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        The Story of Evil will continue in…

      

      
        Thank you, Reader

      

      
        Now, here’s a special preview from a chapter in the final volume in The Story of Evil...
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      Three Visions is dedicated to my newlywed wife, Becca. I’m so glad we met and became best friends. I'm looking forward to spending the rest of our lives together. I love you so much.
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      Content Warning: Sexual Assault

      

      I want to forewarn any readers who may be uncomfortable reading about sexual assault that there is a brief section in Chapter 85 where an attack occurs. I did my best to not include unnecessary details, but based on my research, I understand that even the context of such a scene can cause someone who’s experienced such trauma to unintentionally relive it.

      

      Readers who may be bothered can plan ahead to skip the section after the third paragraph break of Chapter 85 (which is towards the end of the chapter). After the incident (which is approximately 250 words) the story picks up at the next paragraph break and context clues will allow you to continue without issue.

      

      -Tony Johnson
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      Ty awoke in darkness. Fluorite crystals dimly pulsed nearby, but the neon colors did little to illuminate the Elf’s surroundings. With limited visibility, his primary sense was based on what he could feel.

      I’m paralyzed, he thought, unable to move his legs. The entire top half of my body feels fine, but I can’t feel anything below my waist.

      Taking one of the two swords still in his hands, he reached down and nervously pricked the sharp tip against his thigh. Good! I felt that. That must mean something’s pinning me down.

      Although his head felt like it was full of cobwebs from being knocked unconscious for the second time in less than a day, Ty tried to think back to what happened that led him to this dark, underground confinement. I was climbing up and out of the Spider Queen’s collapsing lair when she violently pulled me back into the tunnel.

      Lifting one of his swords, he stabbed into the darkness above. His blade pierced through a hard surface, causing a liquid substance to drip onto his hair and face. He could tell it was blood based on the smell.

      I must be under her. And she must be dead because she’s no longer covered in ice and didn’t flinch at the impalement of my sword.

      Pulling himself into a sitting position, Ty repeatedly stabbed his swords upwards, carving into the exoskeleton of the dead spider lying on top of his legs. When his muscles couldn’t take anymore, he collapsed back onto the ground until he built up enough stamina to start again.

      As time passed, the smell that filled his nostrils was atrocious. At times, the stench became so unbearable, Ty’s stomach would heave, causing him to throw up on himself.

      Eventually, he was able to pull himself free and slide out from under the monster. He stood and winced at the annoying pain of blood circulating through his lower extremities for the first time in hours, but was happy he could finally move around.

      Rocks, trees, and dirt, he realized in discouragement, feeling around with his hands. It’s all hard surfaces. I’m going to be trapped in this underground pocket until I die. Either I’ll run out of food and water or I’ll run out of oxygen.

      After circling the limited space he was in and finding no path to escape, he repeated the search a second time. On the third try, he decided to climb onto the top of the Spider Queen. He felt two rocks above the monster, resting against each other and forming an upside down “V.”

      This is yet another reason I’m still alive. These rocks caught one another and prevented the space I’m in from being filled. And if the Queen didn’t pull me under herself, I would have been crushed by some of these smaller stones that fell first.

      Finding a tree root sticking down from the ceiling, Ty dug into the soft dirt around it. The soil is wet because of all the rain we’ve gotten over the past couple of days, he remembered thankfully. He began digging into the cavern roof through worms, bugs, and mud. Carving a hole upward is my only route of escape, but this roof isn’t secure. I’m scared it’s going to give way any second, burying me alive.

      With bloody fingers and painfully-throbbing forearms and biceps, he knew he was making progress when he heard the rushing of the Fluorite River. Revitalized by the sound, he dug faster.

      Finally, Ty broke through the surface. Bright sunlight blinded him, and it took several minutes before he stopped seeing spots. I’ve been down there all night, although it feels like it’s been days.

      Scaling a couple of fallen trees to get back to ground level, the warrior made it out of the massive pit in the forest floor. He looked down, amazed at the destruction he’d been under. Just like after he realized he’d survived the fall on his gryphon, Wildwing, Ty couldn’t believe he wasn’t killed in the collapse of the Spider Queen’s lair.

      Invigorated with energy, the blonde-haired Elf took a deep breath, sucking in the fresh forest air carried to him by a strong breeze. “I’m alive!” he shouted at the top of his voice even though no one was around to hear him. Smiling wider than ever, Ty thanked Alazar for his life.

      I don’t know why you keep blessing me by allowing me to make it out of these close encounters with death, but the more it happens, the more I feel alive. The fact that I keep surviving makes me feel like you have something important for me to fulfill.

      Whatever it is, I need to get to Serendale. I have to meet up with the others. I can’t imagine what Steve is going through, believing that I’m dead. If it was him who was killed in this lair, it would be soul-crushing for me. I know what it’s like to lose a loved one and I wouldn’t put that on anyone, Ty thought, thinking of his older brother Darren.

      Covered in mud, sweat, strands of webs, and reeking of vomit and spider’s blood, Ty walked down to the Fluorite and plunged his head into it before cupping his hands and bringing water up to rinse off the rest of his body. He washed his swords and filled his canteen after drinking his fill.

      Too sore and tired to run, the Elf walked at a brisk pace on the road to Serendale. When he caught the faint smell of smoke still lingering from the smolders of burned buildings, he knew something was wrong.

      “No!” he said aloud to himself, finding the strength to run up the hill and look over its precipice. Just like his companions, his heart sank as he saw the haunting remains of the destroyed city.
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      “Steve, wake up,” Kari said softly.

      The first thing that registered in Steve's mind before even opening his eyes was the immense soreness throughout his body. Even more painful was the anguish of remembering the events of the past five days. Like a pit in his stomach, his grief sat, and the weight of it only seemed to grow as he was reminded of each moment of destruction and chaos.

      The nineteen-year-old warrior opened his eyes but remained lying on the ground in the same spot he’d collapsed after his emotional meltdown in Uncle Zeke's bakery.

      “It's a couple hours after sunrise. You slept through the whole night. I got you breakfast,” Kari offered, knowing how much Steve enjoyed the meal.

      “Thanks, but I don't think I feel up to eating anything,” he winced as he pulled himself into a sitting position.

      “You’re saying ‘no’ to breakfast?” Kari stated in more of a shocked voice than a question. Then, more seriously, she asked, “I know yesterday was rough with losing Ty and everything, but is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I don't know. I think I need time to process everything that's happened,” he said, glancing around the half-collapsed bakery.

      “Willis already came and took Uncle Zeke’s body,” Kari explained, knowing what Steve was looking for. “He's been up all night digging graves and burying the dead.”

      “How much sleep did you get?” Steve asked.

      “Half the night maybe. I was worried about you and thinking about everything that's happened. But I’m glad you got a full night. Are you feeling better?”

      “I'm still pretty sore. But at least I'm past the point where I’m making everyone worry for my health.”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t fun.”

      “How's Grizz doing?”

      “I don't know, I haven't seen him or Copper since they headed to the schoolhouse last night. I was waiting for you to wake up before I went to check on them.”

      “I'm sure he’s mourning. It's probably best he was able to spend the night alone.”

      “I feel so bad for him,” Kari shook her head. “He was so excited to introduce us to his family. And Willis must be suffering too, to have to arrive back to his home and see it destroyed. Now he’s burying the people he's known his entire life. It's terrible.”

      “I know. I can't imagine.”

      Seeing Steve trying to stand up but having trouble, Kari moved to offer him her hand. “I know you don’t want to eat, but you should try to have whatever you can. You'll need your strength for travel.”

      “Travel? So, we can go somewhere only to find that city's been overtaken too? No,” he moved his hand as if he were brushing the idea away, “I’m done with that.”

      “I know you’re discouraged, but things are only going to get worse if we sit around and do nothing.”

      “Only get worse?” Steve argued. “It's already as bad as it can be.”

      “Nothing is ever as bad as it can be,” Kari politely countered.

      “I can't handle any more fighting or any more death. I've had enough.”

      “What? Are you telling me you're not going to continue?”

      “It's just going to result in more pain,” Steve lamented, to which Kari wanted to grab the warrior’s shoulders and shake him until he broke out of his spell of depression and found at least some shred of optimism.

      “Steve, we’ve made it through so much so far,” the Halfling gestured past the collapsed wall of the bakery to the destruction of Serendale. “It’s up to us to warn the kingdom about what's to come and prevent more of this from happening. People need our help. If you're refusing to step up, maybe you should’ve never been a warrior because you’re not devoted to doing what’s best for Celestial or this kingdom.”

      “That’s not true!” Steve raised his voice in anger at the questioning of his commitment.

      Kari heard him, but continued speaking to stress her point. “If you had a child you loved who was poisoned, would you stop before you found the antidote to save their life? No! The same goes for the kingdom. You took a vow to protect and serve its people. If the words you swore mean anything to you, you won't give up. I for one, plan to keep pressing northward. I'm leaving at noon,” Kari stated, making her intentions known. “You have until then to decide if you're coming with me. Try to eat your breakfast,” she shoved the plate into Steve's stomach. “I'm going to get Grizz and Willis.”

      “Please tell me there's enough left for another plate,” someone called out as footsteps crunched debris.

      Kari drew her bow and stood, not recognizing the voice at first, and still on edge since they were in a city so recently destroyed by monsters. She dropped her weapon to the ground and flung her arms around Ty as he walked through the crooked door and into the half-crumbled bakery.

      Steve was slower to spin around. It sounded like Ty's voice, but he firmly believed his brother to be dead. I don't want to turn around and be disappointed, but Kari's reaction was nothing but excitement and surprise. He rose from his seated position, turned, and found Ty standing before him.

      No words came from his mouth, but Steve's eyes welled with tears. He hugged Ty in the tightest embrace they’d ever shared.

      “I thought you were dead!”

      “You can't get rid of me that easily,” the Elf joked, tears forming in his own eyes at seeing his brother’s emotions.

      “How?” was all Steve asked, pulling away and staring Ty up and down, still believing a mirage stood before him.

      “I don't know exactly. I assume the way the rocks fell and the fact that I got under the spider right before the collapse saved my life. That, plus the fact it's been raining so much lately. I don't think I'd have been able to dig myself out otherwise.”

      “I don't believe this,” Kari said, “If we would've known, we would've gone back to find you. We were so sure...”

      “I would've thought the same with the way it caved in like that,” Ty said, letting Kari know he didn’t blame her. After seeing she understood, he said, “I see the lair wasn't the only thing that’s been destroyed.”

      Ty didn't need to ask Steve and Kari about the details of the attack on Serendale. He could tell from the bodies that goblins were behind the attack. “Where are Grizz and Willis?” he questioned, worrying about the Dwarf especially because he had been so excited to introduce his family.

      Kari shook her head, “Willis is digging graves up on the hill,” she pointed in the direction of where he was, “but Grizz, we’re not sure of his whereabouts. We left him alone so he could grieve.”

      “His wife and kids?” Ty bit his lip.

      “We don’t know,” Kari shrugged. “We can only assume they didn’t make it.”

      “What about Uncle Zeke?” Ty asked, realizing they were standing in the bakery of his father’s childhood friend, a man who Ty knew was one of the last connections to Caesar Canard.

      “He didn't make it either,” Steve answered. “We were able to be with him in his final hours though.”

      “This is so horrible, all of this.”

      “I know,” Kari agreed, “but I think we're going to try and get out of here soon. There's nothing we can do here except mourn.” 

      “I was about to go find Willis and let him know our plans,” Kari offered. “Maybe you two can go find Grizz.”

      “We can do that,” the two warriors agreed, watching Kari head off.

      “I'm so glad you're alive,” Steve exclaimed, hugging Ty for a second time. He pulled back and checked his brother over, “You're not hurt, are you?”

      “No, only some scrapes and bruises. Nothing serious.”

      “You’re pulling away now in our game of saving each other’s lives. You sacrificed yourself to take down that final column so Grizz and I could escape.”

      Ty played down the sacrifice by saying, “Well, I felt like since I'm smaller and quicker, I had the best chance to run out right after you.”

      Just as Steve detected from Grizz a couple days ago the Dwarf was lying about his past, he also knew that Ty's explanation was not the real reason he decided to stay back to destroy the last column supporting the roof of the lair.

      I think Ty considered himself the most expendable out of all of us. He knew Kari and I had a budding relationship and that Grizz had a family to support. It’s easy to see why he was willing to give his life so we would live.

      “Whatever the reason,” Steve alluded to the fact he knew Ty had acted more selfless than he was leading on, “I can't thank you enough for what you’ve done for me. Not only did you risk your life in the lair, you stepped aside when you knew I liked Kari and encouraged me to start building more of a connection to her. She’s great. She tells me what I need to hear even if I don’t want to hear it.”

      “You deserve someone like her. Plus, the last thing we need with everything that's happened is a dramatic love triangle.”

      “We already went through one of those five years ago and look where it got us,” Steve recalled.

      “Two months of us giving each other the silent treatment.”

      “And then culminated with us giving each other black eyes,” Steve recalled with a laugh.

      “It was a good fight,” Ty agreed, smiling to himself at the memory.

      Together, the two Celestial warriors moved outside the bakery and found Copper running full speed at them. “Someone’s happy to see you!” Steve remarked as the direfox bounded around Ty, who embraced the furry orange monster.

      “I missed you too, buddy,” he told the direfox, who looked like he was smiling as he panted with his pink tongue hanging out of his mouth. The friendly attitude only lasted a minute, however, because Copper barked and bit Ty's pant leg, trying to pull him.

      “It looks like he's trying to take you in the direction Grizz went,” Steve said as they watched Copper head up the path, turn, and bark again. “You should go with him. I’ll stay here. Grizz was pretty torn up about the fact that he couldn't use his element to hold up the ceiling of the lair and give you time to escape. It’d make him happy to see you alive. I can't imagine what it's like to lose your wife and children, but to add to that the guilt of not saving someone is a lot to carry.”

      Ty followed the orange-furred direfox, who led the Elf to the pub where Grizz still slept after his night of drinking. There, Ty found the tattoo-headed Halfman in his brown and black armor which matched the colors of the Dwarf’s skin and beard.

      “Grizz, are you okay?”

      It wasn't until Ty reached to check for a pulse that the Halfman stirred.

      “Where is my family?” Grizz groggily asked upon seeing the Elf.

      It took Ty a moment before he realized the Dwarf’s thought process. The last thing he remembers about me is that I died. He thinks since he sees me, he's in the afterlife, too.

      “You're still alive, Grizz.”

      Grizz sat for a moment, wincing at his splitting headache as he came to grip with the recent events. “You survived the cave-in?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, it's true then, my family is…” Grizz couldn't bear to say the word.

      There was a moment of silence where Ty didn't know what to say to the grieving man. The Elf would typically crack a joke to ease the tension of the moment, but nothing seemed appropriate. He could see the utter look of shock and disbelief on Grizz’s face as it was once again hitting him that his family was gone forever.

      “I don't want to live if they're not alive. I'm nothing without my family,” Grizz slammed his fist into the floor. “I feel like I'm being tortured. All I can think about is them locked in the schoolhouse, trapped with no way out, burning to death. They must've been so scared.”

      Empathizing with him, Ty shared his own experience with death, “I know what you’re going through. When I was two years old, I woke up in the morning, walked out of my bedroom, and found the bodies of my murdered parents. Even though I was young, I remember thinking the same thing. Every day, all I could think about was how scared they must've been when they were attacked. There were so many times I wished I would die so I could see them again.”

      After a long silence, Grizz started weeping. “Look at me,” he said, wiping fresh tears from his eyes. “Under all this armor I'm just as weak as any other man.”

      “Emotion isn't a sign of weakness, Grizz. I know some Dwarves believe they have to live up to this expectation of being strong and having no fears. Every man believes that to an extent, but it’s not realistic. The whole way to Hunters’ Den, I went through the same thing with Steve. He thought he needed to act like the heroes of legend we loved so much as kids - defeating all the monsters, sacrificing his life for others, and pushing through the pain. But no one is invincible like that. All these horrible things we're going through, it’ll take its toll on anyone. We're all affected by death and feel the burden of loss. And I know it's no consolation to your family, but Steve, Kari, Copper, Willis, and I wouldn’t be alive if it weren't for you. You saved us from Sabertooth and the Spider Queen with your element.”

      “I wish I’d never acquired the ability to control earth. I wish I would’ve fallen from that cliff and died.”

      “Come on, don't talk like that. We need you,” Ty insisted, trying to lift the spirits of the Dwarf. “Who else is going to lift that greataxe of yours?”

      “I should’ve never left Serendale,” Grizz ruminated, as if he hadn’t heard a single thing Ty had said. He spoke out loud while staring off into the distance. “The only reason I left was to get Dart to his parents at the Den and help the warriors kill Sabertooth. I try to do something good, and this is what I get for it? If I would’ve been here for the attack, at least I would’ve had the chance to defend them. Now my family, home, forge, and city are all gone.”

      “It may look dark now, but I’m sure it’ll get better in ways you never expected. At the very least, you have the chance to do what I never got to do for my parents,” Ty proposed, looking Grizz square in the eye, “Avenge the death of your loved ones.” 

      Ty paused, letting his words sink in. He watched Grizz contemplate what he said, and noticed the Dwarf’s eyes come to life, burning with an anger and passion at the idea of ending the life of the Python and the goblin army.

      “We’re going to be leaving Serendale soon,” Ty continued, sharing, “We'd be happy to have you at our side. I’m going to head back to the others on the far side of town to give you time alone and decide what to do, but I hope you’ll join us.”

      Walking back to Uncle Zeke’s bakery with Copper stride-for-stride next to him, Ty found Steve, Kari, and Willis standing outside of it.

      “I couldn't believe you were still alive when Kari told me,” Willis said, shaking Ty's hand with his dirt-covered one. The shovel he’d been using to dig graves laid by his feet.

      “Yes, I managed to survive, but I almost wish I hadn't, having to come here and see Serendale like this. How are you holding up?” Ty asked the fellow Elven warrior whose eyes were bloodshot.

      Either he’s been crying, or he’s been up all night. Maybe both.

      “Not good,” Willis held the bridge of his nose with his index finger and thumb, trying to prevent himself from becoming emotional. “My family didn't survive.”

      “I'm sorry,” Ty said, mournfully. 

      “How about Grizz? Did he have any luck finding his wife and kids?”

      “No, they died in the schoolhouse.”

      “How is he?” Kari asked.

      “Scarred, as anyone would be if they just lost their entire family, but I think he'll be alright.”

      “It doesn't look like anyone in the city survived the attack,” Willis lamented.

      “We were able to talk to the man we told you about who was like an uncle to Ty and me,” Steve told Willis, “Zeke Granoran, but he died shortly thereafter. He said a large monster called the Python led the goblins in the attack here. Do you know anything about him?”

      “The Python? No. I've never heard of him before.”

      “Apparently, he and his troops headed west to join up with the forces from Celestial in the attack on Almiria. And we know their eventual target is Misengard. We can only assume after Almiria, the army will head north and attack Casanovia. It's directly in their path.”

      “We need to find a way to get to Casanovia before the monsters do,” Kari suggested. “We have to warn them of what's coming.”

      “You could sail across,” Willis hypothesized. “About fifty miles west of here there’s a small fishing village called Port Meris. It's not even on most maps it’s so small, but it’s where most of the fish caught on Lake Azure are transported to cities in the southern hemisphere. You should be able to find someone to sail you across Lake Azure.”

      “It would get us there faster,” Steve nodded to the proposition. “And the faster we get there, the faster we can send word to other cities that Celestial has fallen. Casanovia is big enough that we can obtain aid from surrounding cities and hold off the army there. We can defeat them before they advance any farther into the kingdom.”

      “Count me in,” called out a voice from behind the group. Turning, everyone saw Grizz coming over to where they stood. He looked too focused, as if he was overcompensating, trying to hide the fact he had recently been crying.

      “I’m glad you’re with us,” Steve offered, excited their party was back together. “Let's gather up our belongings and head out as soon as we're ready.”

      

      A half hour later, with their armor and weapons on and packs and canteens full of food and water, the companions gathered back together in the crumbled citysquare.

      “Is everyone ready to go?” Steve asked.

      Ty, Kari, and Grizz nodded, but it was the red-headed Serendale warrior who shook his head. “I'll be staying here,” Willis revealed. “I would love nothing more than to cut off the Python's head myself, but I’m the only Serendale warrior remaining. I have a duty to this city to stay behind and keep digging these graves.”

      “Are you sure?” Steve begged him to reconsider. “You've been a huge help to us.”

      “Thanks, but sorry, I've already made up my mind. When I'm finished here, I'm going back to Hunters’ Den to share the news with Mr. and Mrs. Sep. And on my way there I'll pay a visit to our dear friend Sabertooth so I can cut its head off and mount it on the wall in the Den. I'll make sure to put all five of our names under it.”

      Copper barked.

      “Your name too, Copper,” Willis laughed, bending down to pet the friendly monster, then apologizing for forgetting to include his name. “After Hunters’ Den, I’ll come back and wait around here to see if anyone else escapes from Celestial or Almiria. If no one does, I’ll head to Port Meris and try to find my own transport to Casanovia.”

      Willis turned around and picked up two large sacks, grunting at the weight of them. “Speaking of Port Meris,” he dropped them in front of the companions with a clinking thud, “I gathered these from around Serendale. You should be able to find passage with this.”

      “Find passage?” Kari said in astonishment as she opened one of the sacks and found it filled to the brim with bronze, silver, and gold coins. “This is enough money for us to buy our own ship!”

      “It's way more than we need,” agreed Steve.

      “It's not like anyone here is going to need it anymore,” Willis answered with sad reflection, looking around the destroyed city. He lifted the bags, which were attached by a rope and slung them over Copper's back. “Thanks for carrying these, boy,” he told the direfox before turning back to address the others. “You'll be able to rent the fastest ship in Port Meris. But,” his voice grew stern to make sure they paid attention to his words, “make sure you find a trustworthy shipmaster to sail you across Azure.”

      “What's a shipmaster?”

      “It’s the name given to the person who is the leader of the crew on their ship. It's similar to the naval warriors’ use of the rank ‘captain’, but shipmasters are civilians, not warriors. Because of that, they’re not bound to an oath. There are some who will do whatever they can to make a quick coin. I’ve heard stories of some who’ll take your money and then throw you off the boat halfway to your destination. The place is filled with pirates like that.”

      Willis also gave each of the companions a full coinpouch they could put in their pocket or attach to their belt. “This is a little extra, so you can buy food, lodging, weapons, or whatever else you may need.”

      “Thank you, Willis,” Steve said to the fellow warrior, shaking his hand. “I’m glad we had you fighting by our side. It's sad to see you stay behind, but hopefully our paths will cross again someday.”

      “I'm sure they will,” he nodded.

      “Take care of yourself,” Ty stepped forward, also shaking Willis' hand.

      “Have a safe journey back to the Den,” Kari added. “And give Mr. & Mrs. Sep our best.”

      As Steve, Ty, and Kari walked away, Willis turned to Grizz, the blacksmith he was friends with and the man who’d forged the very sword he carried every day on duty.

      “Make them pay,” Willis demanded. “For me and for all of Serendale.”

      “Don't worry, I will,” Grizz promised, then glanced at the shovel in Willis' blistered hands. “Do you want me to stick around for a little while and use my element to help you dig graves? I could probably save you a few days of work.”

      “No, but thank you,” the twenty-one-year-old didn’t even entertain the offer. “Each person deserves to get their own grave dug naturally. It’s my honor to do it.”

      Before turning away, in a unique display of sentimentality from the Dwarf, Grizz told him, “You've grown into a fine young warrior. There should be more men like you.”

      “Thank you,” Willis appreciated the kind words, and then, quoting the Serendale warriors motto, said, “Speed, strength, and safety to you.”

      “And the same to you.” With that, Grizz walked away, joining the other companions on a hill overlooking the destroyed city of Serendale.

      Steve turned to his three friends and the direfox standing with them. “The past several days have been nothing but death, despair, and destruction. The army that took everything and everyone from us seeks to repeat its victory. They’re marching towards Casanovia. We can't have another Almiria. Another Serendale.” Steve paused, and then with both anger and sorrow in his voice added, “Another Celestial.

      “We have to warn Casanovia. Innocent people are at risk.” He touched Brightflame in its sheath, reminding himself of his duty as a warrior to protect people from evil. “We don't want them to experience loss like we have.”

      As Ty, Kari, Grizz, and Copper stood behind him, Steve turned and faced north, towards Casanovia, the location of which he knew would be the biggest and most important battle he ever fought in.

      With a clenched fist and a heart seeking vengeance, he encouraged his fellow companions, “I refuse to see another city in ashes. It's time someone makes a stand against the Hooded Phantom's army.”
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      “We're almost there,” Steve said, nearly fourteen hours later as the sun began its descent in the gray sky.

      “How can you tell?” Ty asked.

      “Willis said Port Meris was a fishing village. Can't you smell it yet? It's disgusting.”

      “Yeah, but I assumed it was Grizz,” Ty cracked his fifth joke of their fifty-mile trek, trying to make the Dwarf laugh. Once again, he was unsuccessful.

      Port Meris was a small village with no buildings more than two stories tall, other than a lighthouse. The village had the same dull color palette everywhere, which perfectly matched the overcast sky. Even the dozens of squawking seagulls aimlessly circling overhead seemed more grayish than the typical white ones found in other locations.

      “Certainly not the most cheerful place,” Ty whispered as the group walked through the narrow streets where less-than-savory-looking people sat on building steps, eyeing them up and down without a smile.

      “Probably because everyone here has to eat fish,” Kari deadpanned, wrinkling her nose at the thought of the taste. “I much prefer the taste of foods you get from hunting on land rather than those in water.”

      “This place definitely lacks the cheeriness of Celestial,” Steve agreed, missing home. When one of four gray-drabbed men standing around a burn barrel shouted at Copper for getting too close, the companions moved away, nervous of making a scene where Copper might be attacked for being a monster. Either they’ll kill him or they’ll see the sacks of money hanging from his shoulders and want them for themselves, Steve thought before saying, “Let's head straight to the docks. We'll find a shipmaster, then a place to eat and sleep. Hopefully we’ll set sail for Casanovia first thing in the morning.”

      “I'm gonna turn in early,” Grizz mentioned, stepping back from the group. “I’ll find you tomorrow before you leave,” he added, heading off in the opposite direction.

      “That was the most words he said our whole way here,” Kari acknowledged as they continued heading north through the winding dirt streets of the village.

      “Not if you count all his grunts and shouts as he violently killed that direboar on our way here,” Ty said, referring to a brief encounter on their journey that was resolved by Grizz and his elemental power.

       “I wish there was something we could do in the meantime to cheer him up,” Kari stated. “He seems to be in such distress. I know what it's like to lose your parents, but I can’t imagine losing your spouse and children.”

      Reminded of her parents' deaths, she thought back to what Zeke had revealed; that her father might not be dead at all, but was actually the Hooded Phantom. The undeniable coincidences between Quintis and Malorek and the fact their identities might be one in the same had kept her up nearly all night.

      “It's not like we aren't trying,” Ty argued in a polite tone so that Kari knew he wanted to help Grizz too. “I've been trying to joke around and Steve's been attempting to strike up conversations with him, but we barely get a response.”

      “It'll take time,” Steve suggested. “Let's just be there for him if he needs us, and until then, we'll just keep treating him like normal.”

      Within a few minutes, the companions turned a corner and found themselves standing before Lake Azure. The body of water was the second largest in the world after the Darien Sea, but just as crucial to the sustenance of the kingdom.

      Instead of a beach, the coast had been transformed into a massive wooden deck with piers that extended out between dozens of ships in the harbor. Underneath a sky filled with hundreds of squawking seagulls, people scurried all around, working furiously. Sailors spilled their day's catches out of their nets onto the docks, butchers chopped up fish, and other workers scrubbed down the ships.

      “Out of the way,” a woman yelled, pushing a cart of salted cod past them, not bothering to steer around the group. Although Ty, Kari, and Copper stepped out of the way, she narrowly missed Steve, whose injuries were still healing and made him not as agile.

      “Watch where you’re going!” Kari scolded, to which the lady responded by giving her the middle finger.

      “Look at the size of this!” Ty said, heading down the deck to where a massive ship dwarfed the ones around it. The ship had seven sails while the average hull had three or four.

      “That’s got to be one of the fastest ones in this port,” Steve was encouraged at the thought of finding the shipmaster of the ship whose name was painted in huge, white letters - Sharksbane. Seeing a sailor next to the boat sorting through fish that’d been dumped out on the deck, the warrior walked over to talk to him.

      “What?” the man asked before Steve had even uttered a word. His annoyed tone clearly showed he was not in the mood to be bothered, a fact supported by his far-too-harsh kicking of a stray cat that tried running up to steal a fish.

      “We're looking to speak to a shipmaster about passage to Casanovia,” Steve had to yell to be heard over the loud waves slamming into the docks and the birds flying overhead.

      The sailor picked up two cod, inspected each of them carefully, and then tossed them into separate carts before answering. He continued sorting while he spoke, too preoccupied to make eye contact, “If you're looking for shipmasters, you won't find any here. They've all retired to the Crooked Compass for the night. You better hurry,” he cautioned, briefly looking at the sunset to get an idea of what time it was. “If you don't get there soon you won't get a seat, let alone a table.”

      “Which way’s the tavern?”

      The sailor rolled his eyes and gave directions without pointing or specifying in detail. “It's on Haddock Road. Just go straight and take a left after four buildings. You can’t miss it.”

      “Even the streets are named after fish in this village,” Ty laughed and nudged Kari with his elbow, as the two watched the conversation. Their creativity is about as dull as Port Meris’s color scheme.

      “Thanks for the information,” Steve said, flipping the sailor a couple bronze coins from his coinpouch.

      “Thank you!” The sailor said, making eye contact for the first time. Steve could tell the man would've acted more friendly had he known he would've gotten money at the end of the conversation.

      “Ask for Captain Jarek,” the sailor called out before they were out of earshot. “He owns this ship, and you can’t do better than Sharksbane.”

      “Giving that man money changed the way he treated us,” Steve mentioned as he, Ty, Kari, and Copper headed further down the wharf to find the tavern. “We have to keep in mind what Willis said. It's better to find a shipmaster we can trust rather than the one with the fastest ship.”

      

      “This must be the place,” Ty turned towards a building where arguing and laughing could be heard coming from inside. The sign above the doors looks like it could’ve once said Crooked Compass, but it’s so faded now, I don’t know if I would’ve been able to read it if I hadn’t heard the name beforehand.

      “Copper, you won't be able to come in,” Kari bent down to tell the direfox. “The people of Serendale might've been comfortable with you walking around in public, but no one knows you here. They'll only see a monster and want to hurt you.”

      “Here,” Steve offered, seeing a space between the tavern and the building next to it. “This dark alley is the best we can do to hide you.”

      “Good boy,” Kari encouraged Copper once he laid down in the shadows. She took off one of the gold sacks he’d been carrying and handed it to Steve. “Keep this one safe while we're inside,” she told the direfox, pointing to the other sack of gold. “We’ll come out with some food for you a little later.”

      Barking in excitement at the implication of food, Copper's tail began wagging as he remained lying in place.

      The number of people in the tavern shocked the companions as they walked in. To get from one side of the large open room to the other, they had to squeeze their way through a mass of patrons. A staircase led to a loft upstairs overlooking a portion of the main floor, but it seemed just as crowded.

      Everyone in the village must be in here! Ty marveled.

      Steve, being the tallest of the group, noticed a party leave in the back. Tightening his grip around the heavy sack of gold in his hand, he directed Ty and Kari's attention to the open table and headed straight for it. Kari grabbed his free hand so that she wouldn't lose him in the crowd.

      After squeezing through dozens of people, the companions each breathed out a sigh of relief once they sat down in their booth.

      This is the first time we've gotten off our feet since this morning, Steve thought as he put the sack underneath the table.

      “Don't we want to entice as many shipmasters as possible?”

      “What?” Steve asked, struggling to hear Ty's question even though they were in close quarters.

      “Why are you hiding the gold?” Kari relayed Ty’s question since she was sitting closer to Steve.

      “I want to try this without involving money first,” Steve answered, leaning in towards his two friends so they could hear him. “If we can see who wants to help us for the sake of the kingdom rather than for the money they’ll get, we'll know we found the right man. Once we do, we'll offer to give him half now and the other half when we get to Casanovia.”

      From their location in the dimly lit section of the tavern underneath the loft, the three sat and observed the people all around them. Most crowded around the bar, which stretched from wall to wall. Patrons aggressively pushed and tried to move forward as close as they could to order their drinks. If they weren't loud enough to bark their order over the noise, they could stand there the entire night without a beverage in hand.

      “There’s Grizz,” Kari pointed out. “He’s sitting at the end of the bar.”

      “I guess ‘turning in early’ really means leaving us so he could get to the alcohol quicker,” Steve gathered.

      “I don’t blame him. He’s seen a lot. We all have,” Kari mentioned as her eyes did a full sweep of everyone in the tavern. There's so much suffering that's happened and no one here even knows about it. She noticed a barmaid make eye contact with their table and make her way towards them. If no one were in the Crooked Compass, the barmaid could've walked a straight line and been standing before them in a couple seconds, but as things were, she had to squeeze through the little openings that presented themselves, sending her off course. Along the way, she picked up empty bottles from tables she passed and put them on the serving tray she carried over her head while walking. “Don't worry, I'll come back with more,” she calmly spoke to two drunkards who yelled at her, making it clear they wanted her to return as quickly as possible with more liquor. With her elbow bent at ninety degrees holding the tray and her arm quivering under the weight of the empty bottles, the scantily-dressed woman came to their table and asked, “What can I get you three?”

      “What do you have to eat?” Ty asked.

      “Oh, you're new here! Sorry! I didn’t see your faces before I came over. I just assumed you were regulars waiting to order. It's not often we get first-timers. Do you want me to go see what we haven’t sold out of yet?”

      “No, that’s fine,” Ty declined, looking past her to the maze-like conditions of the crowd she would have to navigate to make it back to them. “Just bring us lots of food. Whatever you recommend we'll take. We've traveled a long way and we're hungry.”

      “But something other than fish for her and me,” Steve butted in, tilting his head towards Kari.

      Kari smiled at the fact Steve remembered her aversion to seafood. After ordering water along with the two brothers, she watched the barmaid disappear into the crowd. Together, they waited for half an hour before she came back, carrying a full tray of various foods.

      “So, what is it? Are you running away or heading towards something?” she asked as she set the food in the center of the table and let each of them pick out whatever they wanted.

      “What?” Steve asked, unsure of the question.

      “You said it was your first time here. It's always one or the other. Escaping or pursuing. Few people come here to stay.”

      “I guess you could say a little bit of both, but for the most part, we're looking for passage to Casanovia. Can you recommend any well-reputed shipmasters?”

      “There's many here, but well-reputed isn't a word I'd use.”

      “We're looking for someone trustworthy,” Steve said to which the barmaid let out a snort of a laugh and retorted, “Good luck with that.” But upon seeing that Steve was serious, she said, “I'll send someone over to you shortly.”

      In the middle of their meal, Steve noticed the woman tap the shoulder of a man, whisper something into his ear, and point at their table. The man stood, revealing he was wearing a long-sleeved tunic under a plate of armor that’d been cut in half so his giant beer belly could comfortably stick out of the bottom. He wore spaulders on his shoulders but had no gauntlets on his forearms or hands so he could heartily eat, as it appeared he enjoyed doing. Coming over to the group, he turned a chair around and sat down on it reversed. He cracked the knuckles of his short, stubby fingers before crossing his arms and resting them on the chair's back.

      “So, what's this I hear about you wanting to go to Casanovia?” he interrupted Ty in the middle of a joke he was telling Steve and Kari. Before letting any of them answer, he continued speaking. “I'm Captain Jarek. You've probably heard of me.”

      Not wanting to lie, since technically he had heard the sailor's name from the docks, but not wanting to feed the overweight man's enhanced ego, Steve merely shrugged his shoulders.

      “Well, let me introduce myself then,” Jarek announced. He spoke way too loudly for being so close, and that was even after taking into consideration they were in a noisy tavern. “I run Port Meris. I have the fastest ship and the largest crew. Almost half of all the fish caught here are brought in on ships I own. I can guarantee you safe passage to Casanovia for the right price.”

      “We have very little gold to give you,” Steve said flatly. “But our trip is of utmost importance.”

      “Gold is of the utmost importance,” Jarek sharply corrected him, holding his hand in front of Steve's face rubbing an invisible coin between his thumb and pointer finger. “Have you nothing to barter with? Maybe if you sold me your armor and your weapons we could make some sort of deal.”

      Kari noticed the captain’s eyes gleam, spotting the sapphires on her bow, so she grasped it tightly and boldly stated, “Our weapons will not be part of this transaction.”

      “Well, your friends can give up their armor and weapons,” Captain Jarek nodded to Steve and Ty, then looked the Halfling up and down, even though she was sitting in the booth, admiring her figure like a vulture watching its prey. “Maybe you could offer me what lies underneath the armor you're wearing.”

      Kari clenched her teeth in anger, but it was Steve who reacted more physically. He began to stand up to reach across the table and confront Jarek, but Ty held him down. After composing himself, Steve explained why they needed passage, hoping an appeal to reason might work.

      “An army of monsters has overtaken Celestial, Serendale, and Almiria. King Zoran is dead, as well as thousands of warriors and civilians. Part of the army is heading for Casanovia. We need someone to take us there so we can warn them before another city is lost and thousands more are killed. If you care more about gold than peoples’ lives then we don't want your services.”

      Jarek sat still for seconds until a slow smile crept over his round face. “Really? That's your story? You could've come up with anything and you go with a story about three of the Primary Cities being destroyed?” He belted out a booming, belly-shaking laugh so loud people looked to see what was going on. The captain turned around in his chair and shouted to some of his friends sitting at a nearby table, “These guys are trying to tell me Casanovia will be destroyed if I don't give them a free ride there!”

      As the men at that table laughed, Steve, Ty, and Kari sat in silence, waiting for them to finish, but they told another table, who in turn, told others. Soon, everyone on their side of the tavern was laughing, pointing, and staring.

      “And I suppose you're going to tell me that's where you got those bruises,” Jarek turned back to Steve and continued heckling, staring at the warrior's face. Still visible were the aftereffects of many of the injuries Steve had sustained, two of the most prominent being the purple bruise on his neck from the hanging and his raccoon-like shadow-eyes from his broken nose.

      After he settled down, Jarek shook his head in disbelief. “Did LeShroud put you up to this? Who was it? It was Anderson, wasn't it?”

      He thinks this is a prank, Steve realized, but can I even blame him? If I were in his shoes, I wouldn't believe it. But that goes to show how terrible this situation is. It's so bad, it’s unbelievable. I wish I could convince him it was true.

      “No. No one set this up. What I told you is what we’re up against,” Steve spoke softly, in a disheartened tone.

      “Fine,” Jarek raised his hands as if he was giving up and there was nothing more he could do. “You know, if you wanted to get to Casanovia so badly that you're willing to lie about it, the least you could've done was make it more believable. You could've told me your friend was sick,” he pointed to Ty, “and the only medicine that could save him was across the lake. I wouldn't have believed it, but I'm sure you would've found some sucker that would've. Now, everyone here knows you're liars and the only way you'll find passage is if you gather up enough gold. You'd have an easier time spending the weeks it’d take to walk there.” Jarek got up from his seat, leaving the chair turned the wrong way without putting it back how he’d found it. Staring down, he looked directly to Kari and added, “I will offer this though. I'll take you all for free if you let this Halfbreed spend every night with me in my chambers all the way there.”

      This time, Ty didn't hold Steve down. Steve stood, standing eye to eye with Jarek, who was smiling even wider now that he got a rise out of the warrior who wasted his time. The captain held the hilt of his sword at his side, daring Steve to make an impulsive mistake. But it was Kari who stood up for herself as she spoke to the rude man.

      “You may have the largest ship and crew, but I've heard men like you buy the biggest things they can to make up for size in areas where they lack it,” she looked below his belt buckle.

      Steve crossed his arms and sat down, stifling a laugh. Ty, next to him, couldn’t hold his in. Together the three companions watched the bumbling captain, knowing he was trying to think of a witty comeback, but couldn't. With a grunt, he spat on Kari's half-eaten food and turned on his heels, walking away, angrily shoving people in the crowd to get back to his table.
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      Kari pushed her plate away from her, clearly not wanting to eat the soiled food. “Here, you can share the rest of mine,” Steve positioned his plate between the two of them.

      “That's kind of you,” Kari thanked him, picking up her fork and digging in. “I don't think I've ever met anyone so condescending. I hate people like that.”

      “Me too,” Steve and Ty both agreed.

      “So, do we find another shipmaster and offer them the gold?” Ty asked Steve.

      “I guess that's our only option. And hope they’re a nicer person than Jarek.”

      “Excuse me, may I speak with you?” A lean and frail middle-aged woman with holes in her clothes and dirt on her face came out from under the shadows of the loft. She had been sitting three tables over from the companions.

      “Of course, please sit down,” Steve offered the open seat to the Elven lady with light-beige skin.

      The woman turned the chair around and sat normally, before surveying the Human, Elf, and Halfling as if she were determining the authenticity of three antiques.

      “What you're saying is true, isn't it?” she asked. “The attack on Celestial really happened?”

      “You believe us?” 

      “I do.”

      “Why?” Steve asked.

      “Because after being around all these men, these pirates,” she clarified, “and hearing their constant lies for so many years, it's easy to spot when someone is telling the truth.”

      Steve looked at Kari, who was grinning back at him. This woman is precisely the type of person we're looking for, he knew she was trying to tell him telepathically.

      One of Jarek's friends at a nearby table saw the three visitors talking to the woman and called out, “I wouldn’t do business with her. You'll be lucky if you make it out of the harbor without sinking!” Like before, he and the people surrounding him started laughing obnoxiously. 

      The woman sitting before them blushed, but never let her eye contact waver from Steve. “I may not have the fastest ship or the largest crew, but I'll get you to Casanovia if the fate of the kingdom depends on it.”

      She spoke with so much confidence, Steve couldn't help but be impressed. Sizing the Elf up, he thought, She's small, she looks like she hasn’t eaten a full meal in weeks, and it's clear the other shipmasters don't respect her because she's a woman. She wants to prove herself to both us and them. There's no one else I'd rather give our gold too.

      “You're hired!” he decided, reaching out and shaking her hand.

      Ty was less convinced. He cupped his mouth to Steve's ear and whispered, “Are you sure? Don't you want to see her ship first?”

      “No. I'm sure her ship is good enough,” Steve was speaking loud enough so that not only Ty could hear, but the woman as well.

      “What's your name?” asked Kari.

      “Jun-Lei,” the Elven woman said. “And yours?”

      The three introduced themselves individually, then Ty thought to mention their companions not at the table. “We also have a Dwarf named Grizz and a direfox named Copper who will be joining us on the ship. Will that be okay?”

      “The more, the merrier,” Jun-Lei shrugged, not particularly caring about the extra additions, even if one was a monster.

      “Now I'm sure you're wondering about payment,” Steve brought up the subject, but the shipmaster waved her hand, playing it off, “You can pay me whatever you can afford. I heard bits and pieces of your conversation with Jarek. If Casanovia is going to be attacked by an army, I want to do my part to help regardless of the cost.”

      Steve smiled, now even more sure he had found a person with high character. Looking from where they sat to the table Jun-Lei had come from, he asked, “How did you hear us with all the noise in the tavern?”

      “I read lips,” Jun-Lei admitted. “You’d be surprised at the secrets you can find out, especially in this place, just by sitting in the shadows and watching what people say.”

      “I'm sure that Captain Jarek is full of them,” Kari said, rolling her eyes at the despicable man.

      “Oh, you have no idea some of the things he's done. He was a naval ship captain for the warriors in Oceanside until it was found out that he and those under his command were raiding civilian vessels. His title was stripped, and he settled down here in Port Meris with his friends. They do anything he asks them to. All the other shipmasters around here follow him because they're scared of him. He's killed people right in this tavern over the most inconsequential matters, but no one does anything about it.”

      “What about the warriors that patrol this area?” Ty asked.

      “Jarek gives the few men Commander Krause stationed here money to look the other way. He can get away with whatever he wants. This village has become a place of lawlessness. It'll be nice to get away on a little trip to Casanovia. When did you plan on leaving?”

      “At dawn if possible.”

      “That works for me. I'll have my crew make preparations overnight, so we'll be ready to go. I need to stock up on food and take care of a couple maintenance issues on my ship before we set sail.”

      “Here, use this to help,” Steve said, pulling up the heavy sack of money and dropping it on the table with a thud. It fell over on its side, spilling out bronze, silver, and gold coins, a couple of which rolled off the table and fell right into Jun-Lei's lap.

      “This is at least three times what my crew and I earn in a year!” she reached into the bag, grabbed a handful of coins, and let them fall through her fingertips. “I can't accept this. It's far too much!”

      “I refuse to pay anything less for your services.”

      “You're paying me in full, before passage?” Jun-Lei asked.

      “No, that's only half,” Steve smirked, figuring he was giving the struggling shipmaster more money than she’d seen in her entire life. “We’ll give you the rest when we arrive.”

      “What’s the catch?” she squinted suspiciously at Steve and then turned her same, suspecting glare to the Elf and Halfling he sat with.

      “There’s no catch. Our offer is legitimate. In fact, I wish we had more to give to you. There’s enough here to get whatever you need for preparations and repairs.”

      “I best get started then,” Jun-Lei stood up. She called to the people sitting at the table she’d initially come from. Dressed in clothes just as dirty as hers, two young women and a young man came to stand beside her.

      “This is my crew,” Jun-Lei beamed as she introduced them. “They're all my family. This is my nephew, Haruto, and my niece, Myaki. And this,” she put her arm around the Elven woman she had not yet introduced, “is Kyoko, my daughter.”

      “Is all this yours?” Kyoko gaped at the sack of money on the table. She seemed to be around nineteen, the same age as Steve, and had the same straight, thin, black hair as her mother, except hers was put up in braids.

      “Yes, we're heading to Casanovia in the morning,” Jun-Lei told her, then turned to Steve, Ty, and Kari, “Meet us at the docks at first light and we’ll leave. My ship is called Andonia. You’ll see its name painted on the side.”

      Steve nodded. “We’ll see you then.”

      “What is this?” a booming voice yelled, coming up behind Jun-Lei. Captain Jarek rudely pushed the shipmaster out of the way, where she tripped over someone's foot and fell to the floor.

      “Don't ever lay hands on her!” Kyoko shouted, immediately pulling a katana out of the sheath at her waist and holding it to Jarek's throat.

      Unflinching, Jarek backhanded Kyoko, sending her stumbling back into her cousins' arms. All the tavern’s patrons stopped what they were doing and the widespread noise immediately went silent as they watched the altercation.

      With a red mark appearing on her cheek and tears welling in her eyes, Kyoko swore at the captain and stood up straight, once again holding the sword in her trembling hand.

      This is not the first time Jarek has laid a hand on her. I can see the anger in her eyes, Steve could tell.

      “Put that thing away before you hurt yourself,” Jarek scolded, walking past Kyoko with confidence, knowing she didn't have the nerve to stab him in the back.

      With Kari moving to help up Jun-Lei, Steve got the attention of Ty, then nodded towards the rest of Jun-Lei’s crew and the tavern door.

      He wants me to get them out of here, Ty could tell. There's a good chance there's about to be a fight.

      Ty began to escort Kyoko, Haruto, Myaki, and Jun-Lei out of the Crooked Compass while Kari grabbed her plate of food for Copper and followed them. Steve remained in the booth, sitting alone, watching Captain Jarek's gleaming eyes as he gazed at the sack on the table before him. The captain picked up a handful of coins and weighed them in his hand like a scale.

      “If you would've told me this is what you were offering, I would've taken you to Casanovia myself.” He jerked his thumb behind him to Jun-Lei, who was leaving, and asked, “Do you honestly think Ms. Squintyeyes and her scrawny crew can get you all the way there? Have you seen her ship? It's the smallest in the port.”

      Even more happy he didn’t choose Jarek, now that the captain revealed himself as a racist, in addition to sexist, Steve confidently stated, “She’ll get me there. Why else would I give her all this gold?” He began chuckling to himself, treating the ex-warrior as if he were an idiot that didn't understand how basic business worked. Then, glaring up at the captain who loomed over him, he added, “Ten out of ten times I'd choose someone like her over someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?” Jarek was shocked, pointing to himself as if he were innocent. He laughed his deep, hearty laugh, slicked back his long, greasy hair, and drew his sword. After making a motion to those nearby, ten men stepped through the host of people and came to stand behind their captain, all resting their hands on their weapons.

      “Someone like me cannot allow three strangers to walk into my village with that amount of money and not give me any of it. You can either hand it over or we can take it from you.”

      Steve remained seated, unwavering, and entirely calm. “The gold is not mine to give. It belongs to Jun-Lei and the crew of Andonia. Jun-Lei is my employee. If you try to steal from my employee or hurt anyone under her command, you will have to deal with my friends and me.”

      “Do you think you scare me?” Jarek laughed, his exposed belly bouncing up and down. “We outnumber you! I can easily take what I want by force.”

      “We aren’t giving you the gold. I won't repeat myself again. If you want it so badly that you’re willing to murder for it, then strike me down,” Steve said, standing and holding out his arms to the side, exposing himself as an easy target.

      Jarek turned around and pretended to give up and walk away, but he turned around quickly and swung his sword down, attempting to split Steve's head in half. Before the blade landed, Grizz stepped in front of the attack to block the blow with his elementally-armored forearm. Jarek’s sword hit against the Dwarf’s stone armor, causing his weapon to bounce off harmlessly.

      Grizz then took Skullcrusher, also covered in hard rock, and smashed the weapon into Jarek's potbelly. The Dwarf wasn't even able to get in a full swing because of the close confines of the surrounding people and tables, but it was enough to cause the captain to tumble backwards, taking out not only a table and chairs, but a couple of his men as well. The pirates who remained standing, stepped back, afraid to challenge the Halfman who now stood in a full suit of stone-covered armor.

      Lying flat on his back, Jarek looked up to see Steve standing over him.

      “How else would my friend here have control over the element of earth if King Zoran wasn't dead? I told you I was telling the truth. If you and your friends prevent us from leaving for Casanovia, we’ll consider you as much of an enemy as the monsters that attacked the capital.”
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