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        This book contains characters with the following medical conditions.

      

      

      

      
        
        MAJOR DEPRESSIVE DISORDER

      

        

      
        Depression is a mood disorder that causes a persistent feeling of sadness, as well as loss of interest. It leads to a variety of behavioral and psychological symptoms, which include impacted sleep, lack of energy, poor concentration, low self-esteem, and suicidal thoughts.

      

        

      
        SELF-HARM

      

        

      
        Self-harm is intentional injury to one’s self for a psychologically motivated reason, such as to avoid experiencing emotional pain. There are a variety of forms of self-harm, not just physical. Trauma, mental illness, and intense life stressors are known causes of self-harm.

      

        

      
        POST TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER

      

        

      
        PTSD is a disorder in which an individual experiences difficulty recovering from a traumatic event. The condition causes intense emotional and physical reactions when triggered by reminders of the event, as well as nightmares and invasive thoughts.

      

        

      
        BLINDNESS

      

        

      
        Blindness is known as the inability to see, or lack of vision.  It is a loss of sight where vision is impacted on a scale from poor vision to complete blindness. Total blindness is referred to as someone having the complete inability to see anything with either eye.

      

        

      
        CANCER

      

        

      
        Cancer is a disease in which in which abnormal cells divide uncontrollably and destroy body tissue. Multiple bodily systems and organs can be affected.
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      A sunrise the color of blood illuminated the Rhodi’s face. Dylan balanced carefully on the balance beam Talidin had constructed for her, a beam that rose high off the ground and was as thin as ice, but she balanced on it nonetheless. Raising her leg up past her hip, she grabbed onto her ankle and lifted it above her head, swiveling on the spot before swinging rapidly around and doing a front flip, landing perfectly on the beam once more.

      The sound of birds was the only song that echoed through the air. Everyone else was asleep, and there were few residents awake in the small fishing town that sat below the cottage.

      Dylan liked the privacy. It gave her more time to practice without getting caught.

      Dylan threw out a couple of practice punches and kicks. Dhr whirled into a storm of gymnastics and advanced martial arts, delivering killing blows into the air before performing a backflip and landing precisely, her shadow shimmering against the dawn.

      Dylan paused. Pushing herself onto her hands, she rose into a handstand, holding herself there for minutes on end.

      It was a struggle. Breathing deeply, Dylan concentrated on the thing she wanted most… for the Red Huntress to be gone forever.

      The pain burned throughout her arms, but Dylan ignored it. Physical ailments were nothing to her. She hated to admit it, but she sometimes even enjoyed the agony her body inflicted upon her during training. It meant she was still alive.

      Unable to hold the position any longer, she pushed off the beam and did a somersault in midair, landing on her feet upon the grass. Smiling, she tightened her ponytail. That was the best routine she’d done yet.

      She sat upon the ground in a butterfly position, stretching her muscles. Two days ago she’d turned seventeen. Two months ago she’d saved Talidin and Tavana from the clutches of the Red Huntress, and it had been two years since she’d taken the oath to be a Rhodi.

      And, sooner rather than later, she would come of age. Her eighteenth birthday would arrive, and all Dylan wanted was the Hunter’s Guild to fall, so she’d be able to live her life in peace with her brother, her father, and the rest of her family. Her childhood had been plagued by terror, but she wanted her life as an adult to be gentle and safe.

      So long as Rachel was still around, that would never happen, so every day Dylan beat her body into submission mercilessly in order to defeat her enemy, even if it meant taking the witch down herself.

      “You know, if Talidin catches you practicing without him, he’s going to kill you. Do you want to be dead before there’s a chance of facing the Hunter’s Guild?”

      Dylan rolled her eyes. Who was she fooling? Even when the war was over she’d never gain peace— not with him around. “If you want to be dead before breakfast, you’ll leave me alone, Enfys. This is important.”

      “What’s important is spending what time we have with each other,” Enfys insisted, coming closer. He reached out a hand and she took it tentatively, gazing upward as he pulled her to her feet. “Which we might be running short on.”

      She held his gaze for a moment. “Nobody is going to die in this war,” Dylan insisted. “Whatever happens, we’re staying together, and we’re going to make it through this. All of us.”

      “There are no guarantees.”

      “It isn’t a guarantee, Enfys. It’s a promise.”

      Enfys sighed, and he let their hands drop slowly. “Just don’t let anyone catch you but me,” he said quietly before turning around and heading inside. Dylan ignored him as he walked away and kept on practicing with the same stone expression.

      The morning was long by the time she stopped training. Grabbing her water, she headed inside and wiped the sweat from her forehead, gasping for breath as she entered the kitchen. Talidin was at the stove, making breakfast. He slapped a large stack of pancakes onto a plate as he saw her come in, shoving it in her hands.

      “That’s too much,” she protested.

      “You need it after your workout this morning,” he said, sending her a sharp look. “Young lady, what did I tell you about overworking yourself?

      “I want to be prepared,” Dylan said, sitting down and taking a bite gingerly.

      “You are not single-handedly going to bring down the Red Huntress. If anybody stands a chance stopping her for good, it’s Tavana,” Talidin said. “You’re still a student, not a master. My main concern is keeping you alive.”

      Dylan didn’t say anything. She hadn’t told anyone what April Mae had said to her— how she was destined, the only one able, to bring down Rachel. April Mae’s prophecies were always right, and April had told Dylan that she was the only one who could defeat the Red Huntress for good.

      She longed to tell Talidin about the prophecy, but she knew it would only make her master more paranoid and protective, so she kept her mouth shut. “If I’m a student, then I should do everything I can to keep learning,” she said.

      He let out a sarcastic snort, ruffling her hair. “Wish you’d had that attitude when I started teaching you, thunderbolt.”

      He sat down beside her, rubbing his eyes. “If anything, you should be helping to plan for my wedding. There’s too much to do, and not enough time to do it.”

      “Why are you having a wedding now? Why not wait until the war is over?” Dylan asked her master.

      “If I did that, I might be as old as Odon. War or no war, we’ve waited long enough. Besides, we need something to celebrate.”

      Dylan looked at her master in concern. Despite being free for over two months, Talidin hadn’t gained any weight, nor had the sunken expression faded from his face. He seemed extremely happy with Lienna at his side and Dylan close by yet again, but there was something in his lavender eyes Dylan knew hadn’t been there before. His jokes came sparingly these days, and the carefree, easy-going attitude he’d had when they’d met was gone from him completely. Months of Rachel’s endless torture had altered him permanently, and for that alone, Dylan promised she’d make the Red Huntress suffer.

      “Is everyone still asleep?” she asked.  

      “Everyone, except us and the redhead. I’m surprised anyone gets any sleep at all, with him singing day and night around here.”

      Dylan let herself have a small smile. “I like his singing. It cheers me up.”

      “You’re the only one. It’s increasingly aggravating to everyone else,” Talidin said. He sighed. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should cancel the wedding. There’s a lot going on already.”

      “No,” Dylan said,  grasping her master’s arm. “You and Lienna deserve this. I was wrong. We do need something to be happy about around here.” She rolled her eyes. “Rhodi knows everyone’s as pissy as they can be lately.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Talidin mumbled.

      Devin entered, sleepily gathering two plates of food before silently carrying them out the door. Dylan tried not to watch her brother, but it was hard. She knew he was trying to help Nellie, but things weren’t looking good. Their friend got worse and worse every day, the cancer eating her alive from the inside out. Dylan had no idea how they were going to save her, or save Devin, if something were to go wrong.

      There were noises in the hall. Dylan knew that if Devin was up, his master was most likely awake, too. “Where’s Tavana?” Dylan asked.

      “Probably freaking out, as usual,” Talidin said. “About the letter again.”

      “Why are we still trying to figure out this stupid letter?” Dylan said angrily, throwing her fork down. “We’re wasting time. The letter won’t mean anything if we just stand by and let the Guild get stronger. We have the Rhodian weapons. We should go in with a team and assassinate Rachel. That’d be the better move.”

      “You have a hot head, thunderbolt, but I can already tell you it’s not going to work,” Talidin said. “Just because we kill Rachel doesn’t mean that the Hunter’s Guild will go away. Her successor could be even more ruthless.”

      He paused. “Impossible as that is to imagine.”

      She shook her head. She knew he was right, but it didn’t help that she had nothing to do in the meantime. She felt utterly useless. “I want to do something,” she said. “Anything to stop the Guild from taking over, so we can all get on with our lives.”

      “Lives? We have those?” Talidin said, laughing lightly. “I can’t remember a time when we weren’t fighting the Hunter’s Guild. It’s going to be strange if we finally figure out a way to defeat them.”

      He took a drink. “You know Rachel isn’t going to play by the rules. If we want to win, we may have to fight dirty.”

      “Anything to stop her,” Dylan said. She looked down and saw with amazement that her plate was empty. She’d devoured her meal in seconds.

      “I told you you were hungry,” Talidin said, filling up her plate again. “Eat. You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

      Dylan dug into her meal once more. They ate in silence, and Dylan admired her master quietly. Even though he’d been put through the worst torture alive for months on end, he’d still never managed to say a word to give her up to Rachel during his imprisonment. She wanted to be that kind of strong, though she felt she could train for years and never gain the type of strength Talidin had. He was the bravest Rhodi she knew. For that reason, she tried desperately to be like him.

      “How are you doing?” Talidin asked abruptly, looking at her.

      “On what?”

      “You know what.”

      She looked down. “It comes and it goes. It’s not easy resisting, especially when I feel like I have nothing to do.”

      “You have to be patient, thunderbolt.”

      “I’ve told you before. Tigresses don’t do well inside cages.”

      Dylan tried not to look at him. It was hard enough admitting to him that she’d been cutting again when he was gone, and she hadn’t exactly stopped when he’d returned, either. She was still hurting herself at moments when the cottage got too quiet, and when anxiety over her destiny became too overwhelming. She didn’t know how many times she’d say she quit before she finally did.

      Talidin cleared their empty plates. “I’ve got to go talk to Tavana. Calm her down, try to figure out a game plan.”

      “I’m going back out there,” Dylan said, rising to her feet.

      “No, Dylan. I don’t want you training when I’m not there,” Talidin said strictly. “We’ll practice tomorrow, I promise. But right now, go try to be a normal teenager.”

      As he left the room Dylan crossed her arms, biting her lip. Normal teenager? There was nothing normal about her. What did she do in her time off training, except plot on how to kill Rachel?

      She sighed. She supposed that wasn’t exactly healthy. Unsure of what to do, she took a shower, put her Rhodi uniform away and got dressed in normal clothes, heading out to look for the others.

      She found Enfys sitting on a rock, playing a small ukulele. Jenna was dancing around as usual, and Tito was leaning against a tree, looking bored.

      He jumped up when he saw her, grabbing her hands and spinning her around. “About time! The great tigress finally decided to hang out with the little people?”

      “Shut up, Tito.” Dylan laughed. She punched him teasingly and they started rolling in the grass, playfully wrestling with each other.

      “Ooh me, don’t forget me!” Jenna said, running over and jumping on them both. The teens tumbled onto the grass, laughing. Enfys watched them with a blank expression, still playing away.

      Dylan turned and saw her brother walking toward them, his head down and hands in his pockets.

      “Devin!” she said, getting up and running to him. “What’s up?”

      He looked at her, adjusting his glasses. “Not much. Just came out to see what you guys were doing.”

      “He’s finally come out of his room? Somebody call a newspaper!” Tito shouted loudly. Jenna tackled him again, and Tito ended up with a mouthful of grass.

      Dylan cocked an eyebrow at him. “And Tristan is...”

      “Where do you think? Running round with April Mae,” Devin said. “I swear to Desmidondre, the minute we gave him the Rhodian gauntlet he hasn’t taken it off. He’s been doing nothing but training with April and trying to find an excuse to use his weapon.”

      “But at least he’s not complaining!” Jenna said. “I don’t ever complain. I just talk, and try to have a cheery attitude, and go about life with a sunshine personality!”

      “That’s great, Jenna,” Enfys said, strumming his ukulele. “If only you could teach everyone how to be bright and bubbly as you. Then the Red Huntress herself would be painting rainbows in the sky.”

      Dylan chuckled. Tito grabbed Jenna and spun her around. “Aw, leave her alone, will you? It’s nice to see somebody around here with a smile on her face.” He pointedly looked at Dylan.

      “What? I smile!” she said defensively.

      “When? After you hurt people? I think that’s about the only time you smile at me,” Tito said.

      She punched him again and he let out a sharp noise of pain, at which she grinned.

      “See! Violence!” Tito said, throwing his hands in the air. “Only time she smiles.”

      Dylan turned to her brother. The frown was still deeply etched onto his face. “How’s Nellie?” she asked softly.

      “She’s getting weaker,” Devin said. “It’s hard for her to get out of bed.”

      Nobody said anything. Quickly, Dylan said, “Let’s go into town. There’s nothing to do out here.”

      “I’ll stay here,” Devin said, heading back to the house. “You guys go on without me.”

      Devin turned away. The minute he was gone, Tito said, “Geez, what a wet blanket. You’d think he’d want to have a little bit of fun.”

      “His best friend is dying,” Enfys snapped, and he stopped strumming the ukulele. “Try to have some humanity, instead of bashing around everyone’s emotions like some bumbling baboon.”

      “I’d rather be a bumbling baboon than go around with flowers in my hair, singing sonnets about my stupid feelings that nobody cares about,” Tito shot back.

      “All right guys, that’s enough,” Dylan said. Over time, the rivalry between Enfys and Tito had only seemed to grow. Living in the same house had only made it worse between the two of them.

      Not wanting to deal with it, Dylan hooked her arm in Jenna’s. “Jenna, I think I need a little bubbly, actually. Let’s skip.”

      “Okay!” Jenna said and off she went, carting Dylan behind her. The girls ended up tripping and fell head over heels down the hill into town, laughing.

      “Hey, wait for us!” Tito said as he ran after the girls, raising a hand. Enfys began to follow, playing his ukulele and humming a calming tune.

      Dylan looked back at the house. She wanted to drag her brother outside, force him to go with her. She wanted to make him have a little fun for once, instead of leaving him at home to think about their troubles.

      But she knew she’d never get Devin to leave Nellie’s side, not for the whole world, so she left him behind.
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      Devin took a seat by Nellie’s bedside, picking up another book from the pile that was on the floor. When he wasn’t training, he was watching over his best friend. Nellie slept almost constantly these days, so he did what he could to keep himself busy. Every time she shifted Devin’s eyes flashed upward, but she didn’t awaken until it was far past lunch.

      “Devin,” she said weakly.

      He put the book down and drew his chair closer, leaning on her bed. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Like I could use some ice cream,” she said, laughing lightly. “You know, now that my mom’s not here to disapprove.”

      Nellie’s mother had been tortured to death by the Hunter’s Guild. While Devin and his sister had been in hiding, Nellie had betrayed their location to the Guild in order to save her mother, but by the time she did, it was too late.

      Not that he blamed her. He’d never blame her for anything. “I’d get you some ice cream, if we had any.”

      Nellie let out a sigh, her thin frame sinking into the bed. “I wish I could get up. Nothing makes you more tired than sleeping all day.”

      “Why don’t I just go steal another golf cart?” Devin said.

      “You can bet if I had a golf cart I wouldn’t be laying in this bed,” she said, finally cracking a smile.

      Devin grinned, and she added, “Why are you doing this? Staying by my side?”

      “You’re my best friend, and more than that,” he said simply. “I care about you.”

      “I betrayed you.”

      “I told you to do whatever it takes to stay alive, before I vowed I would find my way back to you,” Devin said, and he took her hand. “We both kept our promise.”

      “I gave you up so I could keep myself alive. That’s not what friends... what people who care about each other... do.”

      “I would’ve been madder at you if you’d said nothing, and ended up dead. Rachel would’ve killed you.”

      He leaned forward, putting his head to hers. “There’s nothing to forgive between us. I promise.”

      Nellie sighed. “I just want to make it up to you.”

      “I like you being here. That’s all I need from you.” He drew further inward, placing a soft, gentle kiss on her lips. She accepted the gesture, kissing him back just as tenderly, before she broke the connection and slunk against the pillow once more.

      Devin sat back against his chair, still holding her hand. “You know what you mean to me,” he said.

      “Devin, I want us to be together,” she said, her eyes welling with tears.

      “We will. We are,” he said, cupping her hand. “I promise, we’ll find a way to beat this and make you better. I swear it, as a Rhodi.”

      She smiled at him, her eyes drooping. She opened her mouth slightly to say something more, but before she could, she had already fallen back asleep.

      Devin dropped his head, trying not to let the tears fall. He had to do something to save her.

      No matter what, there had to be a way.
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        * * *

      

      The small fishing town was boring as could be. There were little more than a few shops clustered around the lake that spanned for miles, boats spanning the docks that the teens strolled upon.

      It was safe to come into the fishing town, for no one knew who they were, and the village was isolated enough from the world there wasn’t much of a risk of them being spotted. Enfys had strung his ukulele upon his back and was walking along the edge of the docks and looking into the water below. Tito had found an abandoned ball in an alleyway, and was kicking it along with his feet as they went.

      When they came to an open field, Tito threw the ball onto the ground. “Let’s play a game. Trees serve as goal posts. I want Dylan on my team.”

      “A jock and a Rhodi against us? I’m not playing against those odds,” Enfys argued.

      “Pick me!” Jenna said, bouncing up and down with her hand up.

      “Fine,” Tito said. “Me and you against Dylan and Enfys.”

      “Sounds okay,” Dylan said, nodding. If she had to take down the Red Huntress by herself, she should be able to win a game against Tito and Jenna, right?

      By Desmidondre, she was obsessed.

      The game began and Dylan found that she was no match for both Jenna and Tito. Even with her Rhodi training, it couldn’t make up for Enfys, who was terribly slow and kicked the ball in the wrong direction when passing or trying to score. Eventually they forfeited, with the score being too pitiful to count.

      “Let’s head back,” Dylan said, grabbing the ball. “It’s starting to get dark.”

      When they reached the cottage, the moon had already appeared in the sky. Jenna and Tito stayed outside to play another game, while Enfys pulled out his ukulele once more, strumming the strings and singing a solemn tune. Dylan entered the house and sat at the kitchen table, watching Lienna and Tavana make dinner.

      “I was wondering where you’d all gone to,” Tavana said, glancing at Dylan. “Was there anything exciting going on in town today?”

      “Not particularly, but we got distracted,” Dylan said. “Tito wanted to play a game.”

      “That’s not surprising,” Lienna said. “Tito’s been dying to play some sports ever since we left Areos. Hopefully Enfys can give him some competition and keep him preoccupied.”

      Dylan thought Tito was more than preoccupied with Enfys already, but it wasn’t in a good way.

      The door opened and Talidin strolled in, leaning over to kiss Lienna on the cheek. “Hello, my dear,” Talidin said. “How are you feeling?”

      Lienna giggled. “I’m fine. How are you?”

      “Wonderful, so long as you’re here,” he said. Talidin began waltzing Lienna sloppily around the kitchen, and Dylan watched them with a happy smile. Both lovers laughed as they danced, and when Talidin gave Lienna a little twirl she fell into his arms, nearly knocking over a jar on her way down.

      “Would you two cut it out?” Tavana said, giving out a little huff. “I’m trying to make dinner.”

      “All the more reason to get in your way,” Talidin said, and he gave Lienna a little dip, until both of them had lost their balance and fallen onto the floor. The two giggled like children until Talidin kissed Lienna deeply, and she stroked his hair back as he did so. Tavana rolled her eyes.

      Dylan didn’t mind. She liked seeing her master in love. It only made her wonder what real life would be like when the war was over.

      Jenna, Tito, Devin and Enfys eventually came round for dinner. April Mae and Tristan soon entered the kitchen as well, with Tristan smugly approaching his seat at the table. Dylan turned to her cousin, saying, “And where have you been all day?”

      “Training. Where else?” Tristan said.

      “I didn’t see you outside,” Dylan argued.

      “We weren’t training here,” Tristan said.

      Dylan let out an irritated sigh at Tristan’s secrecy and began eating, watching her companions around the kitchen. Devin grabbed another plate as soon as he was finished and headed to Nellie’s room. Jenna and Tito babbled on at the edge of the table, while Enfys sent Dylan exasperated looks by his sister’s side.

      Talidin and Lienna kept nudging each other under the table, holding hands as they ate. Tavana stabbed her plate with a grumpy expression every time her brother or her best friend moved, casting them annoyed glances.

      Before the rest of the group could leave, Tavana stood and said, “The majority of us have decided that until Talidin and Lienna’s wedding is over, there’s no point in trying to figure out where we go from here. The best thing to do is to concentrate on the celebration, and regroup once things have settled down.”

      Dylan’s fork nearly dropped out of her hand. Think only about the wedding? While Rachel was practically on their doorstep? Tavana couldn’t be serious. The cottage was safe, for now, but who knew how long they could stay here safely? They needed to make a move.

      She opened her mouth to say something more but Tavana turned away, walking out of the room. April Mae followed her, and after dinner was finished, Talidin chased Lienna out of the kitchen.

      Knowing her master was busy in his own little world, she turned to Tristan and said, “What’s going on?”

      “You missed it,” Tristan said. “The masters all had a meeting.”

      “What?” she hissed. She grabbed Tristan’s arm and strolled toward the door, resisting the urge to throw it open. Devin came back from Nellie’s room to see what the fuss was about. Dylan grabbed him, too, marching the two boys outside the house under a large, secluded tree. 

      “Dylan, what are you doing?” Devin said, wrenching his arm away.

      Dylan balled her hands into fists angrily and said, “You heard Tavana. She just announced that we’re not going to make a plan against Rachel until the wedding is over. I bet this was decided at some meeting the masters had. Apparently, Tristan was there, and we weren’t.”

      “What? Really?” Devin said. “Maybe that’s why the adults seem a little calmer. Did they at least agree on a direction?”

      Tristan grimaced. “No. They all have different opinions on where to go.”

      “Like what?” Devin asked.

      “Tavana wants to go to all the Free States and convince them to side with us against the Red Huntress, but that’s already a lost cause. Nobody wants to go to war,” Tristan said.

      “What about April Mae?” Devin asked.

      Tristan shrugged. “My master insists on continuing Odon and Yolanda’s work and trying to decipher the letter. She thinks we should keep traveling, until we find someone who can break the code.”

      “What about Talidin? Surely he has some sort of idea?” Dylan said.

      “Talidin doesn’t want to do anything,” Tristan said. “He wants to stay here and keep hiding.”

      “What?” Dylan said, confused. That made no sense. Her master, brave, headstrong and always ready for battle, wanted to do nothing but hide? What had changed?

      “Tavana’s in a sour mood,” Tristan noted. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Dylan looked at Devin for clarification, and he shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. I know she’s happy for Talidin and Lienna, but I think she’s a little jealous, too. She’s missing Wray a lot, with the wedding coming up.”

      Wray was Tavana’s deceased husband, killed by Rachel long ago. He’d only been mentioned a few times here and there, but his presence in Tavana’s life had obviously been immense, otherwise, there’d be no reason for her actions now.

      “I can understand why she’d be feeling that way, but isn’t that a little harsh?” Dylan said.

      “Wray sacrificed himself so Talidin would have time to save Lienna’s life, after the Red Huntress attacked her,” Devin said. “Don’t tell anybody I told you this. She only told me.”

      “Really?” Dylan said softly. She looked down. “Wow. But then you’d think she’d be happy, because her husband gave himself up so Talidin and Lienna could be together.”

      “She knows that,” Dylan said. “But it doesn’t stop her from missing him.” He sighed. “Plus, as queen, she feels responsible for everything that’s happening in Crescentia right now. She thinks the war is entirely on her shoulders.”

      “That’s not true. She’s a fallen queen. There’s only so much she can do,” Dylan argued.

      “I know. But as Desmidondre, that’s how she feels.”

      Tavana was Desmidondre incarnate, founder of the Rhodi and the lost queen of Crescentia. Desmidondre had died long ago, but had been reborn in Tavana’s body, according to April Mae’s prophecies. Unfortunately, none of Desmidondre’s memories or powers had yet to surface in Tavana, and it seemed to be making her frustrated. If there was ever a time when they needed the Rhodian founder, it was now.

      Dylan sighed. “This is stupid. We can’t just stand by and do nothing.”

      “We don’t have much of a choice right now,” Devin said. “Our masters are right. We should take a break and focus on Rachel later, when our heads are clear.”

      Dylan put a hand to her face, rubbing her tired eyes. “Whatever. I don’t agree with any of you, but I don’t have a suggestion on what we should do, either.”

      She knew nobody would agree with her plan to assassinate Rachel. She’d brought it up before, and everyone had thought it might as well be suicide. In Dylan’s perspective, if she had to give up her own life to stop the Red Huntress from taking over, it was a worthwhile sacrifice, but the others were right. Nobody else needed to die. They’d already lost too much.

      Devin left at that, to go back to tending Nellie. Tristan headed into the house, undoubtedly to find April Mae. He never left her side.

      Dylan gave a loud sigh and collapsed on a bench, next to a bush that was growing multiple orange flowers. This is a disaster, she thought, dropping her head in her hands. It’s only a matter of time before they find us again.

      She felt someone come sit beside her. She brought up her head and there was Enfys, leaning against the back of the bench. “You look distressed,” he said.

      “That’s an understatement.” She snorted. “We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      “They have to find us first. I’m a Searcher, and even I would have a hard time locating you here. I doubt this place is even on the map.”

      She leaned against the back of the bench. “We need to do something. Not just sit here and wait for Rachel to find us. I don’t want to help plan a wedding.”

      “Weddings are beautiful, tigress,” Enfys said as he picked a flower, putting it in her hair delicately. “It could be just the thing we need.”
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        * * *

      

      She woke up in the middle of the night screaming in a terrible, tortured way. Tangled in the sheets and pouring sweat, Dylan fell out of bed, reaching for the wastebasket shakily. Grabbing it, she heaved several times before she vomited into the pail, the room spinning around her.

      After she was done throwing up, she crawled to her nightstand to take a drink of water. She felt her way toward the bed and sat down, her head in her hands.

      “Dylan?” Talidin said, and she heard the door crack open. “Is everything all right?”

      “I had a bad dream, that’s all,” she mumbled.

      He came in and sat beside her, putting an arm around her shoulders to steady her shaking. It’s not real, she thought, but that didn’t help... the nightmare had seemed realer than flesh and blood.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, turning on the light and looking at her in concern.

      “I was dreaming of Rachel,” she said, taking a deep breath. “She was torturing me.”

      He drew her into a hug. “I’m sorry, thunderbolt. I wish I could tell you how to make them go away.”

      He shook his head. “Unfortunately, I’m having somewhat of the same problem.”

      She leaned her head into his chest. “I’ve been having the nightmares for months. They won’t go stop.”

      “You need your rest. If you want to be ready to fight, you need all the strength you can get, and that means going to sleep.”

      “I’m afraid to, Talidin. I’m terrified that every time I go to sleep, I won’t wake up.” She shivered.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I’ve seen so much death. So much pain,” she said. “It takes me hours to fall asleep, and when I do, I have nightmares. I keep feeling like the minute I drop my guard, something bad’s going to happen.”

      “Nothing bad will ever happen to you, so long as I’m here,” Talidin promised, lifting her chin up gently with his hand to look her in the eye.

      “Something bad could happen to you, and I want to protect you,” she argued.

      “I know you’re a strong Rhodi, Dylan. You’ve proved that ever since I met you. But a master like me doesn’t need protecting.” He laughed lowly.

      A shadow shifted in his eyes. Dylan hesitated before asking the question that had been bothering her for months. “How... how many times did Rachel hurt you?”

      He kept a straight face, but even in the soft glow of the lamp light, she saw her master go pale. “More times than is acceptable to tell a young girl. I’m so, so sorry that she did that to you, Dylan. I’d go through what I did all over again if it meant sparing you that pain.”

      She closed her eyes. He’d never tell her the truth about what Rachel did to him. He knew that she’d be horrified by the answer. “Do you really think hiding here is the best idea?”

      “For now,” he said. “I know I’m tired of fighting.”

      She was tired of fighting, too. She laid down and Talidin tucked her in, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Go to sleep, thunderbolt. I’ll stay until you drift off.”

      Dylan closed her eyes. She knew that no matter how many Hunters charged through her door, Talidin would defend her against every one.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do we have to learn this?” Dylan complained. She, Devin, Enfys, Jenna and Tito were gathered around in a circle on the deck of the cottage. Tavana leaned over and pressed a button on a music player. Soft, classical tunes began drifting out of the speakers.

      “Because it’s something fun for a change,” Tavana said. “We all agreed that we would focus on just the wedding until it’s over. And I’ll not have my brother humiliated by the likes of you guys and your uncoordinated flailing on the dance floor.”

      “Uncoordinated flailing can be attractive,” Tito protested, glancing at Dylan and raising his eyebrows. “In ways.”

      Enfys rolled his eyes. Jenna started bouncing up and down and said, “I’m a good dancer! I’m the best dancer here, I’ll bet my life! One time, back when the Searchers held their annual ball, Enfys told me that I couldn’t dance, and I told him I would, and he said I shouldn’t, and⁠—”

      “I’m sure you’re a wonderful dancer, Jenna,” Tavana said. “But that doesn’t mean the rest of us are.”

      “It’s not like Talidin or Lienna are going to care,” Dylan pointed out.

      “But I definitely will. You should have been at my wedding. Worse dance moves of my life. Talidin should’ve been executed,” Tavana said, with a laugh that should’ve held more cheer.

      “Where’s Tristan? If we have to do it, he has to do it,too!” Dylan said.

      “Tristan and April Mae are currently doing whatever Tristan and April Mae do,” Tavana said, before adding, “… Whatever that may be.”

      “But that’s not fair,” Dylan whined.

      “He’s not my student,” Tavana said, raising her hands. “I’m about to play the music! Everyone grab a partner, and let’s practice.”

      Dylan immediately zoomed over to her brother. Enfys sighed, taking Jenna’s side, and Tito leaned against the wall. “That’s okay. I’ll watch. It should be fun, watching this circus,” he said, smiling.

      Tavana stepped forward, placing their hands in the appropriate places. “All right everyone, on my count. One, two, three, one, two, three...”

      It became immediately apparent to Tavana that their dancing was awful. Dylan and Devin were locked in a power struggle, one in which they constantly went in the wrong directions and ended up colliding into each other every time they moved.

      “Quit stepping on my feet,” Dylan hissed as she and Devin once again tripped.

      “Quit getting in my way,” Devin snapped back. The twins began shoving each other, bickering under their breath and ignoring the dance completely.

      Meanwhile, Enfys and Jenna were having a similar battle.

      “Let’s pick up the pace, Enfys, you’re going too slow,” Jenna said, hopping up and down on the spot as her brother tried to guide her movements.

      “The music is slow! You have to follow the rhythm,” he argued.

      “Who cares about the rhythm? I want to have fun,” Jenna whined.

      “If you don’t care about the music, why even bother dancing?”

      “The only music I care about is the music inside my head!” Jenna cheered, and she let go of her brother’s hands to begin twirling on the spot.

      Tavana smacked her head with her hand, taking a deep sigh. “This isn’t working. Devin, you go with Jenna, and Dylan, dance with Tito.”

      Tito eagerly jumped in and grabbed Dylan’s hands, spinning her around. Feeling dizzy, Dylan yanked her hands back and said, “You’re doing a terrible job! Let me lead.”

      “The man is supposed to lead,” he said, yanking her back.

      “I think you do better as the girl,” she said, and she began forcefully waltzing him around the deck.

      Tavana grabbed a chunk of her hair in a fist, watching them. “Well, that’s... that’s something.” She shook her head. “For the life of me, I can’t understand why all of you can be so graceful on the battlefield, but I try to teach you how to dance, and you’re uncoordinated as fish out of water.”

      After another hour of absolutely dreadful practicing, Tavana was at her wit’s end. “All right, I give up!” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “We’re all going to embarrass ourselves. I suppose that’s fine with me.”

      “I mean, we’re not as bad as we were before,” Devin put in, trying to comfort his master. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Besides, there’s still so much to do. I still have to pick up the flowers and get the food ready for tomorrow.”

      “We’ll go pick up the flowers!” Jenna volunteered, grabbing Tito and hooking her arm in his.

      “And I’ll help you with the food,” Devin offered.

      “What can we do?” Dylan asked, stepping forward. Enfys came to her side.

      “If you two could decorate the hall, it would be highly appreciated,” Tavana said. She walked into the house and gave Dylan a large box, overflowing with decorations. Dylan nearly fell over as the weight of the box tipped her to one side. Enfys caught her, grabbing the box in time before the contents went spilling onto the ground.

      She caught his eye and blushed. “Oops,” she said. “Leave it to me to nearly ruin everything.”

      “I can carry it,” Enfys said, taking the box out of her hands. “You just lead the way.”

      The hall wasn’t too far off. It was a lovely little building, constructed out of cedar and in the middle of the woods. Enfys and Dylan got to work, setting up streamers along the tiny pews and hanging paper lanterns from the ceiling. Dylan bumped into Enfys while they were setting up the floor runner, and she tried to resist looking at him while they decorated the windows with miniature candles.

      When they had finished, Dylan stepped back. “Well,” she said, “Look like a wedding to you?”

      “A wedding just like any other wedding,” Enfys said.

      There was a small wooden piano in the corner. Enfys went to play it, and as he did so, he grimaced. “It’s a little out of tune.”

      He played a soft, sweet melody that Dylan had never heard. “What’s that?” she asked, and sitting next to him on the piano bench.

      “I was trying to think of a song, to describe you,” Enfys said. “I couldn’t imagine a single one. So I composed this.”

      She listened. It was sad, yet there was something about it that resonated within her. Something that screamed it wouldn’t give up. “Is there an instrument you can’t play?” Dylan asked.

      “I haven’t found one yet,” he said. “The violin’s my favorite, as I’ve told you before. If you heard me play this on the violin, then you’d really understand what it meant.”

      “What happened to your violin?”

      “Jenna broke it, a long time ago. An accident, but I was still mad.”

      Enfys finished his song and turned to her. “I’ll be playing something a little faster tomorrow.”

      “I can’t believe my master’s getting married,” she said. “I thought... everybody thought, really... there was no hope between them.”

      “There is always hope for love, if love still burns within two people,” Enfys said.

      He began to play another song before he added, “There’s another scar on your wrist, lass.”

      She instinctively went to cover it up. “It’s old.”

      He began hitting the keys a little harder. “The pain that causes the scar may be old, but the scar itself is not.”

      She sighed. “Don’t tell Talidin. It’ll ruin everything for tomorrow. Everybody thinks I’ve stopped.” 

      Enfys stopped playing, taking her hands in his. “Dyliana, I know the war is hard on you. But this sort of thing is only going to kill you quicker.”

      “I’m doing well,” Dylan protested. “It’s just these dreams. These nightmares. They won’t stop.”

      “Would you do that to stop the dreams if it was my arm? Or your master’s, or your brother’s?”

      “No!” she said. “Of course not!”

      “Then why keep doing it to yourself?” Enfys asked. “I promise we’ll get through it together. I’ve told you this more than once. Just come to me and tell me how you feel.”

      “You don’t want to know what goes on inside my head, Enfys,” Dylan said. “It’s chaos in there.”

      “The one thing I’ve been trying to do since we met is get inside your head, lass.” Enfys laughed. “If this is going to help you, then I want you to tell me everything. You don’t have to be afraid of letting me down.”

      She ran a hand through her hair. “I’m tired of doing it, Enfys. It’s been years since I started, and now, I can’t stop. I want to quit. I want to be done. I just... don’t know how.”

      “It’s an answer that only you can give yourself, lass,” he said. “But I can promise you that I will be there until that day comes, and even beyond that.”

      She smiled. “Okay, Enfys. Sounds like a good idea.”

      As she was staring at him, he drew out of his pocket a silver bracelet, a single shamrock charm dangling from it.

      “I saw this while we were in town a few days ago, and it reminded me of home,” he said. He took her wrist gently and looped it over the scar there. “I thought of you, and hoped you’d like to wear it.”

      “Enfys...” Dylan said gently, a hush of surprise caressing her voice.

      “I figured that whenever you wanted to hurt yourself, you’d see it and think of me.” Enfys fastened the bracelet, and the shamrock glistened in the light filtering through the stained glass windows. “I know it won’t always work. But if stops you, even just one time, it’s well worth it.”

      She bit back tears, grasping the bracelet. “Thank you, Enfys,” she said. “This means so much to me.”

      “You mean a lot to me, lass,” Enfys said. “I know you getting better is something you have to do yourself. But if there’s the slightest thing I can do to help, I’ll do it. Besides...”

      He gave a lopsided smile, turning back to the piano. “I like how it looks on you.”

      She leaned her head against his shoulder. Enfys returned to playing, his fingers stroking the keys just as tenderly as he had her skin.
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      The day of the wedding, everyone was rushing around the cottage in circles. Tavana was doing her best to keep everyone in line, but it was so chaotic that she eventually gave up as she threw her hair into a quick chignon, slipping on her pale pink bridesmaid dress with little more than a second thought.

      Dylan looked down at her own dress. It was a soft orange, with a skirt that cut off just before her knees and, thankfully, sleeves that were made of lace that went all the way to her wrists. Devin, just as frantic himself from trying to help Tavana, was rushing around with his tie undone, the jacket of his suit hanging off one arm.

      “Come here,” Dylan said. She grabbed her brother and snatched his green tie, quickly fashioning it around his neck. “You’re more nervous than you need to be.”

      “It’s a madhouse in here,” Devin breathed. “I can’t believe we’re getting this worked up about a wedding.”

      “Just calm down,” Dylan said, and she helped him put the jacket on properly. “After today, we can get back to the nice, calming job of trying to bring down an overlord.”

      The shop in town hadn’t had much for dresses, but Lienna looked stunning all the same. She had chosen to forgo white, and had picked a ravishing red dress with a neckline that plunged downward and a skirt that clung to her figure. Her hair cascaded down her back in long curls, with red netting they had fashioned into a veil trailing over her face.

      Enfys looked extremely handsome in his dark blue suit. Dylan’s insides did a flutter as he walked toward her, holding out a navy tie. “Do you think you can do this? I’m useless at it.”

      She took the tie from him gently and wrapped it around his neck, tying the bow slowly. He looked in the mirror when she was finished and said, “You did a good job.”

      “My dad always asked me to help him with his ties, when I was younger.” Dylan shrugged.

      She brushed off a bit of dust from Enfys’ suit and he asked, “Nervous?”

      “What do I have to be nervous for? It’s not my wedding,” she said.

      “I’m not nervous! I’m sooooooo ready to party!”

      Jenna flounced out from her bedroom, looking entirely ridiculous. She was wearing a purple dress with a bottom that puffed out in a big round ball, sprinkled with sparkles. She appeared to be a cupcake, though whether this was on purpose or by accident, Dylan wasn’t sure.  

      “Wow, Jenna,” Dylan said. “That dress is, uh... really something.”

      “You like it? It was the only one they had left, and it was on sale! I couldn’t believe it!” She clapped her hands together and giggled eagerly.

      “You look awesome!” Tito said, gesturing to Jenna and giving a fist-pump. “This is going to be the best wedding ever!”

      Tito himself looked nearly as silly as Jenna did. He had purposefully chosen a velvet suit in an obnoxious red color that matched his stepmother’s dress.

      Dylan tried not to laugh and said, “We have to get going soon. The ceremony will be starting any minute.”

      “You were supposed to be at the hall awhile ago,” Devin said. “I forgot to tell you. Talidin wanted you there early.”

      “What!?” Dylan screeched. She grabbed her heels and flew out the door, running as fast as her dress would let her toward the hall.

      She threw open the door to the hall, her hair a wild mess and gasping for air as she entered. Talidin turned with a smile toward her. As not to break tradition, he had gotten ready at the hall so he wouldn’t see Lienna’s dress. He wore a black suit and a dark red tie. He gestured to Dylan and said with a laugh, “You forget something?”

      “I didn’t forget anything. Devin forgot,” she breathed. She collapsed in one of the pews and began working on her hair, trying to fix it. “Dammit. It took Tavana ages to do this. She’s going to be so pissed.”

      “You look beautiful, thunderbolt. Don’t worry about it,” Talidin said, collapsing lazily in the seat next to her. He had a carefree grin on his face, and was staring out the window as if the forest was the most enthralling thing he’d ever seen. She hadn’t seen him like this in a very long time.

      “You don’t seem to be nervous,” Dylan commented as she quickly weaved her hair into a side braid, throwing it over her shoulder.

      “I have no reason to be nervous. I’m marrying the woman that I’ve loved ever since I was twelve,” Talidin said. “If anything, I’m excited.”

      The door opened. Tavana flew in, walking to her brother and touching his arm. “Tal, it’s time,” she said.

      The smile couldn’t have gotten any bigger on her master’s face. He proceeded to the front of the building to wait. Dylan followed him, clutching a small bouquet of roses that Tavana shoved into her hands. Enfys came in and sat down at the piano, and Jenna twirled into a pew with Devin at her side. April Mae and Tristan quickly followed, sitting behind them. Tavana took the place at the front of the room. As queen, she would be the one officiating the ceremony.

      The keys of the piano rang richly throughout the hall and Dylan glanced in surprise at the instrument. Enfys had managed to tune it before the ceremony. Dylan’s stomach did butterflies as Enfys began singing.

      
        
        Love knows no secrets or no bounds,

        from screeching storm or desperate sound,

        The pits of death or joy of birth,

        love remains here on this earth.

      

      

      The doors opened. Lienna strode through arm in arm with Tito. Tears appeared in Talidin’s eyes as he watched his bride stride down the aisle, her eyes locking with her future husband’s.

      Dylan couldn’t help herself. She found that tears trailed down her cheeks as she watched Lienna stand at the altar with Talidin. Lienna brushed away Talidin’s tears, her eyes sparkling with something Dylan didn’t yet know, but could understand.

      Someday, Dylan thought, I want someone to love me just as much as Talidin loves Lienna. I want to know what that feels like.

      The couple joined hands. Enfys finished up the last few notes of his song, his voice echoing around the hall.

      
        
        Forever love is beautiful,

        love changes yet stays the same,

        forever love is everlasting,

        forever love remains.
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        * * *

      

      For as stressful as the morning had been, the reception afterward was fun and carefree. The pews had been pushed to the walls and the lights dimmed as food was brought in and dancing ensued. Tavana had hired a local band, and as bad as they were, no one seemed to care or notice. The local townsfolk had been invited, and although the family were complete strangers to them the locals made the party that much more exciting, as this had been the only excitement that had happened in the little town for months.

      “Tavana was complaining about us not knowing how to dance,” Tito said, picking up a cup and shaking his head. “But the way these people are dancing is just plain embarrassing.”

      “I don’t think she cares,” Dylan said. Tavana was watching Lienna and Talidin dance slowly in the corner, entangled in each other’s arms. Tavana’s face held a happy, yet wistful expression, and she tapped both of them on the shoulder and gave them each a hug. The three adults stood there, tightly embracing each other, and Tavana’s shoulders began shaking with sobs.

      “Shit,” Tito said, his expression falling. “I feel sorry for the poor woman.”

      “Maybe she’ll be fine, after she gets a slice of cake, and starts dancing, and maybe even looks at the stars a little bit,” Jenna said, her own eyes gazing out the window. “I know looking at the stars makes me feel better.”

      “I don’t think looking at the stars is going to make her feel better, Jenna,” Dylan said, before giving a scowl. “Though it might help if her sister was here. I don’t know why April Mae and Tristan took off right after the ceremony was over. That wasn’t right.”

      “Aw, who wants a weirdo and a whiner at a party, anyway? I say we’re having more fun without them,” Tito said, throwing back another drink. 

      “Well, maybe if Devy goes over there, she’ll feel better,” Jenna said.

      “Devy? You mean Devin?” Dylan smirked.

      “Yes. That’s what I’m calling him now.” Jenna paused, looking around. “Where did Devy go, anyway?”

      “That’s a good question.” Dylan’s eyes scanned the hall, but her brother was nowhere to be seen.

      Her eyes did catch Enfys, however, strolling over with his hands in his pockets. His tie was undone, and it hang loosely around his neck. Dylan felt her heartbeat rapidly increase as he drew near.

      “It’s no good. I couldn’t teach a single one of those fishers to play anything but sour notes,” he said.

      “It’s about time!” Jenna said. She grabbed Enfys by the arm, dragging him to the floor. “Let’s dance!”

      Dylan looked at Tito and shrugged. “Might as well. Tavana didn’t teach us those moves for nothing.”

      She took Tito’s hand and they began preforming just as terribly as they did in practice, but with a lot more laughter and joy.

      “I think I like our terrible dancing,” Tito said, and he spun Dylan around so fast that she nearly fell to the floor.

      “I think I do, too!” Dylan shouted back. Tito began obnoxiously dancing with her tangled in his arms, and she let out a loud laugh, unable to contain herself.

      The band began playing a slow song. Dylan dropped Tito’s hands, stepping back from him. He reached out and said, “Come on. Just one slow dance?”

      She hesitated. “Um... I’ve never been very good at those.”

      “Mind if I cut in?”

      Enfys was standing there, his hand on Dylan’s shoulder. Dylan looked into his eyes before glancing at Tito, asking, “Do you mind?”

      His teeth clenched, Tito muttered under his breath, “Sure. Whatever.”

      He stomped away to a table in the corner. Enfys turned to face Dylan and grabbed her hand in his, placing another on her waist. Trying to remember Tavana’s instructions, she placed her free hand on his shoulder.

      “Do you know how to waltz?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “No. I don’t know if I can, in these shoes,” she said, laughing lightly.

      “Just follow my lead, and let go.” Enfys guided her along the dance floor and she followed his steps, trying not to look down. Enfys was a natural, covering her mistakes and making it so she seemed to know exactly where to step next.

      “Where did you learn to dance like this?” Dylan said, astounded.

      “Me mum forced me to take dancing lessons for years,” Enfys said, rolling his eyes and chuckling. “Dad says it’s a useful tool for sweeping ladies off their feet.”

      “At least you’re not stepping on them,” she said. She looked behind her, and noticed Lienna and Talidin were still rocking each other slowly. “It seems like nothing could ever be bad, in a place like this.”

      “There’s a bit of happiness here in the world yet,” Enfys said. “It’s between all of us.”

      “The world is a terrible place,” Dylan said quietly, looking down.

      “The world is a good place, full of good people,” Enfys said softly, and he came to a halt as the song ended. “I believe that, as I believe in you.”

      There was soft clapping and cheering all around. To her embarrassment, she realized that the townsfolk had stopped dancing and had created a circle to watch her and Enfys.

      She hadn’t noticed a thing. All she’d been able to look at were Enfys’ blue eyes gazing back at her.

      “Bravo!” Tavana said, entering the circle and clapping louder than anyone else, a huge smile on her face. “It’s good to know that my dancing lessons were good for something!”

      Dylan searched for Talidin, but he and Lienna were gone. It seemed like the party was dissolving.

      Enfys reached out a hand to her and said, “Would you like to walk back to the house with me?”

      She backed away. “I think I’m going to stay here. Help Tavana clean up.”

      His smile didn’t falter as he kissed her hand. “Then I’ll stay here and help as well.”

      “That’s okay, Enfys,” Dylan said, and she forced herself to give him a smile in return. “You... you can head back. I’ll meet up with you later.”

      Enfys nodded gracefully, turning toward the door. “As you wish, lass.”

      As he left with the townspeople, the lights turned off. Dylan stood in the middle of the dance floor, a confused expression on her face.
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        * * *

      

      The window cracked open to Nellie’s room. The girl awoke slowly, watching as the moonlight filtered onto her bed. Devin crawled in through the open window, setting down a small music player on the bedside table.

      “What’s all this?” Nellie said. “You know, I’m the one who’s supposed to be crawling through windows.”

      He smiled at her. “We switched places this time.”

      He pressed play, and a soft, acoustic tune drifted out of the speaker. “Since you’re too sick to come to the wedding, I thought I’d bring the wedding to you.”

      “Devin,” she said, lightly and softly. He reached out a hand. She took it, getting up from the bed slowly. She leaned on him for support.

      “I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion,” she said, smiling weakly and gesturing to her thin nightgown. He grabbed her robe and placed it on her shoulders, guiding her arms into the sleeves and tying it loosely around her small frame.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he said. He took her hands, placing one on his shoulder and holding the other. “You weren’t there, but Tavana all forced us to take dancing lessons. I learned some new moves.”

      “I don’t know if I have the strength to dance,” she said.

      “I’ll help you.” With his other hand, he lifted Nellie so her feet were on his. Supporting her, they began to waltz slowly in circles around the small bedroom.

      Nellie laid her head on his chest as the music drifted slowly around them. “I never thought I’d get to do this. Dance with a boy. I thought I’d be too sick by the time I got old enough… if I ever did.”

      “I wanted to make sure you didn’t feel left out,” Devin said. “And I’m not the weak little kid I used to be.”

      “I never thought you were weak,” Nellie said. Their breathing began rising up and down in even rhythms.  Devin wondered why life couldn’t stay like this... why this moment couldn’t go on, Nellie nestled against his chest, forever and ever.

      The song ended, and Devin carried her to the bed. He took a seat beside her. Her blue eyes seemed concerned. She glanced down at the blanket before looking him in the eyes, something lingering on her lips.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Devin,” she said. “I... I still have some strength left. And while I do, I want to ask you a question.”

      “Anything,” he said.

      “Promise you won’t hate me?”

      “I could never hate you.”

      She hesitated, biting her lip. “I’ve never gone farther than kissing before,” she said quickly. “And I want to know what it’s like to be really loved by someone. By someone who truly loves me.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Are you suggesting what I think you are?”

      “Only if you want to,” she said quietly.

      Devin took her hand lightly. “I’d do anything, as long as it was for you. And I think I want this as badly as you do.”

      He then leaned forward, giving her a deep, passionate kiss. Nellie returned the affection, removing his glasses. There was nothing between them, only each other.

      For some, it might have been nothing. For Devin, she was all he ever wanted.
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      A few days after the wedding, while Talidin and Lienna were still on their short honeymoon at one of the inns in the village, Tavana requested the twins’ presence at the makeshift training arena. Dylan and Devin met her just after sunrise, surprised to find that the Rhodian weapons were at her feet.

      “What are we doing with them?” Devin asked, looking at the green bow.

      “It’s about time we got to practicing with these,” Tavana said. “They saved our lives once before, and they may do so again.”

      “Are you sure?” Dylan said. They hadn’t been allowed to touch the weapons since they had last used them to break Talidin and Tavana out… save for Tristan, whom April Mae favored and fought for to carry the gauntlet.

      “I want you two to keep them on you at all times from now on, in case there’s an ambush,” Tavana replied. You’re going to need to use them eventually, and the results could be devastating if you’re caught without them. Even worse, if the Hunter’s Guild manages to steal them, we could all be in trouble.”

      She handed Devin his long green bow with the arrows that shone a bright emerald, as well as a quiver made of black leather. He put the quiver around his body and placed the arrows inside, all save for one. He then drew his bow and fired an arrow at a tree in the far distance. Once the arrow hit the trunk, it exploded, smoke rising up into the sky as the tree began to burn. The sound echoed for miles around.

      “Let’s not use that one, for now,” Tavana said weakly. She bent down and handed Dylan the katana, with a leather scabbard. “Dylan, try this.”

      The girl took the katana gently. It was a long, curved blade with a handle that fit into her hand snugly. She swished it in the air and as she did so, an orange fire glowed from the blade, surrounding the air with sparks.

      “What about you?” Devin asked. “Why don’t you take one?”

      “The weapons are connected to you now,” Tavana said. “All of them glow with your lights of your Craft. I wouldn’t dare to use them.”

      “But you’re the leader of the Rhodi. You deserve to have one,” Devin said.

      “I don’t need one to fight adequately, and a new generation of Rhodi is rising,” she said. “You will use them better than I ever could.”

      She nodded to Devin. “Your bow can be used for close combat as well. Dylan, go ahead and take a swing at him.”

      Dylan raised her blade, taking a deep breath. She then ran toward her brother, the blade held high. Devin took his bow and easily batted the katana away, using the end to trip her off her feet. Dylan rolled back into a sitting position and tried again, feinting to the left. Devin used the length of the bow to beat her back, the two twins combating every hit the other could think of. Devin raised his bow high in the air, aiming for her head, but Dylan brought her katana up and blocked him, the sound of her blade ringing through the air.

      “You guys are thinking too similarly. Come on, guys. I know you’re twins, but try to change it up,” Tavana instructed.

      The fire on the blade caught her eye, and thinking quickly, Dylan reached forward and lit Devin’s pant leg aflame. Distracted, the boy dropped his bow and tried to put it out. Dylan tackled her brother, putting the blade to his throat before he knew what was happening. The fire went out the moment she touched him.

      “Well done, Dylan,” Tavana said in surprise. “That was clever.”

      She brushed her hair out of her eyes, holding out a hand and helping her brother to her feet. “Devin’s better than me. I just got lucky.”

      “Both of you have progressed immensely in the past year,” Tavana said. “You’ve grown to be excellent fighters.”

      “We practiced every day when you and Talidin were gone. We wanted to be ready when you finally came back,” Devin said, stringing the bow over his shoulder.

      “You are more than ready.” She smiled. “Would you like to try again?”

      “Let them fight, but let’s make it more interesting, sister.”

      April Mae appeared from out of the woods, Tristan following. She stood next to her sister, looking at the twins with that disturbing, clouded look in her eyes. “I would like to test Tristan. Have Dylan and Devin both come at him at once.”

      “That’s hardly fair. Dylan and Devin are much more advanced than Tristan is,” Tavana said.

      “We shall see,” April Mae said, and added to Tristan, “Be prepared to fight. We begin now.”

      Tristan took a fighting stance. The twins looked at each other, and Devin whispered, “Should we go easy on him?”

      “Forget that. He thinks he’s some great warrior now. Ever since he became a Rhodi, he thinks he knows everything. It’s about time he got put in his place,” Dylan said, twirling her katana.

      The two twins charged. At first, Dylan wondered exactly how her cousin was supposed to know where they were. But to her immense surprise, Tristan lifted his gauntlet and fired, a blue shot of electricity zapping right where she had been mere moments before. He shot twice at Devin. Her brother had to roll out of the way, nearly getting hit by lightning twice.

      Dylan ran full-speed at Tristan, narrowly missing each one of his lightning shots. He came so close to hitting her with his Craft that the fabric on her shirt was singed. She glanced over at her brother while avoiding yet another blow and noticed that he, too, was having trouble avoiding Tristan’s accuracy.

      When they finally reached Tristan, both of the twins raised their weapons high to strike. But Tristan batted away Dylan’s blade effortlessly with his gauntlet, then whacked it into Devin’s head so he went slamming against the ground. Dylan threw her blade to the side and tried combating Tristan with a set of advanced martial arts, but he stopped every kick, punch and blow with ease. Eventually, he wore Dylan down enough so that he nailed her in the side, punching her so hard in her ribs that she landed in a pile on top of Devin.

      Tristan had a cocky smile on his face. “That was easy,” he said, and he let out a loud, cackling laugh.

      “Get off of me,” Dylan said, shoving her brother away. She got to her feet, stomping over to Tristan with her fists clenched. “That was impossible. How did you do that?”

      Tristan lifted his gauntlet, polishing the metal with his shirt sleeve. “I suppose I’m just better than you are.”

      “We’ve been Rhodi for two years, and you’ve only been one for a few months,” Devin said, and he got to his feet as well. “You shouldn’t be able to beat us.”

      “They have a point, April. What’s going on?” Tavana said, turning to her sister in confusion.

      “He’s a natural,” April Mae said. “Tristan was born to be a Rhodi.”

      “For him to be so skilled in so short a time is anything but natural. What have you been doing to him?” Tavana hissed.

      “Nothing I haven’t begged and pleaded for since I became her student,” Tristan shot back. “I haven’t stopped training, night and day, and now I’m better than Dylan and Devin are. Someday I might even be better than you, Tavana.”

      “There’s no way you ever could. Tavana’s the best there is,” Devin said, stepping in front of his master defensively.

      “Someone has to be there to take her place,” Tristan said. “And one day, that’s going to be me.”

      Dylan nearly choked at that statement. Tristan, leader of the Rhodi? “That right belongs to Devin. He’s her student,” Dylan said.

      “The right to lead the Rhodi should pass down to the one who’s the best, not the one who’s next in line,” Tristan snarled. “Devin might be Tavana’s student, but that doesn’t make him some sort of Rhodian prince.”

      “Um, by our traditions, yes it does,” Dylan said, and she stepped forward to get in Tristan’s face.

      Tristan grabbed the front of her shirt, but Tavana separated them both and said, “Enough. I will choose who will succeed me, when the time is right. But that day will never come so long as Rachel is in power. So unless you want to be leading a pile of bodies, Tristan, stand down.”

      Tristan said nothing. But April Mae did. “I agree with Tristan. The most powerful Rhodi should be leader. And one day, Tavana, you will have to decide who will take your place.”

      “That day is far away from now,” Tavana said.

      “But perhaps not as far away as you think,” April Mae hissed.

      “Have you seen something? Some vision telling you otherwise?” Tavana said.

      When April Mae said nothing, Tavana shook her head and said, “I thought so. Until the Red Huntress is defeated, this conversation is over.”

      April Mae stared at her sister for a moment. She then turned on her heels, heading toward the house. Tristan followed in her wake, a proud expression on his face.

      “What was that about?” Devin asked, looking at his master.

      “I’m not sure,” Tavana said in confusion. “It’s not like April Mae to behave this way.”

      “That was a little weird,” Dylan said, crossing her arms. “Master, don’t you think that there’s something wrong here? Why was Tristan able to beat us?”

      “It must be as she said. He’s a natural,” Tavana muttered, turning away from them.

      “Master, you can’t say that. It doesn’t make sense,” Devin argued.

      “I don’t know how she trained Tristan so well in so short a time, but I suppose that she just must be a good teacher,” Tavana said shortly. “You all know as well as I do that she never stops training him. They practice night and day.”

      “A good teacher?” Dylan’s mouth dropped open. “Master, there’s no way that’s a good excuse.”

      “If we can’t trust April Mae, we can’t trust anyone,” Tavana said firmly. “I may be the most powerful Rhodi here, but April has the most powerful Craft. We need her, and more than that, I love her. She’s my sister. If she betrays us, we may as well start turning on each other now.”

      She gestured to the twins. “Now no more about it. I want to see some sparring.”

      After they were done with training for the day and Tavana had left, Devin turned to his sister. “I don’t want to be a Rhodian prince. If Tristan wants to be next in line to lead the Rhodi, then let him.”

      “No, he can’t, Devin. Tristan’s a terrible leader. He’s our cousin, and I care about him, but he always puts himself first. He’d run the Rhodi right into the ground.” Dylan sighed. “I don’t even know why we’re fighting about this. Tavana’s young. It’s not like the job is going to be open anytime soon.”

      “I get why it’s important, though. She has to train someone to take her place, someday,” Devin said.

      “But not now. Tristan is causing unnecessary drama and making it all about himself, as usual,” Dylan said, rolling her eyes.

      “Of course he is. But it’s starting to affect the group,” Devin added, and he headed with his sister toward the house. “I think he needs to cut it out, before his actions have consequences for the rest of us. If he’s not careful, his cockiness is going to get him killed someday.”

      “Don’t say that. April Mae’s just been encouraging him, and now he’s got a big head,” Dylan said sharply. “I’m sure all of this will blow over. You know how Tristan is. Just give it time.”

      Devin shook his head and left. Absentmindedly, Dylan fiddled with the shamrock bracelet Enfys had given her. The bracelet hadn’t stopped her from self-harming completely, but it had done the trick a couple of times. It was a lot harder to hurt yourself when you looked down and were reminded of someone who really cared about you. It brought Dylan out of the moment, and gave her a couple seconds to think about what she was doing instead of acting impulsively.

      Sometimes, the bracelet bought her enough time that she didn’t cut. Sometimes it didn’t.

      She sighed. Even though she was stressed, she wouldn’t hurt herself… not tonight. Tristan might be putting his life in danger, but she was powerless to stop him. One thing she had learned was she couldn’t keep blaming herself for the mistakes of other people. She wanted her cousin to be careful, because being overly confident could bring his downfall.

      But if she couldn’t control some things in her life, she at least wanted to control something she could.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan hadn’t entered the dream state since her last life-threatening encounter with the dream dogs. Even so, she gasped at the terrible sight before her, crumbling to her knees at the chaos and destruction that lied within.

      All of the paper flowers were dead. They were curled upon themselves, with creased and torn edges. Dylan reached out to stroke one of their petals and it burst into flames at her touch, turning to a pile of ashes on the ground.

      The purple sky with the orange clouds had turned to a midnight blue shade, and the great crescent moon seemed ready to swallow the earth, crumbling in its place as it sat on a space in the horizon that was much too close to the ground.

      What had happened to her beautiful sanctuary? The place Talidin had always insisted was safe? Dylan tried getting to her feet but the very ground shook as she did so, the sound of the earth splitting in two ringing in her ears.

      She turned, the breath flying from her body. Dream dogs, thousands of them, patrolled the dead flowers in a giant pack, snarling and growling at each other. They turned to look at her, their red eyes weeping blood, and began stalking toward her.

      Wake up, Dylan thought weakly. Wake up, wake up, wake up...
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        * * *

      

      She jolted up in bed, trembling all over as a scream died in her throat. She ran to wake the others, but found Tavana, April Mae, Devin and Tristan already gathered in the living room with haggard eyes.

      By the haunted looks on everyone’s faces, all of them had been to the dream state and experienced what she had.

      “That... that was terrifying,” Devin said. “Is that what the dream state looks like now? Is it that bad?”

      “It would appear so,” Tavana said softly. “I knew it was falling apart. But I had imagined it was something better than this.”

      “The dogs,” Tristan said. “I heard them… smelled them. Those dogs are terrible.”

      “Why are there so many of them?” Dylan asked.

      “The Red Huntress is getting stronger,” April said, and she began pacing the room.
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