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            On Disability

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to all those who suffer from mental illness.

      

        

      
        You are stronger than you know.
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            Forgotten Danger
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      The thunderstorm was the worst Areos had ever seen. If the rain pelted the house any harder, it might as well have been a knife slashing straight through the roof. Thunder rolled and shook the house, while lightning flashed and lit up all the darkened rooms. In the living room stood four figures, the only sign of life amongst the relentless dark.

      The first was an old man. His eyes, hair and beard were gray, but he appeared to have strength within him. Beside him in a rocker was a white-haired woman who looked just as old as he was. Her cane appeared a weapon as she gripped it tightly, the wrinkles on her mouth tightening as she sneered at the thunder.

      Two women stood in the room, one frozen in place, the other pacing in a circle. The first woman had honey-blonde hair wrapped in a bun. Hair stuck sloppily out of it, while her lavender eyes were distant and wise. Her skin was pale, deep lines thinning her face. There was something about her, a certain aura that cut her off from other people, and it appeared the woman understood this. It was as if she knew too much about life, and was sagging under the burden of carrying it. She stood farthest away, unmoving.

      The other woman was less refined than the other, but she was beautiful. Sapphire eyes glimmered as she walked back and forth, and the others all wished the sparkle in them would return, as if the shine she had worn before was a good friend that had gone missing long ago. Her violet hair swished in front of her attractive face, and she continued to bite her lower lip anxiously.

      “Where is he?” Tavana asked. “It’s not like him to keep us waiting.”

      April Mae tilted her head. “Why do you worry about him so? He is a Rhodi. He can watch himself.”

      “I’m not so sure these days. He’s being even more reckless than usual.” Tavana chewed on her nail, and the old man sighed.

      “I have to agree with Tavana,” Odon said, his voice heavy. “This loss has nearly driven him mad. If he doesn’t get ahold of himself, it’s going to lead to trouble.”

      “He’s stable,” April Mae said, her voice flat.

      “But how much so?” Yolanda growled. “The only ones I’m more concerned about than him is that little girl and her brother.”

      “What does he think, Odon?” Tavana turned on her heels, her hair flying out of her eyes. “Doesn’t he realize I loved Devin just as much as he loved Dylan? Doesn’t he realize how much we all love them?”

      “He does realize that,” Odon said sadly. “Which is exactly why he’s acting this way.”

      The front door flew open. Rain and wind blew fiercely through the air as a man stepped inside. He turned around and pushed on the door, Tavana running to his side to help him shut it against the blustering storm.

      The man was incredibly handsome, with black hair and pale skin. He was dripping wet, the water pouring off of him as if he’d been in the storm for ages. He had the same purple eyes as the blonde woman, but unlike his sister, his were usually filled with more warmth and cheer.

      Those eyes had now gone dark. If one could only see his eyes, they would’ve assumed he was ten times more ancient than the old man. They were tired, soulful eyes that had seen too much for his young age. There were bags underneath them, as if he’d been awake for a century, and his lower face was covered in shadow. He had either forgotten or didn’t find the point in shaving.  He was dying from the inside, and his body was finally starting to show the death that was wreaking havoc within him.

      “Talidin. Where have you been?” April Mae strode to his side, her face contorted into an angry grimace.

      He gave her a lost look, then said in a gentle voice, “Odon sent me on a mission to find the weapons, remember?”

      “That was hours ago!” Tavana shouted. “Why do you make us worry?”

      “These things take time! Back off, will you?” He pushed past Tavana and sat on the couch, exhausted.

      Tavana sighed and sat next to him. “Tal, what’s wrong with you? You’ve hardly looked so terrible. You’re practically a walking corpse.”

      “You don’t look so sharp yourself, sister,” he snapped back.

      Tavana recoiled. It was then April Mae collapsed, eyes rolling into the back of her head as she fell to the floor.

      “April! What’s wrong?” Talidin and Tavana sprung from their seats, crouching at April Mae’s side. There was a distant, removed look on her face. The lightning behind her flashed and illuminated the room, revealing her clouded eyes.

      “April! What do you see?” Talidin said.

      April Mae’s mouth opened and closed once before her eyes became clear again. Color returned to her cheeks.

      “We’re being ambushed! Get down!” she screamed.

      The warning came too late. She grabbed her siblings and threw them to the floor just as the window behind them shattered. The door flew open and dozens of assassins came crawling through the broken window, weapons drawn.

      The glass shimmered like sabers as screams and reflections were cast off of them, becoming one with the red droplets falling to the floor.
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        Dear Everyone,

      

        

      
        I’m going to ignore that you told me not to write. I know April Mae will probably see me writing this letter, anyway, so chances are you’ll get it before the Hunter’s Guild has a chance to steal it, and if you don’t, we don’t really care. You know its been four months since we last saw you, and we have no idea of what’s happening outside this little world we’ve been forced into.

      

        

      
        Dylan’s practically given up hope. It’s like she’s wondering whether you guys ever existed, and if we were ever Rhodi at all… like it was just a dream. I can’t say that I’m not wondering, too. Just give us a sign you’re still alive, that’s all we’re asking. It’s frustrating, being shut up in this little house. It’s like living in a cage with no light and if we don’t get any light, we’ll die.

      

        

      
        Please, please, please… answer. I’ll keep writing if I have to. I refuse to give up.

        - Devin.

      

      

      Devin sealed the envelope and put it in the mailbox, sighing as he looked around him. The little cabin on the mountaintop was beautiful, but it was as far as it could be from Areos. Devin didn’t even know where he was, only that it was nowhere near any enemies, or the Hunter’s Guild.

      But that also meant it was very far away from every other human being on the continent.

      He hissed with impatience. Uncle Keaton and Aunt Rhonda had fled to a secluded Free State called Adamaris, where there was almost no chance of anyone finding them. Even if the Guild did, it would take days to reach the top of the mountain, giving the small family ample time to escape.

      When Dylan and Devin had been living on the streets, this place would’ve been a dream. He had to admit he had grown a bit fond of it, even if he considered it a jail. The biggest problem was that it wasn’t home.

      After the accident they had no home, until they had happened upon Areos. Now home was a large house and a pagoda, with galloping horses in the pasture before the woods and a training area in the back. If he squeezed his eyes tight enough, he could  remember what his bedroom looked like.

      Yet that was in the past, and Dylan and Devin were on their own.

      Not totally alone, Dylan’s voice resonated in his head. We’ve got Uncle Keaton and Aunt Rhonda, even though they don’t get it. And Tristan… he understands.

      Devin didn’t bother to respond. He and his sister had mastered the mind speak within a few weeks of being here, the seclusion of the mountain making it easy to concentrate. What he didn’t like was the emptiness of his head. He hadn’t felt a single brush of another Rhodi’s mind since they had been forced to leave Areos four months before. It left him feeling lonelier than he’d ever been.

      No, sis. You can feel it too… there’s nobody here but us, and there won’t be again. Not even Tristan knows how we feel, because he isn’t a Rhodi. We’re by ourselves now.

      His sister dropped down from the roof of the house, her features transforming as she did so. The orange streaks in her dark hair faded, while fangs and claws receded from her face and hands. The transformed half-tigress became a girl once more, one with golden skin and fierce, orange eyes.

      Even if we are the last Rhodi on earth, at least we still have each other, she said.

      Devin had to smile. He sighed, pulling some money out of his pocket. She said out loud, “How much more do you think we’ll need in order to go back on our own?”

      Devin put the money back in his pocket. “I think… a lot. It’s going to be at least a few more months before we’ll afford the train tickets. And you know Tristan’s going to want to come along. Not to mention our aunt and uncle aren’t going to like this at all. We’ll have to make up some excuse… or sneak out, if they don’t let us leave.”

      “We have to try,” Dylan whispered. She had grown less bitter in the past few months. Devin knew she was missing her master Talidin quite badly. Although it wasn’t flat out killing her, it was all but robbing her spirit inch by inch. Devin thought that nobody would be able to bring his sister back from the terrible memories of the accident that had killed their parents over a year ago. But Talidin had, somehow, and now, even he was taken from her.

      Devin longed to bring out the orb of pink light that was a part of his master Tavana’s Craft, but he knew it would only make him homesick. The twins walked through the lush, emerald green woods, silently crunching the sticks beneath them.

      Dylan saw a bird and growled, transforming into her half-tigress form once more and leaping at it. The bird got away, so she sunk her claws into the wood, leaving deep marks.

      “You know that won’t help,” Devin pointed out.

      Dylan bared her fangs before changing back. “It does me.”

      Devin crouched down, bounding into super speed to run up a tree. He traveled up the trunk before jumping into the air and sailing like a kite onto the wind. As he was doing so, Devin noticed a flash of feathers vanish into the forest brush.

      His eyes widened in disbelief, and he landed on the forest floor. Dylan went to ask what was wrong, but before she could, they heard their aunt calling their names. The twins looked at each other glumly before heading into the house.

      Their Aunt Rhonda stood on the porch, her worried face dissolving as she noticed them. “Goodness, I’m glad you didn’t go far. Now hurry along inside.”

      She pushed them in and looked outside the door before turning the lock.

      The house had a high ceiling, with hardly any windows to let in light. Keaton was rich, so the furniture inside made their jail cell look extravagant. It almost seemed to be a taunt.

      Their uncle was sitting in a lounge chair, glancing outside the window every few seconds. He nodded to them as they came in and asked, “Where were you?”

      “Just outside the house.” Devin said. “Not very far.”

      “You know you’re not supposed to go outside alone. Anyone could jump up and grab you,” Keaton scolded.

      Devin shrugged, and the twins followed their aunt into the dining room for lunch. They sat down at the table, Devin taking a seat between his sister and cousin, Tristan.

      Rhonda served them a light soup and some type of fancy sandwich. “Thank you. “Devin said, digging in lightly. She smiled at them, and left the room without another word.

      “Dylan, you need to eat,” Devin said, catching her putting food into her napkin. She blushed and started to chew, very slowly as she did so.

      Devin sighed. It was tiring being Dylan’s only supervisor, and he couldn’t watch her twenty-four-seven like they all could back in Areos. His sister’s struggle with self-harm was only made worse by their move here, he was sure. Keaton and Rhonda knew about it, but they were too busy worrying about staying concealed to pay attention to what the twins were doing, so long as they remained locked up in the house. Tristan cared, but not enough to help, and Devin found his prodding questions about his sister’s mental state to be too invasive to be helpful. The only thing he could do was trust her, and believe that her promise to Talidin would stop her from doing anything rash.

      The boys had already started on seconds before Dylan had even finished her first sandwich. Devin put another sandwich on her plate and said in the mind speak, Eat.

      She obeyed, but the food appeared tasteless to her. Devin cleaned up and put the plates in the sink, washing them by hand. He noticed Dylan was staring listlessly out the window. He finished the dishes and pulled his sister to his room, Tristan following. Though Tristan was blind, he didn’t need the twins to guide him, as he had learned the layout of the house and used his cane to get around elsewhere… not that they ever left.

      Devin shut the door and sank against it, watching as Dylan flopped herself on the bed. Tristan sat beside her, looking extremely bored.

      “When are we going to get out of here?” Dylan whispered, staring up at the ceiling.

      Tristan made an obnoxious noise, saying, “If you think my parents are going to let us go anywhere, you’re crazy. We’ll be stuck here long after we come of age.”

      “We can’t live here forever, hiding,” Dylan said. “It’s no way to live.”

      “What do you want us to do, Dylan? Run away? Sleep on the streets again?” Devin asked.

      He shook his head. “Sis, face it. This is our only option.”

      “She just wants to go back to her master,” Tristan said sarcastically. “She acts like you’re still Rhodi.”

      There was a loud thump as Dylan leapt off the bed. “We are still Rhodi. Once a Rhodi, always a Rhodi.”

      “So you say.” Tristan leaned back, shrugging.

      “No. Talidin told me.”

      “You’re going to believe a guy who told you he loved you, but doesn’t even bother to know where you are? Your masters don’t care that you’re gone,” Tristan said.

      Dylan flew at him. Tristan heard her coming and stepped out of the way, sticking out his cane so she tripped and went flying into the wall.

      “Tristan, cut it out!” Devin snapped at him, helping his sister up.

      She shrugged off his arm. “Tell him, Devin. He’s wrong, and you know it.”

      Devin said nothing. Dylan’s face fell at his silence.

      “You didn’t disagree with him. You think he’s right,” she said.

      Devin didn’t answer. She pushed him away and stomped out of his room, slamming the door as she did so.

      “Why did you have to say that? You know how she is!” Devin said, rounding on Tristan.

      “Let her go! It’s time she accepted the truth. They’re not coming back, and she’s not going to get any better chasing fantasies. She needs to learn to accept what is.” Tristan opened the window, leaning against the wall so the cool mountain air caressed his face. Devin shook his head and left, going to look for his sister.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan pushed a pine branch out of the way, the rough needles poking her skin as she dove deeper into the forest. When she was far enough away she plopped herself down on a bed of clover, screaming her rage.

      This is so unfair! When is this shit going to be over with?

      She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees, resting her head upon them. She didn’t care that she was going to get in trouble for running off, or that it would take her family forever to find her. She just wanted to be alone for once.

      Running away. Just like Talidin. Tears came to her eyes but she wiped them away, falling down upon the clover with her arms over her head. She laid a hand on her stomach and brought out an orb of blue light— the part of Talidin’s Craft that he had given her.

      She watched it zoom around her head before she caught it, the orb humming in her palm. His laughter echoed out of it and she clutched it to her chest, wanting more than ever to run home and into his arms.

      But she couldn’t do that. She didn’t know if her master still wanted her. She didn’t even know if he was still alive.

      She gazed at the Craft until her eyes stopped seeing it, looking beyond. She had lost her master… her counselor… her friend…

      She had lost another father, and it was making her lose all sense of who she was. Rhodi, girl, she didn’t know anymore. There were no names for what she was. She was just lost. She carried a label that meant nothing, in a place that was so far off the map it might as well have not existed at all.

      Dylan closed her eyes. Now her brother was pretending that their masters had never cared about them. As if there was no hope. The Craft went back into her body and she looked at the glimmer it had left longingly.

      “This way you will always have a part of me,” she whispered. A part of me.

      She closed her eyes and before she knew it, the sounds of the woods had lulled her to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan’s orange eyes opened, and above her she saw a bright lavender heaven, purple clouds amongst a ginger background. She sat up quickly, marveling at her surroundings. As she clambered to her feet thousands of paper flowers twirled in the breeze, an ocean of flora that spanned for miles and miles. That same crescent moon sparkled in the sky. Her arms were clean, vacant from scars, the same orange dress billowing around her legs.

      Somehow, someway, she had made her way into the dream state.

      Dylan had tried and tried to find her way back here, but without Talidin’s help, it’d been nearly impossible. Now she’d finally achieved it, and without even trying. She gave a happy cry and began running through the flowers, twirling as she did so. She looked for another Rhodi but found that she was the only one... however, the dream state was one place Dylan felt more alive than alone.

      After she had run for what seemed like miles, Dylan laid down in a patch of paper chrysanthemums and watched the purple sky float above.

      “Welcome to the purple parade,” she whispered, a ghost of a smile on her face. She lay inside herself for hours, feeling at peace... feeling like a Rhodi again.
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        * * *

      

      “Dylan! What are you doing out here?”

      “What?” She blinked sleep from her eyes, gazing upward to see her brother standing over her, more worried than she’d seen him in a while.

      “I’ve been looking for you for hours! You know better than to run off like that!” he snapped, dragging her to her feet.

      “How long was I gone?” Dylan asked, turning on the spot. The pine forest looked nothing like the dream state. It was lonely, gray, and cold.

      “It’s nearly nightfall. You’re going to get us in trouble,” her brother growled, dragging her back to the house.

      “It didn’t seem like that in the dream state,” Dylan said idly.

      “Sorry, what?” Devin paused. He let go of her arm, turning slowly on the spot to look at her.

      “I think I may have transferred myself to the dream state by accident,” Dylan said.

      “The dream state? Are you sure?” He looked at her skeptically, pushing up his glasses.

      “Why not? I’m strong enough to summon it myself.” She put her hands on her hips, staring at her brother. “It’s possible, isn’t it?”

      “If you say so. Let’s just get you home,” Devin said, reaching for her.

      “I’m not crazy!” she shouted angrily.

      “I didn’t say that,” Devin said slowly, snatching her sleeve.

      “You were thinking it,” she hissed, pulling back.

      The fabric tore at the motion, and Dylan was left with an exposed wrist— one that showed Devin a set of new scars. She covered it with her hand quickly, but Devin noticed anyway.

      “Dylan!” Devin shouted.

      She turned away from her brother but he stepped in front of her, grabbing her shoulders. “No. There’s no way. We’re talking about this.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” Dylan said, avoiding his eyes.

      “The hell there isn’t! Have you forgotten the promise you made to all of us? To Talidin?” Devin asked.

      “It’s not that easy!” Dylan screamed back. “You don’t just stop because you’ve made a promise!”

      “How have you been doing this? There are no knives in the house!”

      “When you’re desperate, you’ll use anything you can get your hands on,” she said.

      Her brother stared at her. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. But keep in mind that we’re alone out here. Odon’s not here to save you if you mess up.”

      Dylan flinched. “I’ve only done it a few times since we’ve been here,” she whispered.

      “A few times is too many! I can’t stand when you do this to yourself!” Devin said. “If you can’t quit for us, quit for you! We love you, sis. We just want to see you get better.”

      Dylan’s lower lip quivered. “I know,” she said. “And I swear I’m doing the best that I can.”

      She took a deep, shivering sigh. “But it’s not as simple as you think.”

      Devin went to respond, but before he could say another word, the sound of ruffling feathers made the twins look up. Devin took off running at hyper-speed, his sister transforming into a half-tigress to follow him as he chased after the sound.

      The Rhodi children ran through the forest, Devin following his instincts and Dylan following her brother. Devin, wait! she cried, unable to keep up. Her desperation only caused her to run faster, wanting to know— needing to know if those wings belonged to Tavana.

      After the sound of the wings had long vanished, Dylan found her brother in a clearing, looking around in confusion.

      Who’s crazy now? she asked in the mind speak, gasping for breath and transforming again.

      I think I saw Tavana, he said. Or heard her.

      I didn’t see anything. When he hadn’t moved for several minutes and it was starting to get dark, she looked toward the ground. Maybe Tristan’s right. Maybe it’s time we gave up.

      You don’t mean that, he said.

      You do.

      He sighed, taking her hand. Come on, sis. Let’s go back. Aunt Rhonda’s probably losing it by now.
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            Panic Attacks
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      Birds chattered outside his window and the breeze blew sweet serenades onto his face, the leaves whistling in his ear. His cane laid against the wall, against the house that was making gurgles and creaks.

      The floor was super clean, just as his mother liked it. It was so peaceful that he could almost hear the spider several feet away make its web… recall the feeling as it had scattered across his hand. If he’d been distracted by sight, he would’ve never felt it.

      But he couldn’t see, and so his world of sight was was missing, yet was more open to him than ever before.

      Tristan took in an angry breath. It was all so complex, how much more you saw without sight. He had gotten used to being blind long ago. A few years ago he could see glimmers of shadows, shapes and colors. His whole world had been smeared into a painting that had neither shape nor form. But it hadn’t been long before his sight failed completely, and he could no longer see his strong father, or his beautiful mother. He could not observe his sister as she grew up and eventually left, chased away by his parents and their over-protective behavior.

      But things were clearer now. So clear that he felt like he didn’t need his cane. The earth seemed to breathe under him as he moved. Animals were characterized by the sounds they made and how they maneuvered.

      He was overjoyed at how easy it was for him to read people. Even before he’d lost his sight, that was always a talent he’d had. Tristan could tell easily if they were lying, were happy or upset, just by being close to them.

      It was easy for him to sense happiness or excitement. But what was easiest to sense was fear and pain. Tristan could hardly breathe sometimes whenever he was around the twins. Fear and misery swarmed off them in droves. It was pushing them apart and disturbing his quest for inner peace, and he hadn’t felt peace in a very long time.

      Nothing was left within him, save for anger. And no matter what, Tristan could never figure out why.

      All he knew is the day he’d gone blind had tormented him ruthlessly. He hadn’t received any rest since the moment his life had changed. It wasn’t like he was bitter about being blind… rather, he was trying to put the pieces together, and understand the memories that didn’t quite fit. What he’d been told about that day was a lie, he was certain about that. His parents had made up some story to comfort him, but he was older now, and he wanted the facts.

      He tried not to think about it, but it was pointless. Since it had happened, he had replayed the scene over and over in his head.

      He’d figure it out this time. He’d understand the missing pieces, and realize what he’d missed before. Feeling the last rays of sunlight hit his face, Tristan leaned back against the ground thought about the day he had lost his sight.
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        * * *

      

      She was only nine and he was seven, but he could see her so very clearly. They played happily in the living room, toy soldiers scattered everywhere and without care.

      “Whoosh!” Noelle said, swooping the toy soldier over her head. She bashed it into the ground, holding the soldier like it was a mallet. When all the toys around her were smashed, she smiled at him and said, “I win.”

      “No fair!” He protested, throwing a general at her. “Soldiers can’t fly!”

      “Of course they can.” Noelle smiled, rising to her feet and dancing on the spot. “Now that I’ve won, you’ve gotta do whatever I tell you.”

      He sighed dramatically and flopped on the rug. “All right. We made a bet. What?”

      Her searching eyes met the window. It was dark and stormy outside. Lighting lit up the sky and thunder shook the house, until a picture frame of his baby cousins slipped off the dresser and fell onto the floor with a loud clatter.

      Noelle beamed. “Go outside during the storm. Touch the big elm tree. I bet you’re too scared.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything, especially a storm!” he protested.

      He got up and opened the door, stepping out into the rain. A gust of wind nearly blew him over as Noelle stood in the doorframe sassily, her very stance daring him to do it.

      He knew Noelle would make fun of him if he ran, so he walked slowly, just to show her he wasn’t afraid. The elm tree wasn’t far away. All it would take was one touch to prove how brave he was. The rain was pouring down onto his face, but it didn’t bother him one bit.

      The lighting flashed once again. Noelle got scared. She begged him to come back, her cries calling over the thunder. But he smiled. There was nothing to be afraid of.

      His mother was at the door now, screaming for him to come back inside where it was safe. He ignored her. His sister Suzanne was running out into the storm, chasing after her baby brother.

      Then there were screams… bright, bright light… pain, sharper and clearer than he had ever felt before... and a crackling sensation that was spreading throughout his entire body.

      But the worst thing wasn’t the pain, but the darkness. He’d been struck by lightning, and before he understood what was happening, his sight was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan bit his lip and turned his head. He was absolutely terrified of storms now. The very hint of lightning sent him scurrying to the safest room in the house, where he would sit in one spot, sometimes all night, until the storm was over. He could always feel the storms coming, which was terrible. It was the one time he couldn’t pick on the twins, because he was scared out of his mind.

      He could feel all the static and energy in the air… within him… as if he and the storm were alive and uncontrollable and there was nothing he could do about it. He didn’t like losing control. He could control his anger, his fear, his hate, but he couldn’t control the weather. Tristan vowed the second he was old enough he would move to the Far Eastern deserts, the land of his ancestors. He would live there like the ancient nomads whom he had descended from, where it hardly ever rained or stormed.

      Not like up here, in the mountains. It rained nearly every other day. His parents knew the torture they were putting him through by keeping him here, but they couldn’t help it. It would be ten times more dangerous anywhere else, as the Hunter’s Guild had a base in every state, save for Adamaris.

      “Tristan!” his mother cried. “We’re all going for a walk in the woods. Do you want to come?”

      He sighed and grabbed his cane. “Why not? It’s beautiful outside.”

      He began shuffling toward the door, longing for the sunlight to shine on his face. He would do anything to stop reliving the memory... anything to stop the feeling of the thunder that rattled within his bones, and to remember the girl named Noelle.

      He never saw her again, after that night. She had been his best friend, but he had lost her after the lightning had struck him, and never returned. Despite his parents reassuring her that she was all right somewhere in the world, Tristan was unsure whether she was dead or alive.

      That was the piece of the puzzle that bothered him the most. Was Noelle a figment of his imagination, or had she been real?

      He could not say for sure. And that ate away at him everyday.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While her family was on their morning walk Dylan had opted to stay behind, to sit alone on the porch and gaze at the forest that surrounded the small cabin. It was amazing how she could be so infuriated, so maddened, even when the landscape around her was calm and peaceful. But inside of her was a raging torrent of fire, daring to rear up and devour everything and everyone in her path, including her own mind.

      She neither knew nor cared where her family was at the moment. Devin didn’t want to leave her by herself, but she’d convinced him that she wanted to rest, that she’d be fine.

      She wasn’t fine. All she knew was for the first time in a long time, she was alone, in a big house with a lot of space.

      And a lot of sharp objects.

      Dylan breathed raggedly. She hated this. This deep, detached feeling, like you were at the bottom of a big black pit that you couldn’t climb out of. She no longer wished to die. She wished to live, to feel something that didn’t feel like her fault, to have something that she could control in this vast, cruel, blazing world.

      Talidin would know. Talidin would know the instant he saw her that something was wrong. But the temptation to relieve her pain was at its strongest now, and Talidin wasn’t here.

      She gripped the sides of the porch swing fiercely, digging her nails into the wood and clenching her teeth together. Fight it. It won’t last forever. You know it won’t. As long as you can, keep fighting it.

      She just had to wait it out a little longer. How much longer, though, she wasn’t entirely sure. Even if her family walked in right now, it would still be easy to do what she was planning. All she would need was to go into a room alone with a good excuse.

      No. Dylan shook her head. She felt as if she was going to throw up. I can’t do this. I promised…

      The effort was immense. All at once, her will broke and she rushed into her room. She’d grabbed what she’d stolen and sat on her bed, insides fluttering as she expected the common release, the feeling of letting go.

      Only this time, it didn’t work.

      Dylan began to panic. Fright climbed up into her heart like never before. It always worked. Why wasn’t it working?

      She went to the bathroom to wash up and find bandages. As she wrapped up her arm, she was freaking out. A hollowness inside her stomach was gnawing away at her. She remembered she was having trouble eating, and the thought entered her mind that she was so sick in the head she was making herself ill. Death entered her mind, and she saw herself as she had been around a year before— thin and starving. There was no one around to comfort her. She took deep breaths and began crying, tears running down her face.

      “Talidin!” she cried, but the echo vibrated emptily through the house.

      “Tavana! Odon, Yolanda, April Mae!”

      When nobody answered, she screamed louder, “Aunt Rhonda, Uncle Keaton, Tristan! Brother!”

      She dissolved to sobs on the floor, shaking and calling for Devin. When nobody answered, the panic attack increased and she entered into a full breakdown.

      “I don’t want to die…” she whispered. “Please, don’t let me die. Devin, where are you?”

      Suddenly the door opened, and her brother came flying into the room at super-speed. When he saw his sister lying on the floor, he rushed to her side and knelt down. She clung to him for comfort.

      “It’s all right Dylan,” he said. “Come on, you had better get in bed. I’ll take you.”

      She barely remembered climbing into bed. Her dreams were blank, nonexistent.

      When she woke up late that afternoon and got out of bed, she started to panic again. “Talidin!” she cried again.

      Devin rushed in and said, “Talidin isn’t here, but I am. Are you feeling better?”

      She breathed in. She felt a little better, but not much. “I’m recovering, I guess. I scared myself pretty badly, but I’ll be okay.”

      “As soon as you eat something, you’ll feel better,” he reassured her. “Let’s go have lunch.”

      Frightened and confused, she obeyed her brother. She sat immersed in her thoughts, unable to comprehend what had happened to her. Hurting herself hadn’t worked. It’d just sent her even more over the edge. Instead of relief, she’d been overwhelmed by fear. All she could do while incapacitated  was to call for help…mostly for Talidin’s, even though she knew he wasn’t here.

      She was losing it.

      Rhonda and Keaton didn’t pay attention to her, and Tristan had taken his food up to his room. She didn’t think Devin had told their aunt and uncle what had happened. That, or they didn’t really care. She wasn’t sure.

      Her suspicions were confirmed when her aunt noticed the new bandage on her wrist underneath her flannel long sleeve, made a sympathetic face, and excused herself. She was overwhelmed with the problem and didn’t want to help. Her uncle just acted like the bandage wasn’t there.

      Once the adults were gone from the room, Devin sat next to her. “Dylan, what are we going to do? This can’t keep happening. Something’s got to change.”

      She heard the wariness in his voice, and it made her feel ashamed. “I’m sorry.”

      “You promised me you’d be okay, but the second my back is turned you immediately fall apart. I’m concerned about leaving you alone.”

      Dylan didn’t answer.

      “Maybe you just need something to remind you of home. Write a letter, like I did,” Devin said helpfully.

      “But our masters specifically told us not to. We’ll be putting ourselves and everyone else in danger,” she protested.

      “You’re putting yourself in danger by not reaching out. What harm could it do?”

      “Nobody answered back from your letter,” she reminded him.

      “Doesn’t matter. At least you’ll know they got it.”

      She sighed. “All right. I guess I’ll write a letter, then.” She got some stationary from the drawer, along with a pen. She stared helplessly at the paper. Who was she going to write it to? Not Talidin, nor any of the Rhodi. She couldn’t decide what would hurt more, writing them the letter, or not getting an answer back. But who else did she know in Areos to write to? Absolutely no one…

      Her eyes widened as an idea clicked in her head. She began writing quickly, filling up half the page. Soon, she had it stamped for delivery, and put it in the mailbox to be picked up.

      Why do I have a bad feeling about this? she questioned her brother as they saw the post van pull away down the mountain.

      It’s better than doing nothing. Devin pressed his lips together and turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Devin came back from the mailbox. He’d been watching the post carefully, wanting to be sure if anyone responded, he would get to the mail before his aunt and uncle did. He closed the door to Dylan’s bedroom behind him, waved a letter in the air and said, “We got a reply!”

      Dylan snatched it from his hands, uttering a quick thank you before tearing the letter open, her brother reading over her shoulder.

      
        
        Dylan,

      

        

      
        Hey, girl! I thought you were gone for good! Everybody here misses you a whole lot… well, everybody who knew you, anyway.

      

        

      
        I told Nellie where you live, but I’m not sure if she’s going to reply. It’s not the same here without you. It’s really kind of boring. My mom isn’t letting me tell you anything in this letter, because she says it’ll only make you more upset. In fact, I’ll probably get in trouble for just writing that much down… crap, here she comes. Well, write me back, anyway, the quicker the better!

      

        

      
        - Tito

      

      

      It was short and confusing, but it was something. Dylan read it over several times, then smiled. “He actually replied back. So at least we haven’t been forgotten.”

      “Sure, he sent a letter back, but he didn’t tell us anything about what’s going on!” Devin said, rolling his eyes. “Thanks a lot, Tito, you really made things easier for us.”

      “Be glad he sent anything at all!” she snapped. “It’s the only contact we’ve had from home in months. If Tito’s okay, that means everything’s probably fine.”

      “He said there was something his mom wasn’t letting him write, so that means something bad happened,” Devin argued.

      “You’re just angry because Nellie knows where we are, and she hasn’t sent anything yet,” Dylan shot back.

      “That’s not true,” he said, crossing his arms.

      “You liar, I can see it in your face,” Dylan hissed.

      He gritted his teeth. “So what if I am angry? Of course I’d be angry, after a vague letter like that.”

      “I can’t believe I’m the one telling you this instead of the other way around, but be patient. He might tell us what happened in the next one he sends.”

      He exhaled sharply. “Fine.”

      Devin went into his room and locked the door, kicking his dresser in frustration. After all the letters he sent, to his masters and to his best friend, he hadn’t gotten a single reply back, and Dylan had made contact on the first try.

      Frustration welled in his bones. Just like the Rhodi, Nellie was refusing to answer.
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        * * *

      

      The days passed by even more slowly than usual, now that Tito was sending letters. However these were rather hungry, anticipating hours instead of sad, lonely ones, and the twins gained more hope each day.

      Tito’s correspondence did them no good as to what the mysterious happening was back in Areos, even though Dylan’s replies grew more and more impatient. He insisted he couldn’t tell them, and instead filled the letters with small talk, like what movies he was seeing and how he’d done in his latest sports games.

      Dylan wasn’t going to complain. Any interaction was better than nothing. She wasn’t so sure Tito hadn’t made the whole mysterious event up in order to prank them.

      On the day after they had gotten the third letter, a shadow crossed under the window. Devin leaned out and looked around, but he saw no one. Feeling uneasy, he pulled the window shut and locked it.

      “Are you ever going to stop reading that thing?” Tristan said in aggravation as Dylan turned the pages of Tito’s letter once more.

      She glared at him, saying, “Mind your own business.”

      “You mind your own business, because if my mom and dad catch you talking to somebody back in Areos, we’re going to have to move again,” he said. “And the last thing I want to do in my life is get used to yet another house.”

      “Our parents were like that,” Devin said. “They always wanted to run, too.” He shook his head.

      “Mom still has nightmares about it, sometimes,” Tristan put in quietly. “Of being a slave.”

      The twins looked at each other. “We were slaves, at one point,” Devin said. “But our parents were freed when we were babies, so we can’t remember.”

      “Mom said she was freed by the Rhodi,” Dylan said. “I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but now I realize that Talidin and Tavana must’ve saved her and Dad.”

      “What?” Devin whispered, pushing his glasses up.

      “The only Rhodi left in the world are the ones we know,” Dylan said. “They were the only Rhodi alive when our parents were slaves. Tavana said that she freed slaves when the war began. Talidin and Tavana had to have set them free on one of their trips to the Far East. I talked to Talidin about it, once, and he says he didn’t remember rescuing our parents, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. He probably didn’t get their names, and that’s why he wasn’t sure.”

      Devin’s mouth dropped open. “I never realized.” He shook his head. “We owe them everything.”

      “But it didn’t matter much, did it?” Tristan said. “Your parents kept fleeing every country they landed in, just like we did.”

      “Seems like our whole life we’ve been running. We just didn’t know it.” Dylan threw Tito’s letter on the table, leaning against the chair.

      “Yeah, but from what?” Devin asked. “Who wants to hurt our family? We were former slaves, but Mom and Dad got away from the slavers years ago. We know they were terrified of the Hunter’s Guild, but what’s the connection? Why do we have to keep running like this? What were our parents so afraid of?”

      Tristan turned his head away. “I don’t know. Personally I thought there was something screwy about the car crash.”

      “What do you mean?” Dylan said quickly. “If you don’t think it was an accident, then what do you think it was?”

      Tristan paused before he said softly, “I don’t know, but my parents wouldn’t be so scared if there wasn’t a good reason to be. They’re paranoid, but this is over the top. Somebody is after our family, Dylan. They got your mom and dad. And we’re probably next.”

      Without warning, the window broke open, pieces shattering across the room and upon the floor. Dylan yowled, changing into a half-tigress and leaping off the bed. Two assassins dressed in all black flew through the window, unsheathing knives from their sides. Dylan tackled them, slamming both to the floor.

      “Devin! Help me!” Dylan cried as she fought off the Hunters, violently pinning one to the ground and tossing another off her back.

      But Devin couldn’t. He found himself unable to move, stuck to the spot.

      He froze. He was immobile, mouth wide open and eyes staring straight ahead at the fight on the floor. Devin was a statue, unable to do anything as the Hunters tussled with his sister on the floor.

      “Run, Devin!” Dylan cried. “Run!”

      Devin still didn’t move. Tristan pushed his cousin and, scared out of his mind, the young Rhodi leapt with super speed out the window, fleeing into the woods.

      Dylan used her strength to throw one Hunter into the wall, knocking him out, and raked her claws down the other’s torso so he began bleeding profusely. She changed back and grabbed her cousin’s hand, charging for the door. In the hallway a figure grabbed the teens, pulling them into a bedroom and locking the door.

      “Aunt Rhonda!” Dylan gasped, looking up at her. “Are you okay?”

      The woman didn’t reply, only shoved a small backpack into Tristan’s hands. “I had them packed just in case. Everything you need is in there— your clothes, passports, and money. You need to get out of here.”

      “You knew this was going to happen?” Tristan said.

      “I had a feeling. But I’d hoped it wasn’t true. It should be enough to get you to Areos, to find your masters.”

      “Aunt Rhonda, why?” Dylan begged. “Why did you take us away? Who’s following us? Do you know what really happened with the accident?”

      Rhonda paused for a moment, but shook her head and said, “I can’t tell you now. There isn’t any time.”

      She stooped down to give both of them a hug. “We can’t get out like you can. The Hunters are planning to hold us hostage. They’ve already captured Keaton, and they’re threatening to hurt him if I don’t surrender. You still have a chance to leave.”

      “We can’t leave without you,” Tristan said, tears appearing in his eyes.

      “We’ll be all right. I’ll create a distraction so you can escape.”

      She opened a window silently and gestured to it. “Go. Now.”

      Dylan dragged Tristan away from his mother and the teens did as instructed, climbing out the window and creeping silently into the woods. Dylan led the way and Tristan hurried along behind her, following the sound of her voice. “Come on, Tristan, we have to hurry...”

      She let out a cry as something large and feathered tackled her. Tristan yelled, “Dylan!” and she leapt to her feet, searching for her attacker.

      She was met by a brown griffin, her sharp beak gleaming in the sunlight. The griffin cackled, the sound making Dylan shiver as she recalled the insanity of her bitterest rival.

      I’m back, Saffron whispered. Dylan felt sick as Saffron’s voice infected her mind. She lunged forward, her beak charging toward Dylan’s throat.  The Rhodi became a half-tigress again and flung Saffron away, clawing at the bird’s face. Soon they were rolling in the dirt, fang against talon.

      “Oh no, oh no, not now…” Dylan moaned, unable to control her form. Her Craft failed her. She began glowing with orange magic, the effort to shift nearly causing her to faint as she was forced to stay human.

      Saffron giggled and changed, morphing back to a girl with caramel streaked hair, blue eyes rampant with insanity. “Aw… is the tigress still unable to control her powers? Is she too weak?

      Dylan took a battle stance. “I’m strong enough to beat you. I’ve done it before.”

      “Only with help,” Saffron replied. “You’ve never been alone. And that’s what you are, isn’t it? Alone?”

      Dylan felt a sharp pang at the jibe, but she ignored Saffron’s comment and said, “How did you find us?”

      Saffron grinned madly. “Although I followed you, I got lost on the way into Adamaris, and had to retrace my steps. But the Hunters found you first, and I followed them here. They wouldn’t have discovered your location if one of your little friends hadn’t told us where you were.”

      “Tito,” Dylan breathed. “He wouldn’t.”

      Saffron laughed. “It’s amazing what people will do when there’s something to gain, isn’t it?

      Dylan shook her head. Tito wouldn’t give up her safety for his own benefit, would he?

      The time to contemplate the idea was not here, for at that moment, Saffron sprung. Dylan screamed as Saffron changed, landing on top of her.

      “What now, tigress?” The griffin chuckled. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll tell you what she’s going to do,” Tristan said, and he swung his cane directly at Saffron. The object hit her square on the face and she jumped off of Dylan, screeching in pain.
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