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Author Note:

 

I've had the rights back to this book for years, but I
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  new spit and polish!). During that time, I didn't have the rights to the
  cornerstone book of the series— (Dun Lady's Jess: 1995 Compton Crook
  winner)— nor was it available elsewise.

 

Frankly, I couldn't imagine telling readers, "Hey
  there! Here're books #1 and 3 and 4, but you'll have to get along without #2, Dun
    Lady's Jess." Yes, they were all written to stand alone. But STILL.

 

But now Jess is mine again—and that means I'm
  delighted to make the entire series available again. Thanks to epublishing
  options, I can do it in a way that I retain control over the circumstances. So thank you. Without readers like you, I wouldn't be able to write these books. I
  appreciate your letters, emails, blog comments, and FaceBook posts more than I
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~Doranna

  Barrenlands

Dun Lady's Jess

Changespell

Changespell Legacy

~~~~~



  Dedication:

This book was first written and published during a time
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  alpha reader/proofers, and always with thanks to my agent, Lucienne Diver!
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CHANGESPELL

By Doranna Durgin

 




CHAPTER 1

 

Jess leaned over the gelding's neck, letting him run on
  this last ride together.

The tree-lined road stretched wide and smooth ahead, empty
  of other travelers at this early hour. She rode the powerful surges of his body
  as though it were her own, while the wind tore at her long dun hair and flattened
  her shirt.

She flared her nostrils and drank it in, lifting her face to
  the freedom of it.

After this, the bay would unleash his speed for Mia at
  Aashan's wizard hold, and she would miss him. He was cheerful and easy to work
  with, and he loved to run.

Mia thought she would love to run with him, but Jess wasn't
  certain she had the right of it. And as much as Jess would miss him... 

She could run without him.

The bay slowed, moving out in a loose-jointed trot. After
  another mile, Jess dropped the reins over the blunt saddle pommel to gather the
  hem of her loosely woven shirt and wipe her sweaty face. The shirt was a
  nuisance, but that was another of many recent lessons: men could go without
  clothing on their upper body, but not women.

She wiped her face again, re-settled her unique polarized
  sunglasses from another world, and let the bay pick his own path up the wooded
  hill to Aashan's modest hold.

Mia waited by the hold's informal gate, her posture taut
  with anticipation. When Jess emerged from the trees, she bounced and ran out to
  meet them. "Jess! I thought you'd never get here!" 

"It's hot," Jess said simply, and gave the horse a
  final pat before dismounting, offering Mia the braided leather reins.

Mia took them, grinning hard. "I can't wait to give Bay
  his first good ride."

"He's already worked hard today," Jess said as the
  young woman mounted. She hoped Aashan's courier truly did want the speed and
  power she'd admired in this young horse. Mia looked small in the saddle— but
  then, like most couriers, she was slight and wiry, and a distinct contrast to
  Jess's long-limbed athleticism.

"I just want a few minutes with him," she said,
  gathering the reins. "Say, I've got a courtyard lunch waiting— and there's
  water by the gate! Iced!"

Jess barely heard the last words over the bay's hoofbeats.
  She headed for the water, grateful that the wizard had bothered to ice it—for the
  hold had no specialized cook mages, just ordinary human help like herself.

Like herself.

She snorted and flipped back her long dun forelock. Just
  like the long length of her thick, dark sand hair, it held a streak of black
  down the centerline; it fell coarse and wild when not tied back. The centerline
  echoed down her spine, a dark mark against caramel skin—just as her brown
  irises were a little larger than anyone else's, and her bare feet ran tough
  over almost any ground.

Dun Lady's Jess. Buckskin dun mare with black points and a
  thick black line along her back, built to athletic lines and endurance and
  heart.

Not quite ordinary human at that.

~~~~~

 

Jess took another bite of her buttered, honeyed bread and
  caught the overflow of honey with a quick tongue. Something darted past the
  corner of her eye; her head came up, her jaw stopped in mid-chew.

"Relax," Mia said easily, reaching across the rustic
  outdoor table to nab a cube of cheese. "Just Aashan's annoying little
  dog." She bumped Jess's elbow with her hand. "Bay is so fast! He'll
  be all right to go out this evening, don't you think? Aashan will want me to
  carry word about that that warning spell in the Lorakans."

Jess shook her head, giving the dog one last look out of the
  corner of her eye. "Lorakans?"

"The mountains that isolate those old coastal
  precincts," Mia said. "Something triggered an old border spell
  warning— no one knows what it is."

Jess wasn't sure of Aashan's magical specialty; she received
  so many private courier messages from the city that Jess wondered if she
  didn't, somehow, specialize in gossip.

Then she'd decided that was nonsense, since no one could
  ever make a nice hold like this by trafficking in silly bits of news.

She licked dripping honey from her wrist. "Why don't
  they know?"

"Oh, it's old," Mia said dismissively, reaching
  for the water pitcher to replenish both their glasses. "The people there
  use a different kind of magic— it's clan magic or something. I don't really
  understand it."

"But the warning..?"

"Who knows? The Council members are falling all over
  themselves to figure it out, and it's an excuse to take Bay out." Mia
  grinned and leaned forward, lowering her voice. "The really interesting
  stuff is happening right here, in the middle of Camolen."

"Here in Kymmet Precinct?" Jess asked, not yet
  familiar enough with the precinct to understand its nature—what might and might
  not happen here.

For where once she had lived at Arlen's wizard hold in
  Anfeald, hunting speed as a courier horse beneath the man who'd bred and raised
  her, now she rode in this human form for the Kymmet stables. Here, away from
  what she'd been, so she maybe could discover who—and what— she was now.

But she missed Anfeald. She missed Arlen. And most of all,
  she missed Carey.

She sighed and picked a browning apple slice from the small
  ceramic bowl between them. Mmm, small, tart apple. Just the thing for a horse
  turned human who could navigate a rugged trail more easily than she could this
  conversation.

"Maybe in Kymmet," Mia said, her confidential tone
  laced with satisfaction—not at the news, Jess realized, but because she
  knew it to tell. "It's hard to tell. It's strong magic, and not one of the
  Council members recognized the signature."

Jess frowned. "I thought the wizards who work strong
  magic are all... " she searched for the word, "registered with
  the Council."

"They are," Mia said, sitting back on the
  bench with satisfaction on her face. "And not only that— now the magic's
  being shielded."

Jess just looked at her.

Unlike most of Kymmet Stable's customers, Mia never gave
  Jess strange looks because of her speech pattern, when her words grew halting
  or thickened where vowel met consonant, or when she didn't understand human
  implications. She understood horses, and she understood when and why Jess
  reacted with a horse's instincts.

Other people tended to think she was either stupid or rude. Jess
  knew she was neither.

Unless she meant to be.

"No one should be able to shield magic use from a
  council member," Mia told her now. "No one. They're all
  desperate to figure out who it is." She grew suddenly casual, playing with
  an apple stem. "They're also, uh, a little concerned that if people knew,
  they'd overreact. So don't tell anyone, huh?"

"You're telling me," Jess said, making sure
  she had it right, "but I'm not supposed to let other people know." She
  frowned, and pushed her very Ohio sunglasses up on her nose. "Why is it
  all right to tell me?"

Mia grinned. "Because you're my friend. And sometimes
  you just gotta tell someone."

Jess sighed. She'd ask Ander about this new rule. He was
  good at explaining human vagaries. And she'd see him late this afternoon, when
  they evaluated the latest courier applicant.

Not that the applicant would realize he'd be tested by two
  couriers— the one who watched him, and the one he rode.

"Bay?" Mia prompted her.

"He's fit," Jess told her. "But he will offer
  you speed when you should rate him in this heat. Don't let him make that
  decision."

Mia scoffed, which Jess took to mean that of course she
  wouldn't, and noted her distraction. "Gotta get back, huh?"

"Ander needs help with a rider test." Jess stood
  and picked up the tangle of leather beside the table bench, looking down at the
  remains of the food. "Thank you. My favorites."

"I figured as much," Mia said, looking pleased—and
  then, "Oh, no, Jess— you should do that in the barn."

Jess's hands hesitated at the snap to her breeches— another
  gift from Jaime, although she'd also advised Jess to wear a long, covering tunic
  in this world otherwise without stretch fabrics. At Jess's query, Jaime
  muttered something about good conformation and left it at that. Apparently the
  clothes rule applied even in this quiet courtyard.

"All right," Jess said. "The barn."

At the barn, Mia politely stood outside the stall and accepted
  Jess's clothing piece by piece, giving Jess privacy for the change that felt
  infinitely more intimate than simple nudity while she packed the clothes away.

Jess loosed the thick fall of her hair, shaking her head to
  settle it. Just behind her ear, next to the spot where Arlen's brand sat like a
  dark tattoo, hung the long, thin braid with her collection of tiny sapphire and
  onyx changespells. The sapphire to change her to Lady, and the onyx to
    change her back.

With the wood shavings of the stall crunchy against her
  tough bare soles, Jess folded her hand around one of the sapphires, closing her
  eyes to find the proper little niche in her mind— the one that whispered LadyLadyLady the entire time she was Jess.

She opened herself to the sensations of the ground beneath
  hard, sturdy hooves, of the scents of grain and hay and the inevitably musty corners
  of the barn, of sounds that caught in her finely shaped ears... of her tail
  whisking against sensitive skin.

Most of all, she released the well-ordered thoughts that
  dominated Jess, and gave way to the loss of awareness that came with being
  Lady. No sensible sentences in her head, no thoughts strung neatly one upon
  another. No realization, no flashes of sudden understanding that came from
  putting separate bits of knowledge together.

No, Lady's world was made up of Rules and Carey's special
  Words, of sensations flooding her brain and leading to immediate, unthinking
  reaction. Jess's intent became Lady's simple directives— Run to a Hold or Do You Like This Rider? Or as now, a straightforward Run Home.

In the stall, a dun mare snorted, shaking herself with a
  decisive flap of long mane. Behind her ear, a tangle of spellstones clinked
  together; one of them was newly dulled. Under her mane, along the upper curve
  of her fine, arched neck, Arlen's old brand traced his name in her dark dun
  hide.

She snorted again, and nudged the stall door open.

"All set, then?" Mia asked. Lady ducked her head
  and Mia dropped her courier harness down to well-sloped shoulders. The pouch
  with Jess's clothes and return messages settled into place high behind her
  withers, and Mia snugged a supple girth into place behind Lady's elbows, running
  her fingers along the breast collar. A finely tooled and dyed leather circle
  held the Kymmet insignia to identify Lady as someone with a purpose— though she
  still had to evade the well-meaning citizens who occasionally tried to catch
  her.

Mia gave her a gentle pat on the neck. "You're all
  set," she said, and stepped aside.

With confident strides, Lady trotted out of the barn and out
  the open gate, and picked her way down the path to the stables of Kymmet.

~~~~~

 

Dayna shoved her study notes across her desk, frowning
  her way into a truly impressive scowl.

If only they'd let me work with magic the way I did when
  I first came here.

Unschooled, unsuspecting, she'd immediately tapped into
  unstructured magic. Raw magic, Carey had called it, and warned her off it.

Fine by her— she'd wanted no part of the magic, and no part
  of this world. At least, not until she'd realized how rare her talent was, and
  just how good she could be... if she tried.

So here she was, trying. Starting over again at age
  thirty-two. Staring at the papers scattered across a scarred wooden desk illuminated
  by her very own magelight and surrounded by the noises of Sherra's hold— the
  children, the goats, and especially the damn rooster who thought it was dawn
  all day long.

She wasn't supposed to know about the rogue magic that now
  distracted her— but they'd all felt it. The other students chattered on as
  if this was some exciting opportunity to discover a great new talent, but... 

Dayna knew better.

For Dayna had seen just how destructive a rogue wizard could
  be. She knew that any wizard who shielded so thoroughly had nothing good to
  offer Camolen.

She knew any wizard who could shield so thoroughly
  was a threat to Camolen.

And she knew checkspells were nothing to a devious mind bent
  on exacting damage. What if a rogue applied the same infinitely thin protective
  tooth barrier to someone's nose and mouth? What if that rogue took the simple
  spell for plugging plumbing leaks and used it in someone's heart?

Such things didn't happen in Camolen, at least not often. And
  that was because even triggered spellstones left the known signatures of their
  originating wizards. Usually.

But not this time. And an unknown wizard who could maintain
  a shield against the Council could do whatever he or she wanted without
  detection.

Dayna leaned back in her chair, stretching. It was, she
  decided, time to go ask questions.

Let the other students make up their romantic fantasies
  about the new magic. Dayna wanted the truth.

Someone had to prepare.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 2

 

Lady's tail swished in annoyance— a sharp, constant
  rhythm that her rider would have done well to heed. The young man on her back
  didn't know when to leave well enough alone, and Lady, though obedient, had
  never been one to suffer fools.

She circled the far end of the
  covered riding ring, one ear cocked to Ander in the center, her back stiff and
  her movement stiffer. 

Ander had interfered during the
  saddling, when the saddle was placed so far forward it would have pinched her
  shoulders. He had not interfered when the young man had jerked the girth
  tight so abruptly, or when he had failed to lift Lady's tangled forelock from
  beneath the browband of her bridle, where the hair caught and twisted
  unpleasantly.

No, he had not stopped any of it. He
  merely stood in the arena and called out simple directives, things like,
  "I'd like to see you trot now."

Bump, bump, bump. The
  applicant's heels banged her sides at every one of her ground-eating strides. There
  was never any change in Ander's voice— no surprise, no dismay... but Lady knew
  well enough that this young man was not up to riding her. She snorted sharply
  and began to creep in on the circle, closing in on Ander.

"She'll do better than that
  for you," Ander said mildly, no doubt referring to the way Lady's nose
  lifted as she hollowed her back, making the gait less than comfortable for her
  rider. Another few feet closer to Ander on the circle and she could find some
  excuse to stop... .

She stumbled as her rider noticed
  her path and yanked her head to the outside.

That was it. She wanted him off her back and she wanted it now. She wanted to be Jess, who could yell at
  this oaf in ways Lady couldn't.

The spellstone, the spellstone... she increased speed as the man jabbed her sides with his heels, setting her
  jaw against the reins as he pulled, trying to get a headset and soft jaw from
  front to back instead of feeding her energy from back to front. The
    spellstone. Jess could trigger it. Lady had only some vague notion
  of how it worked, and had never gotten further than wanting it. Wanting it now.

"Try a canter," Ander
  said. "She's got quite a nice one."

Canter? No.

If she couldn't turn into Jess, if
  she couldn't break the Rules and rid herself of this clumsy rider, then she'd
  do the opposite.

She'd do just exactly what he told
  her.

At that moment, he told her a
  muddled combination of things, with his legs thumping indiscriminately against
  her sides and his seat shoving at her back in some indecipherable cue. She set
  her ears back and put energy into her trot— creating her own breeze.

"C'mon, canter,"
  he muttered, from behind teeth that sounded clenched.

And canter she would—just as soon
  as he cued her properly.

She ducked behind the reins, her
  neck arched in a caricature of the noble headset he'd failed to support. She
  rushed on, her equine thoughts falling into a rut— The spellstone. Jess. The
    spellstone— 

Smack!

Lady leapt forward, mortified. The
  oaf had a crop! She'd forgotten he had a crop! And he'd hit her with it!
  She found herself cantering, startled into it; she could almost feel his
  satisfaction.

But this spacious arena offered
  plenty of room for an agile horse to have a good angry gallop.

She bolted, feeling him jerk back
  in the saddle, his balance a thing of the past. Soft dirt clods flew into the
  air behind her, kicked up by pounding hooves. Her neck arched, ducking behind
  the bit and offering him no contact or control with the reins. Nor would she listen
  to his seat— assuming he ever found it again, instead of clutching her mane and
  sliding around in the saddle.

"Lady!" Ander shouted— as
  if Lady was going to hear him now. He'd had his chance to stop this.

She made two complete circuits of
  the arena at top speed, and then slowed with a series of jerky bounces until
  she hit the perfect bucking speed.

She wished he'd stayed on more than
  two jumps.

But the instant he left the saddle,
  she stopped and dropped her head, barely breathing hard, her face a study of
  stupid innocence and the reins laying so far up her neck they looped around her
  ear and crossed over her forehead.

Ander ran up to where the young man
  rose to his hands and knees, spitting the carefully raked arena dirt from his
  mouth. Hands low on his on hips, Ander looked down and said, "Subtle cues.
  I told you, all our horses take subtle cues."

Lady stretched her neck to get a
  better look at the young man's face— and then snorted in it, the wettest snort
  she could muster.

Ander, she could see, was hiding a
  grin— but he might as well not. She hadn't even started with him yet.

~~~~~

 

"You knew!" Jess shouted toward the door
  of the stall. She jammed her head into the tunic and found the neck of it
  through brute force. "You knew he'd be like that! And you let him ride me!"

No wonder Ander hadn't triggered the changespell when she'd
  returned from Aashan's hold in the early afternoon. No wonder he'd kept her out
  grazing until just before saddling time. He hadn't wanted her to spot their
  applicant lurking around the stables.

I would have known.

Jess ran her tongue over her sore gums and rubbed her
  still-stinging hip. Then she jerked on the rest of her clothes and stormed out
  of the stall to face Ander.

The barn aisle stretched out behind
  him, only half of Kymmet's impressive facilities. A wide, short aisle led to an
  identical row of stalls parallel to these, and the high-ceilinged structure
  echoed with the clop of hooves and the metallic ring of stall latches shoving
  home— the grooms were bringing the horses in for the evening feed.

Ander sat on the sturdy tack box
  that held Kymmet Stable's first aid supplies, his long legs stretched out and
  crossed at the ankle. Broad shouldered, lean hipped— he was like Jess, bigger
  than most of the couriers. But he was a consummate rider and trainer, and he'd
  gotten the job at Kymmet's prestigious stables despite his size. Also like
    Jess.

But unlike Jess, he was fully human.
  And he was male.

Sometimes Jess thought humans
  should come with the instruction books she'd learned to read— especially the
  men. For although Ander looked a bit embarrassed, he did not look truly
  chastised or abashed. In fact, she'd have to say he looked satisfied beneath that little shrug and grin of his.

She barely stopped before she
  reached him. Crowding him, just like she'd crowd another horse in the pasture. But
  no other horse would calmly put his hands on her waist and move her to the side—
  and she was not sure Ander should be doing it, either. She tossed her head in
  annoyance.

"Relax," Ander said. "I
  didn't have any choice. The fellow was nephew to the senior man on the Kymmet Lander
  Council—and just because Koje's a Council wizard doesn't mean she can ignore
  politics. There's no way she could turn him away without the ridden interview."
  He couldn't hide his grin, then. "Besides, I knew I could count on you to
  respond in some appropriately spectacular manner."

Jess made a noise deep in her
  throat— certainly not agreement. "You should have told me."

"I thought it would work out
  better if you reacted naturally." Unperturbed, he picked a wood shaving
  out of her hair.

Jess tilted her head back, more
  annoyed than ever; she stepped out of his reach. He was making decisions for
  her again.

Unlike Carey, who was in his early
  thirties, Ander was nearer to Jess' estimated human age of mid-twenty. He was
  also her first friend here at Kymmet, the largest public breeding and training
  courier stables in central Camolen.

But Jess wasn't sure that friends
  made decisions for each other. She wouldn't have done the same to him, but she
  never knew if her innate reactions were the correct human ones.

So she said carefully, "This
  will not happen again. No one rides me as Lady who has not spoken to me as
  Jess."

Ander shrugged again. "All
  right," he said. He gave her a sidelong look and said, "But didn't it
  feel good when you dumped him?"

Jess snorted, but a smile tugged at
  the corner of her mouth. "Yes," she said. "It did." She
  finger-combed her long dun hair and searched her pocket for the tie-back.

"Let me," Ander said,
  when she'd found it. She turned her back on him and held out the tie, accepting
  the grooming as she'd always accepted such things from those who had also handled
  Lady. He gently pulled her hair back, untangled the snarl he ran into, gathered
  up the spellstones, and tied it all away from her face.

Jess paid little attention. She was
  thinking back to the moments in the riding ring. Lady might be unable to think with
  all of a human's facilities, but Jess was perfectly able to search her
  excellent memory, no matter her form when the memories were made. And now she thought
  of the changespell yet again.

"If I'd been able to
  change," she murmured, not finishing the thought. It was clear enough to her.

And to Ander. "As if you
  haven't tried to do it before, and failed— over and over," he said. "Jess,
  I know it's important to you— but I hate to see you tear yourself up
  over it when it's not going to happen." He put his hands on her shoulders
  and turned her around, but Jess had had enough of handling for the day. 

"It might happen,"
  she said, stepping out of reach, nostrils flared. Ander knew her well enough
  not to push. "I do not like having to depend on you or Koje to spell
  me back." 

Carey could do it, if he were here,
  and Arlen, his friend— and the wizard who had created the world-travel spell— could
  do it without the spellstones. Lady, though... �

It had been a year, and Lady had
  never shown any signs of success.

But she hadn't tried of late. "Things
  change," she told Ander.

"True enough," Ander
  said. He didn't say anything else, merely regarding her for a moment, biting
  the corner of his lip. Horses rustled in their stalls, calling impatiently for
  their dinner.

Jess's stomach rumbled at the smell
  of grain; she ignored it. "What?" she said, watching Ander's handsome
  features, at the light blue eyes that crinkled at the corners from his frequent
  smiles, and wondered again why they did not please her as much as Carey's.

"Got a rider in from Anfeald
  today," he said.

"Carey? Is Carey here?" Jess
  straightened, perking phantom ears.

Ander quickly shook his head. "No,
  no— one of his riders, though." Arlen's Anfeald stable was a much smaller
  operation than Kymmet's, but carried a busy load of critical and confidential
  dispatches. "It's a message for you from Arlen, Jess."

"What does it say?"

Ander gave another shake of his
  head, and a wry little smile. "It's just for you; I haven't seen it. But
  the courier said a thing or two he shouldn't have, so I've got an idea— no,"
  he said, cutting her off before she could ask. "You should read the letter
  first."

A letter important enough to have
  warranted a physical delivery instead of the more efficient wizard dispatch— specialist
  wizards, just like the healers who had tended Carey—and the wizards who
  specialized in manufacturing long-lasting clothes, and those who made sure the
  traffic in Kymmet's crowded streets moved smoothly.

And then there were scholars like
  Arlen, powerful magic-users who researched new spells, and who occasionally
  taught others to do the same.

Arlen could send a dispatch message
  that practically no one else could decipher or intercept. But he had sent a
  letter to Jess instead, relying on the security of a courier who was probably
  mounted on one of Jess's half-siblings.

"Where is it?"

"With the courier," Ander
  said. "He's probably eating dinner. Let's go find him."

Kymmet had on-premise housing for
  its trainers and couriers, even those with families; the stable was famous for
  delivering messages no matter what time of day or night, or how busy the
  season. Jess was not fond of the dining area— it was noisy, and filled with
  overwhelming smells, often of meat. She usually managed to slide in at the very
  beginning or end of a meal period, and the staff had quickly learned her
  greens-laden diet.

She reluctantly accompanied Ander
  to the dining area now, at its peak period; only the lure of Arlen's letter
  kept her from stopping at the threshold of the solid little structure. At least
  it was cool inside, and the thick flagstone floor felt good against her bare
  feet.

Ander stopped just inside the
  doorway, scanning the tightly spaced tables for Arlen's courier. Jess had him
  spotted first— someone she'd never seen before. He was a dark, wiry little man,
  with skin the color of the eastern lands people— making it almost the same
  toasty shade as her own. But his black hair was half the length of hers, and
  drawn back into a short, dirty tail at the back of his neck. She decided quickly
  enough that she didn't really want to get any closer to him.

But he must be all right. He was
  Carey's man, and had ridden one of Carey's horses. With Ander a startled step
  behind her, Jess headed for the courier's table.

Up close, he was no more palatable—
  but after a hot day like this, it was no surprise that he should still bear the
  sweat of his ride. He looked up as Jess stopped on the other side of the table,
  and after a moment the question on his face smoothed.

"You're Jess," he said,
  and his voice was pleasant enough.

She nodded. "I have come for
  my letter."

His black-brown gaze flickered to
  the fine, supple leather of a courier's pouches— the scaled-down saddlebags
  that fit right over top of full-sized saddlebags— and then settled on her
  again, a moment longer than made her comfortable.

"Jess," he said. He put
  down his split-ended spoon and drew the pouches into his lap. "How about
  you show me your brand? So I know it's you?"

Jess's eyes widened; her head
  raised, and Ander put a hasty hand on her arm. "That was uncalled
  for."

The man shrugged, undisturbed; he took
  a healthy gulp of his ale, dragging his wrist across his mouth. He did, at
  least, muffle his belch. "Interesting things happening," he said. "You
  can't be too sure about getting that sort of news to the right person."

"What does it matter, if you
  talk about it all along your route?" Ander said, his brow notched in a
  frown. "I don't expect either Carey or Arlen would be too happy about that."

"I'm not worried about
  it," the man said, and his casual attitude made it clear that was true. "I'm
  filling in for them. More a favor than a job."

No doubt they needed him; Carey
  still worked to restore his modest crew after the rogue wizard Calandre had
  killed most of them the year before.

Jess sighed in an abrupt whuff of air, recognizing the mutual posturing for what it was— a human male thing. 

"I want to read the
  letter," she said, and thought she sounded reasonable enough. She'd seen this
  before— that slightly narrow-eyed interest that meant this man was trying to
  find the horse in her.

She didn't like it.

He hesitated, not eager to give her
  the letter so she could walk away. Ander's normally amiable features arranged
  in a scowl as he opened his mouth, and Jess casually, deliberately, stepped on
  his foot and then shifted all her weight there.

It worked better when she had
  hooves, but it surprised Ander enough to keep him quiet. Jess held out her hand
  for the letter.

The man gave a sudden little grin
  and shrugged, reaching into his courier pouch. "Here," he said. "Maybe
  I'll see you around Anfeald, ey?"

"Thank you," Jess said,
  closing her hand around the thick, tough paper Arlen used, doubting very much this
  man would see her in Anfeald— or anywhere, if she saw him first. She left the
  table, and then the dining room— and almost left Ander behind, as well. He
  caught up to her quick, long strides as she crossed the short grassy lawn to the
  dark brick building that held her small room.

She took the winding steps to the
  third floor two at a time and pushed through the door, feeling the tingle of
  magic as it unlocked at her presence.

The room was purely Jess in nature,
  a combination of no-nonsense function and the unusual items that meant
  something to her alone. She had a pair of saddlebags flung permanently over the
  plain headboard on the narrow bed; she'd been carrying them when she first crossed
  worlds to arrive in Ohio—and, separated from Carey, the form to which she'd
  been born, and everything she'd ever known, she'd clung to the worn leather. Now
  they were a reminder of the struggle she'd won in that bewildering world, and
  bolstered her onward when she struggled in this one.

Besides, they were Carey's.

Jess tossed her sunglasses on the
  small dresser beside the bed; a small row of ribbons were tacked to the wall, all
  second and third— and one first— placings in Ohio dressage shows where Carey or
  Jaime had ridden Dun Lady's Jess. Next to them hung photographs of a sort
  unknown to Camolen— snapshots of Jaime on her Grand Prix horse, Sabre, and of
  her brother, Mark, in front of the Ohio farmhouse that Jess called home when
  she visited that other world. Photos of Eric, with his ever-distracted, gentle
  expression— bittersweet photos, for Eric had been killed in the effort to keep
  Arlen's world-travel spell out of the wrong hands.

And there were photos of Jess— a
  newly human Jess, with an open, honest expression on her exotic features, but
  with worried eyes that managed to convey the inner confusion of a mare who
  suddenly finds herself human and doesn't know the Rules.

She looked at that one a moment,
  and snorted. She still didn't know the Rules. Being a horse was certainly much
  less complex.

Ander cleared his throat from her
  doorway.

"Yes," she said simply,
  and he came in to take the one chair in the room, a straight-backed wooden
  chair without padding.

"Nice fellow," Ander
  said, meaning the courier, and meaning he wasn't.

Jess shrugged. "I have the
  letter," she said. She touched the hard seal, and it softened beneath her
  fingers. She peeled it off and eyed it — Arlen's name, one of the few Camolen
  words she could read.

"Jess," Ander said
  impatiently, "don't you want to know what it says?"

Jess hesitated. "Change,"
  she said finally. "It means change, whatever it is."

He looked at her in surprise, running
  a finger along his dark blond mustache— it was thick, like his hair, but not
  the sun-bleached gold of his hair. "I suppose you're right," he said.
  "But that doesn't mean it's bad."

Jess shrugged, unconvinced, and
  unfolded the thick paper. The letter was short and penned in Arlen's beautiful
  hand— slanted lines and precise curves that were easy to read even if Jess
  wasn't used to cursive. We have found a man we think was a horse, he
  said. Will you come tell us for certain?

She looked at Ander. "It's not good."

"What is it?"

Jess set the letter aside and went
  to the dresser to look at the picture of herself with Jaime and Mark. Her long
  legs made Mark's old cut-offs looked short, and her sun-tanned skin was not
  tanned at all, but its natural color. The photo was a year old, taken early in
  her journey from Lady to Jess, and she looked at those worried brown eyes with
  their overlarge irises— and at the way she stood, poised to move at the
  slightest noise.

She'd changed since then. She'd
  changed a lot.

Because she'd made it. She'd found
  her way from Lady to Jess— and only later realized it was only because she had
  Carey to focus on, with her complex and thorough training as a jumping-off
  point. 

But few horses had the nature and
  background to make the journey as she had.

"No," she said. "This
  is not good."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 3

 

Ander patted his young mount and looked over at Jess; she
  was as endearing as ever, with those sunglasses and what she called a baseball
  cap, a battered thing through which she'd pulled her long hair to keep the
  mingled dun and black strands off her neck.

Another hot, sunny day for the heart of Camolen, and they
  were losing the cool nature of Kymmet's thick, rocky woods as they moved into
  the more arable precinct of Anfeald. Jess caught him looking and gave him a
  little smile; it included that puzzled little overtone that meant she didn't
  really understand something human— probably, why he was watching her.

There was a lot she didn't
  understand.

She didn't, he knew, truly understand
  why he insisted on coming with her to Anfeald— although she'd acquiesced
  without much fuss, if only because she obviously didn't think it was worth
  fussing over at all.

As if there was any way he'd have
  let her go alone, after hearing of the rogue magic.

Not that she'd meant to pass on Mia's
  confidential news—she'd made a puzzled inquiry about confidentiality, and how
  could something be secret if everyone who heard it told just one friend? He
  didn't have an answer for her, of course. 

He seldom did. Watching Jess
  wrestle with human nature was just a reminder of how many odd and inexplicable
  things truly came along with being part of society.

But Jess, for all her unique
  complexities, was as straightforward as they came, and that had spoken to a
  very deep part of him.

"What?" Jess said.

Ander blinked out of his thoughts. "Huh?"

"You were smiling," Jess
  told him.

"Just thinking, Jess,"
  Ander said, and smiled again. "That happens, you know."

"Yes," she said
  seriously, and his smile broadened. She frowned, then clearly decided not to
  worry about whatever she didn't understand this time. 

The road remained clear, offering a
  lull in the market traffic between the small town they'd just passed and the
  small town for which they headed— and Jess moved her mount into a reaching
  trot, posting to it with the same unself-conscious supple athleticism that
  permeated her every move.

Ander let his gelding fall behind a
  short distance just to remind the horse that gaits were his choice, and then
  trotted out after her. His bow and quiver bounced against his back, a gentle
  reminder that something was not quite right in Camolen. He often brought the
  bow when he was out and about— he enjoyed Kymmet city-credit for the game he
  brought the stables—but on a long trip like this, he would have otherwise kept
  it strapped behind the saddle.

Jess abruptly stopped, waiting for
  Ander to catch up. When he did, she didn't waste any words. "I have my courier
  spellstones," she reminded him. "I ride alone all the time. I can
  take care of myself— "

"Then why am I here?" Ander
  said. "Besides the fact that this gelding needs the experience?"

"Yes."

Somehow Ander knew those large dark
  eyes of hers were trained directly on his behind the sunglasses. When she gave
  him that particular look, there was no use for anything but the truth. "No
  good reason, Jess. Because I'd worry... because I know what you're going to
  face at Arlen's. Call it a favor— to make me feel better more than to make sure
  you're all right."

And to meet Carey, he added
  silently.

Telling the truth didn't always
  mean telling the whole truth.

~~~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 4

 

Carey had been Arlen's head courier for years. 

He had survived transport to another world, he had survived the
  small, staggeringly unprepared rescue to free Arlen from the wizard Calandre— and
  he had survived the deadly spell she'd then thrown at him.

But he knew when he was outmatched.

He had no intention of getting any closer to this angry,
  barely human man sequestered in Arlen's hold. The one that that he, along with
  Jess— and her friend Ander— were here to see. 

He stood with them at the doorway to the small room,
  regarding its occupant with some trepidation.

"Burn off!" the man said thickly, his slurred
  words coming from a tongue that was not used to talking.

"He seems to know that one pretty well," Carey said
  dryly.

A tiny frown drew Jess's brow together, her expression that
  of utter concentration. He wished again that he'd been able to talk her into
  waiting before this visit.

After all, she and Ander had only just arrived from Kymmet. They
  were tired after days on the road, hot and dirty and smelling of horse. He'd
  wanted nothing more than to sit her down in a dark, cool corner of Arlen's
  carved-rock hold, give her something cold to drink, and spend a few quiet
  moments with her.

But then, he hadn't been expecting Ander. So he'd given way when
  Jess asked to come straight to this small room in the stable section of Arlen's
  stone hold.

Jess bumped his shoulder with hers. "Like me," she
  said. "But... "

"That's what I thought," Carey said. "I
  wasn't there when you first became Jess, but there are things about him that
  make me think of you— and things that don't. In any case, Arlen's spell to
  change you to Lady doesn't work for him, not even with fine-tuning for his
  sex."

"Did I hear you say he'd been... " Ander started,
  trailing off with a grimace with which Carey could empathize. It'd taken him
  some time to get used to the idea as well.

"Yes," he said. "He's been castrated."

"Burn off!" the man said. He snorted, stamped his
  foot, and turned his back on them; he'd already learned that the doorway had
  been spelled to erect an invisible barrier against him.

His clothes were little more than rags, though a small pile
  of clean replacements sat untouched at the foot of his bed. His hair was
  unkempt— what there was of it—and it was short and spiky in such an uneven
  fashion that it had to be natural, holding no gray despite the man's mature
  years.

Jess bumped Carey's shoulder again, but didn't say anything.
  He rested his hand at the back of her neck, quietly stroking the fall of hair
  out the back of the black cap she wore. In the corner of his eye, Ander
  shifted; Carey ignored him. "What do you think, Jess?"

She shook her head. "Like me," she repeated. "But
  not." 

He thought she was going to say something else— but instead she
  took a deep breath, making a noise in her throat he could only call a nicker.

The man whirled around to look at her, eyes narrowed. Unfriendly. Unlike Jess, he was not the culmination of years of careful breeding— if he was
  even a changed horse at all. His legs were a little too short, his belly a
  little too big. And his ears... well, somehow their generous size fit his
  strong-boned face. Not to mention the expression on that face as the man eyed Jess,
  the surprising note of crafty intelligence as he sized her up and realized what
  she was.

But he'd hardly absorbed that surprise when the man snorted,
  a loud sound accompanied by plenty of spittle, and rushed them.

Astonished, Carey pulled Jess back— only to have her yank
  herself from his protective grip.

She met the man with a little squeal, half-turning at the
  last instant and letting fly with a powerful kick that took him in the thigh— not
  only stopping him short, but knocking him back. He sprawled on the floor, his
  attempts to regain his feet hindered both by his anger and his apparent
  unfamiliarity with those particular feet.

Jess followed up with another, less powerful kick and sent him
  scrambling backward, his long face more sullen than alarmed. She lifted her
  chin, eyeing him, balancing lightly on one leg while the other foot remained
  just off the floor.

The man regained his feet when he reached the far wall of
  the little room— and he stayed there, watching her balefully.

Ears back— for Carey knew that expression— Jess gave
  her head a little toss, turned on her heel, and pushed past Carey and Ander to
  leave the room.

"Jess— what... ?" Ander followed a step behind
  Carey. But Jess's shoulders were back and tight, her fury radiating from every
  line of her body. She swept by Arlen's new apprentice, Natt, who instantly
  yielded the hallway, alarm on his soft-featured face.

Out past the stalls she went, and out of the stable
  entrance, into the bright sunshine of the hilly Anfeald fields. 

Carey slowed his pace—and Ander did not appear to appreciate
  Carey's hand on his arm when he would have gone ahead.

"Give her a moment," Carey told him.

Ander turned on him, the very set of his mustache full of
  frown and challenge. "I know how to deal with her."

Something in the way he'd said it made Carey blink; he held
  up his hands, exaggerating the release of Ander's arm. "Fine. You want to
  push her, after what you just saw? I'm going to give her a moment to
  settle down."

Ander hesitated; it was enough so Carey could leave him
  there, walking slowly—ambling, really— out of the shadow of the hold to join
  Jess. 

She simply stood, looking out on her favorite old tree in
  the winter pasture. A breeze lifted the ends of her long hair and danced with
  them, a whimsical little motion at complete odds with her stiff anger.

What Carey wanted to do was walk up behind her and put his
  arms around her, nestle his chin at the side of her neck and whisper comforts
  into her ear—even drop a kiss or two on the soft skin beneath it.

But Jess still struggled with things human, and she needed
  the space to learn how to handle them.

Carey knew enough to give it to her... he glanced at Ander,
  who'd caught up, and wondered if the same held true. He had the feeling Ander
  did a very good job of taking care of someone who didn't necessarily benefit
  from the help.

Her head canted slightly to the side and then back again as
  they approached; he could see her shoulders lift in a sigh as he came up beside
  her and stopped.

"Jess?" he said, after a moment of watching her
  watch the pasture.

She sighed again. "No kicking— I know."

Carey felt a grin lift one corner of his mouth. "I'm
  not sure that rule holds under those particular circumstances."

She nodded, and said firmly, "It shouldn't." After
  another moment, she sighed, and spoke more quietly. "It's hard when I'm
  human but my body acts like a horse. Confusing."

"I know," Carey said.

"What did you think?" Ander asked her, moving
  around in front of them.

She frowned in thought. "Not a horse," she said. "A
  mule."

Carey gave a short laugh of understanding, thinking back over
  the ten days since the man had been found wandering in the closest town. He'd
  been stubborn and uncooperative, but never stupid. He never did anything unless
  he saw a clear benefit for himself, and their handling of him had required the
  utmost tact.

"A mule," he said. "That does make
  sense."

"He was rude," Jess said, the insult still audible
  in her voice. "As soon as he realized I was a horse— "

"A strange horse," Ander said. "Crowding
  him."

"Yes." Her mouth was tight; Carey flashed on the
  exact expression that would be on Lady's face, had she been in Lady's form... then
  stopped his thoughts from going there. 

"Jess," he said, lifting his hand to touch her
  back and then not quite doing it. "You haven't said hello to Arlen yet. How
  about we go back into the hold, and you two can have something to drink. There's
  plenty to talk about besides that mule. Did you know Jaime was coming in
  tomorrow?"

"Jaime?" Jess demanded, turning to search his gaze.
  Then her dark eyes widened slightly with realization. "It's time for the
  hearing. For Willand."

Carey nodded.

"C'mon, Jess," Ander said, easily resting his hand
  on Jess's shoulder. "He's right. Let's take a few moments— get that mule
  out of your system." His hand tightened, shook her shoulder gently. "Not
  that he's likely to bother you again. He's not going to walk the same for
  days!"

Jess snorted, gave a little smile; her distant expression
  made it clear she was reliving the confrontation. When she looked at Ander,
  she'd gone a little shy— and a little sly. "I did show him, didn't
  I?"

"Not much doubt about that," Carey said. She was
  over it now— the conflict of behaving like a horse while in her human body— and
  it seemed to him she was doing better with such moments all the time. As they
  turned and walked back to the hold, he wondered if he might not have given her
  that kiss or two after all.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 5

 

Arlen's hold occupied the entire side of a rocky hill—within
  as much as without. The base of the hill contained the lower levels entirely,
  including the stables— which, thanks to Arlen's magic, were well-ventilated and
  well-lit.

The stone upper levels emerged about two-thirds of the way
  up the hill and ended just before the crest of the hill. Anfeald fields spread
  out in pasture and cultivation; solid chunks of forest emerged where the soil
  ran thin over rocky outcrops, and at the arid old riverbed gorge to the south. Arlen's
  rooms on the top level revealed a veritable pastoral panorama of fields and
  pastures, including the hold's vegetable garden and Carey's training corrals.

Arlen waited for them there, a tray of refreshments on the
  small table between the scattered old chairs in his personal quarters. He sat
  on the short couch with a small black and white cat on his lap, absently
  stroking her as he reviewed a thick manuscript.

"Arlen!" Jess cried at her first sight of him,
  scattering both cat and papers. She bounded in to greet him, giving him a
  horse-hug— leaning up against him with her head firmly against his shoulder.

"Jess," he said, amusement in his voice; he patted
  her back. "Has it been that long?"

She pulled back and said seriously, "Spring is when
  everyone wants the new young horses ready to go."

"Well," he said, his mouth twitching. "And
  it's summer now. I guess it's been quite a while, at that."

Jess looked at him, suddenly aware of the new grey silvering
  his characteristically untrimmed hair. His mustache— a thick thing that neatly
  obscured his slight overbite— was now more grey than not, though he was only a
  few years older than Jaime.

Maybe, she thought, if he'd been a horse, he would have been
  a black-gone-to-grey. Yes. It suited him.

And he looked good, fit and dressed in a black, belted tunic
  over a pair of Ohio's blue jeans and fully recovered from his ordeal at
  Calandre's hands. But... the look on his face... 

"Oh," she said, realizing. "I forgot. This is
  Ander. He's my friend."

"Yes, I believe I've heard the name before." Arlen
  eyed the courier with an expression Jess couldn't interpret, and then glanced at
  Carey. She didn't understand that, either, so she ignored it. She stooped to
  pick up the papers her entrance had scattered.

"Thank you," Arlen said, accepting them as she
  stood. "It's the paperwork for Willand's supplicant's hearing. But we'll
  talk about that later. For now, we have our little mystery to attend."

"I didn't mean to scare the cat," Jess said,
  looking around for it; she liked cats, and always had.

"Never mind," Arlen said firmly. "She made it
  through last summer in better shape than any of us. She'll live through today
  just fine. Have a seat, Jess."

Jess sat on the floor right where she was, leaving the
  chairs to Carey and Ander and watching to make sure Carey did sit, and
  that he put up the leg that always gave him trouble. Ander moved Arlen's latest
  needlework project from the seat of the remaining chair, rather gingerly
  placing it in the little nearby basket.

"Well?" Arlen prompted, once Carey had made
  himself comfortable and Ander had settled, looking distinctly uncertain about
  gathering so casually before one of Camolen's most powerful wizards. 

The powerful wizard nodded at his tray of food. "Eat. And
  tell me what you think."

"I do not think," Jess said, eyeing the sliced
  melon among cheese and apple. �"I know. The man was a mule, and not
  a very nice one." She pulled off her cap and shook her hair out, spreading
  the black central strands over sandy buckskin. Lineback dun.

"No doubt he lacks the benefits of Carey's
  training," Arlen said, then raised an eyebrow at Carey's responding
  expression. "What is it?"

"What happened would be the better
  question," Carey said. "The fellow went after Jess when he realized
  what she was. He's not someone to be taken for granted."

"I took care of it," Jess said, matter-of-fact
  about it now. She took the melon, holding it in her mouth for a happy moment
  before she swallowed. "Arlen, where did he come from? Who did this to
  him?"

Arlen shook his head. "We don't know, Jess. It's one of
  the reasons his appearance is so disturbing. It's important to help him get
  back to what he was, but it's just as important— if not more— to make sure this
  doesn't happen again."

Jess nodded, and was startled to hear Ander say, "Maybe
  he could learn to be human, like Jess did."

She stared at him, her eyes widening. Her scowl took over
  her face, and then she was up and on her feet, scattering Arlen's papers all
  over again.

"Easy," Carey murmured, but his old Word of
  command had no sway over her now.

Ander, too, rose to his feet, taking a hesitant step toward
  her—and stopping when she stomped some of her anger out, a sharp thud of riding
  boot against the thick old rug padding Arlen's floor.

"No!" she said, and left the homey circle of
  chairs for the window. The cat startled, scooting along the ledge to sit primly
  at its end, her tailed curled around her feet.

"No," Jess said again, clearly and decisively. "Turn
  him back. Turn him back as soon as you can." She swung around, staring at
  them— practically glaring at them. "And treat him like a mule until you
  do."

"All right, Jess," Ander said, giving Carey a
  bewildered look.

Carey snorted, and said only, "You've got a lot to
  learn."

Jess knew he spoke of her and didn't care. "No, it is not all right," she snapped at Ander, her words stumbling a little over one
  another. "He is a mule, and being a mule is a good thing. Being human is
  not better."

"I didn't mean— " Ander started, looking a little
  more alarmed—as well he should. As well he should think before he said
  such things!

"Do you think it was easy, trying to understand the
  world from a brand new body? Do you think I was happy to be without my
  whiskers, my ears— my tail? It took a long time to learn about being Jess, and
  it was hard." Her voice cracked on the last word; she turned her
  back on them again and blinked fiercely at the green fields. 

She swiped at the few tears brought on by the memories of
  those days, when she'd have given anything just to be a horse again, and
  struggled for composure. "I had Carey. He has no one."

Carefully, Ander said, "All right, Jess. I didn't mean
  that being human was better than being a mule— or a horse."

"Damn straight," Jess muttered. Distantly, she
  heard the challenge of the stallion pastured around the curve of the hill. Her
  father. Her father. "Damn straight."

"Now that we have that settled," Arlen said,
  effectively ending the conversation—and doing it with a finality that told Jess
  he understood. "Here," he said, digging into his pocket to hand her a
  square of fine, dark blue material. "Upset by seeing him, were you?"

Jess looked up at him, at the light brown eyes that were oft
  times hard— the eyes of someone who wielded immense power. Sometimes they
  twinkled a little— but most often— as now— they were simply somber.

She realized she'd been more upset than she'd thought, and
  it hadn't simply been because she'd experienced a conflict of human and equine
  behavior. 

"Yes," she said. "Upset. He has no one. Maybe
  he doesn't even have Words to listen to."

"Maybe not," Arlen said. "But he's a crafty
  old fellow, and he's probably got a life time of outsmarting humans behind him.
  He did, after all, get away from whoever changed him. He'll be all right until
  I can get him changed back— which should be considerably easier, now that I
  know what he is."

Jess looked at the material in her hand; it was nicer than
  most of her clothes, an odd bit of luxury amongst Arlen's well-worn things. "Do
  you really want me to— "

"Yes," he told her, smiled, and sat back in his
  chair. So she wiped her face and blew her nose, and left the material on the
  inner windowsill. When she turned around, it was to find Ander watching her
  cautiously, and Carey... he, too, watched her. But his expression was different. Restrained.

After a moment he sat down, and Ander followed suit. Jess
  was glad when the little cat oozed back in the window and whispered a mew of feline commentary.

Arlen tugged at a wrinkle in his jeans, restarting their
  conversation. "I imagine Carey's told you we know little about this man. Mule. We know where he showed up, so we imagine he's from someplace nearby. Why he
  was changed, we have no idea. The only wizards with enough skill to create this
  sort of spell are on record as clearly opposing such inhumane experimentation. You
  can be certain we'll all be watching for more signs of this sort of
  activity."

Jess had only been to a few Council meetings— the Council of
  Wizards, comprised of Camolen's most powerful wizards from each of its
  precincts— but she'd been to enough to know this was Arlen's way of saying they
  were through talking about the mule. That was fine with her. She scratched the
  cat's ears a moment, then realized it would be polite to pick up the papers
  she'd once again scattered.

And picking them up made her think about Willand. She paused
  in the middle of the task and sat back on her heels near Arlen's feet. "Will
  Willand be freed?"

"Who's Willand?" Ander said, as Arlen made a sort
  of grimace, obviously searching for words. Carey gave her a questioning glance,
  surprised that Jess hadn't spoken to him of Willand.

She returned his gaze, equally surprised that he supposed
  she would have. As if Calandre's young apprentice, and the things she
  had done to Jaime, were something Jess wanted to think about, never mind
  talk about.

No one else answered Ander's question; they were watching her.
  So it must be her place to say the words, as reluctant as she was. "Willand
  is... was... Calandre's apprentice. Jaime... " she hesitated. Ander
  had heard about Jaime, and certainly saw evidence of her— in Jess's breeches
  and sunglasses and assorted Ohio-based belongings— but had never met her.

And Jess did not feel right telling Ander about the things
  Willand had done to Jaime. Jaime was more than Jess's friend— she had taken
  Jess in after Eric and Dayna found her. Now Eric was dead, Dayna was in
  Siccawei studying magic, and Jaime was back in Ohio riding high-level
  competition dressage and dealing with the memories of what Willand had done.

"Jaime," Jess said, carefully, "spoke against
  Willand in front of the Council, about the things she did with Calandre. Willand
  hates her. She hates all of us."

"She does, at that," Carey said. "But she's
  trying to convince the council she's suffered enough, that she can be
  sufficiently monitored to assure her good behavior outside of
  confinement." His tone of voice made it clear what he thought about that.

"She doesn't follow anyone's rules," Jess said,
  pairing the words with a considerable frown. "And she hurts people."

"It's a supplicant process, Jess," Arlen said, but
  he didn't look any happier than Jess felt, his mouth uncertain beneath his full
  mustache. "It doesn't mean she'll be freed."

"She wants to hurt Jaime," Jess said. "She
  wants to hurt all of us."

"It won't come to that," Arlen told her.

But he didn't look as certain as he tried to sound.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 6

 

Jaime Cabot closed her eyes and clenched her teeth, triggering
  her travel spellstone and waiting for the inevitable disorientation relocating
  to Camolen. 

Usually she ended up a foot or so above Camolen soil— and
  usually, she fell right on her butt.

Arlen had set up an enclosed travel booth so she could land
  on her butt in privacy— she and the few other people who were allowed to go
  from one world to another, for it took a special nullification of the world
  travel checkspell every time they visited. In a way, some small part of Jaime
  was glad for the supplicant's hearing, and the promise of more Council hearings
  over the years—it gave her a chance to see Jess, and her friend Dayna, and Arlen.

But it was a very small part of her.

There must be something wrong with the spellstone. She was
  still standing on her own two feet, and not sprawled in some undignified manner
  on the floor.

She cracked her eyes open to the pleasant surprise of the
  stone spell booth walls around her.

Arlen stuck his head in the door, looking about as
  mischievous as a forty-year-old wizard carrying the weight of a world's cataclysmic
  spells could be. "Welcome back!"

"Arlen!" she said. "What did you do?"

He invited the rest of himself into the room. "Fixed
  the glitch," he said. "Like it?"

"Do I like not arriving flat on my ass?"
  Jaime said. "I guess you could say that." She opened her arms wide
  and Arlen walked right into them. No hesitation there— after their time shared under
  Calandre's cruel hand, they were irrevocably tied together, no matter the
  distance between them.

Arlen kissed the top of her head and pulled back. "I'm
  sorry you're here because of Willand," he said, "but I'm glad to see
  you. And Jess is waiting upstairs."

"Jess is here?" Jaime said, pleasantly surprised. Kymmet
  kept Jess so busy there was often little time to visit. Even so, Jess was
  always eager for riding lessons— and for more training as Lady, for she sorely
  missed the close partnership of horse and rider she'd had with Carey.

For Carey hadn't ridden Lady since he'd come to accept and
  love her as Jess. Idiot.

"Jess is here," Arlen confirmed, blissfully
  unaware of her thoughts. "I... convinced Kymmet they could do
  without her for a while." He tucked his arm around Jaime and picked up her
  small suitcase. "Her friend Ander came with her. He and Carey are eyeing
  each other like young stallions. You should have plenty of entertainment while
  you visit."

Jaime raised her eyebrows. "Jess has mentioned Ander,
  and I did wonder... "

"Jess doesn't see it yet," Arlen said. "And
  she's too distracted by the mule to see it now. No, never mind," he said,
  cutting off her question and guiding her out of the spell booth. "There'll
  be enough of that later. For now, come say hello to everyone— and I hope you
  have room for lunch."

"I'm ready for dinner, actually," she said. "But
  I'll take what I can get."

"It's one of those things of your world— that peanut butter
  that Jess likes so much." Arlen's firmer touch corrected her when she started
  to turn left instead of right— she wasn't sure she'd ever memorize the
  way from the secluded booth to Arlen's private floor. 

The maze-like route was deliberate, of course, in case of
  unauthorized transport. And Jaime didn't even want to know about the
  spells Arlen now had set up to catch the unwary in these hallways.

But Arlen was still talking about lunch. "I've made
  sure there's some real food tucked away for those of us who want it,
  though. Nice haircut, by the way."

Jaime's hand crept to the nape of her neck of its own
  accord. She was long used to the thick, short fall of her braid—but the prospect
  of facing Willand had somehow called for change, and now her dark hair ran
  quite short up the back of her head, with a cap of soft bangs that had suddenly
  found a bit of curl.

Arlen gave her a quizzical eye as they mounted the first set
  of stairs. "Lost in thought?"

"There's a lot of that happening lately," Jaime
  admitted. "Arlen— "

But her words were lost in Jess's cry of greeting from two
  floors up, and her bounding descent to meet them. She came around the stairwell
  at some speed— and stopped short.

Jaime bore her silent inspection without comment, knowing
  that the importance of immediately checking out New Things was one of the
  equine attributes Jess still carried.

After a quick moment, Jess said "It's good!" Then
  she nodded to herself, and added, "I like it. Welcome back!"

"Thank you, on both counts," Jaime said, grinning.
  "Have you been practicing?"

Jess rolled her eyes. "Nothing but young horses all
  spring," she said. "Maybe after the rush." But then she
  admitted, "Koje's hold in Kymmet is bigger, because Kymmet the City is
  bigger. And the stables are bigger. But they aren't better."

"Well, maybe Carey has a horse or two we can use for
  lessons," Jaime said, taking the hand Jess held out to her as Arlen let
  her slip out from beneath his arm.

"That would be good," Jess said. "As long as
  it's not my brother. He's so stubborn." She gave Jaime a quick glance as
  they walked up to Arlen's floor. "Don't say it runs in the family."

"Wouldn't think of it," Jaime said hastily, not
  bothering to cover her smile.

"How is Sabre?" Jess said, as they topped out the
  stairs. "And your new horse, the little black gelding?"

This uppermost floor was all Arlen's—it held his workshop
  off to the left, and several smaller work rooms off the other side. At least
  one of those looked to be in use. "He's getting better," she told
  Jess absently— absently, because she'd caught a glimpse into Arlen's room and
  seen parts of Ander— a booted foot, a lower arm with dirt smeared from wrist to
  elbow— whom she'd long been curious about.

Absently, because Carey was there as well, and the tension
  between them reached all the way out into the hallway and piqued Jaime's
  interest.

They'd both come to their feet by the time Jaime entered the
  room— and Jaime understood immediately why Carey was uptight.

Where Carey was lean, a perfect rider's build, Ander had an
  extra few inches on the breadth of his shoulders. Where Carey's head barely
  topped Jess's, Ander could look down on her. His blond hair was striking, his
  eyes were beguiling, and his mustache perfectly suited his features.

Jess, Jaime noticed, was looking at Carey. She hoped Carey
  had noticed, as well.

"You must be Jaime," Ander said. "It's nice
  to meet you after all this time."

"Likewise," Jaime said, nodding politely. Carey,
  she gave her hands and a smile; he took them and held them a moment, ever aware
  of her restraint toward him.

When she'd met him, he'd been a desperate man on an even
  more desperate quest— and he'd endangered her entire barn full of horses while
  he was at it. She'd never quite forgiven him for that, and she was sure he knew
  it. It showed in that faintly reserved and just as faintly abashed look in his
  eye, as he squeezed her hands and released them.

"Nice hair," he told her.

"You're looking pretty good yourself," Jaime said,
  and it was true. He seemed less stiff than the last time she'd seen him, when
  she'd begun to wonder if he'd ever fully heal from the damage Calandre had done
  him. "How's the leg?"

He made a face and declined to answer.

"Jaime," Jess said, circling the room to scoop up
  Arlen's cat, "did Arlen tell you about the mule?"

"Arlen hasn't had much time to tell her anything,"
  Arlen said, tucking the suitcase beside the door. "Aside from hello, and
  nice to see you— or did we even manage that much?" he asked her, raising
  an eyebrow.

Jaime smiled. "We did, more or less," she said. It
  was so easy to forget how much power Arlen could wield. "I was pretty busy
  being pleased I didn't land on my butt."

"He fixed that?" Carey asked, surprised.

"The mule," Jess said, insistence creeping
  into her voice.

Jaime surrendered. She flopped down on the short couch,
  never minding that it was still warm from somebody else's bottom. "Tell me
  about the mule."

Jess came to the end of the couch and knelt, the cat still
  in her arms, purring madly and not minding that it had twisted itself nearly
  upside down. "Someone changed a mule into a man," she said intently,
  her dark eyes holding the confidence that Jaime would understand the significance
  of the statement.

Jaime did. The foot she'd been in the act of crossing over
  her knee hit the floor again instead. "You're sure? Who?"

"Yes, and we don't know," Arlen said, and the
  light tone was gone from his voice as well. He sat in the chair by his
  needlework. "He escaped. Or they turned him loose."

"Considering how difficult he is, I wouldn't be
  surprised if they turned him loose," Carey said, shaking his head.

"If we'd been paying attention, we might have felt the
  first change." Arlen meant the Council, Jaime decided. "But we
  weren't, and it takes a mighty powerful magic to get someone's attention amidst
  all the other chatter that's going on out there. If I didn't have a low-level
  filter around this hold, I'd probably be insane by now."

"Some of us have our doubts, anyway," Carey said,
  a twist at the corner of his mouth. "Considering the spells you insist on
  investigating."

Arlen's reaction was mild. "Better for me to discover
  the dangerous things before someone else." But Jaime saw a little wrinkle
  over his eyes, and knew something was going unsaid.

Jess had come to attention, clearly struck by some thought;
  the cat leapt lightly from her arms and padded over to Arlen to ponder and then
  claim his lap.

"The mule would be big magic," Jess said. "And
  you already said no one you know would do it. But there was that other magic,
  the strange magic. Maybe they changed the mule."

Arlen's eyebrows went from concern straight to astonishment.
  "How in the Ninth Level did you hear about that? That's strictly
  Council— ohh, hold on. You make runs out Aashan's way, don't you?"

Jess looked suddenly stricken. "I thought it would be
  all right to say it, because you'd already know."

Arlen shook his head. "Never mind, Jess. You're right. I
  already knew."

"But my friend— "

"It's all right, Jess," Arlen repeated firmly. "Your
  courier friend never took a Council Oath, and she can't be held to someone
  else's. Don't worry about her."

Jess subsided, not looking entirely convinced.

Carey scowled. "And what big magic is Jess not
  supposed to have heard about? You might as well tell us, now. Although,"
  he said, and glanced at Ander, "not all of us seem surprised to hear of
  it."

Ander contrived to look blank as Arlen gave a grumbling
  sigh, entwined his fingers together, and settled them above the cat. "The
  big magic," he said, "is somewhat of a mystery to us all— although I
  think Jess is probably absolutely right. It's connected to the appearance of
  the mule-now-man."

"What's the problem?" Carey said. "If it was
  such a concern, didn't you track it down?"

"That's the problem," Arlen said. "And
  the reason we're truly quite alarmed about it. We can't track it down. Whoever
  generated the unfamiliar signature managed to shield themselves shortly
  afterward, and we haven't heard a peep from them since."

Jaime looked at Carey's somber expression and knew she
  wasn't getting the full implication of the situation. "That's bad,
  then," she said, looking for confirmation.

"That's bad?" Carey repeated. "I'll say. Any wizard
  who can shield from the Council is one hell of a powerful magic-user. We're not
  talking about the sort of obvious physical shield that Calandre used when she
  occupied this hold. We're talking about something... "

"Much more subtle," Arlen finished as Carey
  hesitated. "Much more difficult to create, much harder to keep control of—and
  it erased all signs of the magic. None of us have felt a trace of that
  unfamiliar signature since the first incident—but we certainly don't believe that
  person has stopped using magic."

"How could anyone that powerful just pop
  up?" Jaime said doubtfully. "I mean, they had to learn somehow—
  and you'd have felt them, then."

"Exactly the point," Arlen said, and leaned back
  in his chair, stroking the cat. "Exactly."

Ander frowned, and not without plenty of worry. "What's
  the Council doing about it?"

Arlen considered him long enough that Ander looked as though
  he wished he hadn't asked—but in the end, he answered the question. "What
  we're doing, on the whole, is waiting for additional information. Of course, I'm
  still looking for a way to change the mule back to his natural form—and the
  Council as a whole is on highest alert, searching for any sign of the strange
  signature. Other than that, there is little we can do."

"You mean," Jaime said, realizing the extent of
  the situation for the first time, "that they could be doing anything,
  wherever they are, and you won't know about it until it's too late?"

"Anything our checkspells won't keep them from
  doing," Arlen said, and nodded. "Yes."

And Jaime knew from first-hand experience how destructive a
  determined and powerful wizard could be, checkspells or no.

~~~~~

 

Jess peeked around the half-closed door of Arlen's main
  workroom, leaving Jaime to settle in and Carey and Ander to check over the
  broodmares.

Arlen sat on a tall stool in front of a long worktable, his
  face to the wide window and his back to the rest of the room— an asymmetrical
  wonder of odd corners and crannies, five walls, an assortment of windows, and
  book-lined shelves. Fragrant herbs simmered in a pot next to him, just now starting
  to singe. Endless papers layered the work desk, a sprawl of ordered chaos. He
  made a notation as Jess waited, and spoke without looking back at her. "What
  can I do for you, Jess?"

"Oh," she said. "You have a spell or
  something?"

"To figure out who's lurking?" he said, and the
  warmth in his voice made Jess a little bolder. "Do you think I would sit
  with my back to the door if I didn't?"

After some thought, Jess decided not. "Did you, before
  last year?"

He twisted on the stool to give her a thoughtful look. "I
  suppose I wasn't quite as careful about that sort of thing. But it's live and
  learn— or quit living." He leaned on his elbows against the work table. "Now,
  what can I do for you?"

Jess eased into room. "Your herbs are burning."

He gave the pot a look; the mageflame winked out. "Jess?"

Jess leaned against the wall and gently bumped her bare heel
  against its stone. "I can ride for you, Arlen. Until I have to go back to
  Kymmet."

He gave her a look of genuine surprise. "You said that
  like you think I need someone. Do I?" He looked down at his hand, his
  fingers moving; Jess realized he was counting couriers on his fingers. He
  looked up at her. "And Carey's almost up to speed."

"He is still stiff when he stands up, and when he first
  mounts a horse," Jess corrected him. "And his gaits are off. Why
  can't the healers get that leg right?"

"I don't know," Arlen said, looking somewhat
  bemused at her immediate dissent.

"Would you be using that courier who came to Kymmet if
  you didn't need me?" Jess asked. "He spoke when he shouldn't have. He
  was rude."

"Was he, now?" Arlen said, giving her an
  evaluating look.

Jess moved uneasily. "Was it wrong to tell you?"

He rubbed a finger down his nose, and offered her a little
  smile. "We-ell, some wizards might take offense at the suggestion that
  they don't know how to run their own holds. But as it happens, you're right— he's
  an excellent rider, but he's got what Jaime calls an attitude problem."

"Then let me ride. If Carey tries to take too many assignments
  just so that man won't go on them, he'll never get well."

Arlen looked away for a moment. Behind him, a warm breeze
  ruffled the scattered papers, bringing a touch of the scent of summer hay to
  the cool stone hold. "Jess," he said slowly, "Carey is as
  healed. Riding the critical jobs keeps him strong, and he's perfectly able to
  keep up with the breeding and training."

His words stunned her. "You mean... " she said in
  a small voice, "he's always going to hurt?"

Arlen nodded, but not without sympathy. "He's grateful
  for what he's got—and he's accepted what he'll never have again. It's important
  that you think about this, Jess, before you say anything to him about it."

Jess just blinked a moment, taken aback. Carey wasn't
  going to get better. He was always going to hurt.

And he knew it.

She took a deep breath, struggling past it. "Well,"
  she said, "he doesn't need that man here. Do you want me to ride
  instead?"

She felt the affection in his short laugh. "We can pay
  you by the job, just as we do with him. I don't doubt that Carey will clear the
  change."

"No," she said, both startled and adamant. Being
  paid wasn't why she'd offered. "Kymmet pays my salary. For Carey, for
  you, I ride for free."

He tapped his notes, eyeing her. "That's possibly a
  little more generous than I should let you get away with."

"It's for Carey," Jess said, as if that should
  explain everything.

"Yes," Arlen said. "I know."

And then, when Jess still hesitated, biting her lip and
  looking out at Arlen through the long fall of her disarrayed bangs, he said
  gently, "How else can I help you?"

"Jaime!" Jess blurted. "I mean— Willand."
  She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and said, "Does she have to see Willand
  again? She already did that. Everyone knows what she has to say. It's too hard
  for her!"

"I'm a member of the Council, not its boss," Arlen
  said, but if he meant the response to be reproving, it lacked force. He gave
  her a pensive look. "I'll see what I can do."

"You can do it," she said positively. "Especially
  for Jaime."

He raised an eyebrow at her. "Yes," he said
  quietly. "Especially for Jaime."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 7

 

Carey went down the hold stairs two at a time, like he
  used to. Feeling good today.

Every morning he reported to Arlen—the state of the barn,
  the jobs for the day, any scuttlebutt he'd heard— and today, he'd received
  several pleasant surprises in return.

Arlen, it seemed, had been quite busy.

And so had Jess.

Maybe Arlen would have brought his influence to bear without
  Jess's request; maybe not. Either way, although Jaime would travel with Arlen
  to Kymmet City for the supplicant's hearing, she would not be forced to testify
  in Willand's presence.

And Jess... 

Jess was his again. For this short while, she would ride
  again for Anfeald... for Carey. He smothered a grin at the thought—or tried to.

It been quite satisfying to stroll into the couriers'
  quarters on the second floor and inform the disagreeable job rider that he
  could grab himself some breakfast and go.

And now he fully expected to find Jess in the stable area,
  where he could hand over Shammel's ride for the day and know it would get done
  quickly and properly, without offended recipients on the receiving end.

The only thing that could possibly make this day better
  would be to discover the weather-sighting wizards were wrong, and that their
  dry spring would finally see summer rain.

Then he hit the bottom of the stairwell to find Ander
  lingering in the doorway, exchanging comments with Klia, one of the young
  grooms.

All right. There was indeed one thing that would
  improve this day— but Ander seemed likely to be here as long as Jess was, and
  Carey had already resigned himself to it.

He stopped just before the doorway, meaning only to stay
  long enough for the meaningful look he gave Klia— but movement down by the tack
  room made him stop and stiffen. Ander followed his gaze, reacting likewise.

Shammel wasn't quite gone.

Jess exited the tack room with a bridle in her hand, holding
  it out to untangle its straps. She saw Shammel in plenty of time to step aside—
  a move made necessary by the fact that he was carrying saddle, bridle, and
  saddlebags, and doing it in such a way as to take up nearly the whole aisle.

But he didn't simply pass her by. He stopped, and he crowded
  her, turning on her in a movement precisely timed to startle her. Carey
  couldn't hear what he said— Shammel's voice was low and meant for privacy— but
  it surely wasn't pleasant.

"Ninth Level damnation," Ander growled, and
  started off to intervene.

Carey's hand landed on his arm— not gently— stopping Ander
  short. Klia scurried away to her duties as Ander turned on him. "What's
  your problem?"

But he couldn't keep his gaze from Jess and Shammel, where
  Jess responded to the job-rider without any attempt to keep it private. "You
  were rude. It's your own fault."

"Leave her be," Carey told Ander, his voice low. "She
  can handle this."

"She shouldn't have to!" Ander shot back, as
  surprised as he was angry. At the end of the hall, Shammel crowded Jess even
  closer, and his low words came back at her fast and hard, no doubt unpleasant.

"It is my business," she told him, her back
  against the stone wall and the bridle down at her side, her fingers clenched
  around it. "You were making trouble for Carey."

Carey put himself between Ander and the confrontation. "She
  needs to learn she can," he said intently. "If you protect her
  from everything, what's she going to do when she runs up against someone like
  this and you're not there?"

Ander hesitated. "Fine," he said. "She's
  dealing with him. Now can we go put a stop to it?"

"Leave her be," Carey said, making a wall with his
  presence. Behind him, Jess's anger grew.

"You have no words for me," she told Shammel, in
  the arch tone that meant she knew she was perfectly right. "You don't even
  know your own human rules. Leave me alone."

What she did then, Carey didn't know. Shammel's muffled oath
  made its effectiveness clear enough.

Ander's gaze flicked back to Carey for a moment. "She's
  not your horse anymore," he said, anger in his low voice, sparking
  in those bright blue eyes. "She doesn't belong to you."

Carey glanced over his shoulder. Jess stood alone at the end
  of the hall. Her hair, as often, was coming loose from its ponytail; her chin
  was up and her eyes, their expression dark and fastened on Carey, seemed to
  hold some edge of hurt. She hefted the bridle and abruptly turned away from
  them, heading down for the barn aisle.

She was all right, then. Disturbed, as she ever was at this
  sort of conflict, but all right.

Carey turned back to Ander and said softly, "She
  doesn't belong to you, either."

~~~~~

 

Jaime thought she should feel better than she did.

Because Willand's supplicant's hearing was over. Just like
  that.

No more ordeal; no more anxious anticipation. Jaime's
  testimony had gone smoothly; Willand's had gone badly. 

And now Jaime was back in Anfeald, giving Jess a riding
  lesson in the large covered arena behind the hold.

She hadn't even had to face Willand directly. Arlen's
  doing.

She had no idea why she felt so empty about it.

It's over, she told herself, again. Willand wouldn't
  be allowed another hearing for three years.

But Jaime had been able to see Willand through a wizard's
  version of one-way glass. To see her fury and resentment, and far too much
  determination. 

It doesn't feel over.

"Jess," she said, wrenching her thoughts back to
  the lesson, "you need to maintain a deeper seat. You're losing him right
  before you try the flying change, because you're lightening your seat in
  anticipation. Give him the support he needs."

Jess's only response was to nod; she seldom came out of her
  concentration to say anything during a lesson. She'd only ridden this horse for
  the first time the day before, and while it wasn't her first go at flying lead
  changes, the gelding was clearly uncertain about the whole affair. 

"I'm beginning to think we should go back to simple
  changes for another day," Jaime called as Jess cantered toward center ring
  and the gelding's expression grew anxious. "He's not as ready for this as
  I thought he was."

Without comment, Jess dropped the horse back into trot for
  three strides, then picked up the canter on the opposite leading leg. She
  cantered once around the ring— Carey's biggest training ring— then quietly
  brought the horse down to a walk and let him have a long rein. After a few
  moments, she halted beside Jaime at the long side of the ring. �"He was
  too tense."

"I agree," Jaime said. "No point in pushing
  him so hard he decides lead changes are a bad thing." She leaned against
  the fence, wishing she'd carried out some water. Even though they'd started
  this lesson early in the day, it seemed far too warm to be standing around the
  dry and dusty ring in the sun. "Maybe you should take him on one of the
  trails, let him cool off."

Jess made a face. "Deerflies," she said, and that
  was enough. Even though they weren't exactly the same kind of deerflies Jaime
  dealt with in Ohio, they were just as nasty.

"Just walk him out here, then, I guess." It was
  hard to give lessons on someone else's turf. You never knew when you might be
  interfering with established regimen.

But Jess sat on the gelding with her eyes focused well
  behind Jaime, her posture alert, and Jaime twisted around.

Arlen?

They were a quarter mile from the hold, and sequestered behind
  an irrigated garden. Tall bean trellises, rows of something Jaime couldn't help
  but call corn— from here, all you could see was the very top of the hold hill,
  and the road that passed it on the way out of the grounds. Pasture rolled out
  opposite of them, brittle grass that the horses had spurned to rest under scattered
  shade trees.

And yet here was Arlen, in a black outfit Jaime would have
  called a martial arts uniform if she'd been at home. "What's up?" she
  called to him, hearing the doubt in her own voice.

He lifted a hand in greeting, waiting for conversation until
  he grew closer. And then Jess made a little noise, and Jaime knew enough to
  follow her attention. In short order, one of Carey's duns came into view, with
  Carey sitting relaxed and easy in the saddle— but he was cantering in the heat,
  and he was cantering toward the barn, and he wouldn't have done either without
  reason.

Jaime found trepidation tightening around her as Arlen
  reached them. "Something's happened."

"Yes," Jess agreed, dismounting behind Jaime and
  running up the stirrups, loosening the girth. The lesson was over, even the
  cool-down.

Arlen arrived with an unhurried smile of greeting—but Jaime
  wasn't so sure she found his casual demeanor convincing, and was about to say
  so when Carey pulled up in front of them, creating little whirlwinds of dust.

"What's up? It's been a while since you did the old
  summoning trick." He flashed his hand open in a gesture that meant nothing
  to Jaime until she remembered that Arlen could call Carey through the ring
  there, creating an insistent tingle that wouldn't go away until he was in
  Arlen's presence.

Jaime turned a no-nonsense stare on the tall wizard. "Yes,
  what's up, Arlen?" Behind her, the training ring fence creaked as Jess
  leaned against it, no doubt echoing the question with all her body language.

Arlen abandoned some of that amiable cheer. "It's not
  good, as you've probably guessed."

"You've never been much good at this sort of
  thing," Carey said, as his horse shifted and snorted beneath him. "Just tell us. It's kinder."

Arlen opened his mouth, hesitated, shrugged, and said,
  "Willand has escaped."

Darkness crowded around Jaime like a tunnel, closing out the
  noise and colors of the world. Then Jess's strong hands grasped her shoulders
  from behind in a comforting grip, and Arlen's hands enclosed hers.

"I'm not sure telling her straight out was such
  a good idea," he said distantly, his voice a wry mutter. "Are you all
  right, Jaime?"

Jess behind her, Arlen before her... she was, at least, not
  going to fall down. 

She opened her mouth in question, but couldn't voice the
  words before Carey did—and he did it with no uncertain fury. "Burning
  damnation, Arlen, how? That little bitch was closed up in a null-magic
  facility!"

"In a minute, Carey," Arlen snapped— snapped,
  which Jaime had never heard before. "Jaime," he said gently,
  "Are you all right?"

"I really don't know, Arlen," she said, her voice
  much more calm and reasonable than she ever would have expected, especially
  given her still vague vision. "She... escaped?"

He nodded, a grim gesture. "She did. Dayna's being told
  right now, and I don't envy Sherra the task. You and Carey and Jess— we're the
  only other ones with a direct role in bringing her to justice."

Thank goodness Mark was still at home. At least one of them
  was safe.

"Maybe she won't come after us," Jaime said,
  hearing her own voice; it sounded dull and unconvinced. Willand had threatened
  retribution often enough, during the trial.

And Willand enjoyed retribution.

"Arlen," Carey grated.

Jess's voice spoke up from behind Jaime, low, and the words
  a little thicker than usual. "How, Arlen? Tell us how."

Arlen released Jaime's hands for her shoulders and drew her
  in, his eyes worried. Jaime let herself rest against his lean solidity, staring
  at the shirt's fancy stitching over his collarbone, black on black. "I
  wish we knew," he said, and with the words, his chest hummed against
  Jaime's ear. "Carey's right. The wards should have held her, and easily. To
  say the Council is in an uproar is an understatement."

"That's it?" Carey demanded. "No one
  knows anything?"

Arlen shook his head. "Not quite true, but even that
  isn't good news. At the time of her escape, we— every single one of us on the
  Council, and who knows how many other wizards besides— felt the magic that did
  it. It was powerful— and it was unfamiliar."

"The same magic I heard about?" Jess asked.

Arlen said flatly, "No."

"Deep-fried Hells," Carey said.

"Yes," Arlen said. "Well and concisely
  put."

Jaime pulled away from him, and looked directly up at him. "I
  want to go home," she said. "I'm not doing this again. I want to go
  home now."

Arlen looked down at her and hesitated, just long enough for
  Jaime to understand the answer. Her fear flared into temper. "Why not?
  Arlen, I came here to testify for your Council, and now I want to go home! Getting
  me away from that sadistic little valley girl is the least they can do!"

"Jaime," Arlen said gently, "there's no way
  they're going to lift the checkspell on the world travel spell while Willand is
  on the loose."

"What about Calandre?" Carey asked, sounding like
  he didn't really want to know the answer. "Is she... ?"

"Safe and sound in her own little confinement
  area," Arlen said. "She's isolated except for approved visitors—and
  her health is failing. She's no threat to us."

"Let me get this straight, Arlen." Jaime struggled
  with a wash of fear and loathing—and a surprising dose of fury. "You're
  saying I can't go home until Willand is back in custody. However long that
  takes."

Arlen hesitated again; he obviously didn't want to say it at all. But finally, after Jess's gelding had snorted a great belly snort
  and shook until the reins flapped against his neck, after Carey had nailed the
  big green horsefly that was plaguing his mount, after the tickling trickle of
  sweat had run down Jaime's chest between her breasts, Arlen nodded.

"That's what it looks like," he said. "And this
  isn't just Willand. There are at least two others out there, and now we know
  they're not interested in playing by the rules. We've got a mess— and once
  again, you're right in the middle of it. You and Jess and Carey... and
  me."

"Then," Jess announced, as if it was obvious and
  she didn't understand why no one else had said it yet, "we will have to
  find Willand, and her friends. We have to stop them."

Jaime turned to look at her— they all looked at her— and
  found only what she'd been expecting. 

The same sort of determination that had carried Jess through
  her change from horse to woman, and helped to save a world while she was at it.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 8

 

Jess sponged the gelding with cool water and turned him
  out into the pasture; Carey did the same with his dun mount. They worked
  side-by-side in silence, filled with the grim reality of Arlen's news.

Find Willand. It had to be done.

How was something else entirely, and if the Council
  couldn't do it, Jess wasn't sure how one horse, practicing to be human, could
  help.

But she and Carey walked back from the pasture together, and
  he offered her his hand, and somehow that made things a little better.

At least, until she saw Arlen and Jaime emerging from the
  stable entrance to wait for them, standing in the scant noon shade offered by
  the open stable door in the base of the hill. Jess tightened her hand on
  Carey's, and took heart from his returning squeeze.

Ander wandered out to join them as Jess stopped short of the
  entry, feeling wary. "What?"

"What else?" Carey added.

"We need Jess's expertise again, I'm afraid,"
  Arlen said.

Jess felt a small cold fist of dread. "There's another
  changed animal," she said.

"West of us, just over the line into Forret's Sallatier
  Precinct," Arlen said. "One of the Sallatier landers has her, a man
  named Chesba. And it turns out that we're the only changespell experts in Camolen."

"Experts," Carey snorted. "Right. We're
  making it up as we go along."

Jaime gave Arlen a look that said she was prepared for battle
  if necessary. "I'm going with you."

"Good idea," Arlen said, offering no hint of resistance.
  "I don't want to leave you alone right now."

"Hold on," Ander said, looking a little startled,
  turning to Carey. "What do you mean, what else? What's happened? Besides this?"

"In a moment," Arlen said—not without
  understanding, but holding his focus. "Carey, my apprentices will be able
  to reach me at any time, should the need arise; I'd like you here to be eyes
  for them. If you had another run planned for today, give it to someone else. I
  don't want you out today." He paused, and gave Ander a patient but
  quelling look. "Feel free to let Ander know the details about Willand. He
  may want to return to Kymmet."

"We're going now?" Jess asked.

Arlen looked briefly at her dirt-smudged breeches and boots.
  "I think it best. But if you'd like to change, there's time."

Jess thought about the feeling within her, her distress at
  the thought of another changed animal. Freshening up just meant she'd have to
  wait that much longer to discover what had happened in Sallatier.

"No," she said. "I want to go now."

Arlen didn't even take them to the travel booth—unlike most
  wizards, he didn't have to. He gave them a mere nod of warning, waited for
  Carey to pull Ander out of their circle, and lifted his hands.

Jess felt only a slight shift in the air around her,
  couldn't help but blink— and opened her eyes in a travel room with walls of pale
  wood. "We're here," she said, sounding surprised even to her own
  ears.

Jaime, who had traveled to Kymmet by similar means just the
  day before, nodded as if she was an old hand at the procedure. "We're
  here."

"And lucky that this small town has an established public
  booth at all." Arlen stepped out of the little room. Jess followed him,
  and discovered they were at the back of a coach station. "I could have
  brought us to Chesba's lander home directly, but he admitted himself
  understandably wary at the prospect of incoming traffic. This coach station
  booth isn't far from his home, according to Forret."

They stepped out into the coach station, a well-used
  facility with the particular smell of a place that saw many people through its
  doors, and often. At the moment it was nearly empty, aside from a young boy who
  detached himself from his distracted mother and watched them emerge, eyes wide.

Not many people used the booths. Only those of importance,
  or those who had to travel extensive distances, paid for the privilege—otherwise,
  people used personal coaches, horses, foot, and the coach stations with their
  luxury vehicles.

No such thing as a car. Or the smell and noise they
  made. No need for them.

Arlen said, "Forret knows we're here; someone'll be
  along shortly to show us to Chesba's."

"All these names," Jaime said, cocking her head to
  eye an overly decorative placard with the coach schedule. "So Forret is
  the Sallatier wizard, just like you have Anfeald." 

For once, Jess knew this already. Knew Forret was the local
  wizard, that Chesba was a lander... knew that Forret was in over his head. She eyed
  the young boy, who seemed about to take off his tunic—at least, until his
  mother noticed and tugged it firmly back into place. Human foals... 

"Just like that, on a smaller scale," Arlen told Jaime,
  gathering up Jess's attention while he was at it. "He greeted me with some
  relief. Although he's on the Council, he's certainly not up to dealing with
  changespell antics."

A man breezed through the large swinging door, stopping just
  inside to let his gaze wander the room. When he saw the trio, he headed toward
  them with a bold stride—but stopped short when Arlen sent him a warning look.

Jess thought again that Jaime was not the only one with
  scars from the previous summer.

Then again, the man had been too brusque... too pushy. Not
  respectful of their space. Jess, too, had flattened phantom ears at him.

"I'm Crait," the man said. Jess thought he would
  make a stout cob horse, if horses came in that peculiar bronze carrot-y color,
  with freckles amassed so closely upon one another. "I'm Forret's logistical
  assistant." He glanced at Jess. "I take it this is the mare?"

Jaime said, "I beg your pardon!" and Arlen said,
  "Mister Crait!" and only Jess spoke out, low and clear, and full of disdain
  for this mannerless human. "Jess," she said. "I am Jess. And I
  am here because you need my help. It is my choice whether I give it." 

"Right, right." He walked a circle around her as if
  to convince himself she was human on all sides—although he seemed to linger as
  he passed behind her. "Well, Chesba's home is only a short distance from
  here, which is good, considering the heat this afternoon."

"Excellent," Arlen said, more brusquely than he
  might have. "Like Jess, I have other demands on my time. Now that you're
  here, let's not linger."

Jess understood that, too—that Arlen had quietly reminded
  this man who he was. She followed him toward the swinging door.

The sharp pain came suddenly, like a bite on her haunch. Jess
  reacted instantly, not thinking, just moving— her leg flashed back and
  connected; she whirled to face the unexpected threat— 

There was nothing. Just the freckle-spattered man on the polished
  wood floor, clutching his thigh and rocking back and forth as he moaned. Against
  the wall, the young boy's mother watched with an expression of surprise that
  turned to an odd smile of satisfaction.

"Jess? What on earth— " Jaime frowned, just as
  baffled as Jess; Arlen held himself in unexpected reserve.

"I don't know." Jess rubbed her haunch. "Something
  bit me." Mortification set in; she looked at Arlen's tight anger and
  thought it must be at her. "I didn't mean to— I thought... it felt like...
  " A bite. An unexpected bite from behind that any horse would have kicked
  at. What..?

"I thought— " the man said through clenched teeth,
  "this... woman was supposed to have come from well-trained courier
  stock."

Jaime glanced at Jess's hand—at her haunch. "Something bit you?" She gave the man a sudden hard look. "Jess, just where did this something bite you?"

"Right on the— " Jess was about to use Carey's
  word for it, which wasn't haunch at all— and then glanced at the young
  boy. She wasn't used to the young humans, but knew enough not to say that word. Instead, she pointed at the offending spot, right on the curve of her
  muscled bottom.

She didn't expect Arlen to cross his arms, set back on one
  leg, and abandon Crait to his fate as Jaime's scowl fixed on the man. "Do
  you do that to all the beautiful young women who cross your path?" 

Crait clutched his thigh, his pain shifting to dawning
  wariness. "No, I— " 

Jess began to understand. There was no threat. There was
  just this freckled man.

"You did that?" she asked, incredulously. On
  the other side of the room, the boy's mother nodded emphatically; she pulled
  the boy to herself with gentle hands on his shoulders and murmured something in
  his ear, pointing at Crait. Using him as a lesson that Jess still struggled to
  understand. "But why?"

The color was returning to Crait's pale face; he opened his
  mouth to answer— and Jaime didn't let him.

"Because," she said, closing in to stand
  over him. "Because you're lovely, and he felt he had the right to handle
  you." 

Crait's pained outrage faded completely; he sent Arlen a
  beseeching glance.

Arlen only shrugged.

Jaime glowered so hard that Jess finally understood she had
  done no wrong—that this man had handled her without permission, and had broken
  both human and equine rules to do it. "Isn't that it? You fondled her, right here in front of us all!"

"No, I— " he said, stopping as Jess moved in to
  stand on the other side of him from Jaime. "I— figured she'd be used to
  it! Any courier's horse is used to being handled!"

Jess's eyes narrowed. "If I was Lady, you would have no
  Words for me. I never listened to those I did not respect."

"And she's not a horse now," Jaime said. "She's
  a woman. Which is a damned shame, because if she had been Lady, she would have
  broken that leg for you instead of making you limp for a week. And she just
  might have aimed a little higher." She glared a moment longer,
  muttered, "Oligophrenial oaf," and turned her back to march right out
  the door.

Jess leaned over him; he shrunk away. "If you ever meet
  me while I am Lady," she said, "do not try to touch me." And the
  boy's mother gave Jess a firm nod—more than just approval, but an unspoken
  connection of understanding. Human connection, between human women. Jess offered
  her a tentative little grin.

Arlen spoke in a deceptively conversational tone. "Better
  see if you can walk on that leg. I think we've wasted enough time
  here."

And Jess smiled again, this time inside. Human
  connection.

But the smile didn't last long. She knew she'd seen a side
  to humans that would crop up again as she encountered more of the world outside
  of Kymmet and Anfeald. 

And she knew it was something that would affect every animal
  the powerful, unknown wizards changed.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 9

 

Jaime's temper had cooled by the time they reached
  Chesba's sprawling town house—but she felt it lurking, ready to explode again
  on Jess's behalf—or even on her own, in the wake of Willand's escape.

Chesba met them beneath the generous overhang of his entry
  steps. He turned out to be an older man with long white hair tied at the base
  of his neck and defying the wide bald area on top of his head. Despite his age,
  he stood straight-shouldered and trim, and he carried himself with a precision reflected
  in his household's austere but exacting appointments of polished wood and
  gleaming brass trim.

He introduced himself with crisp courtesy, and led them into
  a room where Forret waited. Crait trailed them, limping well behind Jess.

Jaime bit back a smile of satisfaction.

"We found her near the family land house and brought
  her here, hoping for answers," Chesba said, leading them through narrow
  but well-lit halls. "It's obviously been some time since she's
  eaten." He stopped by an open doorway and gestured them in, eyeing Jess as
  she passed. Unlike Crait, Chesba's gaze was a sharp one—and thoughtful. 

A man waited for them in the small room—younger than Arlen,
  if not by much, with cheeks scarred by old acne. Even to Jaime, it said much
  about his ability as a wizard. Arlen nodded at him. "Forret."

"Nice to see you, Arlen," Forret said. "Under
  the circumstances, I appreciate your visit even more." He glanced at Crait's
  limp and frowned. "Crait, what happened to you?"

"A moment of clumsiness in the coach station,"
  Arlen said, at which Crait looked much relieved—though Jaime wondered if it
  might not be a temporary reprieve.

They crowded the room, a small thing with one high window
  and a single chair, though one corner held a petite round table with a pitcher
  and fine glasses, stained in the multi-hued colors Jaime now recognized as
  magical in origin.

"This was once the sitting room of a nursery,"
  Chesba said. "Of course, even my grandchildren are beyond that stage
  now." He nodded at the door in the corner of the room. "That was the
  nursery proper; she's in there. We thought a smaller room would suit her after the
  trauma of transport here. I'm afraid we had to tie her."

Arlen raised an eyebrow. "Indeed?"

Chesba shook his head with regret. "My healer simply couldn't
  risk a tranquilizer spell, and we've been able to do nothing with her since her
  arrival. As weak as she is, she'll strike out if you get close. She hasn't eaten,
  although we've offered a variety of food types, all raw. I'll be surprised if
  she lives out the day."

Jaime watched Jess, certain of the distress this would
  cause. But Jess merely listened, her dark eyes watching Chesba and sifting
  through the clues of human expression and behavior. 

When that gaze flicked briefly to Jaime, she lifted her chin
  in the barest of nods. I believe him, she said in answer to that
  question.

"I'd tell you what I think about our find, but it's
  probably best if you form your own conclusions." Chesba reached for the
  door. "Don't worry; she's usually in the back corner. She won't react
  unless you move in too close."

"Ready?" Arlen asked Jess.

Her gaze rested briefly on Crait. "He stays out."

"We all stay out," Arlen reassured her. "Just
  you, Jess— I'll watch from the doorway. Until you think you've got her figured
  out."

"If," Jess said, and left it at that.

"Just do your best," Arlen agreed quietly.

Chesba gestured at the door. "It's not locked."

Jess put her hand on the knob and paused, just long enough
  to send Crait a hard look. Then she eased the door open. Jaime did her best to
  see without crowding Jess, and let Arlen fend for himself—he, after all, could
  see over her.

Jess hesitated at the odor that rolled out from the room—disinfectant
  mixed with body waste, and a distinct animal scent that Jaime couldn't place. Some
  despairing soul had placed a neat spread of papers in the corner, trying to
  protect the floor from the woman's chosen toilet spot.

The woman curled up on herself in the far corner of the
  room, dressed only in a tattered, stained tunic; the emaciated lines of her
  hips and bottom jutted through the material. She'd curled her arms up under her
  chest, and her head rested on the floor, facing them.

Both window and mage-light illuminated the room, making it
  easy to see her features— finely cast features, a little too small for the face
  that held them— especially the nose. Her eyes, though, were another story;
  though closed above her slightly twitching nose, they were large, and set off
  the delicacy of her features even further. Her hair was fine and silvery— variable
  in length, with an even mix of short, fine hair and longer hairs that reached
  to her shoulder.

"Not horse," Jess said, ever so softly. She'd gone
  tense as soon as she'd entered the room, more than the trepidation Jaime had
  seen on her face earlier.

"No," Jaime murmured in agreement. She was sure
  Jess wanted nothing more than to turn around and leave that room forever—but
  she couldn't stop herself from inching closer. "Not horse."

The woman lay curled, thin and pathetic, her breath coming
  in rapid, shallow little whispers. Food sat untouched near her head, but Jaime
  was inclined to agree with Chesba. The woman wouldn't likely live long enough
  to accept it.

Jess made a noise in her throat, a low equine murmur of
  greeting. The woman's eyes opened, and Jaime couldn't stifle her swift intake
  of breath; they were luminous green, dark rimmed and almond shaped. The large
  pupils quickly shrank to pinpricks as the woman lifted her head from the floor—
  a movement which seemed to take some effort. She made a face— a strange grimace—
  and then returned Jess's greeting with one of her own, one that despite her
  weakness managed to sound less than benign.

Jaime made no sense of it, but Jess immediately backed away,
  glancing over her shoulder with eyes that showed an unusual amount of white. Jaime
  wasted no time in making way, pushing Arlen back with her shoulder.

Within seconds they were all on the other side of the closed
  door again, where Jess looked at Arlen with eyes that were still too big and
  said, "She is one of those who prey."

"Those who prey." Chesba repeated the words
  without understanding, while Arlen regarded Jess with the small frown that
  meant he was thinking hard.

"Those who prey," Jess said impatiently, and then
  made a visible effort breathe deeply, to calm. "Those who eat. Big
  cats."

"Mountain lion?" Jaime guessed. "If you have
  them here, that is."

"Not by that name," Arlen said, his expression
  clearing. "But we do have a large creature which is very feline in nature—
  and they do occasionally attack outlying livestock."

"The purzhan," Chesba said. "Of course. We've
  never had one this far into Camolen, at least not in my lifetime. But they have
  a silvery fur... her hair... "

Jess addressed Crait directly for the first time since
  they'd left the coach station. "You better not handle her bottom."

"What?" said Chesba, startled. Jaime could see he
  was about to put it together when Arlen spoke.

"Never mind," he said firmly. "I don't want
  to get distracted from the matter at hand. Yet," he added, with a
  meaningful glance at Crait. "Chesba, I think you should inquire of Sherra;
  she has the best healers in this half of Camolen, and one in particular who has
  worked with Jess. Don't mistake me— I don't think there's much chance of saving
  this woman, and right now there's not much we can do for her if we do save her."

"A shame," Chesba muttered. "She is a thing
  of beauty. She hardly deserves to be caught up in such defiance of the
  Council."

Forret looked grim. "There's not much doubt about it. We've
  all heard about your mule... someone is experimenting with changespells, and
  they don't care what happens to the results of those experiments."

"That much is more than apparent," Arlen agreed,
  his voice tight. "It's unfortunate that the Council is so distracted by— "
  and then he glanced at Crait, and finished, "other things."

"Let the Council do what it can," Chesba said. "I'll
  see about getting Sherra's best healer here."

Jess, almost as if she couldn't stop herself, put her hand
  on the doorknob and slowly turned it until she could peek in— her own worst
  enemy, in a different form but still just as quintessentially purzhan as Jess was
  yet Lady.

But after a moment of watching, Jess turned away and pushed
  the door open. "Never mind," she said, sorrow in her voice. "You
  cannot help her now." She looked at Crait. "I think maybe it is
  better this way."

~~~~~

 

"Dayna, are you in here?" Chiara's call sounded
  startling against the quiet of Sherra's library.

Dayna struggled to replace the heavy text on the bottom
  shelf in the back corner, scattering her notes on shielding. "Back
  here," she answered, grunting with effort as the book finally shoved into
  place, and then scrabbling for her notes.

Chiara's steps mapped her progress to Dayna's corner. "Dayna,
  didn't you get the summons?"

Dayna gave her a blank look as she stood and slapped the
  dust from her loose slacks. "Summons?"

Come to think of it, hadn't she heard that tiny mental knock
  a while ago, when she was in deep concentration? "I was reading," she
  said, apology in her voice. "I'm sorry. Did I miss anything
  important?"

"No," Chiara said, exasperation tingeing her
  voice. "Not really. I'll just have to explain it to you, too."

"Who else was summoned?" Dayna asked.

"Just one of the entry level students—a young man named
  Rorke." Chiara bent for the last errant note and handed it over in a
  crackle of thin paper. "He'll be more of an intern than an active
  participant. But you, they want for what you've done. It's quite an honor,
  actually."

Dayna felt a prick of irritation as she stuffed her notes
  into a leather binder. "What are you talking about?"

Chiara said evenly, "If you'd paid attention to the
  summons, you'd already know."

Dayna just crossed her arms and looked at the woman. Flatly,
  she said, "Fine. You're right. I wasn't paying enough attention." It
  wasn't like she'd been goofing off, even though shielding research wasn't on
  her current assignment list. But if some wacko was out there misusing
  shielding, Dayna wanted to know all she could about the process.

Chiara sighed. "Just pay attention next time,
  all right?" She didn't bother to wait for Dayna's nod, perhaps having
  finally learned the depth of Dayna's stubborn streak. "You've heard of the
  changed animals they found in Anfeald and Sallatier?"

Of course she had, and she'd learned all she could. Jess was
  her friend, after all—and this would matter to Jess more than to anyone.

Not that the information had been easy to come by. The
  Council was as tight-lipped about the changed animals as they were about the unknown
  signatures and the shielding spells.

"I know of two of them," she told Chiara. "A
  mule and a purzhan, whatever that is."

"A big predator," Chiara said, clearly not truly
  caring about those details. "The Council isn't so distracted by other
  things that they aren't doing something about the illicit changespells. They've
  put together a team to come up with a broad checkspell— and you're on it."

"Me?" Dayna said, in true astonishment. She looked
  down at herself— a first year student, dressed in the simple, modest—dusty��— outfit she'd earned by providing a Siccawei tailor with some easy spells to
  protect his cloth. She wasn't even from Camolen, for pete's sake— and despite
  her ability to manipulate raw magic, she was far from a solid grasp of layered,
  complicated spells using conventional means.

"You're too hard on yourself," Chiara said
  impatiently, as if she'd read Dayna's thoughts. She tucked a few strands of
  curly brown hair behind one ear. "You've had to learn twice as much as any
  new student here, and you're still not behind schedule."

"That's not enough to put me on a Council
  committee."

Chiara eyed her askance. "This is a privilege,
  Dayna, not a punishment."

Right. A committee where she'd probably be ignored because
  of her inexperience and taint of raw magic, and an assignment that would take
  her away from the things she wanted to pursue. The shielding. The need to maintain
  vigilance against these mystery wizards.

Chiara read that answer on her face. "Dayna, you're one
  of very few people who've actually invoked a changespell. That counts for a
  lot."

Dayna sent her an incredulous look. "I was desperate! I
  just did it! And I used raw magic— no one wants that!" She could
  still feel that desperation lurking in her soul—what it had been like to be trapped
  in a small niche of rock while Dun Lady's Jess, injured and pushed beyond her
  limit, fought to stay on her feet. Those hooves had been so close— 

"And now that you have some training, you can use your
  memory of what happened to help reconstruct the spell the way it should have been done," Chiara said. "You'll have plenty of guidance, don't
  worry. Rorke is just going to fetch and carry and take it all in— but you're
  going to be right in the middle of it."

Dayna sighed heavily before she could stop herself.

Chiara narrowed her eyes. "Better eliminate that
  attitude before you join up with them," she said. "Things are
  happening, and you're going to be part of it. The rest of us are just going to
  hear about it."

Dayna smoothed her tunic, brushing futilely at the simple
  material as though she were already under the scrutiny of her experienced new team
  members... her mind racing.

For she wanted answers... and they could hardly keep her out
  of the flow of information when she was right there.

"I'd better throw some things together," she said.
  "Where am I going?"

"Anfeald," Chiara said.

"Well, why didn't you say so?" Dayna tossed her
  hands in the air—half exasperation, half capitulation. "I've been trying
  to wrangle a visit to Jaime for days!" 

~~~~~

 

Jess dangled the string of spellstones before her,
  letting them catch the sunshine and throw facets of early afternoon light onto
  the dry, yellowed grass of the pasture.

Rain, she thought, with the memory of drought-grass
  taste in her mouth. She plucked a long, crisped seed stalk from the ground
  beside her. �We need rain. But it wasn't what she really had in mind,
  sprawled here beneath her pasture tree.

Spellstones.

Arlen had made up a new batch of changespells for her, gleaming
  little stones of sapphire and onyx. She had yet to braid them into her hair,
  where she'd grown used to their subtle clinking— grown fond of it, even, just
  as she'd liked the occasional ceremonial bells Carey added to her saddle.

But here she was, about to go on a Lady run, knowing that once
  again that she'd have to depend on someone else to trigger the change to Jess. She
  made a snorting noise, pure equine disgust.

She'd had to fight for this run as it was. There they'd
  been, Carey and Ander and Arlen, all discussing— no, be honest— arguing over her decision to continue to running for Arlen.

It wasn't as if Carey and Arlen didn't need the help. With
  two unknown and untraceable wizards at work, Willand's escape, and the new
  checkspell team ensconced in Arlen's third floor, the percentage of courier
  messages had gone up again. None of the important communication went by
  dispatch during a time when they hadn't defined what the errant wizards could
  or would do.

Jess's help was no longer a luxury; it was necessity.

And there was Ander, saying she couldn't possibly ride, not
  when Willand was free and still hated Jess. Not when those errant wizards were fooling
  with changespells— spells to which Jess would be especially vulnerable. 

And there was Carey, too— his face stubborn, hands on hips,
  telling Ander to let Jess make her own decisions.

She'd been wistful at that, watching them argue from the
  courier duty room. She'd wondered why Carey didn't try to protect her, too, and
  then she'd wondered why she wanted him to.

Arlen hadn't said too much, only that he was perfectly
  willing to accept Jess's decision.

Jess wished Jaime had been there, with her common sense and
  her unerring ability to strip a discussion to the heart of the matter. But
  Jaime was with Dayna, who wouldn't have much free time once the final members
  of her new changespell team arrived.

So Jess had ended the argument by walking into the middle of
  it and declaring her intention to go. She'd been posted to the local
  Peacekeeper hold, where they'd experienced recent and inexplicable losses—teams
  gone out on patrol, never to return.

In fact, Jess had gone there two days earlier, which was how
  she knew the trail had washed out to a rough ride—a ride she would prefer to negotiate
  as Lady. She'd told the three men as much, and then she'd left them to come
  here and think it all over.

Ander tried to make decisions for her; she didn't like that.
  Carey refused to help her make decisions, and she wasn't sure she liked that,
  either.

And she really didn't understand why he'd mumbled and
  stuttered and given some obviously fabricated excuse when she playfully lured
  him into the stall where he'd occasionally brought women friends before he ever
  knew her as Jess.

She was still learning about human emotions, but she knew how she felt.

And even though he'd been so ill he could barely stand after
  Calandre hurt him, he'd still managed to find her, to comfort her, and to make
  sure she knew he loved her.

She wondered if he'd changed his mind.

She snorted again, in a way she no longer did in human
  company simply for the looks it drew. She'd never figure people out, not
  really. So she might as well just get on with the business of being Jess. 

And Jess was born to run, not to hide from people like
  Willand. It was time to change to Lady and get human matters out of her system
  for a few hours.

She walked the dusty road back to the stable, where she
  absently greeted one of the other riders—and rounded the corner to the tack
  room to collide with wiry Shammel, the job rider.

She skipped aside nimbly enough to disengage from him,
  avoiding his grasp— but not his unpleasant grin.

"You'd better watch where you're going," he said,
  and then laughed, heading for the main stable door.

She frowned after him, wondering at his presence here—but he
  was on his way out the door. Eventually she shrugged and went to the tack room
  to claim Lady's special courier harness. Shammel had likely hoped Carey would rehire
  him now that the pressure was on— but she was confident Carey would not.

Harness in hand, she picked up her cargo— a thin sheaf of
  sealed pages in a waterproofed cover— signed out, and headed off to an empty
  stall to change. There, she disrobed and folded the clothes, hanging them over
  the stall door. She fastened the absurdly large harness around her neck and
  body, and took a deep breath, and— 

Exhaled a noisy equine sigh of happiness. The dim corners of
  the stall brightened around her; the lovely scent of hay and grain turned sharp
  and distracting. She yawned hugely and shook off, settling the harness more
  properly in place. Good. Sometimes it didn't, and then she'd have to find some
  human who understood what the problem was.

Grain. Had some careless horse spilled his portion? Lady
  snuffled in the bare corner beneath the grain box, sensitive lips easily able
  to sort grain from the other nonsense there. She wuffed a few breaths at it,
  blowing away wood chip dust. Grain.

Peacekeepers. Lady stopped lipping at the spilled
  grain, her ears tilting back with attention. That was the Jess-voice, deep in
  her head— the one she had to listen to, even though it was equally important to
  avoid the more complex concepts her equine brain couldn't process.

Deliver to the Peacekeepers.

Lady snorted. So much for finding the last bits of grain.

She opened the unlatched door open with a nudge, and walked
  out into the aisle. At the main stable door, she waited patiently for someone
  to come along and undo the chain stretched across the opening, a precaution
  against loose horses.

Other loose horses.

Klia found her there in a few moments. The girl awkwardly
  patted her shoulder, unlatched the chain, and stepped to the side.

Lady trotted out without hesitation. Peacekeepers. She
  was on her way, with the kind of freedom that Lady without Jess had never been
  given. Out on the road, gearing up into a lope, snorting into the wind and
  letting out her speed until she was galloping, tail flagged high and black legs
  flashing too fast to follow.

When she slowed, it was to prance, full of herself, knees
  lifting high in the natural passage Jaime had taught her how to sustain. Her
  head was high, too, and she snorted again, a high, resounding noise that was
  meant to warn of purzhan or bear, but that served to announce her presence to
  the world.

No one answered, of course. There was no one else in sight,
  although she'd passed several pedestrians and one four-horse coach on the way out.
  After a few moments she dropped down to a walk, shook her neck so her mane
  flapped against her neck, and heaved a big sigh. Then she was back on the job,
  trotting toward the turn-off with a brisk, business-like tempo. Soon enough she
  found the rugged shortcut, and that was a strictly walk and scramble operation.

She crested the shortcut's jagged, crumbly ground of an
  overhang with ease a mounted horse and rider couldn't have managed and connected
  with the main road, where she shifted into a trot, smelling creek water ahead.

What?

A flutter of downwind motion caught the corner of her eye. She
  slowed, still trotting as she lifted her nose to the breeze— nothing— and
  turned her head, searching the dried fields along the roadside. 

Ditches lined the fields, filled with thick, high meadow
  growth that rustled in the hot breeze. Nothing.

The Jess in her didn't like it. There'd been something,
  she knew it. Lady increased her pace, and then she saw it again— someone
  running in the ditch, a flash of dark material within the light meadow growth— and
  instantly shifted to a canter.

A man charged out into the road ahead, arms waving madly,
  whooping in wild alarm sounds. Lady stopped short, ears clamped tightly to her
  skull. Threats, these men. She danced between them until the glimpse of
  a third man overcame hesitation and she charged down the road, not bothering to
  snap at the pin-prick of a fly bite at her neck. She didn't want to run the man
  down— she knew better than to—

To—

She stumbled as the ground swooped wildly before her hooves,
  then plunged onward, her movements uncoordinated and exaggerated.

Run!

Both the Jess and the Lady inside her flared into fear,
  desperately trying evade the man who now stood in the road, hands on hips,
  looking small and wiry and... 

Shammel, said the Jess voice, and Lady felt a flare
  of honest equine hatred that couldn't keep her from stumbling to her knees.

Furious, she snapped at him, though he was clearly out of
  reach— laughing. She lunged back to her feet, tottering like a newborn foal,
  and snapped at the new fly on her shoulder—earning only a surprising mouthful
  of feathers. Fear replaced fury.

A blinding, searing fear that followed her into darkness.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 10

 

"What do you mean, she didn't make it?" 

His eyes stinging with the dust and sweat of work with an
  energetic young horse, Carey turned away from the job board—where Jess had indeed
  not yet signed in.

"Just what I said," Ander spat at him, his bright
  blue eyes full of anger instead of the charm that so easily drew women. "They're
  asking about her through dispatch, because she hasn't even arrived. She's had
  time to get there and back again!"

"It's a rough road, and a hot day," Carey said— but
  Lady, unhindered by a rider, easily could have been there in an hour. Should
  have been.

"You wanted her out there," Ander said, fury in
  his tight voice. "You wanted her to make her own decisions. Now you've got
  what you wanted, all right, because someone's got her."

Carey said sharply, "Don't jump to conclusions"— but
  a sharp pang of fear knotted his stomach. "Someone might have grabbed her
  up, thinking she was a stray. It happens. The last time, we had her back before
  nightfall."

"Was Willand on the loose then?" Ander said,
  moving in from the doorway to stand close— too close, looking down on Carey from
  his greater height. "Were there rogue wizards out messing with changespells?"

Carey looked up at him, and fear made way for anger. "Back
  off, Ander. I didn't shove her out there. I left her the freedom to make the
  choice."

Ander laughed, entirely without humor. "Right, Carey. And
  if a parent gives a one-year-old the choice to do just what she wants, is that
  the responsible way to care for her?"

"Jess is far more than a one year-old child!"
  Carey said, and his grip on his temper slipped a little further. "Guides-dammit,
  Ander, you know that! I can tell just exactly what you think of her by
  the way you look at her!"

Ander stayed where he was— too close. His voice grew cool. "She
  has a choice, Carey. That's what you keep saying. She can choose what—who—
  she wants."

"Not if I— " Carey started, completely forgetting
  the difference in their sizes and the new limitations of his body as his temper
  flared and he grabbed Ander's tunic front.

"Boys." It was Jaime, her voice flat with
  disapproval. "If there's anyone acting like a one-year-old, it's you two. And
  yes, everyone in the stable could hear you. So you want to break it up, and try
  again? Use your brains, and see if you can do Jess some good?"

Carey's hands fell to his sides. Without the anger, he was
  suddenly acutely aware of the worry. The pain at the thought of Jess in trouble.

"If those wizards have Jess, there isn't anything we can do that will help," he said. "It's up to Jess."

And Jess was stuck inside Lady, unable to change herself
  back.

~~~~~

 

Lady noticed the smells first. 

Moldy straw, close to her nose. Old wood. And above it all,
  a mixture of animal scents. Some were horse; most were not. They were wolf and
  wolf-cousin, the cairndog. There was the scent of purzhan, and at least one
  earthy badger. And, of course, the ammonia smell of old urine, overlaid with
  the pungency of carnivore excretion.

It took her dulled brain a moment to realize the danger. Those
  who eat! Lady's legs flailed without coordination as she sought purchase in
  the scant straw; dirt chunks pinged off the sides of her enclosure. Eyes
  rolling with fear, she at last managed to fling her unnaturally heavy head off
  the ground, getting her legs beneath her to rise.

And, that accomplished, could do no more than stand there,
  trembling unsteadily, swaying and barely able to catch herself. She lowered her
  head and braced her legs, breathing hard enough to scatter the straw beneath
  her nose.

She wanted nothing more than to run, knowing she was stalled
  and that her body was for some reason failing her. Dimly, the Jess-voice
  trickled into her awareness. Don't panic, it said. Easy. Don't panic.
  Sweat trickled down her flank and neck. It was closed-in here, and hot— and she
  was thirsty. Very thirsty.

She smelled water nearby, and raised her head for a first
  good look in the dim light. A stall.

An old stall, with one board missing between her and the
  occupant of the neighboring stall — another horse, but that wasn't her main
  concern, not with thirst nagging her. The stall door rose chest high— it'd been
  higher at one time, but it, too, was clearly missing a board.

Water. It was here somewhere. Carefully, Lady took a
  step, almost falling. The next step was better, and just a few more got her to
  the door. 

Cautiously, she put her nose over it— just far enough for
  her widened nostrils to investigate the scents. Then she pulled back, making
  little huffhuff breaths, to think. A persistent fly buzzed around her head.

Horse to the left of her. To the right were all the
  carnivores, and across from her sat stacks of cages— rabbits, ferrets— even
  rats. Lady gave a snort of disgust— their smell was almost stronger than that
  of the eaters.

But nothing moved in response to her appearance. Nothing
  seemed to care. She took another step, exposing her whole head.

There they were, those who eat. Down at the end of
  this barn, with one short row of stalls and the rest of it full of half-walled,
  partially torn out sections that held cages. Closer to Lady, the cages held a
  wolf and a cairndog. At the far end of the barn, the cages were taller, and
  held... she wasn't sure. They were human, at least partly human, and partly
  clothed. But they were on all fours despite the height of their cages, and as
  she watched, one of them snarled a lazy snarl at her.

Lady snorted loudly and withdrew into her stall. She had not
  seen water; she had not seen a way out. The barn's only light— fading evening
  light— came from gaps between the boards. No open doors, no evident windows.

She snorted again, moving uneasily... checking each corner
  of her stall. The horse next to her stuck its nose through the missing board,
  exposing a questing black muzzle. Lady ignored his overtures as her anxiety
  rose again. 

No water, no food, no fresh air, no human she could trust... 

Unless she could call them— unless there was someone in
  earshot. She lifted her head and neighed her distress to anyone who could hear
  her.

But no one came.

~~~~~

 

Carey crouched by the side of the narrow road, glaring at
  the back of Ander's head. His fingers crumbled the dry, clay-heavy dirt edging
  a hoofprint.

Lady had taken this short-cut, all right. He stood, trying
  to hide his stiffness, and squinted up the rugged switchbacks, his reins
  trailing from one hand.

"Did she take it?" Ander said impatiently behind
  him.

Carey waited another beat before answering. He hadn't
  expected Arlen would let him take this ride alone— but he hadn't expected
  Jess's unwelcome friend Ander to be his companion, either. 

"Yes," he said, after just long enough. "She definitely
  went this way." He slapped the reins lightly against his leg. "I wish
  we'd been out here sooner."

"There wouldn't have been any point to doing this before
  dawn," Ander said, though the unhappy note in his voice said he agreed. "For
  once, at least, we can be glad we didn't get rain overnight."

Carey snorted. "As bad as we need it." He flipped
  the reins over his horse's head— Lady's dark dun half-brother, a horse once nearly
  ruined by Calandre— and mounted up, ignoring the pain that shot through his
  leg. Too stiff from the early hour— or too tired from a ride, too knotted up by
  the weather— it was always something these days. There was no point in paying
  any attention to it. He settled into the saddle and glanced behind to find
  Ander waiting.

Carey turned the gelding up the hill, grabbing a chunk of
  mane and leaving the reins loose on the rough climb. Jess's friend Ander. Carey thought he might even like the man, under different circumstances.

But now, having seen finally them together, he begrudged
  Ander all the time he'd had with Jess— and he especially begrudged missing the
  little discoveries Jess had made about being human.

He could see them in her, each time she visited. A little
  more confidence in her voice, a little more surety in her choice of words. And
  somehow she still remained Jess, with all her little Lady-driven quirks and her
  deep honesty.

He'd wanted to let her discover herself apart from him—to
  understand what she could be. Then if she came back—to Anfeald, to Carey
  himself— it would be because she chose to, and not because it was the only
  thing she knew.

Surely that had been the right thing to do.

The gelding labored; the slope turned suddenly steeper, and
  rose above them with a short, almost perpendicular cut; above that, it would
  level out, but until then, it was time to walk. Carey kicked his feet out of
  the stirrups without stopping the gelding, performing the dismount without a
  second thought and grabbing a stirrup to let the gelding help him climb. A
  glance behind him told him Ander had done the same.

He'd wanted Jess to choose. He hadn't wanted to confuse her
  by pushing too far, too fast. Now, hesitating at the top of the rise to remount
  and move out of the way for Ander, he wondered if he hadn't made a mistake.

~~~~~

 

Lady called throughout the night, taking restless little
  naps and yearning for water. Morning found her dull and empty-bellied, her Jess
  voice worrying about colic. An odd itch nagged at her—an internal want that was building to need. By the time she heard the scrape of a sagging
  door against the ground, she stood listlessly in the back corner of the stall,
  enduring.

The barn erupted into cacophony. The others, both changed
  and unchanged, pacing a frenzied, yipping dance in their cages, while some
  merely snarled a softer and more ominous note. The black gelding nickered with
  hope. 

Lady, as starved as she was for water, stayed in the corner
  of the stall. Waiting.

A man walked by, dragging something heavy. Lady didn't know
  half the words he used— but she knew discontent when she heard it, and the
  smell of fresh blood under her nose.

And hay. Sweet, rustling hay. She couldn't help but
  prick her ears. The anticipatory chorus from the end of the barn faded,
  exchanged for the grisly sounds of rending flesh. After a moment, the man
  returned and threw hay into the stall, paying no attention when he hit Lady in
  the face.

Water. She waited in tortured impatience while the
  man slopped buckets into the far cages, never getting quite close enough to be
  entirely effective. Then for the black horse... Lady's nostrils twitched,
  widened, drew in the scent of fresh water so close— and at last the man appeared
  in front of her stall.

He was the enemy.

And while Lady's earliest lessons had drilled certain Rules
  into her— no kicking, no biting— she also knew there was a different set of
  rules for the enemy.

He leaned over the low, broken door to place the water bucket
  in the corner. Lady let him come, ears perked, attention focused on the water. 

He released the bucket handle and stood, his face expectant.
  "There you go. You're the new one, the one who's been changed before. They
  went to a lot of trouble for you— too much, I think. That new wizard... she's the trouble. She'll make us lose sight of why we're— "

But Lady had her food; she had her water. Her ears went flat
  against her skull as she lunged for him, teeth bared. They snapped together, a
  loud, angry sound, where he'd been loafing an instant before. He staggered
  backward, tripping over the black's empty water bucket. When he finally caught
  his balance, he stood with fists clenched. "Damned bitch-mare!"

She eyed him with her ears back, her head high and her chin
  lifted; when he took a step forward to retrieve the old bucket, she shook her
  head in warning and struck the stall door with her hoof.

"I'll set the new wizard on you," he said
  balefully. "Then you'll see."

But Lady, secure in the knowledge that she could have bitten
  him if she'd truly wanted to, shook her head again, her eyes rolling white. He
  muttered another curse and stomped away.

She plunged her muzzle into the bucket, halfway up her face
  in water and drinking greedily, the cold water sliding down her throat like a
  balm. The Jess-voice nagged at her— not too much, not too much!— and the
  water level dropped steadily. She would have downed the whole thing at once if
  she hadn't had to raise her head to breathe. But when she dropped her mouth to
  the water again, the Jess-voice thundered in her head. No more!

Vexed, Lady bobbed her head, dragging her lips across the
  water and then snorting the moisture out into the stall. The Jess part was
  adamant, thinking bellyache.

Ears canted back in annoyance, Lady went to investigate the hay.
  For the moment she didn't think about where she was or how badly she wanted to
  be back at Arlen's or with Carey— or even about the nagging itch of need inside her; she just thought about the hollow ache in her stomach.

For the moment.

~~~~~

 

Jaime looked up from her lunch to see Carey entering Arlen's
  modest second-floor dining room, Ander behind him—and then took a startled
  second glance at his tight face. Holdling himself together. Until now, he'd
  been without the pinched look chronic pain had brought to his features over the
  last year—lean but fit, his hair summer short but with enough length to scatter
  over his forehead.

Today, it only served as contrast to the loss in his eyes.

He dropped a small, brightly color bit of something on the
  stone table between Jaime and Arlen. "We found it on the road." 

Jaime reached over her lunch plate to pick it up, but Arlen's
  quick alarm stopped her. She let her hand hover above the object while she
  looked more closely. Wicked metal tip.

She picked it up by the tips of the feathers that made up
  the bulk of it, frowning.

"I was afraid of this," Arlen said, as Ander
  joined them, coming around the square little table to sit beside Jaime. "We
  knew they'd gotten her somehow, and they couldn't use magic while she wore a shieldstone."

Carey's hand went to his chest, where his own spellstones made
  a small lump under his shirt. He, too, had a shieldstone— and so did Ander,
  Jaime supposed, just as she'd worn one when she was riding courier for Sherra.

And just as she knew from experience— they were no guarantee
  of safety.

"I'd hoped— " Carey started, and hesitated. He sat
  beside Arlen and rubbed a hand over his face, and then spoke briskly again. "I'd
  hoped she'd simply gotten a stone in her hoof, or pulled a muscle... but we
  rode through to the Peacekeepers, and there was no sign of her. Nothing but
  these— there were several of them— in the road." He dropped something else
  on the table, then— a thin courier's pouch. "We picked up the dispatch for
  you, as long as we were there."

Jaime didn't care about the dispatch. She looked at the
  object dangling from her fingers and said, "A dart? Is this a dart? They
  drugged her?"

"That's certainly what it looks like," Arlen said.
  He pushed away what remained of his lunch. At the other end of the room, a
  handful of wizards from the new changespell team rose from their own meal and
  headed out of the room. One of the boys from the kitchen quickly moved in to
  clean up the area.

It took Jaime a moment to realize that Dayna had peeled off
  from her team to come up behind Arlen; she stood a small and subtle figure at
  his shoulder.

Arlen held out his hand. "Let's take a closer look."

Dayna leaned forward. "What's wrong with that
  thing?"

"You feel it too?" he murmured. He set the dart in
  the middle of the table, then gave Jaime a puzzlingly intense look. She felt a
  sudden warm flush and frowned at him, but he shook his head and she subsided,
  waiting, as he asked, "Do you have any more of these?"

"All of them we saw," Ander told him, puzzled at
  his intensity. "We didn't know what might help... "

Arlen said, "Give them to me," and there was no
  request in his voice. Ander cast a doubtful glance at Carey and reached into
  the small leather pocket hanging at his belt, carefully producing two more darts.

"What's wrong?" Jaime asked, still wary at that
  expression.

Arlen held up a finger that meant he wasn't going to answer
  just yet. He put the three darts in a pile, and held both hands over them. After
  a moment, Dayna said, "Oh!"—and the darts emitted a sudden poof of smoke and collapsed into a blackened heap of ashes.

"Hey," Ander protested. "We could have used
  those! We could have found out where they were made, maybe even who they were
  made for."

Jaime gave him an incredulous look. "Ander, my
  child," she said, "when one of Camolen's most powerful wizards
  invokes magic, you can be certain he does it for a good reason." As he looked
  askance at her, she added, "In other words, shut up."

Arlen said, "Whoever used those darts set them with a
  tagging spell—a benign thing in of itself, to slide in under shieldstone
  protection. I'll have to remove the tag from each of you."

"A tagging spell?" Jaime said. "So someone
  could track us?"

"Possibly... but I doubt it. The markers weren't easy
  to read, and there wasn't time for further investigation. Unless I'm wrong—"
  and he looked at Ander and added dryly, "which I doubt," before
  continuing, "— these tags were tied into other spells."

Jaime had to ask, although she wasn't sure she wanted to
  know. "And the point... ?"

"A means to get past shieldstones. As soon as any of
  you removed yours—for ablutions, for spellstone maintenance, whatever— the spell
  tied to the tag would have hit. Whatever it was."

A trickle of fear invaded her chest. "But I'm not even wearing—
  "

"It's all right, Jay," he said, reassuringly
  matter-of-fact. "I've shielded you—you probably even felt it. You're safe,
  and I'll get rid of that tagging spell immediately. And then," he
  added, under his breath, "we'll make you a shieldstone. I don't know why I
  didn't do it when you first got here, even if you aren't riding courier this trip.
  You've earned that protection."

"I... I guess I thought I was safe here," Jaime
  said. She had, too. This was Arlen's hold, the most secure place in all
  of Camolen—especially since its occupation the year before. 

And there was Arlen, across from her, dressed in black as
  usual. He still looked as solid and as eminently proficient as the wizard she'd
  come to know and to think of as her champion, since those few days not nearly
  long enough ago, when they'd been trapped together in Willand's clutches. The one
  time in his life he'd been reduced to fighting for his life, and she'd
  been caught in the middle. 

There'd always been an unspoken understanding between them. He
  would never let anything touch her like that again.

But he wasn't a god. He was a man. And he was in a land that
  didn't even have gods to turn to, but instead had guides to whatever level of
  the nine Heavens and Hells awaited.

He was a man, and now he looked at her from brown eyes that
  knew her fears and spoke clearly of his own failure to protect her. Brown, worried
  eyes over his thick mustache, and capped by hair that was so much more steel
  gray than the dark espresso it had been this time last year.

So Jaime shook off her numbness and took a deep breath and
  said, "I should have asked for a shieldstone right away. It's not like you
  don't have enough to think about." She thought about the past few moments,
  and realized then how lucky she was. "I did feel it," she said,
  shuddering. "When you shielded me. Thank you."

Dayna must have been thinking along the same lines. "I
  can't believe you moved fast enough to protect her from the tag-spell,"
  she said, wonder in her voice. "Too bad we couldn't have saved one to tag
  something else, so we could try to trace the secondary spell back to whoever...
  "

Arlen shook his head. "There was an additional spell on
  those darts. I have no idea what it was, but I suspect it was for me—waiting in
  case I did fiddle with them. No matter. I would never take such chances where
  Willand is involved."

"Willand," Jaime repeated, her voice faint.

Carey's voice was much harder. "Willand," he said.
  "Willand's signature was on those darts?"

"Not exactly. It was someone else's signature; someone
  else's actual working. But it was the same signature of the person who helped
  her escape— no doubt Willand was involved. Willand... " Arlen shook his
  head. "She's simply too ruthless."

"And she has Jess," Carey said. He looked away
  from them all, the tension in his jaw evident, as was the difficulty of his
  swallow. "She has Jess."

~~~~~~~~~~

 

 




CHAPTER 11

 

Lady circled the limits of her stall, damp with sweat in
  the afternoon heat. Thirsty. No one had tended the barn occupants today,
  aside from a brief visit by the two women who quickly sedated and removed one
  of the smaller cairndogs. They didn't even glance at Lady's flattened ears as
  they walked by with their living baggage.

The gelding made occasional overtures of friendship, and his
  whiskered black muzzle still appeared in the gap between boards every now and
  then. But Lady, irritated about so many things already, was coming to realize
  that it was not a gelding she wanted right now.

It was a stallion.

She hadn't been in season since the first change to Jess—too
  disrupted by the changes, too seldom in her Lady form for any length of time. Now,
  it seemed she'd been trapped as Lady long enough for her body to take advantage—
  and with a vengeance.

She wanted nothing to do with the gelding, the barn, the
  humans, or the heat that created her thirst. She wanted out, and she wanted out now. She wanted something else, too— but she was confused by it, because
  the thought of stallion kept mingling with the thought of Carey.

She snapped peevishly at a big fat green fly on her side—and
  then went abruptly still, listening. Voices. Her ears flew forward,
  isolating a familiar tone.

Although familiar didn't necessarily mean good,
  and she certainly wasn't happy about this particular voice. Even less happy
  once he'd come inside with his companions. 

She'd never seen him from this form, but she recognized him
  nonetheless. Small, wiry, his black hair drawn back into a tail, he stopped in
  front of her stall and looked at her with distinct satisfaction on his face.

Shammel.

"Too bad she was a horse when you took her," Shammel
  said, crossing his arms and standing hipshot just out of reach of her teeth. "The
  woman could have been made to talk."

"It's better this way, if currently less convenient,"
  said a woman in the group, giving him a look of disdain. "I need to
  examine the way the changespell works with this form. Obviously. Or I
  would have changed her back by now."

Blonde, her ample curves gone a little angular from her time
  in prison, her pert features a little more gaunt than when she'd helped
  Calandre launch her attack against Arlen and Anfeald... 

Lady suddenly recognized her, her ears gone pure flat.

Willand's expression remained familiar enough. Calculating
  and cold.

"She'll help us figure out the changespell whether she
  cooperates or not. But," and here she turned to look at another
  member of the group, the man Lady had launched herself at earlier that day,
  "according to Benlan, she can't be handled, and I need to get that
  shieldstone from her, as well as her other stones— there might be a changespell
  with them."

"Let's just dart her again." This was one of those
  who'd taken the cairndog earlier in the day, a tall and lanky woman with pale
  skin and thin pale hair cut in a short cap.

Willand turned on her. "Don't be an ass," she
  snapped. "We were expecting a human, not a horse, and we don't have a drug
  that's meant for a horse. We were lucky she wasn't killed the first time."
  She turned her back on the woman and considered Lady another moment, then
  looked at Shammel. "But we do have you. You're a courier— you handle her. Get
  me those stones."

Shammel shook his head, but it wasn't refusal. "She's
  bluffing. She's a well-trained mount, one of Carey's horses— and that means
  something, whether you realize it or not." He eyed Willand, returning her disdain.
  "Any of you can handle her. You just have to make her believe it."

Lady retreated to the back corner of her stall. She wasn't
  sure of all of their words, but she'd learned that the Jess part of her would understand them, once Lady was in human form again. So she listened, and she
  watched them, and she knew deep inside that she was in dire trouble.

Shammel glanced at the group, who clearly disbelieved his
  assessment of Lady's training and nature, and shrugged. "Watch— and learn.
  I can't come back here again like this. That groom Klia saw me at Anfeald after
  I was dismissed— if she ever wises up enough to mention it, they might come
  looking for me. I'm on my way to the north cabin." He glanced around the
  dim interior of the barn and finally spotted and retrieved a decent length of
  rope. He tested its strength, tied a knot at the end, and let it dangle as he
  approached Lady's stall.

As he pulled the door open, she moved restlessly, looking
  for escape— her haunches tucked, her ears flattened. But when she snaked her
  neck in warning, he spoke sharply. "None of that!" he told her,
  pushing inside the stall. She presented him with her haunches, tail clamped,
  ready to let fly with a kick that would— 

The rope whistled through the air, whipping the knot into
  her rump with a loud smack of assaulted flesh. She grunted, kicking out
  of reflex, but without any coordination.

Smack! The rope landed again, splitting the flesh
  over her hip, and she bolted up against the corner of the stall— panicked, brainless,
  and searching for escape.

Shammel stood quietly until she stopped driving herself
  against the splintered wood boards. In the next stall, the gelding snorted
  anxiously, his movement rustling straw. Finally, Lady turned to face this human
  and his rope. After a moment, Shammel stepped forward.

Lady bared her teeth. The rope blurred in a snap of
  movement, landing on her cheek, on her neck—on her neck again. She half-reared,
  and suddenly Shammel stood quietly again. 

"She makes a threat," he told the others,
  "and you nail her. Don't push too hard— give her a chance to think about
  it, or she'll break her neck trying to escape. She knows she's supposed to
  stand and let you approach her. It won't take much to convince her."

As if to prove his point, he took another step closer. Ears
  flattened, head raised, quivering, Lady let him do it.

And she let him take another, and another, until he was
  beside her, and had slipped the rope around her neck just behind her ears. A
  coil of it went around her nose and through the neck loop, and then she was
  standing haltered, back hunched, tail still clamped— but standing.

He turned to the team behind him. "You see? Now come on
  in here and take her, so she understands you're going to handle her."

In that instant, Lady thought about taking the biggest chunk
  of his shoulder she could, driven by her fear and the overwhelming revulsion from
  her inner Jess at being handled by this man. But he still had the rope, and the
  knotted end still dangled free.

She stood for him.

Benlan came forward, prodded by a look from Willand. "All
  we need is the shieldstone to start with," he said. "Then we can hold
  her with magic."

Shammel shrugged. "You should know how to deal
  with her," he said. "But it's your choice. Come hold her. I'll get
  your shieldstone."

With obvious reluctance, Benlan entered the stall. But Lady
  had no desire to protest, not even when Benlan took the trailing rope of Shammel's
  crude halter and Shammel himself ran his hands over her.

"She's in heat," Shammel said, amusement— and a
  little something else— clear in his voice. "Too bad you can't change her
  back now. I'd like to see what that's like, to have a woman in heat."

"You're disgusting," Willand told him as Shammel
  ran his hand down Lady's tail. "Quit toying with her and get the stones. They're
  right up there in her mane, as any idiot can see."

"Bitch," Shammel muttered, resentful heat behind
  the word, no matter his care that it was only loud enough for Lady's ears. He
  returned to her neck, his fingers sifting through the hair at her crest and
  coming up with the strings of spellstones. "They're not coming out
  easy," he told the wizard, as if he hadn't just spat an imprecation at her.
  "She's got them sewn into a braid, and she wasn't taking any chances when
  she did it."

"Then cut them out." Willand made an impatient
  gesture. "I have work to do, and you're wasting my time."

Shammel smiled at her, a slow, lazy smile. "Got a
  knife?"

Lady knew the word. And she knew Shammel had one, because no
  courier went without the small, specialized pocketknife that could cut tangled
  reins, splice broken leather, and pick stones from a horse's hoof.

"Someone must have one," Willand said, as Shammel
  turned his back on the team to fuss with Lady's mane and run his hands down her
  spine. Lady tilted her head to watch him, eyes rolling; Benlan took an uneasy
  step back.

Shammel made no move to reach for his courier's knife; his face
  held a quiet, secretive smile, and Lady suddenly understood, as much as the
  Jess in her could. 

Willand had insulted him, and she shouldn't have. Not this
  man who liked his petty revenge. His satisfaction, until he wiped it off his
  face and turned to face the wizard again, was evidence enough. "No one has
  a knife, then?"

"This is ridiculous," Willand said. "One of
  you find a knife and get those spellstones, and bring them to me when you're
  done. I'll be in my workroom." She turned on her heel and left, her blonde
  hair bobbing against her shoulders as though in emphasis.

Shammel appeared to have been waiting for her departure. "Sorry,
  friends, I've got to go— I detoured from a run when you gave me that lovely
  little magical tap on the shoulder. You shouldn't have any problem with the
  mare now." He gave Lady a pat on the neck, just below the swollen lump
  he'd created.

She didn't so much as flick an ear at him. Pretending he
  didn't exist was the only insult she had left.

The courier left the stall without looking back, and the
  remaining wizards simply stared at one another a moment. Carefully, Benlan removed
  the rope from her head and backed out of the stall.

"I dunno, Ben," one of the men said. "She
  looks safe enough, I suppose."

"Well, she wasn't safe enough this morning, I
  can tell you that," Benlan said fervently, closing the stall door. He left
  the rope coiled carefully by the side of the door. "Shammel can damned
  well get those stones off the next time he's here. I'm not going in
  there."

Lady didn't move. Her welted flesh throbbed with heat and
  pain; her spirit quailed, stunned by the turn of events. Deep inside, the Jess
  voice seemed stunned as well. It stayed silent, letting the equine part of Lady
  deal with the aftermath of Shammel's rough handling.

The group before her didn't seem any happier. 

"I don't know why she thinks she can treat us like
  that," said the shorter woman. She was middle-aged and stocky, with plain
  features and brown hair she'd drawn tightly back from her face to fall in a
  thin braid down her back. "Dayton brought her into this after all
  the rest of us, and she's not even working on our main project."

"She's ruthless, Renia, and we're not," Benlan
  said pointedly. Beside him, a portly, balding man nodded, his eyes worried.

The tallest man in the group shook his head. "You're
  fooling yourselves if you think this is all about presenting Camolen with your
  made-to-order menial labor—your wolf-guards and badger-miners and meek little
  rabbit-servants." He laughed, and even Lady could tell he was laughing at them, though she had no notion why this little group suddenly seemed to separate
  into parts. "By the time I'm finished, your little production line of
  workers won't be worth talking about."

Lady snorted, starting to realize that whatever dangers this
  place held for her, no one planned to come back into her stall just now. The
  tall man eyed her, a contemplative look. "If the thought of revenge keeps
  that woman going, more power to it," he said. "She's the best thing
  that could have happened to us—she has more drive and initiative than the rest
  of you put together."

Renia looked more than a little uncomfortable. "This
  isn't just an animal, Jenci. She's been human for too long not to treat her as
  such."

"Shammel didn't have any problem," Benlan said
  wryly, leaning on the truncated stall door to regard Lady. A short while
  earlier, she would have flattened her ears at him. Instead she declined to
  acknowledge him. "He's seen her as human, and look how he treated
  her."

"Shammel isn't someone I'd choose to model my behavior
  after," Renia said, disgust in her voice.

"Don't get righteous on us," said the tall woman. "They're
  all animals, and we treat them like animals. Look how hard it's been to train
  that one cairndog bitch we changed. She'll stand guard all right, but damned if
  she doesn't steal something every time we turn our backs on her. She is what
  she is."

"Exactly why I'm coming at this from a different
  angle," Jenci said. "You'll see. In the end, it'll be my work that's
  most valuable."

This started another round of argument, and Lady knew she
  should listen for what Jess might make of it later on— but she was full of things
  human and full of pain and full of despair. She turned her back on them as they
  headed for the door. She heard the groan of its stressed old hinges, and the
  scrape of it across the ground, and then turned her attention inward, to the
  throbbing of her wounds and the jarring memory of Shammel's assault on her.

He thought he'd had her cowed— but she'd been merely been
  stunned, surprised by abuse she'd never endured before. Abuse she certainly
  wouldn't let happen again.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 12

 

"I understand the peacekeepers' urgency," Arlen
  said from his worktable. Or rather, Carey realized that Arlen had said
  it, some moments earlier.

That, and something about the way they kept disappearing.

He stirred from his spot by Arlen's biggest workroom window,
  where he'd been staring down the hot, painfully dusty road from the hold.

Arlen opened his mouth as though he was going to say
  something reassuring, reconsidered, and merely shook his head, slowly, as if to
  himself.

Carey knew why. No one had seen any sign of Lady, and Arlen
  had had no luck with his attempts to trace her— just as the rest of the Council
  failed to find Willand, or any sign of the wizard who had been scattering
  pathetic changespell victims across central Camolen.

At least the new changespell team had managed to turn the
  mule back to his natural form— although the animal had proven to be completely
  unmanageable, and had been magically transported to high northern pasture where
  no one would ask anything of him again.

"I don't know how the peacekeepers can be just
  disappearing," Carey said, finally wrenching his thoughts back to
  Arlen's initial comment. "They've got backup spellstones to trigger if
  they run into trouble, not to mention the shift wizard who keeps track of them
  all."

"And don't think those things haven't been remarked
  upon," Arlen said. He lit the flame under his potpourri pot, changed his
  mind, and put it out again, all without moving a finger. "But it's clear
  there's something going on. Two more went missing this morning."

Carey gave him a swift, questioning glance, well aware there
  had been no incoming couriers from the peacekeepers, and that he hadn't sent
  any out to them, either.

"I set up a cipher for the dispatch," Arlen said. "But
  news like this isn't critical to keep from our invisible foes. The concern is
  over word leaking to the general population—and you know there's always some
  young wizard lurking in the Dispatch and nosing about where they don't belong,
  just to prove he— or she— can do it."

"Hackers," Carey said.

Arlen repeated flatly, and without comprehension,
  "Hackers."

Carey was back to looking out the window. "That's what
  Jaime called them earlier today. Has to do with computers, and people who break
  their security."

"Ah," Arlen said, his voice significant. He'd been
  to Ohio several times himself, and his introduction to Jaime's computer had not
  been a total success. 

After another moment of silence during which Carey thought—again—
  that they'd better get rain soon or there would be no second cutting of hay,
  and then wondered if that was really a dark cloud just off to the west, Arlen
  spoke. �"In any case, the point is that despite all precautions, something—
  or someone— is getting hold of the peacekeepers. And they're doing it without
  any apparent motive."

"Blame it on the mystery wizards," Carey said
  absently.

"As a matter of fact, we are." Arlen crossed his
  arms, propped there against his high worktable chair.

Carey knew he was being less than conversational, knew Arlen
  had better things to do than explain this sort of thing to him, knew he should
  be down in the barn, checking the job-sheet and making sure Klia wasn't too
  busy making eyes at Ander to get her stalls cleaned.

Carey wished Ander would simply return to Kymmet, though he
  knew it would never happen. But if Jess came back— when Jess came back— Carey
  didn't want him around, spouting his strong opinions about what Jess should or
  shouldn't do. Even in silence, Ander was a constant reminder that there had
  been other ways to approach Jess after her transition to a working courier— and
  a reminder that maybe Carey's hadn't been the best way.

"She's only been gone a few days," Arlen said
  gently, breaking through Carey's thoughts. "Give her a chance, Carey. She's
  not a quitter. You said that from the very start."

From when Lady had been born, Arlen meant. From those first
  wobbly steps, taken an astonishingly short time after the Dun Lady had given
  birth.

The Dun Lady had another foal by her side this season, a
  dark bay with deep black points and the same grit and spirit shining in her
  eyes as Dun Lady's Jess had shown in her early days. Carey had high hopes for
  her... but he'd had higher hopes for Jess, and more personal ones.

"No," he said to Arlen. "She's not a
  quitter." He glanced away from the heat-distorted fields and into Arlen's
  concerned brown eyes. "I think I'll go for a walk."

It was clear lunacy to leave the stone-and-magic cooled
  rooms of the hold, but Arlen only nodded. "I'll call you if anything comes
  up."

~~~~~

 

The spellstone.

Lady thought about being Jess, and how Jess's clever human
  hands could unlatch this stall door to freedom. She tried her best to stop
  thinking stallion, and instead grasped futilely at the concept of
  triggering the spellstone. Motionless, eyes half-closed... she might have been
  sleeping.

But she was working as hard as she had in her life— and
  failing.

There wasn't so much as a trickle of magic in the air. Nothing
  but oppressive heat and humidity, and empty water buckets. The black gelding
  had knocked his over, and bumped it around his stall in a hopeful way.

Spellstone. Jess.

Nothing.

Nothing but the muted rumble of distant thunder. Lady
  flicked her ear at it. Rain. She lifted her nose to the scent of water
  in the air, and to the rising breeze now slipping through the gaps in the side
  of the old barn. She'd like to be out in it, with the drops drumming on her
  back and trickling down her sides, browsing on tender, water-soaked leaves to
  slake her thirst.

Spellstone!

Lady snorted in irritation as nothing happened— and then
  fell silent, ears pricked, at the sound of human voices. Benlan and Renia. Spellstones,
  said the Jess voice from within, coming alert for the first time in a long
  afternoon spent in aching desperation. But that voice wasn't a suggestion, or another
  push to trigger the changespell. 

It was fear, and warning.

Lady remembered Shammel's hands on her neck, tugging on the spellstone
  braid. They want the spellstones. Her protection. Her chance to escape.

And Benlan would have the rope.

Lady turned her rump to the stall door and waited. In
  between rumbles of thunder and one distinct flash of lightening, the two
  wizards scraped open the barn door and approached her stall.

"I hate this," Benlan grumbled. "She could
  kick my brains out. Look at her, she's got those back feet ready to go."

"I don't like it any better than you do," Renia
  said. "I still think whipping her just made things worse... but I don't
  think you're going to get in there now without it. He said she was in
  heat, and I think that's supposed to make them difficult, anyway."

Lady stood, her tail clamped and her head raised, turned
  just enough so she could see the rope in Benlan's hand. She didn't give him a
  chance to use it.

Her leg flashed out, slamming into the stall door as Benlan
  reached for the latch. Renia gave a startled little scream, jumping back from
  the stall; the black gelding neighed a low, anxious question.

Wham! She kicked the stall again, even as she saw the
  rope make a less than authoritative stroke at her haunch, one that wouldn't
  have hurt if it hadn't landed on the lump Shammel left behind.

Outraged, Lady spun in the stall and charged the door, ears
  flattened and neck snaking, sending Benlan stumbling backward. She half-reared
  before the shortened stall door, and the Jess-self reared up with her— insistent
  and urgent. Jump it!

Jump it, and be free.

Jump it and run right over the man staring at her, jaw
  agape.

Jump it, spellstones intact, the way home clear... 

Lady settled on to her haunches, her front feet dancing as
  she battled between Rules and freedom. And then every muscle in her back and
  haunches bunched, her front feet tucked tightly to her chest, she flung herself
  over the door from a standstill, her back cannons scraping along the splintered
  wood even as she landed lightly in front.

Renia screamed again, throwing herself aside. The gelding dashed
  from side to side within its walls, calling after Lady as her back feet touched
  down and she scrambled for footing, her hooves skidding on the rock-hard packed
  dirt of the barn floor. Benlan had fallen before her, his arm raised as though
  it could protect him when her hoof came down hard on his thigh.

She ignored his scream and Renia's cries, and bolted for the
  exit. Closed, it was closed!

Go! demanded the Jess voice— along with every
  instinct Lady had. Go!

She charged it, slamming it with her shoulder and taking it
  right off its damaged hinges. Thunder rolled in counterpoint to the noise of
  her escape, followed by another flash of brilliant, too-close lightning. Lady
  charged down a rutted, weed festooned lane, past a precariously tilted chicken
  house and along a half-fallen zig-zag of a stacked-wood fence. Lightning
  splashed white light off an old farmhouse and by the time those within roused
  to her escape, she was almost too far away to hear their shouting.

She swept out onto the main road, startling a man who'd
  stopped his cart to get out rain gear— though the clouds had produced nothing
  but ominous darkness and blinding flashes of light, followed close on by
  rattling claps of thunder.

Lady ran from it. She ran to Carey and Arlen and Home,
  stopping only once to drink far less than she truly wanted at a creek that ran
  muddy from hard rain somewhere upstream. She found the shortcut down the hill
  and recklessly flung herself over its brim and down the steep hill. Trees
  brushed hard against her side; their limbs stabbed her, scraping away hair and
  flesh.

She felt none of it. Carey. Home. Run!

After the hill she had to slow, shifting to a ground-eating
  trot and then maintaining the pace while the storm followed her. The first hard
  drops of rain hit her back, shockingly cold against her sweat-soaked skin.

She stopped, then, and shook herself off—and for a moment,
  she simply stood. She wasn't far from home— but she was tired, and she needed
  to gather herself, to stand with her nostrils flared wide and her sides
  heaving.

Finally she shook off again, snorted softly to herself, and
  walked on. She even paused to snatch a mouthful of grass here and there,
  ignoring the rain that dripped off her forelock and down her long, fine-boned
  face.

Without warning, the storm opened up around her. Stinging
  rain bounced off her back, sparking renewed pain in her bruises, and she bolted
  a few thoughtless strides at the white flare of nearby lightning. Thunder
  followed instantly, and Lady shifted to a steady gallop, her ears flattened and
  her neck stretched out. Water splashed up on her legs and belly from a road too
  dry to absorb the sudden deluge, and she rounded the bend before Arlen's hold
  at full speed, intent on the sight of familiar pastures.

She almost missed the lone figure walking along the side of
  the road, head up as though the rain didn't even exist. She skidded to a stop
  and called to him, then trotted forward to meet him even as he turned,
  squinting through the rain.

Carey. Of course it was Carey. Walking alone and in
  the rain as if it suited his mood to do so.

Lady shoved her head against his chest and nickered, gravely
  inhaling the scent of him, gently lipping along his arms and shoulders and the
  nape of his neck, while he laughed out loud at her and ran his hands along her
  arched neck.

"Lady," he said, wonderingly, and laughed again;
  lightning played across the sky behind her and flickered against his features. "No,
  you're no quitter." He lifted her forelock and planted a kiss at
  the little cowlick at its base, and suddenly Lady had had enough of waiting to
  change to Jess. She bumped her head against him, rubbing the braid and its
  spellstones along his arm.

"Here?" he said, blinking as the rain hit
  his face and lashes. It was lifting some as a cloud break moved in from the
  south, and the sky was no longer so imposingly dark.

She shoved him with her head, not quite as gently. He
  frowned at her, and said, "No, not here. Come with me."

She stood for an instant, looking after him and his slightly
  off-kilter jog, then jogged after him. She realized where he was headed— the
  small tack shed between the training corrals. Halfway there she overtook him,
  flagging her tail on the way past. When he finally reached the shed, she
  snorted resoundingly at him, an impatient noise, and stretched her neck out to
  present the spellstones.

"All right, all right," he said, but there was
  still laughter in his voice, and relief on his face.

When Ander did this for her, he politely turned his back,
  releasing the spellstone as it was triggered. Usually, Carey did pretty much
  the same. But now, rushed, trying to wipe the rain out of his eyes and clearly
  as impatient as she was, he simply took hold of the stone and triggered the
  spell.

The feeling of being Jess flooded over her. She closed her
  eyes and threw back her head and felt the blur of changing, the way her
  feelings and thoughts and sensations tangled together, until suddenly she was
  standing, barefoot and nude, with her wet hair streaming against her back and
  rain washing the sweat from her upturned face.

"Jess," Carey whispered, as if he was seeing her
  for the first time.

She looked at him; blinked at him, still feeling the
  transition. Then abruptly she felt something else— something unfamiliar and hot
  and driving. She threw her arms around him—and not with the gentle touch of
  lips Mark had once used as an introduction of kissing, nor the tender kisses
  Carey frequently planted on her cheekbones and forehead. Not those things at
  all, but an embrace driven by passion.

Startled as he was, Carey instantly tangled his hands in her
  black-streaked dun hair and pulled her closer, spreading his kisses to her jaw,
  her neck, and the curved line of her collarbone, never minding that she had
  pushed him up against the shed. Any vestige of rational thought deserted Jess, leaving
  her lost in the same unthinking response that drove Lady when she was
  frightened or angry— or in heat.

"Jess," he gasped, his response changing as he
  understood. His hands stopped pulling her in and started instead to gently push
  her away. "Jess, this isn't— Jess."

She acquiesced to the pressure on her shoulders, shifting back—
  but not far, staring into his eyes from inches away, panting from her run and from
  her fervor. "Yes."

Carey held her back, as breathless as she was. "No. Not now."

"Yes, now," she said, frustrated, tossing
  her wet black forelock out of her eyes; the rain had eased to a sprinkle. "Why not now?"

Carey closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "You
  think I can't tell a mare in heat when she trots by?"

"There is nothing wrong with being in heat," Jess
  said, moving up against him again.

"No— I didn't mean that— I mean— " Carey covered
  his face with his hands and groaned. "Guides-damn, it's hard to
  think."

"Then don't."

"That's just it!" Carey burst out, coming out from
  behind his hands. "You're not! I can't let you do this now, when you're
  dealing with this—when it may not be what you really want!"

Of course it was what she wanted. It was what she'd
  wanted for a long time. She frowned, but he didn't leave her room for words. "Jess,"
  he said, talking fast, his bright hazel eyes fastened on hers. "Take my
  word on this. If you do this now, later you might wonder if you truly wanted
  to, or if it was just because... Lady went into season."

Jess took a small step back. "I don't wonder. Do
  you?"

He shook his head. "Listen to me. I care too
  much to let you make a mistake about something this important. When it's
  important to me, too."

"But those women you used to bring next to my
  stall," Jess said. "You didn't stop them."

His eyes flickered away from hers, and closed momentarily. He
  took another deep breath, steadying himself—but he still didn't sound very
  steady. "It's not the same," he said. "You— we're... you're
  far too important for me to chance making a mistake."

Well, then. Jess looked at him for a sad moment, recognizing
  that not even Carey, who'd been human all his life, could always be certain of
  just what he should do.

"It's easier with Rules," she said. "You're
  the only one with Words for me, Carey. You should never doubt that."

His were the lips that had uttered her Words from the very
  start— Whoa, Easy, Stand... and her very favorites, Words she seldom heard as
  Jess. Braveheart. Good Job. But from the way he looked at her,
  with that little furrow between his brow and his deep-set eyes puzzled, he
  didn't understand. She sighed, and felt sudden tears prickle close.

"It's all right, Jess," he said, as awkward and
  befuddled as she. "We'll get it worked out."

She nodded mutely and shivered, suddenly feeling the chill—still
  soaked, and cooling too fast from her long run. His smile faded. "Stay
  put," he said. "There's bound to be a blanket in the shed."

He opened the door with a hand on the lock keyed to his
  touch. She stood numbly, starting to process the things she'd experienced as
  Lady— the words that suddenly made sense and the expressions that just as
  suddenly had more meaning, most of them caught by her excellent equine memory.

You're no quitter, Carey had said to her, standing
  out in the rain, planting a kiss beneath her forelock. 

Now she looked after him with thoughtfully narrowed eyes and
  said, "Damn straight."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 13

 

Jaime moved idly down the stairs from the third floor,
  her hands full of leather lacing samples and her face full of scowl.

She thought she'd dealt with this. She thought she'd moved
  on. She'd thought herself lucky when Arlen arranged for her to testify
  privately at Willand's supplicant's hearing— although deep inside, she knew
  she'd never get past the fears and nightmares until she faced her fears head
  on.

Faced Willand.

But in the meantime, she wasn't doing anyone any good. She
  wasn't home, running her barn. She wasn't carrying messages for Arlen— too
  risky— and Carey was too ragged update her on his prospects in training. Dayna
  remained, for the most part, deeply closeted away with her changespell team
  members.

So Jaime had been reduced to such tasks as inspecting
  equipment for wear and making sure the horses had enough water in this
  entrenched draught. At the moment, her big project was choosing the
  contrast color for Sabre's new bridle.

Heaven help her, she was on the verge of asking Ander if she
  could exercise the Kymmet horse Jess had left behind.

She didn't have anything against Ander, not really... he
  just rubbed her wrong at times. Too much self-assurance, too cocky.

Except for the last several days, when his bleak expression
  came close to rivaling the ongoing misery in Carey's eyes.

Jaime hit the bottom of the stairwell and moved into the
  well-lit stable hall, holding the lacing up to compare the scarlet with a
  slightly deeper, scintillating shade of red she'd never seen before.

Abruptly, her focus snapped beyond the lace and to the two
  figures coming up the hall. Carey and—

"Jess!" she gasped, stuffing the laces into her
  pocket. "Jess!"

Jess, very much the worse for wear. Jess, in dry clothes but
  her wet hair soaking her tunic, her face red from effort and exhaustion, her
  eyes wary and hurt. And her face... on the angle of her jaw, halfway between chin
  and ear, there was a brutally split bruise of almost as many colors as Jaime's
  lacing samples.

"Jess!" Jaime repeated, and threw her arms around
  her friend, not surprised at the sudden rush of tears to her eyes. But even as
  she blinked them away, as Jess's arms came up to clutch her in a grip of
  near-panic strength, she realized that Jess had instantly dissolved into sobs
  so hard as to be soundless.

Carey looked at her over Jess's shaking shoulders with
  astonishment in his eyes. "She was fine a moment ago," he said, his
  voice low, his hand hovering and then finally landing on the back of Jess's
  neck, massaging gently.

Jaime said, "Go clear the duty room."

After an instant of indecision, Carey left, and Jaime made
  generic soothing noises, stroking Jess's back with some care and the thought
  that there might be more than the one bruise, until Carey reappeared and
  gestured her onward.

Jaime guided Jess down the hall and around the corner. When
  they finally made it to the duty room, she looked at Carey's hovering presence
  and jerked her head at the door.

"What?" he said. "No— "

"Git," Jaime told him. "Go tell Arlen she's
  back, but don't you dare bring a crowd rushing back down here!"

Carey still hesitated, full of irritation and reluctance and
  concern. Jaime didn't blame him— but Jess had made this choice, and still hid
  her face in Jaime's shoulder. Resignation joined the emotion on Carey's face. "I
  won't be long."

Alone in the small room, Jaime took them to the small desk
  and sat Jess at its chair, where she sniffled quietly, looking at the floor. Jaime
  leaned against the desk and asked, "Do you want to talk? Or have you got
  it all out of your system?"

Jess flashed her a miserable look. "I don't know. I
  don't know why I cried so hard. I thought I was happy to be back, and I... I
  was happy to be with Carey. But when you... then I... all of a sudden... "
  she bit her lip, and looked away again.

"It's all right," Jaime said, as matter-of-fact as
  she could get. "You've had a terrible experience, I imagine. It's normal
  to cry, even when you don't expect it."

Jess looked up at her again, her expression pensive behind
  her reddened eyes and runny nose. She was, Jaime knew without asking, thinking
  of when she had been the one to find Jaime, broken and crying in the aftermath
  of torture at Willand's hands.

And at the sight of her battered face, Jaime couldn't help
  but ask, no matter how she feared the answer. "Jess... your face... they
  didn't... I mean, did they—?"

"Mostly they ignored me," Jess said, although her
  eyes took on the spark of a darker emotion. "It was Shammel who betrayed
  me, and Shammel who beat me— beat Lady."

"More than your face," Jaime said, her heart
  sinking. There was so much of Lady at the heart of Jess, and to beat a
  sensitive, intelligent horse... 

Sometimes the horse was ruined. Sometimes it nursed hatred
  and anger. And sometimes, she told herself, a good horse can recover
    and get past it.

Jess's hand went to the juncture of neck and collarbone,
  hovering over the material there. Without saying anything, Jaime reached for
  the neck of the tunic, letting her hand hover until Jess met her glance and
  nodded. There would be no handling Jess, not now.

She let her breath out at the livid bruising, the wounds
  split and seeping fluid. Carefully, she released the tunic, reclaiming her seat
  on the desk. "Did Carey see that?" she asked. Jess mutely shook her
  head. "What did Shammel use?"

"It was a rope," Jess said, anger sparking in her
  voice. "He knotted a rope. And if he gets near me again— "

"I don't imagine he ever will," Jaime said, before
  Jess could finish the thought. "Carey changed you, didn't he? And he
  didn't notice those? Are there any more?"

Jess nodded, but her thoughts seemed to be elsewhere. "It
  was raining," she said. "And he was... distracted." She looked
  away again, and Jaime realized with surprise that there were fresh tears making
  their way down her cheeks.

"Jess, what? Did he say something to you? What
  happened?"

"There are so many human things I cannot
  understand," Jess said, her voice breaking. She took a deep breath and
  looked right at Jaime. "I know the things that should happen between a man
  and a woman who love each other. But Carey— " she shook her head in
  frustration. "Why does he stay so far from me?"

Ah. So Jess had noticed. Neutrally, Jaime
  asked, "What happened?"

And Jess spilled a torrent of words about being Lady for too
  long and going into season and finally escaping and finding Carey and wanting him and being pushed away and was there something wrong with her and— 

"Whoa, Jess!" Jaime laughed, and then shook her
  head when Jess did just that, accepting the Word for what it was and stopping
  short. "Jess, I... well. Carey is trying very hard to do what's right for
  you. I think he's not sure of himself, and that makes him fumble. He's not used
  to being unsure of himself, you know."

Jess snorted. "Yes," she said. "I know."

"But in this case... he may be right. When someone's
  been through what you have, and especially if they're in the, um, physical
  state that you are, it's easy for emotions to get confused."

With a touch of irritation, Jess said, "I'm not
  confused. I know what I want."

"Good!" Jaime said. "Then go after it!" But
  not right now, please. "But do it when Carey can be sure it's
  right for the two of you, and not because of what you've been through. You have
  to think about how he feels, too."

Jess blinked. "That makes sense."

"I'm glad," Jaime said, though she couldn't help
  but feel there was something yet untouched, something lurking that Jess hadn't
  yet faced.

Jess, however, was trying out a tentative smile, one that
  turned into a wince as it stretched her jaw— and then Carey knocked, sudden and
  loud, at the door, calling to them.

Jess stiffened at the sudden noise, her head raising in her
  ears-back gesture. Jaime pretended not to notice. No point in making a big deal
  out of it— several dramatic Arabians had taught her that in the early days of
  her riding career. "We're fine," she said, shifting on the desk. "Come
  in."

She'd expected Carey and Arlen, but had somehow completely
  forgotten about Ander—and neither she nor Jess needed to deal with the two
  couriers prickling at one another. She gave Ander a clear, stern look he completely
  ignored, pushing by Carey to reach Jess.

It was the wrong thing to do. Jaime knew it instantly, and knew
  it by the expression on Jess's face. She flung her leg up to block Ander's way
  and snapped, "Give her some room!"

Carey must have seen Jess's slightly wild-eyed expression as
  well, for his hand landed on Ander's arm, then fell away at the look the taller
  man gave him. "You all right now, braveheart?"

Jaime didn't pretend to understand the wistful expression
  that crossed Jess's face, but it was enough to make her speak up, deliberately
  drawing their attention. "She's got some terrible bruises," she said,
  a no-nonsense tone. "Shammel beat her as Lady."

"Shammel," Arlen repeated in surprise. "Well,
  that's one piece of the puzzle. He had no great fondness for her."

"He hated her, you mean," Carey said, his voice
  hard. "I should have made it clear that I would have dismissed him
  regardless of her offer to ride. He was trouble from the start."

"Klia said she'd seen him," Ander said
  thoughtfully. "It was a couple days ago. I just figured he was hunting for
  work, but if he got a look at the job board— "

"He'd have known she was taking the peacekeeper
  run," Carey finished, exchanging a look with Ander.

"I should have— " Ander started, but Carey cut him
  off.

"There's no way you could have known it was significant,"
  he said. Ander gave him a surprised and grateful look.

Arlen held up his hand. "I appreciate that having Jess
  back with us is an emotional thing, and we all want to talk about it," he
  said. "But I'd really like to hear what Jess can tell us, as best as she
  can translate the experience into human terms." He cast a gentler eye upon
  Jess. "And then, dear, we'll have the healer take a look at you."

"No," Jess said, surprising them all. She looked
  at Jaime a moment, as if hoping she might explain it to the others, and then
  simply said, "The bruises will be as spurs. I keep them, and they remind
  me to do my best to stop those people."

"Whatever you'd like," Arlen said, though Jaime
  winced to think of the scarring, especially on Jess's face. Maybe they could
  talk about it again, before it was too late—

"We know where you were taken," Arlen said, "and
  how. But we don't know where you ended up— or with whom."

"The bad changespell wizards," Jess said grimly. "And...
  " she looked at Jaime, "Willand."

Jaime nodded, just as grim. "She let us know she was
  involved in her own darling way."

"Details, Jess," Arlen urged her. "The best
  details you can give us."

So Jess told them, and in the end Jaime found herself
  astonished at how much she could retain. She thought she saw surprise on
  Ander's face, too— but mostly they were caught up in Jess's narrative of the
  barn and the animals and the circumstances.

And then Jess got to part where she was simply trapped in
  the dirty stall, waiting, impatient and angry. There she stopped, sending Arlen
  a purely miserable look. "I couldn't work the changespell stone," she
  said. "If I had done that, I could have gotten away. I could have learned
  more about them, or... or freed the others. But I couldn't do it. I was...
  I was helpless."

Jaime felt a strong, resonating twinge of inner pain. Helpless.
  She'd been helpless, too, when Willand derived such satisfaction from tearing
  her apart from the inside out with a corrupted healing spell.

And now Jess had felt it, too. She stared at the floor, as
  though the helplessness had somehow been her fault, her light nut-brown skin
  flushed with emotion. This had been behind the heart-wrenching depth of
  Jess's tears—the thing Jaime had sensed lurking, unsaid, between them.

"Jess," Jaime started, but didn't get the chance
  to finish. Jess raised her head and looked at Arlen.

"I need a changespell Lady can trigger, Arlen,"
  she said firmly. "I want no more of being chased by farmers, and no more
  waiting until someone finds Ander or Carey when I return from a run. The change
  must be my choice."

"I agree with you completely, Jess," Arlen said,
  but Jaime heard the caution in his voice. "I'm just not sure it can be
  done. I can try a cascade spell, but often those end up requiring more power,
  if less thought."

"It has to be done," Jess said, desperation
  edging her voice.

"We'll work on it," Arlen said. "I'll mention
  it to the changespell team, as well. But I won't make you false promises. It's
  a complex spell, and highly individualized."

But Jess seemed satisfied. "Truth," she pronounced
  it, nodding to herself. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and related
  what of the barn conversations she could.

It was harder to make clear sense of the results than of the
  physical descriptions Jess had given them. Frowning, Jaime finally had to close
  her eyes to divorce herself from Jess's expressive face and the distraction it
  lent her words. When Jess finished, and waited in silence for their reaction,
  Jaime took a deep breath and opened her eyes, fastening her gaze on Arlen. She
  wasn't the only one. Clearly, his was the next move.

He, too, took a deep breath, rubbing the bridge of his nose.
  "I still have no idea who these people are, aside from Willand, or what's
  driving them."

"Dane," Jess said suddenly, and frowned. "No,
  that's not right. It was a name like Dayna, but not."

"Don't try too hard, Jess," Arlen said. "If
  it comes to you, it'll be when you're not thinking about it."

But the frown remained in place, deepening the wrinkle
  between her dark brows. Then, abruptly, she shook her head. "I can't. I
  must not have heard it right when they said it."

"You can be that certain?" Ander said, his eyes
  widening a little. "You remember things that clearly, even after you
  change?"

Jess gave him a patient look, and a wry expression crossed
  Carey's face. He murmured, "Never underestimate her, Ander."

But Arlen's thoughts had forged ahead. "Whoever these
  wizards are, the Council will certainly not tolerate their dabbling with the
  lives of others, be they animal or human. But that one man you mentioned, who
  stood apart... I wish I knew what he was up to."

"Jenci," Jess said. "I didn't like him."
  She considered a moment, and added, "I didn't like any of them. But him,
  less."

"Don't forget Willand," Carey said, voicing
  Jaime's thoughts. "She's already proven her mettle. These wizards must've
  broken her out of confinement, and they wouldn't have done it if she wasn't of
  use to them."

Arlen shook his head. "Willand was allowed no visitors
  with magical skills above the level of your average citizen— say, what you and
  Jaime can do. And the signature was different from the early one we detected. That
  whole incident is still very much a mystery."

"We've got to learn more about them." Carey
  rubbed an absent hand along his upper thigh. Jess watched, quiet concern in her
  eyes— distracted, for the moment, from her own pain.

"True," Arlen said. "I imagine they're
  already packed and out of the site where they held Jess, but we definitely need
  to get a look at it."

"That's easy enough," Jess said, looking away from
  Carey to meet Arlen's eyes, and surprising them all. She offered them a small
  smile. "Did you think a horse who found her way home couldn't find her way
  back out again?" 

~~~~~~~~~~

  






CHAPTER 14

 

Dayna sighed, shifting in the saddle and thinking about
  how fast things could happen. Jess had been taken, Jess had been gone... Jess
    had come back. Then she'd taken Arlen to the farm where she'd been held— but
  the place was, not surprisingly, abandoned.

Not for long. Now a peacekeeper team escorted Dayna's team
  to the farm, with Jess to show them the way and Carey to help them deal with
  the horses. She did wish Sherra's guard Katrie was there—Dayna had come to
  trust her uncommon good sense.

After all, even if Arlen's speculation that the rogue
  wizards weren't as dangerous as they were deluded was true, they'd already
  proved themselves plenty capable. And what difference did it make when Willand
  was with them, anyway? The tag spell on those darts proved as much—never mind what
  had been done to Jess!

Dayna didn't know the details of Jess's captivity. She only
  knew she'd instantly divined a difference in her friend— a difference that went
  far beyond the appalling bruise on her face.

Even when Jess was newly human and lost on a strange world,
  she'd had an unshakeable inner confidence— something her new human friends had
  not been able to shake, despite their disbelief that Jess was not a horse. She had
  known certain things beyond all discussion— her Words, her Rules, and the
  behaviors that lay at the root of all horse/human interactions.

When Dayna looked at Jess's face now, she saw the
  repercussions of shattered Rules. Her wariness, her defensiveness... her hurt. Even
  her friend Ander had earned a quick glare for coming up on her too fast.

Dayna didn't want to be around when someone finally ignored
  those keep-your-distance signals once too often.

She stood briefly in the stirrups, tugging her twisted pant
  leg into submission.

"Not used to the riding, huh?" Carey asked, moving
  beside her on a smudgy brownish horse that reminded her of Lady. He sat in the
  saddle with ridiculous ease despite his permanently lingering injuries.

She just scowled at him.

"I thought so." He gave her a crooked grin. "Wizards
  never learn to ride properly."

"As if there's usually any need," Dayna grumbled— though
  she, too, understood it was best not to reveal their activity with the magical
  signature of so many wizards in mage-travel. 

Carey's grin faded. "Do you really think you'll learn anything
  at the farm?"

"Nothing obvious," Dayna said. "But there's
  no telling what might help. If we can figure out their goal or their refinement
  methods, we have a better chance of creating an effective changespell." She
  blinked, and made a face. "I said that like I'd lived here all my life,
  didn't I?"

"That you did," Carey agreed. They rode in
  silence, while Dayna watched Carey watching Jess. She'd wondered why Carey had
  truly come along, given his staffing crunch— but the reason, of course, was
  obvious.

Jess.

He caught her eye. "I can't let anything happen to
  her," he said. "Not now. There's too much... going on."

"Jess wanted to take that run," Dayna said, her
  voice taking on an edge of impatience. "She makes her own decisions,
  Carey. No need for you to beat yourself up over it."

But his expression held misery. "I could have said
  something," he said. "She might have decided differently. Or maybe
  not— but at least I wouldn't be watching her now, wishing I'd tried."
  He patted his horse's shoulder, a gentle, wistful motion. "This is Jess's
  brother, you know. Well, her half-brother. Last year, Calandre's people nearly
  ruined him. Hard riding... worse treatment. It's taken a long time to get his
  confidence up again." He nodded at Jess. "She always had more grit
  than he did. She's the kind of horse who'll turn hard, and kick back."

"She's more than a horse, now," Dayna reminded
  him. "She'll get through this."

His jaw set briefly. "She can be one of the strongest
  people I know. But at the same time... " he stopped for a long moment. Finally,
  he said, "I wanted her to learn she is strong. I thought it would
  be best if I let her make her own decisions. I think I stepped back too
  far."

Dayna scowled at him. "Then maybe you should be your
  normal cuddly and lovable self, and quit trying to orchestrate her life."

He gave her a surprised look. "Careful, Dayna. Someday,
  someone's going to figure out that you really care."

She didn't manage to come up with a retort for that one
  before he nudged his horse into a trot, moving up beside Jess with an ease that
  renewed her scowl.

Bad enough he wasn't getting saddle-sore. He had to get the
  last word, too?

~~~~~

 

The day after escorting the changespell team to the
  wizards' farmhouse, Jess stood at the top of the familiar short-cut— well away
  from the steep bank Ander still struggled to climb, his inexperienced mount
  scrambling behind him at the end of the reins. 

The day before on this road, they'd skipped the shortcut, sparing
  the changespell team wizards on their way to the farmhouse. This day, Jess
  again prepared to ride past the point of her capture— again on her way to the
  peacekeeper hold, where the courier packet still waited from before her capture:
  the compiled statistics of rising peacekeeper losses in Anfeald and the
  surrounding precincts.

No one had wanted her working courier runs. But Carey still
  needed the help— and Jess needed to work. She needed its distraction and she
  needed the reassurance of doing ordinary things in an ordinary way.

And she needed to ride this stretch of road again. To
  conquer it, as she had not truly done the day before.

Her gelding jigged beneath her, responding to her tension. She
  narrowed her focus, breathing deeply and slowly. Here was where she'd
  first seen the threat. Here was where she'd felt the sting of the first
  dart. Here.

And here was where she'd fallen.

Ander finally reached the top of the bank to flash her a
  grin, testing his girth before he mounted up. "Thought you'd be there and
  back again by now."

She snorted and turned away, but it was with a small smile. Beneath
  her, the gelding snorted, too, mouthing the bit in the aftermath of their wait.

Movement flashed along the edge of the long, field-edged
  road. She stopped the gelding with a shift of her weight, tipping her head so
  the black brim of her baseball cap shaded her eyes.

"Other people use the road, too," Ander reminded
  her, his voice low and calm. "The outlaw wizards aren't hanging around
  here any longer, you know that."

She did know that. And still.

She raised her head for better focus even though these human
  eyes didn't need her to do so. Then she caught the red and white flash of color. Peacekeeper uniforms.

Ander must have seen them, too. "They're just out on an
  exercise," he told her. "With all this trouble, I'd sharpen up my
  skills, too." He ran his hand along the strap of his quiver.

"Yes," she agreed. She looked at Ander's bow and wondered
  if he could grab it, nock, and aim before feathered little darts took them both
  down. Probably not.

She'd just have to keep her ears and eyes and phantom
  whiskers on alert at all times.

They rode single-file past men and women marching quick-time,
  exchanging greetings all the way down the line. And then, despite the heat of
  the late morning, Jess moved out in front of Ander at a canter, more than ready
  to be at their destination.

Their greeting at the peacekeeper gate came with a pleased and
  anxious enthusiasm. "Glad you're here, glad you're here," said the
  middle-aged guard. "After what happened to that one courier, well... "
  he trailed off and shook his head, obviously unaware that the one courier stood right there in front of him. He tapped a small black square painted on
  the doorframe of his small shelter, and spoke into it. "Arlen's people are
  here."

Jess started when the doorframe spoke back to him. "Should
  be two, man and woman. She's supposed to show you a baseball cap." The
  voice added less brusquely, "Don't ask me what that's supposed to
  be."

Jess pointed to her cap. "This."

"Confirmed," said the man into his black square,
  then looked up at Ander and Jess with an apology riding his shrug. "We're
  pretty careful these days."

"Yes," Jess agreed, glancing at Ander. "So
  are we."

The man waved them in, and they trotted into a dusty expanse
  of a yard with shriveled plantings lining the huge stone main house. Jess aimed
  her horse at the shaded hitching rail.

A chocolate-skinned young woman in black trousers and a white
  armband over her belted red tunic met them at the door of the main house. Ander
  leaned in close to Jess's ear. "Youth Corps. They really are hurting."

The young woman said, "This way, please," and led
  them down a long hallway. Jess had made this run before, but never had it
  involved such solemn ritual. Their guide deposited them at the open door of a
  large office, within which a woman and two men conversed.

Jess settled her saddlebags on her shoulder and stepped into
  the office. There she saw the painted black square on the largest of two desks,
  and pointed at her hat again. "Baseball cap."

The man sitting behind the desk just grinned. "Now we know."

At his casual response, Jess relaxed. "I thought we did
  something wrong."

He made a sour face, which was an interesting sight when
  combined with his oversized nose and narrow eyes. "Things have changed. Formality
  encourages alertness among the newer recruits. Didn't mean to worry you."

"Does that mean we have a chance of getting lunch
  around here?" Ander asked.

"Indeed!" the woman said. She must have been about
  Jaime's age, her eyes full of worry and fatigue. "In fact, I think we owe
  your companion two lunches, unless I'm wrong about her identity."

"Jess," said Jess, without hesitation. The woman
  nodded, and Jess saw the little glimmer that meant the woman knew she meant Dun
    Lady's Jess. That glimmer meant curiosity— and this time, Jess found she
  did not welcome it.

"We appreciate your willingness to make the ride again,"
  the second man said. He was a big man, with the pale lines of a summer-shaved beard.
  "I know the holds are strapped for couriers, with the current
  unpleasantness."

The woman caught Jess's gaze, looking at the difference
  there just a moment too long. "Obviously, someone is intent on causing
  trouble. We're just grateful they haven't moved on to the general
  population."

"No," said Jess. "Just you. And us."
  She knew from Ander's surprised glance that her slightly prickly reaction
  wouldn't be understood.

But she didn't like it when people tried to make
  conversation, just so they could talk to her, and she didn't like it when they
  tried to pretend they weren't curious so they could later find ways to ask
  questions they also pretended weren't nosy. Better to be honest and ask.

"Now, then," said the man behind the desk,
  breaking through the undercurrents as he reached into a drawer and dropped a
  thick, wrapped stack of paper before them, tucking them into a leather folder. "Here's
  the dispatch—nothing so secret as all that, but best if the general population
  doesn't know, and if your Arlen can lend any insight, we'd be grateful." He
  held out the folder. "Now, let's head off to that lunch."

Ander's stomach growled right on cue, but Jess suddenly
  wasn't hungry anymore. She didn't want to eat with this woman; she didn't want
  to talk about her private things and she didn't want to deal with finding a
  polite human way to not talk about them.

Still, she accepted the folder and slid it into her
  saddlebags, listening to introductions— First Level Commander Jep, and the
  woman, Friedan, and the large Karle, both second level commanders. 

Friedan kept the conversation going as Jep led them to their
  meal, inquiring after Jess's time in Kymmet while Jess pretended not to hear. The
  dining building sat just off the side of the main house, and it held too many
  empty tables for a meal time. The peacekeepers on the road, Jess
  reminded herself. The remaining diners conversed in quiet tones of palpable
  tension, the occasional exclamation striking through; they sent sideways
  glances at Jess and Ander, and at their commanding officers as well. A little
  resentment, a little underlying rebellion... a lot of worry.

Jess led the way to an empty table, choosing her spot when
  the woman would have taken a table closer to the food bar—a more conspicuous
  table. 

Jess did not want to be conspicuous.

Maybe taking this run hadn't been the best decision. She'd
  needed it—needed to force herself past that spot in the road— but now lingering
  here, with its constant reminders of this strange and dangerous time, had only
  made her as tense as everyone else.

Friedan didn't improve things, her false-edged voice and
  forced conversation reminding Jess of how different she was, how her
  almond— dun— skin and two-toned hair made her stand out even in a populace
  of varying of shades and forms. Jess just hoped Ander was willing to—

Quick movement rushing up from behind danger!

She threw her head up, shifting her weight, her leg free and
  chambering to kick— 

Ander caught her shoulders, a casual movement that
  nonetheless trapped her— she twisted to free herself, panic edging her
  thoughts, phantom ears flat to her skull. He pulled her back against his chest,
  his low voice in her ear. "Easy."

It was as much of a command as anything he'd ever said to her,
  and a deliberate invocation of one of her Words. She stopped pulling against
  him, still trembling against his grip, the need to strike out and run still
  strong within her.

Ander turned so she could see the young woman who'd first
  greeted them, her face chagrined as she tugged her uniform back into place and
  straightened her shoulders, catching her breath.

"That was quite an entrance," said Jep, brows
  raised above his narrow eyes.

"Especially when you consider how tense things are."
  Ander kept his voice light-hearted, but Jess heard his irritation and knew it
  was for her sake. She took a deep breath and relaxed against him so he would
  know she had calmed.

Karle frowned decisively. "I believe we'll assign some
  extra classes on awareness skills, Lydda—until you know to think twice before running
  up behind someone who spends as much time in the field as I do."

No one saw.

Jess let out a sigh of relief. Ander's quick thinking had
  hidden her reaction, and she wouldn't have to explain. Or apologize. Or talk
  about it at all. She took another deep breath as Ander released her, rubbing
  her shoulders in a quick apology for his bruising grip.

"But the shift wizard— " Lydda said, persistent—and
  then her eyes widened in dismay at Karle's darkening expression. "I'm
  sorry. I'll sign up for extra classes. But— " The urgency returned to her
  voice— "Falcin lost contact with one of the companies at the stalking
  games!"

"When?" snapped Jep.

"Which company?" Friedan asked. "Did he try
  to reach its second dispatcher?"

"Gestan's," Lydda said. "And no, he can't
  reach the second, either! He can't reach any of them."

Jep's expression turned grim; he dismissed the girl, and
  sent Ander and Jess a distracted glance of regret. "I'm sorry," he
  said. "I have to see to this." He put a command tone in his voice
  when he turned to Friedan and Karle. "Eat. I'll need you later, and I
  don't want you hungry."

Neither of the two looked happy, but they nodded in sharp
  unison. Lunch turned into a quiet and distracted affair with no more intrusive curiosity;
  they proceeded to Jess's chosen table and ate quickly, and Jess and Ander slipped
  directly outside from the dining area, and found their horses readily enough.

Ander retightened his girth and looked at her over his
  horse's back. "She would have startled anyone, Jess. Don't worry about
  it."

"She was stupid," Jess said immediately, making
  sure her saddlebags and their contents were secure. "She would have
  deserved it." And then she stopped, and blinked, and said, "I don't
  know why I said that."

"She was stupid, to go pelting up on someone
  like that." But Ander looked a little startled, too.

"Yes. But... it was a only mistake." She frowned
  down at her fingers as they rebuckled her saddlebag. There was no point in
  being so angry at someone for a mistake. Jess made enough of those herself.

"I don't think she'll make it again. Karle and Jep
  didn't like it any more than you did," Ander said with assurance, leading
  his horse away from the rail and mounting up.

Foot in the stirrup, Jess hesitated at the hint of unusual
  sound. "Do you hear... ?" she said, but then it was gone, and she
  mounted up. Just a breeze knocking branches together, or an approaching rider. Or...
  several of them? "Do you— ?"

"What?" Ander asked.

She shook her head, but before they reached the gatehouse,
  she stopped again. Then Ander heard it too— the sound of many dozens of little hoofbeats.
  Light steps, ticking and pattering against the hard road in enough numbers to
  create a minor alto rumble. 

The man in the gatehouse stepped out into the middle of the
  road, where his view was much better than theirs—and just as fast, he ducked
  back into the gatehouse, shouting something incomprehensible into his little
  black square. 

At least, Jess thought it was incomprehensible. She couldn't
  really have heard him yelling about sheep, could she?

"Maybe we'd better move," Ander suggested, his
  blue eyes changing from puzzled to alarmed. 

But it was too late, and the sheep were upon them—there was
  nothing to do but hold their horses and wait it out as a large herd hit the
  entrance, bottlenecked briefly, and poured through.

They ran into the yard without slacking speed, filling it...
  milling around with a cacophony of angry bleats. There were rams and ewes in
  equal numbers— and the rams were willing to go head-on with anything in their
  way— each other, a tree, part of the fence... �

A surprised ewe came out of the gatehouse at the pointed end
  of the peacekeepers' boot; Jess saw his mouth moving, but couldn't hear his
  voice any longer— nor did she have attention to spare, for her horse, tail
  clamped and back humped, quickly had his fill of the woolly creatures and
  ducked his head to buck his displeasure.

Jess held her seat and pushed him up into the bridle,
  keeping him to a few bogging leaps—and as he settled, was relieved to see his
  little temper tantrum had at least earned them some space. 

But Ander's expression didn't reflect any relief at all— in
  fact, it was downright grim. She put her face into a question and when he
  caught her eye, he shook his head and pointed.

There, caught around the neck of one of the ewes, was the
  remnants of a red and white peacekeeper uniform.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 15

 

Dayna sat down on a feed sack just inside the barn doorway,
  leaving the changespell team in the farmhouse. Not that they'd miss her.

From here, she could see it all. She could watch the empty
  crates at the far end of the old building, and imagine them full of animals— pacing,
  snarling, angry. The stalls stood to her right— two of them, both filthy. One
  had a broken door—Jess's stall. To her left lay a jumble of items— broken
  cages, trash, and generous piles of droppings.

All in all, a thoroughly disgusting place.

And inspiring. Far more inspiring than the
  comfortable old farmhouse, a multi-family dwelling that easily housed the
  changespell team. 

They'd settled in quickly enough, even if Teriyah wasn't
  feeling well. But they had young Rorke for the mundane chores— magically
  ensuring the presence of hot water, preserved food, and lighting—so there was
  little to distract the team from their job of creating the checkspell.

They had, in fact, settled on a version they now fine-tuned
  to exclude Jess, but Dayna didn't think it would work. It was too broad in
  scope.

They did the fine-tuning without her, which was as it should
  be. She'd joined the team, after all, for her ability to take her desires and
  distill them into action through raw magic. The more experienced team members
  followed along the process, separating what they'd observed into the component
  parts.

Raw magic. That was her strength.

And now, for the first time since she'd set foot on this
  world, it seemed to be failing her. Using it did nothing but set up a discord
  in not only her own efforts, but those of the entire team— and Hastin, not of
  the most generous nature in the first place, was quick to let her know about
  it.

Suddenly Dayna understood just how often she cheated, making
  raw shortcuts within legitimate spells.

And so here she was, in the barn. Being frustrated and
  embarrassed.

Usually she came for inspiration. All she had to do was
  think of Jess in that stall, or picture the tiny dead woman they'd found as the
  gentle and finely furred rabbit she'd once been. Probably died from fright,
  Shandy had said. Rabbits did that, sometimes. And those thoughts generally made
  her tuck away the tired, whining voice in the back of her head, and get back to
  work.

Today, when her raw magic caused such discord, she'd only
  come to practice. She started with a handful of training spells— and quickly stunned
  herself with discovery—for when she studiously eliminated all traces of raw
  magic, they came to her more easily than ever before.

She called water up from the underground well, and shaped it
  into a perfect sphere instead of her usual lumpy blob. She lit the barn in a
  handful of colors, and then blocked out all light to make it darker than night.
  Disgusted with the smell that seemed so much stronger in that darkness, she
  cleaned every inch of the barn without lifting a finger— and without a mistake
  she commonly made, which was to take a thin layer of the original material
  along with the dirt.

And after all that, she wasn't tired at all. She stared,
  baffled, at her hands— her nimble, obliging fingers, which had happily gestured
  out the elements of the spells as she'd been taught.

Was it this easy? Had this been the answer all along, that
  her raw magic was confusing the structured spells? Did she merely have to make
  the effort to separate the two?

Cautiously, Dayna reached for the raw magic, shaping her
  will to spin a breeze down the center of the barn. Instantly, a grating noise
  filled the inside of her head— and almost as quickly, Shandy, the small,
  elderly lady whose patience with Dayna had been extraordinary during this tense
  project, snapped a silent, direct, "That's enough of that, young
  lady!" into her head, just barely cutting through the noise.

Which was odd enough, considering Shandy's easy proficiency
  with personal messages. Dayna released the gathered raw magic in a careful
  trickle, no happier about the result than Shandy.

Then something chimed.

It was a pleasant, melodic chime and yet disturbing for all
  of that; it came from nowhere and everywhere at once. At the top of the newly
  pristine barn, a flutter of something drifted downward.

A watery, distorted voice said, "Fouuund youu. Daaaaayyna."

Dayna jumped to her feet, fear making her movement jerky;
  she threw a shield around herself. But as the object dropped steadily but
  serenely towards the floor, she had time to get mad. She dropped the shield and
  threw her magic— structured magic—out at the lingering traces of the
  message.

She caught it, latching on to the whisper of distorted laughter,
  racing along the lines of its origin, perceiving a blur of forests and fields— and
  then, suddenly and painfully, crashing headlong into a sturdy, impenetrable
  shield.

She opened her eyes to find herself on the ground.

Groaning, she pushed herself up—finding herself so stiff
  that she must have been there for some time. At least she'd cleaned the place
  up before she'd smeared herself on the floor.

In the center of the spotless barn lay a bit of... something.
  Dayna dragged herself over to it, wary despite the utter lack of magic around
  her. Black and green, feather and metal... it was identical to the darts that
  had taken out Jess.

Willand. Dayna's breath caught in her throat. Willand
  found me.

And she had found Willand.

Hadn't she?

She'd traced that spooky message right back to its source,
  or as close as she could get. Hadn't she? Dayna smeared her hand across
  her eyes, suddenly unsure. There was no way that she, neophyte wizard, could
  have traced a message that far, that fast... especially not the message of a
  wizard as powerful as Willand—who no doubt would have taken precautions against
  just such activity.

Maybe she'd led Dayna along, spreading bread crumbs to keep
  the less accomplished wizard on her trail. Maybe she'd wanted to be
  found. And if that was the case, there was nothing but trouble in it— especially
  if she told the others.

Carefully, Dayna got to her feet. And carefully, she aimed a
  small spell of incineration at the dart. 

In a moment, it was nothing more than a bad odor lingering
  in a clean barn.

~~~~~~~

 

Jaime stood in the hold garden and frowned at the stranger
  in the road, the crunchy sweet peas she'd just stolen—harvested— on the way
  to her mouth.

The stranger frowned right back.

Trust that she would be the one out by the gardens, assessing
  the dried pastures, when the woman walked by. And then when she demanded to see
  Arlen.

As if just anyone got close enough to see Arlen these days.

She was Jaime's age and heavy, carrying most of it in her
  hips. Her plain face held small eyes and thick, doughy features. Her hair,
  pulled tightly back into a thin braid, did nothing to improve her demeanor. Neither
  did her attitude, of which Jaime was rapidly tiring.

"I'm not going to take you straight to
  Arlen," Jaime said. She'd tried to handle this with polite diplomacy, but
  both those qualities were now exasperated out of her. "I'm not even going
  to take you into the hold until someone else clears you."

"Don't be an idiot," the woman snapped. "Every
  moment you stall increases the danger for the both of us, no matter how
  well-shielded you think you might be." At Jaime's surprise, she added,
  "Yes, I can certainly tell an augmented shieldstone when it's in front of
  me. That probably means you've had trouble lately, which also probably means
  that Willand has a soft spot in her heart for you. Now stop playing games and
  get me into that hold!"

Jaime snorted. "After what you just said? You'll damned
  well wait outside until I get you cleared!"

"My luck to have chosen an imbecile," the woman
  snarled, more to herself than to Jaime. Readjusting the tight waistband of her
  trousers, she turned away from Jaime and headed for the hold, her steps fast
  and determined.

Jaime laughed. "You'e kidding," she said, easily
  catching up. "Which one of us do you think will get there first?"

To her astonishment, she discovered tears in the woman's
  eyes—and fear on her face. "I don't care, as long as I get there," she snapped, as though she wasn't suddenly revealing all that
  emotion. "I need safety, and if that means Arlen's personal peacekeepers
  wrestle me to the ground and slap null-magic bonds on me, then that's what it
  means!"

For the first time, Jaime hesitated. "The hold is half
  a mile away. Convince me, and I can have Arlen here in seconds."

The woman was already panting. She slowed, giving Jaime a
  look as suspicious as all the ones Jaime had bestowed upon her. "You cause
  me any extra trouble, and it won't just be Willand you have to worry
  about."

"Threaten me, and those doors will never open for
  you," Jaime shot back at her.

They glared at one another a moment, and then the woman
  seemed to shrink into herself. She broke eye contact. "If Willand's been after
  you, you probably do know as much about this sorry situation as anyone. My name
  is Renia, and I'm seeking sanctuary from Willand and... well, another wizard
  you won't have heard of. Yet. Jenci."

She might have said more, but she interrupted herself at the
  sound of hoofbeats— the three-beat rhythm of two horses in a slow and easy
  canter.

"Couriers," Jaime said, without concern.

But the woman darted off the road anyway, right into the
  garden and half-hidden within the corn. Jaime sent an incredulous look after
  her.

By then the riders were upon them. Ander. And Jess,
  whom she couldn't have been gladder to see. "Jess— "

"You!" Jess said, her greeting turned to
  fury in a heartbeat—and all the focus of that fury on the woman in the corn. Jaime
  gaped as Jess kicked her horse forward, aiming him straight at Renia.

"Jess!" Jaime cried. "Not in the garden!"

Renia screamed thinly and bolted— but Jess plowed through
  the corn and cut her off, her horse's hooves digging up great clods of dirt and
  roots as he sat his haunches, responding like a cutting horse as Renia dodged
  through the garden.

"Jess!" Ander's puzzled cry echoed Jaime, but by
  then Jaime wasn't frozen stupid any more. She darted into the garden to join
  the fray, cornstalks whipping in her face, her ears full of grunting horse and
  screaming Renia. A dodge, a duck, a leap— at last she snagged Renia's sleeve,
  and in the next instant, got Jess's reins with the other hand.

Just pray they don't take off in opposite directions,
  she told herself, stretched out between them and gasping with exertion.

"She was there," Jess said, and her face
  was full of thunder. "She was one of them!"

"Burning Hells," the woman gasped, astonished recognition
  on her face. "You— !"

"Burning Hells, nothing," Ander called from
  the road. "If you three don't get your dainty little feet out of that
  garden, Arlen'll roast you himself!"

Jaime sent Renia and Jess equally stern glares. "Do I
  have to drag you out of here, or can I trust you to make it to the road without
  starting up all over again?"

The woman shook herself free as Jaime slowly released the
  gelding's reins. Neither said anything; Jess restricted herself to an
  expressive glare, and the woman strode through the loose, deep dirt of the
  garden with as much dignity as she could muster.

Once they were out on the road again, Jaime stood between
  them and gave Jess a wary look. "Jess, what— ? "

Jess's gelding flipped his head up and down, still coiled
  with excitement. She gave his shoulder a pat without easing her glare.
  "Her name is Renia. She held me prisoner."

"I was there," Renia spat at her. "I
  didn't do it."

"You didn't stop them," Jess returned without
  hesitation. "You let them beat me."

"What makes you think I could have done anything about
  it?" The wizard flipped her thin braid back behind her, squared her
  shoulders. "I was there," she repeated. "That's
  all."

"Fine, you were there." Jaime stepped into the
  confrontation, her sympathy for Renia gone. "What the hell are you doing here?"

"Running," Jess said derisively. Renia only glared
  resentfully, until Jaime suddenly realized Jess had in fact answered for her—and
  correctly at that.

"I've had enough," she decided. "Let's go. Arlen's
  going to want to talk to you, all right."

"Just as I tried to tell you." The woman resumed
  her quick march along the road, as uneasy as she was determined—eyeing the sky
  as though it might fall on her. 

Jess snorted with disdain, letting her go.

"Be interesting to hear why she's here," Jaime told
  her, frowning at the woman's back. "But she shouldn't go in the hold
  before Arlen checks her out. She could still be connected to the others."

Jess held out her hand to Jaime, and kicked her foot out of
  the stirrup. "Then we'll get there first."

Jaime mounted up, settling in on top of the saddlebags. She
  wrapped her arms around Jess's waist as the gelding's haunches bunched beneath
  her; Jess had cued him straight to canter. They quickly passed Renia, though
  her dogged little jog never faltered. Ander cantered beside them, watching
  Renia over his shoulder.

Arlen waited for them at the inconspicuous front entry, far
  from the stable entrance along the base of the hold. Hands on hips, eyebrows
  raised, explanation clearly expected. "I do have windows in my workroom,
  you know. The garden is well within sight."

Now this was what a wizard should look like, Jaime thought. Today
  Arlen wore black trousers and a deep, clear blue tunic with embroidered sleeves
  and collar, understated and impressive at the same time. No longer shaggy, that
  hair, but trimmed into submission long with his full mustache. The mustache
  twitched, and Jaime suspected it hid a smile at her sudden consternation.

He held out his arm, and Jaime took it, sliding to the
  ground as gracefully as possible. "Never mind the garden," she told
  him, turning back to the road. "There's this woman— good God, what's
  that?"

"I thought I saw— " Ander started, casting another
  worried look behind; Jess swung her horse around. The wizard was running, now— or
  running as best as she could— but Jaime didn't think it was likely to be good
  enough.

Behind her, bringing its own dark cloud of dust and debris,
  a wall of wind roared down upon her.

"Get inside," Arlen ordered them, as the first
  wisps of a breeze plucked at Jaime's hair. "I don't know if I can stop
  this— "

"She'll never make it," Jaime whispered, watching
  the woman flounder. Renia had been terrified that Willand would find her, that
  Jaime's intractability would cost her more than time.

She'd been right.

Jaime hadn't thought anyone would hear her horrified
  realization— not above the rising sound of the winds, or the alarmed shouts from
  the stable entrance at the end of the hold.

But Jess did. Suddenly her gelding was charging down the
  road, closing in on the wizard and the savage windstorm that rushed in behind
  her.

"Jess, no!" Jaime cried after her, knowing it to
  be futile and far too late. There was hardly time for cold fear to hit her
  stomach before Ander galloped out in Jess's wake, bent over the saddle to duck
  the winds.

Arlen's eyes closed in concentration, his fingers moving, and
  Jaime ignored his command to get inside— someone had to drag him back if
  he sank so far in his efforts that he lost sight of danger.

Squinting against buffeting gusts, she watched Jess reach
  Renia, barely in control of her gelding. The woman reached for Jess's hand,
  trying to get her foot in the stirrup Jess offered— but the gelding skittered
  around in the wind like a leaf about to lose its grip on a tree, and Renia was
  simply too heavy, too tired, to manage.

A section of road popped out of the ground some distance
  behind them, sucked up by the vacuum of abruptly changing wind— spattering them
  with dirt and stone, sending the gelding into a rear. If the full strength of
  that storm reached them—

Jaime whispered, "Oh, hurry— " even though the
  words were snatched out of her mouth before they made it into sound. Something
  pelted her— a rock, a small stick, who knew— and she cringed, unwilling to
  leave Arlen, and unwilling to drag him away from his efforts while Jess and
  Ander fought time and wind.

Ander reached Jess and flung himself from the saddle,
  choking his reins up brutally short to hold his horse while Renia tried to
  mount; Ander gave her a healthy shove on the bottom and she plopped into the
  saddle— he released the reins and smacked the horse, and it bolted for the
  stable.

Jess's hair whipped in the wind; her cap dangled from her
  teeth. Ander flung himself up behind her and Jess let the gelding go. The horse
  galloped for the far stable entry, neck outstretched and ears pinned back,
  staggering once when a substantial piece of debris bounced off his haunches. The
  road popped behind them again, closer, and then Jaime couldn't help it, she
  screamed at them. "Run, run run."

Someone— Arlen— snatched Jaime's arm and dragged her
  away, and the wind buffeted her until she fell through the unassuming doorway. Arlen
  dove in behind her, slammed the door, and sealed it with a quick gesture and a
  flare of visible power.

"The stable," Jaime said hoarsely. Even if Ander
  and Jess had made it inside, the huge doors would take more than human muscle
  to secure them against this storm.

He didn't so much as nod before sprinting down the hallway, careening
  off the wall as he regained his own windblown balance.

She wobbled after him and soon got her legs sorted out. Deep
  in the hold she couldn't hear or feel the wind, but she knew it was
  there, and she threaded the hallways to the stable at a dead run.

But the scene she found there was nothing like she'd
  expected.

She'd thought she'd find chaos, and wind-damage, and injured
  and panicking horses. She thought she'd find her friends struggling to close
  the massive stable doors, and to hold them that way.

Instead she found silence.

And she found Arlen facing off against Renia, in no way
  friendly.

Jess, her hair a wind-blown mess, stood beside a cluster of horse
  and human— Carey, Ander, the two geldings, and a handful of couriers and
  grooms. Beyond them, the stable door sat snugly closed— and Arlen clearly hadn't
  done it. He hadn't had the time.

Renia?

Jess had a peculiar look on her face, perhaps just now realizing
  how much she'd risked for this woman who'd participated in her captivity; she
  watched Renia and Arlen as if she hoped to discover her near-sacrifice had been
  worth it.

But it was Arlen's expression that held them all silent— the
  glitter of his anger, and the offended stiffness in his shoulders. And there,
  in his eyes— in the quizzical, miniature lift to his brows—Jaime saw that he
  wasn't sure who would prevail if he pushed his anger past Renia's breaking
  point.

Jaime wanted run and throw her arms around him— as if she
  could make everything all right. That would, of course, be the worst thing in
  the world. So instead she stayed where she was, feeling the surprise that
  lingered on her own features.

Renia flipped her braid back over her shoulder and tugged at
  the tear in her blouse so it didn't gape quite so widely over the slope of her
  ample breast. "I tried to get here before something like that could
  happen," she said, as though continuing a conversation in progress. She
  glanced meaningfully at Jaime. "I was delayed."

Jaime kept her voice level. "I had no intention of
  bringing you into this hold until Arlen said it was safe."

Arlen nodded. "As it should be. And since— thanks to
  Jess and Ander— you're here despite that little windstorm, I think you'd better
  explain yourself. That storm was shielded, or I would have detected it long
  before it became such a problem. And there's only one group with the ability to
  shield such major magics."

"Here?" Renia said, glancing around the stable
  with a touch of scorn. "You want me to tell you all? Here?"

"No," Arlen snapped. "I want you to dig deep
  and find the manners your mother taught you, and then I want you to follow
  me."

Jaime had to suppress a smile at the look on Renia's face— which
  wasn't hard, when she thought of how close Jess and Ander had come to being
  hurt or killed along with the rude new arrival. She glanced at Arlen, wanting
  very much to be included even if it was clearly Council business.

Arlen nodded at her— the slightest tilt of his head— but his
  wary attention remained on Renia. 

And would, Jaime suspected, as long as the wizard sheltered in
  his hold.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 16

 

Arlen and Renia stared at one another across the
  conference table, high on the third floor of the hold.

It would take more than the quick pass of Arlen's fingers to
  tame his hair, and Renia's wind-burned cheeks flushed red in her otherwise pale
  face. Her blouse was torn in several places, her hands scraped and bruised.

But her face held the look of a wizard who's neatly shown up
  a colleague.

Jess didn't see it that way. Arlen could have closed and
  shielded the stable doors, too, if he'd been there instead of at the side
  entrance. He simply hadn't been.

She sat on the floor in front of Carey as Renia looked
  around the meeting room. "We might as well have had this conversation in
  the stable, for all the privacy we've got here."

They'd gathered in one of the secondary workrooms until
  recently being utilized by Dayna's team. Jess knew this room could be sealed
  and isolated from the rest of the hold, and wondered if Renia could tell.

But Renia had busied herself by looking at the non-nonsense
  furnishings of the spartan room— a long wooden table and lightly cushioned,
  straight-backed chairs, the walls bare of decoration save the same stylized
  version of Arlen's name that branded Jess and sealed all his messages. 

Clearly, Renia had expected more from the hold of a top
  Council wizard like Arlen—and clearly, she resented the presence of Jess,
  Ander, Jaime, and Carey.

But Arlen drove straight to the point. "Thanks to
  Willand's activities, everyone here," Arlen said, and nodded around the
  room, "already know plenty about what's been happening in Camolen. They
  deserve to hear what you what you've got to say." He leaned back in his
  chair at the head of the table. "There will be two more. We'll wait until
  my apprentices arrives." He reached to the pitcher of cold tea in the
  center of the table and poured several glasses, pushing one of them at the
  wizard. "You must be thirsty after your run."

Renia took the tea, downing half of the glass without pause.
  Jess leaned against Carey's legs and gave the woman a hard look, still uncertain
  she should have risked herself to save this woman.

Carey ran his hand over Jess's hopelessly tangled hair. "We
  may have to cut it, Jess."

"No," she told him. She'd been in worse shape,
  especially that time when she was a yearling and had rolled in some burr
  bushes.

She heard the rustle of material that meant he'd shrugged. "All
  right," he said. "I'll try not to pull, but... "

Jess didn't say anything. Having him groom her in human form
  was a luxury, whether he was pulling at tangles or not. And it was the one time
  he seemed perfectly willing to touch her— because, she thought, he always
  seemed to be distracted by something else, and simply let his hands do what
  they wanted. What they should, as far as she was concerned.

Natt hustled into the room, more than a little harried. He
  was old for an apprentice— in his twenties, and a distinct contrast to Kesna's
  habitually uncertain presence. 

"We saw it coming," he told Arlen, after a quick
  glance at Renia. "We tried to seal off the workroom, but there's some
  picking up to do. Kesna'll be right here— she's still getting damage reports
  from other parts of the hold." He stopped, obviously thinking about the
  windstorm, and shook his head. "I've never even heard of a spell that
  powerful."

Arlen said, "Check your history. There were plenty of
  such things set out in the border wars between Therand and Solvany, before they
  became precincts."

"No doubt you have spells for air circulation that make
  checkspells for that sort of thing impossible," Jaime said dryly.

Arlen gave a regretful nod. "We use one in this hold,
  as a matter of fact— in the stable area, especially."

Jess winced as Carey's fingers snagged in a little tangle,
  and his hand rested on her shoulder in brief apology. She glanced at Jaime and
  her recently shortened hair, and wondered what such a style would look like
  when she was Lady— then decided she didn't want to find out.

Kesna slipped into the room, closing the door behind her
  with a series of clicks— one from the latch, and one from the magic that now
  sealed them all in. Renia glanced at the door with a startled look, as if she
  hadn't counted on Arlen to be so cautious after his casual beginning. She was
  trapped here, now, until he decided to release her.

"The hold held up well," Kesna said quietly. She
  sat in the chair closest to the door. "The garden is completely destroyed,
  of course. And Carey... they got the stallion in before the storm, so he's all
  right, but half his fence is down. I'm sorry to say one of this spring's foals
  was killed by flying debris— the groom who was trying to save him was hurt,
  too, but she'll be all right."

Carey's hands stilled a moment, hesitating in the midst of a
  tangle. Jess heard the small noise he made in his throat; after a moment, he
  cleared it. "Thank you, Kesna. It... could have been worse."

"It could have been better, too," Jaime said
  fiercely, looking at Renia through suddenly reddened eyes. "Why are you
  here? Why is Willand after you? And why do you have such a Guides-damn bad
  attitude?"

Yes. Answers Jess wanted, as well.

"I didn't come here for verbal abuse," Renia said
  coolly.

Arlen rubbed a finger down his mustache and said quietly, "What did you come here for?"

His tone made it as much of a threat as a question; silence
  fell as everyone looked at Renia. She looked back at them, resentful; Jess
  thought she saw a spark of fear in the woman's small eyes.

Good.

The silence stretched out; Carey's fingers worked through
  Jess's hair, an intimate and comforting touch. Kesna, glancing at them, held
  her hand over Jess's head— and suddenly the comb met less resistance. Jess
  glanced up her thanks and discovered Renia looking at her with unpleasant
  mixture of envy and resentment.

Jess returned the look with her own hard and unyielding gaze;
  it was Renia who looked away.

"Let me guess," Arlen said, breaking the silence. "I've
  seen what you can do— it was no small thing, closing the stable door and shielding
  it against that wind. And since I already know everyone in Camolen with that
  sort of power, and I don't know you, you must be in with the group
  that's been hiding itself. And that means Jess had good reason for going after
  you in that garden."

Renia looked, if anything, slightly more sullen—and slightly
  less certain.

"You wouldn't be here without some reason to leave them—
  not a friendly one, or we wouldn't have faced that distinctly unnatural
  windstorm. And I suppose you thought you'd be welcomed with gratitude, and our
  relief that you've come to bestow your explanations on us." Arlen leaned
  over the table, weight on his elbows. "The thing is, we've already pretty
  much got things figured out. And we're really not very happy with you. So this
  little reception of cheerful, grateful faces is about as good as you're going
  to get."

They pretty much had it figured out? Jess tilted her head to
  look back at Carey. The glance he gave her was eloquent in its hard, silent
  request— say nothing.

Renia must have decided the same.

Arlen tapped the corner of his mustache. "You wouldn't be
  here if you didn't have something to gain. What is it you want, Renia?"

Renia fidgeted briefly. "Sanctuary!"

"In exchange for?" Arlen's voice was as hard as
  Jess had ever heard it.

Renia fell back into silence, hesitant this time.

"Did you think it would come for free?"

She looked at him, looked away, bit her lip, and started to
  cry.

"Oh, stop it," Arlen said. "You got yourself
  into this. And you broke some of the most stringent Council rules to do
  it." His voice was brusque, but this time Jess heard a note of sympathy in
  it. "Let me make a suggestion. You tell us what you know— and you tell us
  everything. You can leave things out, you can lie— but you'll never know if I
  already know better." He leaned back in his chair, fingers laced over his
  stomach, and said matter-of-factly, "If you do lie, and I do happen to
  know better, that's the end of sanctuary."

She hesitated only a moment. "I intended to tell you
  everything anyway, so that's not much of a concession. But I want your word
  that you won't suck me dry and then toss me back to the others if things get a
  little tough. They didn't think much of me; they may not bother with me after that
  little windstorm fit. But if they do, I want to know you won't betray me. I
  want your official oath on it."

Carey's hands stopped moving through Jess's hair. Kesna
  sucked in a breath. Natt made a sound of dismay. And Jaime looked uncertainly
  at them all. "I take it that's pretty serious stuff."

Arlen nodded. "Usually it's a ceremonial thing. To be
  done under these circumstances is... a tad insulting. But I can't say as I
  blame her." He looked directly at Renia. "We don't like her, and she
  knows it."

She scowled back at him.

"When we finish here, we'll go up to my workshop and
  take care of the oath— assuming we don't have to reconstruct the room first. But
  I want you to start talking now."

Renia shook her head; her voice was tight. She was, Jess
  realized, truly frightened. "The oath."

Arlen didn't look the least bit concerned. "I don't
  think so. Not until I get a flavor of what you've brought us— and how truthful
  you're going to be."

Renia hesitated, but everyone in the room knew she had no
  choice at this point. She knew it, too. "All right," she said again,
  sounding weary. "Let's talk."

"The sheep," Jess said suddenly, startling them
  all and drawing Arlen's sudden frown. "Tell him about the sheep
  first."

Renia's eyes widened. "Jenci did it?" she
  said, sounding aghast.

Jess nodded at Arlen. "Tell him."

"Yes," Arlen said, pouring himself some more tea,
  though his gaze never left Renia. His voice was uncompromising, as if this
  wasn't the first time he'd heard about the peacekeeper tragedy. "Tell
    me about the sheep."

~~~~~~~~~~

 

 




CHAPTER 17

 

Jaime struggled to contain her ongoing resentment against
  Renia—a woman who somehow felt unjustly persecuted when others objected to the
  consequences of her behavior. While Jaime just wanted to—

Yes. To hit her. 

Jess, at least, had gotten on with her life. She and Ander had
  left for Kymmet, her face and neck still marked by ugly, fading bruises and her
  expression wavering between uncertainy and determination.

But Renia still found it hard to believe her group had been
  considered outlaw from the start. Even the day before, when her friends had
  torn apart a swath of Anfeald without second thought.

"Plenty of wizards go into seclusion when they're
  working on a new spell," she'd said in the conference room, after she'd
  finally begun to talk. "So what if a group of us got together and did the
  same? We weren't working on anything forbidden."

"How do you know?" Arlen asked her, much more
  equitably than Jaime would have been able. "There's a procedure for
  developing major new spells, and it involves running a prospectus through the Council.
  In fact, the Council hasn't— or hadn't yet made up its collective mind
  regarding work on generalized changespells. As you can imagine, they feel
  strongly about it at this point. You and yours may take credit for that."

Renia's pallid face flushed deeply. "We're a bunch of
  low level wizards, and the Council always made sure we knew it. A formal application
  would have been dismissed on those grounds, and you know it. We never would
  have had a chance to do it your way."

"You might have tried," Arlen said mildly—but his
  voice hardened, then. "You might have gotten some helpful guidance on what
  is and what is not considered humane treatment of experimental spell
  subjects."

"What, after they turned us down?" Renia
  said. "I don't think so. Look, all we wanted to do was spell an effective
  change in certain animals— the ones that would be especially suited for some of
  the occupations humans are doing now. Once trained, they'd be twice as good at
  it. And they wouldn't require the same sort of compensation."

Jaime's temper, already at its edge, flared high— but when
  she turned it on Renia, she found her voice already buried in similar reaction
  from Carey and Ander. 

At once, they all realized that Jess, the voice that should
  have been the loudest, remained silent.

But the look in her dark eyes was cold enough to give Jaime
  a chill.

Deliberately, she rose to her feet, every movement full of
  the lithe athleticism that proclaimed her other. The black stripe that
  was mane and forelock in Lady's form spread out over the sandy buckskin of the
  rest of her hair, and her nostrils flared slightly in loud equine statement. 

She was, Jaime thought, as much horse as anyone in human
  form could get. She flaunted it before Renia, and stamped it with her pride.

And then she turned to Arlen and said evenly, "I saved
  her life because I was human enough to do it. I came here to find out if she was human enough to have deserved it, and now I know. I would like to
  leave."

Good for you, Jess, Jaime thought. You can show
  her what it means to be human better than we can ever tell her.

"Of course, Jess," Arlen murmured, gesturing
  quietly at the door. It not only unsealed for her, it also opened. And after
  Jess had taken leave, it closed and sealed again. "Renia, it would be best
  to keep in mind that I have sworn to protect you from without this hold— but
  not from within."

Renia clearly didn't quite get it. She glanced uncertainly
  around the table, finding nothing but hostility. Jaime gave her a cold,
  mirthless little smile.

"Let's forego discussion about your group's intent,"
  Arlen said. "I'd like to know about your process. For a group of
  lower-level wizards who were so certain the Council would ignore you, you seem
  to have done quite nicely."

He did not, Jaime noticed, acknowledge that he'd seen Renia
  accomplish that which would have tasked him. He was playing a brilliant hand of
  poker with this powerful woman— and so far, he was winning.

"We found a way to combine our abilities," Renia
  said vaguely, and then immediately changed the subject. "But none of this
  is relevant to why I'm here, and that's the only thing I'm going to tell you
  before I get that oath." She waited for Arlen's nod, and even then seemed
  to hesitate. "About those sheep... " she started, and stopped.

Arlen looked at Ander, who readily filled the gap. "While
  we were picking up the peacekeeper dispatch, an entire company returned to the
  hold... as sheep."

Arlen choked in astonishment. "Sheep?"

Renia smirked. "You didn't know as much as you thought
  you did."

At the collective expression of anger that turned upon her,
  she cleared her throat and started again, her tone more humble. "Jenci was
  probably behind the sheep. Once Willand arrived, he seemed like a different
  person. He said our goals weren't impressive enough, and that we need something
  to protect us from Council envy. He went to work on a reverse
  changespell."

And then she clamped her mouth shut, her lips thin and
  determined, and wouldn't say another thing without the oath. She'd gotten it...
  but now she waited in a safe room while Arlen met with the Council, and Jess
  was on her way home, and Carey had gone on his morning run still wearing the same
  expression as when he'd watched Jess and Ander riding away together.

Jaime had her own disgruntled expression, and she knew it.

She didn't care how Willand had gotten involved with Renia's
  group, or who had managed to free her from confinement. She wanted only to know
  that Willand had been caught, and that Jess was safe from her and from
  the changespell wizards.

And then she wanted to go home.

~~~~~

 

Lady cropped angrily at Kymmet's freshly irrigated grass,
  the only green pastures for miles around. Spellstones clinked pleasantly by her
  ear—but they only underscored that she was, in fact, still Lady.

"Jess, you've been in there for five days now."
  Ander leaned over the fence of the small, isolated paddock. "Let me change
  you back."

Lady turned her back on him, placing the spellstones well
  out of his reach. She tore the grass in vicious little snatches, not paying
  half enough attention to what was going into her mouth. The sour taste of
  little yellow hops clover struck hard, fouling her mouth. She spit it out and
  headed to the small water trough.

"Jess, enough is enough," Ander said, trying the
  Stern Voice. It wouldn't do him any good; Lady had a sterner voice in her head.

Jess had made a decision— to change to Lady and to stay that
  way until Lady changed herself back. Yes, it had been five days. And yes, she
  wanted to be Jess again, to take up the responsibility of her job.

But more than that, she wanted control— over her
  life, and her form.

Jess had been thinking very hard about that very thing as
  she changed to Lady— and Lady was nothing if not persistent, especially not
  with Carey's you're no quitter echoing in her memory.

Ander sighed, loudly. He pinged a small pebble off Lady's
  side. She laid her ears back and returned to the grass, water dripping from her
  muzzle.

"All right, look," he said. "I didn't want to
  do this, but you're not making it easy. Aashan's been complaining to Koje— Mia's
  having some trouble with the gelding you delivered a while back. I've held Koje
  off for two days now, but I can't do it any longer."

Lady raised her head and looked at him, pulling out word meanings
  but relying more on the new note in his voice. No cajoling, no urging, no give
    up, Jess. This was Ander needing her— needing Jess. And Koje's name, she
  knew well enough. She left the grass to meet Ander at the paddock gate.

He said, "It's about time."

Carey wouldn't have spoken to her that way. Carey would have
  known better.

And Carey would have recognized the look on her face before she greeted him with a head-rub, sliming him from shoulder to elbow with watery
  green spit.

~~~~~

 

Jess had been unmoved by Anders' aggrieved expression
  when she emerged from her stall, newly dressed; she found herself unrepentant
  now, on the way back from Aashan's hold with Bay.

She didn't think he would speak to Lady that way
  again—impatient, just a little condescending... 

Rude.

And her concern over Mia's compatibility had been
  well-founded, although she'd known enough not to say so. Bay's natural power
  meant he thrived on Mia's short runs— but it also meant he needed his rider to handle
  his big gaits. Mia had tried to smooth her rides, but not by encouraging him to
  move in a more balanced frame. Instead she had choked him back until the
  unhappy gelding took to head-slinging and occasional fits of crow-hopping.

Jess made Kymmet's standard offer— she would take the
  gelding back, minus a fee for the retraining he'd need, or Mia was welcome to
  come to Kymmet for several weeks of personal clinic.

Mia had been so pleased at that prospect that she let slip
  the latest news from the Lorakans, even as she admitted that Aashan had been spoken
    to about keeping Council business to herself. After all, Mia said, Aashan
  wasn't getting her news from Council sources, so how could it be strictly
  Council business?

Jess didn't bother to untangle that bit of human
  rationalization. What interested her was the news itself. Mage lure.

Mage lure, coming through the Lorakans.

For the strange old border spell had finally been identified
  as a detection spell for that insidious drug—an alarm set generations earlier
  for a threat so thoroughly eradicated that those who'd known and feared it were
  all gone.

Mia had laughed. She was sure that if such a thing as an
  enhancement drug for wizards still existed, everyone would know about it
  by now.

But Mia hadn't been captured by a group of shielded outlaw
  wizards. And Mia hadn't outrun a windstorm even Arlen couldn't tame.

Dark clouds dogged Jess's path, threatening rain but
  offering only humidity. She and Bay arrived in Kymmet sweaty and tired; she
  sponged him down before turning him out to pasture— and then wiped down her
  arms, bending over to flip her hair out of the way and squeeze the sponge over
  the back of her neck.

That's when Ander showed up, of course; he stood there,
  waiting, when she straightened. Little rivers of water ran down her back and
  plastered her tunic to her skin.

Ander looked away. "You made good time, considering the
  heat. The gelding all right?"

"Bay," Jess said, using Mia's name for the horse. "She
  needs a personal clinic. I knew he was not right for her. I should have said
  no."

Ander shrugged. "Aashan liked the horse, too. And the
  Kymmet Landers liked the price she offered for him."

"Still," Jess said, and that was all. She dropped
  the sponge back and hoisted the bucket, heading for the barn.

"What's got you all fired up?" Ander said,
  following her. "It's hot. It's almost dinner time. Slow down or you'll
  melt before you get it. Or," he added suddenly, as if in sudden
  inspiration, "are you still upset about that changespell thing?"

Jess didn't slow, but did throw a frowning glance at him. That
  changespell thing. "I have not given up."

He caught up with her, mostly because she'd stopped to tip
  the remains of the bucket back into the spelled water cleanser— this season, no
  one simply threw out water.

"I don't like to see you so fixated on it," he
  said. "I can't believe you stayed a horse that long— what's so bad about
  having Koje or me change you back?"

Jess left the bucket inside her tack stall and slammed the
  door bolt home. "You aren't always there," she said simply. "I
  don't like to depend."

Ander frowned. "There's nothing wrong with depending on
  people. We all do, for one thing or another. To tell the truth, it's kind of
  nice to know you depend on me for something."

She did stop, that time, right in the middle of the door
  that to the courier quarters. "I depend on you for friendship," she
  said. "I don't understand— " but she cut herself short.

She didn't understand why Ander wanted her to depend
  on him so much, but she suddenly realized that he did.

It was why he made decisions for her— and why he was always
  there to help when he thought she needed it, whether or not she really did. Because
  he liked it that way.

She shook her head, disregarding the puzzled look on his
  face. She had no time for this. "I have to go to Kymmet-the-city
  now."

"Why?" Ander said, alert.

She said simply, "Come and find out."

Kymmet City had a spell booth reserved for the public city
  receiver, and Jess signed off for its use— and then signed off again for Ander,
  who was more likely to be short on transfer stipends.

Kymmet was full of people doing important things and
  thinking important things and trying to make themselves look even more
  important than they'd been the day before. At least, that was what Carey had
  said when she'd wondered why they all spent so much time in such an unnatural
  place.

Jess herself came only for the library, and came out of the
  city receiving booth center already stretching her legs for it, ignoring the
  stream of people around her and the occasional look she drew— even after she
  realized she'd forgotten to change her damp tunic.

The city was neat enough— at least, this section of it. Tiny
  islands of greenery surrounded the buildings, boasted the occasional fountain;
  tidy brick buildings with contrasting stone edges and rows of charming little
  shops surrounded the library.

But Jess wasn't fooled— this was a place of brick and stone,
  not a living place like Arlen's hold.

She stopped before the library—right where she always
  stopped, never failing to think about the Ohio library to which Eric had taken
  her, and how he'd taught her to read. It always meant a moment of sadness for
  Eric, but they were moments she'd learned to treasure— it was when she felt
  closest to him, as if he hadn't died at all.

Ander misinterpreted her hesitation. "They're still
  open," he said, pushing through the token gate and into the lush gardens. Alongside
  the brick paths, dense, short vines covered the ground, impossibly tangled and
  endlessly flowering. They set the stage for the islands of flowers, shrubs and
  small trees— all of which housed a noisy diversity of birds.

Normally, Jess took her time here, watching the birds and admiring
  the new flowers— those were all Eric things to do, too. Today, she gently set
  her Eric-thoughts aside, and followed Ander to the library itself.

The library building itself was a quiet, surprisingly small stone
  structure at the other side of the gardens. Jess took Ander to the massive circular
  desk in the middle of the structure's single room, and told the stacks priest
  what she was looking for.

He returned her a skeptical expression, but consulted his logs,
  writing out the location of several books for her. "Not many people even
  know about mage lure," he told her. "Come back if you need more
  material." She thanked him, leading Ander away.

�"I'll never understand why you come here as often as
  you do," Ander said, his voice hushed as she took him down the stairway to
  the first sub-level— for the library's shelving was underground, the books
  spelled against damage and time. "It always gives me the urge to
  shout."

"Shout what?" Jess asked, consulting her list and
  deciding to go all the way downstairs and work her way up.

"Just shout," Ander said. "All this... quiet."

"I like the quiet. And I like the books." She led
  him through the maze of shelves, unerring. "They're different from the
  books Eric gave me... but when I read them, they answer questions for me." 

She glanced at him, and saw he didn't truly understand. "I
  have a lot of questions." 

He stifled a laugh, quiet after all. "That much, I
  know," he said, and accepted the book she handed him.

Eventually, they settled in the study of the sub-four level,
  books spread out before them—flipping through pages, searching for references
  to mage lure. And when they pushed the last thick, stiff-paged book aside,
  Ander looked at Jess's notes and made a face. "There's not much anyone
  seems to know about this stuff."

Jess picked the page up and ran her fingers across it,
  enjoying the smooth feel of the paper and the texture her slow, careful
  printing gave it. "No," she agreed. "I think they all wanted it
  forgotten."

Ander shook his head. "That's no way to keep it from
  becoming a problem again," he said. "And I can sure see why they'd— wizards—
  consider this a problem."

Jess looked at the notes and nodded. Mage lure. Almost
  instantly addictive, often fatal over the long run, always fatal if
  discontinued without treatment... 

And it boosted a wizard's ability to channel magic many
  times over.

All their information came from books so old a
  library-priest had to unlock the binding spells before they could be open—books
  that chronicled the discovery of the substance, the battle against it, the
  destruction of the neutral territory once called barrenlands... the
  apparent victory in the fight to eradicate mage lure altogether.

The substance had been made in the southwest territory of
  Camolen, in Therand— when it was still a separate country instead of a distant
  and stubbornly independent precinct. It was derived from a native plant, which
  none of the books would name, and had been considered obliterated several
  hundred years earlier— the underground distribution destroyed, the production
  sites razed, the recipe wiped from the minds of all who'd been involved.

And that was it.

"Jess?" Ander said, and his voice had a strong
  edge to it. Jess realized she'd been staring at the notes for some moments, and
  set the page down.

"Do you think the old border spell was right?" she
  asked. "About the mage lure?"

"After all this time?" Ander shrugged. "Old
  spells decay and lose their precision. The thing could have been triggering at
  headache powder for all we know. I'm sure they've done their best to confirm. I'm not sure Aashan had all the facts— or if she did, that Mia remembered
  them all."

"Mia usually gets it right," Jess said. "It's
  part of her job to remember details about her runs."

Ander snorted. "Aashan probably just wants to know exactly
  how her messages are received." He shook his head. "I dunno, Jess. This
  stuff sounds pretty powerful, and hardly worth the price it exacts. The science
  of wizardry has come a long way since mage lure was last used— who knows if it
  would even work with today's methods. But... "

"Those outlaw wizards can do things they
  shouldn't," Jess finished. "And Renia is very strong. Too strong. I saw it in Arlen's eyes."

"It's a pretty powerful argument," Ander agreed. "What
  do you want to do about it?"

Jess blinked. She hadn't thought about that. Slowly, she
  said, "Arlen needs to know about the mage lure. But that won't be good for
  Mia."

"Arlen already knows," Ander scoffed. "You
  don't think Aashan could really scare up gossip this important all by herself,
  do you? She's just the only one who stoops to passing it on."

Of course Arlen already knew. Jess felt the chagrin of that,
  but only for a moment.

Because now they knew, too— and understood what they
  were up against.

If Willand truly had access to mage lure, Jess wasn't sure
  anyone could stop her from doing whatever she wanted.

What do you want to do about it? Ander had asked. Jess
  sat up straight, looked him in the eye. "Lady has to be able to trigger my
  changespell."

Ander groaned— but it wasn't as heartfelt as it might have
  been.

And this time, Jess thought, there was a glimmer of
  understanding— and fear— in his eyes.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 18

 

"Drugs?"

�Jaime sat heavily on the couch in Arlen's private suite and
  looked from Natt to Kesna to Arlen as stunned as they were bemused. "This
  is about drugs?"

"I don't know that I'd put it that way," Arlen
  said. "Most certainly mage lure is involved. But this is about power and greed."

"No, it's not," Jaime said, closing her eyes and
  very deliberately clenching her jaw in lieu of, say, screaming. Drugs.

She knew about drugs. She knew about the price they exacted,
  even from those who didn't use them.

Like Eric.

She thought of the day she'd first arrived here in
  Camolen—of Jess, in equine form again after months learning to be human. Of Carey,
  numbed at finding Jess a horse when he'd only just realized how much he loved
  her as human. Of how Jaime and her brother Mark had turned to one another, only
  just beginning to comprehend the enormity of their situation.

And of Dayna, crying out her anguish over Eric's still-warm
  body—lashing out at the man who had killed him.

Ernie. Drugs, kidnapping, killer-for-hire. Ernie. The man who had killed Eric, disappearing into the nearby woods.

After that, in their struggle to survive, none of them had
  given him much thought.

That, Jaime suddenly knew, had been a mistake.

Drugs, kidnapping, killer-for-hire.

She opened her eyes to find all three wizards staring at her,
  and stroked the little cat in her lap. "It's about drugs, Arlen. Deep in
  the heart of it, it's about drugs."

He regarded her with dawning comprehension. "You know
  something we don't."

"Ernie," Jaime said, and then turned impatient
  when he only looked at her. "Remember the hearings? When Carey triggered
  the world travel spell that first brought us here, there was a man with us— the
  man who killed Eric. He ran off—" ran away from Dayna and her raw magic—
  �"and we never even knew if he survived the transition. We should have realized
  he'd find a familiar layer of societal slime and thrive."

Arlen frowned, thinking it through a moment before he shook
  his head. "Forgive me, but I don't understand why you're so sure this man
  is involved."

Jaime took a deep breath. "You've visited my world—surely
  you've heard references to our illegal drug problem." She glanced at Kesna
  and Natt. "Mind-altering substances—usually addictive and usually
  dangerous. Even if Ernie wasn't actively dealing, he knew the drill."

"You think Ernie got his hands on mage lure and became
  involved with Renia's group," Arlen said, trying it out for size.

"For all I know, Ernie went looking for any hint of
  something to exploit and spent the last year finding someone who could
  re-create mage lure for him," Jaime said bitterly. The cat, disturbed by
  her anger, jumped to the floor. "And once he had it, he also had the means
  to strike back at us for bringing him here. Do you suppose it's coincidence
  that the outlaws are working on the changespell? And that Willand, the woman
  who sweetly declared revenge on us all, is the one who was freed from prison?"

Arlen looked at her for a long moment. "When you put it
  that way, I don't think it was coincidence at all. But I know how we can find
  out."

"Assuming Renia feels like talking today," Natt said,
  frustration evident. "I can't help but wonder if she's really been
  sick since she got here— or if she's still trying to protect her friends."

"She didn't look very well to me," Kesna said. "Not
  that she's exactly amiable, but considering the protection the Council offered...
  why wouldn't she talk?"

"Arlen," Jaime said, struck by alarm. "She's
  powerful. So powerful. I saw it take you by surprise. What if she— ?"

Arlen straightened in alarm. "Then she's in
  withdrawal." 

"You said that was fatal," Kesna said, drawing
  back in horror.

"Oh, Burning Ninth," Natt groaned. "But you'd
  have thought she'd have protected herself somehow— "

"What if she doesn't know?" Jaime said. "You
  can bet Ernie wouldn't tell her. And Willand— ?"

"Even I had to look up the details of the mage lure
  effect," Arlen said. "There's no reason to think Renia knows anything
  Ernie didn't want her to know."

Jaime stood up. "When was the last time anyone actually spoke to her?"

"Yesterday evening," Kesna said, looking off in
  thought. She nodded, growing surer. "I checked to see if she wanted to eat
  with us. This morning, she arranged to have breakfast in her room."

"And now it's just past lunch," Arlen said flatly.
  "I think it's time to check on her."

Jaime didn't bother to ask if she was invited; she invited
  herself. She followed the wizards down a back stairway she hadn't even known
  about; no one said anything as they poured out into a corner of the third
  floor, so recently occupied by Dayna's changespell team and now mostly vacant— except
  for the one room they converged upon.

Arlen knocked brusquely at the door. "Renia? We need to
  talk!"

The answer was slow in coming, and barely audible. "Go.
  Away."

"That's not going to happen," Arlen said, not
  hiding his urgency. "Renia, I know you're sick— and I know why. If you
  don't open the door, I'm going to do it for you."

"Try." As weak as it was, there was challenge in
  her voice.

"Don't be ridiculous," Arlen said; his patience
  looked practiced. "You don't think I'd give you a room where I didn't have
  a built-in door override, do you?"

Behind him, Kesna and Natt exchanged a glance that made
  Jaime think Arlen had done just that. Arlen, you sly thing. Bluffing
    her out again.

�"Wait!" Renia said, and her voice held more life.
  "I need to... I'm not presentable."

"I'll give you a minute," Arlen said. "Or, if
  you prefer, you can just open the door when you're ready."

"Just wait," Renia repeated, bumping around within
  the room. The faint sound of running water filtered through to them, and then the
  door made an augmented click of released locks, both magical and physical. Renia
  cracked the door; she leaned against the doorframe and she looked... Jaime
  glanced away. 

She looked like she was already dead, and just didn't know
  it yet.

Renia glanced past Arlen with pointed surprise. "You
  didn't mention you'd brought a party."

"No, I didn't." Arlen pushed the door open and
  walked past her. "Sit. We have to talk, and I don't want you falling down
  while we're doing it. That stimulant spell you just used might wear off before
  you expect it."

"Thanks for your concern," Renia said, and sat on
  the small bed on the side of the room, where rumpled covers proclaimed her
  recent occupancy. The modest room held only a small dressing table and one
  padded chair, as well as the sink and a tiny cubby for a toilet. Bereft of her
  own belongings, Renia had nonetheless managed to give the room a used look— as
  well as the slightly sour odor of someone who's been in bed and in the same
  clothes for days, although an open closet showed that Arlen had offered her
  alternatives along with the room.

No one made a move to sit in the single chair. Arlen said, "We are concerned, Renia, and we have good reason to be. What can you tell
  me about mage lure?"

Renia flinched. After a moment of hesitation, she put on a
  weakly arrogant expression. "What do you want to know?"

"Exactly what I asked you. What do you know?"

She frowned. "It's a drug. It enhances a wizard's
  ability to channel magic. And," she added, making a wry face, "it's
  very expensive."

"More expensive than you know," Arlen said
  quietly.

Jaime couldn't hold her question any longer. "Ernie
  gave it to you, didn't he?"

Renia shook her head— and then glanced quickly at Arlen, as
  if wondering if she'd given herself away by failing to hotly deny the whole
  idea. Then she seemed to give up; she shrugged. "No. It was Dayton. And
  believe me, I paid for it."

Dayton. Jaime looked at Arlen in triumph, only to find his
  frown. "Dayton, Arlen," she said. "Dayton, Ohio. He
  played around with his name, is all."

Understanding crossed Arlen's face, lighting his brown eyes.
  "Was it was Dayton who arranged for Willand's escape?"

Renia made a face, which hardly improved the expression
  she'd already been wearing. "Yes, though it would have been better for all
  of us if he hadn't. But it was so easy... all he had to do was visit and slip
  her a little mage lure. A couple of doses and she walked right over the
  containment spells." She propped herself back on her arms. If anything,
  her bloodless face paled even further, and Jaime wondered if she was going to
  pass out.

"I told you that stimulant spell would wear off sooner
  than you expected," Arlen said. "You probably don't have much of the
  drug left in your system."

"You think you know a lot about it," Renia said,
  failing to hide an edge of desperation.

�Arlen said, "I know enough."

Kesna asked, "Do you have any more of it, Renia? The
  mage lure? Can you get it?"

"No, and no," Renia said bitterly. "It
  doesn't matter. I wouldn't give any to you, anyway, and I expected to lose my
  power when I left the group. I just couldn't be part of what Jenci was doing. We
  weren't supposed to be turning people to animals."

"It does matter," Arlen said.

His compassion drew her gaze—and her wary suspicion. "Why?"

"Can't you feel what's happening?" Arlen asked. "I
  can— and I only wish I'd known about the drug sooner. We'll call for Sherra,
  but I think we've missed our chance to ease the damage."

"What?" Renia said, irritated. "What are you
  talking about? What damage? Get to the point, would you?"

"I doubt Ernie mentioned it," Jaime said, though
  she, like Arlen, couldn't quite bring herself to tell the woman she was going
  to die. "Or Dayton, or whatever you want to call him. It might have kept
  you from joining his little group in the first place."

As if in reply, Renia bent double in a sudden fit of
  coughing; Jaime winced at the deep, rattling sound of it. When Renia straightened,
  she looked at the bright red flecks of blood on her hand, eyes wide. "What
  the Hells is going on?" But it came out in a whisper, with none of her
  arrogance.

"Mage lure," Arlen said, hesitating a moment,
  "is a dangerous drug. Not everyone can take it; it has side effects and
  some of them kill. But its most insidious aspect is that you can't simply stop taking it. Renia, you're not sick. You're dying because you quit taking mage
  lure."

"I'm what?" she said, and it came out in a
  gasp of disbelieving laughter. "You must be kidding. Dayton would have— "
  but she stopped short, suddenly realizing that no, Dayton wouldn't.

"I've only read vague references to the withdrawal
  effects," Arlen said. "But watching you over last few moments tells
  me exactly what's happening. There's magic trickling through your body, Renia— uncontrolled
  magic. Magic you can't control anymore, but had already gathered to you
  with the strength the drug gave you."

"We'd have known about anything like that," Renia
  said, sounding less than convinced.

"Dayton's sources may not have the details," Arlen
  said. "We've come a long way since the drug was outlawed— and it was made
  in Therand, which historically practices a less structured form of clan magics.
  I doubt they had the skills to deduce just how it worked."

"I don't care about any damn clan magic,"
  Renia cried. "I don't want to die— not for this!" Her emphasis
  put her into another coughing fit, and when she was through she smeared a
  bloody handprint across the material covering her ample thigh.

"I'll call Sherra," Arlen said. His eyes went
  distant for a moment, while Renia cleared her throat against a cough, her arms wrapped
  tightly around herself as she rocked slightly on the bed. There was a barely
  noticeable tremor in her movement— and in the corner of her mouth, a small pool
  of bloody spittle started to collect.

Jaime blinked at that, and looked again; it seemed to her
  that Renia's face was a little lopsided, that the whole right side of it was
  slacker than the left. She's bleeding inside, Jaime realized. Not
    just her lungs... everywhere. She's had a small stroke and doesn't even
      know it.

Arlen came back to them. "She'll come," he said. "As
  quickly as she can. Kesna, would you meet her, please?" Kesna nodded, but
  there was no hope in her face— or in Arlen's.

Jaime didn't quite understand — Sherra had, after all, had
  once healed Jaime's significant head injury. Why not this? 

She leaned into Arlen, her back to Renia. "Is it the
  uncontrolled magic? It won't let Sherra do her healing magic, will it?"

Arlen gave her a rueful look. "I anticipate some
  interference." An understatement, to judge by his expression.

"If I'm going to die, at least don't be rude about
  it," Renia said. When Jaime turned back to her, the wizard was wiping a
  tear from her eye with a shaky hand. The gesture left a streak of a bruise
  across her face.

"Here," Jaime said. "Let me help you lie back
  in bed. We can prop the chair cushion under your back. It might be easier for
  you."

"Oh, go to hells with your pity," Renia snapped,
  but wobbled in the process.

"Get the cushion, Jaime," Arlen said. "Renia,
  you've got one chance at revenge. We need to know everything we can about
  Dayton and the other wizards. But if you tell us nothing else, tell us where
  they are."

Renia laughed shortly. It wasn't pleasant, and as Jaime
  shoved the cushion behind the bed pillow, she decided she wasn't sure if it was
  even entirely sane. Renia eased back against the pillow, turning into something
  limper than living flesh should be. She laughed again, a quiet little private
  sound, her eyes closed. Natt made an uneasy movement near the door.

"You don't have to stay," Arlen told him, and
  didn't wait for a response. "Renia. Tell us. Tell us now."

The quiet laugh, repeated, ended in a little sob. "He
  got in touch with us individually... he must have done his homework... had us
  all pegged. Nothing but mid-level wizards, never going to be anything more. I tried,"
  she said, opening her eyes to look earnestly at Arlen. "I really did try. But
  I never made it... too proud to be a vocational wizard... left me with nothing,
  really. Old clothes, friends who weren't friends at all, just other wizards who
  couldn't make the level... ." She blinked, then blinked again, hard. "Can't
  see you anymore, Arlen. Better not be pity you have on your face. Better not
  be."

Compassion was an entirely different thing from pity, Jaime
  thought, looking at Arlen. He took her hand to give it a brief squeeze. "Where
    are they, Renia?" he asked, softly but insistently; he sat on the edge
  of the bed, careful not to touch Renia. "We can stop Dayton, if you tell
  me where he is. Let us be your revenge."

"Not with Willand there, Council wizard. Willand on
  mage lure... not something you want to see. She's been quiet, except for that
  one windstorm... doesn't want you all to know just how strong she is... " She
  was silent a moment, and then whispered, "That's why they never sent another
  storm, another anything. Dayton must have told them not to. He must have told
  them I'd die... I wonder if he told them just why... "

Where is he, Jaime wanted to scream, and bit
  her lip instead.

"Willand will kill you all... " Renia said, her
  sightless eyes wandering the room and making Jaime's skin crawl. "After
  she gets that horse... after she makes you pay... "

"Where," Arlen said, his voice no louder
  than hers but much more urgent. "Renia— "

Too late. Renia gave a cry of pain and snatched at her head,
  and seconds later, her body arched into a seizure. It was brief, just a few
  seconds of clawing fingers beating at the bedsheets as Arlen jumped to his feet
  and out of the way— and then the woman went limp.

A thin trickle of blood worked its way down from her nose to
  her upper lip, and stopped.

Arlen said softly, "Natt, go intercept Kesna and
  Sherra. Let them know there's no hurry."

Natt, decidedly pale, wasted no time; he was out the door
  before he finished nodding.

Jaime stared at the body in a sort of horrified fascination,
  but Arlen frowned. 

"That doesn't make sense," he said. "She's
  right. They should have been trying to retrieve or kill her; they had no way to
  know she was stalling us, still hiding their location. Even if Dayton—Ernie—
  knew she'd die within days, they had no way to know she wouldn't talk during
  that time."

But Jaime was thinking of Renia's last words. Of Willand on
  mage lure. Of Willand... after she makes you pay... 

Arlen regarded the body, and his frown deepened. He moved to
  Renia's side, sweeping his hands through the air an inch away from her body— until,
  in mid-motion, he abruptly froze. "Guides damn," he said, so
  entirely uncharacteristic that Jaime just blinked at him. "Get out!" But
  he didn't wait for her to react—he shoved her at the door.

Jaime yelped in protest, stumbling to catch her balance and
  failing— sprawling on the hard stone floor beyond the room. Arlen came out
  behind her so fast that he tripped on her, and then fell on top of her— but he
  didn't waste time in apologies. He twisted to face the room, still on top of
  Jaime and grinding her painfully into the floor.

A gesture, and the door closed; a flare of light and it was
  sealed, then sealed again. Arlen's eyes narrowed in concentration; his hands
  moved in a complex dance. The walls of the hallway common to the room fairly
  shimmered with light and Jaime twisted to see— 

Whummp! Instinctively, Jaime threw herself down
  again, covering her head with her arms, cringing with the anticipation of the
  violent, flying debris from that explosion.

Nothing. Arlen rolled off her back and onto his
  knees—sitting back on his heels, resting his hands on his thighs, and tipping
  his head back to breathe deeply.

Jaime relaxed, her cheek resting against the cold stone. "And
  what," she asked, as calmly as possible, her words blurred by the pressure
  of the stone, "was that all about?"

"They must have suspected her," Arlen said. "They
  must have been prepared. Smart, very smart."

"Tell me," Jaime said, a quiet but implacable
  demand.

"They seeded her," Arlen said. Then, realizing he'd
  no doubt made little sense to Jaime, he took one final, deep breath and explained,
  "The button on her trousers had been spelled. No doubt all of her trousers
  had been tampered with. They were listening to everything we said to hear. They
  could have killed us all at any time— but as long as she wasn't talking, or
  wasn't saying anything they couldn't live with, they had a chance to learn what
  we knew about them, and what we were doing about them— and there was no point
  in revealing just how strong they are." He shook his head. "A
  listening spell right here in my own hold, shielded so well I couldn't tell. It
  must have been very frustrating for them when she sickened so quickly."

"I don't understand." Jaime hitched herself up on
  her elbows. "Couldn't she have found it?"

Arlen gave her a long look. "Just because she had
  strength doesn't mean she had the years of schooling in how to use it."

She heard the note of hurt in his voice, knew he'd perceived
  her belief that Renia had been the stronger wizard— without the distinction
  that she wasn't necessarily the better wizard. "Oh," she said,
  her voice rather small.

"I'm not sure why they triggered the thing at
  all," Arlen went on, as if the unspoken part of the conversation hadn't
  happened at all. "I should have ended up on top of you in the hall and
  feeling quite foolish when nothing happened. Renia was dead— there
  wasn't much we could learn from the body. At least, nothing that would affect
  them, although it probably would have told Sherra a great deal about what
  happens when you withdraw from mage lure."

Jaime made a grim, derisive noise. "Because Willand
  lost her temper, that's why. She doesn't like it when the game doesn't go her
  way." In her mind, she heard Renia's last words. After she gets that horse...
    after she makes you pay... 

She took a deep breath. "Willand's not going to like
  this— she's not going to like it at all."

After Willand gets that horse... �

She looked at Arlen. "We'd better warn Jess."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 19

 

Jess pushed her sunglasses back up her nose and turned
  her fractious horse away from the low morning sun.

With the hot days filled to overflowing, she had taken to starting
  the days before the early dawn. And Ander often invited himself along, refusing
  to let her leave Kymmet's stables alone. 

As much as she wanted her independence, Jess understood. Just
  maybe she didn't really want to be out here alone, anyway. Even if she did need
  the space to work through moments like these, when her young mare refused an
  obstacle she'd readily scrambled through during the last several training rides.

This deep narrow stream was just wide enough that jumping it
  wasn't practical or the least bit safe; in the past, the mare had readily
  scrambled down, through, and up again.

Today she was having none of it.

Jess, hot and red-faced after the mare's short bucking fit,
  wished she was Lady so she could bite this mare's rump and drive her over the
  bank. Instead, she sat quietly on the tense animal and asked her, for the
  moment, for nothing.

When the horse seemed unlikely to explode again, Jess turned
  her away from the stream and started back for the stable.

Ander rode up beside her. "She's capricious. She might
  do for light-duty work, but I'd never place her in a stable where she'd have to
  come through in a pinch."

"I know," Jess said, unhappy to admit it. The mare was unpredictable; had always been that way. She'd hoped to work through
  it. "Koje won't like it."

Ander snorted. "You told Koje last fall that this horse
  was iffy at best. It's not your fault you couldn't shake her out of it. You
  should know as well as anyone that horses are like people— sometimes, you run
  into one that you'd do just as well without."

"Yes." Jess gave the mare a single, quiet pat,
  then asked her to relax her neck and bend it first right, then left, feeling
  the tension ease out of the blocky sorrel body. "This, I think, was her
  last chance."

"I'll back you on it," Ander said, shifting his
  quiver strap on his shoulder. He never rode without it these days. Once it had
  simply been habit— a chance for fresh game or target practice—but now it was a
  deliberate and somber choice. "Koje will just have to sell her to someone
  who only does road-riding."

Jess nodded as their path curved toward the low sun. Ander
  didn't even squint— Jess felt the tiny whisper of magic as he invoked the spell
  to shade his eyes from the sun. She knew she ought to learn it, too— as well as
  the spell that protected her skin from burning— but equine habits were hard to
  break, and she had learned about sunglasses and baseball caps long before she
  knew of spells for her eyes.

They rode through rough scrub meadow combined beside
  stretches of fallow and active fields, heading for the cooler Kymmet-owned
  woods, and... 

And what was that?

"Ander," she said uncertainly, eyeing the fallow
  field ahead of them, where the ground and sky subtly writhed. The whisper of
  magic swelled—not Ander's personal sunblock spell at all.

Ander followed her gaze, frowning. Like Jaime, he rarely
  felt the touch of magic from a spell. "What?"

Jess pointed— though the effects were becoming obvious. Something
  was pulling itself out of thin air before them, something large.

Something unfriendly. 

Hating to take her eyes off it, Jess twisted in the saddle,
  looking behind.

"Maybe we should go back and around." They could
  cross the stream and cut over, picking up the long looping road to Kymmet.

"It might not have anything to do with us. With you,"
  Ander said.

Jess gave him a look, and he shook his head. "No, I
  don't believe it, either. I just don't know if I want to turn my back on it... we're
  not all that close. Let's just—Hells! "

Jess's ears popped as the spell abruptly solidified— and
  then it was all she could do to stay on the panicking mare. As the horse
  whirled and fought, Jess could no longer watch the field; her nose told her a
  better story.

Sharp acrid smoke, watering eyes... the bright glare of
  flames on a dry and fallow field.

"Jess!" Ander's voice, breaking through the chaos
  of movement from the mare— whirl and rear, plunge and rear again. "Jess,"
  he bellowed, "Let her go! It's moving!"

Of course it was moving, fire always moved, but if she let
  the mare go in this panic, there was no telling—

Another bellow cut through Jess's struggle of thought— and
  this time, it was not Ander. It was deep and booming, and its thunder blasted
  hot air across Jess's skin. She made a sound of deep surprise and released the
  mare from reins and seat.

They shot forward with the drive of the mare's bottled fear,
  and Jess instantly realized she was only along for the ride. The horse plunged
  through a field of stunted crops, galloping hard— leaving Jess to ride it out,
  the horse's mane whipping back on her hands in a tangle of fingers, hair, and
  rein.

Ander galloped alongside her, urging his horse on— fear on
  his face. It made Jess look back— and then she was desperately sorry she had,
  for the magic was as much creature as it was fire, and it flowed after them
  with sinuous serpentine grace, leaving spatters of fireballs behind. Smoke
  billowed upward as fire spread in the drought-primed ground and quickly fanned
  itself to strength in the draft of the fire snake.

She stood slightly in the stirrups, going from passenger to
  jockey. How long before the horses gave out at this speed? She snuck another
  look to see that they were gaining distance on it, but Ander's cry of warning
  brought her whipping back around.

The creek.

Of course, the creek. There was no way the mare could manage
  it at this speed— but she'd slung her head in the air and the bit meant nothing
  to her; a splob of foam whipped away from her mouth and landed on Jess's face. She
  left it there, sawing cruelly on the reins, trying to at least turn the
  runaway and abruptly realizing she couldn't, that she had to ride with the mare, urging her right over the creek.

The jump no horse could make.

Ander fell back as he fought his horse back down to
  negotiate the bank, and Jess forgot about him, concentrating on that one spot
  on the other side of the bank, that sweet spot where the mare's front
  feet would have to land to carry them both to safety— and then they passed the
  place where the mare should have been gathering herself to jump, and she gave a
  sudden wild shy, realizing where she was— and then tried to make the jump
  anyway.

Jess sunk her heels low and found the saddle just in time
  for the futile leap, the opposite bank looming fast and high—

The mare's flailing forelegs hit the rising bank... and
  snapped. 

Jess catapulted out of the saddle, landing hard. All the air
  left her lungs; her sight went black. She rolled and came to a sprawled,
  ungainly stop in a flop of limbs and streaming hair.

She gasped for air, her wind knocked away—and then the pain
  of the fall flooded in. Ander shouted for her, barely audible over the crackle
  and spit of the approaching fire. Then he threw himself down next to her, his
  hands on her face, turning it so he could look into her blinking eyes. The
  sunglasses hung brokenly across her face; he tore them off and threw them away.

"Jess," he said, his face so close that the puff
  of his breath made her blink. "Jess, come on, we've got to— " He
  looked up and his eyes widened— he threw his body over hers. Jess felt more
  than heard the heavy footfalls of Ander's horse as it scrambled up the bank and
  galloped past. 

"C'mon, c'mon," he said, rising up to shake
  her into response— and not gently.

She cried out at the pain of it, and Ander glanced over his
  shoulder and back to her, his face suddenly hard and determined. He jerked her
  up and snatched a grip around her ribs, pulling her in close as he dragged her
  backward to the creek. 

The heat sizzled off her exposed skin and crisped her eyes
  as he released her to jump down. Then he grabbed her tunic, tugging her back
  until she slid off the bank and landed heavily on him, splashing them both down
  into what remained of the drought-dried creek.

She suddenly found herself able to struggle, even though not
  everything was working quite right.

"No— " He grunted and flung a leg and arm
  over her, weighing her down into the water along with him. It flowed sluggishly
  around her head, tickling against the sides of her face and the corners of her
  eyes. She would drown, she would die in the water, and she reared— she tried to
  rear— the roar of fire passed above them, dribbling sparks and flame to hiss in
  the water— 

Ander's lips touched her ear. "Easy, Jess," he
  said, his voice as soothing and the cool water on her skin. "Shhhh,"
  he said, blending with the roar of the fire. "Easy."

Some trace of sense trickled back into her head.

She'd fallen from the mare. She was in the creek with Ander.

The fire snake had just passed overhead, blindly missing the
  deep, narrow cut of the creek. Fire crackled along both sides of the banks, but
  they were safe, submerged in the water. She was not going to burn... and she
  was not going to drown.

But she hurt.

She wanted to tell Ander she understood all these things as
  she stopped struggling beneath him, but instead she just whimpered, a sound
  that caught in her throat.

"Shhh," he said. "All right. You going to
  stay there?" He waited for her faint nod, and made sure she wouldn't
  flounder when he released her. Then he crept to the bank, cautiously climbing
  it until he could just see over the edge.

"It lost us," he said. "It's... I think it's
  following my horse." He slid back down and turned his back to the bank,
  leaning against it, his face bleak, his eyes touched with horror. "Everything's
  on fire... it's just sweeping across the fields."

"Fire watch," Jess managed. The drought fire watch
  would make sure the fire was extinguished. They were probably already on their
  way.

"Yeah, right," Ander said, and gave a shaky laugh.
  "They'll put it out. And they'll find us, too. It'll be all right,
  Jess."

"Okay," she said.

"Okay," he echoed, although the foreign
  colloquialism sounded odd coming out of his mouth. He stood, and he looked as
  shaky as Jess felt. "Let's get you out of the water. Can you move?"

Jess considered it. "I think yes," she said, after
  wiggling her toes in her wet boots and gingerly flexing her legs. She tried her
  shoulders next and froze at the stabbing pain. "Ow!" she said, almost
  as in wonderment.

"Let me help." Ander sat behind her in the muddy
  creek bottom, helped ease her into a sitting position, and guided her back
  along the bank. Jess gulped uneven, pained breaths, stunned again at how she
  hurt.

Ander waited for her to recover and ran his hands along her
  shoulders and ribs— a light, careful touch; she allowed it, flinching when she
  had to. "Collarbone's broken," he said. "A rib or two. Anything
  else, I can't tell."

"I rolled," Jess observed. "That's better
  than bouncing."

Ander's chuckle bumped against her. "Definitely better
  than bouncing."

"The mare— "

"She's dead," Ander said flatly. "And that thing probably caught the gelding by now."

"I could be dead, too," Jess said, suddenly
  realizing it, and then realizing exactly what had happened in those moments she
  lay dazed on the ground above. For Ander had successfully negotiated down the
  bank and into the creek—into safety.

And then he'd come out again.

"You should have stayed in the creek, Ander," she
  said, aghast. "You should have stayed safe, not come after
  me."

"Jess," he said, and held her a little tighter. After
  a moment, he said it again. "Jess. How could I not?"

It hit her then. Finally, she understood. Sitting in Ander's
  arms, her head leaning back on his shoulder and his voice and breath in her
  ear, she felt from him the same quiet intensity that pervaded Carey in those
  times when he had feared for her. When he first told her he cared for her. That
  he loved her.

But this time, it touched nothing deep inside her except
  surprise.

Ander was her friend— wasn't he? Wasn't that the way
  it was supposed to be, with humans— one love, and many friends?

In a new kind of daze, Jess rested against him and said
  nothing. Out in the middle of burning Kymmet fields, sitting in the muddy
  bottom of a sluggish creek with the black banks rising high on either side of
  them and her broken bones grumbling a rising complaint, she let him hold her— and
  wondered what she was supposed to do when it came time to ask that he let go.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 20

 

Dayna sat at the big wooden table of the farmhouse
  kitchen and quashed a moment of envy at how easily Rorke had handled his assistant's
  position with the changespell team—the warm water, the finely tuned stove
  spells.

That envy was easier to chase away these days—even if she
  hadn't finally come across a day when Rorke had left things untidy, and when
  the faint odor of food going bad hung in the air. Since she'd worked so hard at
  eliminating the habit of raw magic from her spells, Dayna had done pretty well
  herself.

Eschewing raw magic hadn't turned out to be as much of a
  problem as she'd expected, either— she'd developed a reaction to it, and found
  it gave her an immediate headache and low grade aches and pains for hours— never
  mind the way it fuzzed up her current spell and kept her from returning to it
  for hours. 

It wasn't hard to figure out when she'd let it slip into her
  work—and she had plenty of incentive to keep her spells pure.

Well. She traced her finger along the distinct wood
  grain of the table and decided that maybe, just maybe, she had really gotten a
  handle on how magic should work in this world.

Unfortunately, that still didn't mean she had any true place
  on this team. She was here to analyze the evanescent feel of a spell— be
  it a changespell, or the checkspell they were working so hard to develop. She
  wasn't part of the actual development work. And with her reaction to raw magic,
  it was harder to reach that feel at all.

Still, she'd saved them time; they were nearly finished with
  a checkspell that would protect herbivores. Of course, she couldn't do any more
  with it until the spell was done, when she would help proof it.

The work flow left her waiting out the gaps between their
  need for her.

She closed her eyes and cast the spell to bring up the
  latest public news, not surprised to discover the dispatch dominated by the
  fires in Kymmet. They'd been contained but not extinguished, with considerable
  loss of crops and woodland—and there was still wild speculation about the
  cause, including reports of a magical, flying fire snake. Yeah, and Bigfoot
    lives, too. With the ground so dry, it only surprised her that that this
  was the first big fire.

Hoofbeats broke through her less-than-perfect concentration,
  and she broke the dispatch connection. Any distraction was a welcome one, this
  morning— as long as it wasn't a repeat of Willand's little greeting.

When she reached the porch off the kitchen, Carey had
  reached the hitching rail there, swinging off his horse before it even stopped
  as though he didn't think twice about such a thing.

Carey?

He wasn't supposed to be making this run— and Dayna saw why,
  too. After one easygoing stride toward the porch, he came up short. He walked
  the rest of the way in a much more conservative gait, and Dayna thought he'd
  have been limping if she wasn't watching.

"What're you doing here?" she said, wrapping her
  arm around a porch column and leaning into it.

"Hello to you, too," he replied, but the grin on his
  face was genuine enough. "Arlen sent me, of course. He wants you to know
  what really happened up in Kymmet. I'll stay overnight and take your work back
  tomorrow— don't worry, no one expects your spell to be ready early."

What really happened in Kymmet? "It was Bigfoot?"
  she blurted out.

Carey gave her a pointedly blank stare, and started again. "Arlen
  sent me," he said, deliberately slow with his words. "About Kymmet. They're
  trying to keep this thing quiet, and since I was already in on it because of Jess—
  "

"What about Jess?" Dayna interrupted.

This time, he stopped long enough to give her a curious and
  somewhat amazed look, and asked, "Haven't you been tapping into the
  wizard-level dispatch? You really don't have any idea what I'm talking about,
  do you?"

Dayna shook her head, not trusting her voice, which was sure
  to snap something angry simply because she felt stupid. No, she'd just been
  skimming the public layer of the news. It hadn't occurred to her that the
  Kymmet disaster merited more— after all, the outlaw group was here in this
  area, somewhere between Anfeald and Sallatier, and she was right in the middle
  of that. No need to check wizard gossip, right?

Apparently not.

"Does anyone here have the slightest idea of
  what happened in Kymmet?" Carey asked, his incredulousness tinged with
  irritation.

"We're busy," Dayna said archly. "So do you
  want to come in and tell me about it, or do you want to stand out in the
  heat?"

Carey shook his head. "Yes, I'm coming in. I need to
  take care of the horse first."

"Oh, Rorke'll do it," Dayna said. "You look— "

Worn out, she was going to say, but stopped herself
  at his sudden sharp look. "You look like there's a lot for us to catch up
  on." She invoked the simple spell that would tap Rorke on the shoulder and
  let him know where he was wanted.

"Nice save," Carey told her. "But you're
  right, I'm tired. Give Rorke a call."

"I just did," Dayna said, frowning; Rorke's acknowledgments
  were usually swift and accurate. "Give him a minute, I guess."

But the minute passed, and then another, and Carey shook his
  head. "I'll be back in a moment. If anybody else is free, have them join
  us. I don't want to spend the rest of the day answering the same
  questions." He returned to the horse and mounted up, riding down the lane
  to the barn while Dayna scowled and pinged Rorke again, heading off to roust
  the rest of the team from work. Only Teriyah pried herself away from the spell,
  and not without complaints at the interruption.

"I thought it was finished," Dayna said, as they
  entered the kitchen. She hunted up a mug for Carey, filling it with the last of
  the tea in the cooler. She frowned at that, too, because Rorke never let it get
  this low without brewing more.

"I thought so, too." Teriyah wrinkled her nose
  slightly as she entered the kitchen. "But you know Hastin— he looked at
  the section that protects Jess from the checkspell, and decided we'd tied it in
  all wrong. Alsypha insists it's fine, and they've got the whole thing torn
  apart again."

"Again?" Dayna said, astounded and
  dismayed. "Good God, Teriyah, it's just a prototype. You don't think the
  Council's going to invoke it without going over it, do you? Someone needs to
  kick Hastin in the butt."

"I said as much," Teriyah agreed, rubbing her
  hands over the sallow skin of her face; she hadn't looked well since their
  arrival here. "You'd have thought the Council would have known better than
  to put a perfectionist in at this stage of the process. Bet anything it was a
  political appointment. What's God?"

Dayna made a face. "Something I should remember not to
  say around here." Movement on the porch caught her attention and she
  called, "Come on in, Carey. Knock the mud off your boots."

"Ha ha," Carey said, opening the door and throwing
  himself into one of the table's wooden chairs. "I could do with a
  little mud right now, myself."

"You remember Teriyah?" Dayna said, without
  prelude. "So tell us what's going on."

Carey downed the tea in one long draught, his throat
  bobbing. He wiped a trickle of it from his chin with the back of his wrist and
  slouched back in the chair. "Got you interested now, huh? Well, you ought
  to be. There's a lot going on out there."

"Just tell us," Dayna said, starting in on
  a good glower.

Carey waved it away. "If you've only listened to the
  basic level news, you probably think the fire was natural— flared up, spread
  fast, and was put out. But it was actually some sort of fire construct, created
  with a rudimentary search spell tacked on. No one felt the magic, so you know
  what that means. The Council's clamped down pretty hard on the news— even on
  the wizard level dispatch, you wouldn't have heard it straight out."

"Then how come you know?" Dayna asked
  bluntly.

"Dayna!" Teriyah said, looking at her askance.

"It's all right." Carey gave Teriyah a tolerant
  grin. "I'm used to her."

Dayna made a face at him, but wasn't to be distracted. "How
  come?"

"Because," Carey said, and his eyes grew sober
  fast, "the spell was after Jess. She and Ander were in the middle of the
  mess."

"Jess!" Dayna felt the clutch of it, even as she
  knew Jess was all right. She had to be all right. If she weren't,
    he'd be with her.

So it was Teriyah who got to the question first, even though
  she couldn't finish it, her exhausted eyes a mirror for her concern. "Is
  she—?"

Carey shook his head. "She's healing. They lost both
  horses, and waited it out in one of those deep-cut drainage creeks. As soon as
  they're fit to travel, Jess will come back to Arlen's. It was a mistake to let
  her go in the first place." Something in his expression darkened, but he
  cleared it away and looked up at Dayna. "Kymmet Stables has good healing
  wizards, so it's nothing to worry about it."

"You think not?" Teriyah asked. "So far,
  those outlaws have kept a low profile— at least, except for taking Jess. But a
  fire construct was a damn noisy thing to do, and a much greater threat than
  turning a few animals to people."

"Oh, I don't know," Carey said dryly. "The
  thought of being turned into a sheep isn't very appealing, either."

"But that woman— Renia— said only one wizard was doing
  that, and that he was bucking the others to do it," Dayna objected. "So
  maybe it was just one with the fire snake— " but she stopped. The thought
  that a single wizard could pull off a massive fire snake was hardly comforting.

"That's another thing," Carey said. He rose and
  moved stiffly to the sink, where he drew a glass of water and handed it to
  Dayna; she cooled it for him and set it down in front of him. This time, he
  only downed half of it at once. "Renia's dead."s

"She's what?" Teriyah said.

Dayna said flatly, "What happened?"

He shrugged. "What didn't? Renia died from mage
  lure withdrawal. Arlen didn't learn much from her, but we do know that Ernie— yeah, that Ernie, though he's calling himself Dayton—is involved. He gathered
  the outlaws, offered them mage lure, and started them working on the
  changespell." He shook his head. "Willand tried to kill Arlen through
  Renia. When that failed, we figure she went after Jess."

Teriyah leaned back in her chair and let out a slow breath. "Mage
  lure," she said. "That certainly answers some questions."

Dayna barely heard her. Ernie? Mage lure? "What
  the hell is mage lure?"

Teriyah looked very tired indeed. "Supposedly, just an
  old story— a drug that enhances a wizard's ability. Most people have never
  heard of it."

Suddenly Dayna understood—and all too well. "That's how
  the outlaws are pulling off all this super-magic!"

Teriyah nodded. "And maybe why no one could recognize
  the signatures. Willand probably broke herself out of confinement, and no one
  could tell it was her."

"Wait a minute," Dayna said slowly— thinking hard,
  thinking about how she'd traced Willand's ominous message and how she hadn't
  told the others because she shouldn't have been able to. Thinking about
  all the little spells she'd finally mastered, believing it was because she'd
  eliminated her penchant for raw magic. "It enhances a wizard's ability... oh,
  God." She buried her face in her hands, and muttered through them,
  "Damn, damn, damn!"

"Dayna?" Carey shifted in his chair.

Maybe she wasn't right. But... 

The wine. They'd been drinking stocked wine.

Just a small glass in the evening, mostly. Mostly. Except
  for Rorke. Besides, Carey had said there were side effects, but everyone here
  was fine. Weren't they?

Dayna half lowered her hands to free up her eyes, looking at
  Teriyah's inexplicable exhaustion. "Damn," she repeated, turning it
  into a mantra. "Damndamndamn."

"Dayna, what?" Carey's exasperation
  overcame his concern.

But Teriyah had caught Dayna's eye, and her jaw dropped
  slightly. She shook her head, understanding... not wanting to believe.

"Rorke," Dayna said abruptly. "I can't find
  Rorke. He doesn't answer a summons, he wasn't in his room— "

Carey turned in his chair, facing Dayna. He hooked his hands
  around the arms of her chair and pulled her closer with a jerk. "What,"
  he said, "are you talking about?"

She was close enough to see the dirt smeared across his
  face, and the catch of it on stubble gone unshaved that morning. Close enough
  to read the exasperation and alarm in his clear hazel eyes.

Close enough to watch his reaction as she said, "We've
  been drinking their wine."

"Guides-damn!" Carey said explosively,
  throwing himself back into his chair.

"We have to tell the others," Teriyah said, her
  voice low. "I... I've felt some changes since we got here. But they've
  been so small... and it's not like I've been doing anything I find particularly
  difficult. This checkspell is more about detail work than it is about power.
  And if our signatures modified slightly over time... "

"We didn't have that much," Dayna said, and knew
  she sounded like she was convincing herself.

"I think you'd better find Rorke," Carey said.

"That wine," Dayna said, feeling suddenly
  savage. She wanted to pour it out on the ground, all of it. She catapulted out
  of her chair and past Carey's astonishment, straight to the closed pantry door—
  invoking a glowspell and jerking the door open at the same time—

She staggered back with a strangled sound of dismay.

"Rorke?" Teriyah said, her voice broken.

Dayna nodded, turning away from Rorke to put her back
  against the door. The smell of that hard death hit her strong, now— a mixture
  of vomit and feces and sweat. His body was stiff and twisted, his back arched,
  his face distorted into a grotesque mask.

"Side effects," she said, her voice hardly
  louder than Teriyah's. She looked at Carey and saw a reflection of her own
  stricken expression in his face. "I guess we don't have to wonder
  anymore."

~~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 21

 

No one had wanted Jess to ride back to Anfeald. No
  one.

But Jess needed space.

She'd been trapped with Shammel. She'd had to submit to
  healers, to hovering interviews, questioning wizards, and worried friends. She
  was tired of being on edge, of being surrounded by people who moved too fast
  around her.

She'd argued for the ride. They'd argued it was dangerous
  and too physically taxing. She'd turned stubborn; they'd gotten frustrated with
  her.

Ander had made the difference. "Shield her," he'd
  said to the stable wizard. "Four days of easy travel. You can do it with
  less effort than sending her the mage way."

And he, of course, could come with her.

It was a compromise she'd grabbed. Ander learned fast enough
  that she wasn't in the mood for chatter, and if she ached far more than she
  expected from even the leisurely ride, she wasn't about to admit it.

She spent her time thinking about the changespell. Her changespell. As soon as she'd heard the new checkspell had gone into effect,
  she'd tested her spellstones to see if she could change to Lady. 

It did, she discovered, take a slightly different twist of
  effort, but was no more difficult than it had been before.

Of course, then she'd had to find someone to change her
  back. It was only in the course of moving around that she realized that her
  equine self, with no collarbone, moved much more easily than her human.

Lady. Lady would have given her relief— if only she
  could change back again on her own.

And Ander was wrong. Her Lady-self could learn.

Jess would accept nothing less.

They rode into Anfeald at noon of the fourth day, under a
  sky that wasn't so much overwhelmingly hot as simply resigned to being without
  rain.

They were beset upon much as she'd imagined over lunch, with
  questions and speculation about the fire snake, while Arlen mused about the
  high strength but low quality of the search spell, which hadn't managed to find
  her in the unexpected dimension of the ditch.

Jess let the conversation turn to noise against her
  ears—Jaime and Arlen and his assistants, with Carey gone on a run— then ducked
  away from Ander, who had become markedly reluctant to let her go off on her
  own.

She found her way to the old pasture tree to sit against the
  trunk, gazing out on the struggling grasses and thinking about her foalhood
  here. There was a certain... innocence to those days, before she'd learned the
  tricks of a horse who carried secrets for which others would kill.

But even after she'd learned to shoulder other horses off
  narrow cliffside trails, to drop flat and lie quiet, to charge full-speed through
  areas with deadly footing by dint of sheer repetition... even then, she had
  been full of innocence compared to what she was now.

Jaime's footsteps approached from the lane, slowing. Jess
  tilted her head to the side, just enough to let Jaime know she'd been noticed,
  and Jaime came on. She knelt beside Jess and sat back on her heels—silent at
  first, as she ran her hand through her hair to lift the soft cut of her bangs
  from her forehead.

After a moment, she said, "It was hard to get a word in
  edgewise at lunch."

"Yes," Jess agreed.

"Dayna's okay," Jaime reassured her.

Jess just looked at her, and Jaime laughed. "Okay,
  she's not happy. But she's still okay. And she's safe— she and
  the others are at Siccawei. Sherra thinks that mage lure withdrawal is similar
  to a magical backlash—the wizards have all that magic in their systems, and
  suddenly don't have any means to control it. She's decreasing the wine bit by
  bit, and they're monitored by someone who can channel the magic—raw magic— into something harmless. Everyone seems to be doing pretty well with it...
  but the wine supply's going to be a little tight."

Jess just looked at her, and Jaime knew her well enough to
  understand that she'd gone into human idiom as of yet unfamiliar to Jess. "I
  mean that they're going to run out of wine before they're through needing it. But
  they hope things will be under control by then. Not that Dayna takes that
  lightly."

"No," Jess said, emphatic as she thought of Dayna.
  "Dayna would not."

"I was thinking... " Jaime said, giving Jess a
  sidelong look, "we should visit her. Everyone here has been too busy to think
  about it. But if both of us pester Arlen and Natt, maybe we can get
  there."

"We could ride," Jess offered.

Jaime hesitated, then shook her head. "No," she
  said. "I don't think so."

Jess didn't try to convince her. "I'll pester,"
  she said. "I want to see Dayna. I want to know more about the
  changespell." What she really wanted to know was if the team had found any
  more victims, but she thought Jaime would understand that. And... 

"I can't change back yet," she said without
  preamble. "I mean, Lady can't change back yet. Ander doesn't
  understand why I want to be able to do it all myself, but— "

"But you need the control," Jaime said simply. "I
  understand. And Ander... has his own reasons for thinking what he does. I'm not
  sure they're right, but... "

"I understand those," Jess said, surprised at the
  sad tone of her own voice. She thought of how reluctantly Ander had released
  her to the fire team who'd found them, and how he'd taken opportunities to lean
  against her, to touch her in ways that could have been meaningless, but
  weren't.

"You do?" Jaime sounded surprised, herself. "Well...
  that's good. Carey knows too, you know. That's why he's such a pain in the ass
  around Ander."

"Yes," Jess said, and sighed. "The
  changespell," she started again. "I was thinking... when we train
  horses to do a flying lead change, we don't just give suddenly ask them for it.
  We start with simple changes."

"You can't break down a changespell to its simple
  elements," Jaime said doubtfully.

Jess fished in her tunic pocket for her friend-or-foe
  spellstone and dangled it between them—a small, chunky stone that held several
  uses. "There are spells that are already simple."

"Jess, that's a great idea," Jaime said,
  enthusiasm touching features that had been all too serious of late.

"I want to try it," Jess said. "Without Carey
  or Ander. They have too many opinions. Yes I can, no I can't—but you'll
  just try to help, and that's all."

Jaime sat a little straighter. "It's about time I had a
  chance to help with something around here!"

Jess didn't answer, simply started to remove her tunic. Then
  she stopped and sent Jaime an apologetic glance. "No stall to hide
  in."

"Never mind," Jaime said. "Between friends,
  we can decide that's okay. If anyone from the hold sees you— well, they'll just
  have to wonder."

Jess gave her a sudden grin and pulled the tunic off, and
  then the snug, supportive half-top beneath it, and the trousers over her bare
  feet next. She dropped the spellstone in Jaime's hand and said, "Give this
  to me... after."

Jaime just nodded. Then Jess closed her eyes and cleared her
  mind, standing tall and still, unmindful of her nakedness as a feeble hot
  breeze blew over her body. She concentrated on the feel of triggering the
  simple friend-or-foe spellstone, and tucked it away in her thoughts for Lady.

Then, lifting her head to catch that scant hot breeze, Jess
  touched one of the complex, polished spellstones tumbling along her braid,
  triggering it.

And then Lady stood with her nose to the wind, taking in all
  the smells that the Jess-self had missed. Tasty little maiden-tear flowers
  bloomed at the crest of the pasture, tempting her. Her ears swiveled at the
  sounds of the hold behind her— the clatter of wood, the grunts of human effort—
  and then somebody dropped something into a wheelbarrow, something solid and big
  enough to make a loud hollow clank, and it was all the excuse Lady needed.

She bolted away from the tree, snorting wild dramatic alarm,
  and tore off through the pasture with her legs a blur and her tail flagged
  high. She galloped great sweeping circles, charging in toward Jaime and then
  veering off in time to brush by, while Jaime laughed at her. Lady came around
  to run directly at her, lowering her head for a fake threat shake— and abruptly
  shifted down into a springy trot, her nostrils flared.

Only then did she feel the ache of her ribs, and snorted
  annoyance. Snort snort snort, in quick succession.

Jaime held up a dangling object for her.

Lady sniffed at it. She sniffed it with first one nostril
  and then the other, making a great show of investigating it.

"You're pretty full of yourself," Jaime said with
  amusement. "I'm going to tie it to your mane." Lady stood as Jaime
  fussed with her long black mane; she could feel the stone against her withers
  when Jaime stepped back. She twitched her skin at it.

"That won't do it," Jaime said. "Give it a
  try, Lady. See if you can trigger it."

Lady snorted loudly in resignation and hunted for the
  remnants of Jess—the memories that would guide her. She swung her head around
  to look at the spellstone— reaching for that feeling, that twist that
  would free the stone's friend-or-foe spell. She started wildly when Jaime
  suddenly glowed bright blue, recovering herself to make a few high rolling
  snorts before checking the scent of that color with quick whuffing breaths.

Jaime laughed with delight as the color faded. "That's it,
  Lady! Good job!"

She'd triggered a spellstone. Not Jess. Lady. She
  could do it.

So she did it again, and this time gave a little prance at
  the results. Jaime, grinning, gave her shoulder a couple of quick, hearty
  slaps, and then hung her arm over Lady's neck.

Movement caught Lady's eye; she raised her head to focus on
  the gate, and discovered Carey and Ander entering the pasture.

Jaime turned to her, sighing. "Boys," she
  muttered. "Some days, you just feel like they're full of cooties. Ah,
  well, I don't suppose we could have kept this from them long." She put a
  hand on the straight bone of Lady's face, adding emphasis. "You are not to try the changespell, do you hear? It's too soon; you'll get discouraged. Don't
  feel pushed, just because they're here."

No spell to Jess. Lady got that part clearly enough. But it
  wasn't enough to keep her from showing off; she cantered up to the men, and
  when Carey put out a hand to greet her, to run along her shoulder and neck as
  she stopped, Lady gave a burst of speed and circled behind them, making the
  little twist in her mind— 

There! They glowed brightly, the two of them, and
  stopped short in surprise. Lady came back to face them, giving the
  high-stepping little dance of piaffe that served as exhilarated laughter.

"Lady!" Carey said, and then laughed himself. "If
  you aren't something! Good job!"

"She did that?" Ander said, looking a little
  dazed.

"Sure she did." Carey lifted his hand in greeting
  to Jaime as she approached. "You've got to start somewhere, ey,
  Lady?"

"You think... what, you think she's going to work her
  way up to the changespell?" Ander reached over to pat Lady's shoulder, but
  he was frowning.

"I expect that's what Jess thinks," Carey said. Lady
  nuzzled Ander's arm, then moved in close to Carey, putting her broad forehead
  and straight nose against his chest.

Ander made a disgruntled noise. "I can't believe she'll
  ever do it."

"Don't put limits on her," Carey responded, but the
  touch of anger in his voice didn't come through to his hands, gently stroking
  the mane up high on Lady's crest. "I did that, once... and it was a
  mistake."

  ~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 22

 

Jess stepped out of the Siccawei travel booth to find
  Jaime had already caught Dayna up in a fierce hug.

"I'm okay," Dayna said, voice muffled. "Really,
  Jay. I'm okay."

Jaime finally stepped back. "I know you're all right. I
  just felt so helpless, sitting there in Anfeald—especially when you were going
  through... this!"

Dayna shook her head. "I should have realized something
  was up when I was happy enough to have the wine every evening. And then there
  were the— well, come on, let's go sit down out in the garden. We'll pick up
  something to drink on the way. Not wine."

She led them through the unpredictable, narrow halls of
  Sherra's log-built hold.

"I remember when we first got here," Jaime said. "Before
  I'd ever been to Kymmet City, or realized how remote it is here at Siccawei. Going
  through these halls... I just assumed this place was technologically backward. I
  was wa-ay off on that one!"

"And you figured this out before or after Sherra did
  major brain surgery on you out by the gate?" Dayna asked, amused.

Jaime shrugged, following Dayna down a short flight of
  wooden stairs that echoed their steps through the stairwell. "No engines,
  no electricity... it's not obvious at first that they've got magic for most of
  those functions."

"Hey," Jess said, suddenly realizing, bringing up
  both the rear of the group and of the conversation, "I was the one
  who ran you into those gates. They were closed." She still felt the
  surprise of that discovery, could feel Jaime's weight leaving her bare back as
  Lady frantically tried— and failed— to avoid the crash at the normally open
  gates.

Jaime snorted. "Yeah, they sure were."

They left the building for the bright light-and-shadow
  patterns of Sherra's garden, where Jess moved ahead, nearly stepping on Dayna's
  heels.

"Geeze, you're bouncy today," Dayna said, glancing
  back at her. "You get into some high-test grain or something?"

"No," Jess said, just as pleased to have Dayna ask
  so she could share the news. "I triggered a spellstone!"

This stopped Dayna short, to give Jess a deliberately and
  dramatically baffled look. "And?"

Jaime grinned. "She means Lady triggered a
  spellstone, Dayna."

Dayna's eyes widened in a very satisfying way. "No
  kidding?"

Jess nodded, moving to the shaded garden bench but not quite
  ready to sit down. "But I need more practice, with different stones. I
  don't want to ask Arlen... I don't want Carey— or Ander— to find out how much
  I'm working on it. Can you make them?"

"She only needs simple ones," Jaime added hastily.

"Good thing," Dayna snorted. "Simple ones are
  the only ones I can make. And I hope you have a few days."

"We have time," Jess assured her. "We have
  lots of other things to talk about, too."

"I'll say," Dayna muttered, her expression
  darkening. "It'll be nice to talk to someone who'll believe
  me."

Jaime's eyebrows went up. "Gonna tell us about
  that?"

"Unless you run off," Dayna said. "We forgot
  the tea, didn't we... I'll get it in a minute. Look, I'm really glad you're
  here, because the Council is up to it again."

"Up to what?" Jess asked.

Dayna gave her a look that Jess hoped was for the Council
  and not about Jess's question. "They're so damned conservative! No offense
  to Arlen... Sherra's part of the Council, too."

"Facts, Dayna," Jaime said. "Give us some
  facts."

Dayna hesitated, then turned and plopped herself down on the
  bench. Jaime sat next to her. "When I was at the farm, Willand sent me a
  little love note. I decided to trace it. I never expected to be able to
  actually do it— but the mage lure, you know... "

"You did it? You know where they are?" Jess
  said, wide-eyed, bouncing slightly on her toes as if her body was ready to run
  right off and do something about it.

"I know the general area," Dayna corrected her. "But
  the Council searched it— magic, of course— and found nothing. They even sent
  out a few peacekeepers, who also found nothing. And they all came back, which
  the Council doesn't think would have happened if they'd gotten close to
  anything."

"Even Willand in a temper tantrum would know that to
  mess with those pairs would paint a neon arrow in her direction," Jaime
  said, frowning.

"Exactly. But since the Council couldn't find anything,
  they decided I was mistaken. Pretty patronizing, considering that if they could
  locate the shielding without a spell to trace, they'd have done it already— the
  fact that they can't see anything now doesn't mean a thing as far as I'm
  concerned."

"So what are they doing?" Jaime asked, looking
  skeptical.

Dayna made a face. "They're installing a full blockade,
  magical and physical, of all the passes between the Lorakan Mountains and the
  coast. No more mage lure, no more problem. The outlaws will surrender so they
  can be treated for withdrawal, the crisis will be over, blah blah blah."

Jaime snorted skepticism. "These people obviously
  aren't used to policing drug dealers— or desperate drug addicts."

Dayna nodded, tugging at the sandy hair that almost reached
  her shoulder. "Just like last year— stick to defensive tactics until the
  problem's too big to ignore. The only thing they've really done is have
  Sherra work up a mage lure nullifier— it's in solution, and it's triggered by
  body heat. But even that's no good if a wizard's got personal shields up—there's
  no way to introduce it."

Jaime ruffled the bangs off her forehead and sat back,
  exhaling loudly.

"What do you want to do?" Jess asked, still
  standing beside the bench. Bouncy.

Dayna wanted to do something, it was clear enough. And
  Jess, flushed from her small victory with the spellstone, wanted to do it too. Whatever
  it was.

Dayna gave her a humorless little grin. "I'm not
  usually the doing sort," she said. "I'm the stay in the
    theater seat and see how the story turns out sort. But... this time, I have
  some ideas."

Jaime didn't look enthused. "I've been feeling like I
  wanted to do something, all right. But this is no small thing we're
  talking about. Going against the Council that now has jurisdiction over you is
  the least of it."

Dayna made a face. "No kidding," she said. "But
  just listen. You know I mess around with raw magic— and how everyone hates it. They've
  been trying to stomp it out of me. Well, when I was under the influence of the mage
  lure, the slightest hint of raw magic felt like a big slap of internal static,
  volume on high." She looked at Jess, who was trying to decide was static
  was, and then at Jaime, who merely looked blank. "Don't you get it? It's a
  weapon against anyone on mage lure! Ask the others on the team— they got
  feedback every time I slipped up."

"If it's such a great weapon, why isn't the Council
  considering using it?" Jaime asked.

"They're afraid of it," Jess said suddenly,
  recalling that every reference to raw magic she'd ever heard had reflected the
  dread of its uncontrolled backlash.

Every reference, except those from Dayna.

"Exactly." Dayna nodded in satisfaction. "They
  say the amount of raw magic necessary would just be too dangerous."

"And you don't think so?" Jaime gave her friend an
  incredulous look. "These are powerful people talking, Dayna. They didn't
  get on the Council with a lottery ticket."

Dayna made a rude noise. "That's right, but not one of
  them has used raw magic as an adult, I'll bet. People around here scare it out
  of their kids before they're old enough to walk. That's why I'm such a
  frustration to them."

Jaime shook her head. "We can't do anything alone— just
  the three of us— even if we wanted to. We need horses, we need provisions, we
  need to have some faint idea of where we're going— " Her voice rose
  until she was almost shouting— and then she cut herself off. After a moment,
  she said, "Well, you get the picture. It's not so simple."

"All I know is, we're the ones who made the
  difference last time," Dayna said. "Sure, we can sit around and watch
  this happen— but is it going to be over before Willand does something horrible
  with a changespell—maybe until she traps Jess as Lady forever? Or before she
  gets her hands on one of us? She wants revenge!"

"This is true," Jess said, speaking up fiercely
  for the first time, a startling contrast to the moments when she'd done nothing
  but listen. She fingered the fresh scar on her jaw. "She will not stop
  coming after us."

"Look, Jay, it's a lot to think about," Dayna
  admitted. "I get that. But think about it, okay? Think hard."

Jaime nodded, the conflict evident on her features—the fear.
  She was the one who had been tortured. She was the one who needed time. And
  Dayna, for once, was trying to follow the rules—and trying to give Jaime the
  time she needed. 

Let them think about it. Jess already knew.

~~~~~~

 

Dayna knelt in the soft moss, waving away the gnat that
  circled her face and thought encouragement at Lady. "You can do this,
  Lady. You just have to hold it all in your mind, just for a moment... ."

Resting on the ground beside Dayna and Jaime, her feet
  tucked neatly at her chest and her tail flicking against her haunches even in
  repose, Lady snorted wetly. Dayna flinched back with an expressive noise of
  distaste, and glared at Jaime's amusement.

Ostensibly, they picnicked at the edge of the woods—but it
  was, of course, an excuse to get them out of Sherra's hold so Lady could work with
  the new spellstones. They lingered in the shade, the creek down to a trickle
  nearby, and beat their collective heads against frustration.

It would be Lady's last chance to work so privately, with
  new spellstones at her disposal—they knew, in tacit understanding, that Jaime
  and Jess would be returning home soon. Imminently, even. For Dayna and the team
  had recovered and were heading back to work— this time on the reverse
  changespell, and on restoring the peacekeeper sheep.

Lady had mastered a more complex friend-or foe spellstone,
  and the glowspell had only taken a few tries to before she could trigger it
  reliably. The changespell, though... .

Dayna waved at another gnat, thought about renewing her bug
  repellant, and waited.

Jaime shook her head. "She's done so well... but I
  don't think she's going to get it. Not today, anyway. You're sure you can
  change her back? I want to save all the spellstones we can."

Dayna laughed. "Jaime, I'm part of the changespell
  team. Of course I can change her back. There are a lot of spells on that level
  that I can't tackle, but that one? Yeah, I can do it."

Jaime wrinkled her nose with embarrassment. "Sorry,"
  she said. "I don't get to see much of you in action. Bsides, of all the
  years I've known you, most of them have been without magic."

"It's all right," Dayna said, grinning. "Still
  takes me by surprise sometimes, too."

"You seem to be happy enough with it," Jaime said,
  more of a question than an observation.

Dayna hesitated, thinking of life in Ohio. It'd been a good
  enough life.

But this was better.

"I am happy with it," she said. "I
  just wish I had the chance to show off a little without being in the middle of
  a crisis."

Jaime's mouth twisted wryly. "Calandre and Willand are,
  no doubt, two of the biggest pains in the ass that I've ever run across. And
  that includes that guy south of Columbus who thinks he's riding Grand
  Prix on those great four-legged clods."

"Worse than that, ey?" Dayna said, amused.

Jaime blushed. "Well, yes."

Lady chose that moment to snort again—impatience and
  frustration, and a reminder.

"That's enough of that," Dayna said. "Time
  to look like Jess again. Get ready."

Lady threw her weight back, propped her front legs out
  before her, and then pushed her haunches upright. She shook off the bits of
  bark and leaf that clung to her sides, and waited quietly.

Dayna reached for the spell, running through the initial
  structure— a complex recitation of muscle and shape and substance. Halfway
  through, she cheated— triggering a flow of raw magic, shaping it more with her
  will than her intellect. The magic swirled around them, flickering through Lady
  with the effect it always had— look straight at it, and you couldn't see a
  thing. Watch with the corner of your eye, and there might be a glimpse of hair
  settling back into place, of Jess as she straightened and stood.

But for Dayna, the spell wasn't over—not with the swirling raw
  magic fighting to break loose and wreak havoc.

She took a deep breath and plugged back into the formal
  spell, using the final elements to dismiss that wild magic. It faded like a
  long wave flowing back to the sea, and left Dayna with the same feeling she
  used to get after a good aerobics work out.

Only so much better.

She opened her eyes and grinned at Jaime, and found Jaime
  grinning back.

~~~~~

 

Jess did not smile.

"Jess," Jaime told her— again— "you
  did very well. You're making progress. Maybe you should try a more intermediate
  spell before jumping up to the big one. Practice it as Jess, first."

She was right, of course. Still... 

Jess had hoped to return to Anfeald able to prove Ander
  wrong. Even Carey thought it might be too much for her.

"Never mind, Jess," Dayna said. "We'll work
  on it again when we get a chance. Maybe they'll send the changespell team back
  to Anfeald. It's really a better set-up for intensive work."

"Yes," Jess said. There was no point in thinking
  about it now, when they were spending their last afternoon with Dayna. "Are
  we going to go to the village, now? To the place that does ear piercing?"

"You still want to do that?" Jaime asked,
  amusement in her voice. She fingered one of her own silver studs and held a
  branch aside for the rest of them to step from the woods to the main road, only
  a few moments from the hold.

"This is a good place to get it done," Jess said,
  not certain of Jaime's reaction.

"I'm sorry," Jaime said, but this time she
  outright grinned. "I just keep seeing Lady with great big hoop
  earrings."

"No," Jess said decisively. "Small ones... that
  blue stone. No one will see them unless they look."

"I can't help it," Jaime said, biting her lip in a
  way that did nothing to stop the grin.

"Uh-oh," Dayna said, looking out ahead of them and
  stopping Jaime's levity short—they all saw it, then, the lingering figure of a
  guard at Sherra's stout wooden gate. "I think vacation's over."

In a moment, they knew for sure. The figure turned out to be
  Sherra's familiar strongarm, Katrie— tall, sturdy, very light blonde, with features
  too strong to be beautiful. Jess had always thought she would make a very
  handsome mare.

Now, she wasted no time. "Waiting for visitors,"
  she said shortly. "The outlaws have struck again."

"Who?" Jess asked, thinking immediately of Carey.

"Group of Ninth Level Meditators just north of the
  border," Katrie told her. "Their regular supply run came today and
  discovered a hold full of hedgehogs clinging to meditation beads."

"Meditators?" Dayna said, horror in her voice. "Since
  when did they ever do anyone any harm?"

"That," said Katrie grimly, resting her hand on
  the hilt of her knife, "is the point. I'm not supposed to know this— and
  I'm not telling how I heard!— but you'll find out soon enough. The outlaws have
  set up an ultimatum—unless the Council removes the mage lure blockade, the
  outlaws will continue to deploy the reverse changespell."

"They must be desperate," Jaime murmured. "Maybe
  Ernie finally told them the truth about mage lure."

Dayna took Jaime and Jess each by the arm, tugging them
  onward. Jess couldn't help it— that sudden grip, that pre-emptory tug—

She reared back and tore loose, garnering Dayna's
  astonishment and Jaime's quick reaction. "Easy, Jess," she said. "It's
  all right."

And by then it was, but Jess couldn't help the annoyance she
  sent at Dayna; tossing her head to hide the depth of her reaction.

"I'm sorry—sorry," Dayna said, clearly also
  still impatient. "Listen. I might not have the chance to see you again before
  you leave. Think about what I said— about us doing something. Things are only
  going to get worse around here, and yeah, yeah, the Council will finally do
  something, but by then we'll have a whole zoo of changed people, and who
  knows how many of them we'll get back sane?"

Reluctantly, Jaime said, "I wish I didn't think you
  were right."

"But I am." Dayna didn't miss a beat. "Think
  about it. It's not like the team can't get along without me. See what Carey
  thinks— we'll need someone who really knows the country." She looked at
  Jaime, her eyes intent. "I can do this, Jay. I can find them— and I
  can blast 'em with enough raw magic to keep us safe. And I'm the only one who can."

Jaime gave Jess an unhappy look, but Jess, her anger at
  Dayna gone, nodded. It was time for them to go, all right. And time for them to
  think hard about what came next. "Yes," she said. "I'll talk to
  Carey."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 23

 

Jess perceived Carey's distraction well enough. She'd
  seen it at dinner and she saw it now, sitting on the small couch in his tiny
  suite—the first and largest on the second floor courier quarters. He'd left the
  door open, as he ever did, making himself available for those couriers who
  needed a quiet conversation, a personal question answered... a private concern
  reassured.

It made for a cascade of little interruptions.

Jess didn't mind. It was all part of Carey. 

She hadn't been ready to mention Dayna's proposal, anyway. He'd
  rested his hand lightly on the back of her neck on the way up here, and she'd
  been distracted by it— and now he looked at her slantways from his spot by the
  window, as if he could tell she was working her way up to something.

She played with the back of her baseball cap, sliding the
  adjustment strap back and forth in its clip. "Dayna thinks we should go
  after the outlaws," she blurted, just as Carey was beginning to smile at
  her hesitation.

The smile vanished. "Dayna thinks what?"

Jess left the bed and joined him at the window, where the
  summer dusk was just falling— starting to get earlier again, and pointing at
  autumn. "It surprised us, too," she said. "But I want to do
  it."

"You want to do what?" Carey's congeniality
  had vanished, his distraction turned to sharp attention. "Charge off with
  no notion of where you're going and what you're going to do when you get
  there?"

She frowned at him. "That's rude. I'm not stupid."

Carey groaned, and rubbed his eye—and looked wwearier than
  she'd expected. "You're right, you're right. I'm sorry. But Guides-damn,
  Jess... you've got to admit that sounded a little—" He stopped
  himself. Wise man. "All right. Talk to me, then."

So Jess told him what Dayna had in mind. She shifted closer,
  absently brushing the smudge of dirt from his shoulder, to run her fingers down
  his arm and pick up his hand, playing with his long human fingers.

When she would have moved upagainst him, putting their
  bodies in contact like any two close horse companions, he shifted away. She met
  his gaze for a long and questioning look, but she couldn't read the conflict in
  his eyes—she thought maybe it wasn't about her words at all.

"What do you think?" she said finally, not
  entirely sure, herself, just what she was asking.

Carey cleared his throat. "I think Dayna's bitten off
  more than she can chew. If any of that was viable, the Council would be doing
  it."

"They didn't help Arlen last year," Jess
  said. "We did."

Carey ducked his head, crossed his arms over his chest. When
  he looked up again, he tipped his head aside to move dark blond hair out of his
  eyes. "True," he said. "But Arlen's time was running out."

Jess watched him in silence. Then she said softly,
  "Willand has taken me. She had me beaten. She has burned Kymmet to kill
  me. She tried to tag you and Jaime with that dart. She threatened Dayna at the
  farm. And now the outlaws are going after people who have nothing to do with
  any of this."

Carey closed his eyes. "Sooner or later, their mage
  lure will run out— and then they'll die."

"Maybe," Jess said. "Will that be soon
  enough? Maybe they'll figure out how to withdraw from it. Sherra did."

He didn't respond, and his expression showed no sign that
  he'd heard her.

She said, "We need you. But I can find maps."

He shook his head, scrubbed his hands over his face, and let
  his head drop back, eyes closed. She thought he might not answer at all, and
  she thought maybe that was her answer.

But when he looked at her, it was head on, and with wry
  defeat. "You've always been persuasive, Jess— in more ways than you know. But
  you sure are getting better with words."

"Then are you coming with us?"

"I don't know," Carey said, as bluntly as Dayna was
  ever wont. "And I'm not sure you can do it without me. If I don't
  want this to happen, it won't."

It shocked her. "You'd tell Arlen?"

A boot scuffed against stone at the open doorway— and there
  was Ander, just arriving—but his eyes narrowed and his voice suspicious. "Tell
  Arlen what?"

Jess turned on him, cutting in front of Carey's anger. "You're
  supposed to knock, Ander. Even when the door is open."

"I just got here," Ander said. "And if you
  weren't so close to him, he'd have seen me coming."

Carey growled, a startling and unmistakable sound of ire.

Ander stood fast—even if he gave Jess a quick look, one she
  suddenly recognized as hurt. "I was in that fire, too. And you're talking
  about people I—" He took a sharp breath, looked hard at Jess. "People
  I care about. So I want to know what's going on."

Jess cast a quick glance between them— one man who thought
  he loved her, and one man who'd declared love a year earlier and didn't seem to
  know what to do with it.

Best to separate them, as they separated angry stallions.

But Ander was right. He'd been in that fire; he'd saved her
  life. He'd been with her through this entire mess.

Carey seemed, begrudgingly, to realize the same thing. His
  voice remained tight, his shoulders remained stiff... but his words tried for
  neutrality. "Dayna has an idea for approaching the outlaws. We're thinking
  about it."

"Thinking about?" Ander asked pointedly. "Or
  arguing about?"

"Some of both," Carey said, just as pointedly
  unconcerned about that veiled accusation.

Ander gave them a sudden grin; it had a feral quality that
  made Jess blink. "I've had enough, myself. It's time to get back to work
  at Kymmet. Jess has Mia scheduled to come back down for work, and I have
  three foals who need ground handling. So if you go to deal with this—with them—
  I'm coming with you."

"I don't remember asking you," Carey said.

Ander's grin just broadened. "Sometimes it doesn't pay
  to wait around. Sometimes you have to go get what you want— even if it means
  taking it from someone else who hasn't made up their mind yet."

Jess frowned at him. She had the impression he wasn't
  talking about the outlaws at all.

~~~~~

 

Carey stood out by the gate to the broodmare's back
  pasture. A breeze whispered by his face, bringing the teasing scent of rain. 

He should have been in bed on this overcast and moonless
  night. His body was no longer so forgiving about lost sleep, and tomorrow
  wouldn't go light on him just because he had circles under his eyes.

The mares scented him— first one snort, then another. Soon
  he had them spotted— dark, slow-moving shapes against an only marginally
  lighter skyline. They ambled to the gate to question him, as much as horses
  might.

"Looking for answers," he told them, only then
  realizing it was the truth.

A year earlier, headstrong and undeterred by the disapproval
  of almost everyone around him, Carey had ignored the Council, broken out of
  house-arrest at Sherra's, and ridden to rescue Arlen.

He hadn't thought about consequences. He hadn't wondered if
  he was doing it exactly right. He'd known it had to be done, he'd taken his
  best options, and he'd done it.

He suddenly wondered if he'd do that same thing today. "Would
  I?" he asked the mares, who whuffled over his hands and arms, and politely
  waited for treats.

No wonder Jess had been puzzled. No wonder she didn't seem
  to understand why he was so careful around her.

He wasn't the same person she'd come to know, either as
  horse and human.

No, he was Carey a year after being irreparably touched by
  Calandre's twisted magic. A whole year of learning to accept his new limits, to
  plan his days so he could make it through without falling on his face. He'd
  turned into someone who weighed everything he did before he did it.

And maybe he'd fallen into over-thinking those things along
  the way.

When had he gotten so concerned about acting that
  he'd held back when it came to drawing close to Jess—when it came to doing what
  he'd wanted ever since he'd been in Ohio, for Heavens' sake?

At first he'd been too sick to think about her. Them.
  And somehow, by the time he was feeling more like himself, Jess was off in
  Kymmet, and he was wondering if she didn't need a little more room to grow.

He was an idiot. A burning in ninth-level Hells idiot, so
  wrapped up in learning to live with the limitations of his damaged body that
  he'd lost track of the bigger things, the more important things. The things
  that made him want to live.

And now Willand was threatening those things again— his
  friends, his own safety, his Jess— and he wasn't sure if he wanted to do
  something about it?

"I'm an idiot," he groaned. 

The mares shifted, apparently in agreement. He looked back
  toward the hold— the back of the hill, from this vantage, and nothing more than
  a big dark lump rising in the night sky. There, on the second floor, Jess was
  sleeping— had probably gone to sleep wondering what was wrong with him, and why
  he had changed so much.

Well, he knew why he'd changed. And on a day-to-day basis,
  maybe it was the way he had to live. 

But for the important things... 

There was still enough of the old Carey left to handle them.

~~~~~

 

Jess whimpered in her sleep.

The rope lashed by her face.

She twitched, trying to escape.

Shammel's greasy looking grin—

She wouldn't let him hit her again!

The rope slashed air, smacking dun haunches, ripping
  flesh with searing pain.

Escape, she had to— the scent of rain in her nose— hands
  reaching for her— 

Jess shrieked in fury and terror and launched herself off
  the bed into darkness, ears flattened, teeth bared, hooves ready to... hands ready to—

Where was she?

"Easy, Braveheart. It was just a dream."

Jess made a stricken sound and struggled to orient herself.

Carey's voice, tender and reassuring. The dim outlines of
  the furniture in the borrowed room. The smell of impending rain on the cool
  currents of a breeze through the window. Arlen's. Safe.

"Carey," she said, her voice thick and her mouth
  struggling more than usual with speech.

"It's me," he said, moving up next to her in the
  dark— smelling of horse, his hair in his eyes... not enough to hide the shine
  of them. "Pretty bad dream, ey?"

"Yes," Jess said, still a little befuddled. "But...
  why... how... "

"I know it's late, but... I wanted to talk to you. Now
  I'm glad I came. The guest rooms are all keyed to me," he said as an
  afterthought, understanding her question. "I knocked, but you didn't
  answer, and then I heard... "

All right. It was the middle of the night, and she'd had a
  bad dream, but it was over now— it really was— and Carey was here. She took a
  deep breath, and let it out slowly. "I'm all right."

"Want to talk about it?"

His voice was just the right combination of sympathy and
  concern, but she didn't want to talk about it.

"No," she murmured, looking away from him— though
  his expression drew her back. To judge by the nakedly open emotion there, she
  thought he'd forgotten how well she could see in the dark. Concern... tenderness.

And something else, too, something she couldn't quite
  identify, but which reminded her of Carey from days gone by.

She shifted away from him and ended up by the window, where
  night time Anfeald spread out before her in a clarity offered by those equine
  eyes. �"I want to talk about something else."

"Like what?" He shifted the weight off his stiff
  leg, and it only underscored what she was about to say.

"Dayna's idea," Jess said. "When I said I
  could use a map if you didn't want to go... �That's what I want to do." 

She never should have asked him, not with Calandre's spell
  still—and always—riding him. Finding the outlaws would be no simple thing, no
  mere day's ride. If he went, it would take a terrible toll.

She saw his surprise as well as she'd seen the rest. He
  said, "I never said I wouldn't— "

"I can use I-am-here spells to mark the
  map," she continued, as if he hadn't spoken. This was hard enough. "Dayna
  can guide us, too. So we can do it. If you don't tell Arlen. You won't, will
  you?"

He frowned. �"I have no intention of telling Arlen. I'm
  not so sure he wouldn't agree with Dayna, but it's not fair to put him in that
  position."

"I brought a horse," Jess said, "but Jaime
  will need to borrow." She didn't mention Ander. But Ander had a horse. And
  Ander had not been hurt by Calandre.

"Jaime can have a horse," Carey said, though his
  voice had gone odd. "Jess, you're not just deciding to do this even if I
  don't, are you? You're deciding to do it without me."

How was she supposed to answer that one? And why did it make
  her want to cry?

Jess turned away, closing her eyes and tilting her head back
  to catch the breeze. Definitely rain. Even in her distress she hoped for it.

"Jess." Carey moved behind her until she could
  feel his warmth through her night shift. His hand landed on her shoulder with
  just the right pressure to reassure instead of spook her. "I'm right.
  You want to leave me out of this one."

This time his hurt was palpable.

"No," she said. "I mean, yes— I mean... I
  worry!"

"Worry," he repeated flatly.

"Yes. Because of... since... " She gave up and
  ended, most fiercely, "I won't let anything happen to you!"

The sudden silence was very loud, and seemed very long to
  Jess. She didn't expect his surprise—or his relief, or even his touch of anger.

"You think I can't handle it anymore." He turned
  her around, although she complied only reluctantly; it was hard to look at his
  face. At his emotion. "I've got news for you, Jess. I'm the one who makes
  up my mind about what I can and can't do. Not you. And I've already
  decided to come with you."

Jess blinked surprise. "You have?" And then,
  "But... so much riding. For days, Carey. I don't want to see you hurt!"

His hand fell away from her shoulder. "If I can stand
  it, then so can you. But it's my decision. Don't try to tell me what I can and
  can't do—not unless you want to be just like your pal Ander, telling you Lady
  can't manage the changespell stone."

"That makes me mad," Jess admitted, and then
  suddenly understood. "I was doing that!" She hesitated. "I
  didn't even see it. I only wanted... to protect you."

Carey sighed. "I know," he said. "Believe me,
  I know." 

He moved alongside her, shoulder to shoulder at the window
  but facing opposite directions. "When something's so very important... it's
  easy to do the wrong thing. It's hard to think straight when you want so much
  to do the right thing."

"Yes," she murmured, and suddenly realized he was
  talking about himself. She leaned into his shoulder. "What was your wrong
    thing?" The smell of rain grew thick on the breeze; the first hesitant
  droplets pattered against the sill.

He shook his head. "I didn't give you enough credit,
  Jess. I tried to protect you from making the wrong decision. I think I just
  ended up confusing you."

She thought she knew, then, what he was talking about, and
  she closed her eyes and thought of thunderstorms instead of the gentle but
  steady rain now falling outside. She thought of Carey, and all the hot,
  demanding sensations of an aroused mare in heat.

Jess stepped back until the small of her back pressed up
  against the window, and slid between Carey and sill. It was a tight squeeze. There,
  she nibbled his neck, a delicate version of equine flirting. "I remember
  the thunderstorm," she whispered.

He groaned softly, a small and frustrated sound. His hands
  settled on her hips; they tightened a moment, then moved up to tangle in her
  hair. Gently, he pulled her head back— just enough so he could look into her
  eyes.

Jess realized she was trembling a little, and wondered when
  that had started— and felt that tremble resonate through Carey. He took a deep
  breath, untangling one hand from her hair so his fingers, a little unsteady,
  were free to brush across her lips.

He kissed her.

He kissed her slow and deep, his hands moving across her
  shoulders to trace tingling little paths down her back beneath her hair.

She lost track of what she'd been thinking; she was,
  suddenly, nothing but feeling. The thin shift sliding between them, the
    bristle of the short hair at his nape and then the tense muscles of his back
    beneath her hands; the fluttery little thrill traveling up and down her spine
    and settling lower.

She made a small noise of protest when he broke the kiss— but
  it was only to return the favor of nibbling at her ear. He kissed his way
  across her face to reach the other ear, and then he pulled her in close.

"I remember the thunderstorm, too," he said, his
  voice low and a little hoarse. "But I think this nice slow rain is going
  to be much more satisfying."

~~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 24

 

Arlen suspects.

Jaime sat in the biggest chair in Arlen's quarters, her feet
  tucked under herself and the small cat in her lap. The heat of the day pressed
  palpably against the hold from the outside, leaving her grateful for the
  wizardly equivalent of air conditioning.

She'd be grateful if her mind would make itself up, too.

The very thought of finding herself in Willand's hands again
  evoked a visceral fear that she couldn't do a thing to mitigate.

She called to mind Arlen's strength and conviction; she
  thought about the way he'd handled Renia, knowing the mage lure had made her
  strong enough— if not wise enough— to match his prowess.

She thought of how, an hour or so ago, while sharing tea and
  chatting about the science of infrastructure magic, he seemed on the brink of
  asking her something—and had instead made busy with the tea cozy, muttering,
  "It's better if I don't know."

Oh, yes. Arlen suspected, all right.

A clunking noise drew her from thought. Was that—had someone
  cried out? She nudged the cat out of her lap and went to pause at the threshold
  of the study, looking at the workroom door as if it could tell her anything.

There it was again— a cry of strained effort... Natt?
  Jaime walked slowly to the workroom, her hand raised as though to knock— but
  no. Arlen knew what he was doing; she knew better than to interrupt. Not during
  the intense post-tea work session.

And then Kesna's short scream startled her away from the
  door— but she didn't miss the tangled sounds of a stool hitting the floor, or
  the thump of the body that followed. Jaime pounced, pounded at the door. "Arlen!"

Natt jerked open, white-faced and sweating. Beyond him,
  Arlen sprawled on the floor. His mouth was slack, and his skin grey, and he
  moved limply beneath Kesna's frantic attempts to rouse him.

Jaime pushed past Natt to kneel beside him. "What
  happened?"

"I'll try to raise Sherra," Natt said, still at
  the door. "I may have to go through the dispatch."

"It'll take too long," Kesna said, fear in her
  eyes.

"I'll try," Natt said, and hurried across
  the hall to the apprentices' workroom. "I've already called Simney."

"What happened?" Jaime repeated, resting
  her hand on Arlen's chest to feel a rise and fall that was far too shallow. "We
  have to do something!"

Kesna sparked irritation at her. "There's nothing you
  can do. It was magic, and you're no wizard."

"Then you do something!" Jaime demanded.

Kesna looked away, closed her eyes and bit her lip. "I
  don't know how," she said, looking very young. "If only Natt can get
  Sherra here— "

She didn't have to say what she and Natt had obviously
  already assumed. Simney, the hold's healer, would hold no sway over what had
  happened here.

Jaime took Arlen's hand; it was very cold, and clammy. "At
  least we can treat him for shock." She ran back to pull sheets and
  blankets from Arlen's bed, rushing the bundle to the workroom. "Here,"
  she said, flipping the bedding out to lie flat on the floor. "Roll him
  onto this— gotta get him off that cold floor."

Kesna seemed glad enough to let her take charge of such
  mundane things, and together they got Arlen onto the bedding. Jaime flipped the
  remainder of the blankets back over him, leaning across him to snug them tight.
  "What was he doing?"

This time, she got a strained answer. "He asked if we
  would help search that area Dayna was so interested in. He didn't think the
  Council tried hard enough, and that together... that if he had us linked... that
  he might at least find a trace of them."

"Did he?" Jaime asked, tucking soft wool around
  Arlen's shoulder even though it was already tucked, just so she could be doing
  something. She wasn't sure she wanted to hear the answer to this one.

Kesna nodded, then shook her head. "But they must have
  felt him. They came after us— and... "

To Jaime's surprise, the girl's chin gave a sudden quiver;
  she realized the apprentice teetered on hysteria. "Stop that!" she
  snapped, her voice harsher than she'd intended. "Arlen needs you, and you
  won't do him a bit of good like that."

Kesna's head came up; she glared. �"Natt and I couldn't
  hold the link," she said, snapping the words in angry confession. "Whatever
  they did— whatever Willand did— he took it alone."

And now Jaime knew.

Decision made.

Idiot. Just look at him. This is what you're
  facing.

But Jaime looked down at Arlen—the wizard from another world
  who'd become such an important part of her life— and she saw yet another friend
  hurt by Willand's destructive touch.

She smoothed the blanket over his chest and looked at Kesna.
  "Enough is enough."

The young wizard gave her a blank look, but Jaime didn't
  need her understanding. She knew what it meant to her. Decisions.

Enough is enough.

~~~~~

 

Yes. That was the message Jaime sent to Dayna,
  sticking it in the hold's queue of messages for the Dispatch just like any
  other.

The next incoming round brought Dayna's reply. Wait.

Wait. While Sherra labored over Arlen, bringing him
  out of shock but unable to rouse him from what Jaime could only call a coma. Just
    wait. That sounded easy enough, didn't it?

Then why did Ander repair arrows that were in perfectly good
  condition? And why did Carey pour obsessively over schedules that had been set
  for days? And Jess recruited Jaime into helping clean and repair tack, all the
  while sitting with her hands in saddlesoap and a distracted, dreamy expression
  on her face.

Jaime had a good idea what that expression was all about,
  but kept her thoughts, and her smile, to herself. It was the one bright point
  in the pall that had settled over the hold.

The fourth day after Arlen fell, the tack was cleaned, the
  schedules were written, and even Ander had to admit there was nothing more to
  be done with the arrows. Jaime was sitting in the unnaturally quiet and grim
  atmosphere of the dining room when something tickled at her ears and spread to
  the back of her throat. She coughed, and suddenly realized she was thinking, I'm
    here, though it certainly hadn't been generated by her own mental process.

I'm here! The process repeated itself three more
  times, just enough to annoy her severely.

Dayna.

Jaime finished her meal and went to find the others. Whether
  this venture was foolhardy and stupid, or whether it would ultimately be seen
  as heroic, it was about to start.

~~~~~

 

"The nice thing about being in charge," Carey
  had said when he heard of Dayna's arrival, "is that I can send people on
  all sorts of odd jobs right when we want to creep on out of here."

And he had. While Jess and Jaime shuffled gear in the early
  hours of the evening, Carey arranged for the stable to be all but abandoned.

Jess would have preferred to stay with him, but everyone
  agreed it would attract less attention to leave the hold separately. So Jess
  went up to see Arlen— who had just that afternoon opened his eyes for the first
  time, although he hadn't yet spoken.

Sherra looked worn, and couldn't—or wouldn't— say anything
  reassuring about his recovery. Jess found it hard to imagine Arlen not recovering. She knelt by his bed and placed her head on his chest for a few
  minutes, a wordless good-bye that generated Sherra's thoughtful and narrow-eyed
  stare.

And then, while the stable area trickled down into quiet, Jess
  and Ander took their horses out for exercise. They rode the trails in the woods
  closest to the hold, not looking for Dayna so much as presenting themselves to
  be seen for a while.

After they'd ridden in silence a while, Ander said, "I
  haven't seen much of you the past few days." 

"I saw you," Jess said, eyeing the cloudy
  sky and wondering whether to be worried about rain or grateful for it. "In
  the stable."

"I meant after work. I thought you wanted to keep after
  the changespell thing."

"You don't think I can do that," Jess observed.

But she wasn't thinking about the changespell and their
  conflict over it. She was thinking of the time she'd spent with Carey. Exciting
  and private time, when she finally saw the parts of Carey that had been hidden
  from her. His playful streak, and the way his eyes looked when he shared the
  fire he created inside her. 

She was learning how much power she had over him— and she
  liked it.

Ander didn't seem to notice her drifting thoughts. "I don't think you—Lady—can do it. But that's never stopped you from trying
  something."

"It stops me from trying this thing with
  you." She wrinkled her nose. "I didn't mean that to sound angry. It's
  just a truth."

"It doesn't matter," he said suddenly. "I
  don't care about the changespell. I was just trying to say I've missed
  you."

She stroked her horse's mane, and gave him another truth. "I've
  been with Carey."

In the cloudy-day gloom beneath the trees, she couldn't
  quite make out the look in his eye. After a moment, he said, "I
  wondered." And after another moment, he said, "Doesn't mean I'm
  giving up, Jess. I expect you know what I mean."

She might not have, as recently as a couple of months
  earlier. But Dun Lady's Jess was nothing if not a quick study, and she well
  remembered the feel of his arms while the flame roared above them and the water
  flowed around them. She merely said, "I'm sorry."

After that, they rode in silence until Dayna's provocative
  whistle cut the air— the same whistle construction workers made in Columbus
  when Jaime took Jess into the city. It came from behind, and they turned to
  find Dayna standing in the middle of the path.

"Good thing I'm not the enemy," Dayna said.

"We weren't looking for the enemy," Ander said,
  and sounded cheerful enough that Jess gave him a second look. No, his eyes were
  still unhappy. This was for Dayna's sake. "I'll ride out to the edge of
  the woods and wait for Carey and Jaime. Do you want to wait here, or— "

"Oh, we'll come along at Dayna speed," Dayna said.
  "And I know it'll mean traveling after dark, but I think we should keep
  going once we all meet up—we should be well clear of this area by the time
  everyone knows we're all missing."

Ander gave them a little half-bow and turned his horse,
  cantering off the other way.

"He's in an odd mood," Dayna said, and shrugged. She
  called over, "C'mon out, Katrie— and bring the horses!"

"Katrie?" Jess said, staring at the tall woman who
  emerged from the rolling woods. She led a sturdy chestnut with a spiky mane and
  a small, familiar bay. Fahrvergn�gen.

Dayna seemed uncommonly cheerful at her presence. "They
  sent her out after me when I didn't come back from my 'short pleasure ride.' She's
  good, so of course she found me. I decided to tell her what I was up to before
  using magic to send her on her way, and she decided she wanted to help. I
  figured we could use it."

"Yes," Jess said, nodding at the woman as she
  handed Dayna Fahrvergn�gen's reins. Just because Dayna intended to disable the
  outlaws' magic didn't mean they wouldn't need other ways to defend themselves.

"So what have they been saying?" Dayna asked,
  pulling herself awkwardly into the saddle. "About us, I mean. I'm betting
  they figure Willand got me, or Jenci."

"Nothing," Jess said. At Dayna's surprise, she
  hesitated, knowing Dayna had yet to learn of the attack on Arlen, and not
  knowing how to tell her. "I don't think they wanted to tell us until they
  figured out where you went."

"Well, they're going to figure it out now,"
  Dayna said. "Say, Jess, I've actually learned to canter on this horse. With
  her gaits, who couldn't! Let's see if we can catch up to Ander."

Jess doubted that, but there was no point in being too far
  behind. She turned her Kymmet mare and put her to a canter.

They met Carey and Jaime as dark fell, and spent a few
  moments sorting out gear— and defining the current situation for Dayna, who
  took the news about Arlen with grim determination.

And then they rode with intent, putting distance behind them.
  Carey's commercial glowstone cast a gentle light to dispel the dark night and
  its drizzly new offering of rain, and they stopped well into the night, pushing
  through the woods to find a sheltered area. There they hobbled the horses,
  huddled beneath blankets, and gnawed on cold, dried pressed fruits and meat— hoping
  the rain would let up before the thick wool soaked through.

Jess snuggled in close to Carey and felt a lot less dismal
  than she thought the others looked. 

In a few days, perhaps, they would face more than rain,
  fatigue, and soggy clothes— but for now, she was perfectly willing to put that
  aside, and watch the gentle rise and fall of Carey's chest as he slept.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 25

 

Jess opened her eyes to find Carey already awake. She
  rested her face briefly on his upper arm and pushed herself upright — and
  discovered a host of aches from recent injuries now abused by travel, weather,
  and a night on the damp ground. The rain had stopped— though she'd decided she could
  hardly rue its presence. Its gentle patter meant something special to her, now,
  even if they hadn't needed it so badly.

But if she was sore... 

Jess gave Carey a quick anxious glance. He shrugged and sent
  back a rueful little grin, acknowledging what he wouldn't talk about.

Slowly, stiffly, she climbed to her feet, and went to hunt a
  convenient bush. When she returned, the others were rousing, looking
  disgruntled and damp and bleary, with hair sticking out at odd angles and
  sleep-creases on their faces. Jaime and Dayna stumbled off into the woods, and
  Carey sat against a tree rubbing his face. Every now and then, one of the trees
  dripped leftover rain— big cold drops that the warm humidity of the morning did
  nothing to dispel.

No one was ready to talk, that was clear enough.

Jess went off into the woods to track down their horses. Along
  the way she shook the water off a sapling and onto her face, scrubbing it with
  her hands.

There. That was a little better.

When she returned with horses in tow, the others sat waiting,
  still looking less than enthusiastic. Ander rose to help tie the horses, and
  Jaime offered Jess a peanut butter sandwich and a half-full canteen.

"We'll need to stop for supplies today." Carey
  absently stretched his arm, kneading the biceps. "We just ate most of the
  food, and we've got no grain— I just couldn't pack it up without raising
  suspicions." He glanced at them. "And we need to think about
  weapons."

"Why?" Jaime looked startled, lowering what was
  left of her sandwich. "We're using Dayna's raw magic to disable them,
  aren't we?"

"Not everyone in their new hideout will be a
  wizard," Carey told her. "What if they've finally had success with
  their changespells? Renia said they were planning to create enhanced
  guards."

Dayna winced. "I wish you hadn't thought of that."

"Better that he did," Ander said. "And I've
  got my bow."

Dayna reached for the gear at her side and pulled out a
  small pouch. "I've got a little something," she said, and shook her
  head—though without any true regret. "You know, before I got here I never
  so much as stole change from a vending machine. But last year I stole
  spellstones to break Carey out of Sherra's house arrest— and this week, I stole
  this."

"What is it?" Jess asked through a mouthful of
  peanut butter, wondering what of importance would fit in the small pouch.

Dayna beamed in a way that made Jess a little wary. "Sherra's
  concentrated mage lure antidote."

They just looked at her, trying to make the leap of thought
  with the group affliction of not-quite-awake. 

Dayna scowled. "Don't you get it? This is full strength
  stuff, and it counteracts mage lure. Take a normal dose without healer support
  and you might just hurt a whole lot, lose a few brain cells. Take a
  concentrated overdose, and what do you think will happen?"

"I'm not sure," Jaime admitted. "But I bet
  it's dramatic."

Dayna held the pouch up in offering. "It's for the rest
  of you, in case you run into wizard trouble when I'm not around. There are some
  hollow darts in there, too, thanks to Katrie."

"Then we need a way to deliver them," Ander said. "Something
  that won't take as much practice as my bow. I'm thinking about one of those
  handbows the landers use for sport hunting."

"We can get one," Carey agreed. "And don't
  forget—it's possible to get through a wizard's physical shielding, especially
  with a puncturing weapon."

"True," Dayna conceded. "But it's not likely—especially
  as strong as these people are— unless the wizard's sending out a lot of
  offensive magic. That'll weaken a shield, all right."

Carey gave her a crooked and humorless grin. "I think
  we can count on offensive magic," he said. "So that gives us a
  crossbow, a couple of knives we don't want to get close enough to use, and the
  null wards I, mmmm, borrowed from Arlen."

"Null wards?" Jaime scratched her arm, frowning at
  the bug bite there. "Dayna, isn't there some little spell we can use for
  these things?"

"Sure," Dayna said promptly. "And everyone
  will hear me use it, too— otherwise I would have kept us dry last night." She
  let her words sink in, and added, "I've shielded us from magical searches,
  and that was the last spell I dare use—it won't hold if I start tossing magic
  around."

Jaime made a face at her, and Dayna made the face right
  back, and for a moment it felt like situation normal. Then Dayna turned
  to Jess and said, "Null wards make a sort of bubble that keeps magic from
  affecting anything outside them. I just hope these are industrial strength,
  Carey. These wizards are potent. And they'll be pissed, too."

"They're war wards, stockpiled against border
  squabbles."

Dayna nodded, surprise in with her satisfaction. "Yep,
  that counts as industrial strength. And they'll make things a lot easier. We can pop the wizards into a warded room as soon as we catch them. If
  we stay together until we get them all, we should be safe."

Ander frowned, running an affectionate hand along his bow. "If
  we're inside, I won't be much use."

"Don't forget me," Katrie said, breaking her
  morning silence. With her short, strikingly blonde hair tousled and a smear of
  peanut butter at the corner of her mouth, she still managed to look more alert
  than the rest of them put together. She sat with her legs crossed and her back
  straight. "If you're looking for close quarters weapons, I'm the best
  thing you've got. And I wouldn't be here if I didn't think I could help."

"That's true," Ander said, though Jess thought it
  was a little grudging.

"Besides," Katrie added, wiping at her cheek when
  Jess mimed doing so herself, "in my opinion, you don't want much
  more in the way of weapons. Load yourself down with stuff you're not familiar
  with, and it's only going to get in your way in a pinch. Use what you have and
  know— Dayna's magic. If I know Dayna, she wouldn't be here unless it was a
  pretty potent weapon."

Jaime tugged at a tiny sapling next to her knee, not looking
  at the rest of them. "Carey knows the area, and Ander's got his bow... no
  one's going to get their hands on Jess without magic, but me? I'm just good
  with horses... and scared to death of Willand."

"Oh, shut up," Dayna said. "We've got days
  between here and there, and I need someone to keep me in line."

Jaime snorted, but a smile crept onto her face all the same.
  "Well," she said, "If really just looks like I'll be in the way
  once we get there, park me somewhere, okay? Katrie can make the call; hers is
  the best judgment for this kind of thing."

Katrie looked surprised, but gratified. "I can teach
  you to use the handbow, Jaime."

Jaime's eyes widened slightly as she considered it, and a
  grim smile crept into place. "I like the sound of that."

"Something else needs to be said." Carey didn't
  look directly at any of them, and Jess's hand crept over to his. "There's
  no getting around it—we've got days to travel, and I can't ride as hard as the
  rest of you. I'm going to slow you down."

"Don't bet on that," Dayna muttered. "Slow is
  fine with me. I need to be able to think of something besides saddle sores when
  I'm playing with raw magic."

Carey gave her a small smile. "The longer we take to
  get there, the more chance they have to pick up on the signs we're
  coming."

"Like what?" Dayna demanded. "Sherra might
  figure out what we're up to— Arlen, too, if he comes out of it. But they're not
  going to broadcast it."

Jess stood; she might not be good at strategy, but she knew
  when it was time to quit talking and get moving. "There will be more rain...
  and we need slickers."

"Slickers sound good," Jaime said, squinting up
  though the branches even as a fat drop plopped on her forehead.

"Then we go." Jess pulled Carey's saddle from the
  pile of gear. No, it wouldn't be an easy trip for him... but she could help.

His unprotesting and rueful smile of gratitude said more to
  her than his previous words of protest— I decide what I can and cannot do—ever
  could.

~~~~~

 

Jaime practiced the handbow every chance she got. She
  stayed out of the way as Dayna and Carey worked together to navigate; she
  helped Jess with the horse care. But riding at this pace took little of her
  attention, and left her too much time to think... and gave her too many reasons
  to practice.

Arlen. On the floor. In his workroom, that
  horrifyingly slack expression on his face. And Sherra's expression when she saw
  him... her fear.

Stop it. He could be fine by now. 

He was strong. He was powerful. And as she well knew, he had
  no little determination of his own.

And there was Carey.

Pain had already etched its presence around his eyes, and Jaime
  sometimes caught glimpses of his expression when he thought no one watched,
  finding his mouth grim and his eyes hollow and empty— as if every effort went
  into making it through the next minute, or hour, or the day. He might make it
  to their destination... but no further. And once he got there, he'd need
  protection.

Practice. The handbow traveled over her bulging
  saddlebags; its pistol-grip bow was small and stout, and Jaime struggled with
  the spanner to cock it. But the weapon had power, and Jaime's accuracy improved
  dramatically from her first efforts.

When she thought of Arlen, and saw the image of his body
  sprawled across the stone floor, she practiced. When the thought of Willand
  started a trickle of fear between her shoulders, she practiced. When she felt
  like a tag-along to the rest of them... 

Oh, yes. She practiced.

They'd been on the road for four days, ever heading
  northeast, when Dayna pulled up to let the mid-morning heat settled in silence
  around them. Jaime's horse heaved a big sigh, and she gave him a pat. They'd
  traveled a little too quickly for both horse and human, and the wear showed on
  them all.

"We're as close as I can get before I start guessing,"
  Dayna said. "Their shield is stronger, and it's muddying the trace."

"So we blunder around?" Ander said, not looking
  happy about it.

"Not necessarily." Dayna gestured down the road. "I
  might be able to feel something once we get into inside the shield. Or I could
  throw a little raw magic around, see if that upsets them enough to let a little
  signature leak out."

"Then they'll know we're here," Carey said, his
  face set in adamant disagreement. 

"Well, that's true," Dayna said. "They will hear me, no matter how slight the magic. But do you want to just
  blunder?"

"There are other ways," Katrie said, nodding at
  the terrain—thick woods rising from oak to pines, rugged ground, narrowing
  road. "If they have any sort of physical presence in the area, they'll leave
  signs. Think like someone who doesn't want to be found, why don't you. What
  better place than this?"

Carey rubbed his thigh, his expression thoughtful. "I've
  never been this way— no one's really tried to tame this area— but the map is
  clear enough. We're headed straight for a rocky mess of woods, with a gorge
  backing it up."

"Maybe Dayna can feel something if we move in,"
  Katrie said, but she smiled tightly. "Or maybe we can find them my
  way." She glanced at Carey. "No point in all of us making tracks. I
  can scout for us."

"Not on my account," Carey said, and Jaime thought
  discomfort gave his voice its snappish tone. Jess brought her horse up close to
  his, close enough to bump his knee. He gave her a rueful smile, and relaxed. "But
  Katrie has a good point. Given that we don't want to use magic, and we don't
  want to blunder, I think we should head to the gorge. We'll find a place to
  hunker in, and Katrie can look around."

"I'll let you know if anything changes for me,"
  Dayna said by way of agreement, and made way for Carey to take them off the
  road and along the next game trail.

Carey, Jess, Dayna, Katrie, Jaime, and Ander. They
  fell into place on a single-width trail, leaving Jaime to stare at Katrie's
  broad shoulders. When Katri's back tensed, she saw it instantly—even before
  commotion broke out ahead. A shout... a demand... a strange voice— 

Jaime pushed her horse to the edge of the trail and found
  Carey blocking the path of a man hovering on the decision to run. Lanky,
  unimpressive of stature and clearly hard-worked, he seemed no threat—but then,
  neither did Dayna. Or Willand.

And then Jess got a good look at the man, and gave a cry of
  anger— he bolted into the trees at the sight of her. Jess's hands lifted on the
  reins... the mare did a little dance beneath her.

"No, Jess!" Jaime shouted, thinking of the rough
  terrain—of how fast the mare would go down. "The rocks— !"

Maybe Jess heard, or maybe she worked it out for herself. She
  flung herself to the ground, tossing her reins at Carey as she darted into the
  trees. Katrie, too, swung off her horse and joined the chase.

She would never catch up with Jess. And the man would never
  outrun her.

He tried. He sprinted into a frantic pace, his stride
  interrupted by the uneven footing, his arms windmilling— 

Jess gained ground by the stride, her movement powerful, her
  feet hardly seeming to touch the ground. �He dodged, a futile effort— she
  matched his steps for a heartbeat, waited for the right moment, and jammed her
  shoulder into his.

Down he went, bouncing off a tree in the process and still scrabbling
  to regain his feet—until he realized she stood over him—loomed over him.
  He cringed away, covering his head... giving up.

Jess held her ground, still poised to go for him—and then slowly
  eased back. She made a derisive noise, tossed her head... and walked away,
  leaving the man to Katrie as she reached them.

Katrie moved with easy strength, hauling the man to his feet
  and escorting him roughly back up the hill; Jess never looked back. She reached
  her horse and gathered her reins, mounting up to sit with her body language
  shouting disdain and hatred.

Who the Camolen Hells— ?

But Jaime wasn't the only one who wanted to know. The horses
  bunched up into an impossible knot on the trail and Katrie thrust the man into
  the middle of them. Scrapes bled through a tear in his shirt; his palms oozed,
  and his forehead dripped from a deeper cut, his eyes still dazed.

"And who in the lowest Hell are you?" Carey asked
  for them all, his tone deceptively conversational.

"Benlan," Jess said. Her voice and face pronounced
  the man guilty.

"Renia talked about a Benlan," Jaime said
  suddenly. "One of the wizards. Not one of the better ones."

"So she did," Carey said, and gave the man an
  unpleasant grin. "And he looks like a man on the run, doesn't he?"

"Just like Renia," Dayna said, a petite woman
  sitting a small horse and suddenly looking as dangerous as any of them.
  "But you can't use your magic or the others will catch you, right? So that
  more or less leaves you at our mercy."

"I know what to do with him," Jess said,
  letting her mare move forward a step. Benlan tried to back up, but Katrie's tightening
  grip stopped him, his flesh going white beneath her fingers.

"Bloody Hells," he said, more desperation than
  perspicacity as he tried to jerk his arm out of Katrie's grasp and failed. "What
  do you know of Renia?"

"Oh, let me introduce us," Dayna said, far too
  sweetly to be sincere. "This is Carey— "

Under his breath, Benlan said, "Hells!"

"— and the nice lady holding on to you is Katrie. I'm
  Dayna, that's Jaime, and way down at the end is Ander. And oh— the one who
  seems to have such an inexplicable hatred for you is Jess."

"Guides-damned Hells!"

"So you've run away." Carey gave the trail a
  speculative glance. "And now you're going to turn around and walk right
  back in again."

Benlan crossed his arms. "Not a chance."

Jess's mare moved forward another step.

"Now, now," Dayna said. "Don't hurt Benlan,
  Jess. We might get some use out of him." She glanced at Jaime. "Did
  you know that on the other side of the Lorakans, there was a once a king named
  Benlan? He was assassinated; it was all mixed up with mage lure. "

"How'd you— ?" Jaime asked, startled.

Dayna shrugged. "I had some time to read while I was
  recovering from the drug," she said. She stared down at Benlan, and
  suddenly, she didn't really look like that small woman sitting on a small
  horse, not anymore. She looked dangerous. "Jess isn't the only one who has
  a grudge against you, you slimebag. Your mage lure killed a friend of
  mine. Your mage lure put me through hell. If Sherra hadn't worked up an
  antidote... " 

"The problem is," Carey said, catching her drift,
  "if you take the antidote without a healer to guide you through the
  reaction, you... well." He shrugged. "You die." He looked over
  his shoulder. "Which one of us has that antidote again?"

"What the Hells do you want with me?" Benlan crossed
  his arms, discovered it hurt, and stood awkwardly instead. "Do you really
  think I'm going to take you back there?" He snorted. "You'll just die
  if I do. And so will I, if they catch me hanging around. You can damn well look
  somewhere else."

"No." Jess looked down at the man, her disdain for
  him still plainly expressed in her flared nostrils and tense mouth. "We're
  looking at you."

"It's true," said Carey. "We are."

"So here's the deal," Dayna said. "You take
  us to your nasty friends, and we won't leave you out here to die without
  mage lure. We won't use those darts on you the next time we see you, and
  we'll get you help with the mage lure. If not... " She shrugged again. "I
  imagine the withdrawal will be pretty nasty. You've been taking it a long time."

"Renia bled from every orifice," Jaime said,
  making her voice hard and uncaring. "And Rorke died in puddles of vomit
  and excrement."

"The Hells you say," Benlan snapped. "Willand
  killed Renia with a windstorm."

"Jess saved her from that storm. She died in
  agony." Dayna smiled prettily, her features as pixie as they'd ever been,
  her hair drawn back in a short ponytail, and her voice utterly convincing.
  "Believe it, Benlan. Or die."

"She—" He started to protest, visibly staggered. "Oh, Guides-damn. Dayton said the withdrawal wasn't that bad. He said—that bastard."
  He dipped inside a pocket to withdraw a tiny vial, the contents of which made
  Dayna squint. "This is all I have. I thought it would be enough—that I
  could trickle it out. But if you're telling the truth... "

"If not for that truth," Carey said,
  "We would give you the antidote right now and send you on your way. We'll
  find Willand eventually, and frankly, you're a pain in the ass."

Dayna frowned. "He really is. And we really will. So...
  your choice, Benlan. If you want to live, you need our help—and we have to be
  around to give it to you. You might want to do what you can to make that
  happen. Or, you know... just go away now."

Benlan scrubbed his hands over his face. "Fine! All
  right! Yes— ! Guides, give me a chance to think!" 

No one spoke as he stared back up the trail—back the way
  he'd come, and toward the wizards he'd once called comrades. "You're
  certain about this? We'll be there before the day is over."

"We're certain," Carey said with finality.

Benlan mustered one final dark look. "Don't blame me
  for the consequences."

Before the day is over.

Jaime didn't know whether to be relieved or terrified.

Benlan led them up the trail; in short order he took a
  barely perceptible track that traced the side of a hill. Soon after, Katrie's
  mount stopped short in front of Jaime—and Katrie shot a single, sharp word over
  her shoulder.

"Rider!"

"There— " Ander stood in his stirrups behind Jaime,
  looking down over the hill.

She finally spotted a dark bay horse slipping and stumbling
  down a steep trail in the hillside ahead of them, disappearing and reappearing
  from behind trees. Even from here Jaime could see how the rider bounced
  off-balance in the saddle. And yet... there was something faintly familiar
  about him.

A man she would forever see etched in her memories, holding
  a gun on Jess.

Ernie.

"Where's he going?" she asked, more to
  herself than anyone else.

Dayna heard her nonetheless. "It doesn't matter where
  he's going— what matters is that we've got to get him!"

"Forget him," Ander said, loud enough to carry to
  the front of the line. "He's nobody; he doesn't even have magic. The
  peacekeepers can take care of him later."

"Are you kidding?" Jaime twisted in her saddle to
  send him an incredulous look. "Ernie's the key to this whole thing! Let
  him go, and the whole thing could start all over again!"

"She's right." Dayna watched the horse as it drew
  farther away, becoming more easily hidden by trees. "Someone's got to go
  after him." Jaime could hear the longing in her voice. This was the man
  who had shot Eric— Dayna's closest friend— and a man she'd already tried to
  kill once... even if she hadn't known what she was doing at the time.

"Not you," Carey said from the front of the line,
  as if he, too, knew what Dayna was thinking. "Me. You don't need me
  as guide anymore, and I'm not much use in a fight. But I can out-ride that son
  of a bitch on my worst day."

"But when you catch him— " Jaime protested. There'd
  be a fight—and it would be a dirty one.

Jess glanced back. "He won't be alone."

"Jess— " Carey started.

"Just go, dammit!" Dayna snapped. "He
  may ride like a sack of potatoes, but you still have to catch him before he
  hits a turn-off!"

Jaime could tell from the set of Jess's shoulders that she wouldn't
  change her mind. So, apparently, could Carey. With no more protest, he turned
  his horse off the trail and cut across the hill, striking out for Ernie's path.

Jess turned her horse off the trail to follow, giving the
  mare plenty of rein—knowing the animal's needs in this footing with an insight
  no one else could ever match. Ahead of her, Carey rode like part of his horse,
  light and supple and following every lunging effort. 

"So much for Ernie," Dayna said—but her defiant
  expression told Jaime she was less than certain.

More than that. She's scared.

As well she might be, abruptly finding herself at the head
  of the shrunken party, the weight of their success settling firmly on her shoulders.
  But she took a breath and found her assurance. "Let's get moving."

Jaime wished she could so easily do the same. But she'd
  caught a glimpse of Benlan's expression, and thought she saw something new
  there. Something no longer quite so resigned.

She hoped she was imagining it.

~~~~~~~~~~

 

 




CHAPTER 26

 

Dayna was faking it.

Suddenly out in front, on a horse she could ride only
  because it was such a tractable and smooth-gaited animal, she no longer had
  anything to buffer herself from what lay ahead— and the fact that she had drawn
  her friends into this danger right along with her.

You had reasons for doing this, and they're still good
  reasons.

Her friends weren't naive. They knew what the outlaws could
  do, had seen what Willand was willing to do. No one talked much about Arlen,
  but she knew they thought of him.

The raw magic will work.

It would work, and she wouldn't lose control, either. She'd
  proven it well enough, even if no one truly suspected just how often she used
  it. Even if they thought they'd schooled it out of her.

Wrong.

And what if they see you coming? What if some changed guard
  tears your throat out, and leaves the others to the outlaws?

"What if we do nothing and all end up as sheep,
  anyway?" she muttered, loudly enough so Katrie, riding behind her, said,
  "What?"

"Nothing," Dayna answered. She let her reins drape
  so Fahrvergn�gen could pick out her pace— the horse was doing it anyway, no
  point in fooling herself— and twisted to look at Benlan, clutching leather to
  keep her saddle-sore body steady.

Benlan stared back up at her, his sleepy-looking eyes more
  sullen than cowed.

She didn't like it.

She put on the faking-it Dayna face and said, "Thinking
  bad thoughts, are you, Benlan?"

"What's the problem?" he asked. "I'm doing
  what you asked. And I expect you to hold to your promise to help me."

"Why did you leave them in the first place? Why take
  that risk, after what they did to Renia?" Even if you did think
    withdrawal wasn't that bad.

He looked like as if he might fire off a sarcastic reply,
  but instead he hesitated, navigating a rough spot. Finally he said, "The
  work wasn't supposed to be about hurting or threatening people. I got sick of
  it. I'm not the only one, but the others figure they're in too deep to back out
  now—they've done too much."

"And you haven't?"

He scowled, stumbling again. His soft footwear gave him
  little protection against the jutting roots and rocks of the trail, and his
  face had gone grey with exhaustion. "What do you want, some big
  confession? Go to Hell, lady. Pick the deepest one while you're at it."

She didn't. "You had no idea, did you? What you were
  getting into."

"He should know what he's getting into now,"
  Katrie observed. "For instance, the way he'll be tied to a very visible
  tree outside their hold, just waiting for whoever makes it out of that place. It'll
  either be us, and we'll be happy with him, or it'll be them, and they probably
  won't like him very much."

He stubbed his toe, staggered, and finally recovered his
  equilibrium. "Ah, dammit," he muttered. "Look, you don't have
  much of a chance. They're all on mage lure, right? And there's four of them— Emmy
  and Strovan and old Ludy... and Jenci. Watch out for Jenci."

"Strongarms?"

"A couple," Benlan said. "I'm not sure how
  good they are— they're certainly not civilized. We just changed over a few
  territorial animals and made our territory theirs. It was all we
  had time to do before things got out of hand."

"What about Willand?"

His gaze flickered away from her, out to the woods and back
  again. "She's there," he said, and something in his voice was subtly
  different. "I just hate to think about her."

Dayna frowned, trying to interpret the change in him, but
  Katrie didn't hesitate. She leaned over to grab the back of Benlan's shirt,
  nearly jerking him off his feet. "You're a terrible liar," she said. "And
  you can still talk through a broken nose."

"You wouldn't, you Guides-damned bitch!" Benlan
  jerked away, slapping at her hands. "I won't betray Willand. I won't!
  She'll kill me— !"

Dayna was surprised that Katrie could dismount so quickly,
  moving seamlessly to grab the front of Benlan's tunic, jerk him off the ground,
  and bounce her fist off his face. He clapped his hand to his nose, keening a
  string of pained curses. 

"See?" she said, standing with one hand on her
  knife. "You can still talk with a broken nose."

"Remind me to keep you on my side." Ander took his
  feet from his stirrups and stretched his legs in a study of indifference,
  though his bright blue eyes watched Katrie with new respect. Jaime met Dayna's
  gaze, her expression tight but resolute, and nodded slightly. She, too, wanted
  to know about Willand.

So that was all Dayna said to Benlan, once he seemed able to
  hear. "Willand, Benlan. Whatever you're hiding, out with it."

He shot her a glance of hatred through tearing eyes, but
  kept his mouth shut.

Katrie leaned close to him—taller than he was, stronger than
  he was, and her mettle perfectly clear. "No time to think of lies, you
  little bastard. Start talking by the time I count to three or I find something
  else to break. One— "

"She's out!" Benlan blurted, spitting blood from his
  nosebleed. "At her cabin! Guides, she'll kill me!"

"Her cabin?" Jaime said.

"She's too good for the rest of us." His words
  turned bitter. "Says we distract her. She has a cabin— " Probably without
  thinking, he waved his hand in the general direction from which they'd come.

Jaime understood first. "That's where Ernie was
  headed!" she blurted out, her voice filled with certainty— and with horror
  at that certainty. "We just sent Carey and Jess straight at Willand!"

Dayna felt the words like a physical blow. "Maybe they
  caught up to him before the cabin... ." 

Benlan shook his head—and thought better of it, covering his
  nose with a protective hand. His words were muffled. "It's not far."

"And you just let them ride right off to her,"
  Katrie said, anger filling her voice, making her stern features even harder. "You know what she'll do to them!" She stepped in closer, and he
  scrabbled back from her cold glare.

Dayna found herself as dazed as Benlan. Carey and Jess...
  straight at Willand.

"It looks like I have a job to do after all." Jaime
  patted the crossbow pistol that sat atop her saddlebags, and turned her horse
  around.

"Jaime!" Dayna protested. Not Jaime!

What had Dayna told them all when they started this little
  adventure? No muss, no fuss... no true danger. Just the raw magic, doing its
  thing... 

"Look," Jaime said, far too sensibly. "I've
  got the shieldstone, I've got the antidote, and I'm not half bad with the
  handbow. I don't even have to get close to them."

This was a half-truth. The regular quarrels might have some
  accuracy at a distance. The ones Ander had rigged with the hollow-tipped darts
  did not. "Jaime," Dayna said again, helplessly, and felt the odd
  sensation of decisions slipping through her hands, of things going totally awry... 

"This one was meant for me," Jaime said. And she
  nudged her horse onward, trotting back the way they'd come.

~~~~~

 

Once Jess struck Ernie's trail, the ride turned easier,
  and she rocked in the saddle as her mare tucked her haunches and went to work,
  descending the hill as quickly as possible with Carey right behind her.

Ernie quickly came into sight, but gave no sign that he
  heard them—and no wonder, given the noise of his own progress: the clatter of
  hoof on trail rock and the slap of leaves against human and horseflesh, the
  gentle grunts of a horse at work.

The steep trail bottomed out, following the curving base of
  the hill. Narrow though it was, there remained plenty of space for two
  experienced courier horses to turn loose a little speed.

They'd closed most of the ground by the time Ernie realized
  he was no longer alone. He hunched over his horse, whipping it forward with his
  reins—picking up speed until Jess's mare was in full gallop beneath her.

It was folly to run like this on a trail she didn't know. But
  neither she nor Carey slowed.

Suddenly the trail opened up into a clearing. It held a
  cabin—

And it held Willand.

Jess pulled the mare up hard, setting her back on her
  haunches to reverse direction so suddenly that they dug furrows in the dirt;
  Carey's horse fought his attempt to do the same, rearing before they turned to
  follow.

Jess's mare sprinted away. Leaves slapped at her face, branches
  whipped against her legs—she couldn't think fast enough to duck, to weave... she
  was body in motion, riding through the woods on a narrow path with tree trunks
  brushing her calves and her back tingling like a giant target.

In a moment they'd be safe enough, they could stop to think— 

A giant cracking sound cut the air. The mare startled
  sideways to bounce off a tree with a grunt, barely missing Jess's leg. 

Branches snapped and cracked; wood scraped against wood— the
  dying throes of a tree. Jess turned the mare in tight circles, afraid to
  move until she located the tree— and then, somewhere, it hit the ground in rush
  of breaking limbs, bounced, and settled.

That's when she realized she was alone.

"Carey!" she called, not thinking until she'd done
  it that she was only shouting her location to Willand, and then not caring. "Care-ey!"

Silence. And then her answer, the faint staccato hoofbeats
  of a horse approaching at a gallop. Relief washed over her— until the riderless
  gelding came into sight, crashing off into the woods to evade her.

Jess whirled the tired mare and pushed her back at the
  cabin. There she found the downed tree—a massive trunk, completely blocking the
  path. Propped up by its crown and resting slantwise, it was high enough to be a
  significant obstacle, long enough to prevent a quick detour, thick enough to press
  against the ground.

Carey lay on the other side, ragdoll limp—and not alone. Willand
  was striding up to him, reaching for him— reaching for the spellstones around
  his neck. The shieldstone!

Jess's fingers crept up to the same stone, hanging from her
  braid and ever-clinking behind her ear. With just such a shieldstone, she'd
  prevailed against Willand once before— she'd taken the woman by surprise, and
  overcome her before the wizard could call magic to her aid.

It could happen again.

Abruptly, Jess turned the mare, trotted quietly along the
  trail in a calm trot, and then swapped ends to pick up a quiet canter. Three
  calculated strides away from the tree, she legged the mare into bounding
  collection, giving her the power she'd need— and then one final, startling push— 

The mare thrust upward, her ears flat back and her legs
  tucked tightly to her body. Jess flung the reins forward and clung, lurching as
  the mare's belly bumped wood. They slid awkwardly over, breaking bark all the
  way. On landing the mare fell forward, stumbled, and staggered onward— out of
  balance and out of control— at Willand.

Willand sprang away from Carey, flinging her hand out as
  though to stop the thousand pounds of horseflesh heading her way. Jess— scrambling
  to regain her seat, clutching at the reins she'd all but lost— just barely
  realized what the wizard truly intended. What she was really doing.

Flaunting Carey's spellstones. Holding them high in
  threat, the shieldstone among them, while dire magic gathered around her and
  the other hand readied to sling it at Carey.

Stop, or else.

Jess wrenched the mare's head around. The horse slung her
  head, fighting the reins, foam and spit flying.

Willand stood her ground, the spellstones dangling; the mare
  jigged past while Jess tried to regain control with seat, easing the reins
  until the mare stretched down and snorted with ire, allowing herself to be
  turned.

Willand crooked a finger at Jess. One finger, one joint,
  bent by mere degrees.

Jess legged the mare forward.

"No," said Willand. "Off."

Ernie headed their way from the back of the cabin, on foot. Another
  figure stood just outside the cabin. Shammel. He'd gone north, all right.

"Off," said Willand again, and pointed to the
  ground.

Slowly, Jess dismounted. She discovered her knees weren't as
  steady as they should be.

And then Carey, his voice utterly weary, said, "Damn."

Jess barely glanced at Willand for permission before she
  tossed the reins aside and threw herself on the ground beside Carey.

"All right?" she asked, her voice low.

"Perfect," he said, catching her with his gaze to
  let her know he was all right, it was all right... they were all right. But
  Jess shook her head, not believing.

Slowly, painfully, Carey sat up. "Nothing broken,"
  he said, as though they weren't arrayed at Willand's feet. "Must have
  remembered to roll when I fell."

"Try not to fall," she advised him for the future,
  and then hugged him tightly.

"You two always were big on the touching scenes,"
  Ernie said. Jess pulled away from Carey to give him the full force of her glare,
  but he'd already turned his attention to Willand. "Damn, I hate horses. You
  people need to invent cars."

"We people like the way things are,"
  Willand said. She looked down at Jess and Carey. "With some small
  exceptions, which are about to be eliminated." She closed her eyes a
  moment— and when she opened them, they held disappointment. "You came
  alone. Too bad."

Jess said nothing. The others were safe from detection, if
  only Willand didn't look too hard... .

Ernie grinned at her, his eyes lighting with interest.

Jess hadn't remembered much about him. She hadn't remembered
  that his eyes were a pleasant and surprising blue, and that his features were
  bland, his stature somewhat beefy.

But she remembered that grin, and she hated it.

It must have shown in her face, because as he looked down on
  her, it only grew. "Gotcha, Jess, baby. Somebody's got to pay for
  all I went through when you people brought me here. I decided it might as well
  be you."

"You could have walked away from that parking
  lot," Carey said, his voice rasping on a growl that could have been pain,
  could have been anger. He'd made it to his knees now, shoving one foot out so
  he could rise— but Willand put her hand out, and he settled instead—his face
  scraped, his arm bruised and swelling, but no deep cuts, no broken bones.

Jess, too, stayed where she was— sitting back on her heels,
  looking like she was settled in... and not like she could explode into movement
  any time she wanted.

She could. She would. She looked at Carey to tell him
  so, and he gave her the slightest shake of his head.

But if not now, when? When would they ever have a
  better chance?

She saw it in his eyes, then. It wasn't the when. 

It was him.

He couldn't do it. He'd pushed himself for days, ignoring
  his limits, battering his body, and he had nothing more to give. His eyes were
  full of hazel anger, and frustration... and truth.

"I could have walked away from that parking lot,"
  Ernie agreed as Shammel joined them. His face turned into a snarl of anger. "And you could have just given me that gold."

"Now, now," Willand said. "That's a waste of
  energy, Dayton. Leave them to me. That's why you gave me the mage lure, isn't
  it? So I could walk out of that prison house and amuse you with these two. We'll
  take care of their friends in due time."

"Don't count on it," Carey muttered.

Willand made an offhand gesture and Carey grunted as though
  struck, his head rocking backward. In a moment, blood trickled from his mouth. Jess
  tensed inside her deceptively relaxed pose and wondered when. 

When she should move... when she should take the chance— and
  when it would become too late.

"Watch out for the mare," Shammel said, sounding
  lazy. "She's a little unpredictable."

"Keep your place," Ernie growled.

"I am, I am," Shammel said, not sounding the least
  intimidated. "You want me to take a blockade run? Fine. But that's a Hells
  of a dangerous trip, and you don't have enough gold to make it worth my
  while."

"I will," Ernie said, unperturbed, his gaze not
  leaving his captives. "Soon enough."

"Let me put it this way, then. I can't carry enough gold to make it worth my while. The mare though... the woman. Jess.
  I'd do it, for her."

"She's not going to be a woman much longer,"
  Willand said. "Now that I have her here, I'll figure out how to spell her
  back to a horse— and keep her that way."

Shammel eyed Ernie, a challenge in his eye. "Your
  choice, Dayton." And he looked over at Jess, his black eyes touching her
  the same as if he'd used his hands—a long and searching examination.

"No!" she said, head lifting, phantom ears back
  flat. "I am not for you." And she couldn't help it— she looked
  at Carey, even though she sensed it was the exact wrong thing to do.

Ernie nearly crowed with delight. "Ohh, that's it, is
  it? You been riding her every way you can, Carey? Did you have to tell her whoa to get her to stand still for it? Does she neigh for you when you touch
  her right?"

"You bastard," Carey snarled, and launched
  himself at Ernie.

"No!" Jess cried, thinking of nothing but Carey— not
  Willand, not escape, just keeping Carey from being hurt. But by the time she
  moved, Ernie had already met Carey's stumbling charge and countered it,
  knocking him to the ground and kicking him, sending him rolling away from
  Ernie's boot— again and again, until he curled around himself and took the next
  kick with an agonized groan.

No! Jess flung herself at Ernie's back, ears back,
  teeth bared— and found herself blindsided, knocked flat and trapped. Shammel. She
  struggled, bucking beneath him, her cap flying and her hair in her face.

"That is enough," Willand said, her voice
  ringing— carrying enough command to stop them all. 

"Men," she snorted, striding over to stand
  between where Ernie had stopped kicking Carey and where Shammel sat on Jess. "Have
  you got it out of your system, now?"

Panting, Jess twisted to finding Willand with her with her
  hands on her hips and her expression exasperated.

"Good," Willand said, when no one answered. "Because
  you'd better. Shammel, she's going to be a horse. That's the way I want
  it, and that's the way it's going to be. I might, however— because it amuses me—
  consider a negotiation. You bring the mage lure back, and I'll let you have her— as a horse."

"But— "

"Shut up! With a little more time, I can modify
  the spell so she turns human when she comes into heat. I assume from your
  previous drool that's what you want?"

Shammel hesitated, as if waiting for a but. When it
  didn't come, he leered down at Jess. "You shouldn't have messed with me,
  sweetheart."

He sifted through her hair, ignoring her glare, and came up
  with her spellstones. He let them trickle through his fingers until he found
  the traditionally lapis shieldstone, and cut it free with a jerk of his knife. Rolling
  it between his thumb and forefinger, he displayed it to Willand.

"Fine. Dayton, drag him over here— I only want to cast
  this knock-out spell once. And Shammel, unless you want to take an unexpected
  nap, you'd better get off her."

Carey, his head lolling, landed beside Jess with a thump;
  she twisted, desperately trying to see how badly he'd been hurt. Shammel leaned
  close, gasping her chin with cruel fingers. "Take a good look at him,
  sweetheart," he said. "It's the last time you'll see him through
  human eyes." Then he climbed off her hips, unmindful that he stepped on
  her along the way.

Instantly, Jess started to her feet—and found Willand
  standing above them, her hands poised and her lips mouthing some memnotic
  phrase. She threw herself over Carey as if putting herself between him and the
  spell could make any difference.

She had an instant's impression of the sharp smell of his
  blood, the tang of his sweat— the sweeter, nearly obscured odor beneath it all
  that had always been simply him. 

Then her cheek pressed against his, and her hair swept over
  them both like a dark dun curtain of night.

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 27

 

"It's right up ahead," Benlan said, his swollen
  nose giving the words a nasal tone. "The gorge is just on the other side
  of it." Otherwise, the terrain had flattened considerably, offering them
  diminishing cover.

Katrie dismounted, giving the terrain a skeptical eye. "We'll
  do better on foot from here."

Stiffly, Dayna dismounted beside her, eyeing the open space.
  "The shields ought to help protect us from casual notice."

Ander was slower to put his feet on the ground— angry at
  being separated from Jess, and then angry that Jaime had acted so quickly to
  follow that Ander himself hadn't had the chance. Even now, he glanced behind,
  the impulse to join them still evident in his reluctance, his expression—in the
  words he almost but never quite said out loud.

They tied the horses in a cluster of trees. Dayna took a
  deep breath, reaching for her confidence. "They have detection spells, I'm
  sure, but we shouldn't trigger them. If they're actively looking, that's
  another story. There's no way my spells are going to stand up against a
  targeted hunt."

Katrie gave Benlan a hard look. "Is there anything else
  we should know?" she asked. "Keeping in mind that you'll be secured
  right outside the yard? You leave out something that trips us up, it'll be the
  outlaws coming to deal with you afterward."

He shook his head, a weary gesture. "There's nothing. I'm
  not stupid. I'm better off with you, and I know it—if you blame me for not
  wanting to cross Willand directly, then you're the stupid one." He
  gingerly touched his nose. "It doesn't matter. You're not going to win
  this."

"Thank you very much Mr. Cheerleader," Dayna
  snapped. "As a pep talk, that was amazing. Now, is there anything else
    we should know?"

He gave it a moment of thought. "It's a crude place,
  and not very big. The barn isn't much better, but it's bigger— that's where we
  spend most of our time." He shrugged. "Cinny, the cook, stays in the
  house. She doesn't understand the work and she doesn't want to." His eyes
  lit with a final spark of defiance. "There's no reason to harm her."

Katrie shrugged. "There's no reason to." She gave
  Dayna a thoughtful look. "You're running this thing," she said. "But
  if it was me, I'd go in slow and keep it simple. We know who they are—we can
  wait until they're all in one place, set the null wards around that building,
  and leave it like that."

"We wouldn't even need the raw magic," Dayna said,
  with enough relief to tell her how much her confidence wavered. "Can you trigger
  the null wards?"

Katrie scoffed. "Those things are made so the lowliest
  rank of peacekeeper can trigger them—I've been strongarming at Sherra's long
  enough to do it in my sleep. You do have them, don't you?"

"I took charge of them at the beginning of the
  trip." Dayna gave her a wry grin. "It would have been ugly if Carey
  had ridden off with them."

"Good," Katrie said, but she'd turned her
  attention to Ander, her face full of unforgiving speculation. "Look,"
  she said. "I know you wanted to go with Jess— we're all worried. But if we
  don't make it out of here, we can't do anything to help them. We need you—and
  we need you here. Not thinking about there."

His bright blue eyes reflected surprise, and then his
  mustache quirked to the side. "All right," he said. "That's
  fair."

She nodded. "Dayna, do you want me to take the lead
  until we spot them?"

Yes! Take the lead! Take over! Be in charge and let the
  decisions be on your head! But Dayna closed her mouth on the
  threatening gibberish, and merely nodded. I should get an Oscar for this.

They walked quietly through the woods. Only Katrie seemed in
  her element, which didn't surprise Dayna in the least. But when the hold— not
  so very far from the horses, after all— came into view, it was time to reach
  down and re-engage the fa�ade of confidence that had gotten her this far. She
  closed her eyes and took a deep breath, searching for the anger she'd felt when
  she'd heard about Jess's kidnapping... the sheep... the meditators... �She
  thought about Rorke's twisted body, and about the threats she and her friends
  had received.

"Dayna?" Ander asked, his voice low and close. "You
  ready for this?"

She snapped her eyes open. "Yes," she said— and
  was.

For a while, though, they simply watched the cabin—a
  dilapidated thing, long abandoned by whatever hermit had built it. The shingles
  were broken and thinning, the chinking dotted with generous gaps. The barn,
  also log, had sections that had never been airtight, and Dayna imagined she saw
  movement within.

Cinny appeared once or twice in the doorway of the cabin, a
  middle-aged woman spare of frame and brisk of movement who kept herself busy— shaking
  out bedding, drawing water from the well by the door.

No one else made an appearance. Dayna exchanged a look with
  Katrie, who seemed to be waiting for Dayna. Decision time.

"Let's move a little closer," she said. "Katrie,
  you can move ahead and start setting the wards. I'll be ready to throw magic at
  them if they spot you through those gaps."

Katrie nodded as if it all sounded perfectly reasonable to
  her. Maybe it even was.

"Leave me here," Benlan said. "Tie me if you
  have to, but leave me here."

"There's no reason to bring him in any closer." Ander
  said it like he was trying to convince himself, standing hipshot behind a tree
  and frowning down at where Benlan crouched beside the cover of a hazel bush.

"Do it," Dayna said, watching Katrie.

Ander went to work, his movements efficient and impersonal. In
  moments Benlan was well-trussed, an expression of professional misery etched on
  his swollen face. Ander gave him a grin, affable now that the man was tied. "We'll
  be back for you."

"Yeah, right," Benlan muttered, but when Dayna
  glared at him, he clamped his mouth shut and looked the other way. It wasn't
  enough to keep them from gagging him. Just in case.

Carefully, they moved closer to the barn—crawling here,
  flattening out there, using every bit of cover they could. When they finally
  made it to the last big tree between them and the barn, Dayna found herself
  shaky and sweating— and expecting to be struck by lightning at any moment.

But there they were, the three of them, lying on their
  bellies in the woods, groundcover damp beneath them and insects tracking them
  down. We're here.

Katrie gave her a look— now?— and Dayna nodded.

And there was no turning back.

~~~~~

 

She opened her eyes.

Just a crack, and images flooded in. The colors weren't
  right. Flat. Her body felt out of true with itself, and she wasn't quite
  sure how to move it.

Then a fly landed on her ear and she twitched it.

Lady. She was Lady. Not her choice, she could tell
  right away it hadn't been her choice. Never did she feel such disorientation
  when she'd reached for her Lady-shape on her own.

Whump! A booted foot bounced off her stomach, and she
  jerked her head up—

Or tried to. But someone—who?— had tied her head down
  close to the ground. Eyes open, rolling in fear as she tried to take in the
  whole of her surroundings, Lady remembered where she was.

And who had her.

Shammel bent over to grin in her face. "You know who's
  boss, now, ey?" He walked a tight circle around her, and Lady's ears
  followed his progress. Carey. Where— ?

There he was, a heap of human out of focus to her from this
  angle; she couldn't move her head enough to see more clearly. 

Something slammed down against her side, a significant
  weight. She scraped her hooves against the ground—a futile effort, as long as
  he kept her head tied down. She strained against the tie just enough to see
  that Shammel was sitting on her side.

Just sitting there. Grinning at her.

But Willand came over and snapped something at him; Shammel
  replied in a rude tone, slowly rising from his living footstool. He came to
  Lady's head, fussing with something by her chin.

It took her a moment to realize he'd freed her. She surged
  upward, finding her feet in a violent movement that would have propelled her
  right over Shammel— if he hadn't jerked his arm, exploding pain across the bone
  of her face. She flung her head up and danced backward a few steps.

A chain— he had a chain across her nose.

Lady stood frozen—unwilling to risk the wrong move, just
  enough Jess in her thoughts so she wouldn't give Shammel the satisfaction. She found
  herself on the other side of the clearing from the fallen tree, not far from
  the cabin itself. Ernie sat in its doorway, watching them, and Carey— 

He leaned against a tree stump, his head sagging down on his
  chest. Sleeping? Dead? She stretched her neck, calling him with a low
  intense whicker that got no response.

She pawed the ground, demanding. Take me to him!

"Stop it," Shammel said, twitching the chain. She
  laid her ears back and pawed again, narrowly missing his foot. Carey!

"No, no... that's all right." Willand stood beside
  her, hands on hips. "Take her over there. I want her to get the full
  impact of the situation."

"She's a horse," Shammel said. He reached
  up and flicked at her braid— for the first time, Lady realized she still had
  the spellstones. All but the shieldstone. There they were, and she could do
  nothing with them. Nothing.

Shammel led her to Carey. "She's not going to think
  about this like Jess would, you know."

"She'll understand," Willand said, pacing their
  progress. "And she understands she's stuck as a horse for as long as I
  want her to be—just as she was the last time we had her. It'll be enough."

Lady pulled against the lead as she neared Carey, ignoring
  the cut of the chain. She ran her nose over his hair— sweat, dust— and down his
  neck, trying to raise some response. She lipped his shirt— blood, and the smell
  of fear. She whuffled into his face, feeling the puff of his own breath come
  back into her nostrils. Alive.

And then she swung her head around to look at Willand, her
  ears back, her chin tight, her hatred clear.

Willand laughed. "I told you," she said. She moved
  near Lady's head. "Yes, you damn meddling mare, I have him. And as soon as
  I figure out the key to trapping you like that, I'll start on him. I think
  Calandre had a good idea with her compost spell, and I think I'll do it again. Only
  slower." She considered it. "Much slower. And you can watch,
  Jess. You won't be able to do a damn thing about it." Willand smiled at
  that, looking smug and satisfied. "Then, of course, I'll track down the
  rest of you. I particularly look forward to dealing with Jaime."

"She's a horse," Shammel said again, his
  voice full of disdain and his gesture leaving slack in Lady's lead.

Faster than either of them could react, Lady's head flashed
  out, teeth bared, fastening on Willand's arm. She bit down hard— and she didn't
  let go.

Twisting, Willand rained fisted blows on her head, all of
  which hurt Willand more than Lady. "Get her off!" she cried. "Get
  her off!"

Shammel slapped the chain hard against Lady's nose, sending
  sparks of pain all the way up through her eyes. Lady held fast, grinding flesh.
  Finally Shammel grabbed her upper lip and twisted, overloading the
  sensitive nerves there— not so much with pain, but the shock of it. Lady felt
  Willand's arm slip through her teeth, leaving a scrap of her tunic behind.

Shammel released her nose and grabbed her ear, wrenching it
  down until Lady thought he was ripping it right off. She twisted her head to
  ease the cruel grip and he held her there— head halfway to the ground, legs
  spraddled wide to accommodate, nostrils flared with emotion.

Willand stood before them, holding her arm— tears of pain
  running down her face, and tears in her voice when she laughed. Laughed.

"You see? She's much more than just a horse. She'll
  see, and she'll know. She'll watch her Carey die."

~~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 28

 

Dayna peered through the thin brush to watch Katrie. She
  realized she was chewing her lip, stopped herself, and a few minutes later
  discovered she had bitten a nail to the quick. She looked up in surprise when
  Ander's hand landed on her shoulder.

He crouched, keeping low. "A few more minutes and we'll
  have them," he murmured, looking out where Katrie slunk to the third
  corner of the barn.

She shook her head. "I never expected it to be that
  easy. I still don't."

Beside the barn, Katrie froze and flattened in response to
  some noise Dayna couldn't hear. Dayna held her breath; Ander's hand tightened
  on her shoulder. When Katrie finally moved onward, Dayna breathed a carefully
  silent sigh and rested her forehead on her arms.

"It'll be all right," Ander said, not quite
  certainly.

She nodded, not lifting her head. Only a few more moments,
  surely. And then she'd feel the magic of the wards being triggered, and it
  would be over, and their wild gamble would pay off.

There's still Willand, she reminded herself. Maybe
  she'd look now. Maybe she'd find Katrie about to place the fourth ward.

Beside her, Ander stiffened.

Dayna lifted her head. Katrie had frozen against the barn
  again— but this time her attention was riveted on the woods. Ander twisted,
  searching, while Katrie's frantic hand motions made it clearer than ever that
  the problem was out here.

"I can't find— " Ander started—and startled at the
  sound of a piercing cry, startlingly close.

It yelped a short song, silenced, and started again from a
  slightly different location. Dayna came up on her knees, twisting to find it,
  until Ander cried, "There!" and pointed.

A small woman crouched in the woods, yelping alarm and then
  scuttling silently into a new position to do it again; she looked as frightened
  by them as Dayna was of her. Her gaze was accusing, her clothes dingy and torn,
  her short, scruffy yellowish hair dirty and uncombed.

"Cairndog, I think," Ander said, speaking quickly
  in the brief silence between her cries. "She won't hurt us— they're timid,
  and usually run in packs." He pitched a rock at the woman, who stopped in
  mid-yelp and vanished into the woods.

"She's got a big mouth," Dayna said, turning
  quickly to check on the barn. Katrie was as flat as she could get, tucked in
  beside the barn, and raised voices from within told Dayna why. They were coming
  out to check on their alarm system. She felt a spell click into place, not
  quite touching them— but Katrie had frozen, all slight, natural movement
  stilled.

Katrie would be found, they would be found— and as
  she hesitated, the raw magic just out of reach, Ander said sharply, "Do
  it, Dayna!"

What if she was wrong? What if it didn't work? What if— 

The first figure appeared at the barn doorway, a tall and
  slightly gawky woman.

So much for easy. Dayna pulled at the raw magic,
  gathering it, bundling it—

She let it spin away, potential intact. It stirred through
  the area as an invisible dust devil.

The woman at the barn stumbled, grabbing a rough log for
  balance. From inside, a man's voice raised in anger.

Ander didn't hesitate. He ran for the barn, reversed course just
  long enough to grab Dayna, and hauled her onward. She stumbled behind him, her
  attention focused inward on the raw magic she funneled, and ran right into the
  corner of the barn when he stopped there. The woman staggered back inside without
  even noticing them, one hand to her head and the other keeping herself upright.

Dayna knew the feeling.

Katrie's face contorted in effort, her muscles trembling as
  she fought the holding spell. Ander went for the ward still clenched in her
  hand and found her grip unbreakable.

"Damn," he muttered, retrieving his bow. "We're
  going to have to get them under control before we can use this."

Don't distract me, Dayna thought, wishing she'd
  emphasized the need before they'd started. But Carey would have known.

Ander grabbed Dayna's shoulders and guided her to the barn
  door. An elderly lady lay collapsed on the floor; a middle-aged man, stout and
  balding, bent over her, barely on his feet. A tall man and the gawky woman
  argued, their voices harsh and labored. Makeshift tables with rickety legs
  filled the space; two of the three seats were merely log stumps. Papers were
  scattered everywhere, and the end of the barn held a collection of caged
  animals.

The tall man lurched, starting as he saw them; his companion
  turned in surprise and nearly fell, her face screwed up in pain. Ander said,
  "Yes, we're doing it. We got tired of you and we're here to stop
  you."

The tall man snapped a few gutterally harsh words—and then
  left his mnemonic gesture hanging, incomplete.

"You can't." Ander's hands were casual on his bow,
  an arrow nocked and ready... his voice coming to Dayna through her fog of
  concentration. "Not as long as we're here. You're limited to plain old
  brute physical force— and the first of you to move at us is going find out just
  how much that hurts."

"What," the man said, still harsh with effort,
  "do you want?"

Ander said, "Start by releasing our friend."

"The intruder?" The man shook his head. "It
  takes a spell to undo that spell."

"He's right," Dayna said distantly. "I can't
  affect magic that's already been invoked... and he can't trigger the release
  while I'm doing this."

The stout man looked up from the old woman, his hand patting
  ineffectively at her shoulder. "Whatever you're doing, stop it! I
  think you're killing her!"

"Ludy?" The other woman saw her fallen colleague
  for the first time, and fell upon her with an unsteady little wail. "Oh,
  please, stop! We'll give you our honor, we'll release your friend, but don't do
  this to her!"

"And you?" Ander said, looking pointedly at the
  tall man.

He snarled at them. "Go to the lowest Hell!"

"Please!" the woman cried, her hands traveling
  over the old woman's shoulders and arms as though she could find something
  there to comfort or fix.

"You'll have to tame your friend here," Ander
  said, his voice hard. He lifted the bow slightly, placing enough tension on the
  string to bend the tips of the stave. "Or I will."

"Jenci," the stout man said, turning to the tall
  man with anger on his face. "This has gone far enough. We've lost."

"To who?" Jenci said. "One small wizard, a
  man with a bow, and the woman we hold captive outside?"

Ander held the bow steady. "And raw magic. Don't forget
  the raw magic."

Dayna closed her eyes, trying to convince herself she
  didn't feel faint, that the power of the raw magic wasn't too much for her.

The the woman shrieked anger and alarm, and Dayna's eyes
  flew open to see the crates unlatched and Jenci leaping aside. Wolf, cairndog,
  badger— they bounded free, heading for the barn door.

The man and woman threw themselves over Ludy as Ander jerked
  Dayna aside, losing his grasp on the nocked arrow. Dayna tumbled out of her
  careful balance—

And the raw magic boiled up around her.

The man cried out, hands clutching at his head, and the
  woman fainted over Ludy. Jenci, staggering and barely on his feet, shoved past
  them all.

Dayna's knees gave out, and Ander made a nimble pivot to
  grab her. "No," he said, catching her around the waist and pulling
  her in close. His face was only inches away and fierce. "Hold on to that
  magic!"

The roar of runaway raw magic filled her. "I can't... "

Ander shoved her back up against the rough log doorway,
  holding her there. "You can! There's no one else!"

We'll all die... .

No Arlen to clean up after the wild surge of magic, no
  Sherra to heal them after the backlash hit.

No.

They said raw magic couldn't be controlled; they said it was
  too wild, too dangerous.

She was going to prove them wrong.

She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth and reached out
  with every bit of intractable, argumentative, hard-to-get-along-with Dayna she had. She made a net of herself and threw it around the boiling magic— only
  half-aware of Ander's encouragement, her fingers around his arms and clutching
  him hard.

"'Atta girl," Ander breathed. "You can...
  "

Magic fought her, pummeled her, strained against her net... 

Magic slowed... and grew sluggish... and gradually
  dissipated.

Dayna released her breath in a gasp, suddenly aware of the
  sweat trickling between her breasts and down her nose. When she opened her
  eyes, she found Ander grinning at her.

"Told you!" he said, taking her face between his
  hands and planting a resounding kiss on her forehead. She offered him stunned
  and wobbly annoyance in response, and let herself sag against the barn.

Ander turned to the three wizards—one down, one fainted, and
  one hanging on to his senses. "We can do that again, anytime. So
  behave."

Right, Dayna thought at him. Anytime. But she
  kept her silence.

The male wizard leaned heavily against one rickety tables,
  fingers pressed to his temple. "I'll free your friend. Just... give me a
  moment." After another moment, in a voice that hadn't quite worked its way
  up to an accusation, he added, "I think Ludy's dead."

"Blame that on your clever colleague," Ander told
  him.

The man didn't respond right away; when he did, it sounded
  less like an argument than something he was repeating to himself. "It all
  seemed so reasonable at first... we didn't realize Dayton was so... cruel.
  We didn't know he'd bring in Willand... and that Jenci would turn." A long
  pause. "Dayton found out about the northern provinces' history of feuding...
  he plans to stir up trouble, and sell Jenci's reverse changespell to the
  highest bidder."

"And after a suitable period, the reverse spell or a
  checkspell would be offered to the other side, right?" Ander said, and
  snorted without waiting for the answer. "At least Renia knew when she'd
  had enough, and got out."

"And died for it, too."

The last of Dayna's patience snapped as she felt the bruises
  of the logs at her back. "If you'd been content with your natural talent,
  none of this would have happened at all. So release Katrie, and do it now."

"Feeling better?" Ander asked, his voice gone dry.

Dayna smeared a hand across her face, wiping away sweat and
  a few stray tears she hadn't realized were there. "I guess I am," she
  said. "I was distracted for a while, but as soon as I figure out who
  shoved my back against those damn logs, Ander, there'll be hell to
  pay."

From outside, Katrie called, "I'm loose! You want me to
  set those wards?"

"Set, don't trigger," Dayna called back. "And
  check the cook!" She tugged her tunic back into place. As if she didn't
  realize the male wizard was watching—waiting— she calmly pulled the gripper
  band from her ponytail and re-gathered it. Then she set her hands on her hips
  and looked down at him. "You're Strovan, right? And she must be
  Emmy." At his surprised nod, she said, "Benlan told us quite a
  bit."

"Speaking of... I'd best go get him; we can stash him
  in here with the others." Ander gave her a questioning look— a will you
    be all right expression.

Dayna nodded. As Ander left, Katrie came to the doorway. "The
  cook's in the house," she said. "Scared to death. She's not going to
  bother us."

Strovan said, "Willand is still out there, and as soon
  as Jenci recovers from that raw magic static, he'll probably join her."

"She's got a travel site set up at her cabin?"
  Dayna asked sharply. She told herself it didn't matter— that it would be hours
  before Jenci could perform the travel spell, especially if she kept the raw
  magic trickling. 

She didn't quite believe herself.

"At the edge of the clearing." Strovan patted Emmy
  on the shoulder as the woman raised her head and looked blearily around. Dayna scowled
  with skepticism, and he shook his head. "Go ahead, set up the wards—we'll
  tell you about Willand and Jenci. We don't owe them anything—if they hadn't
  gotten carried away, we'd have the rights to a brand-new spell— "

"You must be kidding." Dayna tried—failed— to
  keep the snap out of her voice. Behind her, Katrie quietly left, and a moment
  later, the null wards kicked in. "The Council would have forbidden that
  spell as soon as they realized what the animals go through."

He blinked at her. "Why... your own good friend is a
  changed horse!"

"Exactly," Dayna said, and left it at that.

Ander's footsteps pounded up to the barn, catching himself
  on a log to slow his sprint as he entered. "Jenci... got there
  first," he said, panting. "You don't want to know... "

"He killed Benlan?" Strovan scowled,
  instantly understanding. He climbed heavily to his feet, running his hand over
  his bald head as though to smooth hair that wasn't there. "And he's
  heading for Willand. Still, if he feels anything like I do, he's not up to
  anything as complex as a travel spell. If you have a horse— and you can ride—
  you can beat him there."

"The turn-off to Willand's cabin is hours away," Dayna said, frowning at him.

"No," Strovan said. "There's another way. No
  one here rides well enough to take it except Shammel."

Ander straightened, giving the wizard a sharp look. "It's
  true— the path here made a big northern loop," he said. "What's the
  straight line—through one of those gorges?"

"Exactly," Strovan said. "It's not easy, and
  it's not safe. But you can get there before Jenci does— assuming that's where
  he's headed."

"We have to assume that," Dayna said. "We
  don't dare not. Ander— "

"Yes," he said. "I can do it. Strovan, get
  your pointing finger ready. I want to know just where to go."

"Never mind that," Dayna said. She might not be
  skilled enough to find a travel site she hadn't studied, and she might not be
  able to spell herself to Willand, but she could darn well make a maplight spell
  keyed to Jaime. "I'll get you there. Just go get your horse."

~~~~~~~~~~

 




CHAPTER 29

 

Jaime pushed her horse hard—harder than she should have.

Hard enough to put her heart in her throat over this rough
  terrain.

When she at last came to the steep turn-off, she let the
  horse pick its own pace, wishing for a crupper as the saddle slipped ever
  closer to the horse's neck. As the path leveled out, she dismounted and reset
  the saddle, cinching it tight over hot and dripping horseflesh. She untied the
  handbow and slung the quiver over her shoulder, finding a place for it to
  settle.

Benlan had said the cabin wasn't far, and she slowed her
  pace, peering through the trees.

Riding right into Willand's hands.

No. She had a shieldstone, she had doctored bolts, and she
  had her wits.

And she had something else, too— a deep and festering need
  to stand up to this woman. To show her that Jaime had only been bent, not
  broken.

Problem was, she had to convince herself first.

Well, there wasn't time. She'd just have to pretend. Especially
  since just up ahead, through the woods that filled the slight curve of the
  path, she saw a fallen tree in her way— and beyond that, there was enough light
  to convince her there was a clearing.

Leave the horse here. Jaime tied the animal just off
  the trail and wiped her sweaty hands down the front of her shirt before she
  picked up the bow. The downed tree smelled of newly turned dirt and roots, the
  sap still sharp from bent and broken branches. She crept up to the thicker end
  of the trunk.

Yes, this was the cabin. Willand's cabin.

And yes, Jess and Carey were in trouble.

~~~

Lady's head rose, taking in the scent of her friend. Her
  ears pricked forward, and then back, as the Jess-self warned her not to give
  Jaime away. Jaime is here. And with Jaime, hope.

~~~

Jaime bit back a groan. Lady was tied up short to a tree
  near the cabin, and by someone who knew not to take chances— she wore two
  halters with thick ropes, neither of which she had a chance of breaking. And
  someone, in a move they probably thought was quite funny, had put Jess's
  Baltimore Oriole's cap on Lady's head.

She found Carey sprawled against a thick stump, his tunic stained
  and his tough riding pants torn, his eyes closed.

Willand sat on the other side of Lady, perched on another
  stump with paper propped against her knees and a pencil bouncing against the
  papers, a rust-stained bandage around her carefully cradled arm. She stared at
  Lady, her wide and deceptively bland eyes narrowed in thought. Working on a
  spell, no doubt.

Ernie circled Carey's tree stump, eyeing Lady, and casting
  the occasional scowl at the third figure in the doorway, someone Jaime couldn't
  quite identify. She thought she'd seen him before, but... 

"Will he ever to wake up, or is he just going to die
  there?" Ernie said. "Maybe he was hurt worse than you thought in that
  fall."

"And maybe you kicked him too hard," Willand said,
  distracted; she rubbed her eyes. Then she looked over at Carey and said,
  "I do know you're awake, by the way."

"Burn in the lowest Hell," Carey replied, in the
  same pleasant and conversational tone. Willand merely smiled.

"Dayton, I can't think with all that pacing." Willand
  rubbed her eyes again; Jaime was struck by the sudden hope that Dayna's raw
  magic might have reached out this far. "Quit hovering; Carey's too smart
  to move, even if he could. Go make friends with Shammel. Talk business, make
  tea—I don't care. Just do it away from here."

Ernie returned a mutter and scowl, but he moved back to the
  cabin, disappearing inside. Jaime doubted he'd be there long.

She adjusted her grip on the handbow. It was time to see
  just how good she'd gotten.

~~~

Lady strained at the halter ropes, nickering at Carey. No
  one seemed to notice. Nor did they heed when she jerked her head up, surprised
  by the skipping arrival of something in the sparse ground cover by Carey's
  knee. A handbow quarrel... 

Jaime!

But Willand straightened on the stump, staring toward
  Carey, toward Jaime. No— distract her— 

Lady swung her haunches toward Willand, straddled the
  ground, and emptied her bladder, pretending not to notice Willand's cry of
  dismay. The rock Willand bounced off her side was small price for success.

Jaime was here. Carey was awake. Things would happen. Deep
  inside, Jess was stirring, the depths of her thoughts tugging at Lady. Spellstone. She was helpless here as Lady, and equally unable to help. Spellstone... 

It was beyond her.

~~~

The look on Willand's face—

Jaime clamped a hand over her mouth and put her face against
  the tree, desperately trying to avoid hysterical giggles. It's just nerves—
  muffled snort— so stop it.

After a moment, she peered over the tree to discover Carey
  leaning over his own leg, examining his leg beneath the torn pants. While he
  was at it, he snagged the arrow.

Carey and Lady knew she was there, Dayton and Shammel were
  as far away as they were likely to get... and Willand was distracted by traces
  of Dayna's raw magic, an advantage which Jaime could lose at any time.

Jaime dug out her pocketknife. Her priority had to be
  Willand— but if she freed Lady, the mare would do her best to keep Ernie and
  Shammel from interfering. She spanned the miniature crossbow and inserted a
  dart-enhanced bolt, tugging the quiver around so she could easily snatch a
  second bolt.

And then she went. She ducked under the high point of the
  tree trunk and walked right out into the clearing. There was no point in
  skulking; there was no cover. Willand would spot her as soon as she glanced up—
  and if the raw magic didn't stop her, she'd start lobbing spells.

So Jaime just walked, the handbow hanging next to her leg,
  her head high. Carey caught her eye, exchanging a quick, grim look. He didn't
  seem capable of getting up to join her, and she hadn't expected it. She just walked
  on.

Willand glanced up, and her expression of surprise changed
  quickly to a genuine laugh. "My heavens," she called, "are you all going to come after me? You're going to make this easier than I expected."

"Don't count on it," Jaime said, the knife in her
  hand as she tracked sideways, moving for Lady's head. The distance between them
  abruptly struck her as insurmountable.

"Ernie, Shammel," Willand called, raising her
  voice very little. "Get out here."

They immediately appeared in the doorway of the rough little
  cabin—and, just as quickly, headed for Jaime.

"No, you idiots," Willand said. "She's got a
  handbow. Go to the other two."

They had no trouble reaching Lady and Carey before Jaime
  made it to Lady's halter ropes—and their unspoken threats were clear enough.

Jaime looked at Carey, caught his eye; he nodded at her.

That, too, was clear enough. Do it. Take out Willand if
  you can.

"Think again," Willand said. She'd come to her
  feet, her notes set aside, her arm still cradled. "I don't even need
  magic. Once your friends start screaming, you'll stop."

"You don't have magic right now," Jaime said,
  surprised at the calm in her own voice. "Dayna's seen to that. That mage
  lure isn't all it's cracked up to be, is it?" There. Finally close enough
  for a sure hit. "Did you know Sherra worked up an antidote? If it's not diluted
  and administered with healers standing by, it's deadly." She raised the
  handbow. "I wouldn't have come without it."

If Willand was concerned, it didn't show. At least, not
  until she murmured the first words of a spell and grimaced in pain—and nothing
  but a feeble wind stirred the dirt between them. Her expression hardened; her
  glance flicked to Carey. She spoke through gritted teeth. "Dayton, he's
  all yours."

~~~

Lady danced around the tree, tugging at the halter— bumping
  into Shammel and hardly feeling the weighted quirt he brought down on her
  shoulder. "Get back, bitch!"

No, of far more importance was the tension that filled
  the air, the abrupt grin on Ernie's face, the way Carey seemed to gather
  himself, the knife that suddenly hovered between Carey and Ernie.

Another mutter from Shammel; another blow. Blood trickled
  down Lady's shoulder and still she danced, jerkjerkjerk against the halter
  ropes, a little grunt and squeal of anger; she struck the tree with a slash of
  her front hoof, gouging bark.

These halters would never hold Jess, Jess with her clever
  human hands, Jess with her short silly face and no whiskers, Jess who would
  slip right out of the halters. Spellstone! Lady snorted an equine expletive. Spellstone!

~~~

"No!" Jaime cried, wincing at the sound of
  Shammel's quirt on horseflesh. "Ernie, I'll kill Willand!"

"If you could, you would have done it already,"
  Willand said, looking pointedly at the tremble of the crossbow.

Jaime glared at it, willing it to steady. Shoot her,
  shoot her, shoot her!

But she didn't.

This woman had tortured her, had proven her strength and her
  power. And she stood before Jaime with scorn on her face, still radiating that
  power.

Jaime had none. She was frightened and weak, and had never
  killed anything in her life. Mark had killed— her sweet and gentle brother— and
  still suffered the nightmares from it. Was it worth it to trade one nightmare
  for the other?

Yes! railed a voice deep inside her. Shoot her!

"You don't have the nerve, Jaime. I could have told you
  that." Willand shook her head, a derisive motion. "I, on the other
  hand, do." And she nodded to Ernie.

Instantly, Carey's leg shot out, nailing Ernie just behind
  the knee. Even as he fell, Ernie aimed himself and his knife for Carey.

"Carey!" Jaime screamed, an echo of Lady's
  anguished equine cry. The dun fought the ropes so hard Jaime thought her neck
  would break, while Shammel whipped her and Carey— 

Carey batted at the knife and twisted oddly, grunting with effort.
  Ernie landed on top of him, and the Lady's fury obliterated the sounds of their
  conflict.

~~~

Lady flung herself against the ropes, straining her back
  and haunches, digging her feet in— churning up dirt and moss and making Shammel
  leap back. Her thoughts came in panting gulps, as much of an effort as her
  breathing. Careyknife and stopErnie and spellstonespellstonespellstone!

She saw nothing but her rage, a blur of tree and taut
  rope and falling lash— until she finally sagged, all her weight against the
  ropes, her neck stretched, her body admitting defeat. She hung there, horse and
  rope and tree, and Shammel, grinning in victory, stepped close with the whip.

Thinking spellstone didn't work. Raging against
  the ropes didn't work.

Lady's sight went tunnel-vision narrow. Jess, she
  whispered deep inside herself. Not spellstone. What she wanted was Jess.

Right now!

Lady exploded back into motion, startling Shammel and
  coming down hard on his foot; he staggered back with a howl of pain. Jess! Jess with the long dun hair, black stripe of bangs and centerline. Jess of the
    long, lean legs and tall standing body. Jess, without whiskers, without tail,
    without delicately swiveling ears. Jess.

And suddenly her head was free, and her hair whipped in
  her face, and her sweat and blood trickled down bare flanks— and she turned on
  Shammel, attacking with a cry of very human triumph.

~~~

Jess's voice rang through the clearing, her human voice of
  human outrage and victory mixed into an equally human battle cry. 

"Jess," Jaime murmured, a word full of
  satisfaction.

Jess, launching herself at Shammel. She knocked him
  flat, landing with all her weight in her knees; he made an agonized sound and
  writhed beneath her. She flung his whip away and bounded up, turning
  immediately to Carey— motionless under Ernie. Her grief at the sight instantly
  converted to murderous wrath, and she fixed her dark fury on Willand.

But instead of alarm, Willand gave a cry of relief and joy—a
  triumphant sound that mean only one thing.

She had her magic back.

And she was looking at Jess.

"Don't you touch her!" Jaime cried, watching the
  triumph turn to menacing concentration, as Willand's perfect lips started to
  murmur a spell.

"Or what?" Willand said, those lips turning
  up in a sneer. And she made a simple gesture, stirring a sharp wind around
  Jaime's face— sharp enough to tug at her short hair and sting her eyes. With it
  came a strike of pain, racing down her legs like lightning to the ground.

Just like before— pain flickered down her arms— just
  like before—

Jaime cried out in fear, flinching away.

Naked, beyond rational thought, moving with innate graceful
  power, Jess launched herself at Willand. Willand muttered and flicked her
  fingers— and Jess fell, tumbling only until she got her feet under her again. Singleminded,
  unstoppable, she aimed herself at Willand again.

And fell, rolling with a cry of pain as Willand gestured at
  her again— and again— 

No more.

Jaime's heart had had enough, even if her brain stood numb
  and her eyes blinked futilely against tears of wind and pain and fear. She
  couldn't aim... but she knew where Willand was, all right, and how to make sure
  she didn't miss.

She charged, carrying her own personal windstorm of
  suffering right along with her, her head ducked and her hand reaching, reaching—
  contact!

Dayna was right—penetrating contact right through the physical
  shields!

Jaime snared Willand's arm, jerked the woman in close and
  the pistol bow up into her side.

She pulled the trigger.

Willand jerked back with a small, astonished cry as the bolt
  tore into her flesh. She looked at Jaime in utter befuddlement, and her hands
  fumbling ineffectively at the feathered end of the quarrel.

She twitched, grunted oddly... with a sudden hoarse and
  gutteral cry, she arched backward, spasming, teetering—

Dead before she hit the ground, with blood at her nose and
  ears and mouth and dark splotchy bruises blossoming on her skin.

The windstorm died.

~~~~~

 

Ander rode his horse hard and far too quickly for the
  narrow bit of traversable trail he'd found.

The outlaws' hold sat far above them and a mile behind them.
  The gorge stretched beside them, a narrow, rock-filled river winding distantly
  below.

Ander wasn't at all certain he would find a way to get
  through it—or to do it in time. His stomach clenched on the thought, knowing
  Jenci, too, was on his way to Willand, and that Jaime and Carey— and Jess,
  dammit, Jess— would likely suffer under his hand.

If Willand hadn't gotten them already.

His horse stumbled and slid a few feet, knocking Ander hard
  against jutting rock. His head rang so hard that he rode with blind instinct,
  leaving undisciplined thoughts to land where they might.

Jess. She might think she'd chosen Carey, but that
  didn't stop Ander from feeling the way he did, from loving the way she moved, the
  pure, clean expression on her face and the way her hair fell out the back of
  that odd black cap of hers— the way she could boil an issue or question down to
  its most basic elements. Yes, she'd say, or no, or damn
    straight.

Ander blinked as his vision cleared, clutching the horse's
  mane as it faced a plunge down sheer, crumbly slope. Then he had his balance
  back, and the horse was listening again, and they were a team.

They'd have to stay that way. Because what if Strovan was
  wrong about Jenci's ability to work travel magic? What if Willand already has
  them? What if I'm too late?

Ander rode.

~~~~~

 

Jess lay awkwardly on the ground, realizing the pain was
  over. Understanding that she was human, the change made and complete.

On her own.

She pushed herself up as Jaime staggered back from Willand,
  dropping the pistol bow. Jaime looked at her hands and then wiped them down fiercely
  the front of her tunic, turning away from the wizard's body. 

She was crying, Jess realized vaguely, struggling with the
  purity of the Lady-emotions that clung to her. Slowly, she rose to her feet,
  and no magic stopped her this time.

She straightened into the pain of the whip stripes— across
  her back, across her shoulder and onto her arm. Shammel. Where— ?

There he was—crawling toward the cabin and the horses
  secured back there, his movements jerky and furtive, his foot crushed. He'd
  have to be stopped... but he wasn't her priority.

Jaime, staring blankly at Willand, wasn't her priority.

Carey.

Ernie still lay flopped on top of Carey—and his shirt made
  an odd, rust-stained little peak over his back. The knife lay on the ground
  beside them both.

Not in Carey.

Jess ran to the stump with a glad little cry that stirred
  Jaime out of her blank-eyed stupor. She tugged at Ernie, heedless of the fiery
  welts pulling at her back— grabbing an arm and unceremoniously dumping him in
  the dirt.

And there was Carey, looking rumpled and flat and blinking
  wuzzily at her. "Jess," he said, wonder in his voice. "You're Jess."

Jess nodded, finding no words... too relieved to care. She
  dropped down and gently touched his shoulder.

He scrounged up a grin— and it had a particularly cocky
  nature, a grin that reminded Jess of the Carey she's known long before she'd
  ever been human.

"Burn Calandre's composting spell," he said. "I
  win."

"Yes," Jess said, not at all sure what he was
  talking about, but so glad to see that grin that it didn't matter.

"That being said, give me a hand." Carey got one
  elbow beneath him. "I'm not quite ready to go anywhere— ow!— but
  sitting is better than lying here like an Ohio roadkill."

"You look like a roadkill," Jaime observed, her
  voice not quite as starchy as her words. She joined them, crouching to help him
  sit. Her hair stuck out at all angles, with bits of leaf sticking entwined;
  without thinking, Jess reached up to pluck a particularly big piece.

Jaime gave her a rueful grin, and cast a meaningful glance
  back at Willand. "I'll have to live with myself," she said, "but
  somehow I think living with something I did will be a lot easier than living
  with something I was unable to do."

"You stood up to her. Even when she had magic, you
  stood up to her."

"Yes," Jaime said in quiet satisfaction. "Where
  are your clothes?"

"I don't know," Jess said. "Somewhere."

"Someone better stop him," Carey said, pointing as
  Shammel went out of sight around the cabin.

"He still has to get on the horse," Jess said, and
  gave Carey a bright and wicked smile. "I stepped on his foot. Hard."

"I'll get him," Jaime said. "Or I'll get the
  horses, anyway. If he thinks he can crawl all the way to the nearest town, he's
  welcome to try." She ran her fingers through her hair, dislodging a twig
  or two, and headed for the back of the cabin.

"Clothes might be good, Jess," Carey said. "I'm
  in no shape to see you without them."

But Jess had turned to Ernie, wondering if he might be yet
  alive; she rolled him over and discovered why he was not: the fletching of the
  handbow bolt stuck out of his torso. "The bolt Jaime used to warn
  you?"

"Yes. He's not using that shirt, Jess, and there's not
  all that much blood on it. Put it on, hmm?"

She eyed it distastefully. It closed down the front with
  fancy carved toggles, so she wouldn't have to pull it over Ernie's head. And it
  was a fine material, finer even than her own tunic.

But it would smell like Ernie.

She slanted Carey a skeptical look. He nodded, confirming
  it; he really wanted her covered. "No breasts," she grumbled,
  starting in at the top toggle. It was one of the first lessons she'd learned in
  Ohio, but she'd never truly understood.

By the time she'd wrestled the shirt free from Ernie and
  shrugged it on, Jaime had returned with the horses, leaving behind the barely
  audible string of Shammel's curses. She passed by the tree where Lady had
  stood, retrieving the halters and lead ropes.

"Ah, good," she said, dumping the tangle beside
  Jess. "That shirt will do for now. I'm going to tie these two by the
  fallen tree, and go after mine— she's not far."

"I doubt we'll ever see my gelding again," Carey
  said ruefully.

Jaime shrugged as she headed for the fallen tree. "We
  might find him on the trail on the way out," she said. "And we do
  need to get back to the others— this day's not over yet."

Carey groaned; it was a dramatic noise, but Jess, watching
  him, knew he'd had a bad fall, and knew he'd been beaten, and knew all the
  determination in the world wouldn't do him any good if he was hurt inside. She
  sat next to him, lining her legs up so they traveled the length of his,
  touching.

He understood her unspoken concerns. He understood her much
  better than she'd thought. "Jaime's right. We've got to move out."

�"We can find your spellstones," Jess said
  sensibly. "You've got a hold recall spell on them."

His brows rose a notch. "Good point. But I can't go back
  to Anfeald without knowing about Dayna and Katrie... and even Ander."

"No," she said, understanding him, too.

He rested a hand on her bare thigh and said nothing, looking
  at the spot where his warm hand met her flesh, still gleaming with sweat and
  dusted with dirt; then he looked at her, a quirky little smile on his face. "You
  triggered the spellstone. You're Jess again, and you did it all on your
  own."

"I got mad," Jess said. "I had to help you. There
  was no not-doing it."

"No, Braveheart, I suppose not." Carey rested his
  hand on her thigh, offering a gentle squeeze. "Not for you."

~~~~~

 

Jaime found them sitting together when she returned with
  her horse, leaving the mare just on the other side of the fallen tree— a
  startlingly intimate moment, and her throat tightened up a little at the sight
  of it.

She suddenly realized how deeply she wished Arlen was there—how
  she wanted him to tuck his arm over her shoulder and pull her in tight with
  that careless confidence of his, and how much she worried whether he'd ever be
  able to do so again.

But she didn't have time to mourn such things, and Carey and
  Jess had run out of time for their moment together. She cleared her throat.
  "Jess needs clothes. And first aid. I'll check the cabin." She
  frowned, coming alongside them now. "Although Willand probably just
  spelled herself whole when she needed to."

"I doubt she was much good at healing,"
  Carey said, his voice dry. "And I'm not sure you should go in there. She
  might have the thing spelled against intruders."

"That does sound more like her," Jaime admitted. "Well,
  I'll be careful. But we should grab a quick bite before we move out, and I'd
  like to feed my horse, if possible. And Carey, we really need to take a look at
  you."

"I'm all right," he said. When she gave him her
  most skeptical look, he added, "Well, Hells—yes, I hurt. And I could use a
  few stitches, but I'm not going to die on you."

Startled, Jess said, "No!" and Carey patted her
  leg.

"I won't," he reassured her. "Though I might
  not do you much good, either."

"I think you've done your share," Jaime said. "Now.
  Food."

She poked her head in the shabby little cabin. Jess's
  clothes lay at Willand's workspace, but Jaime couldn't bring herself to
  approach that wizard's sacred space—not even if it held the missing
  shieldstones. Not when Carey had most likely guessed right about protective
  spells here. She moved quickly to gather bread, cheese, and grapes from the
  dry-sink, and fled the cabin.

When she emerged, Jess had her eye on Shammel's slow-moving
  form. "If we let him go," she said, "he'll die before he finds
  help."

Jaime sat next to Carey, ignoring Ernie's body behind her,
  and Willand's contorted form before her. "If he's smart, he'll figure that
  out. I'm going to eat, and I think you should, too. You like grapes,
  right?"

"Grapes?" Jess said, and her lower lip quivered
  ever so slightly, just like Lady's. Jaime laughed and handed the bunch over,
  not expecting to see them again.

And so they ate, with death around them and fear behind
  them, and reveled in the fact they were able to do it at all.

Until Jess froze with a grape poised between her lips. She
  looked around them, a frantic gesture, and got to her knees; the grapes fell to
  the ground unheeded. "Magic... "

Jaime lurched to her feet and went after the handbow. She
  discovered the spanner broken and barely functional, and struggled to pull the
  string back as the magic peaked and faded, briefly strong enough for her to
  feel.

Jess moved in front of Carey, still on one knee but ready to
  shoot to her feet, the half-buttoned shirt gaping. Jaime followed her intense
  gaze and discovered a man beside the tree where Lady had been tied. He looked
  more surprised than dangerous at the sight of them— until he saw Willand's
  contorted body. He made a hissing sound between his teeth, turning back to them
  with anger.

Dammit. She didn't even want him to see the
  handbow—she didn't want him to feel threatened. She ran to Carey and Jess, back
  behind the stump. If it looked like she was cowering, all the better.

"Stay away from us," Jess warned the man, who
  seemed torn between checking Willand's body and turning his wrath upon them. "I'll
  kill you."

"Will you?" he asked sharply, looking the raggedy
  trio up and down. "I don't think so. Once I find out what happened here, I
  rather suspect it will be the other way around."

~~~~~

 

Ander's horse took him down into the gorge and through
  shallow rapids, slipping and sliding on moss-covered rocks until the opposite
  bank gentled and he dared to try it. The horse surged up and onto dry ground,
  stumbled... and staggered to a spraddle-legged halt.

"I'm sorry," Ander told it. He swung off and
  wrapped the reins high around the horse's throatlatch, tying them off where
  they couldn't be stepped on. He left the horse standing and ran— picking up a
  steady lope of his own, his bow banging against his back and his booted feet
  thumping against the soil. Within moments he could pick out the back of a small
  cabin, its sheltered hitching rail and the signs of recent horse.

He reached the cabin and stopped, catching his breath— listening.

"I said, what happened to her?" That was
  Jenci, all right, and his temper sounded ragged. Ander pulled the bow off his
  back and nocked an arrow, peeking carefully around the edge of the building.

Jenci stood before the huddle of Jess, Carey and Jaime, and
  pointed at one of the two bodies sprawled between them. Willand? Ander
  inched along the side of the cabin— trying for silence, but wanting one of the
  trio to see him.

"You're going to tell me, by burning Hells, or I'll rip
  it out of you!" Jenci's voice rose to a roar.

Jaime seemed frozen with fear, and Carey looked badly used. Ander's
  gaze flicked to Jess. Her shirt was someone else's; there was a tangle of
  halter and lead at her feet. He'd never seen quite that particular expression
  on her face before—that protective defiance.

"What does it matter?" Jaime asked, more grit in
  her voice than showed on her face. "She's dead. It's done. And you're going
  to kill us either way."

Ander realized she looked directly at him, had seen him— and
  was talking to him. He hesitated, bowstring half drawn, not quite able
  to shoot someone in the back.

"Because it'll mean an easier death!" Jenci
  snapped. "You may have a shieldstone, but your friends don't— and I
  can still drop a tree on you." He pointed at Jess, an abrupt movement from
  which she flinched— though she held her ground, tossing her head and glaring
  with renewed defiance.

But the feel of magic intensified, and uncertainty crossed
  Jess's face.

Jaime jumped to her feet, tossing away a broken handbow and
  holding the bolt in her bare hand. Jenci snarled and lashed a spell at her— at
  them all, a glow so blinding that Ander had to squint even to see the wizard's
  black silhouette. Jess's cry of fear tore through his heart.

No, he couldn't shoot a man in the back. But there was a way
  to change that.

"Jenci!" he called. And when the wizard jerked
  around, scowling, gave him that instant of choice.

Jenci raised his hands in attack—and Ander loosed the arrow.
  It didn't need mage lure to find a deadly mark... if Jenci had bothered to
  shield, Ander stood close enough so the arrow went through it.

The blinding light flared and faded—Ander ran to the stump,
  where Jaime sat in an abrupt, weak-kneed way and Jess knelt beside Carey,
  touching his face, his arm... reassuring herself.

And once Ander had gotten a good look at Jess, he could look
  nowhere else. She was naked beneath that shirt, by heavens, not a stitch on. 

As he forced himself to close his mouth, he realized what it
  meant. She'd been changed, and now she was Jess again.

He was surprised at the swell of emotion in his throat, and
  the husky way his words came out. "Did you... ?"

"Yes," she said proudly, coming to her feet. "They
  were going to hurt Carey."

She'd done it. She'd actually, finally done it. They
  were going to hurt Carey. He managed to say, "It looks like they
  already did plenty of that."

"Not enough to keep me from taking care of Ernie,"
  Carey said dryly, his hand resting on Jess's calf in a possessive gesture.

Ander barely heard him.

She was beautiful. She'd always been beautiful to him, as exotic
  as her features and coloring seemed, as odd as her behavior could be... 

But he suddenly knew, finally, that she was Carey's. Or
  Carey was hers.

Ander didn't know which. He knew only that the spell she'd
  struggled to master for so long had remained out of her reach— until she'd had
  to do it for Carey.

He knew he looked at someone that meant everything to him,
  and that she was out of his reach— always had been.

Jess eyed his expression and glanced down at herself— at the
  bloodied shirt that fell just below her hips and covered nothing of her thighs,
  and at the curves of her breasts only half-covered by the loose material. Her
  expression cleared.

"That's right," she said, her voice taking the
  same tone he'd heard her use when she reminisced about doing some sly thing in
  her Lady-form. "No breasts."

~~~~~~~~~~

 

 




CHAPTER 30

 

The second time the travel site activated, Jess again felt
  it first— they had plenty of time to array themselves around it, creating a
  welcoming committee that included Ander's drawn bow, Jaime's clutched handbow
  bolt, and Jess moving in from the side, exhausted but ready to defend them.

Carey was the first to recognize his old friend, even before
  the faint haze of magic faded. "Arlen!"

Arlen! Jess straightened, alert with anticipation
  instead of alarm; Jaime's face lit with hope. Only Ander hesitated, waiting
  until Arlen was well and truly there before turning his aim aside,
  slowly releasing the bowstring tension. Arlen gave him a look as pointed as the
  arrow, but said nothing— he didn't have the chance.

"Arlen!" Jaime cried. "Arlen, you're all
  right! How— " �But she stopped and shook her head. "I don't care how. I'm so glad to see you!" She ran to him, dropping the bolt on the
  way, and threw her arms around him. Arlen held her closely, his chin resting on
  the top of her head and his eyes closed in utter relief.

After a moment, he cleared his throat and stepped back. "I
  take it everything's secure?" He looked the clearing over from one end to
  the other, Jaime tucked under his arm. He wasn't dressed for his hold, but
  instead wore tough grey pants and a short reinforced tunic made from the same
  material, tall leather boots on his feet. And although his stride was firm and
  his voice steady, his eyes were set above dark circles of strain.

"Everything's fine," Carey told him. "At
  least, it is, now. A few moments ago, we weren't sure where to start."

"Or how to get my clothes," Jess added.

Arlen glanced at her, smiling briefly. "I can see where
  that would be on your mind."

"Are you all right?" Jaime looked up at him,
  examining his face. "Sherra said you could come?"

"I'm all right," he said, reaching out to touch
  her arm with a smile of reassurance that quickly faded. "Or close enough
  to make no difference— and I don't answer to Sherra."

Jess had the sneaking suspicion that that meant Sherra had
  said no, but Arlen didn't elucidate. He gave Carey a look that meant
  trouble—fists propped against his hips, legs planted. "And I've got plenty
  of questions of my own, not the least of which is what the Hells did you think
  you were doing, trotting off to face wizard outlaws on your own?"

"Oh, come on," Carey said, shifting against the
  stump and bringing one careful knee up as a casual rest for his arm. "You
  knew we were up to something, even before you got yourself blasted by the
  outlaws."

"And I expected to be invited!" Arlen said, his
  eyes flashing sudden anger—not to mention a clear hint of hurt.

Jaime winced. "We thought that would put you in a bad
  spot with the Council."

"I don't suppose it would have made any difference— you'd
  have gone on without me once I let Willand clobber me." Arlen sighed, and
  dropped his hands to his sides. "I started making sense again the same
  evening you took off— not that anyone noticed you were gone until the next day,
  with the uproar. I've been searching ever since— unfortunately, I'm not quite myself,
  or I'd have found you before now." He smiled slightly. "Dayna's
  spells notwithstanding, that is."

Carey rose far enough to sit on the stump. "And how did you find us?"

"The outlaw shield started fraying a short while ago— I
  traced the spell booth from that last burst of magic. I won't be the
  last." He cocked his head, and Jess turned wary, looking around— wondering
  what he heard that she hadn't, and if it meant danger. 

"Especially not after that," Arlen added. "Dayna's
  realized she can ram through the shield from the inside— she's calling
  Sherra."

He closed his eyes a moment, then said, "There. I don't
  know Dayna for a direct, but I got through to Sherra. She'll pass on to Dayna
  that you're all right."

"More or less," Carey said. "Arlen, our
  shieldstones and Jess's clothes are still in the cabin— it was Willand's, and
  we haven't gone near her work space. If you'd check for wardspells, we can get
  them back again."

"Easily," Arlen said. "Just give me a
  moment." And he paced through the clearing, skirting Ernie's body... stopping
  to take in the sight of Willand's body... nodding once. He examined the signs
  of struggle at Lady's tree, lifting and discarding, with some disdain, the
  quirt Shammel had left behind. He moved to the other side of the clearing to
  run his hand down the length of the fallen tree— and then returned to the
  stump, in the approximate center of the clearing, making a quick gesture that
  encompassed the hill before them.

Some distance up the hill, paralleling the trail, a tree
  glowed orange and faded. Arlen asked, "Who is it?"

"Shammel," Carey answered shortly. Arlen nodded,
  took a quick moment to assess Carey's hurts, and headed into the cabin while
  Ander and Jaime hovered at its door.

Jess went to Carey then, and sat beside him.

Carey took her hand. "Jess, I'm all right. I mean... yes,
  I hurt. But I'm alive, and it was worth it. I'm afraid to even look at
  what Shammel's done to you."

"I hurt," she said,
  echoing his words. She eased her shoulder around within the oversize shirt. "But
  yes. It was worth this, to stop Willand and the outlaws. But I still feel sad
  for you. I can't help it."

Carey ran his thumb along each of her fingers in turn. "I've
  seen too much of that look in the last year. I was about convinced I wasn't
  good for much anymore."

"That's not true!" Jess protested, tightening her
  hand on his.

"No, it's not. When it counts... when I decide to, I can still do what's needed."

That, Jess realized, was true. And she would have to learn
  to let him make those decisions, just as he would have to let her make hers. "Yes,"
  she said, and then leaned against him—only long enough to touch, and then they pulled
  away from one another with startled and simultaneous noises of discomfort.

Carey gave her a pained grin. "For the moment," he
  said, "I've decided that we should both just watch for a
  while."

"Clothes, Jess!" Jaime called, reaching into the
  cabin to accept the bundle from Arlen.

"No breasts," Jess whispered to Carey as if in
  conspiracy, and Carey laughed.

Jaime joined them at the stump, dropping the clothes in
  Jess's lap. "Put 'em on, Jess. You're killing Ander."

Jess quickly pulled on her breeches— but balked at the
  shirt, the tailored fit of which would rub against her whip welts. "It
  will hurt."

Jaime made a sympathetic face. "Well, hang on to it. Someone'll
  come along with a magic first aid kit before this is over."

Arlen returned with their spellstones. Jess let her
  shieldstone nestle in her hand, growing warm and sticky with the heat of her
  skin while Arlen sat down and started lobbing point-blank questions at them.

Jess heard for the first time the events at the other cabin,
  and that Benlan was dead at Jenci's hand. Then Ander spoke of the gorge, and he
  kept his voice light—but Jess exchanged a quick look with Jaime, and knew. 

It had been much more than a simple ride, it had been a ride
  few couriers could have survived.

And he had done it to reach her. But he knew, now, that she
  was with Carey, and that there was no changing that. She'd seen it in his face,
  in the carefully blank expression when he looked at her.

Arlen finally ran out of questions. He stood, his fingers
  moving ever so slightly. "I've cleared the others to come through. I hope
  you're ready. The Council isn't happy when someone takes action against wizards
  without their sanction."

"Then they should have done it themselves," Jaime
  said sharply.

"Of course they should have." Arlen rested his
  hand on her shoulder, a brief and affectionate touch. "Keep it in mind
  when they all start shouting at you at once. It'll make things easier."

Jaime made a grumbling noise, and Arlen drew her aside,
  murmuring something that teased a smile out of her. Jess caught only snatches
  of words. Jaime's expression said more—her growing smile... the way she let
  Arlen cup her face.

Ander scrubbed a hand over his rumpled hair, oblivious to
  that private discussion. "What now?"

Jess heard the real question in his voice. When do we get
  to go home? When can we just be couriers again?

He wanted to go back to Kymmet, of course. Jess gave Carey a
  sudden startled look, realizing that while she, too, would go to Kymmet, it
  would not be to stay.

She'd gone there a year earlier because she needed to learn
  about herself—to learn how to be Jess without being overly dependent on Carey. 

She'd listened and watched and read, trained horses, and
  tried to train herself. She and Lady had struggled with one another, fighting
  to stay separate so human did not confuse horse and horse did not control
  human.

But that wasn't the answer. She was not some thing that could be divided into parts. She was a whole, and each part had to reach
  for the other.

Carey was watching her, his hazel eyes solemn—and just a bit
  anxious, as if Ander's desire to return to Kymmet had reminded him of Jess's
  place there. "Coming home?"

To me, he meant. To me, and not Kymmet.

Jess nodded, and replied as if they were the only two there.
  "Damn straight."

She was a whole, now, and he was part of both her selves. She
  wasn't Jess, sometimes, or Lady others.

She was Dun Lady's Jess.

~~~~~~~~~~
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