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Chapter one
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Riding through the storm, Edana sighed as the shelter finally came in sight.  She had been riding for hours in the massive storm.  The crash of the thunder had become just background noise to her.  As her horse stumbled to a halt, she pulled her mind together and with great effort looked around.  They had stopped in front of the first travel shelter she had seen in days.  It was one of a series of small buildings scattered along the old grand highway or should have been.  Most had been left to the elements, falling to ruins that had barely a single wall to set a tent against. With an effort of will she unclasped the hand holding the reins, her fingers were white from the cold.  She pushed back her heavy, wet hair with a shaking hand and sighed wearily.  "This is a good enough place.  Time to rest."

With a groan she leaned to the side and slid off the animal's back. Landing in a heap on the ground, she lay panting.  "We traveled too long this time, boy."

The horse put his head down and nudged her, whickering.  She reached up and grabbed his halter and the horse pulled his head back, helping her stand.  "Thanks, boy," she murmured.  Leaning against his warm bulk, she surveyed the shelter.  From here it looked solid.  That was to be hoped for, as the weather outside was abysmal. She slowly put one foot in front of the other and led her horse toward the front door.  The stables were off to the side but she did not think she could make it there and back to the shelter, she was so tired.  Pushing open the door she headed inside.

The shelter was black as sin inside but she knew that lamps were kept just inside these shelters and she groped around until she felt the cool metal of a traveler's lamp.  Picking it up she shook it gently to see if it had any oil inside.  There was a satisfying splash, so she fumbled in her pockets and pulled out her striker.  It took three tries but she finally got it lit.

The lamp threw out a pool of golden light across half the room.  The travel shelter consisted of one great room with a fire pit in the center.  She could see a neat pile of firewood to the left and large wooden chests along the right.  A smile crossed her weary face as she opened one and saw it was filled with dried goods.  Whoever was in charge of this stretch of the old highway was following the rules perfectly.

She turned as her big companion nickered.  "What?  Oh, sorry, boy.  Let's get that saddle off you right now."  She worked the water-soaked leather through the buckle and slid the saddle off.  She looked about and then saw the saddle stand off to the side.  "They really know how to stock a shelter in these parts."  She struggled with the heavy saddle and placed it on the stand.  Then she turned back to her mount.

He was a beautiful beast, more than a normal saddle horse.  He came out of bloodlines that had been specially crafted for endurance and brains.  That he was easy on the eye was a surprise.  Most of the foals thrown by his dam were of a muddy brown with intelligent eyes and a sturdy body, but the stud that had mounted her had been one of surpassing beauty.  It was thought that since he was not of the same breed that the colt would be a cull.  She had convinced the owner of the dam to let her take him off his hands, sight unseen.  Now she held the ownership of one of the smartest horses ever bred.

He looked at her for a moment and then nickered.  He knew that he had worked hard and that his mistress was tired, but he also knew from experience that the human would take care of his needs before her own.  He was more intelligent than even she knew, more than could be expected of a four-footed kindred.  The stallion that had mounted the mare that was his dam was not really a horse.  He was something out of legend and though he had spent all of his life with this young woman he knew just what he was.

Edana dug through her saddlebags till she pulled out the currycomb, brush and a big rag.  She wiped down the massive body, being sure to get her mount as dry as she could.  She did not want the fine animal cramping with the cold or getting a cough.  When she finished getting him dry she moved to start a fire.  "I'll finish grooming you as soon as I get a mash started, boy."  Edana never noticed that she talked to her horse like he was another person.  She spent so much time alone that it had become second nature.  As the fire caught, she added a few pieces of wood slowly, making sure that she did not snuff out the building flame.

Sitting back on her heels for a moment she sighed.  The heat felt so good.  She had not realized how cold she had become.  Somewhere on the road she had just become automation, urging Midnight on toward the comfort she knew was ahead.  Now she could feel the cramp of returning circulation and winced but continued getting food prepared for them both.

She stood and then picking up the brush, started to groom Midnight's side with large sweeping motions.  They both started to relax as she did so.  The motion was almost hypnotic to Edana.  She had always loved grooming Midnight.  He was such a pleasure.  Though he gave the groomers at her various stops trouble, she never had a moment of it from him in the four years they had been traveling on the road.  Many times she had been told she should have him gelded, that a tiny woman like herself should not trust a full stallion but she refused.  It would have been more than a crime to injure such a fine specimen of horse.  She had occasionally thought about putting him out to stud but he had either been too young or just not interested in the mares offered.

Sooner than she realized she had him completely brushed and combed.  His sides glowed like obsidian in the firelight and he nudged her with his muzzle.  Edana smiled, pulled an apple from her pocket and held it out for him.  Midnight lipped it and took small, neat bites from the apple without ever nipping her hand.  After he finished he nudged her again, pushing her toward the large barrel near the fire.

Edana chuckled, "Are you trying to tell me to take a bath, m'boyo?"

Midnight nodded his head with a wicker.  She shook her head and laughed.  "Oh M'boyo, no one would believe me if I told them you answered my questions."  She looked down at herself.  "But you are right.  I could use a bath."  She moved to the fire and then scooped up the oat mash she had made for him and brought the bucket over,  "Now you eat this while I get the wash water set up for me."  She winced at the condition of her travel leathers.  "I think I need to do a wash of more than my body.  These are filthy."

Soon she was immersed in a large barrel that had to have been left in the shelter for just that purpose.  She sighed as the water she had heated relaxed her tired, aching muscles and then she reached for the bar of soap she had laid nearby.  Dunking under the water she worked up lather in her hands and started to wash out the tangled mess of her flame colored hair.  Though not of the classic lines preferred around the nations, Edana was a beautiful woman.  She never thought so, believing herself to be rather plain.  She dressed in men's clothing, wore her hair bundled under a loose cap and strapped her breasts down.  Traveling alone as she did was dangerous enough for a man.  A woman was just asking to be set upon and raped if she was discovered.

She had become a bit of a legend in the courier trade.  She was totally trustworthy, had never sold out one of her customers or stolen from them.  She always delivered her packages on time or as close as humanly possible.  After the time she successfully delivered a package to the authorities even though she was near bled white from the wound she had gotten, she was in demand.  The fact that the small woman would deliver, no matter the cost to herself had hit a cord with the customers.  Though from that day she had made sure to look deeper into her clients.  She had not known that the package the Lady Maythia asked her to take to the king's man in the next town was proof of her husband's treason.  If she had she would have asked a much higher fee.

She awoke at a pressure on her shoulder.  With a start she looked about.  Just above her shoulder was Midnight.  She smiled and rubbed his muzzle.  "Did I fall asleep?"  

Without watching to see if he nodded she heaved her body up and out of the now cool water.  Goosebumps prickled her skin as the water cascaded down.  "Brrrr.It is a little chilly yet in here," she jumped once more as the massive black head bumped her back.  She looked back as she stepped out of the water and her eyes widened.  Midnight was holding a large towel gently in his teeth.  Now that was more than strange.  How had the horse known she would need a towel?  She grabbed the cloth and dried herself quickly and then slipped into her last set of clean britches and a soft, often patched chemise.  She reached out then and caressed Midnight's cheek.  "You are such a smart one, m'love.  Such a good boy."  She continued to whisper little endearments to her mount as she set up a bowl of mash for herself and settled down on her bedroll.  She fell to and soon the room was filled with the sound of the fire crackling and of one human eating.

Edana finished up and then stretching, she stood.  "Time to put you in the stable, my friend."  She smiled as Midnight shook his head.  "Now, boyo, I'm sorry but I can not be sleeping in the same room with a man now can I?"  She chuckled as she said that.  It was not as if she hadn't shared camps with her big, black horse but the room was small and a horse needed to be stabled at night, no matter how odd a specimen he was.  She chuckled and opened the shelter door, motioning for the beast to pass her by.  Midnight looked at her for a long moment and then stepped through the door like a prince on his way to court.  Edana could not help herself, she laughed.  Midnight was better company than many of the men she had met in her life.  She slapped his rump and followed him out.

Outside the night had cleared up.  The rain had stopped and though the ground was soaking, the air was crisp and clean.  Edana took a deep breath and flung out her arms.  She loved the nights when the air was like it was now and the sky was so clear that the stars seemed like diamonds scattered across velvet.  She tilted her head and watched Midnight move forward.  He looked to be in fine shape and she was glad.  She had been worried that she had ridden him too hard that night, but he was fine.  She walked toward the stable and he came to walk next to her.  She rested a hand on his shoulder and softly sighed with happiness.  She had never needed to halter him or use a lead rope.  He had always walked with her.  "You know boyo, I don't think you need to be in the stable tonight.  How about I let you into yon pasture?"  She nodded to the fenced in area next to the stable.  It was not large but it looked more comfortable than a box stall to both the horse and his mistress.  Midnight nodded and whickered his agreement.  Edana smiled and walked over and opened the gate.  With the sweep of an arm she ushered him in and then shut the gate.  "Now be a good boyo, and stay in there."

Edana turned back toward the shelter after one last pat on Midnight's nose and then walked off.  The sound of the door to the shelter closing and being barred was the only sound in the quiet that had descended over the little clearing.  After a few long moments of Midnight staring after his mistress a new sound broke the quiet.  It was low, musical laughter and the massive black head turned about to look over his shoulder.  There, sitting on the fence, was a being made of starlight and magic.  A huge sigh came out of the black body and then it too shimmered in the starlight.
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As the magic cleared, in the place of the night-black horse stood a young man with shaggy black hair and deep brown eyes.  His ears were gently pointed and the resemblance to the being sitting on the fence was remarkable.  "I'm thinking you have it bad, brother mine."

Reece looked at his half brother with eyes that held more maturity than any of the fey kindred ever choose to show.  "How would you know, Renny?  You never stay around long enough to find out."  Reece turned back to face the shelter and rested his arms on the fence rail.

Renny titled his head and looked down at his younger sib.  This one brother interested the elfin knight more than any of the other byblows his rakehell of a father had gotten.  Notorious for his conquests and his unnatural fertility, the father of both of the young beings had been drunk when he had gone after the dam of Reece.  Luckily the mare had been more than the average brainless equine or his reputation would have suffered considerably.  In truth the child was more than he had expected.  There had not been a pooka born to any of the clans in more than a thousand years.  There was little lore of how to raise a pooka child.  Renny went to the oldest of his aunts when he found out about his newest brother and asked questions that no one had thought to ask.  Such as would the new child be more animal than elf or how long would the boy live.  There was still debate about that.  Reece had developed with the speed of the equine half of his heritage but he looked to be more elf than horse.

Reece was left in the hands of the human woman who had been so concerned about the foal before he was even born.  Renny smiled slowly as he studied his brother.  He had watched the growing Reece play with the human Edana.  At first it looked like his younger brother thought of the girl as a sister without hooves but as he matured that had changed.  Now Renny could see his little brother was in love with the woman, a woman who saw him only as a horse.  It would be a fine joke on their father if the young pooka choose her over the family.

Renny hid his emotions as well as any knight of old, though over the long years since the human kindred had moved into the lands below the gateway to the Summerlands many of them had become less.  Less steady, less honorable and less powerful.  Too many were the legends springing up around these mountains about the Fey.  Renny had been asked quietly by the Queen's own voice to keep an eye on the lands "Out".  Those lands that had sprung up outside of the Elven home lands.  He was tasked to make sure that any human who discovered the gateway was relieved of any such knowledge and to keep an eye on those who spent their time amongst the humans.  There were a few other half-bred changelings scattered about but they mostly showed a strong linkage to their human kindred, with little power, just a touch of sight.

Reece on the other hand was a quite powerful young pooka.  From all that Renny had learned Reece should not have been able to shift forms this young.  He smiled a bit wider.  That was his own influence on the young elf.  He had taken to visiting his half brother early on, taking him on little trips into the elfhame and one other place; a little side realm that he had discovered a long time ago.  One where time flowed faster than it did in Elfhame or the human realm.  So though Reece's horse body was only four, his Elven form was older and much more mature, as he was showing by his attraction to the very beautiful young woman in the shelter.

He jumped off the fence and came up silently behind his brother.  He lay a gentle hand on the pale-skinned shoulder and spoke quietly.  "Why not go to her lad, tell her just what you are and how you feel?"

Reece shrugged his brother's hand off his shoulder and turned, his eyes narrowing.  "Tell her?  Tell her what?  That her horse is a half-breed fey?  I can just see her reaction to that."  His voice held more acid than Renny had heard in many a year.

He stepped back and smiled, hands on his hips.  "No, my horse-stubborn brother.  Since when does a fey use the truth in seduction when a gentle lie and a touch of enchantment will do the trick?"

It took a moment for Reece to realize that his brother was teasing him.  He lifted one black brow and crossed his arms.  "Just what are you talking about, brother mine?"

Renny's smile broadened as he started to explain to his young and naive half brother how to slowly bring a lady into his arms.  The two plotted away the night and as the sun broke over the horizon they shook hands, Renny faded back into the parting darkness and Reece resumed his daylight form.
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Edana awoke and stretched slowly.  Wincing a bit at the sore muscles from her long ride in the storm the night before, she got up and grabbing a bucket near the door, she headed outside.  As she opened the door she saw the sun starting to break over the horizon and then she rubbed her eyes.  "That could not be right," she thought.  She shook her head and looked out to the small paddock again.  Standing in one of the clean beams of sunlight was Midnight, looking like a statue of black marble.  She smiled and chuckled to herself.  "Girl, you have got to get that imagination of yours under control."  She walked over toward her horse, memories of a pleasant dream scattering as she reached to scratch his nose.

"Morning m'boyo."  She looked about.  She was not sure what she expected but all she saw was an empty clearing.  She turned back with a smile and Midnight nudged her shoulder and she put down the empty bucket and wrapped her arms around his neck, and hugging him tight.  "What a fine morning we have here.  Just the thing to finish up our commission."

The horse whickered and she chuckled.  "Yes, my hungry one.  I will have something for you in a few minutes."  She turned and grabbing up the bucket again, headed off toward the stream out back.  Soon she was whistling and after feeding Midnight she did a quick wash and then packed up.  "Gonna get a washer woman to pound the dirt and sweat out these."

It was closer to noon than dawn when she finally got everything together and headed down the road.  It was only one more day of travel before they reached the border and the small town there.  She could hand over her packet to the next courier and take a nice long rest, one at a real inn with real beds and a bath.  She would enjoy that.  She would also make sure to have Midnight looked over completely when she was there.

The day passed at the usual pace of one on the road.  As it wore on Edana settled into her saddle more comfortably and started to sing.  Though she was not by any means a trained minstrel, her voice had a sweet, lilting quality and Midnight's ears flicked back to better listen to her.  She smiled and started to sing slightly softer but more directly to her mount.

Though she would never dream of singing in public, she loved to give voice to the songs that bounced about in her head.  She had always been able to remember every song she had ever heard and in the years she had been traveling alone she had started to make up songs to fill in the lonely hours.  With a short break at the noon hour to get a drink at one of the many streams in this part of the country, they continued on.  Their later-than-planned start meant they were going to have to travel past sunset to reach the border and Edana wanted to make as much time up as she could and rode through her normal stopping time, grabbing a handful of trail food and eating in the saddle.

The moon had not yet risen when she crested a rise and came upon a surprise.  There where she expected to see the border town of Marshaven was a pile of smoking ruins.  She pulled up Midnight and sat in shock.  "Oh merciful gods," she whispered.  It looked from here as if the thriving town of over one thousand souls had been burned out not more than the day before.  She looked about, nervous now.  "Midnight, we better backtrack.  It cannot be safe here."

Midnight's head whipped about as his more sensitive hearing caught something that his rider did not.  Edana started as she heard a throat being cleared behind her.  "You're right boy.  It isn't safe here for anyone.  Especially not a courier riding a fine piece of horseflesh."

Edana turned about in her saddle, Midnight turning with her.  She quickly calculated her chances.  There was one man on foot in front of her, almost close enough to grab at the loose rein she had on Midnight but he was not the only one.  Coming over the rise were three more men with long, nasty-looking knives.  She did not see any animals, so there was a chance they could get away.  She quickly reined Midnight to the side and kicked his sides.

Reece had the same thought as Edana and he leapt forward powerfully, past the nearest man who tried to grab the reins.  He missed with a curse and spun about to call for the others to grab them.  Two of the men rushed into the path of the racing horse and were rewarded with lashing hoofs and a kick from Edana in the head.

They pulled free and were racing back down the road when Reece felt Edana slipping off his back with a cry.  In an instinctive reaction he pulled on the magic that his brother had tried to teach him and made her stick to his back.  He could feel her slump down onto his shoulder and without a thought for the human men who could still clearly see him he sped up and slipped away in the darkness.

The would-be horse thieves stood in shock as they watched the boy and his mount disappear in a sparkle of moonlight.  They cursed and then turned to go and find if anything was worth picking over in the ruins of the border town.
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Reece used all of his fey-born strength and magic to get away from the men and to keep the woman on his back.  He ran blindly for a while, fleeing the expected blow of he knew not who.  Finally he started to slow as he noticed another ghostly horse pacing him.  After a moment he realized it was his brother on an elven steed.  He dug in his hooves and stopped.  With a flow of magic, he transformed from horse to human, cradling Edana in his arms, a look of worry on his face.  "Quickly brother, she has been injured."

Reece could feel the blood soaking her shirt and was careful where he put his hands.  There was one of the bandits' large knives protruding from the small woman's back.  He knelt and placed her gently on the ground, on her stomach.

Renny dismounted quickly and knelt too.  He winced as he brought a hand too close to the knife in her back.  "Reece, I can not touch that."  He nodded toward the knife.  "We have to get it out of her but I have no idea how."

Reece grit his teeth and wrapped his fingers about the handle, then yanked hard.  The blade came free with a spurt of blood, which his brother moved to stop.  Reece flung the blade away with a cry and cradled his hand.  The short contact, which would have eaten his brother's hand off to the bone, had burned him badly.  Though he was
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