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Author's Note
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The word "tainted" is used as both a noun and a verb, to describe condition as well as a magical occurrence.  I've capitalized one usage, but not the other.

Likewise, the terms "Sobaka", "Koshka" and "Elf" are sometimes used as inclusive terms for the entire race (plural), in which case the word is capitalized, and other times as a descriptive term (singular), in which case it's not.

Hopefully I got all the usages straight, but please excuse any lapses.  Sometimes I get confused, too.

I created the character of Yaqut ibn Munqidh long before 9/11.  I wanted a non-traditional Paladin-esque character, something besides the clichéd blond, blue-eyed English or dashing French nobleman, or the less-frequent but nearly as overused inscrutable Chinese Kung-Fu masters or Japanese-style Samurais that were then populating all of fantasy fiction, particularly Sword and Sorcery epics.  My intention was for Yaqut to be unique, not a political statement.  He is not meant to reflect any specific, currently existing version of Islam; he is a product of a thousand years of exposure to Tir na n'Og.
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For Warren, Kenan, and Elise, for all the joy you've given me just by existing.
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Prologue
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Opa leaned back to better savor his surroundings.  The carved mahogany walls, polished wooden desks, marble-topped counters, and, high up, a few windows still boasting their beveled, stained-glass panes, created a comfortably elegant atmosphere.  A fine setting for the evening's entertainment.

But far more important were the books.  Shelf upon shelf, row upon row of books, on every side.  Old books, newer books, books bound in wood, in paper, in leather; with faded, battered spines, or crisp and bright.  Some of those he could see had been churned out en masse by great machine presses, others one-by-one on small hand presses.  A few had doubtless even been hand written.

Together, they were a treasure only a few truly understood.

Opa breathed in the slightly musty smell of leather, ink, and paper, and sighed in contentment before returning his gaze to his gathering audience.

An unusual grouping, these men and women who had come to hear him in this beautiful, cherished library.  Wealthy, educated, comfortable.  Most still living in a world that no longer existed, here for the exotic indulgence of the latest fashion in entertainment, a return to a bygone era...the storyteller.

He sensed that it was a few minutes past the hour he was supposed to have begun, but others still trailed in, drawn by the novelty of what he offered.  Some paused at the beautifully appointed bar for a glass of wine before meandering closer to smile at their acquaintances, exchange a word or two with friends, finally getting down to the serious business of choosing a seat.

"So glad you could join us."  Opa's host settled onto the nearest seat on his right, his back rigidly resisting the overstuffed comfort of the cushions behind him.  "We've drawn a prime audience.  Top drawer.  We're really looking forward to this."  Beneath his affable tone quivered the nervous note of someone seeking reassurance that he'd chosen correctly.

Opa's sky-blue glance skimmed over him; the man had dressed in the height of fashion for the occasion, down to his polished wingtips.

He smiled graciously at his host.  "I am always delighted to be able to reach new audiences."

The host said something else, another subtle hint for reassurance, but Opa's attention drifted to others in his audience.

For once, all were adults, at least in body.  Older than he was accustomed to seeing at his tellings.  Younger than they doubtless realized, of course.

One man, impatience finally overcoming good manners, leaned forward and called out to Opa.  "Excuse me, are we going to start soon?"

Opa smiled and sat up, slapping his hands on his knees.  "Indeed, we are.  Stories are living things; they poise in the air, invisible, waiting for a storyteller's words to give them life and form, to bring them into being, to set them free...."

"Honey, get me another glass of wine."  The man in the next chair over to Opa's left, impeccably groomed and tailored, with an artistic brush of grey hair at his temples and the soft hands of one who had never used them to work, addressed the much younger woman propped against his knee.  She smiled an empty smile with painted lips and rose in a whisper of clinging silk to do his bidding, brushing perfectly styled blonde hair back with lacquered nails.

Opa eyed them, swallowing his annoyance.  The audience had to be ready, after all.  His purpose was to teach them how.

But they must ask to be taught.  It was necessary.  Even if they did not know why.

After a brief pause, he spoke again.  "Because stories have lives of their own, they must be wanted.  Tell me, what tales would you have me spin?  What legends shall I bring to life for your amusement?  What secrets shall I reveal, what memories evoke, to leave you enriched and knowing your evening well-spent?"

A low chuckle swept the room.  A woman in flawlessly tailored blue wool smiled a knife-edge smile.  "I've heard you before, Master Opa.  At a fair, last year.  I spent the whole weekend hearing about the Triads of Tir na n'Og."

"Oh, yes," a man farther back piped up.  "I remember those stories.  Couldn't get enough!"

"Me either," laughed an elegant woman with carefully coifed silver hair.  "The Triad stories are wonderful.  But I never heard the ending."

"Yes, fabulous stuff.  I can see why it's caught on."  The self-satisfied man with the grey-tipped hair accepted the glass of wine from his returning lady without looking at her, and she settled again on the floor, resuming her pose against his knees.  "Go ahead and jump to the ending.  We can guess the rest."

The pretty blonde looked around with wide eyes.  "But I haven't heard them.  The Triad stories."

"Hon."  The man frowned, and she subsided, her polished smile slipping.

Across the room, another man, with a powerful build and a short-sleeved shirt that showed the thickness of his arms, cast her a sympathetic look and cleared his throat.  "I must admit, I don't really know the Triad stories, I've just heard of them.  If you wouldn't mind, for the sake of those of us who haven't heard them, could you tell us what they're about?"

An indulgent chuckle rippled through the room.  Opa smiled.  "So, you would have me tell a tale of a tale?  That I can do, and perhaps shed light on a thing you thought all darkness."

It was time.  He closed his eyes for a breath, drew his power from the air, from the shadows, from the words pressed in paper and ink all around him.

Most in this room would hear no more than a clever tale told by a skillful actor.  They would be stirred, thrilled, delighted, and would go home to tell their friends about what a quaint, marvelous evening they'd enjoyed.  And if their dreams woke them, sweating, on nights when the full moon rode the sky, well, that was no more than must be expected.

But perhaps at least one here would hear the real story.  The one that lived between the words.  The tale Opa never spoke aloud.  That one made this entire evening worth the effort.  He could never forget that.

Opa opened his eyes again, blue and bright as the sky before a summer storm.  "Long ago, a few of the first Triads, the merest handful, survived to become the first Triumphants, who were given stewardship of the cities of men, and the first Ironlords, who were given the Law and sworn to uphold the welfare of the land.  These champions brought order and justice to a land long troubled by war and lawlessness.  Humankind and Fey alike prospered when the Ironlords strode like giants among us."

The lamps on the surrounding desks and counters dimmed.  The men and woman around Opa took no notice, staring at the master storyteller as a bird stares at a serpent.

"But though there were many among the Sidhe who embraced Ohma's Code and took her beliefs for their own, and sought to care for their human charges in the way they believed the three Powers desired, there were others who did not.  No few throughout the Factions saw the banishment of warfare as a diminishment of their former glory, and to them, the guidance of humankind along a new path was a poor substitute.  Others remembered that once men had worshipped them and their kind as gods, and they looked upon the role of guardian with disdain.  Still others could not forget that they had been driven from the earth by mankind's smoke and steel, and they did not forgive."

A soft breeze rustled past, carrying with it the memory of far wild places, of magic, of mystery.  The woman in the blue dress forgot the glass of wine in her hands.  The man with the wingtips stared, mouth agape, his fears momentarily swept away on the winds of ancient times.

"And so it was that, over time, the Triads began to be used, not always as Ohma had intended—to protect, serve, and become bridges by which humans and Fey could live together in peace—but as pawns in a game the Factions played with and against one another.  The Triads, bearing the mark of highest honor, were sometimes used in ways that sullied that honor and the honor of those in whose names they served.

"And no few among them, in their hearts, grew to despise that service to which they were bound by oath."

Opa opened his arms and let the magic loose among them, while they stared, entranced and unaware of anything but the pictures his words painted in the world behind their eyes.

"The Triumphants, watching all from the heights of their triune thrones, and the Ironlords, who walked alone and unseen through the land, became troubled by these things, and pondered how the wrongs might be made right.  And there were those among them who had been waiting and watching for such a time, for they saw the wrongs as pathways the Fey unwittingly opened for those bold enough to walk them."

Opa leaned forward and lowered his voice, and one-by-one caught the wide eyes gleaming in the dim and flickering lamplight.  And the shadows rose and wrapped them all in wonder.

"A whisper of strange and dangerous magic among the Sobaka reached the ears of the Green Faction, and the Green Triad was sent to investigate.  And the Red Faction, hearing similar hints, sent out the Red Triad.  But when next the wind carried news of the Triads to the waiting ears of their Factions, it was of death, swift and sudden; both Triads slain but for one man, and he but a maddened wreck.  And the wind bore no whisper of how this had come to pass.

"Three Triads were given the task of uncovering the truth: the Red Triad, newly formed of three young, untried heroes; the Green Triad, reformed from the shattered wreckage of three other Triads, and the Blue Triad, seasoned heroes who had won much fame and glory for the Blue Faction.

"There are many tales of how the three paths tangled and led them to one another, each suspecting the others of a hand in the weaving of the cloak of deception they sought to unravel.  Of how they learned much of one another—and of themselves—before they laid down their weapons and made peace.  Of how the three Triads vowed to aid one another in bringing the one they suspected of masterminding this evil, a man they knew only as 'the dark rider', to justice.

"The Red and Blue Triads followed the trail of their foe into a forgotten Gate on an island in the lake known as the Hand of Odin—but they did not come out where they had planned.  Of the fate of the Red Triad, you know; how they fell out the Gate onto the sun-seared plains of Kinshasa, and how they were broken and re-forged beneath the hammer of the evil they faced and fought.

"Of the fate of the Green Triad, who forbore to use the Gate, you have also heard; how they were scorned and abandoned, yet held fast to their purpose; how old friends became enemies and old enemies allies, and how ruin and madness tested them to their limits and beyond.

"But the Blue Triad emerged into the Mists surrounding—"

The man with the neat grey-brushed hair shot forward in his seat with a gasp.  "Oh, sorry, grandfather, I—for a moment there I dozed off—sorry, I was dreaming—"

The lights brightened; the others in the room blinked and straightened.  A few shot annoyed frowns at the man.

The blonde at his knee half-turned.  "James—"

James turned from Opa's gaze with a relief he almost succeeded in hiding and irritably waved away her objection.  "Get me another glass of wine, so the man can continue."  She pressed her reddened lips together, but did as he asked, and he addressed the group at large.  "Well, now you all know the gist of it, anyway.  Let's get to the ending.  I have other places I have to be."

His lady handed him a fresh glass of wine; he rewarded her with a smile of affectionate contempt.  "How about that, hon?  The ending will surprise you, if no one else."

Opa fixed him with a steady stare, his gentle smile never wavering.  "Ah, then you know the end of the Triads' quest?"

"But of course.  Really, it's pretty clear by now, isn't it?"  He looked around at the rest of the gathering with a conspiratorial grin.  "We know who the heroes are, and who the villains."

Clearly, subtlety was wasted, here.  Opa drew a breath and released it, and with it brought the shadows down from the corners in a sudden rush.  The lights dimmed.  A cold draft swept over and past the gathering like dancing spirits.  The blonde gasped; one of the men swallowed a yelp.

"The Blue Triad left the Green behind, and followed the Red Triad through the great Gate.  But they emerged, not in some fair, sun-warmed land, but in the Mists, the shadowy and secret realm surrounding Tir na n'Og.  So it was that they found the answers they had sought, and learned to their sorrow that some questions are best left unanswered...."

The shelves, the books, the chairs, faded, dissolved....
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A heartbeat that lasted an eternity.  A pause in reality, no longer than the time between one breath and the next.

For a single breath, Antonio DeVasa whirled helplessly, flailing for balance; then he felt his horse's heart beating quickly between his knees, felt Fumar gather himself, and the horse launched forward.  Light washed over him as they came to a lurching stop with a clatter of hooves on stone.

Ah, My Lord God, You have heard my prayers and I thank you.  His gratitude was sincere, however silent.  Never again, he promised himself, I shall find a way to take us myself, or we will not set foot in a Gate again.

Angharad and her lunk-headed dun gelding, Mudhead, pressed against him on one side, Yaqut and his dainty snow-white mare, Ziyedah, on the other, the sounds of their panting breaths, like his own, filling the silence, the warm, musky scent of the horses filling his nostrils.  His Triad's emotions echoed inside him like a distant song, half-heard: wary tension, relief, confusion.  Angharad's maille shivered musically with her shudders.

But beyond them, the world seemed blurred, an empty, colorless void, as if he had slipped into a dream, or as if some part of him remained within the Gate's reality.  He blinked hard, trying to bring his eyes and mind into focus, but they stubbornly refused his efforts.  What was amiss?  The energy that had swept them along was gone.  The light was dim and grey; he and his companions stood, gasping and adrift, in the middle of a cold, grey sea of fog.

And then he understood, even as Angharad groaned a curse.  She spoke through clenched teeth.  "The Mists.  The whoreson brought us back to the Mists."  Whether she referred to the dark rider, the nameless, deadly stranger whose trail they followed, or Fisher, the little shape-shifting Fey who had sent them through the Gate, was unclear.  Regardless, he heartily agreed with the sentiment.

"So it would seem."  Yaqut ibn Munqidh might have been responding to DeVasa as much as Angharad.  He looked around, dark eyes searching the dull, shifting grey on all sides.  His face betrayed no uneasiness, but for once DeVasa felt what it cost his friend to suppress it.  To be, as ever, their strength, their anchor.  "And where he has gone, we must follow."  He glanced at DeVasa, eyebrows raised.  "Antonio?"

DeVasa "reached" out with that other sense and found...

...nothing.

No.  Not this.  Not again.  A trickle of cold sweat inched down his neck.  His powers always waned alarmingly when they traveled into the Mists.  But during the Blue Triad's last sojourn into this accursed place, his crippled abilities had re-awakened; he had been able to sense the ley-lines, the magical energy that ran like ribbons of fire through this lifeless morass.

This time, they remained quiescent.  As if the rebirth had never happened.  He was blind once more.

This would be a good time for a hearty curse.  Alas, I have none strong enough.  He pulled his mouth into a smile he hoped appeared less false than it felt, forced himself to speak the bitter truth lightly.  "I can be of little assistance.  I cannot sense the ley lines."

Yaqut's eyebrows shot upward; the sense of his alarm blended with Angharad's; DeVasa could not yet tell them apart.

Angharad's eyes gleamed at him through the greyness, a bright, almost shocking blue, like windows onto a summer sky, nearly the same color as the blue triangle above and between them.  "But it...all Gates sit on ley lines, don't they?"

"A nexus.  Gates are always located at a nexus: a meeting of ley lines," he explained with more patience than he felt.  "This one is no different, I am certain.  Which leaves us with four directions from which to choose.  However, I am unable to find any of them."  He felt their shock along his own nerves and braced himself against it; it was unpleasant enough to admit to his helplessness.

He thought he sensed as much compassion as concern behind Yaqut's measuring gaze, but the Cavalier only nodded.  "It is doubtless an effect of traveling through the Gate," he said easily, as if the problem were of little concern instead of a possible matter of life and death.  "Or perhaps because we did so under the power of another."  He turned to their Ranger, his dusky, hawkish face impassive behind the elegant nasal of his peaked helmet.  "Angharad, it falls upon your shoulders to guide us until Antonio's magic returns to him."

She glanced from him to Antonio, then to the Gate looming behind him.  "What about the Red Triad?  We were all supposed to end up in the same place."

DeVasa had all but forgotten the younger Triad, who had supposedly entered the Gate in Kalmar right behind the Blue Triad.  For a moment his heart lifted.  If their Mystic's power was intact—

Yaqut shook his head, dashing his hopes.  "Our unfortunate delay has almost certainly separated us from them.  Their Mystic required Antonio's guidance.  Without him to draw her after, it seems unlikely they would arrive as planned.  Allah alone knows where they may have gone."  His hooded eyes swept the surrounding greyness.  "We will watch for their tracks and hope for the best, but we cannot depend on their assistance."

She pulled her lips into a tight, hard line, and nodded, turning the motion into a sweeping glance at the ground around them.

DeVasa looked down as well, but fog lapped around his horse's fetlocks, effectively hiding whatever clues the soil held.  "It would be most helpful had he left tracks in the fog," he said.  "Alas, I fear he has not been so courteous."

She did not look up.  "Four ways, you say?"

"Two ley lines meet here; that means there are four ways he could go."

She shot him a glance that could have meant a thousand things, but she said none of them, merely swung down from her horse.

The earth jarred his feet before DeVasa realized he'd done the same.  The link that wove them together influenced his actions; since it had so recently gained in strength, all three of them were equally vulnerable, unconsciously moving the other two like puppets at the most unexpected moments.  He patted Fumar's darkly dappled grey neck beneath the silvery mane in apology for disturbing the animal's balance.

Angharad bent double, scowling at the—almost entirely theoretical—ground.  Then she knelt, feeling under the blanket of mist.  "Rock.  Solid rock.  Even in perfect daylight, I'd have a hard time reading anything."

"He will almost certainly follow the ley line," said DeVasa.  "Indeed, he would be a fool not to, and we know him to be no fool."

She snorted without looking up.  "As if that helps me at all."

He smiled.  "But it may well help me, mi Tesoro."

She straightened and instantly looked contrite, or as contrite as she ever did.  "Of course.  The longer we stay near it...."

"...the more opportunity you have to recover your strength."  Yaqut nodded.  "I am certain of it, my friend."  He actually was, too.  Or if not, DeVasa could not sense otherwise.

Angharad turned around and stared up at the Gate they'd come through.  "Well, at least we can eliminate one possibility right now.  Two."

DeVasa swiveled in place to stare back at the Gate.  A stone arch curved over the trail just behind, framing blackness.  Then he realized what he was looking at.  Not an arch; more akin to a cave with a facade carved around it; half of it is still attached to the mountain.  "It is most unlikely that he traveled up the side of a cliff.  And he did not go back through the Gate."

"So.  Ahead, or...."  She waved vaguely out across the invisible landscape.

"All the Gates that I have ever seen line up exactly with the lines that form them," he offered.  "Which is not to say this one does also, but the odds are highly in favor of it."

She nodded and moved directly away from the Gate's mouth, sweeping the ground for clues; her outline blurred, the gold of her hair dimmed to the color of bleached grass.  Mudhead stood where she'd left him, watching her with pricked ears as she gradually vanished.  Moments passed before she reappeared at a rapid trot.  She stopped before them with a grim smile of triumph.  "A horse came through here.  The soil ahead is pretty soft, moist."

"How long ago?" Yaqut asked.

She shrugged, spread her hands.  "Anywhere else and I would say a day at most.  Here?  Who knows?  But recently."

"It is surely him," said DeVasa.  "We were, after all, delayed."

Yaqut nodded absently; clearly he had already taken the time difference into consideration.  Well, it was not unusual for his Cavalier to be a step ahead of him, merely annoying.  "Can you follow his trail?" Yaqut asked.

"As long as it stays like this."  She turned and headed back the way she'd come, waving them to follow.

DeVasa waited for a signal from Yaqut, but the Moorish Cavalier's only movement was to shrug his blue, silk-lined cloak around his shoulders against the mist's chill.

One must ask.  "Should we not be following her?"

There was amusement in the dark, heavy-lidded eyes that met his before returning to the retreating form of their Ranger.  "Indeed.  But our horses travel less slowly than she.  Ziyedah would not step on her, but I am less certain of Fumar.  Or even Mudhead."  He smiled.  "It is not necessary that you walk as well, my friend."

This time DeVasa's smile felt more natural.  "I am more able to enjoy the view from here."  He cast a meaningful glance at Angharad's well-muscled backside as she bent to study the ground.

Yaqut did not quite smile, but DeVasa sensed one hiding behind his eyes.  For once, the Cavalier did not reprove him for levity or seeming disrespect.  Perhaps he sensed what truly lay behind the jest.  He said only, "If you insist upon walking, take her horse for her."

# # #
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The tracks led them up a ridge and, from the feel of it beneath his feet, along its crest.  For a most welcome change, the fog was thinner here.  If one were willing to assist vision with imagination, the silhouettes of hills and canyons could be perceived along the horizon on either side; muted, darker grey lumps and ridges against what might well be sky, the paler grey brightened as if by a distant sun shining through from a dream.

Downward glances revealed patches of moss, springy underfoot, peeping through the shifting grey cover now and again.  The air still smelled of nothing, and no birdsong or sigh of breeze disturbed the leaden, clammy air, but any variation was welcome.

With little to look at and nothing to do but keep his mind from churning in useless dread over his recalcitrant powers and walk with Fumar's head at his right shoulder and Mudhead's at his left, he studied the tracks they followed, noting the way a horse's hooves had torn the soft covering from the crumbling soil.  No wonder Angharad was able to find their way.  Had the fog the decency to lift upon occasion, as it did in its more natural incarnation elsewhere in Tir na n'Og, even DeVasa would have been able to follow the track the dark rider had left.

To his admittedly inexpert eye, they appeared fresh...though in the Mists, where time sometimes seemed to stand still, did the normal methods of judging such things apply?

A question doubtless as futile to ask as it was impossible to answer.  As well to ask why his magic deserted him in the Mists once more.  The last time....

Suppose the restoration of his gifts the last time had been due, not to the growth of his own well-honed abilities, but to the influence of Fisher, the little faerie who had accompanied them?  In which case, they might not return...his stomach sank, twisting.

He determinedly turned his thoughts down a less miserably depressing course.  The dark rider was somewhere ahead of them, his purpose and destination still a mystery.  He surely did not expect pursuit, not here.  Few braved the Mists when not forced to it.  With fortune, his guard would be down, his vigilance directed toward other dangers.

Would it not be a marvelous thing if the Blue Triad were within hours of capturing their quarry?

There were so many questions the mysterious meddler could answer.  Had he, as they suspected, murdered the prior Red Triad?  What part had he played in the deaths of the prior Green Cavalier and Ranger?  To what purpose did he sow black magic among the Tainted?  What exactly was the nature of the black magic so evidently feared by the all-powerful Fey?  How far had it spread?  How had he acquired the power he displayed?  Who were his allies?  What, if any, was his connection with the long-missing Gem of Ohma?

Who was he?

Of course, the planned encounter might as easily go in a far less favorable direction.  It was quite possible that the dark rider did not suffer the same waning of his powers that crippled DeVasa.  The enemy's powers were clearly great indeed; no normal Mystic could have manipulated a battle between the hot-headed young Red Triad Cavalier and Yaqut from a distance, as the dark rider had done.  Nor blasted his way out of near-certain captivity riding a crackling wave of power like some fabled creature from an ancient tale, overwhelming three Triads, at least for the few moments it took to make his escape.

How are we to overcome him if I cannot counter his magic?  His stomach gave another wrench; uneasiness tingled faintly up the back of his neck, lifting the fine hairs.  No, he must not think so.  He would recover, must recover, his powers; he—

He paused, focusing quickly on his discomfort.  No, not distress...could it be...he groped after the faint, teasing sensation, stretching his psychic awareness...there!  It fluttered on butterfly wings at the edges of his attention, then, to his vast relief, wavered into being; a rippling, blue line flowing like a current of water through the air, flowing over and above him.

There you are.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  It was still there when he opened them again, blue as shimmering ice, rising from the ground at the very crest of the ridge they followed, like a magical mist.

He breathed out a silent prayer of gratitude.  Blessed Ohma, Holy Mary, I shall light thirteen candles in the nearest church when we return to the lands of men.  He opened his mouth to announce the delightful development to his Triad—

Ziyedah raised her pretty head and snorted a soft warning.  On either side of DeVasa, Fumar and Mudhead's heads came up fast, ears snapping forward; their steps faltered.

A dozen strides ahead, Angharad straightened.  "Yaqut.  Antonio.  We have company."

The edge in her voice sliced through his enjoyment.  He could not imagine anything living in the Mists that he would care to meet.  He stopped with the horses, his grip tightening on their reins.  "Company?"

"What have you found?"  Yaqut drew Ziyedah to a halt, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

"Tracks, coming from inland."  She pointed off into the mist; DeVasa wondered how she could tell one direction from another.  "They cross the dark rider's trail and stop."

"What manner of tracks?" Yaqut asked.

She looked up, her blue eyes dark with alarm.  "Big ones, human-like but not human.  More like a troll's, but I don't think so."

Mother of God.  "Trolkien."  The word almost hurt coming out of his throat.  He swallowed hard.

Angharad nodded and returned to the tracks, shifting from side to side, moving in small, tight circles.  "Two of them...no, three, here's one with a missing toe...they moved around...investigating the dark rider's tracks."  She paused.  "They're following him."

"It would seem they are as interested in the dark rider as we."  DeVasa spoke lightly, despite the lump in his throat.

Yaqut's mouth tightened.  "His horse is the more likely object of interest.  An opportunity to enjoy their favorite flesh is rare in the Mists, one would think."  He sighed, gazing in the direction they had been heading, judging the risks.

DeVasa opened his mouth, closed it again.  Yaqut knew the dangers as well as he.  Trolkien, deadly hybrids of troll and humankind, though rare in the rest of the land, were known to make their homes in the Mists.  Even a Triad would be foolish to risk battle with them on their own ground, especially while wrapped in blinding fog.  Regardless of the importance of their mission.

They had fled into the Mists once before to escape three trolkien.

Yaqut reached the same conclusion.  "We must leave this trail and find another way to trace him.  So far, he has stayed atop this ridge, following the thread of magic.  If Allah is good, he will continue to do so."

"The ley line is clear to me now," DeVasa offered.  "Of course, I cannot say that it will continue to be so if we leave it, even by a small distance."

"I can feel where the ground rises underfoot."  Angharad rubbed the side of her face and frowned in the direction of the tracks.  "I can follow the general direction of the ridge that way, I think, if we travel parallel to it.  As long as we don't get too far away."

Yaqut sat still, his mouth set in a grim line.  DeVasa fought down his own nervousness and sought a calm that mirrored his Cavalier's.  He would not urge the other man to move, to flee before the monsters discovered their presence.  If he could harness his fear as Yaqut had learned to, hold it at bay, he would account himself a better man for it.

And, God willing, still a living one.

His heart hammered hollows into his ribs before Yaqut at last shook his head.  "I see no other choice.  We must travel a parallel course and attempt to re-connect with the dark rider's trail when the danger is past."

DeVasa smiled.  "Ah, my wise and courageous friend, I am but a simple Mystic.  Please explain to me how we are to know when the danger is past?"

Yaqut's gaze flicked over him and away, clearly not fooled.  "By the silence, my friend.  If they find the dark rider, there will be none.  Let us pray that Allah will make them lose interest."  He frowned at the horses DeVasa still held in hand.  "Mount, Antonio.  Angharad, take your own horse.  It is best that you be able to mount swiftly."

She nodded.  DeVasa held out the reins, and as she took them, their fingers brushed.  He met her eyes, and in their blue depths he saw the fear she held at bay, the knowledge that he shared it.  It warmed him, pushed back, by a little, the menacing chill.  "Courage, mi angel dorado."  He smiled.  "You must provide an example for me."

He surprised a nervous grin out of her.  "Just watch how courageously I take us in the other direction."  She drew a breath.  "It's not so bad, really.  We know where they are, and there's no sign they know we're here."  She threw the smile and the courage behind it at Yaqut.  "Besides, the best way to keep trolkien away is to have other trolkien on hand.  So we're not likely to run into any more while we're following these."

"Your words cheer me," the Moor said solemnly.  For a moment, DeVasa glimpsed a hint of laughter beneath the tension in the dark eyes.  "Come, let us ride."

The ley line faded and vanished from DeVasa's psychic reach within moments of descending the ridge, while the fog thickened, curdling around them like tepid cream.  He said nothing; his sense of loss and frustration was too powerful for the others not to be aware.  Yaqut gave him a measuring glance, full of sympathy and speculation, but said nothing, and DeVasa had not the heart to ask what lay behind it.

Yaqut and he kept their horses almost on top of Mudhead, and still Angharad, walking ahead at the other end of the horse's reins, wavered at the edge of sight, as if she, too, were made of mist and might dissipate in a breeze.

For a short while they groped their way like moles through banks of mist than seemed to resist them, pushing wetly against their skin, their faces.  Finally Yaqut bade Angharad dig out her rope and tie them together, one after the other.

If the trolkien turn aside and discover us, we are doomed.  DeVasa tried to push the thought away, but it kept hovering at his shoulder, daring him to turn and look at it directly.  Riding blind and trussed together like a brace of fresh-caught pheasants, they were easy prey.  He forced himself to keep his attention outward, searching for another trace of magic, energy, life.  Lady Ohma, I beg you, let my magic re-awaken....

He was still vainly searching later—hours, a year, a lifetime later—when Angharad came back to admit that somewhere her feet had lost the awareness of the ground's shape; the rise she was certain she had keep under her left foot had faded to nothing, was nowhere to be found.

They tried together to re-establish their direction, to ride what they thought was uphill, but the ground stayed flat and featureless beneath their horses' hooves.  Widening circles let nowhere, to nothing.

The ridge was indeed gone, and with it their only guide to the dark rider's whereabouts.

Reproach was pointless, even had Yaqut been so inclined; Angharad had done her best, but the Mists foiled the sharpest human senses.  He put DeVasa in the lead in the hope that Mystic sight could detect the ley line again, or some other magical energy that would enable them to recover their quarry's track.

In all the hours of riding, DeVasa had felt nothing but the clammy chill against his face, the weary warmth of his horse between his thighs, but he only nodded, sighed, and pushed onward.  Perhaps God would be kind, and reward their persistence.  At least they had detected nothing more of the trolkien.

# # #
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The eternal fog had a life of its own; it crawled on damp, silent feet across the ground, oozed over embankments and filled hollows, engulfing stones, trees, and everything else within its domain, lapping all in still, grey sameness.  DeVasa compared it to plodding through the waters of a dull, grey sea.  Though at least along a sea bottom, one would surely see fish swimming, seaweed waving in the silent current, perhaps the occasional barnacle-encrusted shipwreck to break the monotony.

He swallowed against the growing throb in his temples as he strained outward with all his senses in a so-far vain attempt to pierce the veil of creeping greyness.

A tug at the rope bound loosely to his waist alerted him.  Angharad.  He could feel her impatience; nervous energy humming along the link that bound them more surely than the rope.  He slowed and turned his head, listening for a voice calling from behind.  It would be pointless to look back; he would see nothing of her but a vague, human-ish shape on a vague, horse-ish shape, a slightly darker blob against a shifting, grey-on-grey backdrop.

Her voice reached him as if from a dream, half-imagined.  "We need to stop soon, rest the horses."  Doubtless she spoke as loudly as she dared, but she sounded as if she had muffled her head in a cloak.  "Do you see anything yet?"

He discarded the first of several cutting retorts that rose to his tongue; she did not deserve to be the target of his vexation.  "I am able to see the tips of Fumar's ears quite well.  They resemble the fins of sharks cutting the surface of the Inland Sea on a calm day.  Or the islands jutting from Lake Thrym that we left hours hence, which are supposed to be the peaks of great mountains.  I shall compose a poem upon these images, I think."

Her exasperation reached him through their bond well before her verbal reply.  "You could simply say, 'no' and save your breath."

"I choose to exercise my poetic fancy as I may, since at the moment it is all I am able to do."

He knew she felt his frustration as clearly as he did hers; she spoke only from the need to hear his voice, to make contact of some sort.  Seeking a comfort she would never admit to needing; she hated and feared the Mists even more than he did, if such a thing were possible.

Through his own aggravation, he sent her a small acknowledgement, like a hand laid upon her shoulder.  Ah, my angel, how it must grieve you to be at the mercy of another's senses, you whose very life and being are bound in your keen eyes and cunning hunter's mind.  How can I lift your fears when my own press down upon me like Atlas's burden?  The safety of my Triad is in my keeping and I am as blind and helpless as a newborn babe in this place of nothingness.

Weak, treacherous thought: Perhaps we would have been wiser to simply turn around again at the Gate where we came into the Mists and ride back out.

Yaqut's voice, faint as if with distance and yet somehow as clear as water despite the mist, replied.  "Would you have us admit failure, surrender the chase before it had even begun, my friend?"  No hint of condemnation infused either voice or emotion, but then, that was not Yaqut's way.  The very lack made DeVasa wish devoutly that he'd said nothing.

But perhaps he hadn't; Yaqut was possessed of more natural gift for the Mystic arts than the Moorish Cavalier was entirely comfortable with.

He stopped his horse.  Turning in the saddle, he pitched his voice to carry back to the unseen shape somewhere behind Angharad, herself no more than a smear of slightly darker grey a mere horse-length away.  "Forgive me, mi amigo.  I but complain of an itch I cannot scratch.  It is nothing."  He drew a breath and reached out.  They were there, though nearly lost to his physical senses: Angharad, her intensity burning through the fog like a beacon; Yaqut, still and calm as a mountain lake, as deep and unknowable, yet somehow soothing.

Something inside him relaxed in the psychic embrace, as if he clasped their warm, living hands.  This is mine, still.

"I have listened to others speak of their time in the Mists," he said aloud.  "I hear that others sometimes see trees, rolling fields, hilltops, even ancient ruins peeking through.  Each time we come, it is as if we enter Charon's realm, or Hades'.  All is silence and stillness and slow, creeping grey, and I cannot tell if I am waking or sleeping.  Save that when I sleep in truth, my dreams are usually somewhat livelier."

"Our last visit to the Mists was lively," said Angharad sourly.  "And the one before that.  We don't want lively.  We want useful.  And just once I'd like to come here without feeling like I'm in a giant tomb."

He looked directly at her, or rather, at her shape.  If only he could see her face.  "I believe that is what I said."

He had the impression she snorted, though he could not hear her.  "I use fewer words."

"Our preferences are, sadly, immaterial."  Yaqut, still out of sight beyond Angharad, spoke in that same deep, calm, oh-so-reasonable voice that sometimes made one feel like an ill-mannered child whining after sweets.  "We must do as best we can and pray that our efforts reap results.  The dark rider came here for a purpose.  One does not venture into the Mists without a goal or a haven, no matter how powerful one may be."

"And if we follow in the same direction, whatever our mysterious friend sought may leave some trace we, too, may detect.  This I understand."  DeVasa ventured a quick look around at the sluggishly shifting greyness and shuddered.  "But by all reason, we should have found the ley line again by now, and I cannot.  And though I would not dream of burdening you with my own woes, I am developing a very painful headache from seeking something where there is nothing."

Fog drifted into his eyes, brushed clammy fingers over his skin; he scowled and swiped his face, blinking to clear his vision.  If only he could see beyond the reach of his arm....

Angharad's fog-muffled voice had a flat, dispirited tone, though the energy humming along the link between them had lost none of its potency.  "He may be following another one for all we know; he could have changed direction after I lost the ridge."

She blamed herself; even had he not been able to feel it, he knew her too well.  He rubbed the ache between his brows centered behind the solid blue triangle on his forehead that told all the world what he was.  What he should have been able to do.  "Or it may be that I have been leading us in circles, for all that I am able to tell."

Something like remorse moved along the link among them; it took him a moment to realize it came from Yaqut.  He looked back, and a second blurred shape appeared against the featureless greyness: Yaqut, closing the distance.  For a split second, the Cavalier loomed like a mountain against the lighter grey around him, then shrank to mere human size as he reached Angharad, jagged heights becoming only the sharp peak of his helmet, foothills only the folds of the blue silk wrapped around its base.  "You have, between you, done as much as any man or woman can.  The fault is mine.  I must think upon another strategy."

They came on together, taking on color, form, substance.  Becoming at last more than ghosts.  Yaqut had untied the rope from his waist; Angharad rolled it up as she neared.  "How are you at fault, Yaqut?"  Her intent smoothed the sharpness of her tone into something less acidic.  "We're the ones who lost the trail."

Usually her golden hair was the first thing DeVasa could see of her in uncertain light, but at some point she had donned her helm, a brass-trimmed steel cap with maille aventail and small but rather fanciful brass wings fixed to the side that flared slightly above and behind.  Against the mist they made a shape even more bizarre than Yaqut's.

Then her eyes gleamed out to him from the fog, just visible beneath the rim of her helm; they turned her from a shade to his familiar Angharad.  She smiled at him, and her trail-hardened face was suddenly pretty.  "That's better," she said, relief underscoring her careless tone as she searched his face.  "I was beginning to forget what you looked like."

Beside her, Yaqut ibn Munqidh echoed her smile.  "Some might well call that a blessing."  For a moment, his teeth gleamed white against his dark skin.  The smile vanished as he realized what he'd said.

DeVasa felt his Cavalier's discomfited surprise, and gave him a sympathetic smile.  "And now I must arm myself against my own wit, should it spring from your lips unaware."

Yaqut nodded gravely, and DeVasa could feel him raising his guard against another such slip; DeVasa and Angharad gave and took such taunts to one another with blithe indifference, but Yaqut's humor, such as it was, did not run in such channels, and he would not willingly utter words of insult to either of his comrades.

DeVasa's headache lessened as he released the energy he had held like a lance pointing ever outward for the past several hours.  He blew his breath out, rolling his neck to ease the tension in it.  "Why can I detect nothing of use?"

Angharad shrugged, not without sympathy.  "Because we're lost in a fog so thick we can't see one another more than a horse-length away?"

Yaqut's voice was gentle.  "Remember, our quarry has proved his cunning many times.  And clearly he has come here before.  He must have a method of finding his way."

Their reassurance was well-intended, but DeVasa shook his head.  "The man is a magic-user, strong enough to pass himself off as an Ironlord, who are avatars of those above us and have powers unknown to mere mortals.  Si, such a one would be able to navigate the Mists, but it would mean using that magical might.  Even without a ley line nearby, he should have left traces in his wake to blaze like a torch.  Why has he not?"  And if he has, why can I not sense it? he thought, but did not say.  There was no point in burdening his friends further with his own fears.

He felt Yaqut's measuring gaze before turning in the saddle to meet it.  The Cavalier's eyes caught and held his.  "Remember always the enemy we face is less the dark rider than our own fears."

Eh?  DeVasa suppressed impatience; Yaqut intended no insult or incrimination; he could feel that much.  He drew a breath and kept his voice smooth.  "Ah, my friend, my head is as filled with fog as this place in which we find ourselves condemned to wander.  I fear you must speak more plainly for sake of your poor, useless Mystic."

Yaqut pushed his cloak from his shoulders again, and moisture instantly beaded his scale cuirass.  "You have never failed us, Antonio, and you will not do so now.  I beg you to remember that, and to have a little of the faith in yourself that we have in you."  He paused, and the strength of his trust, his affection, pressed against DeVasa's awareness like a warm hand on his shoulder.  "I suggest only that, perhaps because you so fear the loss of your powers when you enter the Mists, you may in some measure bring about the very thing you most fear."

The Cavalier straightened in his saddle.  His voice firmed.  "We are all of us weary, and we may find no suitable camp site near at hand.  Let us dismount and at least let the horses find what they may while we take council with one another."

It was as good an idea as any.  Certainly at least as useful as any suggestion DeVasa could offer.  Yaqut knows me better than any other man living.  Am I the cause of my own helplessness?  He wanted suddenly to ask Angharad her opinion.  But she knows little of magic or how it works.

If Angharad sensed his inner dilemma, she said nothing, only swung off Mudhead with a groan of relief and a musical shimmer of maille.  "You know, I've wondered how grass can grow here without sun or rain.  Do you think our Patrons keep it like this?"

DeVasa dismounted, stretching to ease the stiffness in his back, and wishing he could dismiss Yaqut's theory as easily.  "Would they tolerate it if it did not serve a purpose?"

Yaqut already stood beside his mare, looping her reins to one stirrup to keep them out of her way.  "Fisher said that the Mists do not baffle immortal senses as they do our own.  I suspect this is not entirely true, but that it is magical in origin is something that has long been known."

"I meant, do you think our Patrons and their kin let the sun and rain in on occasion, or do they use magic to keep the grass and flowers alive?"  Angharad opened a saddlebag and dug inside, pushing her horse's blocky head away when he reached back to investigate.  "And our little friend told us a lot of things, half of which weren't true and the other half nonsense."

DeVasa shook his head and reached for his water skin.  Sadly, it held only water.  Perhaps he could persuade Angharad to part with something more substantial.  "I would not discount all of what he said so lightly, though of course one must sift the wheat from the chaff.  Perhaps the grass and flowers do not perceive the Mists at all."  He paused.  "The question arises: do grass and flowers in the Mists have scents?  One might well wonder, since they would serve no purpose."

Angharad snorted a laugh.  "Bend down and sniff the grass.  If I find any flowers, I'll pick one for you and you can tell me."

Fumar's flesh turned suddenly to stone under DeVasa's hand; the young gelding's attention fixed on something to one side.  Next to him, Ziyedah snorted, her head up, large eyes wide.  The usually placid Mudhead, too, stood at attention.  The horses stared in the same direction at something only they could see.

Angharad hissed an oath and stuffed whatever it was she'd pulled out back into her saddlebag, hastily tied it shut, and jerked loose her great spear from its tether.  The reborn Trolkien-bane looked almost exactly like the old one, save the head was steel instead of alloy.  "Something's out there," she said, quite unnecessarily.

Yaqut drew his steel sword, the blade he'd recovered from an ancient hero's tomb, one hand on Ziyedah's snow-white neck.  "So we may assume," he breathed.  "Be still and listen."

DeVasa hesitated, his hand hovering hear the hilt of his own recently-acquired sword on his saddle, then reached instead for the steel-headed staff bound along his horse's side.  The Green Triad's Ranger had called it a "gonne," and claimed it was a weapon of black magic, but it had certainly displayed no unusual powers since DeVasa had recovered it from a hidden cache within an ancient tomb.

Still, it was good, thick, solid wood, with a large and even more solid tube of good steel banded to the last third of its length, and that made it a formidable weapon regardless of any other theoretical uses it might have.  And while his swordsmanship had lately improved dramatically—whether due to Yaqut's tireless instruction finally taking root or some quirk of the link between them, he did not know—he was still more comfortable with a weapon that did not require such dexterity and concentration.  His hands, and the energy he channeled through them, were his weapons of choice, but in this hellish place he could not predict how his magic would fare against...whatever was out there.

He curled his hands around the smooth wood, swung it into a guard position, and pushed his senses outward again, seeking whatever alarmed the horses.  The last time they had come here, a flock of tiny sprites had pestered them unmercifully...Blessed Virgin, let it be only sprites.  Tiny, annoying, mischievous little sprites....

He caught it then, like a stink on the wind, like a red flash from bestial eyes: a psychic warning that raised the hairs along his arms and stopped the breath in his throat.  Danger; hunters, nearing, seeking; tearing fangs and huge, ragged claws; a low cunning laced with deathless malice—

"Something comes," he choked out, and drew a breath; forced his voice to stay low, quiet.  "Something dreadful."

Yaqut shot him a look.  "What is it?"

"Trolkien."  He knew it, without knowing how he knew.  "Or something as foul.  We must flee, quickly."
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Chapter 2
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DeVasa kept his grip on his staff as he vaulted onto Fumar.  He might need it, though little good it would do against a trolkien; they were only half Fey, and steel held no special power over them.

The horse did not wait for his signal, but turned and sprang into a gallop before his right foot found the stirrup.  Fumar knew a predator when he sensed one.

No plan, no guide, no direction.  DeVasa cursed his blindness, his crippled magic, the cloying, never-ending fog that wrapped all around him in mystery.  They could be upon us before we see them, he raged inwardly, or we could be running straight into a nest of them.  Where is the ley line—or any ley line—in this damnable place?  Where is a Gate?  Where is ANYTHING?

Heavenly Father, Blessed Mary, I beg You, let me find something to help us.

He strained his senses, pushing with all his might outward, outward, seeking a sign, a spark, anything that might betray energy he could use, a trail he could follow.

He dared not look back, but he felt his Triad just behind him; Yaqut and Angharad rode in silence, keeping their horses close on either side of his mount's flanks, trusting his lead.

Seldom has trust been so misplaced.  He wanted to wail aloud.  But what choice have they?  I should be their best guide, and yet I am as blind as they—

Fumar lurched aside; DeVasa had a dizzying glimpse of a ravine gaping beneath him between curtains of silken grey, then he righted himself in the saddle as his horse ran beside it, snorting in alarm.  He brought his own stuttering heart back under control and drew back to stay even with the other two.  "I fear we must slow our pace.  Fumar is many fine things, but he is not Pegasus."

"I hate this place."  Angharad ground the words out between clenched teeth.  "Odin's hairy bollocks, I hate this place."

Rock crunched briefly under their hooves, startlingly loud.  Yaqut raised a hand and slowed his mare to a canter.  "Haste may kill us as surely as trolkien, or whatever pursues us."  He glanced at DeVasa.  "Do they pursue?"

"I do not know."  The sensation of danger panted, hot and wet, on the back of his neck.  "But I do not wish to linger to find out."

It was easier to coax Fumar out of his near panic with Ziyedah beside him to set a calming example.  The young gelding ceased fighting and settled into a matching gait, though his ears swiveled ceaselessly and his breath came in frightened snorts.  The ground remained largely invisible to human eyes, but the horse kept his feet, hooves thudding in short grass and ticking against stone out of sight beneath the fog.

"Trolkien."  Angharad snarled the word like a curse.  "We're here a handful of hours, and we run into packs of hunting trolkien twice.  Of all the monsters that live out here, how are we so fortunate?"

"Angharad."  It was not a rebuke; Yaqut would not scold her for saying what was in all their thoughts.  But she fell silent nonetheless; they already made too much noise.  DeVasa did not hear the thoughts passing among them so much as feel them, wordless understanding.

Yaqut is right, as always.  I must master my fear and concentrate, concentrate as never before.  DeVasa bent his attention outward again, seeking something, anything that would give them hope, a chance, a respite.

The dark rider was here.  The dark rider had done this.  The Mystic of the Blue Triad would do no less.  DeVasa made a silent oath of it in his heart and focused grimly on the task.

Let go of all fear.  The thought came from somewhere deep inside, almost a command.  Or did it come from Yaqut?  He could not tell; it did not matter.  What mattered was that the nervous dread flowed out of him like blood from an open wound, diminished with every heartbeat.

I am Mystic of the Blue Triad.  I need fear nothing.  He drew a breath, released it.  Steady.  Fear of the trolkien was natural, but could be pushed back, controlled.  The other fear was unnecessary.  He could let it go—

There.  Almost, he cried out in triumph; it flickered off to the right...a tingle along his scalp, coaxing like a half-heard whisper...he sat straighter, slowing further, his head turning like a questing hound's as he sought it...yes!

He did not question the sudden response from his sluggish talent, but pointed with the staff.  "There.  The ley line, I think.  A place of power, in any case."  How had they become so turned around?  It had surely been in the other direction.  No matter; it was now over there, nearly in reach.  At last, at long last, his powers returned.

Angharad turned her head to follow the direction of his hand, as if she could see where he pointed.  "On the other side of the ravine?  How do we cross?"

An excellent question.  He did not say as much.  "Or down inside it.  But I think not."

She glanced at him, blonde brows drawn in a worried frown.  "What good will it do us even if we reach it?  Trolkien are immune to magic."

"Yes, but I can perhaps use it to find a place of safety, or a way to disguise our passage."  Or a way out.  He did not say it.  Would not accept defeat, cowardice.

"We must cross."  Yaqut glanced over then returned his attention to their route.  "And we must do so before we pass out of range of this energy you sense.  We cannot continue to hope for a bridge, or that this barrier will come to an end."

"Agreed."  Angharad pulled her horse to a halt and jumped off before DeVasa and Yaqut had stopped.

DeVasa whirled back toward her.  "What are you doing?"  The sense of menace hovered at his shoulder, prickled up the back of his neck.  "We've no time for this.  They may be upon us at any moment."

"Wait."  She yanked the coil of rope from her saddle and whipped one end around the cross-bars below her spear's long, wicked head, securing it with a quick knot.  "We need a way across.  I can't see that far.  But I know exactly how far I can throw this."

With a grunt of effort and an odd, sideways twist, she hurled the spear out into the wall of grey that concealed the ravine.  It flew on a flattened trajectory, almost straight out, the rope trailing behind it like the rather limp tail of a comet.  The spear vanished.  To DeVasa's surprise, the rope stopped, quivered, and swung instead of falling.

She nodded.  "I thought I caught a glimpse of the other side when we almost tumbled into it.  Now I'm sure.  Trolkien-bane's not meant for throwing; she doesn't fly far."  She gave a tug, then reeled the rope in; after a few seconds, it plunged down, and she bared her teeth in satisfaction.  "If I could get her that far onto solid ground without sticking in anything, it's narrow enough for the horses.  Even Mudhead can jump it."

DeVasa gaped.  "But...they have to see it—see to the other side—"

"There is no time to try anything else, my friend."  Yaqut leaned over to lay a hand on his shoulder.  "Did not Fumar just prove to you that the horses can perceive what we cannot?  And they each of them have more than enough heart for such a feat."

"Don't forget how much trolkien love horsemeat."  Angharad had already reeled the rope the rest of the way in, freed her spear, and draped the coil over her shoulder.  "I'm sure the horses haven't."  She swung into the saddle.  "They have plenty of motivation to give them wings."

DeVasa grimaced.  What, after all, had they to lose?  Better to fall to our deaths than to be torn to pieces and eaten.

Yaqut touched his beloved mare's neck; she cocked an attentive ear back.  "My queen of the wind, you must out-leap your cousin the gazelle and shame the very birds.  But this is what you were born for, is it not?"  He turned her away from the ravine and raised his voice.  "We must give them a good run at it.  If Ziyedah leads, the others will follow."

That, at least, was true enough.  DeVasa turned Fumar after her and trotted in her wake, Angharad beside him.

A sudden sound jolted through him, flooding his veins with ice: deep and guttural, like a lion's cough, and near, so horribly near.

Fumar jerked under him; the three horses spun on their haunches, bolting into flight.  Ziyedah shot into the lead.  DeVasa fought for control of Fumar, wishing he had both hands free; the horse might well simply run off the cliff in his terror.  "Easy, amigo, to me—"

Ahead, Yaqut launched his horse into nothing and vanished, flying.

Blood of God—a grunt, a powerful heave of dappled haunches beneath him, and they were airborne, soaring through thick, damp nothingness.

Before he could form a prayer, Fumar's feet thudded onto solid earth, and a wave of relief washed over and through him, his own and Angharad's, lightly brushed with Yaqut's.  DeVasa grinned, suddenly giddy; the reminder that the Cavalier was not entirely made of iron struck him as suddenly hilarious.

And there he was, just ahead, drawing back to wait for them.  "Do not stop.  We do not know if the trolkien can make such a leap as well."

The sense of peril no longer pressed...but who knew what trolkien were capable of, in truth?  Until recently, he had never even seen one, and, like the others, had little more than tales to go by.  "But we must take care not to run afoul of another ravine.  We may not be so fortunate a second time," DeVasa warned.  The energy surged ahead of him, warm and welcoming.  "There!  The ley line!  It is just ahead!"

"Hello...I can see you."  Angharad's voice pulled his head around.  Her horse ran parallel to Fumar and several horse-lengths away, making much more work of it than Fumar, but then, Mudhead was made for smooth gaits, not speed.  She pushed him closer, her eyes skipping from DeVasa to Yaqut, ahead.  "I can see you both.  The mist is thinning."

She was right; around him, hints of color stained the grey; a glimpse of green from a passing hillside; there a blush of rosy sky; the dark emerald of a pine tree flashed past with a whiff of cool evergreen.  And a moment later—

"There!  I see it!"  He slowed, pointing with the staff's heavy head; the ley line hovered and shone through the dull grey, glimpsed in flashes, a shimmering curtain in the air.

Yaqut and Angharad pulled closer to him.  Yaqut leaned ever-so-slightly forward, squinting.  "Is it...like sunlight reflected on rippling water?"

DeVasa grinned his relief, not trying to shield Yaqut from it or the flash of fierce pride that accompanied it.  "Neither your eyes nor your gift fail you, my friend."  Though to his own sight it more closely resembled a ribbon of blue fire.  Still, Yaqut's abilities were developing quickly.  "Follow me, and keep close.  Angharad, ride between us."

She said nothing, but he felt her sudden disappointment as she pulled her horse into place, spear braced upright on her foot.  She did not see it, then.  But she had never shown even a trace of Mystic ability.  Perhaps it would yet come.

And what does it matter, if the trolkien may yet come upon us?  Even if they reached the ley line unmolested, how would it avail them?

DeVasa fixed his attention firmly on the dancing veil of light ahead.  He could feel the energy radiating from it, singing along his nerves, tugging at the fine hairs on his arms, the nape of his neck, as seductive as laughter on sweet, red lips.  He could not remember ever feeling the like, not in any ley line he'd ever traced before.  So much power, so close at hand... Magnífico!

Then it washed over him in a wave; he stopped Fumar and let it crackle through him.  He drew a ragged breath and swallowed a shout.  Dios, yes!  He had surely never felt one so strong, so wild.  It devoured him, shone from his hands, his skin, infusing everything around him with its glory.  Blue-white light sparkled like diamonds in Fumar's frost-colored mane, glittering along ridges of muscle in the horse's neck and shoulders in shades of blue from indigo to silver-bright.

How could I have imagined this lost to me?  He raised his eyes, unable to keep his mouth from stretching into a grin like a hungry wolf's.  Only the steel at the end of his staff resisted, dark as coal amidst the blue-white splendor.  It felt...not wrong, but mildly unpleasant, a spot of dullness in otherwise perfect, gleaming bliss.  He slung it under his stirrup; he could hold it there until he had time to tether it properly.  There; now he could bask undisturbed.

The alloy parts of Yaqut's armor, the alloy nasal of his helm, gleamed like blue ice, its light casting his skin into deeper darkness, from which his eyes, round with wonder—and perhaps a bit of alarm—glowed darkly blue.  Beneath him, Ziyedah shone like a blue-white star.  His steel shield formed a circle of darkness over one of her haunches on which the brass embossing gleamed like moonlight on water.

Angharad wore a halo of blue fire, her eyes and armor almost too bright to look on, save for the darkness of her steel gorget and spaulders, steel strips on her bracers, and the steel cap of her helm, now held in her hands.  Light, glorious, blue light....

Beneath the exultation, the wonder, the humor of it struck him: the energy, the magic—the power—was blue.  Would it appear so to another Mystic?  Would it burn like scarlet flames to the little Red Mystic, the lovely Bae Twan?  Would it gleam in emerald hues to Girai Groushko, the mad Mystic of the Green Triad?

An interesting question, one he must remember to ask should the opportunity ever arise.  For now, it was enough that it was his, his to delight in, to feel, to embrace...Thank you, thank you Blessed Ohma, Thank you, Mother of God, for answering my prayers.  Yaqut was right.

Angharad spoke; he could not hear her over the roar of energy, but her meaning carried.  What are we doing?  What now?

DeVasa shook himself free of the ley line's spell and forced himself to speak normally.  She could not hear the crackle and hum that nearly deafened him.  "This will guide us.  The dark rider must surely have been drawn to this.  Where it goes, he will have gone."

She gestured behind her, scowling.  Her mouth moved.  That's wonderful—now, what about them?

He forced his reluctant attention back the way they'd come; the magic-induced rapture rendered his sense of peril a petty thing, easily dismissed, but...he focused.  It hovered still, as if the enemy lurked behind him, glaring.  Yet...it felt no more imminent than it had when first he'd sensed it...less so, in fact.  The ley line could be affecting his judgment, but...might the creatures be baffled by the ravine after all?

Yaqut looked back that way as if he, too, sensed their enemy.  "My friend, you know better than I."  His voice came faintly, at first, but gained volume with each word.  "But although all know that trolkien are immune to the might of Fey magic, I have never heard it said that they are entirely immune to human.  Does not this power we have found feed both kinds equally?"

Angharad's scowl deepened.  This time DeVasa heard her clearly, as if his ears had adjusted.  "What of it?  Human magic isn't strong enough to hurt them."

DeVasa waved away her objection.  "Perhaps not, but it affects other things quite well.  If I am clever—and I often am—I can leave them without a trail to follow.  Put up your spear, mi dulce; it will hinder you."

Her frustration was visible; the light stuttered around her head, hugging the outlines of her body even as she twisted in the saddle to tie her helmet to the back and tether Trolkien-bane.  "I don't understand."

Neither did he...and yet the knowledge was there, surging around him, singing in a half-familiar language just at the edge of hearing...exultation beckoned, pulled, and he longed to abandon himself to it....

Yaqut watched him, wrapped in an angel's halo, eyes blazing like stars at midnight.  DeVasa drew a deep breath and wrenched his attention from the infusion of glory and onto his Cavalier.  He reached with mind and power at once.  "Imagine with me as we ride, my friend; we are vessels, dry and empty, fallow soil awaiting rain, and the power of the ley line is water more pure and clean than any spring, for it is of God, and quenches all thirst."

He was certain Yaqut felt the power enfolding them.  Could he allow himself to embrace it, to open himself to the ecstasy of it?  But he must.  Indeed, how could he not?  Feel it as I do, DeVasa willed silently, hurling his sense of joy at the stolid Cavalier.

Danger aside, he could wish for no greater delight than to share this feeling with the two he loved best in all the world.  Poor Angharad was yet deaf to it, but Yaqut had the gift, however new and uncertain....  "Let it pour into you, fill you, drench you, saturate you; draw it into yourself with thanks and without fear."

Yaqut's eyes were wide on his, uncertain and eager at once.  "It will be as you say."  More strongly.  "Yes.  It is so."

Giddiness threatened; DeVasa pushed it aside.  "Then do this also: as we ride, picture the ground behind our horses healed, whole, untouched by any hoof.  Envision it dew-gemmed, washed clean of all scent.  And it shall be so."  Certainty filled him to bursting, as if the magic itself whispered to him.  How had he never before understood that it could be used so?  He wanted to laugh, to share his exultation with the others, and dared not.  "God will make it so, for this is His gift to us, the magic His power on earth."
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