
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

The Path to Paradox

The Lex Chronicles, Book 2

A Legends of Arameth Novel







––––––––

Crystal Crawford


©2019 Crystal Crawford. All rights reserved.

Please do not copy, reprint, or otherwise reuse any portion of this work without express permission from the author. 

––––––––

Edited by Christy Freeman

Cover design by Jason Crawford/Fierce, Inc.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Far in the dark and feared abyss, where love is pain and monsters hiss

The Deepside creatures rule the night 

With iron claws and jaws that bite

And terrors darker still.

Amid the night a child came, from place unknown to fields of flame

And monsters flocked toward the cries 

Of tear-soaked child lost deep in fright,

Hunger on their faces.

And then swept in the conqueror before whom monsters flee,

Not to save the terror-struck child, 

But to be the first to feast.

Through claws and fangs he boldly fought, for right to eat what had been caught

But when the fear-soaked child he saw, 

His hunger melted into awe

Before the child’s power.

He seized the child and took it home, to mold the child with fists of stone,

To sear with fire the screams and tears,

And forge a weapon all would fear

To end the age of war.

But far away a hero stirred, by child’s cries awakened.

He chased the sound through deep and time, 

To save the child forsaken.

—Poem of Raith’il, 

Recorded in The Book of the Ancients, Arayear 6 p.A.;

Original reported missing from Arcalon Hall of Archives, Arayear 52 p.A.;

Copied to Arcalon Archives via Historian Memory Consensus, Arayear 53 p.A.
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​PROLOGUE
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LURIAN STILLWATER SCURRIED along the dark road.  A shiver passed through him, he pulled the hood of his cloak closer around his face. “Do you feel that, Mardegan?”

Mardegan poked his whiskered face out of the collar of Lurian’s tunic and hiccupped, then burrowed back inside Lurian’s clothes.

“Yes, you’re right,” Lurian mumbled.  He glanced up.  The large moon above was pale and splotchy, like a dried-out sponge.  The surrounding sky hung darker than usual, as if a thick blanket had been spread over it.

Lurian took a shaky breath. The night was moving, dark shapes shifting across the stars.  He looked down the road.  Up ahead were the glowing smudges of lanterns lit in windows—the last, dying lights of a city preparing for sleep.

Mardegan let out a little squeak, then scurried up to poke his nose out from Lurian’s collar.

“I know, Mardegan,” Lurian whispered. “I know.”

Lurian hurried on.  Guards holding spears stood on either side of the city gates; one of them held a knife in his other hand.

“Your business?” the knife-holder asked.

“Research,” Lurian answered.  

The guard’s hand shifted on his knife and he narrowed his eyes.  “What kind of research?”

“The important kind,” Lurian snapped.  “Now let me in.  We’re wasting time, and time is a finite resource.”  He glanced up, his eyes tracking the shifting darkness above the city.  “Never good to waste it,” he added in a murmur.  He looked back to the guard.  “I must get inside.  Immediately.”

The guard stepped forward.  “Who authorized this research? We are under strict orders to—“

The gates swung open and a man rushed out, hurrying to the guard who held the knife.  He whispered something in the guard’s ear.  The guard’s eyes widened.

The guard turned back to Lurian and bowed stiffly.  “My apologies, Master Lurian.  I did not recognize you.  Enter at once, of course.”

Lurian stared at the guard for a moment, confused.  “You didn’t—did I not tell you my name?  How silly of me!  No wonder you wouldn’t let me in.  But thank you, yes, I’ll go inside now.  No time to waste!”

He hurried into the city, the man who’d opened the gates walking beside him.

The gates closed behind them.

“The shopkeeper here will assist you with finding whatever you need,” the man said, gesturing to a building just off the main path.  He tilted his head in a small bow.  “Good luck, Master Lurian.” He scurried away.

“People here are strange, don’t you think?” Lurian whispered.

Mardegan hiccupped.

“Well, let’s hurry; no time to waste.”  He shoved open the shop door and stepped inside.

“Can I help you?” the shopkeeper asked, looking up, then gasped.  “Master Lurian, you’ve arrived!  They told me to expect you. I’m at your service.  How can I aid your efforts?”

Lurian glanced around the shop.  This wasn’t what he needed; it was a supply store, with housewares and tools and rope hanging from the walls on hooks.  He spun back to the shopkeeper. “Where is your—“

A scream split the air.

Lurian and the shopkeeper both rushed to the door, but the shopkeeper reached it first.  He pulled it open, leaned out, then shoved it shut and spun back toward Lurian.

“Stay here!” he shouted.  “Get behind the counter and wait for me to return!”

He grabbed a large hammer from the wall and rushed out into the street, slamming the door behind him.

“That was discourteous,” Lurian huffed.  He swung the door open and glanced out.

People rushed from the houses and shops in every direction, pouring toward the front of the city.  The night had taken on a strange glow and a fog had moved in, cloaking the streets.  Dark shapes swooped above the city, shadows over the fog.

Lurian stepped out into the street, his mind cataloging details, struggling to make sense of them.  

More screams slashed the air, and a mob of people rushed the gates.

Lurian jumped between two buildings to avoid being trampled.  His new vantage point gave him a clear view of a street leading to the water that edged the far end of the city. Reflections danced across the water, a strange ballet of glowing lights.

Lurian glanced back toward the gates. As the mob reached them, something crashed down outside, making the ground tremble.

“Run!” a guard shouted.  “Get a—“

His shout cut off in a gurgled shriek.

The people let out a chorus of screams and ran back the other direction.

Something thumped behind Lurian and he spun in time to see the building across the street flattened by a dark shadow. 

“What in the name—“ Lurian whispered.

Mardegan scurried out, squeaking his concern.

“We can’t,” Lurian answered, “we have to find—“

The shopkeeper rushed by again.  “Get inside, you fool! Run!” He pulled at Lurian’s tunic, trying to drag him back to the shop.

“No, I can’t, I have to...” Lurian muttered, but his eyes were on the water ahead, his shocked brain finally making sense of what he was seeing as the buildings at the dock exploded with roaring light.

Not light. Flames.

Not fog.  Smoke.

And the things in the sky were far worse than shadows.

Mardegan panicked, racing out onto Lurian’s shoulder and leaping to the street.  He darted back to the shop.

“Mardegan!” Lurian shouted, racing after him.

“Get inside!” The shopkeeper crashed into Lurian in the street and grabbed him by the arm.  “Hide!”

Lurian ran inside.

“Finally!” the shopkeeper grunted, then rushed out and slammed the door shut.  “Get behind the counter and hide, you fool!” he yelled through the door.  

“Mardegan?” Lurian called out.  “Mardegan, are you in here?” He ducked behind the counter, his eyes scanning for Mardegan.  He wasn’t there.  “Mardegan!  Mardegan, are you here?”

The shopkeeper shouted again through the door.  “Hush up and hide!  If they see you, you’ll be—“

The shopkeeper’s speech cut short.

“Sir?” Lurian called out to the door, peeking his head up over the counter.  “Are you still there? I’m coming back out, if you please.  I need to—“ 

“You fool! Hush u—“ the man’s speech severed with a shout of alarm.

“That didn’t sound good,” Lurian murmured.  

Something slammed into the shop’s door.

“Sir?” Lurian called again.  “Are you—“ 

The building collapsed on top of him.
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Zeriphath 

––––––––

[image: ]


LEX STOOD, FROZEN, with Jana’s arms around his neck.

“Marcus!” Jana’s breath grazed his ear as she embraced him. “You’re alive!”

A flurry of glimpses scattered through Lex’s mind, dragging emotions in their wake. He reached up, peeling her hands from his shoulders. “No. I’m not...”

“Jana, dear!” Nigel interrupted, clasping Jana by the shoulders and turning her to face him. “It’s so good to... but how are you here? You’re dead! Did you get trapped in the Worldforce, too?”

Jana stepped back. “Dead? Of course I’m not dead; I got sent back to—wait, trapped in the Worldforce?” She turned to Lex. “Is that how you’re—but no, it’s impossible. I saw you die. I’ve spent the last seven years thinking you’re dead.”

“What?” Acarius asked, moving toward her.

Jana shook her head. “No, I remember. I was lying there, dying. My energy started draining out, then something pushed it back in. I couldn’t move, but energy was returning to me. I was sure it was Marcus doing it, but then he...” She paused and took a shaky breath, glancing at Lex before continuing. “He exploded. And I got kicked back to my world.”

Acarius turned to Lex. “What? How did you—“

“Don’t look at me,” Lex answered. “I have no idea.”

“What do you mean?” Jana stepped toward him again. “I was there. I saw you do it. You saved me... don’t you remember?”

Nigel placed his hand on her shoulder. “He doesn’t, dear. You’re lucky he remembers you at all.”

Jana blinked. “What?”  Then her gaze moved beyond Lex, catching on something behind him. “Wait,” she growled. “You!”

Behind Lex, Amelia stammered. “I’m so sorry; I didn’t...”

Lex spun, taking in Amelia’s startled face and Jana’s angry one. “Wait. You know each other?”

“No,” Amelia said at the same time Jana said, “Yes.”

Amelia sighed. “This is the woman whose house the dream led me to. I... took the console from her attic.”

Lex turned to Jana. Woman? She looked a little older than Acarius, and several years older than himself and Amelia. Of course.  If Jana and Marcus were the same age, and she had been alive this whole time... She’s nine years older than me. It had been seven years since he died, but he died at nineteen and came back as seventeen. That was confusing, but it wasn’t the main problem at the moment.

Lex stepped forward, ready to defend Amelia. “Let me ex—“

But Jana’s anger had melted. She was staring at Amelia in surprise. “A dream led you there?” Then her curiosity vanished, and she shook her head. “No. No. You need to go back home. Now.”

Amelia stiffened. “Why?”

Jana shook her head again. “It was all over the news. The police are convinced you’re a runaway, but your dad has been campaigning for people to help search for you. He thinks someone kidnapped you. He’s worried sick, he’s been...” She paused, and took a breath. “You need to go home.”

“I can’t,” Amelia answered, her voice soft. “I’m stuck here.”

“Oh,” Jana said, looking surprised.

“You have powers too, right?” Amelia asked, stepping forward. “What are they?”

“That’s not important right now,” Jana answered. “I came here for a reason.” Her gaze lingered on Lex before she turned to Acarius. “We have to go to Arcalon,” she said. “Malleck Dross has your sisters.”

Acarius let out a short laugh. “That’s impossible. Malleck Dross is dead.”

Jana narrowed her eyes. “Really?” She shook her head again. “Well, then it’s someone else who was working with him. But believe me, we need to...”

“You’ve been missing all this time, they thought you were dead, and now you show up with this news?” Lex interrupted. “Why should we believe you?”

Jana blinked. “You realize I’m not the only one who vanished for seven years and was presumed dead, right? Please, we’re wasting time. I need you to listen!”

Acarius stepped forward. “No, he’s right. You showing up right now is too much of a coincidence. How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

Jana sighed. “We were friends, Acarius, remember? Things didn’t end well, but you trusted me once. Please. Your sisters need us. Liz sent me a message; she told me I’d find you here. Please, you have to believe me.”

“Liz?” Acarius asked, his forehead creasing with concern. “Why would she send you a message instead of me?”

Jana sighed. “I don’t know! It came to me, like a dream. I was in my home, on Earth, and suddenly heard her in my mind as clearly as if she was standing in the room.  She told me someone had taken her and your other sisters, and that I needed to come get you and the others and bring you to Arcalon to help them. She’s getting stronger, Acarius, if she can breach the worlds like that. Or the boundary between our worlds is getting thinner. Either way, it exhausted her before she’d even finished explaining. She seemed... weak.  Her voice sounded tired. She could be sick, or injured. And they’re all in trouble. We have to find them.  Quickly.”

Acarius spun to Lex. “It might be true,” he said, his eyes wide with fear. “If it’s true...”

“Don’t worry,” Lex said. “We’ll get them back.” He turned to Jana. “Tell me what we need to do.”

“We need to go get them,” Jana said.  “Her message cut out before she explained, but they’re in danger, and she said they were in Arcalon.  We need to hurry.”

The door to the room swung open and Lytira strode in.  “The guards sent for me, saying there was a disturbance.  What was—“  She stopped, her eyes going wide.  “Jana?”

Jana smiled.  “Hi, Lyt,” she said.  “It’s really good to see you.”

Lytira stepped forward.  “You’re... alive.” She pulled Jana into a quick embrace.  

When Lytira stepped back again, she was smiling bigger than Lex had ever seen her smile—not that he’d seen Lytira smile much.  The sudden warmness in her voice and posture was a shocking contrast to her usual, reserved behavior.

Lex glanced to Acarius.  “What’s happening right now?” he whispered.

“They were friends,” Acarius shrugged.  “Are friends.  Best friends.”

“Really?” Lex whispered.

“A lot happened when Jana and Marcus were here before,” Acarius answered, keeping his voice low.  “Lytira and Jana... bonded.”  He smiled.  “It was good for Lyt.  She’s never been great at making friends.  She didn’t see the use for them.”

That sounded more like Lytira.  But as Lex watched them interact, joy surged through him.  There was a part of him that had once been close to Jana, and that part was immensely relieved she was safe, and also happy to see Lytira more relaxed and excited than he’d ever seen her. It made Lex want to smile, too.

Amelia’s energy spiked hot beside Lex.  He glanced at her to find she looked uncertain.

Lex swallowed, discomfort building in his chest as he realized what Amelia must assume from him gaping at Jana, grinning like a fool.  He turned to her.

“Lytira looks happy,” he said. He gave Amelia a smile and reached for her hand.

She hesitated a moment, then returned his smile and took his hand, but her energy was still sharp.

“It’s really good to see you,” Jana said, “but I wish I were here for better reasons.”  

Lytira’s brows furrowed as Jana explained about Acarius’ sisters, then Lytira turned to Acarius.  “We should leave immediately.” She turned to the guard by the door.  “Please go ready our supplies and tell Baram to come at once.  We need to leave Zeriphath as soon as possible.”

The guard bowed and rushed away. 

Another guard from the hallway stepped up to the door in his place.  “My queen,” he said, bowing.

“Yes?” Lytira asked.

“Should I send someone to ready your guests’ horses?”

“Yes, please,” Lytira answered.  “And the donkey as well.”

The guard nodded and spun away, heading down the hall.

“Don’t touch his hair,” Nigel called after the guard.  “He’s very particular about his hair!”

Jana turned to Lytira.  “Queen? Does that mean – “ 

Jana let out a soft gasp as Lytira explained what had happened in Zeriphath, the battle—the death of her father.  “Oh, Lytira.  I’m so sorry,” Jana said, reaching out to take her friend’s hand.

Guilt flooded Lex as he felt Marcus’ feelings overtake him again. What have I gotten into? he wondered.  It wasn’t his fault—the emotions weren’t his—but he still felt like he was somehow betraying Amelia.  As soon as he got a chance to talk to her alone, he would explain.  She would understand.  Right?

A guard popped in, bowing to Lytira.  “My queen, the preparations are almost complete.” 

I guess we’re really leaving Zeriphath today, Lex thought.  Leaving was their original plan, but Lex had expected it to take longer to prepare.  But now that Acarius’ sisters were in danger, things were more urgent.  “Where are we headed?” he asked, turning to Acarius.

Acarius eyed him, surprised.  “To Arcalon. That’s where my sisters were supposed to wait for me, and Jana thinks they may still be there.  Even if they aren’t there now, it’s a place to start.  Hopefully someone there will know what’s going on.”

“Oh yeah, right,” Lex said, embarrassed.  Acarius’ sisters were in danger, and Lex was daydreaming about relationship problems.  “Okay,” he said, meeting Acarius’ eyes.  “Don’t worry; we’ll find them.”

“I will ensure we have a spare set of clothes for everyone,” Lytira said.  Her expression grew sad.  “With all the deceased from battle, there should be plenty of extra clothes to go around.”

“I’ll go with you,” Jana said.

The two of them left the room.

Acarius glanced at Lex as though he wanted to say something, but when his eyes fell on Amelia, his expression changed.

“Nigel,” he called. “I need your help with that... thing.  In the hallway? Come on.”

“Now?” Nigel said.  “But I haven’t even had my coffee yet!”

“Is that the drink you’re always whining about? I don’t think they have coffee in Zeriphath,” Acarius said, ushering Nigel from the room.  “Or even in Arameth.  When was the last time you had coffee?”

Their voices faded away as Acarius shut the door behind them.

Nervousness rushed in as Lex turned back to Amelia.  “So...” he said, then paused, struggling to figure out what to say.

Amelia stared at him, her face expressionless.  But her powers couldn’t lie; they were spiking erratically.

“So Jana’s back,” Amelia said flatly.

Lex paused, wisdom telling him to use caution with his reply.  What did Amelia want him to say?  Had she detected his feelings for Jana?  Be honest, he told himself.  No more secrets. “Yes, she’s back, and I...” He stopped, realizing halfway through the sentence how idiotic it was to lead with an admission that he was feeling affection for Jana.  He’d intended to follow with an explanation that the feelings weren’t his, but that wouldn’t be enough to compensate.  He backpedaled, redirecting his words into something more compassionate.  “I know it may have made you uncomfortable for Jana to—“

“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” Amelia interrupted. “I need time to think.”

Confusion rose again, but Lex knew not to push.  “Okay,” he said gently, giving her a smile. “But when you’re ready to talk, please tell me.  I want to explain some things.”

Something like fear passed over Amelia’s face, but it vanished in a moment.  “Okay.  I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” 

Acarius’ voice called out from the hallway.  “Lex!  Lytira says for everyone to meet at the barn.  We’re getting ready to leave.”

Amelia headed down the hallway.

Lex ran one hand over his face, trying to stifle his frustration.  He took a long breath, then followed after her.

Lex envisioned the journey ahead of them.  They had to ride through The Fallows to reach the port where they would board a ship for Arcalon.  He sighed.  The Fallows and upcoming boat ride would be daunting enough, but surviving it without being thrown overboard by one woman or the other might prove the real challenge.

Fifteen minutes later they were all at the barn, animals saddled and packed with supplies.  

The small remnant of Sephram in Zeriphath gathered in the courtyard, where Lytira announced she was leaving.  The people seemed pleased with her appointment of Baram as leader in her absence, and many of them expressed approval of Lytira’s active pursuit of the enemy and her decision to aid Acarius.  They considered him a hero after his brave defense of their city.  

Lytira thanked the people and bid them a warm farewell, but Lex noticed the hesitation in Lytira’s eyes as she returned to the barn after her speech.

“I hope they’ll be alright,” she said.

Acarius glanced over, concerned, but then Jana spoke. 

“You’re doing what you think is best, Lytira,” she said.  “The people see that, and so does the Worldforce.  You’re a good queen; you’re protecting your people as best you can.  That’s all you can do.”

Lytira whispered, “Is it?” But she smiled.  “Thank you.” 

Jana smiled back.

Lex glanced over to see Acarius looking forlorn.  “You look like you wanted to say something,” Lex whispered to him.  “You still can.”

Acarius glanced to him and shook his head.  “It’s better if I keep my distance.”

“Better for who?” Lex asked.

“Whom,” Acarius answered.  “And everybody.  Trust me.”

Lex opened his mouth to argue, but Acarius glanced behind Lex, then gestured with a nod.  “I think you have your own problems to worry about right now.”

Lex looked over to see Jana walking up to Amelia.

Oh no.  Lex moved toward them, trying to seem casual.

Jana reached Amelia first, giving her a warm smile.  “We’ll mount once we get outside the city,” she said.  “But there are only two horses and the donkey.  How should we divide up the riding?”

Amelia looked up at Jana.  “What?”

“No one rides the donkey but me,” Nigel barked from across the barn.  “He doesn’t like strangers.”

“Okay,” Jana laughed at Nigel, then turned back to Amelia.  “Lytira said she can run, so do you want to ride together?”

Lex rushed up, planting himself beside Amelia.  “I—she’ll ride with me,” he said.  “We’ve ridden together before, so it will probably be more comfortable for her.”

“That’s alright,” Amelia said, shrugging as she turned back to Jana.  “I would like to ride with you.  That way, we can talk.  There are things I’d like to ask you.”

Jana watched Amelia for a moment, but then she smiled back.  “Okay, sure.”  She glanced to Lex.  “Is it alright for you and Acarius to ride together?”

No, Lex’s mind shouted.  No no no. The two of them riding together? He cringed to think what they might talk about.

“Yes, sure,” Acarius said, brightly.  “Mare can carry us both.  That will be fine.”

Lex cut his eyes over to him, trying to communicate his panic.

Acarius smiled back, and there was a touch of mischief in it.

What are you doing? Lex wondered.  He narrowed his eyes at his friend. Traitor.

“We’re ready to leave,” Lytira said.  “Let’s get the animals out to the main gate.”

“It’ll be fine,” Acarius whispered as he moved back past Lex and out the door of the barn.  “You’ll see.”

Lex wasn’t so sure.

Lex and the others exited the city with their horses and donkey, and the guards shut the gates behind them, or tried, since the battle the day before had ruined the gates.  Large sections of the city wall were now little more than piles of crumbling stone from Malleck’s attacks.

Lex and Acarius mounted Mare.  Anxiety swept in at Lex as Amelia climbed up behind Jana on the other horse.  

Beside them, Nigel clambered onto his donkey.

Lytira moved in front of them and looked up at Acarius and Lex.  “I’ll walk.  No need to bother with shifting in and out of clothes unless I must.”

She turned away, heading over to speak to Jana.

“Won’t she get tired?” Lex leaned forward to ask Acarius.

Acarius shook his head.  “Sephram don’t tire easily.  As long as we’re not going too quick a pace, she’ll be fine.  If she gets tired, I can always take a turn walking, and she can ride with you. Or she can ride with Jana, and Amelia can ride with you.” He glanced back, smirking.  “Of course, by then Jana and Amelia may be best friends and not want to be separated.”

Lex narrowed his eyes.  “It’s not funny,” he whispered.  “I think Amelia might hate me now, and if she doesn’t, she will by the time Jana finishes telling her about how close she and Marcus were.”

Acarius’ smile changed to a look of compassion.  “It will be okay,” he said.  “Jana is nice.  She knows this is a weird situation, but she wouldn’t say anything to upset Amelia... not on purpose.  You can trust her.”

Can I? Lex wondered.  He felt he could, but then again, that was Marcus talking.  Lex didn’t even know Jana.  He fought back another groan.

An archer appeared on the wall from inside the city.  “Everything looks clear out in The Fallows, my queen,” he said.  “May the Worldforce speed you on your journey.”  He bowed his head.

“And may it protect you and our home, in my absence,” Lytira answered, tipping her head as well.

Something rustled in the forest beyond the wall.  The archer’s head snapped up, his arm sweeping an arrow from his quiver and loading it to tension on his bow in one smooth motion.  “Step back, my queen. Something approaches.”

Lytira turned to the forest, tilting her head as though listening.  “A pippit,” she said, turning to Acarius.  “It’s heading this way.”

Acarius drew his sword.  “Watch out. Move back.” He eased Mare over between Lytira and the edge of the forest.

“I’m not running from a pippit.” Lytira stepped back in front of him and planted her feet in the sand. “Who do you think I am?”

Acarius sighed. “I think you’re Queen of Zeriphath and that you shouldn’t be the one standing in the path of a rabid fluffball.”

The branches of the forest rustled in the distance, the sound coming nearer.

Lytira turned to Acarius. “I can handle a pippit.”

“Of course you can,” Acarius said, “but that doesn’t mean—“

“My queen.” The archer’s deep voice echoed from atop the wall. “Let me.” He aimed his arrow at the forest.

Lytira sighed, but moved back out of the archer’s way.

Lex glanced up at the archer. There were few of them left, after what the battle had taken from the city. Too few.  But surely one pippit wasn’t much of a danger; the archer should be able to handle it easily.

Nigel called out to Jana.  “You have good hands, don’t you?  Maybe you can... uh...”  

Lex looked over to see Nigel struggling with one strap of his donkey’s pack.  The whole satchel kept slipping around and under the donkey’s belly.  

Jana slid down from her horse to help him. 

Acarius stiffened on Mare, drawing Lex’s attention.  

“Everything okay?” Lex whispered.

“Fine,” Acarius said, his eyes on Lytira. He tilted his head toward the forest.  Mare’s ears swiveled, listening.

The trees rustled more.

Amelia eased the horse up near Lex. “What’s a pippit?” she whispered.

Lex turned to answer, but his eye caught on Jana a few feet over, still helping Nigel tighten the pack straps on his donkey. She turned her head toward the trees, a strange look on her face.

“We need to go,” Jana declared. “Now.”

No one moved; everyone stared at her.

“Jana,” Lex said, “What...“

A dull rumble beneath the horses interrupted Lex. Small pebbles on the ground skittered, and the sand below them quivered. Lex looked up. The forest was vibrating.

“What’s hap—“ Amelia began, but Lytira spun to face them, eyes wide.

“It’s a stampede,” she said. “Run!”

Jana helped Nigel onto his donkey.  

“Run!” the archer shouted, aiming his arrow at the trees.  He turned and called something into the city, and an echo of shouts drifted back in response. 

“Jana, hurry!” Amelia reached down a hand to help her onto the horse.

But Jana stood unmoving in front of the gates, her eyes on the forest.  Lytira dashed up to stand beside her, and Acarius moved Mare up to join them. Amelia followed, taking a stand beside Lex and Acarius.

Lex’s mind raced as he played through the scenario.  The pippits would tear through their defense, then break through the remaining gate easily.  Once they got inside, it would be catastrophic.  The Sephram people were still recovering from battle, many of them wounded, exhausted from trying to sift through the rubble and care for the orphaned children.  They couldn’t fend off an attack of hungry pippits as easily as they once might have.

The stampeding steps grew nearer, the trees quivering.  Lex turned to Jana, still on the ground beside Lytira.  She would be the first to be trampled.  “Jana! Get on the horse!”

She still didn’t move, frozen in place.

Lex squeezed his eyes shut, reached for the darkness inside him and tugged a tendril from its small cube of safety, then sent his mind outward, grasping for the pippits’ energy.

Nothing happened.

“What is it?” Amelia asked, easing her horse closer. “What’s wrong?”

“I can’t feel the pippits,” Lex said in a rush.  “When I try to sense them, there’s nothing to grab onto; my powers won’t work.”

“That’s because there’s no dark energy in them,” Jana answered, still not looking away from the forest.  The sounds were growing nearer, the trees at the forest’s edge rustling violently. “Pippits are purely innocent, one of the few creatures left in Arameth who are.”

“Innocent?” Acarius retorted. “That’s not how I’d describe them.”

“No, she’s right,” Lytira said, “they’re gentle creatures at heart. The Fallows changes them, but they’re still only operating on instinct. They’re just trying to survive.” She turned to Jana. “But the pippits are moving too fast; something must have panicked them.  In this state they’ll destroy everything in their path.” She paused, looking sad. “They can’t be saved.”

A bear’s roar resounded inside Zeriphath’s gates. Baram was coming, but even with him and the other uninjured Sephram who remained in the city, it wouldn’t be enough. Not with this many pippits.

“They can. I can feel it,” Jana said. She ran out toward the trees.

“Dear, I don’t think...” Nigel called after her. “Too late,” he shrugged. “She’s gone.”

Lex groaned. “What’s she doing?” Now they had to save Jana and the city, Lex thought, frustrated that he didn’t have his own horse.  Acarius hadn’t urged Mare forward to help Jana, he was just standing there, and Jana was about to be trampled. Lex braced himself on Mare’s back, preparing to jump off and help. “Why aren’t we going?” he yelled to Acarius.

Jana stopped a few feet from the trees just as dozens of pippits poured out of them, snarling fluffballs the size of wolves with wide, black eyes and overbites displaying sharp front teeth. Jana held her spot in the path of the oncoming pippits and reached outward, as though feeling the air.

Lex gaped at the others.  “Why aren’t we moving?  Jana will be trampled!”

Acarius looked back at him.  “Give her a minute.”

What?  Lex fought back his panic.  Had everyone gone crazy?

Amelia glanced over at him, her eyes wide with fear.

The archer on Zeriphath’s wall loosed his arrows in rapid succession, but taking out one pippit at a time barely made a dent.

Lex swung a leg over Mare, about to jump down, but inches from Jana the pippits slowed, seeming confused.  

Acarius grabbed Lex’s arm. “Wait.”

Lex started to argue, but the pippits stumbled over each other — avoiding trampling Jana — as they slowed to a stop around her, then went still. Lex stared as the cloud of sand dust settled around the pippits, who were now glassy-eyed, staring and swaying.

Jana stood in the midst of them like the pied piper of pippits, murmuring to them. “That’s it,” she soothed. “Calm. No one will hurt you.”

The pippits blinked back at her. One of them even yawned.

Lex’s jaw dropped. “Did she—“

He looked to Acarius, whose face had spread into an amused grin. “Yes, she did.”

“But how—“

“Later,” Acarius whispered.

Jana glanced back at them.  “See?”

Lytira smiled at her. “It’s good to have you back.”

Jana returned Lytira’s smile, then sank to sit cross-legged on the sand as the pippits continued to sway in front of her. “You’re alright, babies,” she cooed. “You’re safe.”

Babies? What just happened? Lex wondered.

The broken gate swung outward, and Baram appeared.  “All is well inside, my queen,” he said, bowing to Lytira with a smile.  “The people were preparing to defend themselves, but mistress Jana saved us that trouble.”  He turned his smile on Jana.  “Thank you.”

Jana glanced back only a moment, her attention still focused on the pippits.  “Of course,” she said, giving him a quick grin before turning back to the pippits.  “Off you go,” she murmured to them.  “Calm.  Back to your homes. That’s it; good babies. Calm.”

The pippits turned and ambled back off into the forest, the trees rustling as they moved into the distance.

“That’s all?” Lex asked.  “Won’t they come back?”

Jana shook her head as she stood.  “Something startled them; they didn’t mean to attack.  They’re calm now.”

“Let’s get moving,” Lytira said, as though Jana’s explanation were reasonable.  She turned to Baram.  “Thank you,” she said, her voice carrying unusual emotion.  “You don’t know how much it means that you are willing to stay and watch over my people.”

That’s it? Lex marveled.  No one is freaked out by what just happened?  

“Yes,” Baram said, meeting Lytira’s eyes.  “I do.”  He tipped his head in a bow.  “I am happy to serve, my queen.”

“You do not need to call me that,” Lytira said.  “We are friends.”

“Yes, we are,” Baram answered, “but you are also my queen, and deserving of the title.  I will not rob you of that honor.”

Lytira’s smile grew wider.  “I owe you a great debt, Baram,” she said. “For this and many other things.”

“You owe me nothing, my queen, though if you wish to repay my service, return safely.  That is all I desire.”  His eyes met hers with sincerity.

Lex saw Acarius stiffen, his hand tightening on the hilt of his sword—whether consciously or unconsciously, Lex wasn’t sure.

“I will try,” Lytira answered, reaching out to squeeze Baram’s hand.  “Thank you again, Baram.”  She dropped his hand and stepped back.

Baram nodded, then turned and went back inside the city, the gates creaking shut behind him.

“Let’s go,” Lytira announced, turning to the others.

“Yeah,” Acarius grumbled.  “Let’s go.”

Lex glanced at Acarius’ tense posture, then at Amelia, who stiffened as Jana swung back up on the horse in front of her and gave her a smile.  This is going to be a long trip.
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​CHAPTER 2
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LEXXXX.

He tossed, sweat soaking through the wadded-up blanket that served as his makeshift pillow. Somewhere in his consciousness, he knew he was still in The Fallows, asleep on the moonlit sand. The others were nearby, if he could wake up, call out — 

Lexxxxxx. The voice hissed again, insistent, like a cold rope coiling around him and tightening.

He pulled away, resisting, but it was hard to flee something that was everywhere. He pushed his consciousness away from the sensation of the voice, and as he moved, it followed him.

It always followed him.

They were getting worse, the dreams and visions, ever since they’d left Zeriphath. Before Zeriphath and even while there, the glimpses were just flashes of information filling in the gaps of his former life. But now her dark presence tainted every glimpse, every dream, every use of his powers. Mistress. Ardis. She could see him. She was coming for him.

Wake up, Lex told himself. Wake up!

The darkness shifted, drawing him further into the dream.

Amelia stood before him, eyes blazing, her body trembling with fire. “Help me!” she cried. “Lex, please! Help me!”

Lex dropped his sword and ran for her. “I’m coming!” he shouted. 

Amelia’s head tossed back and her scream of terror sliced the air as the flames burst out, consuming her.

“Amelia!” Lex yelled. “No!”

Not real, Lex told himself. It isn’t real. This didn’t happen. It’s a dream.

The vision dissolved before him, a harsh laugh echoing through the darkness as it faded.

Not real. Relief flooded Lex’s mind. The glimpses were growing rarer while he was awake but far more common in his sleep.  His dreams had become disjointed concoctions of his and Marcus’ memories mashed together, and he often awoke disoriented, struggling to re-grasp reality.  

They’re only bad dreams, he told himself. Everyone has bad dreams.

Unless they weren’t.

Ardis’ cold laugh echoed through his consciousness.

“Stop it,” Lex said. “Stop it!”

The darkness shifted again, expelling Lex from the dream, away from the sound of the laughing voice.  

Lex floated in nothingness, not yet awake but aware.  This was the in-between, that brief space between sleeping and waking. Soon he’d wake up back on the sandy surface of The Fallows, and this would be over.

He forced himself to take a deep breath and freed his mind to drift.  The worst was over, and the drifting would eventually lead to waking. It always did.

He and the others had been in The Fallows for two full days so far, but he hadn’t bothered the others with news of the nightmares since he still didn’t understand what was happening.  It was foolish to alarm everyone over something that might just be bad dreams.

And yet... they started after he unleashed his powers in Zeriphath against Malleck.  Could that be a coincidence?  Though most of the battle was a blur, Ardis had definitely spoken to him when he reached into the darkness. That part he would never forget. It had been what had distracted him and made him lose his hold, and if Amelia hadn’t been there, it would have been the end of him... and possibly everyone around him, too.

Still, Lex was uncertain the dreams and the first instance of the voice were connected.  He’d slept fine the first night after the battle, when he slept in the hall outside Amelia’s room.  It was only the next night, once they were out in The Fallows, that his dreams changed.  The dreams could be his mind sorting through the stress.  It made sense that Ardis might feature in his nightmares. To assume they meant more would be overreacting.  There were far more important things for the others to worry about, like saving Acarius’ sisters.

Yet what if they were more than nightmares? What if they were warnings, glimpses of the future? Seers did exist, like Liz, receiving visions of what was to come. Was it possible he was seeing visions now, in addition to bits of his past? That vision of Amelia bursting into flames, was it...?

No. He was overreacting again. 

But in the dreams, Ardis seemed close. Real. As if she were watching him from inside his own mind.

No, Lex reprimanded himself. They’re only nightmares.

Lex sighed as wakefulness crept in, the gritty bite of sand beneath him seeping into his sensations.  It might be time to tell the others about his nightmares. If Ardis’ presence in his glimpses was more than impotent dreams...

“Yes, tell them,” Ardis’ icy voice cooed through the emptiness. “Let them see how dangerous you truly are. Will they stand by you then? You’re not just an aberration, Lex. You’re a monster. I made you. And you... belong... to me.”

––––––––
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LEX SHOT UP FROM HIS pillow, panting, cold sweat trailing down his forehead.  

It’s not real, he told himself.  It’s not real. 

But Ardis’ presence loomed heavily as he woke, and her final words still echoed in his head.  If it was Ardis speaking to him and not just a dream, she was trying to unsettle him.

It was working.

He drew a deep breath, forcing himself to look around, to ground himself in what was real.  Hard sand beneath his blanket, dark sky above, faint moonlight, the sleeping bodies of his friends around him.  They were still in The Fallows, this was real, nothing else.  He looked over at Amelia, sleeping a few feet away.  Her chest rose and fell as she breathed.  She looked peaceful.  

“Lex? Is something wrong?”

Lex turned to find Jana watching him from her blanket a few feet over on his other side.  He ran his hands down his face, trying to compose himself.  “Did I wake you?” he whispered.  “Sorry.”

“No, I...” Jana began.  “Well, to tell the truth, I’m not used to sleeping on the ground anymore.  I’ve been waking up on and off all night.  But I saw you tossing in your sleep, and... you don’t look well.”  She sat up.  “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m fine.  Just tired.” 

Jana shook her head.  “I know you.  There’s...” She winced.  “I’m sorry.  I keep forgetting. I guess I don’t know you, not anymore.”

A wave of guilt washed over Lex.  “No, I’m not Marcus, but I was.  I still remember being with you.  Parts of it, at least. I know how much he... how much you meant to him.  But I’m not him anymore, not entirely.  I’m sorry.” 

Jana sighed.  “It’s not your fault. You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to.  I’m sorry for overstepping.  But... I’m here if you need to talk.”  She gave him a concerned look then lay back on her blanket and rolled over, turning away from him.

Lex flopped back, his mind racing with guilt and confusion.  Should he have told Jana about the dreams?  Marcus had trusted her.  She had been his best friend... and more.  But something in Lex urged him to keep his dreams to himself.

Jana rolled back toward Lex.  “Lex, since you’re awake, I need to—“

“Around and around it goes and goes, but when will it ever stop?” a voice muttered.

“Nigel?” Lex whispered, sitting again.  

He was surprised to see Nigel standing up, staring at him.  Acarius and Lytira were both asleep behind him on their separate blankets.  “They left you to keep watch?”

Nigel stared at him from across their small campsite. “I’m an old man, not a daft one... I think,” he said. He scrunched his eyebrows and shrugged.  “Anyway, I’m perfectly capable of seeing that giant thing coming closer to us while the rest of you are sleeping.”

Lex shot up to his feet.  “What?”

All around the camp, people stirred and sat up.

“What is it?” said Acarius, upright in an instant with sword in hand.  

Lytira joined him a second later, holding her knife. “What’s happening?”

Jana pushed up from the ground, glancing around at the others.

Nigel blinked at them, looking surprised.  “Nothing’s happening, can’t you tell? My beard whiskers aren’t even twitching, and they always twitch when there’s trouble.”  He stroked his beard lovingly, then shrugged.  “I was having fun with Lex and he decided to wake everyone.  Inconsiderate of him, don’t you think?” 

Lex glared at him.

Nigel glanced around.  “You’re all too tense,” he said.  “I’m keeping watch and doing a fine job of it.  Go back to sleep and let an old man feel useful for once.”

“Everything okay, Lex?” Acarius asked, turning to him.

Tell him, Lex urged himself, but the idea made something inside him curl inward.  “Yeah.  It’s fine.  False alarm.  Sorry I woke everyone.”

Not everyone, Lex realized.  Amelia was still asleep, facing away from him as her ribs moved in slow, even breaths.

Lytira turned away and headed to her blanket, leaning in to whisper something.  Even though Lytira and Jana had been friends when Jana was here before, Lex had never seen Lytira that friendly with anyone.  It was weird.

Acarius approached and clapped Lex on the shoulder.  “Try and get more rest, Lex.  We’ll have a full day of traveling tomorrow.  I’ll relieve Nigel in a bit so he can sleep, too.”  He headed back toward his own blanket.

“Acarius, wait,” Lex said.

Acarius turned back, and Lex was suddenly conscious of the other faces turning to watch him.  The camp was too small, and the night too quiet.  “Over there somewhere?” Lex said, gesturing out into open sand several feet over.

Acarius glanced around as though assessing whether it was safe to move away from the others.  “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Okay.”

They moved out into the open sand.  A shadow fell over the desert as a cloud moved across the moon, blocking their view of the others, but Acarius was close enough that Lex could still see him clearly.

“What’s wrong, Lex?” Acarius asked.  “You seem worried.”

Should I tell him? Lex wondered again.  Ardis’ frigid, haunting laugh echoed in his mind.  Lex trusted Acarius, but he was still uncertain about the dreams and visions, and Acarius already worried enough about his sisters.  Besides, what could Acarius do about the dreams?  But there was something else he had on his mind, a problem Acarius might actually help him solve.  “It’s about Jana.”

“Oh,” Acarius replied.  His eyes widened, but other than that he betrayed no reaction.  “What about her?”

Lex paused.  “I don’t know, I just...” he trailed off, unsure how to put his anxiety into words.

Acarius watched Lex patiently, giving him time to think.

“It’s confusing, having her here,” Lex whispered.  “I mean, I was figuring out who I was... am... and now when she talks to me, I feel him inside me.  I mean, he’s me—I’m me, it was my life I’m remembering, but...”

Acarius shook his head.  “I can’t begin to imagine how confusing that is.  It’s confusing for me, and I’m not even the one going through it.”  

“It is confusing,” Lex said, relieved to express his frustration.  “The feelings I had for Jana are still somewhere in me.  When I look at her, I feel... connected.  I remember what she meant to me, or at least how I felt about her.  But I don’t even know her. And Amelia...”

“Amelia...?” Acarius asked, encouraging Lex to continue.

Lex sighed.  “I know I feel something for Amelia.  Me.  The real me.  Unless Marcus is the real me, and I’m... but no.  I’m Lex.  ‘Marcus 2.0,’ as Nigel said.  I’m not Marcus.  I’m... ‘him but not him.’  Ugh. Why does my life have to be so confusing?”

“Because you’re living a new life on top of the memories of the old one?” Acarius suggested.  “You’re still you. Marcus, Lex, it doesn’t matter what you call yourself, you’re you.  Becoming Lex didn’t erase who you were before, but being Marcus before doesn’t mean you aren’t someone different now.  People change over time, Lex.  They grow.  You just did it a little differently than the rest of us.” 

“Wow, that’s... actually helpful,” Lex said.  “Thanks.”

Acarius stepped toward him.  “Marcus was my best friend, and sometimes I miss who he was.  But I’ve also come to see who Lex is, and the best parts of Marcus are still here.  You may not have all his memories, or all of his fighting skills”—Lex cringed at that one,  and Acarius shrugged—“but his heart, his courage, everything that made him the hero he was... that’s all still here.  The past may have made you who you are, Lex, but you get to decide who you become from here on out.”  

Lex ran his palms over his face.  “What if I’m not sure?” He dropped his hands, meeting Acarius’ eyes.  “I know the kind of hero I want to be, I’m learning more about my powers every day, but I don’t know what to do about the memories, the bits of old me still fighting to break through.” 
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