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        This book contains characters with the following medical conditions.

      

      

      

      
        
        AUTISM

      

        

      
        Autism is a developmental disorder that impacts the nervous system and affects each individual differently, with a wide variety of symptoms. Challenges with social skills, repetitive behaviors, and speech are common.

      

        

      
        AMPUTATION

      

        

      
        Amputation is the removal of a limb by trauma, medical illness, or surgery. Many amputees use prosthetics as a way of increasing quality of life after losing a limb.

      

        

      
        OBSESSIVE COMPULSIVE DISORDER

      

        

      
        OCD is a chronic mental health condition that causes a cycle of uncontrollable, recurring thoughts referred to as obsessions. Obsessions cause a set of repetitive behaviors and mental acts called compulsions. Obsessions create severe anxiety and discomfort. Compulsions are performed to temporarily provide reprieve from obsessions.

      

        

      
        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.
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      Dylan felt the edges of herself fraying away, her thoughts becoming idle as she slipped into her being without having any idea of what was going on, who she was or what was there. She became disconnected from the world, her soul slowly fading as a distant voice lingered somewhere beyond the spiritual plane.

      I am waiting, princess. You have failed to impress me thus far, and I do not like what I see…

      The voice was an echo. Dylan gazed forward without seeing, her body existing, her essence not there at all.

      “Sis? You good?”

      Devin was staring at her. Dylan forced herself to come back into her body, re-entering reality as she asked, “What?”

      “You checked out for a minute,” Devin said, concerned. “I don’t like it when you get that hazy look in your eyes.”

      Dylan glanced away, muttering, “I’m fine.”

      They were sitting at a table outside in the sunshine, in one of Rhodi-An’s massive squares. The city was hosting a children’s festival in the middle of town, and the entire area was decorated with colorful carp cloth streamers. Children carried little warrior dolls and played games with actors wearing costumes. Joshua was nearby, running after a group of children that were waving sparklers in the air.

      Dylan noticed that this year’s festival had lighter attendance than the previous year. The Cloaked Flame had scared people off of going to public events after the graduation festival had been bombed a little over a month ago. Joshua had begged and begged his parents to let him attend the children’s festival, as it was his favorite holiday of the year. They only agreed to let him attend on the basis that Devin and Dylan went with him.

      Dylan watched her little brother play, smiling at his innocence. She wished he’d stay that way forever, though she knew that wasn’t going to be the case; as she knew all too well, innocence never lasted.

      “Is it Desmidondre again?” Devin whispered, so Joshua wouldn’t hear. “You always look the same when she’s pestering you.”

      “Yes. She’s aggravated I haven’t made any progress since we last spoke,” Dylan hushed back.

      Devin scowled. “It’s only been two weeks since we found out Zanna was leading the Cloaked Flame. You’ve barely recovered from when Zanna poisoned you with the mightlocke. Desmidondre could give you a break.”

      Dylan gave a sarcastic huff. “Yes, well, she’s a psychomaniac who thinks I’m messing up her plans to lead the world into spiritual ascension, so she’s not going to.”

      Desmidondre had halted her attempt to take over Dylan’s body temporarily, on the promise that Dylan would expand her powers to become stronger than her past life, and therefore, be a better ruler. Dylan growing her love magic was far from a simple task, however, as it required her to be open about her past with others. A hard thing to do, now that her cousin had delivered one of the biggest betrayals Dylan had ever experienced. She still hadn’t forgiven herself for not realizing sooner that Zanna was the Shadowed One, the infamous leader of the Cloaked Flame. Dylan didn’t know if she ever would. Desmidondre wasn’t cutting Dylan any slack, and giving herself grace seemed like the hardest thing of all.

      Joshua came darting over, waving a sizzling sparkler. “This has been so much fun! Thank you guys for taking me.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dylan said, and she stood. “But I think we need to get back home. We’ve stayed longer than we should’ve already, and Dad’s blowing up my phone asking where you are.”

      “Aw.” Joshua’s shoulders slumped. “But I don’t want to go back yet.”

      “None of us do, buddy, but it’s probably for the best,” Devin said, laying a hand on Joshua’s back. Joshua scrunched up his nose.

      Dylan felt bad for him. Since they’d found out about Zanna, both Tavana and Talidin had become paranoid and put everyone in the family on near-lockdown. Joshua, especially, wasn’t allowed to go anywhere that wasn’t within the palace, and even then, he always had to have a chaperone. An unusual thing for him, since he’d been allowed to run wild around the halls since he could walk.

      Even his school was inside palace walls. Josh attended a private institution for upper-class Rhodi children that lived inside the palace, and unfortunately, he hadn't been allowed to go anywhere outside of it since Zanna had disappeared.

      It was no way for a kid to live, but Dylan figured that Talidin would let up eventually. He was freaking out now, but he wouldn’t forever. He just needed to calm down.

      The square wasn’t far from the palace, only just outside the protective boundary Saffron had put up with the help of the Rhodian gauntlet. They could walk home. They started that way, and Dylan took note of the multitude of guards marching behind her. She’d been given a new guard since her old one had been murdered by Zanna, and the number of guards who Tavana had assigned to watch over Dylan had increased. Dylan hadn’t felt unsafe since she’d returned back home, and she didn’t think there was anything to be worried about now⁠—

      A throwing knife whizzed past her face and embedded itself in the side of the building she was walking by. The guards shouted in alarm, rushing forward to surround the princess. Joshua let out a yelp, and Devin immediately drew his bow.

      Dylan went into protective mode, crouching down to cover Joshua as she withdrew her katana. She didn’t know where the knife had come from, but it’d gotten dangerously close. As she glanced ahead, she saw a line of assassins draped in dark red block the pathway in front of her. Citizens that had been roaming the streets fled for their lives, screaming in terror.

      The Cloaked Flame couldn’t get past the protective shield around the palace, but they could still get into Rhodi-An. Dylan gritted her teeth in annoyance. Really? The first day they’d taken a step outside the boundary, Crimsons had showed up. They must’ve been watching her movements. What a bunch of stalkers.

      And look who was leading the group. The former Hunter, Victorienne, was standing in the middle of the fray, wearing a smug smirk. Dylan searched for Zanna, but didn’t see her anywhere.

      “Josh, hide,” Dylan ordered. Joshua scampered behind a group of boxes that were sitting outside a building, and Dylan stood to face Victorienne.

      “My cousin sends you to do her dirty work? Figures, because she can never do anything herself,” Dylan sneered. “It’s cute that you were Rachel’s lap dog and now you’re Zanna’s. Looks like you need someone to keep you on a leash.”

      “Your insults are trivial. I don’t serve Zanna. Only my quest for revenge,” Victorienne taunted back. “The Rhodi destroyed my life when they ended the Hunter’s Guild. I was living very comfortably before the Red Huntress was killed, and the only way I’ll get that life back is if the Rhodi are out of the way.”

      “You’ll never get to Tavana. That shield’s impenetrable,” Devin demanded. He pointed an arrow at Victorienne, who laughed.

      “I don’t have to get through the shield,” she hissed. “You two are already here.”

      Victorienne attacked, racing forward with her spear pointed at Dylan. Devin fired his arrow but Victorienne dodged the bolt, which exploded against the side of a nearby building. The explosion was loud, shaking the ground and echoing throughout the city.

      The guards immediately moved to attack the Crimsons that were with Victorienne. A bloodbath soon surged as the guards and Crimsons fought, ruby droplets cascading to the stone below.

      Dylan ignored the chaos around her and focused on Victorienne. She ran forward to meet Victorienne’s spear, and lashed her katana against it. The tip of the spear met Dylan’s blade, and the sound of the metal clashing rang throughout the streets. Dylan’s movements with her katana were quick and sharp, but Victorienne met each one of her blows, her jabs precise and focused.

      Devin took aim again, but Victorienne was watching him out of the corner of her eye. With the point of her spear, she forced Dylan’s katana away. Victorienne vaulted forward in a series of flips, then with the end of the spear, she knocked Devin’s bow aside. He fumbled to catch it as it fell out of his hands. Victorienne crouched down as she swung her leg out toward his ankles. She kicked his feet out from under him, and he went sprawling to the ground. In a swift, fluid movement, she pressed her middle finger to the center of his forehead, then cartwheeled away. Devin sat up, appearing bewildered.

      “Devin! You all right?” Dylan called.

      “I’m fine! I feel nothing!” Devin said, scrambling to pick up his bow.

      Dylan didn’t understand why Victorienne wasn’t using her magic. She could cast a spell to make anyone become trapped within a replay of their worst memories, although her ability to affect more than one person at a time had been limited after Saffron had burned her in battle.

      But Dylan didn’t have time to ponder the question as Victorienne redirected her attack. She charged back toward Dylan again, stabbing the end of her spear into the ground and rappelling off of it to deliver a harsh kick to Dylan’s chest. The wind was knocked out of her, and as Dylan fell backward, she felt Victorienne’s finger press into her temple as the ex-Hunter rushed by.

      Dylan landed on her back, but she wasn’t down for long. She rolled onto her feet, hoisting her katana above her head. Before she could make another move, Victorienne was screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Retreat!” Victorienne blurted. The group of Crimsons that were fighting the guards stopped what they were doing and immediately bolted after Victorienne, who was fleeing down a lone alleyway. In seconds, they were out of sight.

      “What was that about?” Dylan questioned, trying to catch her breath. “She fights us, doesn’t hurt us, doesn’t get through the shield, and then just leaves? Is she trying to mess with our heads?”

      “She didn’t show up for nothing. Guards, go after her,” Devin ordered. Half of the guards raced after Victorienne, while the other half stayed to protect the princess and her family.

      Dylan looked around. It didn’t look like anyone had gotten seriously hurt, and thank Rhodi no one was killed, but there was still blood all over the street. Crimsons had no code, and fought dirty.

      Once the Crimsons were gone, Joshua came racing out from behind the boxes, jumping up and down. “Wow! That was so cool! I can’t wait until I’m old enough to fight! I’m gonna be just like you two, beating up evil dudes and being the best Rhodi ever!”

      “If I have anything to say about it, you’ll never be a Rhodi at all.”

      Dylan cringed as her father’s furious voice resonated throughout the area. Talidin had clearly heard the explosion Devin’s arrow had made from within the palace, assumed Dylan had to be involved, and came running immediately. Dylan hated that his paranoia was right.

      Joshua slumped beneath Talidin’s shadow. “But Pa, that’s not what I want⁠—”

      “I never should’ve allowed this, but your mother talked me into it, and now look what’s happened,” Talidin said, gesturing to all the blood on the ground. “More Crimsons! This was an unnecessary risk. You’re not going anywhere that’s not our apartment or school until this mess is dealt with.”

      “Pa, this isn't fair!” Joshua complained. “You never let me leave the palace anymore!”

      “And it's a good thing I don't, because I did today, and you nearly got hurt,” Talidin barked back. “You're staying inside, Josh, that’s final.”

      Joshua’s lip quivered, and Dylan’s heart broke. She grabbed her little brother’s hand, grasping it tightly as she said, “We shouldn’t be standing around talking about this out in the open.”

      “Agreed. Let’s get inside,” Devin offered.

      When they returned back to Talidin’s apartment within the palace, Devin dipped out. He didn’t like getting involved in arguments unless he had to, but Dylan was more than happy to pick a bone with her father, because this had gone on for far too long.

      Joshua ran off to his room to cry, already sniffling. Lienna got up from the couch as he ran by, and she didn’t need to be given an explanation on what had happened. Lienna went to go after her son, giving Talidin a harsh glare as she did so.

      Talidin harrumphed. “Oh, sure, now I’m the bad guy.”

      “You’re being a hardass,” Dylan said. “This is going to strain things between you and Josh if you keep this up.”

      “He can grow up to hate me, I don’t care. So long as he grows up at all.” Talidin withdrew his knife from its sheath, flipping it over and over, playing with the blade.

      “You can't keep me inside,” Dylan said, crossing her arms. “Good thing about being an adult, that.”

      “I'm more than aware, but as princess, you know better than to leave the palace right now,” he grumbled.

      “I have to leave sometimes, for work or otherwise. I’m going to go mad if I can’t get out every now and then. There’s a reason tigers pace when you put them in a zoo, and frankly, I’m tired of being ogled at all day, by the guards and everyone else.”

      “It’s for your own good. The more eyes on you, the safer you are. We don’t know what the Cloaked Flame’s planning, and that Victorienne was bold enough to show up here today indicates they’re getting ready to move against us again.”

      Talidin’s movements with the knife were getting more frantic, twirling it at a pace that was too quick. He was getting dangerously close to nicking his fingers on the tip of the blade, and Dylan worried that was on purpose.

      Dylan sighed, dropping her shoulders. “Dad, you really need to get your anxiety under control.”

      “Sure, let me do that,” Talidin snapped. “It’s so easy, when your kids are constantly at threat from a group of maniacs.”

      “We’re not constantly at threat. And your mental health’s been getting worse since before the Cloaked Flame showed up,” Dylan pointed out. “I know treatment hasn’t worked for you in the past, but you’ve gotta try something.”

      “What’s going to make me feel better is taking care of these freaks,” Talidin spat, and he sheathed his knife. “Then I can finally get a damn moment’s peace. I’m sick of fighting my whole life, Dylan. I’m ready to be done.”

      He ended the conversation by stomping off to his room and slamming the door. A lump formed in Dylan’s throat, but she pushed it down. Talidin was constantly on edge lately, and she didn’t know how to help, because nothing that used to help seemed to do anything but make him worse.

      Dylan returned to her own apartment. As she entered her bedroom, she contemplated what had happened. Victorienne had shown up, but she hadn’t hurt anyone or done anything before she’d run off, vanishing just as quickly as she came. It didn’t make sense. There had to be some sort of angle to all this…

      Dylan hadn’t noticed before, but she’d developed a headache since the battle was over. She rubbed her head, trying to get the ache to let up, but it didn’t cease. Instead, it grew.

      Her heartbeat picked up as the headache intensified to a migraine,  then to a sickening pounding within her brain that bounced off her skull. Her vision became blurry, and nausea chewed her insides. It was a similar sensation to the entire palace falling down upon her head, and the pressure was intense. Dylan put a hand on the wall to steady herself, giving a moan of agony.

      Unsure of where this sudden torture was coming from, Dylan raced to find an explanation. The only thing she could think of was that Victorienne had touched her head before she’d darted off— and she’d done the same to Devin.

      Panicking for her twin, she reached out through the mind speak. She found his consciousness nearby, and asked frailly, Devin, you all right?

      The pain’s blinding, she heard him respond weakly, before his end of the connection went dark. Dylan tried to get in contact again, but there was no response.

      Victorienne cursed us, Dylan thought, realizing that’s exactly what had happened. It was the last thought she had before her body failed her. Without warning, her knees buckled, and a gasp escaped her as she crumpled to the ground, Victorienne’s dark magic sinking her downward.
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      She’d forgotten what it was like to be fifteen again, but here she was, in a body without expression and no way to have her own voice.

      She was in a car, the car, hanging upside down. The seatbelt had prevented her from being ejected from the vehicle, but now, it had trapped her inside.

      There was broken glass everywhere, twisted metal. The only light that shone through the darkness were the headlights which beamed into the sky. Only one still worked, the other, shattered and crushed.

      “Help,” Dylan rasped, but she didn’t think anyone heard her. She didn’t see Kilim in the passenger’s side… she wouldn’t, though. Dylan had watched her be launched from the car once they’d slammed into whatever they’d hit. She couldn’t glace over the seat to see what happened to her father, and Devin was missing completely— something that utterly terrified her. Where was her twin? What had happened?

      She wouldn’t survive this world without her brother. She didn’t want to. Dylan cried out as vinyl cut into her shoulder. A small cut bled on her cheek and above her eyebrow, and it leaked droplets into her eye. She didn’t think anything was broken or that she was seriously hurt, but the seatbelt was choking her. She tried to pry it off, but it only became tighter.

      Gasping for air, Dylan reached for a broken piece of glass and sawed through the tough material, cutting herself loose. The glass cut into her palm and made her bleed, but Dylan toughed it out and ignored the sting of the glass until she’d gotten free. She landed on the ground, groaning, and pulled herself from the remainder of their wrecked vehicle. She coughed as she inhaled a plume of smoke, and something that smelled like gasoline. When she finally got to her feet, her entire body trembled with the aftereffect of shock.

      Their car was destroyed. What remained of the vehicle was little more than a crushed tin can. The entire front had crumpled against a separate vehicle, which was smoking. It had caused the frame of their car to completely cave-in. They’d hit whoever was coming head-on at a high speed. There was blood all around the car and all over the road, so much of it Dylan thought she was going to throw up.

      The driver of the other vehicle wasn’t around, behind the driver’s seat or lying in the road. Dylan supposed whoever they were, they must’ve been tossed from the car, too, because there was no possible way whoever they’d hit had crawled out of the wreckage. The entire front end of the car they’d smashed into had completely collapsed. There was no blood and no body, so the driver must’ve been thrown through the windshield, like her parents…

      Dylan started to sob, darting around the car. “Mom! Dad! Where are you⁠—”

      Her breath caught as she gave a short, stricken gasp. Lying on the pavement over a hundred feet away was a body. Dylan couldn’t make out many details, but she knew, with absolute certainty, that who was lying there was her mother. Kilim’s hair was thrown across her face, over her broken neck as her bones lay shattered in a million different angles, her orange eyes still searching the beyond for something Dylan couldn’t witness.

      Lying about twenty feet away, close to the ditch, was her father. He was in no better shape than his wife, unmoving and shattered.

      Dylan didn’t have to venture closer to know that they were already dead.

      She sank to her knees, wailing her grief. All she’d had her entire life was her family. Her parents were her world, the only thing that mattered, and now, they’d died.

      And it was all for nothing, because if she hadn’t distracted them, they would’ve survived. Her parents were trying to help her calm down from a panic attack, and because of it, her father hadn’t been watching the road. He’d swerved into incoming traffic and crashed the car, all because she wasn’t able to control her feelings.

      She put her head in her hands and wept, trying to convince herself this wasn’t real, that it was all just a bad dream, and soon, she’d wake up. She felt her body attempt to vomit, though nothing came up.

      Mingling in the shadows was a figure. Near the bodies was a young boy who’d frozen in the night, features empty except for the wide look in his eyes, seemingly unable to move. Blood from a cut on his forehead ran down his face, getting into his eyes.

      Some small piece of her that insisted she needed to survive despite all things lifted up an emotion that was foreign to her— hope. She staggered to her feet, moving toward him as the walking dead. “Devin!”

      He startled at her voice, shaken alive. Excruciating relief shone through the tears on his face. “Dylan!”

      She tried to hurry over, but Devin threw up his hand. “No, Dylan, don’t come over here! I’ll come to you.”

      She halted in place at the harsh command in his voice. He ran to her, and the twins instantly embraced. They held each other tighter than they ever had as a mist began to fall from the skies above, coating their clothes with a soft layer of dew. They didn’t let go of each other, weeping in agony.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan clutched at her brother’s arms, but he didn’t seem to be hurt. Unlike her, there wasn’t a scratch on him, save for the cut on his forehead that was oozing blood.

      Devin shook his head as he, finally, drew back. “I… I think I dove out of the car before we hit. I don’t know. I can’t remember anything except sitting next to you one minute and standing on the side of the road the next.”

      That didn’t make sense. There was no way he could escape in time.

      But Dylan didn’t care about what was real and what wasn’t, because this brutal and terrifying world she’d found herself in was nonsensical. There was no way to connect the children they’d been before to the mangled people they were now. Whatever world they’d found themselves in, Dylan hated it, and believed she always would.

      Dylan noticed the cut on her hand distracted her from the endless grief whenever she squeezed it. When it hurt, she would bleed, and if she bled, she didn’t have to think about the inevitable anymore.

      She sniffed, wiping her face on her sleeve. Devin looked at her wordlessly, taking her in as her wet hair clung to the side of her face.

      Then he proceeded toward the smashed car. Devin went to the trunk, which was bent out of shape and slightly hanging open.

      “What… what are you doing?” Dylan stared as Devin struggled to lift the gnarled trunk, and failed.

      “Getting our stuff. Help me.”

      Dylan wasn’t sure what else to do, so she obeyed. So much of what they’d had was destroyed in the crash, but Devin was able to pry a singular backpack and a handful of their clothes out from the small space, stuffing them inside the bag. Out of all their minimal possessions, everything they’d gained in the world their entire lives, it was all he could manage to save.

      Dylan stared blankly, not really seeing or processing anything except the sight of her parents’ bodies, which she wasn’t even looking at anymore.

      “We have to go.” Devin swung the backpack over his shoulder. “I wish we could get Dad’s wallet, but…”

      He glanced back over at Yeshua’s form as if considering taking it off his body, before shaking his head. There wouldn’t be enough money in there to help them out for long, and the price to take it was more than he was willing to pay.

      “Go? But…”

      “Dylan, we are here illegally,” Devin pressed. “We don’t have authentic papers and we broke the law when we crossed the border, not to mention now we’re orphaned minors. They find us, they’ll ship us back to the Far East, throw us in the foster care system, then split us up. We’ll end up in a detention center or on opposite sides of the continent living with strangers. If that happens, we won’t stay together. We’re too old to adopt. Nobody wants to take in a couple of teenagers. We’ll never see each other again if we don’t leave right now. Now come on.”

      Dylan didn’t know how Devin managed to be so logical when the entire world was ending, but he grabbed her wrist and dragged her into the nearby woods. Dylan dug her heels into the ground, shouting, “We have to bury them!”

      “There isn’t time. With a crash like that, the police are going to be here any minute, and if we’re still around when that happens we’re screwed. They’ll… they’ll take care of it.” Devin’s voice cracked, but he stubbornly kept going.

      “But… but we won’t know where their graves are! We won’t know what they’ll do to the bodies, or where they’re buried⁠—”

      “We’re never going to see them again anyway, sis. It doesn’t matter. They’re already gone.”

      Devin’s voice had become so sharp and cold, like he’d grown up in a moment’s time. Dylan wasn’t sure of the ghost she was leaving behind her, but she was certain she’d never be that girl again. She and her twin fled into the forest, leaving everything that ever meant something behind, venturing into the unknown arms of fear and fate.
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      Dylan was aware of a cool cloth against her forehead as she stirred, the light of the day drowning the darkness of her nightmares.

      She was in Tavana’s quarters, lying on a chemise lounge. Saffron was sitting beside her, her birdlike eyes narrowed in worry, while Talidin hovered close by. Devin sat in an armchair, looking slightly delirious. Tavana knelt beside him, stroking back his hair. Reina leaned against the wall, appearing pale and anxious.

      When Dylan saw her brother she knew she had to get to him, though she had no strength to walk. She rolled off the couch, and several people gasped once she hit the floor. She literally crawled to Devin, who took her hands in his as she came to her knees before him. “Did you see it?”

      “Everything.” He squeezed her hands back, appearing haunted. He’d seen exactly what she had, and it had completely gutted him.

      “What happened to the two of you when you faced Victorienne? Did she touch you?” Saffron’s voice was urgent as she grabbed Dylan’s arm.

      Devin shook his head, appearing like he was going to be sick. “She… jabbed the middle of our temple. Both of us. She did that, then ran off.”

      Saffron’s face darkened. She grimaced resolutely, settling on a dark realization.

      “What happened?” Dylan asked weakly. Saffron helped her into an armchair beside Devin. He bent over his knees, giving a low groan.

      “Victorienne’s magic. It seems her Craft is evolving,” Saffron hissed.

      “She came to torment us again?” Dylan questioned. Victorienne could make people relive their worst memories using her magic. She figured that’s what had happened, but Saffron made this sound far worse.

      “No,” Saffron mused. “I was afraid this would happen.”

      She began to pace, walking around the room in circles as she pondered. “I had the suspicion that Zanna would use her powers to amplify Victorienne’s abilities. While I was in the Hunter’s Guild, Rachel pressured Victorienne to expand her Craft beyond its usual capabilities. Rachel believed that Victorienne had the power to rifle through people’s minds if she pushed herself. Find information, observe memories that Rachel could use against her foes, though Victorienne never became powerful enough to do so.”

      “But she’s got Zanna now, doesn’t she?” Dylan asked. “So Zanna probably used her own magic to bolster Victorienne’s Craft and bring any hidden qualities out of her.”

      “Correct. My suspicion is when Victorienne touched you, she put some sort of curse on you. A mark of her magic, some way to sort through your minds and look for information when she pleases. She doesn’t have to be close by to do it, because this curse has created a sort of mind connection between your Craft and hers,” Saffron explained. “But when she rummages through your head, it triggers her Craft to arouse those memories in your mind as she’s looking through them.”

      “So Victorienne saw that? The accident, everything?” Devin pressed in outrage. “Those are private memories, things we went through! She doesn’t have the right!”

      “I’m sorry to say she’s not the only one,” Tavana said in an apologetic tone

      Their faces were all crestfallen. Dylan felt her heart drop. “You guys saw that?”

      “We were nearby, and we often talk with you guys through the mind speak, so the mental connection was already made. The vision affected us, too. We witnessed what you guys did as you were experiencing it. It was like we were there in real time,” Talidin said.

      “Who?” Devin demanded, punching the chair’s armrest. “Who all saw?”

      “Saffron. Reina. Us. I don’t think anybody else did.” Talidin frowned. “We somewhat retained our bearings when it was happening, though. You two completely passed out. Once the vision ended, we carried you two back here.”

      Devin refused to look at Reina. She was currently staring at the floor.

      There was a long silence, until Talidin added, “I’m really sorry, kids. We knew what you went through was rough, though now that we saw what really happened, it’s worse than any of us could’ve realized. We didn’t want to intrude like that, but Victorienne’s magic made it so we didn’t have a choice.”

      “You shouldn’t. It shouldn’t have happened,” Devin sneered, and he turned his face away.

      Dylan wasn’t embarrassed that any of them had watched what had gone down that night. This was her family, after all, and they’d already seen her go through the worst. She felt like this might help her, because now the people surrounding her had a deeper understanding of exactly what she’d been through.

      Devin, though. His cheeks burned. He didn’t want to share that memory with anyone that wasn’t his sister, and now, several people had experienced the play-by-play… including the woman he loved.

      “Zanna can’t keep getting stronger. If she can make Victorienne powerful enough to read people’s minds at will, she’ll be able to take anyone and do nearly anything with their magic.” Saffron scowled. “Unfortunately, until this curse lifts or we find a way to break it, Victorienne has personal access to the memories inside your head.”

      “But why bring up the accident?” Devin’s voice was full of venom, nearly a hiss. “Why did she want to see that?”

      “I don’t believe she knows what she’s doing. The memories she seems to incite are random. I estimate she’s… looking for something.”

      Dylan’s stomach knotted with anxiety. “What’s inside our heads that Zanna needs to know?”

      “What isn’t there? War plans, royal secrets, movements on the monarchy and what we’re doing. She’s using Victorienne to try and spy on us, no doubt,” Tavana said.

      “I think it’s worse than that,” Saffron confessed. “Zanna has easier ways to obtain that information. Spies, and the like. This is powerful magic, and it must tire Victorienne to use it. She wouldn’t risk weakening her strongest ally unless there’s something inside Dylan and Devin’s heads she needs. Information that’s concealed, something rare only the twins would know.”

      “Like what? I can’t think of anything,” Dylan said, baffled.

      “It might be buried so deeply in your subconscious you aren’t aware of it. Which isn’t good, because it’ll take Victorienne some time and most likely multiple attempts to rifle through your heads to find it,” Saffron explained.

      “So we’re stuck like this, waiting for her to recover each time she uses her magic just so she can cast it on us again?” Devin spat.

      “Until we discover a way to break her curse on you two? Yes.”

      Dylan shook her head. “I don’t understand. Desmidondre is living inside of me, and she’s stronger than Victorienne. Her magic should protect me from this.”

      Saffron shrugged. “Not if the Rhodi’s founder is allowing it.”

      Dylan’s expression soured. Of course. Demidondre would allow this to happen, because it would either push Dylan toward enlightenment, which is what the demigod wanted, or it would weaken Dylan’s mind and spirit enough for her to take over for good. She was such a wonderful person.

      “So how do we break this curse?” Devin asked. “There has to be a way.”

      “I’ve been researching how to break Zanna’s compulsion magic. I can look into this, too,” Reina offered.

      “No,” Devin all but begged. “You can’t get involved.”

      Tavana reached out sympathetically, before she thought better of it and drew away. “I’m sorry, but Reina’s the only Rhodi who’s been making any progress since we started a few weeks ago. I understand the situation is uncomfortable, but we have to keep the two of you safe. Which means the quicker we end this curse, the better.”

      Devin looked away. “Fine. I guess the humiliation never ends, does it?”

      “You shouldn’t be ashamed, Devin. I truly don’t mind,” Reina offered softly.

      “It’s not embarrassing to open yourself up to people. It can actually help,” Dylan offered.

      “Speak for yourself.” Devin sank further into the chair. Dylan frowned. Dylan knew he cared about Reina, but keeping her at an arm’s distance by refusing to show his weak side to her wasn’t good for their relationship, no matter how much they refused to put labels on what they really were. How many more times would he continue to make the same mistake?

      “There’s something else,” Tavana added. “Talidin and myself personally went to April Mae’s grave a few days ago. It’s been desecrated. Zanna took her bones as well as Tristan’s.”

      “What?” Both of the twins snarled.

      There was a deadly glint in Talidin’s eye. “Yep. Both graves were empty. We don’t know where she took our sister, but Zanna definitely has her remains in her possession. She probably has for years, and we didn’t realize.”

      “We should’ve visited her. Then we would’ve realized this was happening sooner. This violation of April’s grave is on our heads,” Tavana hushed, nearly in disgust. It wasn’t at Zanna, but rather, herself.

      “She and Tristan were buried in the middle of the desert, Tav. We wanted to let them rest,” Talidin said gently.

      Tavana barely registered his attempt at comfort, giving nothing but a stony expression as she crossed her arms. “From what we know about blood magic, Zanna can’t use April’s body unless someone of our family line participates in the ceremony, and only they can inherit her power. Zanna can’t just take it for herself.”

      “Well, most of our blood relatives are dead, so there isn’t anybody Zanna can use that’s still around. Perks of being the last of your name,” Talidin said.

      “It’s ridiculous Victorienne is working with Zanna. Her husband killed Tristan, and Victorienne was there to help him. Why is Zanna employing one of the people that were actually responsible for Tristan’s death?” Devin questioned.

      “She doesn’t blame Victorienne. She blames us,” Dylan said spitefully. “Victorienne and Viveca were just the cronies sent by Rachel to kill Rhodi. If we hadn’t convinced Tristan to join the Rhodi, he wouldn’t have been there and he wouldn’t have died. That’s how she thinks, anyway.”

      Devin nodded. “I know you’re right.”

      “You knew exactly what to do the night Mom and Dad died,” Dylan whispered. “I was in shock, but you somehow managed to get us out of there.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. I knew you couldn’t hold it together, so I had to.” Devin’s expression was blank as he drew inward. “But I can’t forgive myself for everything that happened.”

      Dylan cringed. “Devin, it wasn’t our⁠—”

      “We heard everything that Hunter said years ago. That he used his Craft to manipulate the other car to hit us head-on. That’s why we never found another driver, because there wasn’t one,” Devin seethed. “I was the one who made us leave. I was so paranoid about getting caught that I left Dad there to suffer. Mom was already gone, but Dad wasn’t. We know because the Hunter who killed them years ago confessed that he went to the scene and saw that Dad was alive long after we left. If we hadn’t been such cowards⁠—”

      “There’s nothing either of you could’ve done,” Tavana insisted. “From what you’ve described of their injuries, there was no way he could’ve made it out alive. And I’m sorry, but what we all witnessed in the memory confirms that. Yeshua’s death was inevitable.”

      “It wasn’t! We could’ve saved him!” Devin insisted.

      “Guys, we’ve talked about this before. Lienna has the same opinion, and she would know better than anyone else. Even if you had a doctor on-site or a Rhodian healer, the best they could’ve done was to ease his passing,” Talidin added.

      “All staying would’ve accomplished is giving you more trauma. Neither of you needed to watch him die,” Tavana soothed.

      “I did need to be there, because he needed me. He shouldn’t have died alone,” Devin growled.

      Tavana laid a gentle hand on his back. “Devin, the Rhodi believe we die when we are ready, and once we have accomplished what we promised to do in this life. We also believe we die on our own terms, in the way that we choose. For whatever reason, your father chose this way.”

      Devin nearly appeared horrified. “How can you say that? I can’t believe my father chose to die in unimaginable pain on the side of the road for hours, with no one to bear witness to his passing. That can’t be true.”

      “What’s true is what you decide,” Tavana said softly.

      “I don’t care. I might be a Rhodi, but I don’t have to believe in our doctrine. I won’t believe this is what my parents chose,” Devin said, shrugging her hand away. “They wouldn’t do that to us.”

      Dylan didn’t know what to say, because she was caught between two worlds. She knew what Desmiodondre had taught, and she’d seen the Lifeafter for herself. She shared these beliefs about death, because they were a part of her culture as a Rhodi.

      Even so, did that mean Kilim and Yeshua’s souls truly decided this?

      Dylan also knew that if Devin accepted this belief, he was also accepting the fact that Nellie had chosen to die young, without him there. A difficult thing to reconcile himself to.

      Dylan hadn’t needed to see Yeshua up close to know he wouldn’t have made it. From what little she could make out in the dark, his body was beyond broken. But Devin couldn’t accept that.

      “The fact that either of you made it out in time was a miracle,” Talidin added. “That car was absolutely totaled. You two should’ve died as well, but somehow, you made it out alive, and thank Rhodi for it. Anyone else would’ve been killed instantly, just like your parents were.”

      Dylan mused upon his words. Now that she’d relived the scene, she could look at things a little clearer. She shouldn’t have survived. That car was a wreck, but she’d walked free with nothing more than a few cuts on her face, and that shouldn’t have been possible.

      Did Desmidondre save her? That had to be it. Her magic had reached out from the Lifeafter and wrapped protectively around Dylan, to shield her from harm. But Dylan wasn’t so sure if it was an act of love as much as an act of preservation, to try and steer her destiny from the beyond.

      Devin shivered. “I didn’t realize it at the time, but my Craft saved me. I saw the other car coming and reacted. I moved so fast to jump out that nobody saw me do it.”

      He turned to stare at his sister, hands clasped but still shaking. “I should’ve grabbed you on the way out, but I didn’t. You could’ve died.”

      “How? You had no idea what you could do,” Dylan argued.

      “My Craft saved myself instead of trying to save you. I was selfish.” Devin recoiled inward. “I’ve had issues with freezing ever since that night. It still happens. Something will push me over the edge, on the battlefield or otherwise, and I’ll just… freeze up. I can’t seem to stop it no matter what I do.”

      Dylan didn’t blame him for that. Devin had seen their parents’ bodies up close. Every so often he returned to that state, freezing in place just like he’d done the night he’d witnessed the gruesome result of the crash.

      “That’s understandable. Anyone would be traumatized by what happened. That you managed to come out of it as well as you did is a gift,” Tavana said.

      That was definitely the wrong thing to say— Talidin and Dylan both winced at the same time, and Devin erupted.

      “A gift? Is that what you think this is?” Devin demanded, leaping to stand. He’d appeared so frail moments ago, but now stood tall as he let his fury fly. “This is a burden! You can’t understand what I’m going through, so don’t even try!”

      Tavana gaped, before she said, “I didn’t mean it in that way. I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you meant. Just leave me alone.” Devin stormed out, slamming the door behind him as he left Tavana’s quarters. She stared after the place he’d gone, her hand still hovering in the air where he’d been as if she wanted to touch his ghost. Reina cringed. She seemed like she wanted to follow, but held herself back.

      There was an awkward silence, one Dylan rushed to fill. “He doesn’t mean it. He’s just hurting.”

      Tavana nodded, blinking away tears. “I know. I should go after him and apologize. That was out of line.”

      “Just let him be, Tav,” Talidin said, and she fell silent. He looked to his daughter and asked, “Thunderbolt, you gonna be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. I just need to lie down. Saff, help me back to my room,” Dylan said, wobbling as she stood. “Thanks, guys, for being here. We both appreciate it, even if Devin’s having trouble showing it.”

      Talidin nodded, placing a hand on his sister’s shoulder, and Tavana’s lip wobbled. The queen managed not to cry until Dylan had shuffled out the door with Saffron, but they still heard Tavana’s suppressed sobs as they wandered down the hall.

      “Your brother and the queen do not seem to be getting along lately,” Saffron commented.

      “They’ve been in a really weird place since Zanna revealed herself. I don’t get it,” Dylan confessed. “Devin’s definitely been taking Zanna’s betrayal harder than I have. In my opinion, family or not, she’s a bitch, so why continue to care about her? It shouldn’t be affecting his relationship with Tavana.”

      “Quite right.” They entered her apartment. Saffron helped Dylan onto the couch, where she laid down.

      “I feel like an old lady. You’ve been helping me out a lot lately,” Dylan said with a laugh.

      “It’s no trouble of mine. I enjoy being of aid to you,” Saffron said, taking a seat beside her. Dylan threw her legs over Saffron’s lap, and she nearly chortled in delight.

      “I get it, but you need your own life, too,” Dylan pressed. “You don’t need to follow me around all day, partners or not. You should spend your free time with friends.”

      Saffron wrinkled her nose, as if the thought was detestable. “I have you. You’re all I need.”

      “You can’t just have me, Saff. Other people are important, too.”

      “In all my years of trying, I haven’t found them to be. You’re the only person that understands me, despite me trying to find others to relate to.”

      “I’m not your only friend, you know that. Don’t downplay the other relationships you’ve made just because I’m the best.” Dylan stuck her tongue out in a tease.

      Saffron thought. “I suppose Jenna is favorable, and I tend to enjoy your brother’s company from time to time, though that doesn’t prevent me from feeling lonely.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “It’s not like anyone would ever like me enough to want a romantic connection, besides.”

      Dylan glanced at her partner, surprised. “I didn’t know you were interested in that sort of thing.”

      “I am a griffin; my nature is to have a mate,” Saffron explained. “But I will soon come upon my twenty-eighth year, and even so, I remain unchosen, with no opportunities to meet someone new, and no prospects.”

      “You shouldn't feel alone. Out of our friend group, Enfys and I are the only ones in a committed relationship,” Dylan pointed out. “Everyone else is either casually dating or just hooking up.”

      “That may be true, but all the others have had connections, in bed or otherwise, with other people. I’ve never even been on a date,” she responded lonesomely.

      “Well, it doesn’t have to be hard. Surely there’s a guy you like in the city⁠—”

      “Ugh! Men!” Saffron proclaimed, as if the thought was vile to her. “What on earth possessed you to think I’d be interested in that subset of the species?”

      Dylan blinked. “Oh. I didn’t know you preferred women.”

      “Much preferred. But it poses a problem. Females are so beautiful, and I am so… me.”

      “You're beautiful too, Saff.”

      “I am not. I am an ugly, pudgy bird, unfit to worship at the feet of these goddesses that walk our precious realm.” Saffron gave a withering sigh. “And none of them will look my way.”

      “You just haven’t met the right one yet, but I bet she’s coming,” Dylan teased. “If I can be in a relationship, as awkward and clueless as I am, you can find someone, too.”

      “Perhaps. Though there is not much time for romance with my duties and your father’s silly teachings taking up my day.” Saffron narrowed her eyes. “These enforcer lessons are a waste of my time.”

      “I thought so too when Talidin started teaching me, but give it a minute. It takes a moment for the best of his wisdom to emerge, but there’s some good stuff in there.”

      Saffron rolled her eyes. “It must be buried very deep.”

      Saffron continued to fuss over her until Dylan basically threw her out. She was fine— she didn’t need to be babied.

      Though she was sorely regretting that decision by the time she woke up from her nap an hour later. She vomited for awhile before finding she was too dizzy to walk. Fresh air was the only thing that quieted her nausea, so she spent the rest of the day on the porch enjoying the day and listening to the sounds of Rhodi-An.

      Even so, she worried. She’d been throwing up day and night for the past few days, and struggled to eat anything that wasn’t clear broth or plain saltines, though she felt bloated constantly. She’d been feeling so sick lately, and didn’t understand why. Recovering from the mightlocke overdose shouldn’t be taking this long.

      There was the sharp snap of the front door. “Lass, I just heard what happened. Are you all right?”

      Enfys was immediately there at her side. She stood to greet him, placing her hands on his shoulders. “I’m all right. I⁠—”

      She must’ve stood up too quickly, because she went lightheaded and her knees buckled. Enfys caught her before she fell, saying, “You don’t look like you’re all right. Come on.”

      He guided her to bed, then pulled her against him. “I’ve been told the basics, but I want to hear it from you. Tell me everything.”

      Dylan explained what she could to him, though she avoided recounting what she’d seen in the vision. She didn’t need to relive that yet again today. His blue eyes crinkled in concern as she proposed Saffron’s theory, and he said, “We need to find out what Victorienne’s looking for inside your head. If it’s valuable to Zanna, it could mean something big for us, too. She wouldn’t be going to such lengths to find it if it wasn’t important.”

      “I wish Victorienne good luck with rooting around in my head. It’s pretty messed up in there,” Dylan said, laying against his chest. “If she thinks she’ll find anything useful amongst all the twisted shit, be my guest.”

      Enfys nestled his head against hers. “Aye, lass. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
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      Dylan’s morning was ruined once again when she saw the latest article from Rhodi Today before she’d even settled into her breakfast.

      
        
        What’s He Waiting For? Eight Years and No Ring— Is the Princess’s Relationship in Crisis?

      

      

      The byline was from none other than the irritating, aggravating reporter Kanoro Kenji himself. Dylan didn’t think she could detest anyone as much as she did Kenji at the current moment. The press had been temporarily preoccupied with news of the Cloaked Flame once Zanna’s identity got out, but Kenji had immediately switched back to writing articles about Dylan and Enfys once he had the opportunity to do so.

      He needed to stop crawling up her ass. If he wanted the dirt on her prospective engagement so damn bad… or, lack thereof… he could hide under their bed and get the details, but until that time, he and everyone else in the world needed to stay out of it.

      Dylan finished her tea, sighed, and tried to put the article out of her mind. There was a lot she had to do today. A new group of Searchers had arrived to help with the Cloaked Flame problem, and she needed to welcome them to the city. Enfys had already met up with them last night, but she wanted to greet them personally. He wouldn’t be there, as he was in a virtual meeting with his father all day about where to position spies, but she didn’t need him there. She knew the Searcher’s faction well, and felt comfortable speaking to whoever Fearghus had sent.

      She left her quarters and ventured down the hall. There was still so much on her schedule. She had to meet with the royal florist about plans for summer planting, and schedule events and meetings that she’d be obligated to attend⁠—

      The musings on her upcoming duties were brought to a stunning halt as Dylan turned the corner and witnessed none other than Kanoro Kenji himself, kissing Tito underneath a moon gate. Kenji’s hands were roaming all over Tito’s chest, and in his hair. Tito was frozen, as if in complete shock. His body was totally rigid, and his eyes were wide open, like he couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Dylan’s hands bunched into fists as she felt rage well up and down her body. Kenji had snuck into the palace somehow, probably skulking around for rumors he could put into his vile paper, and now he was here putting unwanted advances on her best friend! Who did this asshole think he was?

      Dylan stomped in Kenji’s direction, and her steps were so loud that they pulled apart. “How dare you!” Dylan raged, shaking a fist. “I should strike you down at my feet!”

      “Dylan,” Tito began, but it seemed like that was the only word he could manage to force out as he glanced between her and Kenji.

      Kenji’s smirk was so aggravatingly arrogant it made Dylan’s anger flare even higher. “If being myself is a crime against you, princess, I confess that I am guilty, and therefore, deserve whatever punishment you may bestow upon me.” Kenji batted his eyelashes at Tito, who gulped in response.

      “Screw you! I’m not going to let you run rampant in the palace and sexually harass my best friend!” Dylan yelled. “If I see you around here again, I’ll tell the guards to cut your head off, if I don’t do it myself!”

      Kenji gave her a flourishing bow, spreading his arms out wide. “As you wish, princess. I will escort myself out, as is your request. Though if I’m invited back in, I can’t promise I’ll stay away.”

      “You won’t be. Leave,” Dylan hissed.

      Kenji romped away, appearing completely unbothered by the interaction— rather, it seemed he was invigorated at her reaction. Dylan didn’t stop quivering in rage until he was gone from her sight.

      “Dylan,” Tito said again, weaker than before.

      “Look, I know it’s weird that I’m standing up for you. After all, you put a move on me when we were younger, and generally, you had a habit of acting creepy when we were teenagers,” Dylan ranted, turning toward him. “But that was when we were kids. I totally forgive you for that. And it’s definitely not okay that someone else is harassing you now that you’re an adult. Is it a taste of your own medicine? Maybe, but I don’t believe in getting even and all that crap. We’re more mature now, and I don’t ever want you to feel like you’re uncomfortable, or being used. This is your home, and you should feel safe in it— I swear, the nerve of that guy!”

      Tito remained silent, and Dylan clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry, buddy, I’ve always got your back. He bothers you again, you let me know, okay?”

      Tito let out a long sigh, and his shoulders slumped as he mumbled, “Okay.”

      He left quickly. Dylan didn’t blame him for feeling humiliated. After all, it wasn’t right Kenji had used him like that!

      Well, she was putting a stop to it. If she caught Kenji creeping around the palace again, she’d throw him in the dungeons before Tavana had anything to say about it, that was for sure. Free press or not, nobody messed with her friends.

      Dylan pinched the bridge of her nose, fighting off a new bout of nausea. She didn’t know how long she could work today without having to quit early in order to rest, which meant she needed to get the most important things done first. She might as well get the Searcher greeting over with.

      The welcoming was in a hall not too far from the throne room. Dylan knew most of the people there, as she had met many of them before during trips to Dunedinne, and she was happy to speak to old friends.

      However, there was one Searcher she didn’t recognize, and Dylan swore everyone in the room turned to look at her when she walked in. The woman that entered was around her age, with full lips, sculpted eyebrows, exquisite brown eyes and a flowing mane of chestnut hair that fell in curls around her shoulders. She wore a slim dress that clung to her figure which was still professional, but perhaps a bit too low-cut for the workplace, with a hem line that rose up on her thighs. She was the type of woman that could get away with it, though, because nobody would dare to question any outfit on someone so attractive.

      She was gorgeous. Dylan had rarely seen another woman so spellbinding. Her mere presence made Dylan feel inadequate. This girl could even compete with Tavana’s looks.

      The woman spotted Dylan, and her mouth curved into a foxy smile. “So this is the princess. I’m utterly charmed. It’s nice to finally meet the girl dating my ex.”

      Her accent wasn’t anything like Enfys’ sing-songy brogue, but rather, was posh, elegant, and rather stuck-up. She had to be from the north side of Dunedinne.

      What she’d said hit Dylan like a firebomb, nearly exploding her brains out. Dylan worked to quickly put things together. Her mouth moved before she could stop herself. “Saorise?”

      She laughed. “Saorise? Only my mum and Enfys call me that. Everyone else calls me Shay. Although…”

      Her eyes roamed up and down Dylan’s figure, that sly smile still stuck to her face. “If you know my name, that means Enfys is still talking about me. I was wondering why you two hadn’t gotten married yet, but I guess he’s still not over me. It’s unfortunate that I’m back in town. His eyes are prone to wander. Not even a princess can compete.”

      Dylan stood there, feeling like the dumbest person in the world. This was Enfys’ ex-girlfriend, the one who’d tormented him by making the crowd boo him off stage during his first show years back.

      Dylan took in Shay’s flowing hair and her dark eyes, feeling sick. No wonder Enfys had fallen for her. Anybody would. And now she’d come here, to Rhodi-An? Dylan didn’t want her anywhere near Enfys. She needed to stay on the other side of the continent where she belonged.

      Dylan scrambled to remember that she was a princess and plastered on a polite smile. “Shay. Welcome.”

      “Fearghus sent me to clean up your mess,” Shay said tiredly, looking at her nails. “I shouldn’t even be here, but since your people still haven’t managed to capture the Shadowed One or any of her top associates, my team has arrived to make sure the job gets done properly.”

      By Rhodi, this girl was bold, to talk to the heir of Crescentia like this. With anyone else, Dylan would’ve come up with a retort without another thought, but her brain had turned to mush in Shay’s presence. She truly didn’t know what to say.

      The door slammed open, and in strode Jenna. She ignored all the other Searchers and sneered Shay’s way. “Oh, great. You’re here.”

      “Hey, Jenna, see you've put on more weight,” Shay quipped.

      Dylan’s mouth dropped— she couldn’t help it. Exactly how rude was this girl?

      “Hey, Shay, see you’ve slithered out of whatever slimy hole you were born in, you horrid toad!” Jenna shot back without a second’s hesitation. “My dad must’ve scraped the bottom of the barrel if he sent your soggy ass my way.”

      “There are no more spies to send. Everyone’s busy, thanks to your mishandling of the situation. I knew you and Enfys couldn’t handle it. After all, you botched bringing the culprit in, as usual.” Shay fluffed her hair.

      “Please. The only thing that’s botched is your nose,” Jenna snapped.

      Shay’s cheeks turned slightly pink. She folded her arms and replied cooly, “If you and Enfys weren’t Fearghus’ kids, you would’ve already been kicked off the job. But I guess Fearghus does have to keep up appearances, and look good for the monarchy. Not all of us are lucky enough to get favors by sleeping with the princess.”

      Shay shot dagger eyes at Dylan, who was currently pinned to the spot. Why the hell did Shay seem to have such an issue with her? It was ridiculous.

      Even so, Dylan found herself feeling small and insignificant in the moment, so much so she lost her voice.

      “Well, at least she’s sleeping with somebody. I heard you’ve been single for awhile. Can’t imagine why, since you have the personality of a venomous snake,” Jenna hissed.

      “I’m picky with who I date, unlike you. My bedroom doesn’t have an Open for Business sign, come day or night.” Shay smirked, as if she thought she’d won the argument.

      “We don’t have to listen to this.” Jenna hooked her arm in Dylan’s. “Come on, girlfriend! We’re going to tear up the town!”

      “Jenna, the only thing you can tear up is a cake,” Shay replied scathingly.

      Dylan was about ready to tear up Shay’s face— with her claws. But before Dylan could lose her temper and shift, Jenna added, “Just to let you know, Shay, your last three boyfriends— they all said I was better. So I’ll enjoy taking your sloppy seconds, as long as you keep being a fun-sucking first.”

      Shay’s face fell, temporarily stunned, and Jenna took that opportunity to drag Dylan out.

      “I can’t believe my father sent that horrid woman! I just want to scream!” Jenna blustered like a rainstorm, her curls bouncing in absolute fury.

      “Why was she so mean?” Dylan couldn’t understand why Shay had stormed in there acting like she owned the place.

      “She’s pissed because she found out you have a lunch date with my brother today, I’ll bet anything,” Jenna grumbled. “She might’ve been the one who cheated on him, but she could never give up the men she dug her claws into, either. Well, too bad, sister! He’s taken!”

      “I should change first,” Dylan mumbled. Her kimono was fine, but Dylan thought it did nothing to show off her figure like Shay’s dress had.

      “Ugh, fine. I need to stop by Tito’s room, anyway. Don’t take too long.” Jenna parted from Dylan at her door, and the princess entered her apartment alone.

      Once she was inside her bedroom, Dylan slipped off her kimono, standing in nothing but her undergarments and a thin slip. She began rifling through dresses in her closet, trying to find something to wear. “Too baggy. Ugly. Out of date.”

      As she desperately searched, her mind whirled. It hadn’t escaped her awareness that Enfys had a special name for Shay that only he called her. Or that Shay was actively jealous that Enfys belonged to Dylan and not her. Dylan had no doubt Shay was here to try and win Enfys back.

      It wasn’t like Dylan didn’t trust Enfys. Far from it. She knew he wouldn’t stray. It was more like… she didn’t feel like she was good enough to keep him.

      She’d always struggled with this, in one way or another. She’d believed she was over thinking like this, but it only took Shay’s arrival to make Dylan realize she’d never really fixed this problem. She felt like the leftovers, the consolation prize Enfys had been given after he couldn’t have what he really wanted, and it was awful.

      Dylan walked past a mirror, looked into it, and saw the scars lacing up and down her arms, the ones she so desperately tried to make go away. She immediately started tearing up. She couldn’t wear anything daring or sensual. She couldn’t be seductive, or alluring, or any of those things. She always had to cover up, hide her body, and it was driving her mad.

      Maybe this is the reason he hasn’t asked me yet. I’m not his dream girl. I’m just a placeholder. One who’s already used up, inside and out.

      The minute she thought that, Dylan fell to pieces. She fell onto the bed, grabbing a pillow and clutching it as she sobbed.

      Sister? What’s wrong? Saffron had immediately sensed her distress through their bond and came flying. The griffin landed on the balcony and changed, adding, “Something is bothering you immensely.”

      “Look at me!” Dylan wept. “I’m so ugly! How can he love me when I look like this?”

      “Tell me what happened.” Saffron sat on the bed, laying a hand on Dylan’s shoulder.

      “Enfys’ ex showed up to help the Searchers look for Zanna, and she’s awful,” Dylan wept. “She was so horrible when I met her. Everything that came out of her mouth was an insult. Jenna thinks she’s here to try and steal Enfys away.”

      Saffron snorted. “Such a comical thought. Enfys would not consider such a thing. But even if he did, I’d rip his head off, and that would be the end of it.”

      “You don’t understand because you didn’t see her. Shay’s perfect. She’s practically a model, and I’m all cut up,” Dylan spat. “I don’t know what Enfys sees in me.”

      “He sees what everyone else sees, but you can’t,” Saffron added softly.

      “How? I can’t wear a nice dress for him, or look sexy. I might as well be a prude.”

      “You survived everything that happened to you, no matter in what way.”

      “Not without permanent consequences! Saff, look at me!”

      Dylan raised her left arm, the one that was the worst. Saffron looked at it, then gently grasped her wrist to lower her arm before taking her hand.

      “All of us have judged our bodies for looking the way that they do. It’s okay to find the things we wish to change, but your imperfections are my favorite parts about you,” Saffron said sincerely. “I know you don’t like your scars, but I do.”

      Dylan sat up, wiping a few stray tears away. “How can you like something that makes me so hideous? Most people would see what’s on my skin and cringe away. I know I do.”

      “You are a spectacular portrait of all the things you’ve done, places you’ve been to, people you’ve loved and things you’ve experienced. You’re a unique work of art, and I wouldn’t change anything about you.”

      Saffron reached out to embrace her, and Dylan hugged her back. She supposed no matter how hideous she felt, Saffron would always see her as grand. Maybe her sight was flawed, but at least Dylan never had to worry about her sister seeing her as anything but sublime.

      Heavy footsteps romped into the room. Jenna saw the tears on Dylan’s face and put her hands on her hips. “Dylan, you are not getting upset about what that hussy said. You’re far more attractive than she is.”

      “Agreed. You are exquisite, tigress. There are few in the realm who can rival your beauty,” Saffron added.

      “You guys are lying.” Dylan sniffed. “Shay’s clearly the better choice.”

      “Nuh-uh. I know my brother. He’s way more smitten with you than he ever was with fish-face.” Jenna wrinkled her nose. “Do you think I care that Shay thinks I’m a whale? Hell no! I’m a lovely, luscious, independent and strong woman who loves every inch of my body, and I can’t keep the men off me! If Shay doesn’t like it, she can kiss my fat ass!”

      “Anybody would think you’re pretty, Jenna, but not me,” Dylan mumbled. “The whole world could look at you two and think you’re perfect. You’re curvy and you have the best smile, and Saffron’s so striking, but I’m hardly average.”

      “How can you be positive and accepting of everyone else’s body, but not of your own?” Saffron questioned.

      “Because I don’t like it, okay? It’s so hard having to put on this mask, play dress up and be the pretty princess when everyone around me knows it's not true and I don’t fit that role.” Dylan squeezed herself tight. “I can put on a pound of makeup each morning, wear the perfect outfit and only manage to look presentable, not elegant or beautiful.”

      “You do fit the role of princess. Tavana wouldn’t have picked you to be her heir if you didn’t, and you’re totally hot!” Jenna burst. “You’re the sexiest woman in Rhodi-An! Have you seen yourself lately?”

      “You guys can say that, but you’re just trying to make me feel better. Even when people give me compliments, I know they don’t mean them, and if they do, I wouldn’t believe them anyway. I thought like this as a teenager all the time, but I figured once I got older it would go away. I thought I would be more confident and like myself more, but with every year that passes I seem to find more to dislike instead of more to appreciate.”

      Dylan wiped her nose. “Enfys must be dreaming if he thinks this is attractive.”

      “Dylan, come on. When Enfys broke up with you, he literally couldn’t stop crying about it. He was calling me every night weeping and carrying on!” Jenna exclaimed. “I told him; If you love her this much you shouldn’t have dumped her, dumbass.”

      “He was upset when Shay left him, too,” Dylan mumbled.

      “It wasn’t the same.” Jenna shook her head. “He sulked when Shay cheated, but he was devastated when you two split, even when he was the one who called it off! And now he’s absolutely head over heels for you, like he’s always been. He ain’t gonna leave, and if it’s between you and Shay, he’s gonna pick you every time.”

      Dylan wasn’t listening. She was too busy falling apart. “What if Shay was more interesting to date than I am? What if… oh no… what if she was better in bed?”

      Jenna scoffed. “Please. Enfys might’ve taken up with her a time or two, but now he wouldn’t ride her into battle, let alone get anywhere near her mattress. Besides, if Enfys picked you over Shay, what does that say about how beautiful you are?”

      Dylan shrugged. “I don’t know. But Shay seemed pretty certain she could win him back.”

      “I have no idea what it’s going to take for you to understand that my brother adores you. He certainly wouldn’t dump you to be with a girl like Shay. She only wears panties to keep her ankles warm.” Jenna scowled. “Shay’s one of those awful, empty-headed girls who talks on and on and has absolutely nothing to say, and there is little more in this world that annoys me more than a blathering chatterbox, I tell you.”

      “Is that because you don’t wish for anyone else to speak?” Saffron wondered.

      Jenna acted like she didn’t hear her. “Dylan, I’m sorry girl, but you’re being ridiculous.”

      Jenna grabbed her hands and held them tight. “You’re the love of my brother’s life. You’re gonna be his wife someday. Shay could never come close to you.”

      “He hasn’t asked me to marry him yet,” Dylan mumbled lamely.

      “He will,” Jenna insisted. “I promise you that day is coming. And you know what? You are beautiful. There is so much that you’ve been through in this life, more than just the things that even your friends know about, things that you don’t even tell people. You are not the makeup you put on or the clothes you wear. You’re more than what the press writes about you, more than the mistakes you’ve made, more than the labels you put on yourself and you’re more than the sum of your pain. And all of that means so much more than any superficial beauty this world could bestow.”

      Dylan’s eyes shone, and her heart grew with hope as Jenna continued her speech. “You’re not a burden on the people that love you, and you’re not a waste of space. No one in this world could ever replace you. You’re not your skin color, a number on the scale, no, not even the scars on your body. You are you, and you are worth loving. You’re a powerful princess, and you’ve got something to show this world just by being alive. You don’t have to do anything to earn whatever dreams you’re fighting for, because you deserve them, and you deserve to be loved.”

      Jenna dropped her hands, then stood tall. “Dylan, I love you, but you’re acting like you’re thirteen and Shay just called you the ugliest girl at the party. It’s time to put your thong on and show her who’s head bitch!”

      Dylan laughed out loud. “You’re totally right. Thanks, guys, for dealing with my monthly meltdown.”

      “You have been more emotional recently.” Saffron eyed her. “It’s not like you to let someone walk all over you. Why didn’t you just put this girl in her place, like you would any other?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been feeling like myself lately.” Dylan gave a miserable shrug.

      “You know what you need? A makeover!” Jenna cheered. “Let’s doll you up before your big date! That’s sure to cheer you up!”

      The girls dragged Dylan into the nearest luxury mall, shoving her into the newest spas and throwing clothes at her over the door of high-end dressing rooms. The press was tailing them and taking pictures, but she found she didn’t care, as she was having a great time. By the time they were done, Dylan felt spectacular, and looked better. Her hair shone in the sunlight, cascading down her back, her nails were done, and her makeup was pristine. They’d even found her a long-sleeved dress that clung to her hips, and a pair of sky-high heels that made her legs look a mile long.

      Kenji is going to write a novel about my new look, she thought eagerly, glad to give the reporters something else to write about besides her naked ring finger. She honestly didn’t understand why she’d been feeling so low that morning. She could barely relate to the emotional wreck she’d been a few hours ago, because she felt on top of the world now.

      Enfys’ eyes sparkled when the girls dropped her off in front of the five-star restaurant they’d chosen for lunch. Her heart beat faster as she watched him observe the outfit, looking her up and down.

      “Don’t you look pretty.” He gave her a soft kiss, then held her hand as they took the elevator up to the top of the skyscraper for a private lunch. The waiters brought them glazed short ribs and champagne, along with a variety of side dishes. Dylan helped herself to the food, but found the smell of the alcohol churned her stomach, so she avoided it.

      “You don’t seem very hungry,” Enfys commented. She hadn’t taken very much.

      “I’m a little off today.” Protein was a staple of her diet. Her shifter side craved it constantly, though for some reason the sight or smell of any food put her off lately.

      “Is there a reason you decided to look so fine?” Enfys let his head fall to the side. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of her.

      Dylan paused buttering a roll. “Well… I met Shay.”

      Enfys’ easy-going demeanor instantly shifted. “She’s here? I requested backup to help us find Zanna, but I didn’t think they’d send her.”

      Dylan was secretly pleased at the distaste in his voice. “I guess your dad sent her entire team. She wasn’t very nice. I thought her and Jenna were going to brawl.”

      “I can imagine. They despise each other.” Enfys frowned. “I take it she wasn’t very polite to you, either.”

      “Not really.” Dylan got quiet before she added meekly, “And, you know… she looks like that, and I look like me.”

      “Lass, what are you talking about?” Enfys said, aghast. “I won’t deny she’s pleasing to look at, but she can’t hold a candle to you. Personality or otherwise.”

      She dared to raise her eyes. “Really?”

      “Really. Lass, I had issues with playing in front of people for a long time after what she did to me. You’re the one who convinced me to start playing again. My music, the band, none of it would be possible without you. You’re the one that supported me and my dream. She tried to tear it down. You’ve given me more than she ever could, from day one.”

      She hadn’t thought of it that way. “I guess you’re right. Though I would appreciate it if she didn’t imply to my face she’s going to steal you back.”

      Enfys laughed. “Like that’ll happen anytime between now and never. I’d rather kiss a crocodile. It’d be safer.”

      Dylan relaxed. “I know I have nothing to worry about. I just… sometimes, it’s hard to think that you want me. In that way.”

      His eyes softened. “Of course I desire you, lass. You’d think that would be obvious with me reaching for you at every opportunity I can. You clearly forgot what we did this morning before I went to work.” He nudged her playfully, and she giggled.

      Both of their phones went off at the same time. Enfys checked his first, and his gaze widened.

      “It’s Reina. She says she might’ve found something,” Enfys said, shoving his phone in his pocket. “She said to come right away. Devin’s already there.”

      Dylan nearly leapt out of her chair with excitement. Reina had a lead on limiting Zanna’s compulsion magic or stopping Victorienne’s curse? Either way, that was very good news.

      Enfys took her hand, and his comforting touch was all she needed to feel secure. She didn’t understand what was wrong with her lately, or what was going on inside her head, but at least he was there to guide her when she felt lost, and her friends were always there to support her if she stumbled.

      She could always trust them, wherever the future may lead.
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        * * *

      

      Saffron had business to take care of. This Shay had made her sister cry, and that was a crime punishable by death in Saffron’s book. No one tormented her sister and failed to pay the price for it. She stormed toward the barracks, where she’d been informed was where the Searchers were staying.

      She’d been told what Shay looked like, so she knew who to search for. The woman had her back turned to Saffron when she entered the main hall where the Searchers were prepping their intelligence room, hanging maps and stringing together clues that were taped to the walls. Saffron spotted a chestnut-haired woman and knew that was her target. She stormed toward Shay and raised her fist, fully intent on giving her a beat down.

      Then… Shay turned. Saffron was inches away, but she froze once her eyes graced Shay’s face. Her expression fell as she took in the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen.

      The heavens erupted, the skies opened up, and lovely music like nothing Saffron had heard before met her ears. Time itself halted and went in reverse, and the pounding of her heart throbbed against her chest as her knees became weak and her body became warm. An overwhelming feeling of complete awe overcame her, and Saffron found herself caught unawares for what was perhaps the first time in her life. The entire experience was… divine.

      Shay was screaming at people, giving orders. Her voice was a screech, but to Saffron, it sounded like the coo of a dove.

      Shay’s eyes finally landed on Saffron, who still had her fist raised in the air. Shay gaped, then asked, “Uh… can I help you?”

      Saffron didn’t know what to say. What response could she give, when faced with such an enchantress as this?

      Shay was staring at her, expecting a response. “Well, come on. I don’t have all day.”

      Saffron swallowed the massive lump in her throat, lowered her fist and choked out, “Sorry. You’re… not what I expected.”

      Shay raised a thin eyebrow. Saffron’s cheeks reddened, and she turned on her heel to hurry away as quickly as she possibly could. She felt dizzy once she left the building, and had to lean against the wall as she gulped for air. She sure felt like a big chicken rather than a mighty griffin at this moment.
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