenty minutes before your lesson is supposed to start."

"But it starts at five," Lucy said, "It always has."

"You didn't check your email, did you," Elise concluded, laughing now.

"Uh...that may have been something that I forgot to do," Lucy remembered, sighing, "Tell me the time changed."

"Five thirty is when your lesson starts," Elise said.

"Oh, well...then I have twenty minutes to do nothing. Yay," Lucy sighed again, mentally slapping herself for forgetting to check her email.

Four and a half weeks off and you've already forgotten the simplest task of college existence. 

"Well," Elise said, "It's kind of pointless to just sit around and do nothing while Dee's already tacked up. And I'm sure she wouldn't appreciate just standing around in her stall with her saddle on."

"That's true. But what do you want me to do?" Lucy asked.

Elise shrugged, "I mean if you want, I don't see why I couldn't give you a lesson. I can just tell Rattenber, and it's not like it'll be a problem with the team since it's only me and Rattenber who report absences, anyway."

Lucy's heart leapt at Elise's suggestion. She would love for Elise to teach her lesson. But...she wasn't so sure that she would necessarily be able to focus just on her riding, per se.

The uncertainly must have been visible on Lucy's face, because Elise spoke once more, "I mean, it's up to you. I know I don't jump, but a flat lesson here and there never anyone. Actually, it's probably better for you, easing back into it. Rattenber probably wouldn't have you jumping all that much today, anyway."

"No, yeah, that sounds...great, actually," Lucy said, "But where will we go? Because half way through...my...lesson, Owen and Belle will need the indoor."

"We've got a second indoor, you know," Elise said.

"Um...no. I don't know, actually. When did this happen?" Lucy asked.

"We've always had it."

"You're telling me I've worked here for a whole semester and missed an entire indoor arena?"

"It's behind the house. Separate from the barn. It was our old outdoor arena, but then we go it covered when we put in the new outdoor. So I guess it's kind of half indoor half outdoor, but it works. If you're up for it."

"I'm totally up for it," Lucy said, "I'm sure it'll be much better than the torture that Rattenber's going to put us through."

But as soon as the words were out of her mouth, she knew she shouldn't have said them at all. While Elise's tone was teasing, she knew that the senior retained a hint of seriousness when she said, "I certainly hope you don't think I'm going to go easy on you."

In essence, this was now a challenge. And if Lucy's legs hurt now, they were going to hurt like hell in an hour. But Lucy had said before that she was up for any challenge, and so, a challenge she would accept.

"Bring it on," Lucy said confidently.

Once Elise met Lucy and Dee in the arena, she said, "Just follow me. There's some snow on the ground, but Dee should be fine. There's no ice on the path to the house. And she was certainly fine galloping around in the field during turnout yesterday, so I don't think the snow bothers her."

"Clearly it doesn't bother you, either," Lucy said, remembering Elise's comment about the cold and noticing the senior's blue, short sleeve polo shirt, all while zipping her own jacket all the way up.

"Nope," Elise answered.

The two walked in silence, Elise close to Dee's shoulder. And in a moment when Lucy had barely been paying attention—focusing more on watching Elise walk than what was actually happening in front of her—Dee turned her head all the way in Elise's direction and found it the opportune moment to let out a snort, which sent a lovely mix of snot, dirt, and something orange that was oddly reminiscent of carrot (oops!) towards the senior.

Lucy bit her lip to hold back a laugh.

"Why thank you, Dee," Elise said, not even turning around, "You just earned Miss Summers an extra lap around the arena without stirrups."

Lucy knew that she should be mad...but...Miss Summers...

Lucy was certain that the senior had only called her by her last name because that was how Rattenber addressed his students. But the way it sounded coming from the senior's mouth replaced any thoughts of annoyance with thoughts of how surprisingly...pleasant it seemed.

Seriously? The only thing she does is call you by your last name, and it's a turn-on?

"So do I get to call you Miss Kyon, or...Rat doesn't really fit into your name. Or your personality," Lucy laughed.

"That's what you think now."

"Is that a threat, Miss Kyon?" Lucy joked, making her own decisions. She rather liked the way the proper title sounded...almost as much as she liked the way it sounded coming from Elise.

Elise simply shrugged, stopping in her tracks. And Lucy was momentarily confused, but when she drew her attention from the senior to what was now in front of her, she realized that they had only stopped because they had already reached the "indoor". True to Elise's word, it really was an outdoor arena—just covered on the top. The sides were pretty much open, and...

Dammit. No mirror.

Now she couldn't look at her position to see if she was sitting right. Sure, she could tell if she was off center, and surely when she was off balance, but if Elise was going to nit-pick every little detail—and Lucy knew she would—Lucy would have at least wanted the benefit of having a mirror. But, accepting the facts, she merely sighed, knowing that she would have no such luck.

Elise opened the gate so that Lucy could walk in with Dee. As she shut it behind her she said, "I want you to just walk Dee around the ring and get her used to it. She hasn't been out here for a while."

Lucy gave a nod to indicate that she'd heard, and then headed to the rail. Elise hadn't told her which way to go, so she went to the left (because it was her good side), and she let the mare examine the new surroundings while Lucy herself assessed the arena. It was definitely smaller than the actual indoor, but that was to be expected. The railings were all white, and the only gate was the one they'd come in from. There were a few jumps sitting disassembled in one corner, but Elise had said no jumping...so that wouldn't be a problem.

Oh, and there was a mounting block. That was always a good thing. Just in case Lucy somehow managed to end up on her butt.

Again, she thought, remembering suddenly that the last time Elise had instructed her (even though it wasn't a lesson), she had fallen off of Lance. So let's hope we never need to use said mounting block.

"Does Dee seem to be okay?" Elise asked.

It took a moment for Lucy to see where Elise was standing. She had expected the senior to be in the middle of the ring, but found Elise to be leaning against the rail by the gate, both elbows bent and resting against the top rail, and the heel of one of her boots hooked over the bottom rail, while the other remained firmly planted on the ground. And that was surely going to drive Lucy crazy if she didn't snap out of it.

Like now. 

...

Right now.

"Miss Summers, I asked you a question," Elise stated, small smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

"She's fine," Lucy managed, her voice barely audible.

But I'm not...

"Good. Then I want you to reverse at a faster walk. Dee's moving like she's half asleep, get her going."

Shit.

So much for her good side. Elise had seen right through that, hadn't she?

Lucy turned Dee on the rail, and gave the mare a small nudge with her heels to get her to move faster. Lucy knew that Dee didn't like the "in the middle" gaits, as Lucy liked to refer to them. The springy mare preferred to either be a speed demon, or lazily slow—whichever best fit the mood she was in.

Luckily though, Dee seemed to be listening today, falling into the faster walk without must resistance.

"Okay. Now, have her trot. Nice and forward," Elise instructed.

Lucy sat back in the saddle and asked the mare for a trot, which Dee gladly obeyed. But Lucy hadn't risen for more than two steps of the trot before Elise called out, "Wrong diagonal. Switch it."

Like I said. It's my bad side for a reason, Lucy thought, gritting her teeth.

Lucy had gone two laps around the ring when Elise said, "Sitting trot."

Dee was moving fairly quickly still, and Lucy pulled her back slightly to go slower before sitting, knowing she'd just bounce all over the place in a highly unorganized manner if the mare kept up the springy pace.

"Change directions, across the diagonal," Elise instructed.

And Dee was a saint as Lucy directed her across the ring and through the turn.

"I want you to trot once around the arena, posting, and then halt Dee by the gate."

Okay, Lucy thought, slightly confused. But at least I'll pick up the right diagonal this time...

Lucy did exactly as she was told before halting at the gate. Right in front of Elise. When she shot the senior a confused look, all Elise did was smile and push herself off of the railing with little effort—stop staring. Seriously. Get a grip—and walk over to Lucy. Without any warning at all, Elise tapped the side of Lucy's leg and said, "Take your foot out of the stirrup."

Lucy was now ten times more confused as she was before, but she obeyed. And the longer she left her leg dangling, the longer Elise seemed to stare at her expectantly.

"Yes?" Lucy asked finally?

"How do you expect me to take off the stirrups if you keep your leg there?" Elise asked, crossing her arms, "It doesn't seem very fair to Dee to have the stirrups banging against her sides if we're not going to use them at all after this."

"Oh, come on!" Lucy exclaimed, "You said an extra lap of work without stirrups, not the whole rest of the lesson!"

"I changed my mind. And I will not tolerate whining in my lessons, Miss Summers," Elise said, her tone serious, "Now move your leg, or I'll do it for you."

Okay. That's not going to happen. I mean, it'd be perfectly fine with me. But not here. Nope. I'd lose it.

Lucy shifted her leg, and rested it on top of the saddle, sighing as she tried to mentally prepare herself for the torture to come.

After Elise had taken both stirrups off the saddle, she walked to the middle of the ring, swinging the stirrup leathers absentmindedly back and forth in her hands, as she called, "I want to see a posting trot again. On the rail."

Lucy sighed again, asking Dee to move forward, and readjusted her position in the saddle to fit Dee's movements.

"Keep your shoulders back. But your leg is slipping too far back, and that's causing your entire upper body to tip forward," Elise said.

Lucy knew that she couldn't be perfect all the time. But still, she'd barely made it past the long side of the arena before Elise had corrected her position.

But you accepted the challenge, so grin and bear it, Lucy reminded herself.

Lucy fixed her shoulders easily, but her leg—that was a whole different story and Lucy knew it. It had always been a problem of hers, and it seemed that it would continue to be that way.

"Sitting trot. Your shoulders are in a good position. Keep them there. But work on that leg," Elise said.

Lucy was trying to think of so many things at once—keeping her shoulders back, fixing her leg, keeping Dee slow enough, steering...staying in the saddle seemed to be the last thing on her mind.

But then again, that's a good thing. Nothing to distract you...well, not quite nothing...but close enough.

"And keep your elbows in. By your side. The last thing we want is them flapping around like a bird."

"And I thought the animal comparisons were a Rat thing," Lucy resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

"Didn't your parents ever teach you to mind your manners, Miss Summers?" Elise asked, one eyebrow raised.

"Yes," Lucy said indignantly, "Yes they did."

"Good. Then I want you to walk and change directions, and let Dee take a break for a minute."

"Wrong day to forget a water bottle," Lucy sighed, her words only loud enough to be heard by Dee's ever attentive ears. She let the mare have long reins, and took a moment to stretch out her sore legs that were already screaming. Before they made it past the gate, Lucy shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it onto the top railing of the gate before continuing on.

The whole time, Elise hadn't left her position in the middle of the ring. And now those stirrup leathers were slung haphazardly over her shoulder as she walked around the center of the ring, and Lucy wished she'd just put them down already—

Because doesn't she know how freaking attractive that looks? 

There had to be something wrong with her. First the whole thing with the last name, then the way the senior had been leaning on the gate, and now stirrup leathers? Lucy had never let such simple things turn into...well, turn-ons. This whole experience was going to kill her; she was sure of it.

"I want you to get Dee moving again. Make sure she has your attention. I want to see a canter transition from the walk, and then back down to the trot. But I want to see each transition exactly when I ask for it. And when I say transition down to the trot, I mean the trot. No walking."

"Do I have to post when we trot?"

Elise seemed to mull the question over before answering, "It would probably help Dee listen better. It would be easier for her to understand that you want her to keep trotting and not slow down, or go back to the canter...but it's your call. Got it?"

"Got it," Lucy nodded, knowing very well that the senior was right. It would be easier on Lucy to sit rather than post, but it would be easier to get the mare to listen if she posted.

Decisions, decisions, Lucy thought. Because this was going to be a fun one. Lord only knew this horse loved to run...but to stop on a dime and remain at a trot?

That was going to be the real test.

Lucy got the mare moving at a fast-paced walk once more, and the instant Elise called, "Canter," Lucy asked for the transition, which the headstrong mare responded to eagerly. She had forgotten just exactly how fast Dee could go, and although Elise called, "Sit back! Half halt her to slow her down," Lucy found that she was already making those adjustments herself, instinctively.

Once she had gotten Dee under control, Elise let Lucy transition down to the trot, which the redhead initially sat, too tired to put up the fight with her legs to rise upwards without tipping over. But the mare who was still all too eager to run took off once more at the canter, and Elise said, "What did I tell you? She thinks you still want to canter. You really do need to post after you transition. It'll encourage her to keep trotting."

Lucy slowed the mare again, and, although her legs and every single muscle in her body told her otherwise, she somehow managed to keep herself posting. And Dee listened, staying at the trot until Elise asked them to walk.

Lucy resisted the urge to relax her legs out of position, but knew that she would be called out for it if she did. And after a few moments Elise said, "Okay, you can change direction, and have one more canter. Nothing fancy with transitions. Just a canter, I don't care if it's from the walk or the trot. And I don't care if you come back down to the trot for a little bit, or go right to the walk. But, I want a canter in two-point."

Lucy gave Elise the best death glare she could manage, "If I'm not jumping, you can't force me to do two-point canter without stirrups."

"Well, no, I can't force you to. But I'm asking you to," Elise said, looking up at Lucy very, very expectantly with those wide eyes that Lucy swore she could get lost in for a good half an hour...

"Ugh, fine," Lucy grumbled, picking up the reins, and transitioning to the canter before she could change her mind. She managed to get up into an adequate two-point position that didn't warrant too much critique from the senior (although Lucy was positive it was because by this point, Elise actually felt bad for her). Her legs gripped the saddle like there was no tomorrow, she prayed that she wouldn't slip, and through her gritted teeth came three words matching the beat of Dee's canter, "You...are...horrible."

"I'm glad you think that, Miss Summers. For that I should have you go around once more," Elise grinned wickedly, "But, because I'm nice, I'll let you be done with this one."

"Thank you," Lucy said once she had Dee walking again.

She let her aching legs hang all the way down to Dee's sides, not even caring that her toes were pointed down and her shoulders sagged slightly. That had been a workout. She gave the mare loose reins and pat on the neck for listening fairly well. When Dee was cooled off, Elise said, "Are you ready to head back?"

Lucy nodded, and then said, "But I left my jacket somewhere around here," while searching the arena to see where she had placed it.

I could have sworn I put it on the gate...

"I have it," Elise said, holding it out to Lucy as the redhead walked Dee towards the senior.

"Thanks," Lucy reached down to take her jacket from the senior's outstretched hands, "And...thanks for the lesson."

"You're welcome," Elise said, "I'm glad you survived."

Lucy rolled her eyes, "Very funny," but when Dee shied to the right when Lucy managed to pull her jacket back on, and she was forced to get back into an adequate riding position in order to keep herself seated, she winced at the pain that shot through her left leg.

"Suddenly Rattenber's lessons don't seem so tortuous after all, huh?"

Lucy only groaned, making an overdramatic show of pretending to collapse onto Dee's neck, which only earned her a laugh from the senior.

You have no idea.
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Chapter Two
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"So did you hear the news?"

"What news?" Lucy asked, setting her breakfast down on the table and sitting in the empty chair next to Harley, "I haven't heard anything since the horrid blaring of my alarm clock at seven. Remind me again why I ever decided to come back?"

"Hilarious," Harley said dryly, "But seriously, did you hear about Matt?"

Lucy shook her head, "No. What about him?"

"Apparently he transferred."

"No way!" Lucy exclaimed, "But seriously, what the hell? He acts like he can take anything, but runs away from punishment, embarrassment, and shame."

Sure, she was glad that she would never have to see his horrible face again, but still, she was angry that he couldn't own up to the punishment and reputation that he had earned.

"It's just rumor that's flying around," Harley shrugged, "But...I haven't seen him anywhere, so I guess it's safe to say it's true. Elise probably knows, though. I'm surprised she didn't say anything to you."

"Well, we did only just get back," Lucy said.

"I know, but she didn't mention anything about it at the end of the semester?"

"Nope," Lucy said, taking an overly large bite of her double chocolate chip pancake. Even though the dining hall food was slightly...subpar, the staff could at least put out an awesome variety of nearly edible food in the chocolate department, "But I can find out during work tomorrow. I'm not working tonight, thank goodness."

Her legs were so sore from her lesson that she could barely walk up—let alone down—her dorm building's stairs.

"Really?" Harley asked, "Never thought I'd hear you say that."

Lucy punched him in the arm good naturedly, "It's bad enough I've got Kendra on my back about this whole 'crush' thing. You don't need to keep it up, too."

"Hey," Harley said, "I'm just happy that you're happy, okay? Things seem to be working out and improving between the two of you, so that's all that really matters to me."

Hearing those words from her best friend, Lucy couldn't help but smile, "You really are the best."

"That's what I'm here for," Harley said, finishing the last of his breakfast. Carrots, of all things. Who ate vegetables with breakfast, anyway? But it was something that Lucy had grown accustomed to—Harley had just as much of an affinity for carrots as Blitzen himself did. And, quite frankly, any other horse as well. But Harley spoke once more, dragging Lucy out of her thoughts, "And I think that if we don't get moving, we're going to be late to biology, am I right?"

"We're going to be late, anyway," Lucy said in all seriousness, "It's going to take me half an hour to climb the stairs."

"On second thought, maybe you should rethink your choice of potential people to date. Pain and agony doesn't really fall under the category of a healthy relationship," Harley joked, having heard all about Lucy's insane lesson when he had come to pick her up from the barn.

Lucy only shook her head incredulously, although slightly amused, "Seriously. You think you're funny, but you're not."
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"Why didn't you tell me about Matt!?"

Lucy was barely through the office doorway, and had barely caught her breath, before the question that had been nagging at her slipped out of her mouth.

"Well, hello to you, too," Elise said, ending the statement as more of a question and looking up from her computer with a rather confused look on her face.

Lucy offered the senior a sheepish smile, knowing very well that she jumped straight to the point when there was something she needed answered, "Sorry. Hi. It's just that...I really, really want to know what happened."

"With what?"

"Matt. Harley told me he transferred, but you never even mentioned the situation after..." Lucy trailed off, not knowing exactly how to reference their argument when the senior had blamed her for drugging Legacy. And so lamely, but most importantly vaguely, she settled for, "...everything."

"Oh," Elise said, "Well, it was kind of confidential since he was a student on campus. Not that I wouldn't have told you because you were involved—" Elise caught her mistake and fixed it quickly, although it struck Lucy funny that she herself was the one who normally didn't think before she spoke, yet it had been Elise who had mentioned the argument, "Or, no, you weren't involved, that was a bad choice of words. You were only involved because I dragged you into it. Wrongfully. But, regardless, I obviously told my parents what had happened once we found that evidence. And they could make the decision to involve the college or not. Clearly, the college would have been involved either way, because he wouldn't have been allowed to compete with the team, so they decided to involve the school, and he was going to be suspended. But then he transferred. And it's not like it's going to do him any good, he's still got everything on his record."

"Probably couldn't stand the embarrassment," Lucy said bitterly, thinking about her discussion with Harley from the previous day.

"I'm sure," Elise said. "He'd have earned himself quite the reputation, although I'm fairly positive that he already had many. But it's not our problem now. We already did what we could."

Lucy nodded in agreement, but then a thought struck her, "So what's going to happen with the team, then? He was on the highest level of our competition team."

"We've never had something like this happen before, but I believe they'll just take one of the reserves to fill in for the rest of the season," Elise explained, "It's what they're selected for."

"That makes sense. But I guess it'll kind of be a big change," Lucy mused aloud, "And we've got a show coming up in less than three weeks."

"I'm sure you'll all be fine," Elise said, "That is, if you can move again now that it's been almost forty eight hours."

"What, since my no-stirrup torture?" Lucy shot back.

"Maybe," Elise grinned, a small gleam in her eye.

"So I can blame you if I lose in my division," Lucy said cheerily, "Excellent."

"More like, you're going to blame me for winning."

"Conceited, now, aren't we?" Lucy chided jokingly.

"I do believe I was a wonderful instructor," Elise continued.

"Have you instructed anyone before my lesson?" Lucy asked.

And, being a more legitimate question, the bantering died down and Elise answered in a more serious tone, "On occasion. I wouldn't have offered if I didn't feel capable. Sometimes I fill in and teach the beginner or intermediate lessons. Although I'd consider yours borderline advanced. I'd teach the advanced lessons, too, but they obviously do more jumping than beginners."

"Have you...ever jumped before?" Lucy asked, wondering if the senior would answer, "I mean, I know you don't jump now. Dressage is your thing...." Lucy trailed off.

Elise sighed, looking off to the side, where Lucy followed the senior's gaze—right to that photo that Lucy had seen the first time she was in the office, with the snow-white Fjord pony trotting across a winter scene.

"I used to," Elise answered, her focus on the picture now rather than Lucy, "But not anymore."

"Oh," was all Lucy said, not wanting to pry further, although she was almost positive that the Fjord pony had everything to do with Elise's confession.

"But you're right. Dressage is my thing. It is now, and it always will be," Elise declared, almost as if she needed to remind herself that it was the truth.

Lucy was silent for a few moments before saying, "Well, I guess I'd better get to work. Although, it might take me twice as long to get everything done."

"You're not serious, I hope," Elise replied, looking at Lucy expectantly.

"Who knows?" Lucy shrugged, "I can just barely manage to drag myself around—how do you expect me to push a wheelbarrow?"

"I think you can manage," Elise said.

"But what if I can't," Lucy whined, not entirely sure what she was accomplishing by doing so.

"You don't strike me as someone who gives up before trying."

Lucy considered Elise's comment for a brief moment before saying, "Fine. I'll try. But don't kill me if I'm here till midnight, okay?"

"You can make yourself right at home in Lance's old stall. I'm sure it's nicer than the freshman dorms."

"Gladly," Lucy answered, signing herself in and then walking back out the door.

Although I'd prefer to spend another night on the floor of your room instead of on the floor of a stall...
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True to her word, it had taken Lucy longer to complete her job than usual, dragging it out to nine fifteen, even though on a good day she could normally accomplish everything by eight thirty. And surprisingly, Elise was still in the office when she went to sign out.

"What are you still doing here?" Lucy asked, "I thought you'd be long gone by now."

"Same here," Elise shot back, but her tone was teasing.

Lucy rolled her eyes, "Really, though. You're never down here this late."

Elise shrugged, "I kind of spend as much time at the barn as I can when my parents are home. It's better than spending the whole length of dinner discussing the sales prices of horses and training and the brand-new designer pony worth thousands of dollars that they want shipped in from France."

Although Lucy's thoughts momentarily began racing about said 'designer pony', what came out of her mouth was, "You mean you haven't even eaten dinner yet?"

"Haven't been up to the house since lunch," Elise said, "And I don't plan on heading back until ten thirty. By then my parents will have finally made their way upstairs. And then I can eat a lovely combination of leftovers or whatever frozen meal is in the freezer in peace."

"But that's in an hour," Lucy argued, "Come on, you've got to be hungry."

"Only a little."

"I was going to have Harley drop me off at the café on campus, considering I barely ate anything before I came down here. It's open literally all night—extra incentive for all those last minute cramming hours...." Lucy trailed off here, not knowing where she was going with this little tangent when all she wanted to say was one simple suggestion, "Anyway, you could come, if you want,"

But as soon as the offer came out of her mouth, she suddenly grew more nervous—the sudden pounding of her heart increasing insanely quickly by the second—about what the invitation may or may not have implied.

Elise's eyes locked on her own for a moment before the senior said, "Well, I wouldn't want Harley to have to drive me back."

"Oh," Lucy said the second the senior finished her statement, trying not to sound disappointed.

"I wasn't finished talking, Lucy."

"Oh," Lucy repeated, but this time she couldn't keep the hopeful tone from accompanying it.

Elise continued, "What I was going to say was that I can just drive you back to campus. And sure, I'll come with you."

"Okay," Lucy said, brightening instantaneously, "Sounds great."

Elise didn't even bother putting away any of the papers on her desk, getting up from her chair and stretching—do not be a creep and stare like you did last time, Lucy. Control yourself for once—before swiping her keys off of the desk and saying, "Let's go."

Whether Elise had remembered the incident that now had Lucy's face turning the shade of a tomato, or whether the senior had done it because she remembered how Lucy had reacted the last time was now beside the point as the blonde brushed past where she stood in the doorway, leaving Lucy to rush to sign out and follow Elise out of the barn.

The air was cool when they stepped outside—cold enough to keep the snow on the ground from melting, but warm enough that Lucy could tell that maybe spring was almost on the way...

Oh, who was she kidding? Spring was nowhere close to the current late January month, but a little wishful thinking never hurt anyone. Maybe by next month the temperatures would rise a little, and then Lucy wouldn't have to worry about wearing two jackets to work.

"What are you thinking about?"

"Huh?" Lucy asked, the senior's odd question drawing her out of her own thoughts.

"What are you thinking about?" Elise repeated, "You're always so talkative but you seem....I don't know. Kind of distant."

You're one to talk, Lucy wanted to say, but she held it back, instead answering, "The weather."

Elise laughed, "The weather? That's random."

"Yeah, well it's currently freezing my poor, suffering body, so it seems relevant to me."

"Oh my God, Lucy! You seriously can't still be in pain," and although Elise's tone was primarily joking, Lucy swore she heard a hint of concern.

So sighing, she figured that she might as well stop complaining about it, because really, her legs didn't hurt that much anymore, "Don't worry, I'm not. I just enjoy taking every opportune moment to remind you that it's your fault."

Elise only shook her head as she got into the car, only speaking again once she had the silver car in drive, "You're doing a fairly good job of it."

"Sorry," Lucy said, feeling slightly guilty, "But actually, I would definitely take another one of your lessons over Rattenber's."

"I don't think that would go over to well with the team captains," Elise said.

Since it was so late, there was barely any traffic at all, and by the time Lucy got around to devising a plan of how she could "accidentally" come earlier for all of her lessons (to which Elise only laughed and replied, "Good luck with that, but I don't think that'll work, either."), Elise had parked the car in the lot closest to the café.

"Are you sure they're open all night?" Elise asked when they stepped into the main campus building that was vacant except for the bright lights in the hallways.

"Positive," Lucy said, "Their hot chocolate was the only thing that kept me from falling asleep at two a.m. during finals week."

When they reached the café, they found that it was also empty, apart from a student at a corner table with her laptop plugged into the wall, and a student worker at the counter who was busying himself with his phone. He looked up only when the two of them ordered—Lucy a sandwich, and Elise a salad, although Lucy had caved, taking one look at the chocolate cake and adding a slice to her order.

They then made their way to a table by the window, even though looking out there was only the view of the parking lot filled with student cars.

"So," Lucy said once they had started eating, "Tell me about this 'designer pony' that you mentioned."

"Did I mention that?" Elise asked.

"Yeah," Lucy said as she took another rather large bite of her sandwich, "When you were listing all of the things you didn't want to talk about with your parents."

"Oh," Elise said, sounding a little surprised (funny she must have just let it slip without even thinking. That's a first, as far as telling me things), "Well, there's nothing much to say, really. Just a fancy horse. I don't know her name—something elaborate and French probably. She's got a prestigious bloodline, from two world class jumpers. Hence the term 'designer'. And my parents think that with some dressage training, she'd make a valuable eventing horse."
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