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They said no man could ever cross the Aracthea and survive.

The desert Aracthea, with its barren sands hot enough to melt the soles off a man’s feet.

Aracthea, with its mile-long stretch of searing rock, the bubbling pits of lava surrounded by a sea of sand. Aracthea, the wasteland.

They called it Death’s Snare.

There was a story once, long ago, that mothers told their children, about a man so brave and so full of hope that he crossed the Aracthea barefoot in one day.

One night, one particular mother told this story to her son for the very first time.

“How could hope keep a man’s skin from melting?” the son asked.

“It didn’t,” the mother said.  “The man crossed the Aracthea, but when he reached the other side, his feet were melted away and his legs were blackened stubs. Yet he didn’t care, because what awaited him on the other side was all that mattered to him.”

“What was waiting for him there?” the boy asked.

“Victory,” said his mother, “and then death.”
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– Fable of Raith’il

Recorded in Book of the Ancients,

Arayear 5 p.A.; 

Original reported missing from Arcalon Hall of Records,

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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The rider leaned forward, legs tense against his horse's sides as her hooves tore through the desert. He had been riding for days, though he could no longer remember why. Sand caked his short beard, making him ache for a shave. He shook his head and more sand sifted down from his hair. Sand coated his eyelids, his lips, even the inside of his mouth. He rode bareback, holding onto the horse’s mane. His horse's white coat was darkened with sand, and more flew up around them with every step. He clenched his jaw, feeling sand crunch between his teeth, and turned his head to spit. No spit would come; his mouth was completely dry. He leaned forward, urging his horse to go faster.

The horse stumbled beneath him and he murmured to her, but she had already regained her footing. He wished he could let her stop and rest, but they were almost out of time... he just couldn’t remember for what. They could not afford to slow down, that much he knew, but the reason danced just out of grasp. What had brought them to this wasteland? He could not remember, but he knew they must keep going. No matter what happened, they must not stop. The horse seemed to read this thought, surging forward to make up for the few seconds she lost when she faltered.

In the back of his mind, a memory whispered – The Fallows – a stretch of barren desert that took three days to cross at its narrowest point, even by the fastest horse and rider. And that was if the rider’s luck held, if he missed the sand pits that caved in without warning, and the vipers, and the mirages that lured men to slow deaths in the burning sun.  This information came to him from a distance, like remnants of an oft-told bedtime story. Even remembering that much felt like drawing up a heavy pail from a deep well; the memories resisted lifting. The details of the past few days refused to rise at all, slipping away even as he tried to grasp them, but he couldn't shake the feeling that as they raced across The Fallows, death was only a step behind.

The sun sank down, first slowly then quickening. The air took on a chill. Still they rode. They were out of water, out of food, parched and sunburned and on the brink of collapse. His horse’s breaths grew ragged, and the heat from her body rose up to him through her skin, surrounding him in a hot, dry cloud. They had both ceased sweating long ago. Deep in his mind he knew that was a bad sign – there was no fluid left in them. He lifted a calloused hand from the horse’s mane and reached to pat her neck. He and the horse had a deep history. He could not remember it, but the memories were not as important as the knowing of it. He could read her like an old friend, and he could tell she was weakening, the last of her energy draining into the sand beneath them. Her gallop became strained, hooves laboring in the sand. He tensed his knees and leaned forward, placing a hand on her hot skin, feeling his heat mix with hers. Only a little further, Mare, he thought, noticing that he had somehow remembered her name, though nothing else. Her faltering gait grew a little steadier under his touch. He shifted, steadying himself with his knees to stroke her neck again. His hand was inches from her sand-crusted coat when something caught his eye in the distance. There was a line of black ahead, as if someone had drawn across the desert with black chalk. He raised his free hand to shade his eyes from the last rays of the setting sun. It wasn’t a black line; it was a row of trees – the edge of a forest, growing closer by the moment. Wherever it was they were going, they were almost there.

The world tilted then righted itself again, and he was staring at a girl. The desert was gone, his horse was gone; there was nothing but grass and trees and sky and the girl... and him. The world had gone still. He ran one hand across his face, feeling the chafe of days-old stubble. He spoke and his voice scraped like flint; the words dissolved into the air before he could place them. The girl was not looking at him but past him, at something beyond. Wisps of blonde hair rested on either side of her eyes, framing them. Recognition hit him, along with a wave of longing. I know her, he thought. Excitement sang in his veins. He could not remember who she was, but he knew she mattered. He reached for her. Her eyes snapped toward him and widened in surprise. Her lips parted, as though about to speak–

She vanished. The world went black. He was falling into nothingness.

He had a flash of awareness – he was dreaming. Again. It was not the first time he’d had these dreams. These same scenes, the horse and rider, the girl – they haunted him, pulling him in and then tossing him back out before he ever discovered their meaning. 

He was slipping toward wakefulness when he realized he didn't remember anything of his waking life, either. Panic rushed in at him and he flailed in the darkness, afraid he was falling into yet another dream, uncertain what was real. Something in him stirred, a memory,  then slid away. In its wake was a surge of familiarity: he had done this before. His fall accelerated and in the darkness a presence neared, a surface rising up to meet him as he hurtled downward. He steeled himself, preparing for impact.
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2017

Lex

Lex groaned, stirring in his chair. Pain spread through his body, greeting him as he blinked his eyes open. Even his eyelids hurt.

“Look who’s awake,” a voice spat.

Lex blinked again, struggling to focus his blurry vision. Sour breath filled his nostrils as the man towering over him leaned down, inches from Lex’s face.

“Not so fierce now, are you?” the man sneered.

Lex began to push the man out of his face, only to realize his arms were bound behind him. No wonder his shoulders hurt, his arms and legs were both tied tight to the chair. How long have I been sitting like this? he wondered. “Where am I?” he asked, surprised by how rough his own voice sounded.

The man circled Lex’s chair, taking him in. “You don’t look so tough. You don’t look much more than a boy.” He shoved Lex’s head, and the chair tipped precariously before righting itself back onto the packed-dirt floor with a thud. Lex felt the back of the chair give under the impact. “How old are you, eighteen? Stupid kid.”

Seventeen, Lex felt his mind respond. Now that he was waking up more, anxiety crept in. He had no memory of how he got here, of this man, of any of it. Even trying to think of his own life, he was coming up blank, a realization he shoved down so as not to panic. He knew his age, at least; he hadn’t lost all his memories. But his frustration grew as he strained to remember more with no success. His memories, whatever they were, felt trapped behind a barrier. 

Lex eyed the man. He was large and muscled, and the tanned skin on his face and neck looked tough as leather. He wore dark brown trousers, boots, and a dingy tunic – work clothes. His face was faintly lined with the early creases of age, laugh lines edging his eyes. Lex couldn’t imagine this man laughing. He was scowling, fuming, his raw, jagged energy chafing the air. 

Seeing Lex study him, the man crossed his arms over his chest, revealing forearms covered in thick, reddish hair that matched the curly tuft atop his head. The man looked like he could rip a tree up from the roots and barely break a sweat.

Lex glanced down at his own body. The dirty tunic and plain brown trousers he wore hung upon lines of taut muscle. He was strong, too, but in the lean way of a wolf – nothing that could match the bear-strength of the man before him. Lex’s muscles instinctively tensed beneath his restraints, but trying to fight this man was a bad idea. Besides, being tied to a chair would hardly make it a fair struggle. Lex considered asking the man how he had gotten there, but since the man seemed likely to murder him at the slightest provocation, Lex swallowed his questions and remained silent – for now.

He chanced a look around at the space as the man circled again, passing behind him. They were in a small room with a dirt floor, wood-panel walls that leaked thin strips of light, no windows, and one door. Metal tools like those used for farming hung from large, wooden pegs on one wall. A storage shed, Lex thought. A lantern swayed from a hook on the ceiling above them, its dim light shifting the shadows from wall to wall as it swung. A wheelbarrow filled with something dark sat in one corner, but the rest of the space looked empty, except for the man and Lex’s chair.

Lex strained his mind, trying again to place the sequence of events that brought him there. His thoughts felt disjointed, flashes of color and emotion. He couldn’t focus them into anything that made sense. I must have been hit on the head, he thought, but the concern that elicited was swallowed by a more immediate threat. There were footsteps and voices outside the door.

The man moved back in front of Lex. “Now the real fun starts,” he said, and his smile sent a chill down Lex’s spine.

The door slammed open and sunlight poured into the room, along with a half-dozen men. Farmers, Lex realized. They wore work trousers and boots caked with mud, and even in the dim room, Lex could see they were all tanned and muscled from labor in the sun. They were the type of people Lex might think of as decent, working folk, if they weren't studying him like a pack of hyenas who spotted prey. They hung back, making a loose semi-circle in front of the open door. Other than the man who had shoved Lex earlier, none of them seemed to want to get close to him. Maybe they didn’t see him as prey, Lex thought; maybe he was a caged predator.

Fear surged through Lex again as he realized he truly didn’t know why he was here, or even whether he was the victim or a perpetrator. Had he done something to anger these people?  He couldn’t remember anything before waking up in this room. His memories were only glimpses, flashing and fading so quickly he couldn’t make them out. He tried to focus the memories, to seize one of them, but they slipped away as though he were trying to grasp oil. Panic swelled within him. He could remember nothing about his past, other than an awareness of his name and the general sense he felt about himself. He didn’t think he would have hurt anyone or done anything to justify being trapped here, but how could he say for sure if he didn’t even know who he was? That thought scared him more than the crowd of men staring him down, but he swallowed his fear and forced himself to meet their eyes.

Most of the men looked to be between their thirties and fifties in age, and their faces displayed varying degrees of uncertainty, fear, and anger. The man who shoved Lex stood in the front of the group, surlier than the rest. In the back stood a teenage boy, dirty and tanned like the rest but without their accumulation of muscle. The boy avoided looking at Lex, hiding behind the cluster of men. One other man stood off to the side, different than the rest. He was clean, well-shaven, and meticulously dressed in fine trousers and a spotless, white tunic. A startling shock of thick, black hair topped his narrow head, combed neatly to one side. His boots looked barely walked in, and his face betrayed no emotion beyond a slight air of skepticism.

Lex decided the man in the clean tunic must be in charge. The eyes of all the others kept sneaking glances in his direction, as though waiting for him to make the first move; he controlled the group with the nonchalant presence of someone who felt confident enough in his authority to have no need of asserting it. 

Lex cleared his throat, and some of the men shifted nervously. He focused his eyes on the man with the black hair. “Why am I here?” Lex asked, taking care this time to control his voice so it wouldn’t sound weak or frightened.

Surprise sparked in the man’s eyes at Lex’s decision to address him over any of the others, but he said nothing. He looked back at Lex silently, studying him.

The man who had shoved Lex earlier stepped forward. “You know why you’re here, you filth.”

Whatever Lex had done, it was clearly very bad. Unless he was innocent. It was unsettling not knowing for sure. Lex was beginning to worry, but something inside of him stirred, a steel-smooth whisper like a sword blade unsheathing. You’ve gotten out of worse than this, it purred. You have this under control. Lex let its calm confidence spread through him, warming the chill of his fear. He focused his eyes on the man before him. “No, I don’t,” he said. “Why don’t you explain it to me?”

The crack of the man’s hand against Lex’s mouth rang through the air. Lex shook his head, his vision blurring. Warm liquid filled his mouth and he turned his head, spitting on the dirt beneath him. Blood.

The man raised a hand to strike again.

“Enough,” a voice cut through the room.

Lex spat once more and lifted his face toward the sound. 

The rest of the group shuffled aside as the man with the black hair strode forward. He knelt, narrowing his eyes as he studied Lex’s face.

Lex returned his stare.

“You really don’t remember, do you?” the man whispered, low enough that Lex wasn’t sure anyone else heard him.

The man stood and turned back to the rest of the group. “This is a waste of time,” he said, with the finality of a verdict.

The other men fidgeted, scuffed their feet, ran hands through their hair, scratched their faces. No one met the black-haired man’s eyes. The man who had struck Lex sank back into the crowd as though trying to melt away.

Lex glanced between the group and the black-haired man. As he tried to puzzle out exactly what this all meant, the teenage boy slipped out from behind the group and stared at him, his face a mask of awe. Lex met the boy’s eyes, trying to decipher his expression.

A large, calloused hand shot out from the group and grabbed the boy by the neck, yanking him behind the other men. The farmer who had grabbed the boy turned backward. “Stay out of this,” he grunted, shaking the boy before releasing him.

“But he looks just like him,” the boy whispered, his voice rising to near-panic. “Don’t you see it?”

The other men in the group shuffled, still under scrutiny of the black-haired man’s stare.

“Hush, boy,” growled the farmer, shoving the boy behind him.

The black-haired man’s gaze swept over the group again and they stiffened.

“Go,” the black-haired man said, and the men and boy rushed out through the open door as though the building had caught fire.

When the sound of their fleeing footsteps died down, the black-haired man turned back to Lex. “Now,” he drawled, “what do we do about you?” He stepped back and worried his lip with his teeth, studying Lex as though he were an interesting problem.

Lex opened his mouth to ask what in the world was going on, but a boom from outside interrupted him, rattling the walls of the shed.

The black-haired man snapped his head up, his nose pointing toward the ceiling like a dog sniffing the air. He spun and walked out the door.

Lex waited a few breaths, expecting the man to return. When he didn’t, Lex realized this was his chance. Lex had felt the back of his chair splinter when the farmer shoved him, so now he threw his weight from side to side, rocking the chair until it tipped. Lex slammed sideways into the floor. Pain shot through his ribs but he ignored it, jerking his shoulders forward against the weakened chair. The wood cracked free of the base and Lex slipped out, stumbling to his feet as the ropes fell from his arms and torso. His fingers fumbled on the knots that held his feet to the chair’s legs but they weren’t well-tied – apparently these farmers were not experts in the business of kidnapping and restraint – and he was free in a matter of moments. He rushed to the wall of the shed, flattening himself against it, and peered out through the open doorway.

The door opened onto a small village, an assortment of wood-frame shops and houses connected by foot-worn pathways. Beyond the small cluster of buildings lay farmland, a patchwork of crop rows and grassy meadows. The village was set in a valley, the farmland sloping up and outward around it. Steep rises of forest rimmed the area in the distance, boxing in the valley on all four sides. Nothing was visible beyond the trees.

The village’s dusty streets were in chaos. Sheep scurried between the buildings, people skirting around them as they rushed down the pathways, many carrying large bundles in their arms. Half of the families seemed to be rushing from building to building, and the other half were dashing out into the farmland. A man darted past, carrying a baby in one arm and a chicken in the other. A woman ran behind him, gripping a bundle against her chest. She seemed to be struggling under its weight, shifting it against her as she ran. The family cut between two buildings, startling a stray bunch of chickens. The birds exploded into a flurry of flapping and clucking. The couple kept running, trampling rows of seedling crops as they fled into the nearest field.

Lex glanced around, but the men who held him captive were nowhere in sight. He stepped outward to get a better look. The shed was on the edge of the assortment of buildings, with nothing but farmland behind it. The crops were still young and wouldn’t provide much cover; if he tried to escape across the field, he would be exposed. But no one was paying much attention to him at the moment – they were too busy with their own chaos. 

Lex made a run for it.

He was a few rows into the field – and feeling a bit guilty, even in his flight, for trampling the village’s crops – when he saw a flash of movement to his left. He glanced over. A teenage girl fled parallel to him, no more than ten feet away. They were both moving too quickly for him to see details, and the girl didn’t seem to notice him. But she was definitely close enough to raise the alarm if she recognized him as the escaped captive. He veered away from her, but before he had put much distance between them, a scream sliced the air. He turned his head back, then stumbled to a stop.

A large, winged creature thumped to the ground before the girl, arching toward her. It was dull grey, as large as a horse but with a narrow-muscled, lizardlike body with four long, claw-fingered limbs. It held its veined, bat-like wings outspread as it stood upright on its hind legs, casting a shadow over the girl in the sunlit field.

The girl scrambled backward, tripped and fell onto her bottom, then scurried crablike on her hands and feet, trying to escape. The creature stepped forward, shifting its shadow over the girl once more. It almost seemed to bring the darkness with it, as though the shadow were emanating from within rather than simply being cast by it. Lex felt a chill creep down his spine as the creature leaned over the girl, opening its gaping jaws to reveal sharp, yellowed fangs.

Lex felt himself reaching for a weapon at his side, though there was nothing there. Did he usually carry a weapon? He couldn’t remember.

Angry shouts burst out from the village and Lex turned, tearing his eyes from the girl. The farmers were rushing in his direction – at him or at the creature, he couldn’t be certain. He tensed, torn between fleeing and helping the girl. The farmers could be coming to the girl’s rescue, or they could be coming for him. But they would certainly help the girl, once they saw she was in danger, and Lex couldn’t risk being re-captured. He spun toward the rise of trees; with the men still a way off, he would have a good head start. Even if they had recognized him, once he hit the woods he might be able to escape.

The girl screamed again. Lex turned back. The creature had her pinned to the ground, its clawed forelegs on her chest as it hovered over her.  But the men were approaching. If he helped the girl, he would put himself directly in their path; he would be caught for sure. He considered leaving the girl – surely the farmers would help her – but the creature leaned close to her face, so close that the girl squeezed her eyes shut and cried out in terror. It would have her gutted before the farmers could even reach her.

Wishing again that he had a weapon – any weapon – Lex rushed forward, hurling himself at the creature. He had only an instant to catch the surprise in the creature’s eyes before he slammed into it. Lex knocked the creature off balance, its sinewy muscles and scaled flesh writhing against him as they both tumbled to the ground.

They rolled to a stop a few feet from the girl. Lex had landed on his back, and as he braced himself for the creature’s backlash, he felt something cold and hard on the ground beside him. He grasped it – a farming spade – and scrambled to his feet. As the creature leapt for him, Lex thrust the spade upward with all his strength, driving its bladed end into the creature’s belly. The creature let out an ear-splitting screech, then stumbled backward on its hind legs and collapsed to the ground, twitching. 

Lex watched only long enough to be sure it wasn’t getting back up before spinning to the girl. “Are you alright?” he asked. A leaden chill settled over him as he realized he had just thrown himself at a horse-sized, freakish lizard-bat. 

The girl staggered to her feet, then doubled over with one hand pressed to her chest. She was dressed more like a farmer than a lady, in trousers and boots now muddy from her struggle with the creature. The creature's claws had shredded the front of her dark tunic, revealing a simple white shirt beneath, but she seemed to be unharmed. Her slim body trembled as she took ragged breaths, and her hazelnut hair tumbled down around her face, concealing it. 

Lex pulled back, knowing she must be terrified, and gave her a moment to gain her bearings. 

The stampede of footsteps and angry yells grew closer, shocking Lex back into focus. He turned to flee, hoping the girl would be alright, but as he spun her hand grabbed his arm. Her touch was like a shock against his skin. She turned her face up to him. She was startlingly beautiful, with large, ice-blue eyes rimmed with dark lashes.

The world tilted. Lex was standing in a field, ice-blue eyes staring down at him from the horizon. The girl’s lips parted as though to speak–

Lex shook his head, the world righting itself as the vision vanished. He was still there, in the middle of the rows of barely-grown, now-trampled crops. The girl stared at him wordlessly, breathing heavily and trembling. A look of concern entered her eyes as she noticed his distress. Lex gaped at her, his pulse racing for more than one reason. He struggled to fit the pieces together. Was that a memory? Do I know this girl?
The angry shouts and footsteps suddenly seemed much closer. The farmers. They were almost upon him, close enough to see him clearly. 

“You!” one of them shouted. “Stop!”

Lex had wasted too much time, any hope of a head start now gone. His mind raced through his options. Be caught and beg for mercy? Stay and hope they were grateful he helped the girl? Try to run? The men were strong, but Lex might be faster. The last option won. Lex's boots dug into the dirt as he turned toward the distant trees. As he moved, his eyes caught on the body of the creature – it was gone. In its place was a man, blood blossoming across the front of his stark-white tunic. A shock of neatly-combed black hair topped his ashen face.

Lex’s throat went dry. He spun, pulling his arm from the girl’s grasp.

“Wait!” the girl called out behind him.

Lex focused on the line of trees and ran.
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Lex woke the next day, aching and shivering, and groaned as he peeled his body from the cold ground. He shoved aside the branches that concealed him and crawled out from his hiding place. He was kneeling in a small clearing. Skinny-limbed trees towered above him, and dappled sunlight filtered down through a criss-cross of spindly branches. Lex took a few breaths and rolled his neck, awareness seeping in as he fully wakened. The farmers. He jumped to his feet, ignoring his body’s protests. Lex’s nerves were so strained it took him a few seconds to realize he was no longer in immediate danger. Everything was quiet. Lex finally relaxed as the events of the night clicked back into place.

He had made it to the edge of the trees and darted into the dense forest with the farmers close behind. He didn’t have time to make any sort of plan; he simply threw an arm up to protect his face from slapping branches and tore through the forest. Lex had been correct that he was faster than the men, but they were still only a few steps behind him – until his brain finally kicked in. Running panicked was leaving the men a clear, noisy path of broken branches to follow. His only advantages were his speed and his lean frame, but his speed was leaving too obvious a trail. It was dark in the forest. If he slowed down and moved quietly, he might have a chance at melting into the shadows. Lex forced himself to stop moving forward, and slipped sideways into the darkness between the trees. He crept farther into the forest, keeping as much distance as possible from the men without drawing attention to himself. The men were determined, but as they moved deeper into the shadows, their unease grew and they began to argue over which way he had gone. Lex tuned them out, focusing instead on becoming one of the forest’s many shadows. After what seemed like hours of Lex slipping between the trees just out of the farmers' sight, they gave up. Their voices faded into the distance as they backtracked toward the valley. In the wake of their parting, bone-deep exhaustion claimed Lex and he crawled into the nearest cluster of overgrowth, concealing himself beneath the branches of some short, shrubby plants. He was asleep within moments.

Now that he was awake and finally had time to think, images flooded in at him – the creature, pinning the girl to the ground. Its horrid shriek as he stabbed it. The girl’s slim body quivering in shock, her blue eyes wide with fear. The jolt of terror as he turned back to see the creature had transformed into the man from the shed. Did I kill a person? The thought sickened Lex, but at remembering the girl's terror he wondered if maybe it was worth it, even if he did. Whatever that thing was, it had been trying to kill her. He had saved her life. But what was it, why did the body look human, who were those farmers, and why were they after him? Why had they tied him up in the shed? What in the world was going on? And then a lingering thought he couldn’t quite shake: Why can’t I remember anything?

Lex stood still and concentrated on taking deep, slow breaths, then rotated to take in his surroundings. Now that it was daytime and he wasn’t being chased, the woods seemed peaceful. The ground was a mix of grass and light brown dirt, and there were small clusters of shrubs and other plants growing around the bases of the trees. There was sunlight above the clearing, but dew still rested on the leaves of the plants so it couldn’t be too far into the day. In the distance he could hear the chatter of various birds, and a slight breeze ruffled the trees above him. All in all, it was a pleasant place to be, except he still had no clue where he was. He swallowed down a lump pushing its way up his throat. “We’ll figure this out,” he said aloud, feeling better talking as though he wasn’t quite so alone.

He considered finding his way out of the woods to ask for help, but since he was a hunted man – for whatever he did at first and now, perhaps, for murder – there was no way he could go back to the village below. He doubted they would give him a chance to explain himself. But maybe there was another village nearby, one where the people might be willing to listen and help.

There was a rustle in the trees and Lex tensed, turning to face the sound. It was too subtle a noise to be the whole group of farmers returning, but it might be one of them coming alone to finish the hunt. Lex couldn’t see very far beyond the clearing. The trees were so dense that everything beyond the open space was bathed in shadow, even in the daytime. He lowered himself into a crouch, ready to run or to defend himself.

Another rustle came from the branches behind him. Lex spun around. Whatever it was, it was moving, slinking almost soundlessly through the trees. The rustle grew closer. Lex again ached for a weapon but readied himself to jump at the man anyway; he was tired of running. His calves tensed in anticipation and he narrowed his eyes, trying to see into the trees. A large shadow shifted among them, a dark mass moving toward him. He remembered how the creature from earlier seemed to bring shadow with it, and his pulse quickened. Was it another creature, come to seek revenge for the one Lex killed? Lex abandoned his plan to fight and took a step back, eyes sweeping the clearing for the best direction to run. 

The shadow emerged, stepping out into the light. Lex froze. It wasn’t one of those creatures; it was a large, black panther. Its yellow eyes fixed on him with a predatory gleam.

Panic flooded Lex’s veins. The creature was lithe, muscled, built for the chase. There was no way he could outrun it. It took one silent step toward him and Lex’s pulse hammered, his mind racing with options but landing on nothing helpful.

Another noise came from behind him, this one clumsy, more of a crash than a rustle. Something was plowing toward him through the trees. Lex flicked his eyes back to the panther; it had crept another step forward while he was distracted. Lex stepped backward, hearing whatever was behind him continue its rush forward as the panther eased toward him yet another step. He was closed in. Lex gritted his teeth, knowing whatever was behind him was almost there, but unwilling to take his eyes off the panther.

The thing slammed into him from behind, and Lex tumbled face-first into the dirt. Whatever had hit him stumbled and fell as well, landing behind him. Lex curled his knees into his chest, bracing himself for the panther’s leap, but to his shock the panther backed up, turned, and darted back into the shadows. Lex knew what this meant – the thing behind him must have been frightening enough to scare even the panther away. He swallowed hard, then pushed up onto his knees and turned to face the monster.

The girl’s large, blue eyes stared back at him. Dirt smeared one side of her face as she crouched inches from him, still wearing the torn clothes from the day before, her brown hair darkened with a layer of dust. “Was that a panther? I’ve never seen one of those here before,” she said. She stood, reaching a hand down toward Lex. Black dirt caked her fingernails.

After a moment, Lex extended his arm, unsure whether she wanted to shake his hand or help him up. Lex startled at how warm her hand was as it grasped his; there was a strange undercurrent to it, like an electric hum. He started to pull back, but she tightened her grip and threw her weight back against his, pulling him to his feet. 

She dropped her hand once he was standing, and looked up at him. She was several inches shorter than Lex, and the dappled sunlight speckled her face as it tipped upward. She raised a dirty hand, shading her eyes, and smiled. “I’m Amelia,” she said, extending the hand not over her eyes.

Lex was so focused on her eyes it took him a few moments to realize that this time she was trying to shake his hand. “Lex,” he said after a few awkward beats, and reached out to clasp her hand. At the touch of her, a jolt sizzled up his arm. He dropped her hand and stepped back, his heart racing.

Amelia’s eyebrows narrowed for a moment but then she shrugged, the expression slipping away. “So,” she said, drawing the word out. “A panther. That was... interesting?” She ended the statement like a question.

There were so many things Lex wanted to ask that he didn’t know where to start. He settled on, “Where are we?”

Amelia tilted her head. “Somewhere in Haven’s Edge, I think. I mean, I’ve never been this far in before, but I’m pretty sure this is still part of the same forest. You were kind of hard to find, actually.” Her lips quirked up into a half-smile. “I didn’t know there were panthers out here, though. That’s... new.” She glanced around as though expecting the panther to reappear at any moment, and for all Lex knew, it might.

“Are there not many panthers around here?” Lex asked, his own eyes also scanning the trees.

Amelia placed her hands on her hips, turning to glance at the trees behind them. “None, that I’ve seen. I’m not sure where that one came from.”

Lex wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad news. At least the woods weren’t crawling with panthers, but what if the panther was there for him? He knew he was being paranoid, but then again, everyone else seemed to be after him so maybe it wasn’t that crazy.

Amelia noticed his discomfort, and filled the emptiness with a gentle laugh. “Anyway,” she said, “we survived. So that’s a win, right?” She gave Lex a smile that made his heart skip a little. “And by the way, thank you.” She tucked a piece of dusty hair behind her ear. “For earlier. You saved my life.”

The hair escaped and swung down in front of her face again, and Lex itched to reach out and tuck it back behind her ear. He shoved his hands in his pockets instead, thinking of the sizzle he felt the first time he touched her. He tore his eyes from Amelia’s, turned his gaze down and shifted his feet in the dirt. “Of course,” he said, “I couldn’t not help.”

There was a flash of something deep in his mind, a voice rising. I couldn’t not help, it pleaded. He had heard that phrase before... or maybe he was the one who had said it. He froze, trying to focus, but the memory slipped away.

“Are you alright?” Amelia asked, her brows drawn together in worry.

Lex shook his head. “Yeah,” he said. He hated not even knowing his own past. He felt confused, weak, vulnerable. The anxiety of it still simmered inside him, but when he forced himself to meet Amelia’s eyes, her look of concern loosened the knot in his chest a bit. “Really, I’m okay.” For now. But for how long? Until he figured out what was happening, who he even was, how could he really know whether he was safe or okay?

Amelia smiled at him again, and he returned it with a smile that was only partly forced. There was something about Amelia that felt familiar, comforting. Aside from that, she also seemed remarkably calm, given what she had been through in the past twenty-four hours, at least the parts Lex had witnessed. Who knew what else she might have been through. Was she so calm because stuff like this happened to her all the time? Could she know something that might help any of the past day make even a little bit of sense? Lex’s curiosity stirred.

“So you’re from the village?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Me? No. I’m from Alta.”

The name meant nothing to Lex. “Is that far from here?” he asked.

She tilted her head again, a smile playing on her lips. “Don’t get out much, do you?”

Lex faltered, unsure how much to reveal. “No... not really,” he said.

“Hm,” Amelia murmured, her mouth curling into a half-smile again. “That’s a shame.” She stepped toward him.

Lex felt heat rush to his face as his pulse quickened. “So... what brought you here? To the village, I mean?” He stepped backward, putting distance between them despite his sudden desire not to.

Amelia stopped, letting him keep the space he’d put between them. Amusement glinted in her eyes as she studied him. “Oh, the usual... spy stuff, murder, massive governmental conspiracies.”

Lex gaped. “Really?”

Amelia tipped her face up as her bright laugh rang through the clearing. “No, of course not,” she said, meeting his eyes again. “Do I look like a spy to you?”

Lex examined her face, the clever spark in her eyes, her confident stance, and thought back to how she tracked him through the woods and how the panther fled at her presence. “Maybe,” he said, beginning to think it wasn’t so unlikely.

Amelia laughed again. “I was just here to get a few things from the village,” she said. “Or I was, until everything went crazy.”

“What exactly happened back there?” Lex asked. His heart sped at the chance to finally get some answers, but he still didn’t know what he should disclose, so he chose his words carefully. “I was in a building, then... boom. When I came out, it was total chaos.”

“I was hoping you could tell me. I mean, this is your village, right?” Amelia said. “Why were those farmers after you? Did you kill one of their cows or something?”

Lex ran a hand through his short hair, masking his disappointment. “No. I mean, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

Lex looked at her, those blue eyes locked on his, and felt he could trust her. He wanted to trust her. He took a breath, then said, “I can’t remember.”

Amelia didn’t catch the weight of his statement. “Oh yeah,” she joked. “I’m sure I’ve killed lots of cows and just not noticed it.” She stopped, her eyes scanning his face. “Wait,” she said, and Lex could almost see the thoughts turning behind her eyes. “You can’t remember what?”

Lex squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, weighing his options. She could be working with them – the assortment of farmers and a panther who all seemed to be after him – but that didn’t really make sense. Why would the farmers have turned back and sent her after him alone, and why would the panther have run away? She could really be a spy, or after him in some other way, but... no. He had seen for himself how she fled from the village, how the creature attacked her, and how the farmers passed right over her to come after him instead.  He was just being paranoid. Besides, he had to trust someone. There could be more people after him, more wild animals and traps around every bend, and he wouldn’t know until it was too late. He didn’t have enough information to survive on his own. 

He opened his eyes to find Amelia studying him, and the concern on her face was enough to make the choice for him. “All of it,” he said. “Any of it. I don’t remember anything.”

Amelia stepped toward him. “Really?” she asked, and her tone was sober, all joking gone.

“Really,” Lex said, not bothering to conceal his despair anymore. For all he knew this could be a huge mistake, but he wanted so badly to trust her.

She placed a hand on his arm, and energy pulsed through Lex at the contact. This time, he didn’t pull away. He looked down at her hand on his skin, her fingers delicate despite the dirt inhabiting her fingernails. Her touch sizzled through his veins.

Lex turned to look at her, their faces inches apart. 

“Let me help you,” she said.

Lex didn’t have it in him to say no.
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“SO YOU REALLY REMEMBER nothing other than those glimpses?” Amelia asked.

They sat in the forest clearing, backs against a tree, shoulders pressed together for warmth. Night had begun to creep in over them, but they couldn’t build a fire – even if they had the skills and materials, it might attract too much attention. The clearing was like a world of its own, an open circle rimmed by trees and lit with moonlight. They were hungry and thirsty, but Amelia had produced a canteen of water and some kind of protein squares from a small sack Lex hadn’t even noticed she was carrying on her back, and they had decided that would get them through until morning. Neither of them was eager to venture into the forest in the dark. They would shelter in the clearing for one more night, then face the outer world tomorrow.

Lex had been talking for what seemed like hours, giving Amelia the details of the past couple of days. She asked few questions, mostly listening. It had initially made Lex uncomfortable. He had thought it odd for her to be so quiet, since she had seemed so full of questions before. But with her eager nods and her gaze fixed on him, eventually he realized she was being quiet out of sincere interest. She really wanted to hear what had happened to him. It had been far easier for Lex to continue talking after that. He told her about waking up in the shed, the farmers, not understanding why they were holding him captive, the explosion, his escape – she had let out a soft oh when she realized what he had risked to stop and help her – all the way up to when she found him in the clearing. He left nothing out, not even his own confusion, not even the admission that he didn’t even know who he was, beyond a name and age and a few scattered memories. It had been a relief to tell someone, to feel not quite so alone.

“I really don’t,” Lex answered her. They both stared frontward, side by side, keeping watch on the circle of trees. He was beginning to get used to the ever-present hum of her energy after sitting so close to her for the past few hours. It was like electricity constantly pulsed through her, though she didn’t seem to notice it and he hadn’t yet worked up the courage to ask about it.

Amelia was silent a moment, then shifted beside him, pressing her shoulder more firmly into his. He knew she had only pressed into him because she was cold – he could hear her teeth chattering – but he couldn’t help his pulse quickening a bit at the contact.

––––––––
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THE WORLD TILTED. HE was in a clearing again, but a different one. A campfire crackled in the center, casting shadows across the tents that ringed it. Voices chattered from inside one of the tents, then laughter. Beside him was someone warm and familiar, her soft hair spilling onto his shoulder as she leaned against him. The flames of the firelight cast their spell upon its strands, shifting the color from blonde to orange and back again as the flames flickered. Her scent was intoxicating. A blanket hung around their shoulders, linking them together. The girl shivered against him and a surge of feelings flooded through him – concern, fondness, longing. He scooted toward her, letting his entire arm and side make contact with hers, hoping his closeness would warm her. She looked up at him, blue eyes reflecting the light of the fire.
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LEX BLINKED. BLUE EYES stared up at him, but the fire and tents were gone.

“Lex?” a voice asked, anxiety edging it. “Lex, what’s wrong?”

Amelia. She knelt in front of him, her face filled with concern.

Lex shook his head. What had just happened? Had he and Amelia traveled to a different moment, somehow? A different place? But no, it hadn’t been Amelia. The face was similar, but not exactly the same. And the hair was different, blonde where Amelia’s was brown. He had been transported again, witnessing someone else’s moment. Was it happening in real time or showing the future, like some kind of psychic vision? Or was it a memory? He was certain the girl was not Amelia. But those eyes... there was so much likeness in their eyes.

Lex squeezed his own eyes shut, trying to process the vision – memory, dream, whatever it was – before it faded. The images were already slipping from him, but the emotions were as crisp as if they were his own. Whoever that girl had been beside him, the guy in the vision had felt strongly about her... but he had also felt cautious, afraid for her to see how much he cared. He had been in love with her, but she didn’t know.

“Lex,” a soft voice pleaded, almost a whisper. “Please, talk to me. What did you see?”

Lex opened his eyes. Amelia had pieced things together; she knew he had seen another glimpse, as she called them. He wanted to tell her what he had seen, but the feelings were still so strong he couldn’t put them into words.

Amelia watched him for a moment, then sighed. “It’s alright,” she said, placing a hand on his face. “Tomorrow we’ll head to Alta; there are people there who might be able to help you get some answers.”

Lex leaned into Amelia’s hand, the feel of her touch mingling with the fading memories of the touch of the other girl. She thinks I didn’t want to tell her what I saw, Lex realized, and in a way he didn’t.  What he had seen felt private, like he had witnessed someone at their most vulnerable. What was happening to him? Whose life was he glimpsing? Or if these were his memories, then who and where was that other girl?

Amelia’s words finally sank in – head to Alta tomorrow. Yes, that was a good idea. Maybe her family or someone in Alta would be able to explain what was happening to him. “Okay,” Lex said. “Tomorrow we go to Alta.”

Amelia nodded, then dropped her hand from his face and scooted back against the tree, pressing her shoulder against Lex’s once more. She shivered.

Lex fought down a wave of emotion triggered by her movement, a flood of feelings he wasn’t even certain were his own.

“Will you hold me?” Amelia asked suddenly.

Lex turned to her, surprised.

“Not like that,” she said, raising an eyebrow at him.

What had she read on his face?

“Just for warmth?” She gestured to his arms as if asking him to embrace her.

Lex swallowed. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “For warmth.” 

She leaned into him, pulling his arms around her like a blanket. “There,” she said.

The feel of her against him sent sparks zinging through Lex’s veins. Whatever the energy was when they touched, it seemed to only go one way; Amelia gave no sign she felt it. She adjusted his arms around her, and any remaining thoughts of the other girl slipped away from Lex as the solidity of the present enfolded him.

Amelia tipped her head back, looking up at him. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

He could feel the warmth of her body all along his. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s better.”

“Good,” she smiled, then squirmed and tucked her head beneath his chin, curling against him like a kitten.

Who is this girl? Lex thought. He realized suddenly he still knew very little about her; they had spent the whole time talking about him. He looked down to ask her about Alta, the village she said she came from.

She was already asleep, breathing softly into his chest.
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​CHAPTER 3
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Lex woke to the chatter of birds in the trees.  The sun filtered down through the branches above him and the sky had a faint orange tint, as though not quite done with sunrise.  When the memories of the previous day and night settled upon him, he startled upright. Amelia was gone.

There was no sign of her in the clearing, and other than the birds, no sounds of anything moving nearby.  Lex’s first thought was that Amelia had betrayed him and gone to get the farmers, but he pushed it back, ashamed for assuming the worst.  She could be lost or in danger.  He stood and turned in a slow circle, double-checking the clearing for footprints or a sign of where she had gone.  

“Looking for something?”

Lex jumped and spun around.  Amelia.  “Where did you come from?” he asked.  He should have heard the noise of her shoving through the branches.

Amelia tilted her head, the half-smile on her lips once more.  “A bit jumpy?” she asked.

“Where were you?” Lex shouted, but caught himself halfway through the statement, lowering his voice.  He hadn’t meant to yell at her; his nerves were getting the best of him.  She didn’t move away, exactly, but something about her presence pulled back. I’ve upset her, Lex realized, feeling immediate guilt.

“I was in the woods,” Amelia said, a bit defensively.  “You know, doing what everyone has to do in the morning?”

She was using the bathroom.  Or whatever you called it when your “bathroom” was the woods.  Now he felt like a jerk.  He hadn’t heard her walking up, that was all.  He must have been more distracted than he had realized.  Lex inhaled and exhaled once.  “Right,” he said, feeling his face go hot.  “Sorry.”

Amelia relaxed. “Whatever,” she said brightly.  “So, back to Alta, right?”

“About that,” Lex said, steadying his voice.  “I wanted to ask you some things before we go.  Just so I know what to expect.”

Amelia flopped to the ground, crossing her legs in front of her.  “Sure,” she said.  “Go for it.” She looked up at him expectantly.

Her agreeability surprised Lex, but he sank down to sit across from her.  But what to ask? He started with something easy.  “How far is it from here to Alta? How long will it take?”

Amelia looked to the side, thinking.  “Two days, maybe? It took me three days to walk here, but I stopped a few times on the way.”

“You walked for three whole days?”

Amelia shrugged. “Yeah, but not without stopping.  Like I said, I didn’t come straight here.”

Lex looked at Amelia, seeing her in a new light.  She didn’t look like someone who would travel cross-country on foot.  But maybe she was; he hardly knew her.  In any case, Lex didn’t like the idea of walking two whole days, with or without stopping.  “Is there a faster way? Like a shortcut, or something we could ride?”

“You mean like a horse?” Amelia asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” Lex said, unsure what resources were available. “Is that how you usually get places?”

Amelia narrowed her eyes.  “Usually? No.  But around here it’s probably your best bet. I saw some horses in a little pasture back toward the valley.”

Lex tensed.  He couldn’t go back toward the village. The men would be looking for him.

“Not that valley,” Amelia said quickly.  “Haven’s Edge – where we are, I mean – is like a thin strip of forest.  The village you came from is on one side, but if we keep pushing through that way,” she gestured to the far side of the clearing, “we’ll come out into another valley. That’s where I saw the horses.  It’s on the way to Alta.”

“I don’t have any money,” Lex said. “You don’t mean steal horses, do you?”

Amelia mumbled something that almost sounded like not this time.

“What?” Lex asked.

“I have money,” Amelia said, offering him an innocent smile.

Lex relaxed.  “Okay,” he said. Then something occurred to him.  “You had to come through Haven’s Edge to get to my village?  I mean, the village where I first saw you?”

“The village is called Dalton,” she said.  “It’s still weird that you don’t know where you came from.”

Imagine how weird it is for me, Lex thought.  “Okay, Dalton,” he said. “You came through Haven’s Edge alone to get there?”

Amelia shrugged again.  “It’s not a big deal,” she said. “Other than that panther, there’s nothing much in here.  Usually there’s not even that.”

At the mention of the panther, Lex felt his skin prickle. He glanced around the clearing again, just to be sure.

Amelia kept talking. “There’s a little path, if you look for it. I mean, the people of Dalton have to get in and out somehow, right?”

Lex thought back to the village and the people fleeing outward across the farmland.  “What do you think happened down there?” he asked.

Amelia hesitated, just for a moment.  Then she said, “I have no idea, and I don’t want to go back to check.  But I’m sure word has gotten to other villages by now. And there’s a larger city at Morrow’s Lake.  Merik’esh, I think the sign said.  I went around it on my way here, but it’s on the way to Alta and I think it’s a trading hub for merchants or something.  Maybe we can ask there.  Someone should know what happened.”

Alta, a two- or three-day walk away.  Less, if they could ride horses.  But first they had to get the horses.  Lex felt his stomach growl.  “How far is this pasture with horses?” he asked.  His body ached from the strain of the day before and from sleeping on the ground, and he knew they would need fresh water and food before the day was up.

“Maybe half a day?” Amelia said.  “Give or take.”

Lex stifled a groan.  “Right,” he said, feeling his muscles complain as he stood.  “Then let’s get going.”  He offered her his hand.

She took it, and Lex did his best not to react as the hum of her touch moved through his veins again.  Does she really not feel it?  In a moment of rashness, he decided to ask her.  After all, if they would be traveling together, there needed to be a certain level of trust, right? Currently, his many questions were getting in the way of that trust.  There was something going on with her that both intrigued him and made him wary.  He met her eyes as he pulled her to her feet, and opened his mouth to ask–

Amelia’s eyes went wide.  Before Lex could ask why, the ground beneath them rattled.  A strengthening quake spread through the forest floor, raining loose leaves and twigs down on them.  The earth below them began to fracture, dry cracks appearing in its surface.  The ground heaved like a massive inhale and they both stumbled, Lex catching Amelia as she tripped.  His fingertips buzzed at the touch but he ignored it.  

The quaking eased almost as soon as it began, fading away into a dull rumble.  The birds – which had gone quiet a moment before the tremor, Lex realized – squawked and scattered into the sky in all directions.  The rumble stopped, and the forest fell silent.  The ground beneath was still but bulged upward from the quake, with shallow fissures webbing its surface.

Lex steadied Amelia as she regained her footing, then stepped back to meet her eyes.  “What was that?” he asked.

She didn’t answer.  She was staring at something behind him.

The world tilted.  He was staring up into large, blue eyes, but the girl was not looking at him; she was looking past him, at something beyond–

“Lex? Lex!” Amelia’s voice pierced like a needle of fear.

Lex shook his head.  His thoughts felt blurry.  “What? What is it?”

She grabbed his shoulders, and a gasp escaped him as current jolted through his chest.  She shook him.  “Lex!” she shouted again.

He blinked.  “What?” he murmured, feeling far away.

She pulled at his arm.  “Run!”

He snapped into focus.  Run? He glanced behind him, where her wide eyes were looking.

One whole side of the forest was rolling toward them, ground and trees rushing higher and closer by the moment like a tsunami of land.

He spun back to Amelia, grabbed her hand, and ran.

The deep breath the forest had taken was now in exhale.  The ground rolled like a tidal wave behind them, adding everything in its path to the growing surge.  Lex and Amelia ran as quickly as they could, but it wasn’t fast enough.  The ground-wave was gaining on them.

Suddenly Amelia tugged Lex to the left, making him stumble.  “We have to get out of the forest,” she shouted.  “This way!”  She darted down a path Lex hadn’t noticed, a narrow rut worn into the ground between lines of trees.

Lex followed.  Her detour had taken them out of the direct path of the swell, but he could still hear the crash of trees toppling, too close for comfort.  The forest floor beneath their hurried steps trembled with the strain of what was happening behind them.  Amelia gripped Lex’s hand so tightly his fingers went numb, and the buzz of her touch through his veins nearly overwhelmed him.  He could barely focus on where he was running.

Lex heard a loud crack and looked back; the trees they had just passed snapped in two and toppled downward, collapsing the path they’d come through.  “How much farther?” Lex yelled, realizing they couldn’t outrun this much longer.

But there was no need for Amelia to answer.  As soon as Lex turned forward again he saw it – the end of the trees ahead, grassy green hills visible beyond their branches, rolling into farmland in the distance.  Everything looked still and calm out on the hills. An unpleasant remembrance of the last farmland Lex encountered twinged in his mind, but he pushed it down.  There were bigger problems to worry about at the moment.  Like surviving a forest tsunami.

The earth heaved and surged behind them, toppling Lex and Amelia across the last few yards of the forest.  They rolled out through the trees and down the hill a bit before righting themselves.  Lex jumped up, preparing to run again, but everything on the hill had gone still.  The forest was eerily quiet – or what was left of it.  Uprooted trees and rutted earth spread outward in all directions.  Beyond the wreckage, Lex could see the drop-off where the rise of what was once the forest dipped off into the valley toward Dalton.  He shivered.  “What the heck?” he whispered.

Amelia appeared at his side, brushing at the grass stains that now accompanied the dirt and tears on her clothes.  “Well, that was exciting,” she said.

Lex raised an eyebrow at her.  That wasn’t the word he would have used.

She looked around.  “Aha,” she said.  “There.”  She pointed downhill, beyond the expanse of grass, to a patch of farmland with a barn and fencing.  Horses grazed in the fenced area, oblivious to what had happened on the hilltop.  “See? I told you there were horses.”

Lex paused.  There were so many things wrong with what just happened, he couldn’t even process them, and she was already on to the horses?  Her nonchalance was beginning to put him on edge, but he felt the need to play along, to pretend he was as unfazed as she was.  “Yeah, look at that. Horses.”  As his brain restabilized from the shock, his thoughts cleared a bit.  “From how you described things, I thought they’d be much farther,” he said.  “You said half a day, but we barely even ran for ten minutes.”

Amelia shrugged.  “Well, I think I came the long way around before,” she said.  “Besides, that weird forest-quake thing might have made us cover more distance than we realized.”

This didn’t quite make sense to Lex, but few things did lately.  He shoved down the edge of anxiety prickling in his chest.  “Okay,” he said.

Amelia smiled and grabbed for his hand but Lex avoided the contact, pretending to scratch his head as he looked past her at the barn below them.  He just didn’t feel like being touched at the moment.  How is she so calm? he wondered.  It was beginning to unnerve him.

If Amelia noticed his avoidance, she didn’t show it.  “Let’s go get a horse, and then we’re off to Alta,” she declared, and marched downhill.

What is wrong with this girl? Why is she not freaking out?  

Lex started to ask exactly that, but was interrupted by the sound of hoofbeats.  Lex turned to see a horse and rider galloping uphill toward them, the horse’s mane and coat gleaming white in the sun–

The world tilted. He was astride a horse as she galloped full-on through a desert, sand flying up in all directions.  He looked down, seeing his fingers tangled in her white mane, grains of yellow sand darkening her once-white coat beneath him–

Lex refocused in time to see the man dismounting.  The man draped the reins over the pommel, his attention on the horse for the moment as he patted the side of its neck.

Lex had a sudden urge to approach the horse, but instead took a moment to study the man.  He was handsome, with hair so dark brown it was almost black and startling, leaf-green eyes.  He was muscular beneath his simple tunic and pants, and freshly-shaven.  He appeared a few years older than Lex, maybe in his early twenties.  From the corner of his eye, Lex noticed Amelia’s posture straighten as her gaze swept over the stranger.  Lex fought back a twinge of jealousy.  Why should he care?  He barely knew the girl.  But he felt it just the same.

The stranger turned toward them, his eyes landing on Amelia first.  He gave his head a quick shake, then smiled.  The head-shake was so fast Lex almost wondered if he imagined it.  Had the sight of Amelia surprised him?  It was hard to tell, since now the man grinned warmly, any traces of shock wiped clear.  “Everyone okay?” the man said, and his voice was friendly.  “I thought I heard a–“

His eyes widened as they landed on Lex, and he stopped talking completely.  There was a breath of awkward silence.

What is going on? Lex wondered. Does he know me? 

But if the man did, he said nothing of it.  His eyes were focused once again on the hilltop behind them. “What in the world happened up there?” he asked, gesturing toward what used to be the forest.

Amelia stepped forward, her smile a little bigger than usual.  “We have no idea,” she said. “The forest just... collapsed.”

“Tsunamied is more like it,” Lex mumbled, and though he was certain Amelia heard him, she pretended not to.

“Thank goodness you found us,” she said, her tone dripping syrup.  “We were nearly killed up there!”

Lex was more than a little disturbed.  Had she been so obviously flirtatious with him?  He thought back to when she asked him to hold her in the forest, and felt suddenly deflated.  Disappointment and jealousy battled in his chest.  Get a grip, he scolded himself.  You just met the girl; it’s not like you’re together. So then why did seeing her flirt with the man feel so much like a betrayal?

Amelia continued talking, but Lex found it slightly nauseating to watch her bat her lashes at the stranger, so he turned his attention to the horse.  The horse had been standing stone-still since the stranger dismounted, and now it tilted its head, focusing one large, steady eye on Lex.  He stepped toward it, reaching out a hand.

The horse reared up, eyes wild, its forelegs scraping the air.  The stranger spun toward it, grabbing the reins.  “Easy, Mare,” he soothed.  “Easy.”  He placed his hand on her side and she settled back to the ground, huffing.

Lex’s heart raced. Mare.  Why did that seem so–

Memories flooded
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