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Fantasy books often have strange names and words to sort out. An Enemy Defined is no exception. That’s why I included a handy CHARACTERS, CREATURES, & LOCATIONS GUIDE that also features pronunciation. But be warned! If for some strange reason you’re checking it before reading book one, it does contain spoilers for A Journey Unveiled.
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Enemy includes subject matter that some readers might find troubling, including:

Grief and loss

Depression and anxiety

Racism

Slavery

Holocaust allegory

Blood and violence

Physical assault and a brief scene of magical torture

Feel free to contact me with any questions or concerns you might have.
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It’s June 8, 2004, the first Transit of Venus in over a century. Venus is passing between Earth and the sun, a rare event that occurs twice in eight years, then not again for more than one hundred years. Eighteen-year-old Lexi Guinel and her family are aboard an airplane that crashes in the Italian Alps. From Ontario, Canada, they had been vacationing in Italy and were beginning the second leg of their trip, heading to Belgium where Lexi, an avid equestrian, planned to go horse shopping.

With her father and brother dead and her mother clinging to life, Lexi and another survivor decide to go for help. After a sudden storm forces them to take shelter in a cave, Lexi begins to hear a woman’s voice coming from the back of the cave and decides to investigate. Instead of finding rescuers, she accidentally passes through a magical portal connecting Earth to the planet of Ayandoh. Moments after she passes through, the portal closes because the Transit has ended.

Waiting on the other side is Kiandra, a witch, who informs Lexi that the portal—called a Veil—only opens during a Transit of Venus. Because her father is an astrophysicist, Lexi knows there won’t be another Transit for eight years. Until then, she is stranded in this strange new world. Understandably, she’s hysterical. She blames Kiandra, believing she and her magic caused the crash, but Kiandra assures her that, although she is a powerful witch, she isn’t capable of anything of such magnitude. Eventually, after giving Lexi a calming potion, Kiandra convinces her to follow her to her home in the nearby town of Jalnarrah.

Lexi learns she’s in the country of Gowerland, a dangerous place where magic is forbidden. Gowerland is ruled by the cruel Gower family: King Ulric, Crown Prince Aeric, and Ulric’s brother Lucain. They’re descendants of Godric and Bain Gower, brothers who passed through a different Veil during the 1639 Transit. The entire continent had been known as Nebella until King Godric the Grave and Bain the Banisher seized control of the area to the west of the Mountains of Meeshatri and named their kingdom after themselves.

Lexi also learns she herself is a witch, although the preferred term is Vedosh. She can control the elements of air and water and can communicate with animals, including the immense brindle-coloured stray dog she names Tink, short for Tinkerbell. She also befriends two horses and names them Rogue and Storm. The mares live with Jalnarrah’s horse master and Lexi’s new friend, Jarsen. Jarsen is secretly a talented painter who has a crush on a light elf (also known as the Loinnai) he met years ago. Lexi also develops a fondness for a young boy named Halden.

Kiandra informs Lexi of a prophecy that foretold her arrival in Gowerland. She will set in motion the events required to save the country from tyranny, prejudice, and evil. But she won’t be doing it alone. The prophecy also spoke of another. That person? Crown Prince Aeric of Gower, enemy to Vedosh and all non-human races, including dwarves and halflings. Eighteen-year-old Aeric has been brainwashed through his upbringing to hate anybody who isn’t a wealthy, non-magical human.

Three weeks after Lexi’s arrival in Gowerland, Stakfleth, the city Aeric controls, falls to an army led by elves and dwarves who also rescue his prized prisoner, Queen Gloringar of the dwarves. Critically wounded and terrified to face his father’s wrath, Aeric wishes for death. Instead, the elf lord, Lord Taron, and Kiandra’s mother Eethelyn, a Vedosh healer, send him to Kiandra. The plan is for him to be swayed to the good side and trained to use the magic Lord Taron senses within him. However, the king cannot know Aeric survived the battle or he’ll send his troops to scour the country looking for him. They trick King Ulric into believing Aeric is dead by using an appearance-switching spell, swapping Aeric’s appearance with that of his cousin and best friend, Cadbian. The spell will wear off after a week and, as per Gowerlandian custom, Cadbian’s body will have been burned after three days.

While Aeric is recuperating, Kiandra and Lord Taron inform Aeric he’s a Vedosh, much to his disgust and dismay. After all, he thinks all Vedosh are abominations who deserve to die. He can control fire and earth and is capable of telekinesis. Now, the king must be kept from learning that Aeric lives and that he has magic. Lexi is beyond disgusted to learn Aeric is the person she’ll have to work with to fulfill the prophecy and she has a hard time believing they’ll ever be united in friendship, as the prophecy states. They detest each other.

Lord Taron gives Lexi and Aeric each a necklace with a pendant that allows them to communicate with each other through thought. It can also be used to call for Lord Taron’s help, but for that it can only be used three times.

By the time Aeric’s appearance changes back to his own, he is going stir-crazy from confinement. Lexi comes up with an idea to allow him to leave the house. She and Kiandra create a disguise for him, complete with eyepatch, mascara moles, and a padded belly. He adopts the persona of Lexi’s supposed bodyguard, and she gives him the name Costner, after the movie The Bodyguard. They attend Jalnarrah’s Ancestors Day celebration together.

The next day, the king’s forces conduct a raid on the town, one Aeric secretly knew was coming. Lexi and Aeric hide in the forest, but Aeric betrays her by drugging her with toxic mushrooms and turning her in to his father’s men, surrendering himself. He believes delivering Lexi to his father will earn his father’s forgiveness for allowing Stakfleth to fall. Having planned ahead, he left a note in his room for the raid leader, telling Raynor where to find him and Lexi, exposing Kiandra as Vedosh, and explaining about Lexi while conveniently keeping his own magic and his part in the prophecy a secret.

While on the road, the raiders let it slip that Aeric’s mother, Nanissa, did not die when he was a child as King Ulric had always told him. He grew up believing his mother fled in shame after Oracle Ebba caught him attempting magic and ultimately ended up murdered by peasants. Instead, according to the raiders, she had been imprisoned by the king. When Aeric presses the soldiers for more information, they turn on him, and he realizes his error in turning himself in. Together, he and Lexi kill the men. It turns out Lord Taron had been lurking, keeping an eye on them. He patches up Aeric. More Loinnai arrive and take all but two of the raiders’ horses to a better life in the elf homeland, the mysterious island of Bontiritir. Before leaving, Lord Taron tells them to ride the remaining two horses back to Jalnarrah, where they’ll be collected by two of his elves.

When Lexi and Aeric return to Jalnarrah, they learn Kiandra has been captured and her home burned to the ground. Naturally, Lexi is devastated. They ride to Jarsen’s and await the arrival of the Loinnai. One, Yendar, is a Black man with long dreadlocks. Aeric recognizes him from the battle in Stakfleth. The other, Mylinna, is a tiny woman with pixie-cut hair. Lexi recognizes her as the subject of several of Jarsen’s paintings. He recognizes her, too. This is the elf he had a crush on, and it’s evident the crush remains and might even be mutual. After gifting Lexi, Aeric, and Jarsen with enchanted anti-tracking coins, the elves leave with the raider’s horses.

Lexi, Aeric, and Jarsen come up with a plan to rescue Kiandra. On their way out of town, they search the ruins of her house and discover two boxes hidden beneath the floor. The boxes are magically sealed. They begin the days-long journey to the port city of Quabrilt, where Kiandra has been taken by the raiders who plan to deliver her to King Ulric. While on the road, Lexi learns Aeric has two sisters. Sylvaria is older than him, while Lorellia is the baby of the family. She also learns he used to have an older brother, Henric, who died during one of their father’s extreme punishments. Aeric begins to teach her combat and swordsmanship, while Jarsen attempts to teach her archery.

One afternoon, they encounter a group of slavers and Lexi sees her first grotts, which are humanoids who remind her of Neanderthals. The three of them kill the slavers, free the slaves, and give them directions to Jalnarrah.

They finally reach Quabrilt. The plan is for Jarsen and Lexi to pose as married bounty hunters and Aeric their prisoner, but Aeric loses his temper and turns the stealth mission into a battle. They manage to rescue Kiandra from the prison, but she’s critically wounded. Aeric uses his pendant to call Lord Taron for help, but she dies anyhow. They’ve failed, and Aeric’s rash behaviour revealed all their secrets: he’s alive, Lexi is with him, and they’re both Vedosh.

Lord Taron opens the boxes for them. One contains two rings and the other a scroll. The rings glow with the colours of their powers: Lexi’s blue and white for water and air, Aeric’s red and black for fire and earth. They learn they must locate five magical artifacts, one per element, to fulfill the Venus Prophecy. Jarsen and Mylinna volunteer to join them on their quest.

The Child of Venus, of copper and creature, a traveller from distant lands, shall bring about the metamorphosis of the Red Lion. The union in friendship of air and fire shall cleanse the land of a long-held evil, delivering freedom and prosperity unto all.
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MAP OF GOWERLAND​
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Each book reveals new locations.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Earth. Air. Fire. Water. Aether. The words formed a pervasive soundtrack that repeated in the background of Lexi’s mind. More than the elements of nature, they were her task. Her quest. Hers and Aeric’s, Crown Prince of Gowerland, her reluctant companion and partner and the cause of her current devastation.

Her heartbreak was not of the romantic variety. No, she wished it was something so trivial. Just twelve hours earlier, she’d watched Kiandra, her friend and magical mentor, die a horrible death thanks to a series of betrayals and rash decisions by Aeric. As if that wasn’t bad enough, when he, Lexi, and Jarsen had tried to rescue Kiandra from a prison in the coastal city of Quabrilt, Aeric’s wounded pride led to the exposure of his and Lexi’s forbidden magical abilities, endangering them all. And to think this was the person destiny forced her to work with.

It was now late morning. Lexi, Aeric, Jarsen, and Mylinna had been riding a narrow trail nonstop, hoping to put as much distance as possible between themselves and Quabrilt and the soldiers who were undoubtedly pursuing them. The shade provided by the dense canopy of towering, mossy trees did little to ease the scorching humidity, nor did the faint breeze, laced with the cloying scent of decomposing vegetation. Sweat ran down Lexi’s back and lather formed where the reins contacted Rogue’s neck.

Leading the way, Jarsen and Mylinna were now sharing the ride on Jarsen’s gelding, Vasco, something Jarsen had insisted upon despite Mylinna’s elven endurance. Few words had been spoken since the night before as each person processed Kiandra’s death, but Jarsen and Mylinna now whispered back and forth. This was a reunion for them. They’d met at some point during Jarsen’s mysterious past, and Jarsen had never forgotten her.

There was much Lexi would like to say to Aeric, but she lacked the energy and spirit to utter a single word. She didn’t even want to look at him. Uncharacteristically, he was keeping his grouchy, sarcastic comments to himself, although she doubted it was because of grief or shame or guilt. At this point, she wondered if he possessed the capacity for those emotions. Aboard Storm, his silent presence behind her felt like a hovering dark cloud.

At last, Mylinna and Jarsen reined in Vasco. Tink, Lexi’s huge, wiry-haired, brindle-coloured dog, immediately sank to the ground, her long tongue hanging out.

“’Tis safe to rest the horses,” Mylinna said as she patted Vasco’s neck and dismounted. “There is a clearing ahead near one of our portals. Lord Taron will find us there.”

Lexi sagged in the saddle. Even she’d had enough for the day and riding was her favourite activity. More importantly, so had the horses. One of her powers was the ability to communicate with animals of the mammalian variety, and at the mention of a break, their thoughts, in the form of images, turned to water and grass and naps in the shade. Unfortunately, Lexi knew it was likely to be a short stop. King Ulric’s men would be hunting them by now. It wouldn’t matter that Aeric was his son, only that he was a Vedosh—a witch—who had presumably turned traitor to his family.

Mylinna led them along a faint trail until they reached a clearing that opened around a narrow river, like a bead on a string. A dry swath along both shores marked how much it had shrunk from the ongoing dry weather. Still, Lexi perked up at the sight of running water, as did Tink, who wasted no time bounding in and splashing about.

Lexi had never been happier to dismount a horse in her life, a sentiment she saw reflected on the faces of the others who, like her, were stretching their lower backs. Except for Mylinna, of course, who watched them with a sympathetic expression.

“Allow me to wash the saddle blankets whilst you tend to the horses and yourselves,” Mylinna said.

“What about you?” Jarsen asked as he rolled his shoulders and rubbed his neck.

Mylinna patted his arm. “I shall be fine.”

Lexi handed Rogue’s sweaty blanket to the elf without meeting her ever-observant eyes and muttered her thanks. After removing her boots and stockings, she led Rogue into the water until the surface lapped against the mare’s belly. Aeric and Storm, Jarsen and Vasco followed suit while the delighted Tink swam circles around them.

Lexi was too exhausted and emotionally drained to react to the normally tantalizing sight of the guys peeling off their damp shirts, other than to wish she could do the same. She did, however, notice the way Jarsen frowned at the tattoo on Aeric’s upper left arm. Part of the Gower family crest, four bloody blades formed a cross with an eight-pointed star and orange gem at the centre. When Aeric caught Jarsen staring at it, he reached as if to cover it, only to rub the back of his neck and turn away instead. Strange reactions on both their parts, Lexi thought.

After the initial shock of the cold water wore off, it felt blissful against her hot, sweaty skin while she rubbed down Rogue. Only once the mare was taken care of did she immerse herself, sighing with relief as she lifted her feet to float on her back, her eyes closed, her long black curls forming a halo around her head. The break from gravity relaxed her aching muscles and soothed her mind into a blank state.

All too soon, the sound of Aeric and Jarsen sloshing their way to shore roused her. She forced herself to stand and began to scrub herself with sand. It wasn’t Dove or Irish Spring, but it would have to do. On shore, she saw Jarsen frown at Aeric’s cross tattoo again and Aeric hurry to pull his wet shirt back over his head. She made a mental note to ask Jarsen about it later.

She was wringing out her hair when the horses perked up their ears and nickered. Tink gave an excited woof and loped into the trees, water streaming off her bristly coat. Lexi didn’t need to read the dog’s thoughts to know Lord Taron had arrived. Tink loved the elves, and the elf lord most of all.

Carrying a sack in each hand, with a bow and a quiver of arrows slung over his broad shoulder, Lord Taron strolled from between the trees as if appearing out of thin air was a normal thing to do, which for him it was. Elves, also known as Loinnai, could teleport, a process they called Transommination or, as Lexi preferred to think of it, Transamming.

In this case, however, the elf lord had been forced to use the Loinnai’s nearby portal because he hadn’t travelled alone. Only the pure of heart could use the portals, limiting their use to the light elves and animals, in this case a gleaming liver-chestnut gelding with creamy-coloured mane and tail. A mount for Mylinna, who gave Lord Taron a slight bow before approaching the gelding. “You brought Cohiba. Lovely.” She patted the horse’s shiny neck as he echoed the whinnies of the other horses. To his saddle, four pristine swords were strapped.

Fondness shone from Lord Taron’s eyes. “He is your favourite after all, my child.” He set the sacks on the ground. “Nourishment for your journey.”

Normally, unwholesome thoughts would have crossed Lexi’s mind at the sight of him, with his tawny hair and bright blue eyes, cleft chin, and runway-worthy tall build. Not today, though. Today, she was too numb. Too grief-stricken and weary. Still, Lord Taron’s ability to read minds had led to her embarrassment one too many times, and it occurred to her that maybe Aeric could teach her how to block her mind. Doing so seemed like second nature to him.

Then again, that meant speaking to the traitor.

“An idea worth pursuing, Miss Lexi.” Lord Taron winked at her.

Lexi blushed under her freckles. He’d done it again.

The good humour faded from his handsome face, replaced by a soft, sympathetic expression. “My apologies. I listened only to ascertain how you are coping with the loss of your friend. My condolences again, to each of you. Kiandra was rare among humans. ’Tis a tremendous loss indeed. To all of us.”

Lexi swallowed hard, able only to nod.

“We’ll miss her—” Jarsen cleared his throat. “—her kind and generous spirit.”

Lexi avoided looking anyone in the eye, knowing she’d break down if she did. She’d done enough crying in the six weeks since she’d arrived in Gowerland from Earth, having lost her parents and brother to a plane crash the same day she’d stumbled through that damn, cursed portal. This additional loss could be enough to send her spiralling back into depression, something she’d battled since puberty. She knew depression didn’t need a reason, that it was caused by brain chemistry, but she was still afraid the mounting losses could be a trigger.

Aeric brushed past her to ask Lord Taron, “Have you any tidings?”

Lexi glared at Aeric’s back. Seriously? That was his first concern? He had nothing else to say? Nothing about the tragic fate he’d inflicted upon a woman who had opened her home to him, who’d done everything in her power to save his life after he’d been wounded in Stakfleth?

Perhaps thinking the same thing, Lord Taron frowned and gave a small shake of his head. “If you are inquiring as to whether word has reached your father about the events in Quabrilt, aye, it has.”

“And his reaction?”

“As expected.” Lord Taron turned his back to Aeric and presented the bow and the quiver of arrows to Jarsen, an adept archer who’d lost his own during the fight in Quabrilt.

Jarsen still appeared subdued until he pulled one of the arrows from the quiver. Its shaft and head gleamed with a silvery sheen. His brown eyes widened. “Otopardium. They’re made of otopardium. I cannot believe... Otopardium!” He balanced the arrow shaft on his fingertip before nocking it and sighting, getting a feel for the bow. “Impeccable. I truly cannot express enough gratitude.”

Lexi searched her groggy brain for the word. Right, otopardium was the strongest metal on this planet, yet also one of the lightest. It was rare, and even more valuable.

Lord Taron inclined his head in Jarsen’s direction. “Your gratitude, although unnecessary, is appreciated. You have earned them, good man, through your bravery and loyalty.”

Tink’s ears perked up and her tail began a frantic pace moments before Yendar, the dark-skinned elf who’d taken Kiandra’s body away, appeared, carrying bulging saddlebags. His cola-coloured eyes went straight to Aeric as he said, “Additional supplies for your journey... including some dearly needed soap.” He winked as he set them beside the sacks from Lord Taron.

Mylinna removed the swords from Cohiba’s saddle. “My lord, shall we?”

“Ah, yes.” Lord Taron reached for them. “To replace the lesser weapons you were forced to procure for yourselves.”

The ones they’d stolen from dead soldiers, he meant. Lexi felt a glimmer of satisfaction when Lord Taron left the eager Aeric for last. She didn’t share her companions’ excitement when she half-heartedly examined her new weapon. It was perfectly balanced and beautifully crafted, but she lacked the energy to muster much enthusiasm. Perhaps she’d appreciate it more when she wasn’t physically and emotionally exhausted. Still, she made certain to thank Lord Taron, who gave her an understanding smile.

Next, the elf lord produced a scroll from inside his tunic. “This may prove to be of assistance in planning your journey.”

Aeric grabbed the yellowed parchment and unrolled it: A map. In order to see it for herself, Lexi was forced to sidle closer to Aeric than she would have liked. With his new bow still over his shoulder, Jarsen joined them. This was the first time she’d seen the map of Gowerland in its entirety. Based on the amount of time it had taken them to travel from Jalnarrah to Quabrilt, Gowerland appeared to be nearly the size of the continental United States. With extensive mountain ranges, arid areas of scrub brush, low wetlands crisscrossed by rivers, sweeping grasslands, and wide-ranging forests like the one in which they stood, the scope of their task became clear. Her stomach sank. How on Earth—her version or theirs—were they going to manage this?

If Aeric felt intimidated, he didn’t show it. “I presume the circled locations are possible locations of the artifacts?” Someone, likely Lord Taron, had drawn circles on it using the colours associated with each of the five elements: red for fire, blue for water, white for air, black for earth, and purple for aether.

Lord Taron nodded. “The two most logical sites for each element.”

Jarsen stroked his fingers along his jaw. “I’ve not seen an accurate map since I was a boy. I’d forgotten how large Gowerland is.”

“You make that sound like a good thing.” Lexi’s voice was as subdued as her spirits.

“Feeling discouraged, Lexi?” Aeric glanced up from the map. “Perhaps you finally agree that too much is being asked of us?”

“Of me, having to spend so much time with you,” she snapped. The longer she stared at the map, the faster and shallower her breaths became and the tighter her chest felt, like she’d suddenly remembered a major assignment the night before it was due. “This is going to take forever. And what if the artifacts aren’t there? What if some of them are in Nebella?” She looked to the northeast region of the map, where the formidable Mountains of Meeshatri separated Gowerland from Nebella.

Mylinna touched Lexi’s shoulder. “Take heart. Prince Aeric and I are familiar with much of the land, as is Jarsen to a lesser extent. Our combined knowledge will be of assistance.”

“And if the artifacts aren’t in these locations?” Jarsen sank onto a mossy boulder with a weary sigh.

Lexi didn’t register Lord Taron’s reply. Her adrenaline-fuelled endurance suddenly gave way to her fatigue and anxiety and she swayed on her feet, her legs both leaden and wobbly. It felt like her bones were melting.

Mylinna swept to her side. “My lord, I believe the humans require rest.” She put her arm around Lexi’s waist, supporting her, and nodded her chin towards Jarsen, who was yawning as he absently massaged his lower back.

“Forgive me. It has been quite some time since I knew the limitations of a mortal body. I oftentimes forget.” Lord Taron produced three small scrolls from inside his tunic. “Before I take my leave, new identification papers and travel permits for each of you.”

Yendar stepped forward. “Allow me, my lord. I shall also retrieve their current papers for safekeeping.” Lord Taron indicated which scroll belonged to whom when he handed them over. Even though Jarsen was closer, Yendar approached Aeric first. Lexi noticed how the elf’s hand lingered on his end of the scroll a beat longer than necessary when Aeric took it from him. “Your Highness.” Yendar gave a slight bow.

Aeric broke the wax seal and, without lifting his gaze, said, “That will be all,” dismissing the elf like a common servant. Yendar blinked, straightened. “I have no papers to give you,” Aeric said before unrolling the parchment. He looked it over and narrowed his eyes. “Such a common name.”

“An uncommon name would attract more attention, Your Highness,” Yendar explained in a carefully neutral tone. He met Lord Taron’s gaze, shook his head, and proceeded to hand Lexi her papers.

She took care to give Yendar an extra-long and extra-warm smile. “Thank you so much, Yendar.”

Yendar nodded once and turned towards Jarsen, his eyes cutting towards Aeric again as he did so.

“I suppose your new names are not at all objectionable.” Aeric unceremoniously folded the papers and stuffed them inside the inner pocket of his pants.

Lexi and Jarsen rolled their eyes at each other as Lexi broke the wax seal with a satisfying snap. “Esteer Aherin.” Although the identification document Kiandra had given her was also a forgery, it used her real name and identified her hometown as Jalnarrah, both dangerous pieces of information to volunteer.

“And I am Colter Aherin.” Jarsen grinned at Lexi. “It seems we are once again husband and wife,” he said, referring to their ruse at the gates of Quabrilt, where they’d posed as married bounty hunters in possession of a deserter. Fortunately, the excitement of mistaking Aeric for his deceased cousin Cadbian had distracted the city guards from asking for papers.

Aeric’s snort was left open for interpretation.

Lord Taron bowed in their direction. “Now rest. May the blessings of the goddesses and the fortunes of the gods follow you in your journeys.” In a blink, he and Yendar disappeared.
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Mylinna only allowed them to sleep for four hours. Lexi was not impressed. She wasn’t a morning person at the best of times, not even when it was technically mid-afternoon, and bad dreams meant she hadn’t slept well. Her mind kept replaying the deaths of her family and Kiandra, finding creative and disturbing ways to combine the two: a bloodied and bruised Kiandra strapped into a seat from the plane, begging Lexi for help; Lexi’s brother Lee slumped in the corner of Kiandra’s cell, his leg still bent in that impossible angle; Kiandra hovering over Lexi’s parents, desperately trying to heal them as the stumps of her arms dripped blood on their faces.

Lexi knelt beside the river and splashed water on her face, then donned the homemade bandana she used as a headband to keep her curls under control in this humidity. Then, something she was never going to get used to, she headed for the privacy of the trees at the far end of the clearing to relieve herself. When all this prophecy stuff was over and done with, she swore she was going to figure out how to make toilet paper. She’d be the richest person in Gowerland in no time.

She stepped back through the trees and frowned when she found Mylinna waiting for her. “Something wrong?”

“Not at all.” Mylinna fished a vial from one of her pockets. “This is for you, from Yendar. A tincture to prevent your monthly flux, if you wish to use it.”

Lexi couldn’t grab it fast enough. It was almost that time and she’d been worrying about how to manage her period without so much as the torn rags she’d been forced to use at Kiandra’s. “Oh, thank goodness. Thanks.” She took off the cap and sniffed the contents. Spearmint? “How much and how often?”

“Three drops once each day.”

Lexi wasted no time in taking the first dose. Yep, spearmint. She pocketed the vial and set off towards the camp. “Why from Yendar?”

Mylinna lifted her brows. “You do not know? He is our potions master.”

“Potions master! Why would Lord Taron have sent him to get a horse? Seems below his rank.” The first time Lexi had met Yendar, he and Mylinna had shown up in Jalnarrah to retrieve the horses Lexi and Aeric had stolen from raiders.

“Like myself, Yendar volunteered, and for the same reason. We both wanted to see a handsome young man again.” She lowered her voice now that they were within hearing distance of the camp. “Two different handsome young men,” she added with a wink.

“Ah, I thought that might be the case.” Lexi’s heart sank at the thought of somebody as pure and kind as Yendar being rebuked. “He’s going to get his heart broken, you know. Aeric’s not gay. I mean, he likes girls,” she clarified. The word gay meant merry here.

Mylinna patted her shoulder. “You needn’t worry about Yendar. He is aware, as he is also aware of the prince’s faults, yet he still enjoys looking. Can you blame him?”

Lexi looked over at Aeric, taking in his athletic build; his short, dark-coffee-coloured hair that brought out the black ring around his silver-grey irises; his strong jaw and sharp cheekbones. She shrugged. “I suppose not. From a purely aesthetic standpoint.”

After taking care to remove all evidence that they’d been there, they ultimately decided the safest plan was to head in the opposite direction of the raiders’ route. That meant heading north along the coast with the mountains to their right. Coincidentally, this would take them near a mountain pass that contained a possible aether artifact site, within an ancient temple carved into the mountain by the Mother, Ayanella. Because Ayanella was the source of aether and therefore of life itself, Lord Taron considered this to be a logical location to check. The journey would take them more than a week.

They rode two-by-two along the roughly hewn trail, dwarfed by the mossy trees. Ahead of the silent Lexi and Aeric, Mylinna and Jarsen chatted with each other, stealing glances when they thought the other wasn’t looking. Seeing Jarsen animated and relaxed alongside Mylinna made Lexi’s feelings for him clear. Beyond not being jealous, she was happy for her friend, and she was grateful to Mylinna for keeping him distracted over the loss of Kiandra, the only person in Jalnarrah who hadn’t treated him poorly.

At the thought of Kiandra, Lexi felt her grief seep from beneath the lid of the box she’d shoved it in, like smoke under a closed door. She needed the distraction of conversation, but not with Aeric. Instead, she said to Mylinna, “How has the temple survived this long? You’d think Godric and Bain or some other Gower would have destroyed it by now.”

“Attempts were made. Unfortunately, every unlucky soul who was chosen to enter met a gruesome end.”

“Unfortunately?”

“All loss of life is lamentable, Lexi,” Mylinna said, echoing words Lord Taron had spoken in the past. “All the more so when the departed were merely obeying orders.” Her pointed glance was also reminiscent of the elf lord, conveying the message that much the same could be said about Aeric’s past deeds.

Lexi glanced at Aeric and found him watching her as he stated, “Father says the temple is cursed. Entry is forbidden.”

“Your father may very well be correct.”

Despite the heat, Lexi shivered. Of course the place would be cursed, just like she and Aeric were cursed by the prophecy that was sending them there.

“I myself have never been inside,” Mylinna continued. “Only the elf lords choose to enter, and only they have left unharmed. For what purpose, we do not know. You see, Prince Aeric, Lord Taron keeps secrets from us as well.”

Aeric made his characteristic grunt-hum noise. If Lexi was honest with herself, he appeared as subdued as she felt, his eyes focussed ahead in a thousand-yard stare. Did he regret his hot-headed actions in Quabrilt? Did he feel guilty about outing Kiandra as a Vedosh to his father’s raiders? If he hadn’t done so, chances were Kiandra would still be alive, Lexi would still be safe and comfortable in Jalnarrah with her friend, and she and Aeric would still have their teacher.

This train of thought gave her an idea. Maybe Mylinna could take over the role of teacher and mentor. Judging by the electricity between the elf and Jarsen and by Mylinna’s comment about handsome young men, she had the feeling Mylinna would be sticking around for a while. “What kind of magic can you do?”

“There is no type of magic the Loinnai cannot perform. Basic, runic, elemental, with equal affinities for each element.” Mylinna looked over her shoulder. “Did Kiandra not—” She cut herself off when Lexi flinched at the name. “My apologies.”

Jarsen cleared his throat. “Because you are in balance with nature?”

“Correct.”

“And your enhanced senses?” Aeric asked.

“The result of our enhanced bodies.”

Aeric seemed to mull this over before saying, “And the Selenites?”

At the mention of the dark elves, Mylinna frowned. “They are truly our opposites. Abominations of nature. As such, they cannot connect with the elements.”

Aeric’s eyes narrowed. “Every Selenite I have ever encountered possessed magic and enhanced senses.” Mylinna shook her head and opened her mouth, only for Aeric to add, “Do not attempt to deceive me. I have witnessed their magic.” He seemed to think he’d caught Mylinna in a lie.

Lexi was all too happy to deprive him of his satisfaction. “They get it indirectly. Through crystals.”

Jarsen nodded. “Selith crystals.”

“Those you were in the company of, Prince Aeric, were they adorned with purple crystals?”

Appeased perhaps by Mylinna’s use of his title, something Lexi and Jarsen refused to do, Aeric’s posture relaxed in the saddle. “I do recall pendants. And perhaps a ring or two.”

“So few crystals means the feats they performed must have been minor. The greater the spell, the larger the crystal they require, or the more numerous.”

“Okay, there’s something I don’t get,” Lexi said. “It must take magic to create a dark elf, so how was the first one made? Did one of your kind become corrupted?”

Mylinna sighed. “I am ashamed to admit this is the case. Many centuries ago, long before Lord Taron’s time, the elf lord sent his second-in-command to investigate rumours of an island of magical crystals that drove men mad with anger and lust. The twisted power in the crystals bewitched him, corrupted him until the darkness overpowered his light. He knew the secret ritual of our Elevation and manipulated it to create his own army, using the worst of humankind.”

Elevation was the way most Loinnai—the light elves—were created. The most heroic and pure-hearted humans were given the option of becoming reincarnated as a Loinnai. Lexi had no idea how it happened or what magic was involved, but newly Elevated elves were reborn looking like honed and perfected versions of their twenty-year-old human selves, except for the daintily pointed ears, of course. The Elevated were indistinguishable from the Born Loinnai who had Loinnai parents.

“For what purpose?” Jarsen asked, his gaze intent on Mylinna.

“The influence of the crystals inspired in him a loathing for the Elevated. He desired their elimination. When he failed to gain the support of the Born, he brought war to all Loinnai. A war he lost. He and his Selenites were banished to Selith Island and all the lands of Ayandoh were placed under a protective spell. So long as each country remained in balance with nature by following Ayandonian traditions, Selenites would not be able to access their lands. When your ancestors arrived, Prince Aeric, and turned the citizens against us, that protection lifted, allowing the Selenites access to Gowerland.”

“Now we know how to defeat them,” Aeric said, his voice strong with determination. “Destroy the crystals. Eliminate their source of power.”

Right, Lexi thought. Nobody else would ever have figured that out without his help. She rolled her eyes.

“Correct, yet it shall not be an easy task, Your Highness,” Mylinna said.

Aeric lifted his chin. “From objectives come plans, and from plans come action.”

Spoken like a true soldier.
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The hours and the scenery blended into endless tedious monotony, making it difficult for Lexi to stop her mind from drifting into memories, heartache, and worry. Even the novelty of spotting and connecting with unfamiliar species of wildlife had worn off.

To pass the time and as an attempt at distraction, she decided to practise her magic as much as possible. After all, it was one thing to use magic when fuelled by adrenaline or emotion as she’d done in Quabrilt, but another thing entirely under normal circumstances. She’d always counted on Kiandra having plenty of time to teach her and she kicked herself for not trying harder and appreciating Kiandra more. Mylinna had begun to help with her training, but it wasn’t the same.

Such were Lexi’s thoughts as they sat around the campfire Aeric had lit on their third evening, surrounded by the sounds of the forest that no longer frightened her: rustling leaves, snapping twigs, chirping insects, hoots and howls and other animal sounds. She was drawing water up and out of her canteen like an upside-down stream, then back in again.

Aeric scooted closer. “Practising your magic, I see.” His voice sounded tentative, likely the result of her continued silent treatment and avoidance.

Splash. All her water, all over the ground. “Thanks, Captain Obvious.” With a sigh, she got up to head to the nearby stream for a refill. Tink stayed behind, tired from all the walking, but Aeric didn’t. “Why are you following me?” Lexi pushed her way through branches and brush. “Shouldn’t you be practising your earth magic?” Unlike herself, Aeric had turned down Mylinna’s offer of assistance.

“I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to speak to you without the elf—”

“Mylinna.” What a child he was, refusing to use her name. A racist child.

“—listening.” He conjured a fireball in his hand to counter the deepening shadows.

“If you’re plotting a way to get rid of her, I want no part of it. We need her. And I like her.”

He shook his head. “Not my intention.”

“Then what?”

“Quabrilt. And Kiandra.”

That stopped her. She turned to face him, her arms crossed, only for him to look away.

“After she, after Kiandra died, you suspected that I’d run away. You were correct. I had. My actions had been selfish. Prideful. How did you say it? I had...”

“Blown our cover.”

He swallowed. “I was ashamed, Lexi. For the incident with the raiders and deceiving you. For alerting them to Kiandra’s magic. For endangering the mission.”

Lexi tilted her head. His voice. There was something he wasn’t saying. She waited until he finally met her eyes.

“For endangering you.”

That wasn’t what she’d expected. “Oh. Um...”

“And for Kiandra’s suffering.”

“You’re not the one who did those things to her.” She blinked at her unplanned words. “But you’re right. None of it would have happened if you hadn’t exposed her. Betrayed her, and me.”

He bowed his head. “I made every effort to hate Kiandra. She was a Vedosh and a peasant. Everything I have been taught to hate. Yet she was kind. Patient. Protective. She reminded me of my mother, yet still I betrayed her in a vain effort to gain my father’s approval. Every word you have spoken about me has been correct. The same cruelty and rage that caused her death live inside of me. Led to my actions that night. I don’t blame you for your silence, for avoiding even a glance in my direction. ’Tis merited. And I ask your forgiveness.”

For once, Lexi was at a loss for words. She couldn’t lie to him and say he was wrong, that he hadn’t screwed up many times in many ways, but she also didn’t want to make things even more tense and awkward by not accepting his apology. Even though Kiandra’s last words had been to ask her to forgive Aeric, she couldn’t. Not yet. Nor was she able to trust him. Not until he proved himself by actions rather than words.

Unfortunately, he misread her silence. He squared his shoulders. The fireball flared. “I see I am pleading an unwinnable case.” He turned on his heel.

“Aeric, stop.” Lexi grabbed his elbow. “You just caught me off-guard.” He wouldn’t look at her, but at least he stopped. “Look, I appreciate your words, I really do, and I accept your apology because that’s what Kiandra would want me to do, but accepting your apology and forgiving you are two different things.”

“Are they not one and the same?”

She sighed. “I believe you meant it and I appreciate it, but it’s going to take me a long time to fully forgive you, not just for what happened in Quabrilt but for what you did to me, turning me in to your father’s men, and even more so for outing Kiandra as Vedosh to the raiders. If you hadn’t, we’d all still be safe in Jalnarrah. Forgiveness and trust go hand in hand for me and you burned what little bit of trust I had with your first flames in Quabrilt.”

“What do you expect of me? Must I pledge my allegiance to you and the prophecy?” He dropped to one knee. “Oh, great and powerful Lexi of the Veil,” he said in a mocking tone. “I, Crown Prince Aeric of the First House of Gower, pledge to you my obedience and servitude from today until my dying day. By my troth, I hereby pronounce—”

“Oh, for god’s... Get up.”

He stood, not bothering to wipe the dirt off his pants. “Well? What must I do?”

“We have a saying on Earth that talk is cheap. Don’t promise me things like you’ll never betray us again. Show me. I’ve seen it so many times,” she said, thinking of relationships friends had been in. “Someone swears they’ll change, that they’ll never do something again, hands you flowers or chocolate and is forgiven, only to go back to the same bad behaviour after days or weeks and the whole thing repeats itself over and over again. I won’t fall into that cycle. So prove it, don’t pledge it.” He stared at her, his expression unreadable. “It’s all up to you.” She turned back in the direction of the stream. To her surprise, he followed.

They had just reached the water’s edge when the flapping of wings and a splash upstream made Lexi jump. Aeric’s hand flashed to his sword only to relax a moment later. When Lexi saw what had made the noise, her eyes widened. “What the hell is that?”

The creature standing in the water might have been having similar thoughts. It stared at them, frozen in place. Lexi had never seen anything like it, like a pig had mated with a chicken. Short, pink feathers covered its wings and plump body. A broad, blunt beak had curved tusks on each side. Its overly wide pink legs—four of them, giving it six limbs in total—were armed with thick black claws. Its long, pink tail resembled a monkey’s or lion’s.

“A susgal.”

“A what?”

“Do you not have them in your world?”

“Definitely not. And the only creatures I can think of with six limbs are insects.”

“Huh. ’Tis a common feature amongst our creatures.”

“Are they dangerous?” She was leery of reaching out to it with her mind, uncertain of how the strange creature might react, assuming she could connect at all.

“If their young are threatened.” He watched it for a moment, his eyes filled with wonder. “I’ve not seen one since I was a child. One of Father’s friends owned a few. They were once hunted for medicinal uses and meat until their numbers were few and they learned to remain far from civilization.”

“Medicinal uses?”

“Wings to aid with slimming and energy. Legs to increase strength. Powdered beak, tusks, and talons in potions and creams to counteract aging.” He touched the corner of his eye, where wrinkles would one day form. “The tails were particularly lucrative. They wrap them around branches for balance. They were said to increase, um, male potency.” He mumbled the last few words.

She grinned at his discomfort. “Does it work?”

“I would not know,” he said, his back ramrod straight.

Lexi burst out laughing. The startled susgal took to the air, and the sight of that ungainly body with its flapping wings made her laugh even harder, her bottled-up emotions not overflowing through tears for once.

Aeric puffed up his chest, misinterpreting the reason for her roaring laughter. “You doubt my...potency?”

She clutched her side. “When pigs fly.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s a saying. In my world.” She caught her breath. “When we’re talking about something that will never happen, we say it’ll happen when pigs fly. Because they can’t.”

“Of course not. Everybody knows pigs can’t fly.” He still looked baffled.

“Okay, you know how you don’t believe that Lord Taron will ever be totally honest with you? Suppose I told you that one day he’ll sit us down and tell us everything he knows. Then you would say ‘When pigs fly.’”

“Ah, I understand. Here we say ‘and lamnunes breed in the sun.’”

Now Lexi was the baffled one. “What’s a lamnune?”

His lips twitched. He snickered. When Lexi gave a hiccup of suppressed laughter, Aeric joined in, his amusement genuine for once rather than laced with sarcasm. She’d never seen him so unrestrained, so natural, so human before. Her laughter faded, followed soon after by his. They stood there, inches apart, looking at each other, perhaps truly seeing each other for the first time.

It was Aeric who broke the trance by clearing his throat and saying, “If you consider a susgal peculiar, you would be amazed at the damaquila. A maneater. Part eagle, part fallow.”

“Fallow?”

“Spotted deer. Perhaps you would find kinship with them.”

“Mocking my freckles again, huh?”

“On the contrary. I’ve come to consider them quite becoming.”

“I can’t say the same about your beard.”

He rubbed his scruffy chin. “I suppose I can shave now.” He’d been growing it as part of his disguise when they’d needed the world and the king to believe that Aeric had died in Stakfleth. There was no point anymore.

“I suppose so. And I suppose we should get back to camp before they start to worry.”

“You’re forgetting something.” He pointed at the stream.

Lexi slapped her forehead. “Oh. Right. Guess I got a little side-tracked.” She bent to fill her canteen the ordinary way.

“Use your magic. Good practice.”

“Oh. Right,” she said again.

During her fourth repetition, Aeric tensed beside her. “Somebody approaches.”

She’d been concentrating so hard that she hadn’t heard the footfalls crunching towards them. “Probably Jarsen or Mylinna coming to check on us.”

He extinguished his flame and drew his sword anyhow.

Sure enough, it was Jarsen who stepped out from between the trees and bushes, a torch in hand. “Are you—” The sight of Aeric’s sword made Jarsen cut off his question, his eyes wide and hands up.

With a shake of his head, Aeric sheathed his sword. “You should have announced yourself.”

“Would the enemy not approach quietly?”

“He has a point, you know,” Lexi said, her comment directed at Aeric.

“Thank you,” both guys said in unison.

She didn’t bother to clarify. “Sorry for making you worry. Aeric was guarding me while I practised my water magic. We were just about to head back.” Not entirely true, but it was all Jarsen needed to know.

Aeric’s silvery eyes glinted with mischief. “I’m surprised you noticed our absence given your focus on the elf.”

Jarsen suddenly became very interested in the tree beside him.

“Actually,” Lexi said, “that reminds me. Aeric, would you mind going ahead? There’s something I’d like to say to Jarsen.”

Jarsen frowned. “What have I done?”

Aeric patted Jarsen’s shoulder on his way past. “Perhaps you should step away from the water.”

Jarsen opened his mouth to speak, but Lexi held up her hand to stop him, lowering it once Aeric’s retreat could no longer be heard. Jarsen’s words rushed out. “Are you upset with me? About Mylinna? I apologize if I’ve been neglecting you.”

“No, I’m happy for you. That’s what I wanted to tell you.” She was also relieved, feeling freed from any romantic pressure she’d sensed from him beforehand, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. “I know she, um, left an impression on you back then, and I’m glad you get to see her again. Spend time with her.”

Back in Jalnarrah, Jarsen had revealed to Lexi his secret talent: painting. His collection had included hidden paintings of elves, many of which included or focussed on Mylinna. Although Lexi knew only the barest of details, Jarsen had encountered a group of elves at some point in the past and Mylinna had been one of them.

“Truly?”

“And I get why you like her. She’s brilliant and interesting and kind, and I think she feels the same about you.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

Jarsen scratched the back of his neck, a sheepish grin spreading across his face.

“Now let’s head back before they come check on us.”

They only made it a few steps before Jarsen said, “You and Aeric?”

Lexi’s stride hitched. “We’re fine.” Silence. “We had a good talk.”

“Did he apologize?”

Lexi could hear the doubt in his voice. “He did, actually.”

“Well. Good.” When they were a couple dozen strides from the camp, he added, “Merely fine?”

“He apologized and promised to do better, and I told him I’ll believe it when I see it. A truce, nothing more. Oh, hey, I’ve been meaning to ask. The other day in the water, the way you were looking at Aeric’s cross tattoo, why did you react that way? It’s just part of his family crest.”

“’Tis more than that. It symbolizes hate. Intolerance. Subjugation.”

“Oh.” That explained it. Aeric was permanently marked with the Gowerland version of a Nazi swastika.

“Here they are,” Mylinna’s voice trilled. Her eyes landed on Jarsen and lit up like twin lanterns the moment he and Lexi emerged from the trees.

Lexi nudged Jarsen with her elbow and whispered, “Told you so.”
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Lexi slept better than she had since her last night in Jalnarrah, partly due to exhaustion but also because of the relief brought on by airing things out with Aeric. It also helped that she hadn’t cried herself to sleep like she had the previous nights. Likewise, the atmosphere was lighter as they ate a breakfast of berries, nuts, and greens, dawn’s first light making the sky glow above the canopy of vivid green and awakening the fluttering, twittering birds.

Lexi caught Jarsen and Mylinna looking back and forth between her and Aeric and casting meaningful glances at each other a couple times before she finally said, blinking her eyes innocently, “Is there something you’d like?”

Jarsen flushed and said “Uh” while Mylinna forged ahead. “Shall I assume the decreased tension means you had a productive conversation last night?”

“Jarsen didn’t whisper it in your ear?” Aeric drew an upside-down V in the air, a clear reference to Mylinna’s pointed ears.

Lexi gave his shoulder a swat. “We came to an understanding.” She didn’t want to betray Aeric’s trust by sharing details, especially when she’d just given him a lecture about being trustworthy.

Again, Mylinna and Jarsen met each other’s eyes, as if deciding whether to push the issue. Finally, Mylinna aimed her incandescent smile in their direction. “This is happy news.”

After they finished eating, Aeric stayed seated with a long-distance stare while the others prepared to break camp. Eager to get moving, Tink ran up to him and snapped him back to attention by licking his ear, his head, his face, earning a brief chuckle but failing to get him to his feet. Instead, he focussed that stare on the dog’s scruffy forehead and said, “Before we depart, there are things I feel I should tell you. About my father and his plans.”

His words froze Lexi, Jarsen, and Mylinna midmotion, like hitting pause during a movie. This was a first, Lexi thought, and it must be more than something brief and obvious like He wants to kill you because he still had not stood. She shrugged and shook her head at Jarsen and Mylinna, answering their silent question of whether she knew what he was about to say. All she knew was that it seemed her words from the night before hadn’t been in vain. “O-kay,” she said, drawing out the word.

“You might want to sit.” Aeric still didn’t look up.

Did that mean it was something awful or that it would take a long time to explain? Or both?

Jarsen made a sweeping gesture towards their recently departed seats, waiting for Lexi and Mylinna to sit before he did. Mylinna shook her head. “I am content to stand.”

“You might feel differently once you hear this,” Aeric said, a rueful expression on his face.

It was something awful then, Lexi thought as she set her sleeping roll back on the area of the forest floor it had flattened the night before and sat, tingly with anxious anticipation.

Aeric finally looked up, directly at Mylinna. “I am aware that the Loinnai remain informed about my family’s activities despite your withdrawal from Gowerland, but there are matters I doubt even you know. Plans. Things that are already occurring, that have been for some time.”

“I have no doubt of that, Prince Aeric. Our eyes cannot see all nor can our ears hear all.” Mylinna made the same upside-down V he had earlier, the corners of her mouth lifting despite the serious tone of the conversation. “Not even our Seer. Your family has been perfecting stealth and secrecy for generations.” She said this without malice.

Aeric’s eyebrows lifted, as if surprised she hadn’t argued. “As well as deceit and misdirection.” With one hand continuing to scratch Tink and his gaze once again fixed on the dog’s soft, reassuring eyes, he took a deep breath. “You believe that the entire population of Gowerland is going to rise up in support of your rebellion, but you are mistaken. Our allies are greater in number than ever before.”

Lexi pressed her lips together to stop herself from saying You could have fooled me. From everything she’d seen, hatred for the Gowers and their ilk seemed widespread. Then again, she had only seen a small area of Gowerland and had only interacted with a tiny sample of the population, the majority of them poor villagers. Perhaps sentiments were different in larger and wealthier communities.

“Outwardly,” Aeric continued, “it may appear that dissension remains widespread, yet that is a carefully crafted illusion. Behind the scenes, as you would say, Lexi, our family and those who serve us have been waging a campaign of hatred that has spread throughout the wealthiest and most powerful families and infiltrated the more populous areas and cities.”

A shiver went up Lexi’s back.

Again, Aeric addressed Mylinna. “Recall the attempted uprising of decades ago? The mass executions of traitors?”

Mylinna’s composure flickered for a split second, just long enough for Lexi to notice. A slight dimming of the eyes, a flash of tension in the elf’s face and body. “Not long before the end of your grandfather’s reign.”

Lexi saw Aeric nod out of the corner of her eye as she continued to watch Mylinna. Clearly, something had hit home for the elf. Lexi knew Mylinna had been Elevated, not Born, but she didn’t know how long ago. Had she been involved in that attempted uprising? Had she been one of the executed?

“That’s when my father and Uncle Lucain recognized that Grandfather’s harsh punishments expanded the cracks in our foundation of support rather than solidifying it. His measures had generated more sympathy for the lesser...the other races and those in the controlled territories.”

Work camps, Lexi thought, not controlled territories.

“Father and Uncle Lucain spent years travelling and studying the rule of the most powerful leaders around the world. They learned that true alliances and loyalties are more beneficial and steadfast than those maintained by force. That rewarding loyalty is more effective than punishment.” Aeric looked at Lexi. “And proof is more effective than words. By the time my father took the throne, he and Uncle had already set their plans in motion, blaming everything that went wrong anywhere in the world on our enemies and manufacturing proof to support their claims. Like-minded foreign leaders assisted by sending false reports. Accurate reports were intercepted before they could reach Gowerland and woraps suspected of carrying conflicting reports were killed.”

Woraps, Lexi recalled, or worap-gints were the Gowerlandian version of carrier pigeons, trained to spit their toxic venom on those who tried to intercept the messages they carried without knowing the worap’s unique command.

Jarsen formed an O with his mouth. “Is this why all woraps and their code words must now be registered with the worap masters? To monitor messages?”

Aeric nodded and took a drink from his canteen, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Turning people was easier than Father and Uncle Lucain anticipated. After all, for centuries people have heard our warnings about the threat posed by other races and the Vedosh, and it is easy to control the flow of information into our walled cities. Where most of our allies have always resided,” he added for Lexi’s benefit.

“The seeds of hatred had been planted in their minds and your father’s deceptions watered them,” Mylinna said. Her expression was stoic, but the fact that she decided to sit after all spoke volumes.

Lexi snorted. “Fertilized is more like it.”

Aeric’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “My father and uncle noticed the ease with which children adopted the beliefs of their parents and their peers, and that inspired in them another idea. Where better to teach our beliefs than in school? Who better to reinforce them than teachers? From the very first day, lesson time is devoted to—”

“Wait,” Lexi said. “I thought school was forbidden.” It had been in Jalnarrah, the children afraid to so much as utter the word.

It was Mylinna who replied. “For those who are considered peasants, not for those families with wealth and power.” When she saw Aeric’s double blink, she gave him a weak smile. “Aye, of this much we are aware.”

Jarsen, his arms crossed, said, “Enough history. What is the current status? What else has he done?”

Aeric shifted and cleared his throat. “There are rules for those allowed to live within the protection and opulence of the walled cities. Other select communities as well. Adults must take an oath to serve and support our family and defend us if necessary. They must report any undesirables and refuse to assist them. They must instill in their children our principles and agree to random inspections of their dwellings. And the children...” He shifted again.

“Please continue, Prince Aeric. We shall not judge you for your father’s actions.”

There was a flash of silver as Aeric glanced at Mylinna. “All children must participate in a program that teaches discipline, combat skills, and undying loyalty to our family. They’re referred to simply as the Schoolchildren, for secrecy’s sake. The first of them are now older than I. There are no doubts in their minds. No sympathy. Only hatred and obedience. They will gladly sacrifice themselves for us, without hesitation.”

“The Hitler Youth,” Lexi muttered, then waved away their inquiring glances. “How have you guys kept this under wraps? For not even Lord Taron to know when it’s been going on for years...” She shook her head at the magnitude of the deception. When Aeric met her gaze, she felt a swell of sympathy at the haunted sadness and shame she saw in a face that was so often schooled into vacancy.

“Aside from threats?” After a beat, he looked at his feet again. “Vows of secrecy, the breaking of which is punishable by death. Disguising training as excursions or play, survival skills or fitness regimens. The teachings are not to be mentioned outside the confines of homes or institutions.” Aeric shrugged. Tugged his earlobe. “Most families of influence have always been our allies, outwardly at least. That also made it easier to hide.”

“How many?” Jarsen asked.

“Families?”

“How many hidden allies?”

“Including foreign allies? Or solely in Gowerland?”

Jarsen rubbed his forehead
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