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      “I wish I was in Celestial right now.”

      “I know. I heard you the first three times,” Grizz said gruffly, finally acknowledging the presence of his sixteen-year-old blacksmithing apprentice. The Dwarf had come to realize that ignoring the teenager was no way to circumvent conversation. The boy will keep repeating himself until he gets a response.

      Not picking up on his master’s annoyed tone signifying he wanted to work in silence, Dart continued talking. “Having to wait to hear who won in the Warriors’ Tournaments is torture.”

      Hunched over, inspecting a weapon fresh out of the forge, Grizz relented and spoke to the boy. “Well, I can guarantee it won’t be anyone from Serendale. It’s been four years since the last time a warrior brought home a second or third-place medal and longer than that since anyone brought home a first-place trophy. This year will be the same, so don’t get your hopes up.” With that, he picked up a hammer, bent back over his work, and was about to pound on a piece of red-hot steel, but his concentration was again interrupted, as it often was by his talkative apprentice.

      “But sir, the Tournaments only happen once a year. Aren’t you at least a little bit excited to hear the results?”

      Grizz muttered a curse and shook his head at the kid who tended to make conversation about things he didn’t care about. “Excited? Do you think twenty years from now anyone will remember which warrior was the last man standing in the Battle Royale or who won the archery competition?”

      “No,” Dart conceded. He paused and said, “But it’s still interesting to hear who won. Haven’t you heard about the jouster from Celestial? I think his name is Brightflame. He won all of his Qualifier matches on some old stallion warhorse.”

      It was a full minute before Grizz answered. He often waited long periods of time to answer questions in hopes Dart would stop asking them, but the boy just stood there awkwardly and stared at him until he responded.

      After clanging his hammer on a section of the steel that didn’t look right, Grizz once again checked his work. Clearing his throat, his deep, booming voice was slightly muffled by his long, black beard when he finally answered, “Brightflame? I think my kids were talking about him at dinner last week.”

      Dart smiled. This was the longest conversation he’d had with Grizz in two weeks. Most of the time, apprenticing with Grizz Grindstone was done in complete silence. The only time the blacksmithing master spoke was when he was correcting the tiniest of flaws Dart made in the weapons or tools he was crafting. Not once had Grizz complimented his apprentice on his work even though Dart was improving his skills every day.

      “Have you ever thought about taking your kids to the Tournaments?”

      In a voice saturated with annoyance, Grizz answered, “No, and I never plan to.”

      “But Mr. Grindstone, why not? There’s so much to experience: the parade, the food, the merchants, meeting people from all over Element, and, of course, all the competitions! They’re so much fun to watch. Maybe your kids were hinting that they wanted to-”

      With his patience wearing thin, Grizz interrupted Dart. “I don’t have the time or money to take them. My focus is here at the shop.” He put a mitt on and picked up the axe he was working on. “Creating weapons like this, weapons warriors use to save and protect lives when they aren’t playing their stupid little games is what our job is. It’s not standing around talking all day. Now be quiet and get back to work. For once, I would like to be done on time so I can go home and eat dinner with my family.”

      Dart sighed in frustration. It wasn’t easy working for the Dwarf, but he’d learned a lot about the art of blacksmithing in the past six months. Grizz was one of the best blacksmiths in Serendale. Unfortunately, Grizz’s skillset failed to translate into profit. Serendale’s warrior leader, Commander Krause, prioritized ordering weapons and armor from light-skinned blacksmiths, which Grizz was not. Grizz typically only received work orders from warriors who wanted custom work and didn’t discriminate based on his dark pigmentation.

      Dart often wondered why his master got so angry whenever warriors were mentioned. There was obviously some part of Grizz’s past in which he felt wronged by them. Dart had heard rumors from some of his friends of the bad things the twenty-eight-year-old Dwarf had done before settling down in Serendale. Supposedly, Grizz was one of the most wanted men in the kingdom, who changed his name and moved to Serendale after murdering a bunch of people. He also heard Grizz had been the leader of an underground alliance that helped monsters plan attacks on cities. Most recently, someone had said Grizz once spent time in prison. Another added to that rumor by saying it had been Holders Keep, the most notorious penitentiary.

      Since his master never talked about his past, Dart couldn’t say which of the rumors were true, but the Dwarf certainly looked capable of any of them. Grizz stood at 5’4” and looked intimidating with his head shaved completely bald and tattoos inked into his scalp. He made up for his lack of hair with his huge, black beard. Usually kept in partial braids, he would stroke them between his thumb and forefinger whenever he stood behind Dart, criticizing mistakes in the items he crafted.

      Adding to his menacing appearance, the blacksmith’s brow was always furrowed and his jaw was clenched more often than not. Dart wished he could understand what the Halfman was always so mad about. He had seen Grizz annoyed and frustrated, but he had yet to see his master angry, which was a line he did not want to cross.

      “We’re done for today,” the blacksmith barked after four hours in which no one spoke more than ten words.

      Dart looked down at his master who he stood a half-foot taller than since he was a Human. Staring into the brown eyes just above Grizz’s oversized Dwarven nose, the teenager saw something odd. It was something he always noticed this time of day. Every late afternoon when Grizz decided to close shop, there was a brief moment where his angry look subsided and a twinkle appeared in his eyes. It was clear that he loved being done with work so he could go home and be with his family. Everyone in Serendale loved Grizz’s wife, Juliana, one of the local schoolteachers who defied all expectations for a Dwarven woman.

      Stereotypically, Dwarven women were larger in the waist with hands and feet like a man’s, but Juliana was different. With sharp blue eyes and long auburn hair, she was among the most beautiful women in Serendale. People had questioned why she wanted to marry Grizz, even told her she shouldn’t be with someone of his dark-skin color, but she never let their small-minded opinions pollute her own. She told them all that behind his intimidating appearance there was a kind and gentle man.

      

      “Hi, honey,” Juliana greeted her husband as he walked in the door to their quaint cottage.

      Grizz shed his soaked, dripping cloak. The whole walk home had been in a downpour of rain, but the weather didn’t dampen his mood. Since his wife was in the middle of cooking a turkey for dinner and her hands were messy, she gave Grizz a quick peck of a kiss instead of the tight hug she usually gave him when he came home.

      “Did you feel it kick at all today?” he asked, resting his hands on his wife’s large belly, hoping to feel movement.

      “Just briefly, around midday.” When Juliana saw her husband’s disappointment, she encouraged him, “Don’t worry, you’ll get to feel the baby soon enough.”

      Trying to capitalize on the fact that his wife felt sorry for him, Grizz reached around her to steal a pinch of stuffing out of a bowl, but Juliana abruptly slapped his hand away. “You know the rule. No sampling. Wait until dinner.” Continuing to prepare the food, she asked, “How’d work go today? How’s your apprentice?”

      “Dart?” Grizz nodded approvingly. “Besides trying to strike up a conversation with me every second, he’s doing well. He’s making a lot of progress in his crafting.”

      “That’s good to hear. Though I’m sure it’s only because you’re such an excellent teacher,” Juliana said, turning around and using her finger to dot her husband’s bulbous nose with flour.

      Nash, Grizz’s eight-year-old son, who was sitting on the floor playing ball and jacks, laughed at his father. Bending down, the Dwarf asked in a playful voice, “What’s so funny?” pretending he didn’t know he had flour on his face.

      Seeing his mother come stand behind his father with a finger over her lips, Nash knew she wanted him to keep it a secret. The boy tried to conceal his grin as he innocently shrugged his shoulders.

      After playfully tickling his son, Grizz smiled and wiped off the flour. Turning towards Juliana, his grin immediately disappeared as he whispered, “How’d everything go with him today?”

      Nash had been born with a disease that left him smaller than most boys his age. He had trouble using his limbs, especially his legs, requiring him to be helped everywhere. With Nash celebrating his eighth nameday, Grizz and Juliana wanted him to get accustomed to using crutches, which they hoped would eventually lead to him walking on his own. He had been testing them out for a week, but constantly fell. Even when he did manage to stand up straight, it was evident he struggled to hold himself up.

      Juliana’s glowing smile told him she had good news. “He did so well today,” she said softly, so Nash couldn’t hear. “I think he’s finally starting to get used to the crutches. He said he made it all the way to school without any problems.”

      “Good. Good,” Grizz repeated, relieved at the progress. Everything was happy for a moment until a frown replaced his wife’s elated expression.

      “Our other son, however, did not have such an impressive day.”

      “What happened?” he asked before she could explain herself.

      Juliana wiped her hands off with a towel and stared into her husband’s eyes. “Liam got into a fight again. He beat up some boy a couple grades above him after school.”

      For male Dwarves, there was a certain pride whenever children succeeded in anything in which they could use their inherited Dwarven strength. Proud to think of his son winning a fight against someone bigger than him, Grizz smiled, but as soon as he did, his wife’s eyes narrowed.

      I hate when she gives me that look, he thought.

      “Don’t smile,” Juliana said sternly. “This is nothing to be happy about.”

      “He’s seven years old,” Grizz disagreed, gently reaching out and putting his hands on her shoulders, knowing she was upset about Liam’s repeated offenses. “Boys will be boys, Jules. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “It’s not right. He shouldn’t be solving his problems with his fists. He gave the other boy a black eye.”

      Grizz smiled again and again received a curt look.

      “Did he say what it was about?”

      “No, I sent him to his room as soon as we got home.”

      “I’ll go talk to him.”

      Walking into his son’s bedroom, Grizz came upon Liam, who lay on his straw-stuffed bed, trying to throw a small rubber ball as close as he could to the ceiling without hitting it. He stopped playing when his father walked in.

      Grizz purposely didn’t say a word. He moved a wooden chair that was in the corner so it faced the bed. Crossing his arms over his chest, he sat down, leaned back, and stared at his son. I will not speak until he does.

      After patiently waiting for a couple minutes, the uncomfortable seven-year-old turned to his father with teary eyes. “I’m sorry,” his voice cracked as he looked away, hating to show weakness in front of his father.

      “Sorry for what?

      “For fighting.”

      “Why did you hit him?”

      “It was Ivan Griegan. He made fun of Nash. He made up a rhyme about him.”

      He’s complained about this “Griegan” kid many times before. Last time he was calling Liam derogatory names because he has brown skin instead of white. I can’t imagine what was said this time.

      “Tell me how it went.” He knew Liam wouldn’t want to repeat what he had heard, but Grizz needed to hear what had led to the altercation.

      Instead of answering, Liam began to cry.

      He’s clenching his fists tightly. Whatever was said must’ve been awful because giving the kid a black eye wasn’t enough. He’s still angry about it.

      “Tell me how it went,” Grizz repeated, his voice sterner.

      Liam took a deep breath to calm himself. Then he relented and recited the rhyme:

      
        
        “Eight years old and can’t stand up straight,

        A little Dwarf named Nash, always shows up late.

        Every day for clothes and food he begs,

        All because he was born crippled and can’t use his legs.”

      

      

      Nodding, Grizz held in his anger, but was happy he finally had a better sense of what happened earlier in the schoolyard. “Do you think he deserved to be punched for making fun of your brother?”

      “I don’t know,” Liam replied with a sniffle.

      “No,” Grizz shook his head. “’I don’t know’ is not an answer. Do you think he deserved to be punched?” he asked again and waited for Liam to answer differently, but his son only shrugged his shoulders.

      “Are you sorry you hit him?” Grizz changed the question.

      Liam thought for a moment, “No,” he paused, considering his father’s initial question. “He deserved it.”

      “Yes, he did.” Grizz agreed.

      “So, you’re not mad?”

      “I don’t like coming home and hearing that you’ve been fighting, but I’m not mad. It’s not me you need to worry about, though; it’s your mother. She doesn’t like violence. She doesn’t want to see you get hurt or get in trouble.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt!”

      “I know you’re not. You’re a Grindstone. But you must consider the consequences of your actions. What if the school decides they don’t want you there anymore because you fight too often?”

      “Mom is the teacher. She wouldn’t let that happen.”

      “Your mother is not your mother when she’s your teacher. She has to treat you like everyone else.” Grizz could see the reality of that fact hit his son.

      “I don’t want to get kicked out of school.”

      “You have to be careful then.” Grizz moved to sit on the bed next to the younger of his two sons. “People are always going to make fun of your brother, you, me, your mom, and your friends. You can’t beat them up every time. Don’t make the same mistakes I did and let your anger make you do things you’ll regret. You have to learn to let certain things go. However, I don’t think you were in the wrong this time.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course not. It probably took this kid a couple days to come up with that stupid poem; so, in my opinion, he should spend at least a couple weeks with a black eye. My point is that you should think about what you’re doing before you do it. Confronting a bully with fists shouldn’t be your first instinct. After you talk to him, if he still wants to say those things, then you have my permission to hit him.”

      “Okay, I’ll try to do better.”

      “You will do better,” Grizz said strictly as he stood up, making it clear of the expectations he had for his son.

      Liam nodded. “I will.” He embraced his father in a hug.

      “Come on,” Grizz motioned to the door. “Dinner will be ready any minute.”

      “What are we having?”

      “Turkey, gravy, leek soup, and stuffing.”

      “Good, those are my favorite,” Liam said, bounding off towards the kitchen.

      “Mine too,” Grizz agreed, following behind his son, reaching down, and ruffling his hair.

      After telling his mother he was sorry, hugging her, and promising he wouldn’t fight anymore, the whole family sat at the table and held hands as Grizz prayed for the food.

      “Alazar, thank you for how you have blessed this family. Thank you for the progress Nash is making in using his crutches and help him continue to get stronger. Please help Liam to be wise and discerning in his choices and thank you that he doesn’t back down from bullies. Lastly, thank you for my beautiful wife, who is such a great mother to these two boys and the child that will soon be in our lives. Please bless this food which she has prepared for us tonight. Amen.”

      “Amen.” His family said in unison at the end of the prayer. Then they passed their plates around and dug into the food.

      Praying was not something Grizz had done until he had a family. He had grown up having a very difficult life. He had done many bad things and paid the price for his actions. Because of his dark past, he didn’t know why the god of light, Alazar, blessed him with a wife who helped him turn from his violent tendencies, but he said a prayer of thanks every day for her and for the two sons she bore him.

      The Dwarf couldn’t help smiling as he ate the delicious food and watched his family talking and laughing together.

      Everything is perfect, he thought, feeling fully content in his heart.

      It was the last time Grizz Grindstone would ever think those words.

      It was the last time he would ever eat dinner with his family.
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      Steve, Ty, and Kari stood with their backs to McGregor’s stable. The structure stood waveringly as half of it had been destroyed in the fires of the attack. Fifteen horses, tied to a charred hitching rail, thrashed and neighed incessantly. Most animals, horses especially, acted out when they felt something bad was about to occur. The hundreds of monsters surrounding the plaza, both on the ground and in the air, did nothing to quell the horses’ fears. They could sense death was imminent.

      Before entering what would likely be the last battle he ever fought, Stephen Brightflame turned around and looked at the two people standing behind him, Tyrus Canard and Kari Quinn.

      In the warrior’s eyes, Kari saw a wild look, similar to that of the horses. He’s going to try and kill the prince, she could tell, feeling her heart racing. What is he thinking? He’s going get himself killed!

      After considering his decision, Kari realized she couldn’t blame Steve for risking his life. The three of us are going to be killed anyway, so what does it matter if he fights? I just don’t want to watch him die painfully. I’ve seen enough death today.

      A part of Kari was content with her upcoming death. She was so worn out and tired; all she wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep. Another part of her was eager to continue with the challenge of finding a way to stay alive no matter how bleak the situation seemed.

      As she looked at Steve, his eyes seemed to soften when they met her own. He looks excited, but also sad, like he knows these are the final minutes of his life.

      Ty, standing next to Kari, didn’t know what to think. Will Steve be able to defeat Silas by himself? Should I help him fight? As the Elf considered what to do, Steve embraced them both and whispered in their ears, “Use the horses to create a diversion. Hopefully we can make it down into the sewers.”

      As Steve started walking towards Silas, the Elf and Halfling scanned the plaza floor and found what Steve must have previously noticed: a manhole cover.

      Daring a quick look behind them at McGregor’s stable, they found the horses all individually tethered to a single hitching rail shaped like a “T.” The rail was connected to the stable, but, like the rest of the structure, it had been damaged by fire. Most of the horses violently pulled on their tethers, trying to break free.

      Ty bumped Kari’s elbow with his own and motioned for her to follow his lead. He slid his scimitar into the sheath on his back while Kari put her bow over her shoulder. Since they were already standing in front of the stable, they could put their hands behind their backs and grab onto a part of the T-shaped beam without attracting any attention. The two tugged on the rail, slightly leaning forward to use their body weight as leverage. Little by little, with each pull, the wooden beam separated from the rest of the stable.

      On the opposite side of the plaza, Silas Zoran, recently nicknamed ‘The Shadow Prince,’ moved towards Steve. As he did, he used his ability to control the element of water by creating a thick layer of ice that instantly coated his white armor. Although he was Human, Silas had the same power most Anthropomorphic Monsters had- the ability to coat any metal his body touched with his element.

      The prince’s golden weapon, the Aurelian Sword, was also covered in ice. He pointed its frosted tip at Steve and wagged it. “I applaud you, warrior. You and your two friends have created quite the uprising, haven’t you? Who knew a lowly three could instigate such rebellion? I should have killed you in the King’s Tower when I had the chance. Look at all of the trouble that would’ve saved.”

      “That’s funny. I was thinking the same thing,” Steve smirked while walking forward.

      Annoyed that the warrior in front of him wasn’t exhibiting a more fearful reaction in the face of death, Silas growled, “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

      Not if I kill you first, Steve thought, unaffected by the prince’s attempt at intimidation as he drew closer to the enemy. This is it, he knew. I finally get the chance to battle Silas and make him pay for everything he’s done. I want nothing more than to end the life of the Shadow Prince. The man standing before me is the very definition of evil. He is the most impatient, narcissistic, power-hungry person I have ever met. Someone needs to stop him before more people suffer from his violence.

      Playing back the recent events in his mind only served to increase Steve’s anger. He tried to kill my horse, Clyx; he ordered his subordinate, Ironmaul, to torture me; he personally wanted to pull the lever to execute me at my hanging; and, on top of those things, he betrayed the kingdom by turning on Celestial.

      Steve and Silas both turned their walk into a sprint and charged forward. Their rage had reached a boiling point and could no longer be quenched. All their animosity toward each other could finally be unleashed until only one man was left standing.

      The two forces collided with a loud clash of metal on ice. Instantly, the Shadow Prince began hacking away at the warrior. His heavy and powerful strikes drove Steve backwards. Physically, Silas had the upper hand in the duel. Steve and Silas stood at similar heights, but Silas was almost twice as big as Steve. He was incredibly strong, with biceps as wide as Steve’s neck and shoulders like boulders. On top of that, Silas had an elemental power. The chances of Steve defeating the prince were slim.

      I will only be content with dying if I take the betrayer of Celestial down with me, Steve reasoned. Even if I somehow manage to kill him and survive the duel, the hundreds of monsters surrounding the plaza will likely kill me. If these are my final minutes of life, I must make them count for something.

      The prince had power, but he didn’t have anywhere near the amount of experience Steve had in the art of swordfighting. Because of his skills, Steve was able to expose flaws in Silas’s technique and use them to his advantage. He parried a wild blow and began to drive the prince back with his own offensive strikes. Strength versus skill: the tradeoff was equal. Back and forth, Steve and Silas fought with neither man gaining an advantage.

      The Shadow Prince quickly grew frustrated and bull-rushed his opponent. He barreled forward, swinging vicious, powerful strikes. Knowing the prince’s tendency to get angry and impatient, Steve knew what to do. He kept backing up and dodging attacks by leaning and ducking out of the way. He didn’t even attempt to use Brightflame to block any of the swings because he was afraid the mighty blows would knock his sword from his hands.

      As the prince continued to drive forward, Steve backed up until he had the opportunity to quickly sidestep and remove himself from the path of the charging man. Silas was attacking so ferociously, it took him a moment to realize he was slicing nothing but air.

      Breathing heavily, the white-armored prince turned around and repeated his style of attack. This time, however, Steve took a misstep while backing up. Capitalizing on the warrior’s critical fault, Silas swung as hard as he could to decapitate his enemy. However, it was an inaccurate strike, and instead of cutting through Steve’s neck, it sliced deep into his left shoulder.

      Blood immediately poured from the wound. His blade went deep, Steve could tell, grimacing as he clutched his shoulder. I’m badly injured.

      Sensing Steve was stunned from the blow, Silas attacked again, not leaving time for his enemy to recoup. Winding up for the killing blow, he swung maliciously for a second time, attempting once again to behead his enemy. At the last moment, Steve ducked out of the way and swung Brightflame, smashing it into the back of Silas’s neck. Unfortunately, the prince’s iced armor protected him, but Steve’s attack wasn’t ineffective.

      Silas stumbled and fell to the dirt stomach-first. Aurelia escaped his grip and bounced away, coming to a rest five feet from where he lay.

      Steve saw his chance to kill the Shadow Prince. The distance between Silas and Aurelia is much farther than the distance between Silas and me. I will easily be able to run Brightflame through him before he can retrieve his sword.

      As the Shadow Prince frantically crawled towards his weapon, Steve moved in for the kill. Right before he was about to drive his blade down through the ice and armor and into flesh, Silas rolled over and threw a handful of dirt up into the warrior’s eyes.

      Instantly, Steve lifted both of his hands to his face so he could wipe away the blinding dirt. Doing so left his entire torso open for attack.

      Silas lunged and tackled Steve with such force, he lifted the warrior up and slammed him into the ground. The way he was taken down, with Silas’s weight driving into him, caused the wind to be knocked out of Steve. On his hands and knees, the injured warrior released his grip on Brightflame and gasped for air that refused to enter his lungs.

      Hearing the distant sound of Ty and Kari yelling, “Get up!” Steve realized he must have been on the ground longer than he thought. Suddenly, the Shadow Prince was standing above him. Silas wanted his next attacks to be more personal, so instead of using Aurelia, he sheathed it.

      With an ice-encased gauntlet, he forcefully punched Steve in his already swollen jaw. The unexpected, downward-angled punch twisted Steve’s neck so much, he felt as though his head might twist right off his body like a corkscrew.

      Again, before Steve had time to recover and catch his breath, Silas backed up a couple of feet and rushed forward, swinging his boot into the side of his opponent’s stomach. Even though Steve wore armor, he felt the power of the savage kick through his metal plate. It lifted him slightly into the air and sent him rolling across the ground.

      Steve began crawling back towards his only hope of defense, Brightflame, but the prince blocked his path. Silas stomped down on Steve’s back which, underneath his red armor, still sported the gashes and welts from Ironmaul’s whip. With a second stomp aimed directly at Steve’s skull, the warrior’s face flattened into the dirt. There was a loud cracking noise as his nose broke against the ground. Blood gushed from his nostrils and his eyes became watery from pain.

      Steve rolled around on the ground in agony. He pressed one hand against his aching back. The other hand, he moved to each of the other injuries he had acquired: bruised ribs, broken nose, injured jaw, and gashed shoulder. The most painful of these was his shoulder, which had now coated his gauntlet with blood, and his broken nose, which he tried to set back in place despite the cringing feeling of hearing bone scrape against bone. On top of the injuries from the fight with Silas, Steve still felt the throbbing aches and pains from what he’d endured earlier.

      Ugh, Steve thought in the lulls between the pulsing pains, never in my life have I felt so close to death. 

      The hundreds of monsters watching began grunting and making guttural noises. Some of the Anthropomorphic Monsters clattered their weapons against their shields, making as much noise as they could. They’re calling for him to finish me off, Steve knew.

      Again, he crawled towards Brightflame. This time, however, the Shadow Prince did not prevent the warrior from reaching it. Silas knew the story of his defeat of Celestial’s jousting hero would be more impactful if the warrior died defending himself. It would instill in civilians a fear of their new king’s swordfighting abilities, while also giving further credence to his unrivaled strength and power. Plus, Silas allowed Steve to retrieve Brightflame because he found it amusing to watch the injured warrior slither through the dirt like a snake.

      With his scimitar now drawn, Silas paced around the warrior like a shark encircling its prey. Steve grabbed Brightflame and summoned all the willpower he could muster to stand up on his own two feet. Since Silas was not farther than a sword swing away, he tightened his fingers around the hilt of Brightflame. If the prince is willing to stoop so low as to throw dirt in a fight, then it isn’t beyond him to attempt a fatal strike when I least expect it.

      Seeing that the red-armored warrior refused to stay down, Silas asked in a tone of annoyance, “Why can’t you accept defeat? Celestial has fallen. There is nothing left to fight for. It’s over. We’ve won.” He took a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead and run his fingers through his shoulder-length, greasy, black hair. To Steve, it seemed like he was trying to fix his appearance so it didn’t look like he had worked so hard in the fight.

      “Look around at all these monsters,” Silas continued. “What hope do you and your friends have against them? All I see is an unarmored Elf, a Halfbreed with a bow, but no arrows, and you, who looks so pale and fragile I’m afraid you’ll drop dead at any moment and I won’t get the pleasure of killing you myself!”

      The Shadow Prince stopped walking in circles and stood directly in front of Steve. “Maybe being Celestial’s jouster has given you the idea you’re some sort of invincible hero, but you’re not. Haven’t you learned that being a hero comes with an untimely death? Look at what happened to your king.”

      Steve didn’t have much strength left in him after the events of the day and the beating he had just sustained, but with what little remained, he maintained his composure and suppressed his rising anger.

      He is so close. Every bone in Steve’s body wanted to stab Brightflame straight into the prince’s annoying, talkative mouth, but he realized how foolish that decision would be. He’s trying to get a rise out of me. An impulsive attack is exactly how he wants me to react. He would easily evade it and strike me down before I even have the chance to blink.

      Knowing this, Steve misled the prince by pretending to get angry. He angled his sword and positioned himself in an attack stance. With the prince focusing only on Brightflame, anticipating a desperate strike, Steve nonchalantly lowered his left hand to his side. Held the blue sash tied around his waist, he slowly grabbed the handle of the meat cleaver he’d secretly stolen from Kari when he hugged her and Ty before engaging in battle against Silas.

      “The king is dead because you betrayed him,” Steve declared, purposely raising the tone of his voice as he continued to steal the prince’s attention. “You betrayed this city and the entire kingdom. The moment you took the crown for yourself you wrote your own death sentence.”

      At that moment, Steve lunged forward and arced the meat cleaver upwards at Silas. The tip of the weapon caught the corner of the unsuspecting prince’s mouth where his upper and lower lip met. Since Steve had swung with such velocity, the blade tore open the Shadow Prince’s cheek and cut off the top half of his ear.

      Silas groaned in agony as he dropped his sword, stumbled backwards, and fell to one knee. He gingerly examined the wound, but his fingers reached through the large hole and touched the molars of his exposed jaw.

      All the surrounding monster archers pulled back on their bowstrings while the rest of the monsters prepared their elements. Before they could release their attacks, Silas raised his arms and muffled out, “WAIT! WAIT!” As he stood up, he motioned for the monsters to stand down. “I WILL BE THE ONE TO KILL THIS WARRIOR!” he angrily and painfully announced as blood poured from the left side of his face.

      Bending down, he grabbed his scimitar off the ground. When he dropped it, the blade lost its icy blue covering and turned back to the famous gold the weapon was known for. After picking Aurelia back up, he again used his element, but this time, he encased the golden blade in scalding hot water.

      “It’s time to put an end to you once and for all!” Silas yelled from his disfigured mouth as he walked forward to attack.

      Once again, despite all his pains and injuries, Steve simply responded to the prince’s threats with his flashy smirk. At the same moment, with a loud splintering sound, Ty and Kari successfully jerked the hitching rail free of the stable. The two almost fell forward on their faces, not expecting it to put up such resistance and then break off so quickly.

      All fifteen horses sprinted forward into the plaza in frightened excitement. Some of them had gotten disconnected from the rail, but most remained tethered to some part of the “T” shaped beam. The beam found its way behind them and was carried along like a featherweight plow.

      Elements and arrows came shooting and crashing down all around them. Some hit the ground, others hit horses, and a few collided with each other in the air. The attacks and the stampeded kicked up a large cloud of dust which helped protect Ty and Kari from being hit as they ran to the sewer entrance.

      Steve looked around and saw his plan had worked exactly as he expected. What he hadn’t expected was getting beaten to a bloody pulp, but he was glad he was alive. He dropped flat to the ground as the horses stampeded past him. If he hadn’t laid down, the T-shaped post would have slammed into him.

      Silas hadn’t been as quick to take evasive action. He was successful in dodging the horses, but he didn’t account for the wooden beam, which smashed into his stomach and carried him backwards. The loose horses, which couldn’t care less if the man before them was royalty, trampled the man who stood as an obstacle to their escape.

      After retrieving Brightflame and the meat cleaver, Steve arrived at the manhole cover the same time as Kari. Ty joined them a second later, having grabbed a pair of canteens hanging from the stable’s fence. Using his sword, Steve pried open the metal lid and used it as a shield to deflect a couple of arrows shot at them through the cloud of dust.

      Letting Kari go first, she quickly climbed down the ladder. Ty went next, prodded by the end of Brightflame after momentarily hesitating. He wanted Steve to go first because of his injuries, but Steve wouldn’t allow it. The Elf grabbed the sides of the ladder and swiftly slid down, not even using the rungs.

      Steve was the last of the companions to exit the plaza, but did so only after taking a quick look around through the settling dust. The Anthropomorphic Monsters blocking the exits from the plaza converged upon him, but were forced to climb over the bodies of the dead horses. Not a single one had made it out of the plaza alive.

      The last person Steve saw before entering the sewers was Silas Zoran, picking himself up off the ground. He angrily kicked his golden crown, which had fallen off his head and into the dirt. The Shadow Prince’s furious brown eyes met and glared straight into Steve’s tranquil blue ones.

      As Steve descended the first few rungs of the ladder, he heard the prince yell in a fit of madness. It was unlike any cry he had ever heard before. It was full of frustration, defeat, and unfulfilled revenge. The shout was abruptly cut off as Steve pulled the manhole cover over the hole he entered through.
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      Losing his footing halfway down the ladder, Steve fell onto the cement walkway beneath. Ty and Kari, who were waiting for him, helped him up. Immediately, the gut-wrenching smell of the sewers punched him in the stomach and made his nose wrinkle in disgust. He was already winded from nearly being beaten to death, but the sewers somehow made breathing even more difficult.

      His companions weren’t unaffected either. The stench involuntarily caused their eyes to squint and their foreheads to crinkle.

      Ty quickly took a torch out of a nearby sconce and ignited it by striking it against the wall. With a sizzling crackle, the top burst into a bright, orange-yellow fireball. The colors were a sharp contrast to the dreary darkness and slimy green tint of the sewers.

      Without wasting any time, he shoved the torch into his brother’s hand. “Here, Steve, lead the way. Kari, you follow behind him. I will guard the rear in case any monsters catch up to us.”

      Ty had proposed the alignment as quickly as he could because he knew Steve would disagree with it. Steve will want to guard the back because he knows he’s the weakest and slowest out of us three due to his injuries. If monsters catch up to us, he won’t hesitate to turn back and fight them to give Kari and me more time to escape. He’d rather sacrifice his life to save us than be the reason we’re all captured and killed. I can’t allow him to waste his life like that, even if it’s honorable.

      The Elf looked at his red-armored Human brother, and, just as he had guessed, could see the fellow warrior didn’t agree with the alignment. As soon as Steve opened his mouth to argue, the manhole cover above them opened. A pale circle of light engulfed them at the base of the ladder and a monster began descending.

      “Go!” Kari yelled.

      Steve took off running with Brightflame in one hand and the torch in the other. His speed was severely handicapped by his injures, but he pushed himself as fast as his aching body allowed. Kari and Ty followed closely behind.

      The fact they were running on a cement walkway down the cylindrical sewer pipe meant directly above them was one of the city’s wider, cobblestone streets. The size of each underground pipe was directly related to the size of the street above it. Wider streets had larger pipes underneath that included walkways. Less trafficked roads towards the edges of the city had no walkways.

      The companions ran along the raised platform parallel to a nasty, brown-green stream, where the foul, sewer stench emitted from. The color of the pungent mixture of rainwater and waste matched the slimy, stone block walls. Plump sewer rats waded around, snacking on any trash they could find.

      “Rats are disgusting!” Ty cringed at the sight of them.

      “Don’t worry,” Kari told him, seeing his look of apprehension as they ran, “they’re more scared of you than you are of them. They won’t attack unless you attack them first.”

      “I hope they don’t. I’d rather take on a dragon before a rat,” he joked half-heartedly. “They’re the most disgusting, vile creatures.”

      Along with Steve, Kari smiled at Ty’s murophobia, but then the Halfling’s attention moved to a more pressing issue. “We’ve got to put out that torch,” she called out. “The monsters behind us will be able to follow us by our torchlight even if we are far ahead.”

      “If we get rid of it we won’t be able to see where we’re going!”

      “We’ll have to keep turning down different pipes and hope we turn enough corners so they can’t see the light,” Ty compromised.

      Taking the next right he came upon, Steve led them down the pipe’s walkway. A third of the way down, he saw another ladder with a torch next to it. Mid-run, he tossed his torch into the river of waste and grabbed the new one. Still running, he dragged it alongside the wall and felt its warm flames as it burst to life. Unless the monsters behind us have control over the elements of fire or lightning, they won’t have access to light if we switch out every torch we come across.

      “Good thinking!” Kari encouraged him, noticing the warrior’s strategy.

      As soon as they passed under a manhole, a group of monsters funneled through the opening, down the ladder, and gave chase. Knowing they’d been seen, Steve took a quick left-hand turn and came to a three-forked path in the sewer pipes. Choosing the tunnel on his right, they made it halfway down the pipe when a large group of monsters came straight towards them.

      “Go Back! Go Back!” Steve yelled, seeing their way was blocked. He quickly stopped and turned around, almost causing Kari and Ty to collide into him. The three ran back up the pipe they’d come down, knowing they were heading towards the group that’d been chasing them earlier.

      Despite Steve’s limp, they made it back to the fork before their pursuers did, but the faint glow of torchlight on the nearby sewer wall grew steadily brighter.

      “They’re closing in on us. If we can see their light, they can see ours. Let’s go!” Kari yelled in panic.

      “Which way?” Ty asked, looking from the pipe on the left to the one in the center. To him, it sounded like he heard footsteps coming from one of them, but he couldn’t tell which one.

      “It doesn’t matter!” Steve yelled as he readied his sword and ran past the indecisive Elf, entering the fork’s left pipe. Ty and Kari cautiously followed behind.

      There were no monsters on the walkway and Steve didn’t feel like sticking around for that fact to change. Every time he came across a new sewer tunnel he took it. He never stayed on the straight path, keeping in mind they wanted to turn as often as possible so they could limit being tracked by their light. He also extinguished his torch every time he came to a new one. It wasn’t long before they couldn’t hear any growls or snarls behind them.

      “I think we’ve lost them,” Ty began to say after half an hour of running, finally believing they had created enough distance between themselves and their pursuers. Feeling safe enough to momentarily stop, Steve, Ty, and Kari bent over, put their hands on their knees, and tried to catch their breaths. Each one of them had cramps in their sides.

      Since he was standing next to a torch, Steve swapped out the one in his hand and lit the new one. When he turned to check on Ty and Kari, both the Elf and Halfling gasped in horror.

      Steve’s injuries from the fight with Silas had swelled profusely. In addition to all the wounds he had sustained during the siege of Celestial, he looked like he was on the brink of death. The shifting torchlight made his injuries look especially gruesome.

      His nose was broken and jagged, and he had two huge black shadows under his bloodshot eyes. One eye was swollen completely shut. Under his entire chin and jawline was a dark-blue bruise where the prince had kneed him before hanging him on the gallows. The flesh around where the rope had bit into his neck was deep purple and badly chaffed.

      “You don’t even look like you,” Ty’s jaw dropped at his brother’s grotesque complexion. Then, noticing the blood-soaked armor of his right arm, Ty pointed to Steve’s shoulder and asked, “That looks bad. Silas sliced you pretty good.”

      As Ty moved to examine his brother, Steve turned away, hiding the injury. “I’m fine,” he lied.

      Ty changed the subject, knowing Steve was the type of person to downplay his injuries. “Kari, I was going to formally introduce you to my brother, seeing as you two haven’t officially met yet, but since the face in front of us looks nothing like him, you’ll just have to imagine what he looks like without all the swelling, cuts, and bruises.”

      Reaching to his side, Steve pulled out the meat cleaver from the sash around his waist and handed it to Kari. “It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for letting me borrow this,” he said, smiling through fat and split lips.
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