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        This book contains characters with the following medical conditions.

      

      

      

      
        
        MAJOR DEPRESSIVE DISORDER

      

        

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

      

        

      
        SELF-HARM

      

        

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

      

        

      
        POST TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER

      

        

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who is still fighting their inner demons.

      We’ll survive it together.
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      Dylan thought this was the most important day of her life, and she wanted to remember every incredible second of it.

      She was in the massive training arena within the center of Rhodi-An, surrounded by thousands. It was a beautiful spring day, and cherry blossoms floated off the nearby trees as cheers rose from the crowd. She stood within a line of people, waiting to approach the center of the arena with the hundreds of other graduates. Her brother stood behind her— her partner, Saffron, beside her. Each graduate wore their Rhodian armor, waiting to approach their master and take their final vows. The residents from the city looked onward in metal stands that circled the arena, cheering congratulations. The towering buildings of the city surrounded them, and the sight of the skyscrapers that forged Rhodi-An, and the people who resided in them, made Dylan swell with joy.

      Ten years had passed since she became a Rhodi, and today, she was finally becoming a master. She’d finally completed her training. No longer would she be a student, beholden to the rules of others. From today on, she’d get to make the rules.

      She, Devin and Saffron were the oldest graduates in this line. Most of the other Rhodi ranged anywhere from eighteen to twenty. At twenty-five, Dylan had sometimes wondered if this day would ever come.

      But somehow, it came. And today, she’d finally fulfill her dreams.

      Dylan stepped up to the front of the line, and her stomach dipped in anticipation. Rhodi masters created a large square in the middle of the arena, making an open space. Talidin stood at the center of the circle with his hands clasped, waiting for her.

      The crowd roared as the princess stepped up to take her final test. Dylan knew that most of these people had shown up to celebrate her. It was a big day for the city, as the princess herself was ascending to the title of master, and therefore, everyone wanted to see Dylan perform.

      Talidin smirked as she came to face him. He was wearing his armor, too, and looked more mischievous than she’d ever seen him. “You ready for this?”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Dylan replied, and she dipped into a bow. Talidin copied her, the warriors paying respect to each other before their battle began.

      This was tradition, and the way it had been done for thousands of years. The rules indicated he couldn’t hold back. He had to fight to the best of his ability, and so did she. If she lost the fight, it wouldn’t only be her who failed; Talidin would as well, for failing to instruct his student how to rise above the accomplishments of her teacher.

      To truly graduate, she would have to best her master.

      She took a wide stance, and Talidin sprang before she did. He liked to be the first to attack, and Dylan knew that about him. She would use it against him. He came at her with his hands raised, and Dylan instantly combatted him. She began a complicated set of maneuvers, blocking his attempted strikes with her forearms and striking out her legs to knock him off his stance. Talidin had good balance, and even when she tried to kick his feet out from under him, he was able to maintain his footing. Talidin was stronger, but Dylan had more agility, so she leaned back and let one of Talidin’s swings rush by before she righted herself and kicked at his face.

      He ducked, and grabbed her ankle. Talidin twisted, almost bringing her down, but Dylan was able to pull her ankle free and vaulted over him, using his shoulder to perform a flip. She came at him from behind, but Talidin sank downward and let her leg fly over him before he lunged to tackle her. Dylan sprang aside at the last minute, but his armor scraped hers as he missed.

      If he got her on the ground, it was over with. Talidin was a better wrestler, and she’d never been able to wiggle out of his hold once he got her down. She had to remain on her feet. Talidin went to tackle her again, but she backflipped out of the way. Talidin performed a series of kicks. Dylan flipped out of the way of each one, rolling into a crouch. She unleashed her katana from its sheath at her side, and the crowd gave a colossal roar.

      This was the most exciting fight of the day. Most of the other fights had ended by this point, but this battle was truly entertaining for the people of Rhodi-An. As Dylan stood to clutch her katana in-hand, Talidin brought out his blade. The steel glinted in the beaming sunlight as the two warriors circled each other, looking for an in.

      Dylan studied Talidin's gaze, as he had taught her how to do with every enemy she crossed. He truly wasn’t holding back. Talidin’s chest heaved for air, and his gaze was heavy. In his eyes, Dylan saw that he wasn’t her father right now, nor her teacher, but an opponent— one who was musing on how to best her.

      For that, Dylan felt confident. She hadn’t been sure if she’d last against Talidin, but it was clear he was having trouble keeping up. She might be able to win this.

      Talidin sprang first, but Dylan brought up her katana to block his blade with ease. The metal sang as it connected, and Talidin struck again. Despite his brutish swings looking to break her, Dylan elegantly battled each of them away.

      Talidin told her years ago she looked beautiful when she used a blade, like a cat posing on a tightrope just before they were about to spring on their prey. Talidin’s movements were always wild and rough, but Dylan had learned to fight in her own way, careful and methodical. Every motion was planned out— every attack, defense, and jab planned three steps ahead.

      Their sword fight continued, and as the moments lengthened, she observed Talidin getting tired. She was barely gasping, but Talidin had sweat dripping from his brow.

      She smiled, and the gesture made Talidin falter— he was surprised.

      She forgot the seriousness of the situation and laughed at his dumbstruck expression; quite the mistake. Talidin took her affection as an opening and lunged out. His blade knocked her katana out of her hands, sending it sailing twelve feet away.

      Now it was Dylan’s turn to be surprised. Her mouth dropped open in shock, but Talidin’s cold expression didn’t warm. She’d dropped her guard, and this wasn’t a game. She wasn’t his daughter right now, but an enemy, and he was determined to take her down.

      Now that she didn’t have a weapon, and Talidin did, the odds were stacked against her. It would be difficult to win disarmed. Talidin advanced on her, certainly planning to pin the blade to her throat and end this battle. The crowd moaned in disappointment— none of them had been expecting the princess to lose due to such a simple error.

      But Dylan was never truly disarmed, for her greatest weapons would always be her fangs and her claws. Before Talidin could strike, she kicked him in the jaw and rolled away, the dirt from the arena accumulating on her armor. She pushed up on all fours, summoning her magic to its full power.

      The crowd went wild as they watched Dylan shift into her tigress form. She gave a roar, and the screams that resulted from the stands beyond shook the earth.

      Talidin’s eyes contracted as the tigress prowled toward him. He held up his blade to counter her, but she rose on her hind legs and batted it out of his grasp, getting a cut on the bottom of her paw that bled fiercely from the act. But Dylan didn’t feel the pain, only the rush of excitement as she realized this was the end.

      Talidin turned to run and plan his next move, but Dylan was already prepared. The tigress sprinted after her master and tackled him to the ground, putting her bleeding paw to his throat and letting out a deep growl.

      You are dead, Dylan rumbled. Surrender. I have won this fight.

      Talidin choked for air, punching her sides in an attempt to get free. It was to no avail. Finally, Talidin let his arms fall to the ground, and the people of Rhodi-An cheered once again.

      Dylan let him up, transforming back into a woman. As Talidin rose to his feet, he proclaimed, “The student has bested her teacher, and has proven herself a warrior. She will now take the vows of a master, to become equal among us.”

      Dylan knelt to one knee. She bowed her head, and tears came to her eyes as she remembered the vows of a student she’d taken as a scrawny, lost fifteen-year-old a decade ago. She did everything she could to keep from trembling as Talidin asked, “Dyliana Fairson, Princess of Rhodi-An, do you swear upon your life that you will be a Rhodi master until your dying day, guiding the lost, protecting the innocent, and giving your life to bring about a realm of peace?”

      “I do,” she replied shakily, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      Talidin sounded near tears as well. “Then so be it. Arise, master of Rhodi. Today, you begin your future.”

      Dylan stood, and by Rhodi, it felt like she’d been born again. Her Craft danced inside her chest as she looked Talidin in the eyes, and saw that he was crying. They embraced tightly, and tremors quaked throughout the ground as the masters around her stomped their spears into the earth to symbolize her passage. Talidin would always be her master, but now, the community would see her as his equal.

      She pulled away, and Talidin wiped away the tears on both of their faces. A healer rushed forward to mend the cut on Dylan’s hand with magic, and the bleeding stemmed. Talidin led Dylan away to wait beside the other masters, and she could hardly believe it. After all that hard work, sacrifice, and pain over the past ten years, she’d finally achieved her goal. She didn’t know if she would ever make it here… she figured she’d die or fail before she ever attained the status of master. It was practically living in a fantasy. She was floating upon the air, wondering when she was going to wake up from this blissful dream.

      Her joy was temporarily stunted, however, when she watched her twin brother approach his master in the center of the arena. Devin would go next to take the test, then Saffron. She didn’t know what she would do if either of them didn’t pass. Devin was her brother, and Saffron was her bonded partner. Dylan didn’t think she could become a true Rhodi master without both of them by her side.

      Even so, Dylan knew her brother had a significant obstacle ahead of him. She’d never seen Tavana lose a fight— at least, not one that was fair and where she wasn’t gravely wounded. Tavana was the queen of Rhodi-An, after all, and the best warrior that had ever lived. If Devin passed today and defeated Tavana… or at all, at any point in his lifetime… it would be a feat no one had ever accomplished.

      Devin’s look was cold as he stared Tavana down, and she did the same in response. For as much love as these two had for one another, there was none to be found in the arena today. One would win, and one would lose.

      Dylan prayed it wouldn’t be her brother who lost… although she feared this fight was all but hopeless.

      Student and master bowed to each other. Dylan held her breath as she saw Tavana move in. Devin barely had time to right himself before Tavana sprung.
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      Devin wasn’t prepared to fight Tavana, and knew he would never be. Years of preparation meant nothing when you were battling the queen of the Rhodi.

      He had no chance of beating the best Rhodi that ever lived in a fair fight. Therefore, this couldn’t be a fair. He would have to outwit her, and quickly, if he wanted to pass.

      Also far from a simple task. If he dragged this on, Tavana would gain the upper hand, and if he lost to her once he knew he’d never be able to beat her; his wounded pride and shattered confidence would prevent him from ever graduating, therefore, he needed to win today.

      Tavana liked to get ahead of things, and Devin was certain she would attack first in order to gain the upper hand. She fought strategically, with moves that were precise and often accurate. He preferred to take his time while battling, only moving once he was certain it was the right thing to do. That wouldn’t work here, so he’d have to try something else.

      Tavana’s assault knocked the wind out of Devin’s body before he registered the fight had started. He turned his back on her and ran, bursting with super speed to the other side of the arena. Tavana followed him, summoning her feathery wings and flying after.

      He attempted to counter her, leaping into the air and using his Craft to make his body light, so he could float up to meet her. But as he pulled his arm back to deliver a blow, Tavana put forth a powerful burst of wind from her wings, and he found himself tumbling backward through the air. Devin fell on the ground with a loud, crunching noise, and the crowd moaned.

      She certainly wasn’t taking it easy on him. Tavana landed, and Devin forced himself to get back on his feet. He brought out the bow that was strung across his back, and as he drew it, a green arrow materialized on the string. Devin fired it, and the arrow glowed with the light of his Craft. The arrow sailed by as Tavana ducked and raced toward him.

      Devin fired off multiple arrows in succession using his super speed, until the bolts nearly became bullets. He expected at least one of his hits to land, and growled in frustration when none of them did.

      Tavana was using her bonded partnership with Talidin to pull from his powers. Talidin had super senses, and could often tell when something was coming— knew shifts in the air, could instinctually feel things before they happened. Though Devin’s speed was his greatest asset, it was no good when Tavana could predict his every move before he made it.

      Worse, Devin had no Rhodian partner to pull from, so whatever powers he had were all the resources at his disposal. Devin fired off a few more shots before Tavana slid in front of him, and pulled her expandable staff out from the compartment on her leg. She spun it elegantly, smacking his arm and causing him to drop his bow. She then hit the back of his leg, so it collapsed under him and he fell to the ground once more.

      Rage welled up inside him. He swept his leg out in an arc before he backflipped, hoping it would knock Tavana’s feet out from under her, but it did no good. She simply vaulted out of the way, watching him calmly as he took deep breaths to gather himself.

      He was getting angry, and that was no good. If he lost his temper, he’d lose the fight. He needed to remain calm.

      As he expected, Tavana advanced on him with her staff. Devin combated her movements with a complicated segment of martial arts, using his arms and legs to repel her spear, but it only held her off, and didn’t give him much of any advantage. He glanced to the side to look for his bow, and realized with disappointment that it was on the other side of the arena. He’d never get to it in time before Tavana took him down. She was cornering him already— there was nowhere else to go.

      His body was losing strength. He couldn’t keep up a fight like this much longer. Tavana had too much skill.

      Devin refused to fail, not in front of the entire city and everyone he respected. He came to prove himself today, and so, he would.

      One of his arrows was lying discarded on the ground nearby. He went to reach for it, but Tavana used the end of her staff to sweep his ankles out from under him, the blade upon the staff glinting in the light. Devin landed harshly on his back again, and Tavana hurtled her spear toward his chest, to pin the blade against his skin and be declared the winner. The crowd groaned, expecting that this was the end.

      To everyone else in the arena, it seemed like mere moments. But those seconds lengthened for Devin, becoming the most important in his life. He thought quickly, his brain putting pieces together.

      Devin had spent weeks plotting this battle out, talking strategy with his sister and going over Tavana’s weak points. There weren’t very many, but he knew of one, and one was all he needed. He would use it.

      His right hand reached out to grasp the arrow beside him. With his left, he pushed himself upward, to meet the blade of Tavana’s staff.

      Tavana gasped, but she was swinging her staff with so much momentum she wasn’t able to stop herself in time. The blade punctured Devin’s left shoulder and went clean through to the other side.

      Devin yelled in immense pain, tears stinging his eyes. The crowd screamed, and he thought he heard his sister crying out in panic, but Devin ignored it all. Some temporary, blinding agony wouldn’t stop him. Blood seeped from the stab wound, staining his uniform and the ground as Tavana dropped her hold on the spear.

      Tavana staggered backward in shock— she hadn’t meant to actually hurt him. She was astounded that Devin had purposefully stabbed himself, and was unable to function as she observed the tip of the spear sticking out of his back. With a scream, he yanked the spear out of his body.

      With Tavana temporarily stunned, Devin took his opportunity. He grabbed Tavana’s ankle and yanked it backward, clambering on top of her to hold her down. He breathed raggedly as he pinned the tip of the green arrow against her throat.

      “Dead,” Devin rasped. He gulped down air, trying to suppress the misery of the stab wound. The surprise was still clear in Tavana’s eyes.

      The crowd was completely silent. Everyone was in shock; no one had ever seen Tavana defeated.

      “I surrender,” Tavana replied. Devin let out a sigh of relief. He fell off of her, holding on to his hurt shoulder and crying out in pain as he bled all over the ground.

      The Rhodian healers rushed forward to help. Magic knitted his wound back together, and the pain faded away completely as the injury was mended, like it never even happened.

      Tavana was already standing when Devin got to his feet. She gave a motherly smile as she opened her arms wide and said, “Congratulations, my son. You have graduated, and ascended to the title of master.”

      Devin leapt into her embrace, and the crowd cheered. He found himself unable to contain his emotions, and began sobbing. He hadn’t been sure if he was going to win today. He’d been plagued with anxiety for weeks, and now, it was finally over. Tavana held him, and he managed to hold back his tears as he stepped back from her embrace, bowing to her.

      Tavana appeared surprised, then smiled wider, bowing in return.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” Devin said, nearly breathless. He could hardly believe it. After everything that had happened, his dream was finally coming true. It had taken ten years of his life to get to this point, and after a decade of sacrifices, pain, and great practice, he’d finally become all he was meant to be.

      Devin almost forgot about what came next, until Tavana gestured to him. He hurriedly knelt to the ground. Tavana lifted her voice, speaking in booming pride so all could hear. “Devin Fairson, warrior of Rhodi-An, do you swear upon your life that you will be a Rhodian master until your dying day, guiding the lost, protecting the innocent, and giving your life to bring about a realm of peace?”

      “I do,” Devin said. He wasn’t able to suppress the joy in his voice.

      “Then so be it. Arise, master of Rhodi. Today, you begin your future.”

      There was rapturous applause. Tavana grasped his hand tightly as she led him out of the arena, then let it go, caressing his cheek in a motherly fashion. Devin jogged over to his sister, ignoring the impressed glances of the other masters as he joined the recent graduates.

      “Congratulations, brother,” Dylan said, pulling him into a hug.

      “Absolutely,” Talidin praised. “Never would’ve thought to do that, injure myself to win a fight. You’ve done well.”

      “Anything to come out on top,” Devin replied. He smiled at Tavana’s warm touch on his shoulder, and conversation between the Rhodi fell flat as attention turned to the next upcoming fight.

      Saffron stepped into the middle of the arena, throwing her shoulders back as she surveyed the ten warriors approaching her from all sides. She would have to face them.

      Alone.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan bit her lip anxiously as she watched Saffron become surrounded. Saffron had no master, and therefore, had to prove herself by fighting multiple Rhodi at once. Saffron’s eyes narrowed, becoming bird-like as she prepared to spring.

      Saffron had sworn not to attack any Rhodi as part of her oath to Talidin long ago, on penalty of losing her Craft. But when she’d taken her vows as a Rhodi, the magic of the oath had changed, to comprehend the difference between training and malicious intent. After all, this was for presentation, not a fight of life-or-death, so this practice would keep her magic intact.

      The cheers from the audience became deafening as Saffron took a wide stance. Saffron was a crowd favorite; many people showed up during special events to watch her spar with opponents, and observing her fight was always a treat.

      Each of the ten Rhodi who surrounded her attacked at once. Saffron pounced upward, shifting into a griffin and spreading her wings. She dive-bombed the group of Rhodi that were below with her talons wide. Her weight slammed into two Rhodi, knocking both of them out instantly, while her claws caught another. She spun the warrior in her talons around with high force, letting him go so he slammed into his companion. Both of them were sent flying to the other end of the arena, crashing into the stone walls. The stone cracked at the impact, and the warriors who’d been tossed laid against the dirt, immobile.

      With six opponents left, Saffron changed back into a woman. She used quick movements to immediately immobilize one opponent, then two, then three, without any of them getting a chance to fight back.

      One Rhodi unleashed a set of throwing stars, which Saffron quickly dodged. She transformed again and headbutted her opponent, causing him to fall to the ground while his companion charged at her with a spear. The Rhodi tossed the spear through the air, but Saffron caught it in her beak and snapped it in two before she descended upon the other warrior with a snarl. She batted him away with her large paw, and he went tumbling to the ground, holding his middle as blood gushed from open wounds.

      The last Rhodi left was quivering as she faced Saffron with nothing more than a katana. The warrior advanced, raising the katana high to strike it down. Saffron deflected the katana’s strikes with her talons, and knocked the katana out of the Rhodi’s hands. Saffron tackled the Rhodi to the ground and held her there, lashing her tail.

      “That’s my partner,” Dylan said in satisfaction, crossing her arms in approval as Saffron won the fight.

      “Meh, it was all right,” Talidin said with a shrug.

      “All right— she took down ten people in seconds!” Dylan burst.

      “Well, I guess one can’t deny her skill,” Talidin admitted reluctantly.

      “You’re downplaying her,” Dylan insisted.

      “Saffron’s never been my favorite, but I know no one’s going to mess with you when she’s around,” Talidin stated. “For that, I’m grateful she’s bonded to you.”

      There were a few low moans. The crowd almost seemed disappointed— the fight had barely lasted a few minutes. Saffron let the warrior up, and the healers hurried forward to help the fallen Rhodi with their wounds.

      Saffron changed back into a woman, appearing supremely satisfied. Tavana left Devin’s side and approached the griffin, who knelt down before her. “Saffron Briggs, warrior of Rhodi-An, do you swear upon your life that you will be a Rhodian master until your dying day, guiding the lost, protecting the innocent, and giving your life to bring about a realm of peace?”

      “Yes, my queen,” Saffron replied honestly. “It is all I want.”

      “Then so be it. Arise, master of Rhodi. Today, you begin your future.” Tavana nodded to her, and Saffron beamed as she waved to the crowd, then hurried to Dylan.

      “I did it, sister! I am finally a full Rhodi, as they say,” Saffron gushed, as the group proceeded toward the stands to watch the rest of the graduates fight.

      “We all made it,” Dylan said, slumping her shoulders in relief. “I was so worried one of us wouldn’t pass⁠—”

      “Sis!”

      A little eight-year-old boy, with a mess of black hair and amethyst eyes, jumped off the nearby stands and ran to her side, a huge grin on his face. Dylan smiled as she scooped the tiny boy onto her hip.

      “Hey, you,” she said, tweaking his nose. “Did you like the fight?”

      “Yeah! You kicked Pa’s butt! He’s getting old,” the boy said with a snicker.

      “Nothing wrong with getting old, Joshua. It means you have more experience,” Talidin countered as Dylan set the boy down.

      “Mom said you look slow because you haven't been watching your cholesterol like she told you,” Joshua replied.

      Lienna gave a happy wave from her place up in the stands, and Talidin sighed.

      “All of you did very well today,” Tavana said as she turned to the new masters. “You need to celebrate what you’ve accomplished.”

      “I’m so proud of you, thunderbolt,” Talidin said, squeezing Dylan to his side. “You’re a true master. The best student I’ve ever had.”

      “I’m the only student you’ve ever had,” Dylan replied.

      “Not for long!” Joshua piped up, and he began punching the air with his fists. “I’m going to start my Rhodi training soon, and⁠—”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Talidin scolded. “You aren’t beginning a moment of training until the day you turn thirteen, and not before.”

      “Aw, but Pa!” Joshua complained. “All the other kids start training at ten, or even younger! I’m going to be so behind!”

      “They start them too young here in Rhodi-An. And if you want me to be your master, you can practice by learning how to listen to me… not that you ever have since you came out of your mother.” Talidin scowled.

      Dylan understood that Talidin wanted to protect Joshua, and preserve as much of his childhood as he could, but she didn’t think that was going to last. Joshua was already begging his father to start training, and Dylan’s Craft could tell he had potential… there was magic in Joshua, as her own power told her that, and it was as eager to come out as Joshua was to become a warrior. Eventually, Joshua’s Craft would surface, too, and once it did, it would leave Talidin no choice but to start training his son.

      Hopefully Joshua’s magic would hold back for a bit longer. Dylan wanted her baby brother to remain a kid as long as he could. No one who was a Rhodi kept their innocence intact for long.

      They stayed to watch the rest of the graduates take their test. Most passed, but some didn’t. Dylan felt awful for the defeated participants, who seemed miserable when their masters won the challenge. But they’d be able to take the test again next spring, and Dylan knew everyone became a master at their own time and pace.

      Once the testing was over, there was a final ceremony, one where all the new masters stood in rows within the training arena and performed a set of martial arts in slow, intentional movements, all in unison. The practice was meant to symbolize their transformation. Although Dylan knew all the poses, it felt like she was performing the meditation for the first time with the hundreds of other graduates, the entire unit moving as one. Once the movements were complete, each of the graduates walked up to a stage set at the head of the arena, to accept their new masters’ uniforms. Dylan gratefully accepted her uniform, looking down at the purple-and-orange sash sitting on top of it that symbolized her status as princess.

      She’d never felt more important… or felt such a heavy weight on her shoulders. She wasn’t a student anymore, but in the eyes of the Rhodi, a warrior, and a fully-fledged adult now… a princess who was now responsible for whatever decisions she made for her people.

      She really hoped she was ready.

      With her heart still pounding in joy, Dylan headed back to the palace in Rhodi-An with her brother and Saffron, feeling on top of the world.

      “That was all too easy,” Saffron complained as they climbed the palace steps. “I would’ve preferred more of a challenge.”

      “It was easy because you weren’t fighting anyone you love,” Devin pointed out. “It’s not hard to take down people who mean nothing to you.”

      Saffron shook out her hair like she’d ruffle her feathers and said, “I guess so. I would’ve eaten whole the livers of each of the Rhodi whom I fought just now, if I needed to for survival.”

      “How about we get dinner instead?” Dylan suggested, while Devin rolled his eyes.

      Inside the palace’s ballroom was a massive celebration. A feast had been set up for all the recent graduates and their masters. Trays of sushi, egg rolls, ramen, tempura, and curry had been placed on various tables around the room, with servants prepared to distribute them to the graduates.

      Tavana took her seat at the head table in the ballroom, and the rest of the Rhodi followed her lead— no one was permitted to sit until the queen had first been seated, and no one was allowed to eat until she’d first been served. Talidin sat at her left, and Dylan took a spot at her right-hand, while the rest of her companions followed suit beside her. Lienna and Joshua were off having dinner at some other area of the palace— this feast was for Rhodi masters, and masters only.

      Dylan’s favorite had been prepared by the palace chefs, as promised. There wasn’t any dish Dylan loved more in the world than a warm bowl of pho. It was a delicious rice noodle soup of bone broth and thin strips of rare steak slices, with toppings on the side like mint leaves, cilantro, sprouts, and jalapenos— Dylan always requested extra jalapenos. She ate it at least once a week, and never got tired of it. The delicious soup soothed her bruises and filled her soul up in a comforting way. As she ate, she watched Saffron devour a bloody sirloin. Dylan knew the chefs had left the steak on the skillet for thirty seconds, flipped it once, then taken it off to suit the griffin’s requests. Saffron, more or less, liked her dinner still walking.

      Devin devoured a full plate of pork wontons and crab rangoon eagerly. He’d been fasting on and off up until the fight to center his focus, and he was making up for it now.

      “We finally did it, Tav,” Talidin said as he clinked his glass against Tavana’s. “We got these kids to the end.”

      “No small feat, but it’s accomplished,” Tavana said in satisfaction. Dylan didn’t think she’d ever seen her happier.

      The feast went on for a few hours, until most of the graduates began to leave. They filtered out of the palace, going into the noise of the city. Talidin caught Dylan and Devin staring after them.

      “Go on, you guys,” Talidin said. “Celebrate with the other graduates. Tavana and I are going to stay here and share a bottle of wine for a job well done.”

      “You should celebrate, too,” Dylan said. “You put in a lot of work instructing us over the years.”

      “I will, by kicking my feet up, watching the sunset and not moving my ass for at least a month,” Talidin replied. “Your last year of training wasn’t just hard on you, you know.”

      What he said was true. Their final days of training had been spent on crack-of-dawn marathons, constant drills, and surprise exercises— like being woken up in the middle of the night and forced to perform combat, sometimes for hours without end, all with their masters supervising. More than a few times, Dylan had thrown up and Devin had passed out. The final trials were tough for all except Saffron, who had boundless energy and seemed to surpass any challenge thrown at her. The twins had nearly wrung her neck a few times when she’d barked at them to keep up.

      It’d been a grueling experience, not just for them, but for their masters as well. They all deserved a well-earned break.

      Dylan, Devin, and Saffron hurried to their bedrooms in the palace, to change out of their gear and into their party outfits. Dylan slipped on a long-sleeved gold dress, with a bubble-skirt hem and shimmering sequins that ran all over the fabric, along with a pair of high heels. She’d finally gotten used to walking in them, and liked how they made her look taller. Devin put on a nice button-up shirt, and Saffron came trouncing out of her room in a short lilac dress that was absolutely covered in purple feathers.

      “Don’t forget your tiara!” Saffron scolded as she plopped a golden crown on top of Dylan’s black curls.

      “It’s supposed to be ceremonial. I don’t need to wear it all the time,” Dylan grumbled.

      “You’re the princess! Everyone should know it on this special night!” Saffron said strictly.

      Dylan scowled, but she righted the tiara and said, “Fine, let’s go.”

      “I’m taking my bow,” Devin said. “Most of the graduates will be carrying weapons to show off. You want to carry your katana?”

      Dylan thought about it, before shaking her head. “Nah. The crown’s a big enough eyesore, and I already draw enough attention.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Saffron snickered. Dylan playfully shoved her.

      They left the palace and entered the streets of Rhodi-An. The entire city was lit up. Every building was gleaming with colored magical orbs, and spotlights shone into the sky as confetti rained from above. Banners with Tavana’s symbol— a white crane with her wings spread wide against a red sun— hung from every rooftop, and lanterns were strung over the streets as new graduates swarmed the sidewalks.

      There was a parade running down Main Street. Loud music played as lion dancers in costume performed beautiful movements, with one dancer holding a giant mask that resembled the lion’s head, and the other underneath a robe that signified the lion’s tail. They were gorgeous to watch, captivating as the dancers made the imaginary lions jump and shake.

      At the head of the parade, a group of twelve Rhodi held tall poles, which lifted up the long, winding body of a massive dragon puppet as it wove throughout the city like a river. A Rhodi cast their Craft in front of the puppet’s mouth and flames flickered into the air, making it appear as if the dragon was breathing fire. Behind the dragon, performers flipped down the streets and did tricks to the amusement of the crowd.

      It was like this every year on graduation day. Every venue and club in the city threw a massive party that went on from dark until dawn. There were all kinds of street food being sold from the vendors, from fried pancakes stuffed with matcha cream, to cherry-blossom dumplings and stir-fried noodles. All along the streets, graduates wore decorative, ornate masks made of leather, which depicted the ferocious faces of animals, like dragons, or monsters such as the basan. They mimicked the masks of the original Rhodi from centuries ago, when such warriors had donned them to frighten off evil spirits and strike terror into their enemies. The masks had been given to many of the graduates by their masters as a typical graduation present. The graduates wished to show them off to their friends, who donned beautiful masters’ robes made of ornate silk as they danced in the streets.

      Each year before, Dylan had watched the celebrations with envy from afar in the palace, leaning against the balcony within her bedroom and wishing she was taking part. Now, she finally was, and it was amazing.

      They hopped from bar to bar, sampling drinks and watching the parade. There were quite a few graduates who were already intoxicated, but Dylan didn’t want to waste the night by getting drunk. She wanted to remember each moment of this special night, so she paced herself and switched to virgin cocktails when she found herself getting buzzed.

      As Dylan sipped on a pineapple-cranberry concoction, she saw a shape in all-black dip behind a corner, their faces shielded by coverings. Dylan recognized them, and tried not to scowl.

      Guards followed her everywhere— at a distance, and usually hidden, as Rhodi were trained to do. Dylan wouldn’t notice if she didn’t pay attention… but she did, because it annoyed her to be followed around. Dylan didn’t feel like she needed them. She could defend herself, after all.

      But she supposed she was the princess, and she needed protection for those moments when she wasn’t looking for an enemy. After all, Tavana was the best Rhodi there ever was, but she had guards follow her around all day, too. Dylan reminded herself that her life was important to her people, and she needed to honor that by keeping herself safe, and putting up with any irritations that came with the role. She liked being a princess, and she supposed there was no job in Crescentia that didn’t have any downsides.

      There were a few flashing lights from cameras nearby, but Dylan had long grown used to them. As the princess, the press followed her everywhere, and desperately tried to get pictures of everything she did in order to make the papers money. She did her best to ignore the paparazzi, and her guards, as they proceeded through the massive party.

      They stopped along the street to have conversations with people they knew along the way before they stopped at their favorite nightclub. Dylan was twirling the night away with Saffron on the dance floor before she heard an excited squeal on her right.

      “Guyyyyyyys, I can’t believe you made it!” Jenna burst, squeezing both of the twins into a big hug. “I mean, I totally knew you would graduate, but, like, I was scared, too, I could barely watch, I had my eyes covered the whole time⁠—”

      “You didn’t watch?” Saffron said indignantly. “I threw a guy into a wall! No, two guys!”

      “Oh, I saw that,” Jenna said, with a wave of her hand. “I just didn’t want to see Dylan and Devin slap Talidin and Tavana around. We’re all good friends, you know.”

      “I’d say they slapped us around more,” Dylan joked.

      Devin nodded. “Definitely. How’s work going, Jenna?”

      Jenna had grown to become an accomplished Searcher, who made work of her Craft in languages by serving Tavana. She spent most of her time translating documents and deciphering important intel for the Rhodi within the palace.

      Jenna’s eyebrows knitted together. “It’s weird, actually. I–”

      Her sentence was cut off when a booming voice said, “Hey, hey, hey, what do we have over here?”

      Dylan felt herself stagger underneath the massive weight of a brawny arm. Tito had gotten bulky since they’d become adults. He was much taller than he’d been as a teenager, and he also spent most of his time at the gym now, boasting about how into fitness he was.

      Like that counted for much, in Dylan’s book. If there was a fight between them, she knew she could have Tito crying on his knees in five minutes or less.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be DJ-ing?” Dylan asked, slinging Tito’s arm off and punching his shoulder.

      “Ow! Hey!” Tito rubbed his hurt arm and frowned. “I’m off tonight. No way I was working when it’s officially graduation day for all the new masters. The parties are way too sick. Besides, I’m behind on my latest episode. I need to edit it tomorrow so it’s ready to upload.”

      “If you manage to crawl out of bed after your massive hangover,” Dylan shot back, and Tito snickered.

      Tito had become the most-popular podcaster, radio host, and voiceover artist in all of Rhodi-An. He was always in demand… whenever he felt like turning in his work, that was. Which he was always late on, because he partied nonstop, even when he wasn’t working as a DJ for the hottest club of the week.

      The Rhodi loved him, for some reason. Dylan didn’t get it. But he was their Tito, and their Tito he would always be, because they’d taken in his dumbass first.

      “I’m going to watch the rest of the parade,” Saffron called to the others. “There’s a special acrobatic performance I don’t want to miss.”

      “You’ll never find a good spot, not with how crowded the streets are,” Devin replied. “I doubt you’ll be able to see.”

      “I’ll have the best spot in the world from above.” Saffron changed into a griffin, and people were forced to move out of the way of the large creature as she loped out.

      “Exceptional party tonight, isn’t it?” A voice shouted over the crowd. Jenna’s smile got bigger as Yuki approached the group, holding two drinks.

      “Didn’t think you’d show up,” Tito said. “Your big diplomat position keeps you pretty busy.”

      “I have some rare time off,” Yuki replied. He gave a bow to Jenna as he handed her the drink and said, “For you, Miss Jenna.”

      “Ooh, thank you,” Jenna purred, and she gave him a friendly side-hug. Dylan smiled as she watched a blush rise over Yuki’s cheeks.

      “How are the parliaments from the other States treating you?” Dylan asked over the thump of the bass.

      Yuki had graduated the year before and worked as an emissary for the Rhodi, delivering Tavana’s laws and negotiating with the various Free States of Crescentia when it came to decrees and other official government business.

      Yuki made a sour face before he replied, “I don’t wish to talk politics this evening. After all, it’s time to have some fun.”

      “I’ll say!” Jenna yelped. “You know, there’s a new artist in town who came in to play a concert for all the new grads, and I gotta say, she is like, just phenomenal live, I am telling you that this girl isn’t something to miss⁠—”

      For Rhodi’s sake, ask her out already, Dylan thought as she watched Yuki go puppy-eyed over another one of Jenna’s long tangents. She knew he never would, though— Yuki had been smitten with Jenna for years, it was as plain as anyone could see, but he’d never indicated his interest by telling his crush about it.

      Jenna, of course, hadn’t noticed Yuki’s clear adoration. Dylan knew she wouldn’t unless Yuki held a big red sign over his head indicating he thought she was the one. And even then, Jenna would ask; The one what?

      Dylan spotted that sometime during the conversation, her brother had slipped off by himself to sit at the bar. Alone, she noticed.

      She walked to where he was and slid onto a stool beside him. Jenna, Tito, and Yuki followed, though they remained at a distance.

      “Having a good time?” she asked, wary of the answer. Devin got like this at every holiday and meaningful event… and she could never bring him out of it, no matter how hard she tried.

      “Yeah,” Devin said wistfully. “I just wish she was here, you know? It would’ve meant everything to me if she’d been around to see me graduate.”

      Dylan placed a caring hand on Devin’s arm. “I know you’re hurting, because she’s not here today. But she’s watching over us from the Lifeafter, and I’m certain she saw you win your fight. She’s so proud of you.”

      Devin took a sip of his beer and said lonesomely, “I hope so.”

      It’d been eight years, but Devin existed as if Nellie had died yesterday. Dylan had hoped and prayed her brother would’ve found someone by now to soothe his pain, but no one had come along… at least, no one he was interested in. He turned down every girl that asked him out, and hadn’t gone on a single date since he’d lost her. Dylan had tried to set him up with sweet Rhodi girls from the palace court that she thought he’d have something in common with, but it never went anywhere. He just… wasn’t interested.

      Devin would never get over Nellie, but he couldn’t stay single forever, could he? It wasn’t right he didn’t have someone to share his life with. She wanted her brother to be happy, like she was⁠—

      “Congratulations, lass.”

      Dylan felt her stomach flip-flop as she turned around. The love of her life was standing just a foot behind her, his hands in his pockets and a lopsided, carefree smile on his face.

      Enfys hadn’t changed much since they’d gotten together. Sure, he was older, and more handsome, but he was still her Enfys. The way his red hair fell into his blue eyes still made her body ache, and the way he looked at her made her spirit sparkle. His white shirt was open at the top, and checkered suspenders hung from his belt buckle and against his jeans. He must’ve just gotten done with performing a show.

      Dylan gave a squeal and leapt upon him. He caught her, and Dylan squeezed him with all her might.

      “I can’t believe you’re really here.” Tears brimmed at the corners of her eyes as she looked at him.

      “You didn’t think I’d miss your graduation, did ye?” Enfys asked, giving her another hug. “Never.”

      “Did you see me fight?” Dylan gushed, hardly able to contain herself.

      “Of course I saw you fight. You were wonderful,” Enfys replied. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re finally a master, lass. You deserve it, after all this time.”

      Dylan could hardly speak. She hadn’t thought he’d be able to show up. Enfys was always so busy. Not only was he a full-time Searcher, working as a spy under the guidance of his father, but he also had a band. A very popular band, one that was touring whenever Enfys wasn’t working… and when he wasn’t doing either of those things, Dylan was usually busy with princess duties. In short, Dylan and Enfys rarely got any time together.

      But she had him now, and she planned to soak up every minute they had.

      “How long are you in town?” Dylan asked. By Rhodi, her heartbeat still quickened whenever he was in the room, even after all these years, and she still got those butterflies. She’d never stop loving him.

      “For quite awhile,” Enfys replied. “I’m stationed here for at least the next month or so.”

      “What for?” Devin asked. By his tone, Devin was certainly worried that the Searchers wanted Enfys to spy here and not somewhere else. It meant there was something wrong in the city.

      But Dylan couldn’t care less, because for the first time in over a year, she’d get to see her boyfriend everyday.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Dylan insisted, cutting Enfys off as he began to answer. “I’m just so happy to see you.”

      “Not as happy as I am to see you,” Enfys said, giving her a little shake. “I missed you greatly, lass.”

      Dylan didn’t believe him. He couldn’t love her as much as she loved him. It was impossible.

      “I’m gonna spend some time with my girl,” Enfys called to the others. “The rest of you coming along?”

      “Nah, we’re gonna hang here,” Devin said, gesturing to Tito, Yuki and Jenna. “You two have fun.”

      “Yeah, none of us want to be around when the sappy couple stuff starts,” Tito added. Jenna gagged, indicating she agreed.

      Dylan didn’t bother with their teasing. “Come on,” she said, tugging on Enfys’ wrist and giving him a sly smile. “Let’s get out of here.”

      His eyes danced in gleeful anticipation. “You sure you’re ready to leave the party?”

      “I think it's time I had you all to myself, don't you?” She skimmed her fingers down his chest.

      He gave her a wink. “Aye, lass. It's your celebration, after all.”

      He let her lead him through the dancing crowd, past the parade and through the streets of Rhodi-An. Everything tonight seemed so magical, and now, it was even more so with Enfys by her side.

      They managed to sneak back to the palace without being seen or bothered by anyone they knew, a true miracle, and slipped into Dylan’s apartment. Dylan fumbled to lock the door behind her as Enfys kissed her for the first time in months, and she instantly melted into his arms as they began ripping off clothes. Enfys picked her up, her legs hitched around his waist as the dark room was ignited in color. She tossed the crown off her head carelessly, where it clattered to the floor.

      Fireworks went off in the sky, visible through the window as Enfys slammed Dylan up against the wall. Their reflections gleamed in Dylan’s eyes as he kissed her bare shoulders, his hips moving with undeniable need.

      “Enfys,” she whispered breathily. He carried her to the bed, setting her gently upon it as they tumbled over each other in an endless paradise, souls intertwining into one singular entity, unable to tell where each of their spirits ended or began. Dylan’s thoughts went to a place beyond, where there was no difference between him and her, and there was never a need for them to be separated ever again.

      “I love it when you say my name, lass.” His words were strained, but rough with desire. “I’ve been waiting too long to get back to you.”

      “Please…” she pleaded, and Enfys held her tightly as she gasped. She inhaled deeply, trying to ground herself with the scent of the one she loved so dearly. She knew she had to come down from the clouds sometime, but Enfys was flying, and she didn't want to. He was her safe place. Nowhere in the world was better than with him.

      It was sometime later when they finally relented, the sheets tangled around them as they lay in bed, wrapped in each other’s arms as they watched the remnants of the fireworks show outside.

      Dylan felt completely fulfilled. She never wanted anything more than this as she laid her head against Enfys’ chest. Content, he began tracing the lines on her arms, as he always did.

      “There aren't as many,” he said. “Seems like they're fewer and fewer every time I look.”

      Dylan frowned, because she felt he was lying. “Don’t say that. They’re still there.”

      She’d stopped cutting over eight years ago, and hadn’t relapsed once. She hadn’t self-harmed since the night she’d given it up for good, but she still bore many of the scars she’d acquired during her teenage years. Since then, she’d tried everything to heal the scars, but creams and potions couldn’t dull the raised lines and thin markings.

      Back when she was younger, she’d tried to find a way to deal with her pain. She hadn’t imagined what she had done would wreck her skin. She had assumed the marks would fade with time, and would’ve faded by now… but they hadn’t, and she was still stuck with wearing long sleeves all the time.

      It was dreadfully annoying, and served as a daily reminder of what had happened long ago. She couldn’t get away from it. Looking at the scars was enough to churn her stomach, because all it did was make her think about the past. Whenever she looked at them, she felt as if she was still a tiny fifteen year old, a teenager that was trapped in a woman’s body.

      Enfys was the only person Dylan felt she could expose her arms to. She didn’t feel comfortable doing so with anyone else. She didn’t even wear t-shirts around Talidin anymore, and hadn’t in years.

      Dylan reminded herself she wasn’t a hurting child anymore, she was a grown, healed adult. One who wanted to leave her wounds in the past, and forget about them.

      As if he could read her mind, Enfys said, “You’re the person you are today because you fought to live. Don’t forget, you earned your right to be here.”

      Enfys took her arm and began kissing the markings. It was sweet, and reminded Dylan of the first time she’d allowed herself to be bare in front of him. Those were simpler days— though not necessarily easier ones. Still, their first time was a happy memory, one she cherished.

      “You don't have to do that anymore. I'm okay,” she said, stroking back his red hair.

      “I’ll always do this for you,” he whispered. “No matter how long it's been.”

      “That part of my life was a long time ago.” She pulled her arm away and leaned in closer. “I’m glad to leave it behind me.”

      He kissed her head. “Aye, lass. There’s a big, bright future ahead for both of us.”

      As the night went on, Enfys donned a pair of pants and Dylan slipped on a nightgown.  Enfys kept his favorite violin in her room, to play just for her. She often found herself on lonely nights staring at the violin within its case, wishing he was here. He dusted it off and sat on the ledge of the balcony, beginning to play a lovely tune as his leg dangled over the side.

      Dylan watched as he made the strings weep. This was possibly her second favorite way to spend time with Enfys. Watching him play gave her all the feelings in all the world, wrapped up in a box of special moments just for her. She wanted to preserve each one like a snapshot, keeping it in her mind until she was too old to understand what the images meant anymore. The emotions, though, she was sure would never change.

      Dylan observed Enfys play beneath the moonlight and felt herself swoon. No wonder every girl in Rhodi-An was in love with him. He was beautiful. She loved him most, though, and he’d chosen her to be his. She was the luckiest girl alive.

      As Enfys finished the last note of his song, there was a loud noise— an explosion of some sort that shook the palace. Enfys wavered, nearly toppling off the balcony’s ledge before he grabbed it to right himself. Dylan sat upright in bed, clutching at her heart and fearing there’d been some sort of earthquake

      The ground stopped shaking, but there were screams, and they didn’t stop. Dylan felt her throat tighten as she saw smoke rise into the air from a distance. “What’s going on?”

      Enfys jumped down to his feet and put the violin aside. He looked over the balcony, down to the city below.

      His face blanched of color as he choked out, “Rhodi-An is under attack.”
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      Devin was still at the bar when he felt the world rock underneath his chair.

      The wall on the other side of the club was blown apart. Devin found himself thrown to the ground with the effect of the blast. Tito, Jenna, and Yuki fell beside him, collapsing onto the floor.

      He wasn’t sure what had happened. As he fumbled for his glasses, which had fallen off his face, he heard cries of panic, and smelled smoke. Terror welled up within him as he felt the heat of fire slowly spreading throughout the nightclub. The memory of the burning house that had collapsed upon him long ago pinned him to the floor, the scars on his back seemingly blazing at the reminder of flames surrounding him from all sides. He stuck to the spot… unable to move. He tried to force himself to do something, but he couldn’t. He was immobilized by fear, completely frozen in time.

      “Get up!” he heard Tito say, and Devin was yanked to his feet. Yuki was carrying Jenna in his arms, who had been knocked unconscious by the explosion when she was tossed to the ground.

      “What’s going on?” Devin asked, his ears ringing. People bumped into them as they fled, holding bleeding injuries and crying.

      “No idea, dude. Everything’s going up in flames!” Tito cried. He pointed at the broken wall, which had left a huge opening into the city. “Maybe someone lost control of their magic or something, and it rebounded on them.”

      “A master losing control of their powers?” Devin questioned. “Doesn’t make sense. Graduates are the only ones celebrating tonight.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Yuki added, holding Jenna closer. “Let’s retreat to the palace.”

      “No. I need to see what’s happening out there,” Devin said viciously. “You guys go back to the palace. I’m going in.”

      “We shouldn’t separate,” Yuki argued.

      “Jenna’s hurt, and Tito doesn’t have any Rhodi training,” Devin demanded. “You need to get both of them to safety while I figure out what went wrong. I have to see what’s going on and report back to Tavana, in case this wasn’t an accident.”

      Devin didn’t know why, but his gut told him whatever happened here hadn’t been a mistake, but a purposeful strike.

      Yuki hesitated, before he nodded and said, “Agreed. I’ll meet you back there.”

      “Good luck, and glad it isn’t me!” Tito cried. Yuki led him off, carrying Jenna out the back entrance of the club.

      Devin summoned his courage and strode into danger, toward the site of the explosion. This is what he’d been trained to do all his life, and this was what his job was as a master. He was a Rhodi, and he would use his powers to keep people safe. He took his bow off his back, gripping it tightly.

      Other Rhodi were joining his side, rushing to see if they could help. Despite his darkest fears telling him not to, Devin ran through the flames and came out of the opening of the broken wall onto the street corner.

      What he saw made him recoil. There were dozens of Rhodi lying in the streets. Some were dead, and others were injured. They were being tended to by healers, or carried away to a safer location. Several of the dragon and lion dancers were lifeless, their bloody bodies lying underneath the remnants of their costumes, which had been burned by multiple explosions. Buildings had holes in the sides of them, and shops were set aflame. Saffron was standing in the middle of the street in her griffin form, looking murderous.

      “What happened here?” Devin yelped, looking at all the bodies.

      “I’m not sure,” Saffron mused. “I was flying above the parade, observing the events when bombs started going off. Everyone on the street was killed in an instant. The explosions knocked me out of the sky, but I’m not hurt.”

      “Do you have any idea where Dylan went?” Devin asked, slightly panicked.

      Saffron paused for a second, surveying her bond before she said, “I sense she’s back at the palace.”

      “Let’s hope she stays where it’s safe.” Devin notched an arrow and said, “You got my back?”

      Saffron drew her talons across the stones to sharpen them as she hissed, “Always.”

      They proceeded further into the chaos, down the street where even more buildings were aflame. Devin’s stomach churned, but he ignored his fear as the city became hotter, refusing to flinch at the sight of the inferno.

      There was noise up ahead. They broke into a run, where they saw a collection of Rhodi battling with a group of opponents who were dressed in dark red. They wore hooded cowls that covered their faces, and crimson uniforms that were identical in make. There were dozens of them, and they equaled the number of Rhodi fighting in the streets.

      Devin thought that whoever attacked the city, especially on a night like tonight, was either insane or brilliantly stupid. The whole town was swarmed with warriors who were prepared to fight at a moment’s notice. He began firing off arrows at super-speed, and a whole line of enemies were struck down in moments. Saffron took to the sky, circling above. She let out an eagle’s cry as she pounced, diving downward to end the lives of her foes with her talons, just like a bird of prey would do to a helpless mouse.

      The sound of magic colliding and Crafts whooshing through the air filled the battlefield. The unknown warriors fought much like the Rhodi did, using a combination of martial arts and magical abilities to battle their opponents. Devin saw shifters running amongst them, as well as advanced casters who tossed out spells using telekinesis, elemental powers, and magical bombs. His gut sank as he realized his fellow Rhodi were falling beside him, unable to stand up to the onslaught of new, mysterious fighters.

      This doesn’t make any sense, he thought in horror. Rhodi were the only ones who had Crafts, beside Searchers, and these enemies certainly weren’t Searchers— they were too powerful. But these people weren’t Rhodi, either, so what were they?

      Devin continued to fire until his wrist hurt, but someone knocked him down from behind. He rolled to the ground, springing back onto his feet as he was faced with a warrior draped in red, their hands lifted.

      He took action without thought, seamlessly moving into combat as if he’d been born for it. There was no hesitation now that he was a master. He’d been studying for years on how to be a warrior to the best of his ability, and Tavana’s relentless training had molded him into a war machine. In one fluid movement, he swung his bow over his shoulder and delivered a set of kicks and punches at his opponent, who dodged each hit he took. Even when his swings connected, he found his enemy was able to conquer them by blocking each blow. He broke into a sprint, to get around them and gain the upper hand, but as if his opponent expected that to happen, the warrior ducked down and shoved their shoulder into his gut just as he sped by. The hit was rough, and knocked the wind out of him. Using momentum, they shoved
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