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They soon are coming from afar

To rend the world from stone to star;

The mistress dark is doomed to fall

But something worse precedes them all.
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— Suspected Prophetic Fragment, source unverified, 

other sections of the page missing or illegible due to fire damage.

—Fragment retrieved from ruins of Port of the Alliance 

by Lurian, Lead Archivist of Arcalon Hall of Records, 

214 p.A.

—Transferred to Raith’il for verification by the Arcalonian Council, 

214 p.A.
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​PROLOGUE
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2017

Earth
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A NEWSPAPER CLIPPING hung, yellowed and filmed with a layer of dust, from a thumbtack on the far side of the wallpapered attic.
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THE WEST HAVEN HERALD 

June 19, 2001

TRAGIC ACCIDENT CLAIMS LIFE OF YOUNG COUPLE AND INFANT

Mark Romano,

Current Events Columnist

A tragic motor-vehicle accident took the lives of two West Haven, Florida residents and their infant daughter in the early hours of Monday morning, as they were heading home from a game-night hosted by a friend.

The driver, Edward Mallard, lost control of his vehicle in the rain while turning the blind curve heading east on North Alachua Bend. He struck a pole, instantly killing both the driver and his wife, Saraya Alvari Mallard, who was the front passenger in the vehicle. The vehicle then caught fire, trapping another passenger, the Mallards’ infant daughter Annalise, in her car seat in the rear of the vehicle. Their seven-year-old daughter, Lily Mallard, was thrown from the backseat of the vehicle on impact. It is suspected that she was not wearing a seatbelt at the time of the crash.

The accident was not discovered until some time later, when another motorist passed the flaming vehicle and called emergency services.  The car had been consumed by flames by the time help arrived, and they declared both adults and the infant dead at the scene.  

The sole survivor of the accident, seven-year-old Lily Mallard, was found unconscious in the brush several feet from the road and was life-flighted to West Haven Pediatric Hospital, where she is currently in critical condition.  

The family’s only living relative, estranged grandfather Luther Alvari, arrived at the hospital less than an hour later. Sources report that Alvari identified the bodies of his daughter and son-in-law, but the infant’s body was burned beyond recognition. However, officials are confident the deceased infant is Annalise Mallard, and expect DNA results soon to confirm.  

A source at the police department says evidence does not indicate intoxicants, a secondary vehicle, or any mechanical failures; this is simply a tragic instance of a motorist losing control—and a chilling reminder for West Haven drivers to take extra care on wet roads, especially during the severe thunderstorms typical for this time of year.

The Department of Children and Families refused an interview, but sources close to the family say Luther Alvari has been estranged from his daughter for several years, and that since the parents had no will or legal arrangements for custody in the event of their passing, Lily Mallard is in temporary custody of the state during her hospital stay and recovery.  The rift between Luther and his daughter reportedly emerged from a disagreement over Luther’s wife, Vanessa’s, medical treatment. Vanessa passed away from cancer over a year ago, and those close to the family say the tension only increased in the wake of her death. Despite the estrangement, our sources indicate Luther plans to file for full custody of his surviving granddaughter, and has not left the hospital since arriving Monday morning.  

––––––––
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THE ATTIC WAS EMPTY now, cleared out by the realtor, who had finally gained permission from the bank to sell the long-abandoned house. The dusty desk had been removed, and the stack of weathered books and assorted other belongings sat in a box in the corner, ready to be combined with belongings from other recently acquired houses, and sorted for either disposal or an estate sale.  The realtor was relieved to finally have movement on this property. The owner of this house had been gone for years now, suspected dead, and if he wasn’t, it behooved him to pretend to be—he was a wanted fugitive in a murder case nearly a decade old, a cold case that a detective, oddly enough, had come asking the realtor about just this morning.  

The case was about a little girl, 9-years-old, found dead in the attic—this attic, the realtor realized with a shiver. By the time they found her body, it appeared she had been dead for months and there was no sign of the grandfather assigned as her guardian, though neighbors reported having seen the grandfather around the neighborhood weeks earlier, long after the supposed time of death.  Officials suspected he had been living in the house with his granddaughter’s corpse, before eventually fleeing.

The realtor suppressed another shudder and reached for the yellowed newspaper clipping. Strange, that a man who intended to murder his granddaughter would leave a clipping about her tragic car accident up on the wall for so long.  And sad, that a girl who survived so much would be killed by the one person left in her life to protect her. 

The realtor’s eyes fell on the photograph of the grandfather and the little girl, printed separately at the bottom of the article. The girl, seven at the time, all light-haired pigtails, large eyes, innocent smile... and the man, old, eyes intense, intelligent—but caring.  He was not smiling, but his eyes seemed kind.  His face bore the lines of age and something deeper, heavy creases beaten into it from the strain of life.  

The realtor looked at his face, wondering.  Did he have something to do with the car accident, too? A cold chill shot down her spine.  He didn’t look like a killer... there was something friendly in his face, despite the weight in his eyes. But appearances could deceive; she knew this from dealing in real estate, from sizing up shining beauties with termite-bitten frames and sinkhole-cracks, hidden by careful repairs. The houses always revealed the truth, though, if you knew where to look. Same with people, probably, she thought.  

This house had good bones. It was solid; trustworthy. She couldn’t be so sure about its former owner.

The realtor folded the clipping so she could no longer see the faces, then kneeled and slipped it into the box with the books. A framed photograph tipped to one side of the box, a portrait of the man and his wife when they were younger, before he had grandchildren to murder, or perhaps even children at all. The wife was pretty, with dark hair swept up into a bun and bright, intelligent eyes.  The man was younger, but his eyes were every bit as intense as they were in the newspaper. Here, though, he was smiling and actually looked happy. His face was smooth, both clean-shaven and free of wrinkles. He was wearing a clean, white shirt that looked pressed and starched, and his arm was around his wife’s shoulders, her flowered dress leaning into him as she matched his smile. His pale skin was noticeably lighter than his wife’s, even in the black-and-white photograph, though hers was not very dark, either.  Perhaps the man just didn’t go outside much.  A thick shock of dark hair topped his head, neatly combed to one side.  What’s your story? the realtor wondered.  Why did you do it?... Or did you?  

She sighed and stood. She wasn’t here to wonder about the man’s life, she reminded herself. She was a realtor, not a detective.  She was here to prepare the house, to get it ready to sell—which would be a challenge. Who would want a house that once had a little girl’s corpse in the attic?

There was a knock on the front door. 

Surprised, the realtor rose.  She wasn’t expecting anyone today; the bank had said the house was hers to stage for showings, and she was here today only to double-check that the last of the attic furniture had been hauled away—she planned to stage the attic as a warm, open space that could be a playroom—and the cleaning company wasn’t coming until tomorrow. The house wasn’t even listed for sale yet; she and her broker had only just decided on a price, an ambitious one, she thought, given the house’s history—but it had good bones.  It would be a gem once it was renovated. She believed she could make the right family see its potential... though the dead girl story was definitely a hurdle. 

The knock sounded again, just two raps, confident.

Perhaps it’s a curious neighbor... or a salesperson. She hated salespeople, despite being one. She saw herself as different; she never pushed, she just helped houses find new families.

She brushed dust from her hands off onto her black pants, thankful she had no clients coming today to see the gray smudges, and headed downstairs. 

Another knock sounded as she neared the bottom landing, two solid raps again, determined.

She walked to the door and pulled it open.  

A tall, dark-haired, handsome man smiled back at her, charming.

“I’m here to purchase this house,” he said. “I’ve already spoken with your agency about the price, and I’m prepared to pay cash. In full. How soon can we close?”
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​CHAPTER 1
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2017 / 214 p.A.

Arameth

Lex gazed down the underwater passage. Outside, the moonlit ocean swayed against the tunnel’s clear walls, lighting where he stood, but everything up ahead was dark.

The darkness in his veins pulsed, slipping back down toward his fingertips and then upward through his arms. The pool of energy inside him hummed, building.  

“I’m here, Ardis,” Lex said. “I’m coming for you.”

Behind him, the door burst open and Lytira barreled in, tackling him.

Lex fought against her, but her arms were like vices around his chest and shoulders.  

Mare trotted sideways out of their way as Lytira tightened one elbow around Lex’s throat, the other arm around his chest, and dragged him out of the tunnel.

Mare followed and the tunnel entrance snapped shut as Lytira threw Lex to the ground.

“What were you thinking?” she screamed. She towered over him, quivering with rage. 

Lex shot up to his feet and met her furious glare with one of his own. “No, what are you thinking?” he shouted back. “Ardis has taken everything from this world, threatened everyone we love. You, of all people, should understand! She needs to die. Now.” He felt his hands clench into fists with a will of their own, trembling. He forced himself to take a breath, but hatred still coursed through his veins.  He gritted his teeth. “Before she hurts anyone else.” The last phrase came out as a growl, the words barely intelligible.

Lytira stepped back, her eyes falling to his hands, then going wide.

Lex looked down. His hands had turned to quivering balls of shadow, dangling from the ends of his arms.  What was happening to him?  He glanced at Mare.  She tilted her head, watching from the shoreline with one intense, brown eye.

“Lex,” Lytira said, her posture still tense but her voice gentle. “Is this about Acarius?”

Yes, Lex thought. “No,” he said. “It’s about Ardis, and saving Arameth, like I’m supposed to do. I am the Son of Prophecy, and now I will end this, finally, like we should have years ago.” He spun, moving back toward the tunnel entrance.

“This isn’t what he wanted, Lex,” Lytira called after him.  “He gave himself to save you. Do not dishonor his life by throwing away your own.”

Her words pierced him as though she’d struck him in the back with one of her daggers.

Lex stopped, the rage seeping from him like he was bleeding out, leaving him weak. He dropped to his knees before the doorway. His hands were flesh again, fisted in front of him. What was he supposed to do?  He couldn’t just sit here, waiting, not after what Acarius had sacrificed.

“Aaaaaargh!” Lex yelled, throwing his head back, then sank forward, dropping his head onto his knees.

Lytira’s hands came around his shoulders. “Lex,” she said, her voice soft by his ear. “We cannot do this tonight.” She paused, her breath audible behind him. “Come.” She moved around in front of him and lowered her hand. “Let’s go back to Ar’roch. Let us make a plan, gather resources. This is not the way.”

Mare stepped toward them, nudging Lex’s shoulder with her nose.

Lex glanced up at the two of them, the woman who could turn panther and the horse who seemed human, staring down at him in the moonlight, and sighed. Lytira was right. Acarius had wanted more than this, more than Lex charging in a fit of rage into Ardis’ lair with no plan and no backup. Acarius’ memory, his sacrifice, deserved better than that. Lex had told himself he would go off alone because he didn’t want anyone else to get hurt, but if he was honest, he had also just wanted the relief of unleashing his anger against something. 

You will, he told himself. But when the time is right. When you can be smart about it.  He took Lytira’s hand and stood. “Okay,” he said with a sigh. “Let’s go back.” Anger still churned in him, just below the surface, simmering.

Lytira nodded, just once. “Believe me,” she said, her eyes turning hard as stone, “when the time is right, I will be the first to join you in killing Ardis.”

Everything outside was still quiet when Lex, Lytira, and Mare stepped back through the portal and into the grass behind Lex’s room at Ar’roch.

Grallach nodded to them as they stepped through, still keeping watch beside the portal.

“I hope you do not mind, Son of Prophecy; when the Zeriphath Queen asked where you had gone, I told her she could join you to say a last farewell to your fallen friend,” he said.

“No, that was fine, Grallach,” Lex said, glancing at Lytira.  “I’m glad she came.”

“Good,” Grallach’s eyes met Lex’s in a way that made Lex wonder if he knew more than he was admitting. “Are you ready for me to close the portal?”

“Yes,” Lex said. “Close it.”

Grallach waved his hand and the portal vanished. 

“You should get some rest,” Lytira said to Lex, giving him a steady gaze. “And so should I. We’ll talk in the morning.” 

Lex nodded.  “Goodnight, Lytira. Thank you.”

She tipped her head in a quick nod, then moved inside, disappearing down the hallway.

Lex followed, and Grallach shut and bolted the door behind them.

“Do you need anything else tonight, Son of Prophecy?” he asked.

“No, Grallach,” Lex said, then wondered if he was supposed to call him something else.  After all, the Roch were the royalty of Harthgil. “I mean, your... highness?”

Grallach gave Lex a small smile. “Grallach is fine, Son of Prophecy. I hope you have a good rest.”

He headed back across the courtyard. 

Lex peeked out and saw that the attendant still sat in a chair outside his hallway. “Do you need something, Son of Prophecy?” she asked, standing. 

“No, thank you.” Lex glanced around the courtyard, the moonlight shining down on the polished stone floor through the transparent ceiling and the statue of Elian dropping glistening streams of water into the pool in the courtyard’s center.  He wanted to feel grateful for this place of refuge, for the help they’d provided, despite the sting of what he’d lost – but he was still angry at all the secrets.  How much might have been different, had the Roch shared openly what they knew?  And Amelia – he hadn’t even said goodbye, because the Roch deemed it more important to abide to some inexplicable schedule than to wait until they found Lex to send her.  He thought of how she turned as he called out to her, the portal snapping shut before he could even see her face one last time, and hot anger boiled deep in his stomach.  He would go after her, whether the Roch wanted him to or not, the first chance he was able.  But when?  Without their cooperation, how would he even get to her?  And he knew he couldn’t leave now, not when Ardis seemed to be mounting her attacks.  He couldn’t leave the others unprotected; he’d made a promise.  He would go after Amelia the moment he was able – he just hoped the Roch had been honest, for once, about someone on Earth protecting her in the meantime.

The thought of Amelia in danger stirred fresh panic in Lex. He shoved it away; there was nothing he could do for her right now, except take down Ardis as quickly as possible. He would have to focus on that.

The splashing water glistened at the base of the statue, catching the lights of the hanging lanterns.  Lex sighed.  For all his distrust and anger with the Roch, Harthgil had been instrumental in helping them save Acarius’ sisters, and in providing them refuge and assistance when they needed it.  As much as he hated to admit it, they’d been helpful in their own frustrating way.  Without Harthgil, Lex and the others would have no clue at all what to do now, but with the Roch’s help, perhaps they could figure out a way to defeat Ardis... to avenge Acarius, his family, the people at Zeriphath, Nigel—everyone who had been hurt or lost.  And when that was all done, they could create a portal for Lex to reach Earth – to reach Amelia.  At least, Lex would cling to that hope. “Goodnight,” he said, smiling at the attendant.

She smiled back at him, and he headed down the short hall and into his room.

He climbed into the small bed, which was more comfortable than it looked. Though he expected sleep to elude him, the weariness beneath his surge of grief and rage pulled at him, warring with the small simmer of anger still fighting for life within his chest... and the pain of loss, which never left him and he expected never would.  Acarius hadn’t deserved to die... but he had chosen it so that Lex could finish this, and Lex would make sure that choice did not go to waste.

These thoughts lingered in his mind as the weight of sleep pulled him under.

Lex.

Lex startled, but didn’t wake. Everything around him was formless and black.  He was weightless. I’m dreaming. He had heard a voice call his name, and that meant... 

Wake up, he told himself.  Wake up!

Lex, the voice called again.

Wait, Lex realized. That’s not Ardis. The voice sounded familiar though... one he’d heard before.  

Safe, the voice whispered.

That was it, how he knew the voice.  It had called to him when he’d died... as Marcus. It had brought him to the Void.

Lex tried to turn toward the voice, but there was nothing to turn toward—everything was black emptiness.

“Who are you?” he asked, floating, and his voice drifted out and dispersed in the abyss.

Then the other voice answered.  Watch, it whispered. Learn. Know.

A symbol appeared, floating before Lex. It was metallic, platinum-colored, seeming almost physical in the Void... a partial triangle, made from a double line but broken, a piece of it missing on the right edge. 

The daughter, the voice whispered. A chosen line.

What does that mean? Lex wondered. Did it have something to do with Amelia?

Beside it, another symbol appeared—the metallic crescent, etched with lines of an ancient language.  

The pendant, Lex thought.  But this one had no cord; the symbol floated alone.

The sons. Interchangeable, the voice whispered.

Interchangeable? Lex thought.  Did that mean... Acarius. Was the voice saying it could have been either of them who died? Either, who saved the other? Could he have died in Acarius’ place, if he’d acted more quickly? He’d wondered it, wished it, but the possibility of it being true sliced him like a knife.

Watch, the voice said again. Learn.

Another symbol appeared beside that one, two triangles, complete this time, interlaid one across the other, the top one offset slightly up and to the left. The daughters, the voice whispered.

“Wait, another one?” Lex asked.  “I... I don’t understand.  Do you mean Jana?”

A glowing circle appeared in the dark, just an outline of brilliant white, darkness visible through its center.  It floated across the other symbols, stopping over each of them for a moment before moving to the next.

You, the voice whispered. 

“Me? What do you mean?” Lex asked again. “Please, help me understand.”

The symbols surged with light for a moment, then slid inward, interlocking with the circle set within them, as though holding them all together.  

Part of each of them, center of all of them, the voice whispered.  You.

Lex gaped at the glowing emblem, all the symbols combined.

“I don’t understand,” he called out. “I don’t understand!”

You will, the voice whispered.

A light flashed and Lex was falling, no longer weightless in the Void.

Lex gasped, pushing up in bed. He was still in the small room in Ar’roch, safe within their mountain refuge. 

He jumped from the bed and rushed out into the hall.  

The attendant turned to him. “Son of Prophecy? Is something the matter?”

“I need paper,” Lex blurted, “and something to write with. Please.”

The attendant gave a quick nod and rushed off.

Lex paced the hallway, focusing on keeping the images seared in his memory until she returned.  

A moment later the attendant raced back up, handing him a tablet of paper and a writing implement, a thin stick made of charcoal.

Lex grabbed them and turned to the wall, pressing the paper against it as he hurried to record what he’d seen. He etched the lines onto the paper, his anxiety seeping away as the images took shape on the page.  

He glanced up at the attendant, who watched with concern. “Thank you.”  He held the charcoal writing stick out to her.

“You may keep it,” she answered, her eyes studying him. Observing he was no longer agitated, she bowed and moved back to her chair at the end of the hall.

Lex looked down at his paper, studying the symbol he had drawn.

[image: Combined Symbol 2.png]

“WHAT DOES IT MEAN?” he whispered to himself. “I don’t understand.”

You will, answered the voice in his memory. You will.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Lex slept fitfully the rest of the night, and rose when he heard people moving outside in the courtyard. When he left his room, the attendant still waited at the end of the hallway.

“Good morning, Son of Prophecy,” she said. “The others already gathered for the morning meal.  Would you like me to show you to them?” 

“In a moment, thank you,” Lex said. “I’d like to check on Mare first.”

The attendant nodded, and Lex unbolted the door at the end of the hall and stepped outside.

Mare was right where he’d left her, grazing on dewy grass just outside the door.  She looked up at him as he stepped out.

“Hi,” Lex said. He approached, reaching a tentative hand out to her. 

She leaned into him, nudging his hand with her nose.

“I’m sorry, Mare,” Lex sighed. For what, exactly, he couldn’t find words to express... it was for last night, for rushing thoughtlessly into danger with her on his heels, for Acarius... for all of it. He placed his hands on either side of her face, studying her long eyelashes. She watched him, as best she could with him directly in front of her, her face tilting to one side to view him better.

I’m apologizing to a horse, Lex thought.  But the stranger part was that he was certain she understood. “I’ll be better,” he said. “I’ll be smart. We’ll do this right.” He paused. “He deserves that.”

He dropped his hands and Mare turned one large, brown eye toward him, inches from his face.  

“What are you?” Lex whispered. He knew Mare was special, and that she was his, that she had been part of his family—apparently for centuries—but that meant she was no ordinary horse... so what exactly was she? 

Mare said nothing, about which Lex found himself surprisingly relieved. More than a horse was one thing, but a talking horse would be something else entirely.  

Whatever Mare was, though, she had been willing to walk right into the tunnel behind him, right into danger... and he was sure she’d known just how dangerous it was. Yet she hadn’t left him, had refused to, even when he insisted. “Thank you, Mare,” he said.  “I’m going to go find the others.” He hesitated, wondering if he should bring her inside, but she was still eating her breakfast of grass. “I’ll be back later.”

Mare stepped back, and Lex took that as her way of saying she understood.  He went back inside, bolting the door behind him.

“This way, if you’re ready,” the attendant said with a smile. 

“Thank you, yes,” Lex answered. He followed the attendant out into the courtyard.

The morning sun lit the whole building, giving everything a bright, cheerful look. Elian’s statue glistened in the center. The attendant led Lex past it, and toward the tunnel hallway where Lex and the others had met in the council room just days before.  Memories of his last moments with Amelia and Acarius, in the rooms down that hall, surfaced unbidden. Lex shoved them down.  Thoughts of Amelia facing the Gatekeepers on her own only sent his mind into a spiral of panic, but he couldn’t get to her right now – the Roch would never help him cross to Earth, not until Ardis was finished. He couldn’t even afford to grieve Acarius’ death right now. Grief would come, he knew, in its own slow march. He wouldn’t be able to hold it back forever. But for now, he had to focus. He could fall apart later, when Ardis was dead, Acarius was avenged, and Amelia was safe.

The attendant showed him to a room halfway down the hall, and Lex heard familiar voices drifting out. The attendant gestured toward the room, then bowed and left him.

Lex stepped into the room.

The four Roch, Lytira, Jana, and all five of Acarius’ sisters turned toward the doorway, their conversation halted.

There was a long table in the room’s center, set with food, but they had pushed most of the plates to one side in favor of a spread of papers, which Lex was too far away to read. Though there were chairs, everyone was standing close around the table.  They had been discussing something, but now they were all just watching him. 

Lex wondered if Lytira had told the others what he’d almost done. He hadn’t specifically asked her not to, but he had hoped it would stay between them. One person knowing he’d almost lost it was more than enough. Lex swept his eyes over the room, trying to get a sense of the mood. It was a grim one, that much was clear—the sisters all had reddened, puffy eyes with dark circles, and Lytira didn’t look like she’d slept at all.  Her posture was wilted in a way Lex had never seen, and she leaned against the table with both arms as though holding herself up by sheer force of will. The Roch were the only ones who looked rested, but even they had a sense of unease about them, watching Lex with wary eyes.

“What’s going on?” Lex asked.

“Breakfast,” Jana said. She smiled and lifted a plate from the table, holding it out toward him. “We saved you some.”

Lex was hungry. “Thanks.” He moved toward Jana and took the plate, which had an assortment of fruit and cheese, then set it down near him on the table.

The air in the room relaxed, like a collective exhale. 

“What’s all this?” Lex asked.  He stepped closer, looking down at the spread of documents. They were all old-looking, yellowed papers, covered in barely legible writing in dark ink. 

“The prophecy,” Grallach said. “These are our own records of it, though Lytira says they match what Acarius gave you from Lurian’s archives.”

So she told the Roch about that, Lex thought.  He knew Lytira trusted them, but he still couldn’t, not with everything they’d withheld.  He wished Lytira would be more cautious; information seemed to be a weapon to these people, wielded in service of whomever they believed to be in the right.  It worried him to hand them even more of it. What else did Lytira tell them? He glanced at her, but she met his gaze with a small, tired smile. He forced himself to smile back.

“What have you found?” he asked. “Anything helpful?”

“No,” Lytira sighed. “We’ve read it a dozen times, and tried interpreting the meaning a dozen different ways, but it all comes back to what we already knew—to defeat Ardis, the Sons of Prophecy and Daughter of Power must work together. There is nothing about the specifics of how, or what to do now that...”

She stopped, and the mood in the room shifted again. 

Everyone knew what Lytira left unspoken—Acarius’ death had set something in motion. The prophecy said the one who dwelled in darkness had “numbered days” once one son was no more. 

Acarius had given his life so that Lex could finish this. But when or how to do so, they still hadn’t figured out. Lex was glad of one thing—“numbered days” meant it shouldn’t be long. Ardis would get what she deserved, and soon. Until they knew how to make that happen, they were just wasting time, allowing her life to stretch on due to their own ignorance and uncertainty.

Lex could feel the pages of the prophecy rolled tightly in the inside pocket of his tunic, along with the note from Acarius that asked him to protect Lytira and his sisters. Lex had thought he was keeping his promise of that last night, by rushing off to get rid of Ardis—but he could see now he probably would have failed. Ardis was always a step ahead, or more. As much as Lex hated to admit it, he would need help to take her down.  

But his promise to protect Lytira and Acarius’ sisters was one he intended to keep. Whatever plan they made, it couldn’t put them in danger.

Besides, now there was also another page slipped in the pocket alongside the others, the one he’d sketched on the night before.  Maybe the Roch knew something he didn’t. They received communication from Elian often, or so they said; maybe they could help Lex make sense of his dream.

Lex reached his hand into his tunic, then hesitated. Should he show them?  He could wait until he was alone with his friends, without the Roch... or maybe he shouldn’t show anyone. Maybe the vision had been meant only for him.

I thought the same thing about Liz’s warning, Lex thought.  And now Acarius is dead.  He still didn’t know if he could have done anything to stop that.  If he hadn’t told Acarius about the vision, would that have changed anything? Acarius had wanted to die; had believed it the only way, it seemed. And yet... the voice in last night’s dream had said interchangeable.  He would have made that choice in a heartbeat if he’d been given the chance. But Acarius had known that; that’s why he hadn’t told Lex his plan until it was already done.  There was that knife in his gut again.

That idiot, Lex thought, but the words brought a painful surge of fondness instead of anger. Acarius had done what he thought was right. He had given everything to protect his family, and to see that Lex could succeed in their mission. Now, it was up to Lex to make sure that Acarius hadn’t died for nothing. It was up to him to finish this.

And to do that, he needed all the help he could get. Even if it meant involving the Roch. He clasped the paper within his tunic and pulled it out. “I need to show you all something.” 

The Roch turned toward him, looking curious; the others stared at Lex expectantly.  

“I... uh... I saw something last night, in a dream.” He unrolled the paper and spread it onto the table.

“The Scorched Emblem,” Farleth whispered in awe. “I have not seen this since...” he paused, looking to his sister and brothers, then back to Lex. “You said you saw this in a dream?”

“Yes,” Lex answered slowly, Farleth’s interest making him wary. “A voice spoke and showed it to me, at first in pieces, then as a whole. First the broken triangle,” he traced it with his finger, “then the crescent, and the twin triangles, and then... the circle. The crescent I recognized. It’s just like the pendant Acarius and I had.  But the others...”

“I have that one,” Jana said, reaching a shaky finger to point at the drawing. “The broken triangle.”

Everyone stared at her.

She swallowed. “I mean, I think so.  My grandmother had a necklace, with that symbol on it. A double-lined triangle, open on the right side.  It was on a chain, and I thought...”

As she paused, a memory surged in at Lex. Dinner at Jana’s house, sitting with her family around their table. Jana’s grandmother sat across from him, and resting on the fabric of her floral-print dress just above her sternum was a silver chain, holding a triangle-shaped charm.

“I remember it,” Lex said, looking up at Jana. “Your grandmother wore it at dinner once.”

Jana looked surprised, then gave Lex a smile. “You used to eat dinner at our house a lot. Or Marcus did, I mean. But yes... she wore it all the time. I don’t think she ever took it off.  It was her favorite. She left it to me when she died, but I never knew...” She shook her head. “It’s in my jewelry box, at home. I never realized it was tied to Arameth.”

Grallach turned to her.  “It has likely been in your family a very long time. I am not certain your grandmother fully understood its meaning, either, but it is fortunate you still have it. I believe it will be needed.”

“For what?” Lex asked, turning to him. “The dream told me that the symbols represented the sons and daughters, different lines of Elian, or at least I think that’s what it said. But when I asked for more, the voice wouldn’t explain. It only said I would eventually understand.”

Grallach shook his head. “We do not know much, either, only that the symbols have power, as do the lineages they represent. The prophecy mentioned the crescent moon, as you have seen, but the others are never mentioned directly; they have only been seen in visions, recorded as symbols tied to the Powerful One, but their full meanings never explained. And the combined symbols, as you have drawn, have only been seen once before.”

“Where?” Lex asked, his voice coming out almost as a whisper.

Grallach cut his eyes to the other Roch, as if unsure how—or perhaps whether—to answer, and Lex felt distrust stirring in his chest again.

After a moment, Balther spoke. “It was burned into the ground, the day that Hagaroth’s Bane erupted.  When the lava that seared the valley around Zeriphath had cooled, and the Powerful One had vanished, Sephram whose forms had the ability of flight took to the air to survey the damage. They found two things:  that the fertile valley south of Zeriphath was charred to ash, creating what became The Fallows, and that Zeriphath itself sat in a pocket of rich grassland, unharmed, surrounded by glowing lines fast fading into burn marks in the earth.” He leaned forward and tapped Lex’s drawing.  “Those lines made this symbol. Zeriphath was inside it, nestled within the circle.”

Lex stared at the symbol. Why would Elian have left this mark around Zeriphath the day he saved it? Clearly Elian had planned these symbols, the prophecy, all of it, long in advance. But why? And if Zeriphath was at the center of it all, then what was so special about it... and why had it been destroyed, Lytira’s whole people wiped out just days earlier, according to the Roch, when Elian had gone to such lengths to save it centuries ago? It didn’t make sense.

“We know the crescent and Jana’s triangle,” Lytira spoke into the silence, then turned to Lex. “What did your dream say about the others, the twin triangles and the circle?”

Lex shook his head. “Not much. The twin triangles are connected to the daughter of power, but when I tried to ask what that meant, and why he’d said the other triangle was also a daughter of power, the voice didn’t answer.”

“He?” Grallach asked. “The voice who spoke to you was a male?”

“Yes,” Lex said, wondering if that mattered.

“You have been gifted with a vision from the Powerful One himself,” Darreth whispered, her eyes going wide.  “That is rare, Son of Prophecy.  Even for us Roch.”

Lex felt suddenly uncomfortable.  Could it be true, the voice Lex heard – and recognized from his time in the Veil – was the Powerful One? For a rare vision from Elian himself, it had been rather unhelpful... or maybe he hadn’t understood it well enough.  You will, the voice had said. Lex hoped that meant soon.

“The circle is me,” Lex continued. “I don’t fully understand it, but he said I was part of each of them and at the center of all of them.  He also said the crescents were sons who were... interchangeable.” He paused, suddenly conscious of Lytira and the sisters watching him. “I’m... not sure what that meant.”

“Prophecies are powerful things, Son of Prophecy,” Farleth said. “But they do not control us.  There is always a choice.”

Lex stopped, trying to figure out what Farleth meant by that.  

He saw some of Acarius’ sisters watching him and looked down at the table, pretending to study the symbol. “A choice?” Lex said, unsure what else to say. “Does that mean he didn’t have to...”  His voice trailed off, not wanting to finish the sentence.

“No one has to do anything, Son of Prophecy,” Balther responded, his voice gentle. “He chose to.  But had he not, you would both have likely died; you would have failed again... and I am not certain there would have remained any other rescue for our world. You have already been reborn once, as prophesied; it is not meant to happen again.”

Frustration twisted in Lex’s chest. “Then he didn’t have a choice,” he said.

“He did,” Balther answered. “We all do. He chose to save you and this world. To remove his choice is to remove the only good parts of what happened—the courage. The honor. The love.”

“I was meant to die and be reborn. Does that mean you all knew we would fail the first time, when I was Marcus? You knew it was doomed from the start?”

Balther shook his head.  “We are not all-knowing.  There are many gaps in what we see.  But I do know this: There is always free will.  At any point, Ardis could have backed down, Malleck could have abandoned her cause sooner, you or Acarius could have given up fighting, any number of things could have changed and rendered the prophecy useless.  But the Worldforce exists out of time and anticipates many things.  It saw, and it knew.  The prophecy does not make things happen, it only informs us of what is coming, so we might find hope for a future even when things seem most lost. It gives us a chance to choose how and when we do what we would have done, regardless.”

Where was my free will when you refused to let me say goodbye to Amelia?” Lex said, working to control the anger behind his voice. “And the prophecy did make Acarius do it; without the prophecy, Acarius wouldn’t have rushed into that mob of creatures. He would have just run with Jana and me to the portal. He would still be alive.”

“Are you certain?” Balther asked.  

Lex fell silent, struggling with his thoughts. As much as he hated it, he had to admit Balther was right; he didn’t know what would have happened, had Acarius not charged in like he did.  Maybe Acarius had chosen to die that day, in that way, but how many other times had Acarius risked himself to protect Lex, or his sisters, or the others? Again and again, Acarius put himself in danger... perhaps he would have died that day, in some other way, trying to keep everyone else safe, and the prophecy just let him do it with intention.  

Or perhaps the prophecy had given Acarius a death-wish that Lex could have stopped, if only he’d known. Interchangeable. If Lex had known soon enough, maybe Acarius would still be alive.

Lex sighed.  Free will, prophecies... it all just amounted to confusion.

“Our choices make us who we are,” Balther murmured.  

The room fell silent as his sentence settled in the air.

After a moment, Lytira broke the silence. “Whatever the case, we cannot change what happened. Acarius did what he thought was needed, at great cost. And now, we must figure out what to do from here.”

Lex glanced up and found everyone watching him, though most of them averted their eyes back down to the papers on the table when he looked up.

“Eat, Lex,” Jana said, nudging his plate toward him.  She gave him a smile. “You don’t have to starve just for us to plan.  We can talk while you eat.”

Lex shoved a piece of cheese in his mouth and forced a smile as he chewed, but he really was hungry, so after swallowing that one he popped in a piece of fruit.

Megan leaned forward, grabbing a paper from the table.  “It says ‘The Daughter of Power, born afar, will light to the darkness bring, And the two shall wield the final blow to vanquish the fallen king.’ What ‘king’ is it talking about?  Is there someone besides Ardis we’re after? It couldn’t mean Malleck, could it?”

“No,” Lex said. He still didn’t understand how Malleck and Nigel were connected, but if they really were the same, there was no way Nigel was a fallen king of anything. Nigel was strange... maybe even crazy. But good. “I think Ardis may be working with someone else.” Lex turned to the Roch. “Could it mean my father? He was king of the Ancients at The Core, right?”

“It is possible,” Grallach answered. 

“It also says, ‘The mistress dark will flee in fright, and fall to Elian’s sons, when the blaze of the daughter of power’s light meets the cold of the darkened one,” Liz added.  She spoke facing Lex and the Roch, not even looking at the papers.

Lex wondered if she’d memorized the prophecy, or if she knew that phrase some other way. 

“’The darkened one’ could mean Ardis,” Liz continued, “but she’s mentioned just before that as ‘the mistress dark,’ right?  So does ‘the darkened one’ refer to someone else?”

Lex went still.  He knew the cold, churning fury that lay within him.  He looked up.  “It’s me,” he said, the phrasing suddenly clicking into focus. “It means me.” 

Everyone stared at him.

“I’m sure,” he said. “The dark energy I carry, it’s... well, it’s lots of things, but it’s also cold.  I can’t explain how I know, but... I feel it.  I’m sure.  I’m the darkened one.” Something within him tightened, resisting the truth he knew he felt.  What was he, exactly?  These powers he had... Acarius had told him no other Ancient had powers like that, not for centuries. Why him? Where had they come from? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

Lytira turned to him.  “If that’s true, then that means we were right.  You and the daughter of power must work together to defeat Ardis.”  She turned to Jana, then glanced between her and Lex.  “We just need to figure out how.”

Jana watched Lytira for a moment, then shook her head.  “I don’t know,” she said.  She looked at Lex.  “You and I have tried working together, both in your last life and this one.  Even with Amelia’s power added to mine, something isn’t right. You feel it too, don’t you?”

Lex met her eyes, thinking of when their powers had combined at Galgor.  It had worked, but it hadn’t felt... right.  “Yes,” he said.  “I do.”  He hesitated, pushing back the surge of hope and longing that flooded in with thoughts of Amelia. He shook his head.  “But you’re powerful; even the Worldforce itself helps you. The Sentinels came to your aid in battle, and only you could have made them do that, I’m sure... maybe we just...”

“What do you mean?” Jana asked, staring at him.  “The Sentinels... when?”

Lex paused.  He had forgotten she was unconscious during that part of the battle.

Everyone else was watching him now, too. Had he not explained that part to everyone?  Surely he had. But then again, arriving with his dead friend in his arms had taken precedence over all other details.

“They came when you got knocked out,” Lex said.  “A giant dog and big cat thing, like a tiger, but huge.  They fought back the creatures to give us time to escape. They helped, but there were still too many.  Acarius—“ Lex stopped. Everyone knew what Acarius had done.  He sighed.  “The Sentinels took down a lot of the creatures,” he said instead. “When things got worse, I lost sight of them, but they protected you and gave me time to get you back to the portal.”

“A dog and a cat,” Jana murmured.  Her mouth quirked up into a sad smile.  “It’s always them.”

“Who are they?” Lex asked.  “Acarius explained that the Sentinels protect the barrier between worlds, or something like that, but... he said these were tied to you, somehow.”

Jana studied him for a minute, looking almost amused.  “You’ve met them, you know,” she said. “In fact, in a way, you made them.”

“What do you mean?” Lex asked.

“They’re Lucky and Lucy,” she said, “or they were... in the other world.  Another life.”

Memories surged up, of a mangy, snarling cat.  “Lucky,” Lex said.  “I remember him.”  He laughed, just a short chuckle in his chest, at the memory.  “Marcus brought him to you.  He thought he was rabid.”

Jana smiled.  “He wasn’t; he was just upset you shoved him in a box.”

“And Lucy?” Lex asked.

“The dog in the woods,” Jana said.  “We found her that time we all went camping.  Do you remember?”

Campfire, laughing, moonlight.  A girl leaning on his shoulder.  That was the memory.  The night.  “Yes,” Lex said.

Jana gave him another smile, a sad one this time.  “You found them both, brought them each to me, and I took them in.  On Earth, they talk about pets going over the ‘Rainbow Bridge,’ waiting for you, but some people say there are ‘heart animals,’ the ones who never leave you.”  She shrugged.  “I guess I got both.  Mine came here, somehow... to the Worldforce.  I knew them, the first time they showed up in battle.  I could tell it was them.  They’re different now, but somehow it’s like they’re finally what they were always meant to be. Fierce. Protectors.  I don’t know why, but... they always come for me, when I’m in danger, at least here. On Earth, I’ve never seen them.”

“The Veil of the Worldforce touches Earth only slightly,” Grallach said.  “Here, it surrounds us.  It envelops Arameth, all of our world’s magic feeding from it. Your protectors are there on Earth, in part, unseen. But here, they can come in fullness.”

Lex turned to Grallach, wrestling with the question in his mind, unsure if he should ask it.  “Why didn’t they come to help us sooner?” he asked, the question winning its way through.  “Or stay longer? Or bring others?  If they had, maybe...”

“Maybe is a dangerous path, Son of Prophecy,” Grallach said, “one that leads only to frustration.  You may never know the answers to those questions and seeking them will only distract you from what you have been given.  The Sentinels are sacred beings, and their protection extends far beyond what we see happening here in our world.  The Worldforce, the Veil between worlds... its balance is at stake, everywhere.  The Sentinels are at war with dark forces, armies unseen.  That even two of them took time to help in our battle speaks to how much they—and the Worldforce—value our mission, and Jana herself.”  He paused and met Jana’s eyes.  “When we show kindness to those weaker than ourselves, that never goes unrewarded.”  He looked back to Lex.  “But we cannot depend on them to win our battles for us.  They have their own war to fight, and we have been entrusted with this one.  The Worldforce would not have given it to the prophesied sons and daughters if it did not believe you capable.”

Lex closed his eyes for a moment, letting Grallach’s words sink in.  Capable, maybe. They would have to be. They would defeat Ardis and make her pay for what she had done;  Lex would see to that, no matter what it cost.  But it sure would have been nice if the Worldforce had been more specific about how.

“I know I am a daughter of power, and the Sentinels have never failed me,” Jana said.  “But... Lex... you know something isn’t right when our powers mix.”  She paused.  “I don’t know if it’s enough.”

“Maybe it has to be,” Lex said, even though he felt the truth of Jana’s words.  “Maybe we need to practice more.  Or maybe... maybe we’re missing something.”

Jana looked down at Lex’s drawing.  “You said the dream told you there were multiple daughters of power, right?” She glanced back up at him.  “What if they have different purposes?  What if I was meant to help, to fight certain parts, but not to do it all?”

“What are you saying?” Lex asked.  

Jana met his eyes.  “I’m saying... I think we need Amelia.”
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“AMELIA HAS RETURNED home to quiet the Gatekeepers,” Grallach said.  “To attempt to bring her back to Arameth would be unwise. Her presence is likely keeping her father from investigating the Gatekeepers further, and that is a nest ill-stirred up.  Doing so can only bring harm – to everyone.”

“How do you know the Gatekeepers have backed off of anything?” Lex argued.  “Amelia could be in danger as we speak.  If we go for her – “ 

“You have noble intentions, Son of Prophecy, but your place is here.  Besides, you are forgetting that passing through the Worldforce is what destabilized her.  If she returned, she would risk the same happening again.”  

“But you said the problem with her energy was caused by passing through incorrectly,” Lex argued.  “You sent her home just fine, with your own portal.  Couldn’t you bring her back the same way?” 

“It does not work so simply, Son of Prophecy.  To create such a portal, we must have the Worldforce’s agreement, and we have not received word that Amelia is to be retrieved.  Besides, we have already transferred her powers to Jana.  There is no need for Amelia here; she is needed on Earth.”

A queasy chill formed in Lex’s stomach.  “When you received word to send her back to Earth, did you think about the risk to her? Have you received word that she’s safe?”

“Yes,” Grallach said.  He paused, meeting Lex’s eyes with a calm stare.  “As we said, she is not alone on Earth.  There are those we trust, looking out for her.”

Lex narrowed his eyes. “Who?”

Grallach met his gaze impassively. “We are not at liberty to say.”

Lex stared at him, a swirl of fear joining the anger and unease churning in his stomach.  “If you have someone on Earth, you must have known about the Gatekeepers.  Did you know about her dad being in trouble?  Did you know she would ask to go home? Did you make her do that, just to fulfill some prediction or vision?”The words rushed out, his tone heating with each syllable.

Grallach gazed at him evenly.  “You heard her yourself, Son of Prophecy.  She asked to go home; she was the one to open the conversation. We forced nothing upon her.”

Lex knew that was true, but it also didn’t escape him that Grallach had only partially answered the question. “And did you know about the Gatekeepers? Or about her father being in danger?” Lex asked, his voice suddenly soft.

Grallach watched him for a moment, then shook his head.  “Not until she told us.  We too, are at times kept in the dark.  It is not ours to ask why, only to obey when word is given.”

Lex sank back into his chair.  There were so many things happening he couldn’t see.  He felt like a piece on a chessboard, able only to see the squares right next to him.  Somewhere beyond his sight, a strategy was unfolding, a trap being laid. He could feel it, but how was he supposed to avoid or counter it if he was acting blindly?

Then another thought hit him, like a slap to the face.  “You knew, that, too,” he said, his voice a gravelly whisper.  

Grallach eyed him, confused.  “Knew what, Son of Prophecy?”

“You knew what Acarius would do.  You had copies of the prophecy here, even before Acarius gave me his, but you never mentioned it.”Lex felt his voice turn bitter but didn’t try to stop it. “You knew.”

Beside him, Lytira gasped. Lex felt for her; he knew she had trusted the Harthgilians; she had vouched for them before coming here. Now, Lex couldn’t help but feel the Harthgilians had betrayed them – several times over.

“Yes,” Grallach said simply, keeping his even gaze on Lex. “We knew.”

“You could have tried to stop it,” Lytira’s voice cut in, threaded with a quiver of rage. “We could have stopped it!”

Lex spun to see her tensed over the table like an arrow strung tight in the bow, glaring at Grallach.  

“If you knew so far ahead,” she accused, “you should have told us. We could have protected him; we could have found another way!”

Grallach sighed, his eyes moving between Lex and Lytira with an air of tried patience.  “Another way for what, my child? Another way for him to give his life to save Lex’s? The result would be the same. It could not have been stopped.”

“I thought you said we had a choice,” Lex said, his voice rough with anger, “that prophecy does not make us do things.”

Grallach shrugged.  “As my brother said earlier, prophecy only informs us of what will happen.  The choices are your own. Acarius had already made his, as the prophecy knew he would.”

“That’s crazy!” Lex was shouting now, not even caring how he sounded.  “It was the prophecy itself that made him think he didn’t have a choice!”

Grallach moved his hands in front of his chest, resting his forefingers together, and gazed calmly at Lex.  “The choice was his, nonetheless.  It was a choice ordained from time before time, but still a choice, and his alone. It was not our place to intervene.”

Lex leaned across the table on clenched fists, feeling the rage course through him.  How bad would the consequences be for punching a Roch? He was considering taking the risk.

A hand touched Lex’s shoulder from behind, and he turned to see Jana beside him.  When had she moved from her spot around the other side of the table?  He hadn’t even noticed.  “What?” he asked her, anger still audible in his voice.

“This is not the time, Lex,” she whispered, her eyes serious.

Lex was about to yell it most definitely was, when he glimpsed one of Acarius’ sisters behind Jana’s shoulder.  Her eyes were wide with horror and grief, flicking between Lex and Grallach.

She’s right, Lex realized. Arguing like this in front of Acarius’ grieving sisters was not the best choice.  They had been through enough. Lex had promised to protect Acarius’ sisters, and traumatizing them further wasn’t a good start.

Lex sighed, and glanced over at Lytira, who seemed to have come to the same understanding.  She still looked tense, but she forced her face into a blank expression, controlling her anger.

Lex looked back at Grallach.

“You see the wisdom of the Worldforce now, Son of Prophecy, do you not?  We cannot control what others choose to do; we cannot change what has been foretold.  We are only messengers, executors of the universal consciousness, helping the choices come to pass.”

Lex took a clue from Lytira and did his best to wipe all expression from his face.  “I understand,” he said.  And he did—but not as Grallach thought.  

Lex could see now this had nothing to do with the wisdom of the Worldforce. The Worldforce was something good, balanced, from what Lex understood.  It was involved in everything, but it did not make anyone do anything. That much Lex agreed with.  

But he saw now that the Roch were a different story. They thought themselves the only divine interpreters of the Worldforce’s message, and the arbiters of others’ fates.  They had been shocked when Nigel said the Worldforce spoke to him and shocked even further when Lex received a vision from Elian in his dream.  Perhaps the Roch meant well, but they were blinded by their own perceptions of how the Worldforce and its prophecies worked, unable to see that there were others equally involved in the Worldforce’s plans besides themselves. 

The Roch had withheld information from the very people the prophecy was about, because the Roch had already made up their minds about what it meant, and how things should go.  Lex was sure they still knew more about the prophecy than they were saying, and he understood now... the Roch were not concerned with whether Lex and the others agreed with the interpretation of the prophecy or even understood it, because they believed they knew best.  The Roch would continue to keep secrets about anything they felt might impact what had been foretold, believing they obeyed the Worldforce’s will by keeping others in ignorance.  

They could not be trusted.

Lex glanced over at Lytira, who was still a strange combination of tense and unreadable.  She turned to Grallach.  “I would like to return to Zeriphath.” 

Grallach’s eyes widened slightly.  “It is ruins, child.  There is nothing left there for you.”

“I understand,” Lytira said, “but I need to see with my own eyes what became of my people.  I need to go.”

Grallach glanced at the other Roch, but their faces gave nothing away, at least not that Lex could see.  Grallach turned back to Lytira. “Very well,” he said.  

Lex eyed Grallach.  “Wait. You told Lytira that Zeriphath had been destroyed.  Did you know before that?  Were you aware before it happened that the city would be attacked again?”  If so, we may have been able to stop that, too, Lex thought.

Grallach met Lex’s eyes.  “We do not know exactly what happened at Zeriphath, nor did we know ahead of time what would befall it; we were told only that Ramanasha Lytira was not to return there prior to your visit to Galgor, because it would be too dangerous.”

Lex glanced at Lytira, whose face had drawn stiff. If they had known in time, would they have been able to stop it? Would the Roch have even tried?

Jana stepped forward.  “Before you go, Lytira, we should finalize our plan for dealing with Ardis.  Lex and I will need a few days to train in using our powers together, anyway, and I don’t want to keep you from Zeriphath.  I know that’s important.  But don’t you think we should plan first, just so we know what else we may need to do to prepare?”

Lytira gave a brisk nod.  “Yes, I agree.”  She turned to Lex, ignoring the Roch.  “What do you believe we should do?  Do you have a plan?”

Lex blinked at her.  “I—“ The Roch had already shut down the idea of going to get Amelia, and without their help to make a portal, Lex had to consent that he and Jana were all that remained from the prophecy.  He was desperate to destroy Ardis – for a multitude of reasons – but they weren’t anywhere near ready. Lex had been willing to charge into the tunnel alone, but that was when he was so angry he didn’t care what happened.  Now he had calmed enough to realize that they had to be clever about this.  If they wanted any chance of defeating Ardis, they needed...  well, he wasn’t sure what they needed.  That was the problem.  The prophecy said he and the daughter of power would defeat Ardis together, but Lex couldn’t help but feel he and Jana weren’t enough.  “Jana and I will practice,” he said.  “Hopefully we can strengthen our powers, working together.  But we still don’t have a way to get to Ardis, not without her seeing us coming.”

“That is not entirely true,” Darreth said. “She can see you in the tunnel passage, yes; and you cannot simply take a boat to The Core—it is a mountain dwelling rimmed by steep cliffs and inaccessible without someone inside opening the access dock for you. They would see you coming and destroy you before your boat even made land.  However...”  She paused and glanced at Grallach.  

Is she looking for his permission to tell us something? Lex wondered.  

When Grallach said nothing, Darreth continued.  “There is a door in the tunnel, one that leads directly into The Core itself.”

“Lurian told us about that,” Lex said, narrowing his eyes.  “But he also said never to try opening it, that it was an abandoned entrance and that opening it would drown us all... or something like that.”  He couldn’t remember Lurian’s exact words.

Darreth shook her head.  “It was not exactly abandoned,” she said. “It was sealed.  With magic.  If you force it open, then yes, water will rush in and fill the tunnel.  But if you ask it, and it agrees, it will open... and unfold a path directly to The Core.”
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