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      Battle for the Kingdom is dedicated to the fans of The Story of Evil. Thank you for taking the time to read these volumes which I’ve planned and crafted for over ten years. Now, here’s the conclusion to this epic fantasy adventure!
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      The overcast sky matched the gloomy moods of the people underneath it. Across Almiria, the warriors and citizens who’d traveled from the kingdom’s twelve provinces to join the army mourned the losses from the nighttime attack. None more so than those in the makeshift graveyard visiting the burial sites of loved ones. For the first time, people could come and pay their respects now that all the bodies had been buried.

      “It should be just up ahead,” Ty softly told Nash as he escorted the eight-year-old. Copper followed closely behind. Both the direfox and the Elf had barely left the boy’s side in the three days since the attack by Ironmaul and his riders. 

      In solemnity, the three headed past where Andonia’s crew members sat huddled together at Jun-Lei’s grave, grieving the loss of their shipmaster. 

      She was a great mother to Kyoko and aunt to Haruto and Myaki, Ty eulogized. Ever since we met Jun-Lei in Port Meris, we noticed the close bond she shared with her family and what an incredible person she was. The world is darker without her wisdom and teachings. 

      “Here we are,” Ty told Nash a few minutes later, stopping at a fresh mound of dirt. A small rock with the name “Grizz Grindstone” painted in white letters sat atop the soil. Five-hundred similar graves surrounded them in the field where they stood. “It’s not permanent,” Ty promised. “After this war ends, we’ll get his body moved to Serendale so we can bury him next to your mother and brother.” 

      Instead of responding, Nash remained silent. Ty could see the boy intently staring at Grizz’s grave with furrowed eyebrows and a pronounced jaw from gritting his teeth. 

      “It’s okay to be angry, you know,” Ty calmly told him. “I was mad too when my parents died. For many years. You work so hard to build a relationship, but then the one you love is ripped away. No warning, no chance to give a proper goodbye. It’s so unfair. You lose someone you made memories with, had inside jokes with, and shared your innermost thoughts with-” Ty paused, realizing he was speaking more about losing Shana than Malorek’s murder of his parents when he was two years old.

      “Are you angry too?” Nash asked, his first words in hours. “Are you mad that Shana and Ms. Latimer are gone?”

      Ty glanced down at Nash, touched that Nash cared about his mental state amid mourning his father’s death. Grizz raised you right, the Elf thought to himself.

      “Yes, I’m furious,” Ty admitted after a moment, refusing to expand on his answer. He didn’t want to tell Nash the more bitter details of his grief, agony, and heartache; of the nights he stayed up, replaying the events is his mind to see what he could’ve done differently; of how he constantly imagined torturing the traitor that shot them once he figured out who it was. There were even darker thoughts of self-harm Ty tried to keep at bay. He didn’t want to mention that he took Nash under his wing not only to help the boy through his grief, but because he knew caring for him would occupy his mind. The busyness allowed Ty to put up a barrier, blocking him from dealing with his emotions surrounding Shana’s death.

      “It’s important not to direct your anger towards your dad, Alazar, or even yourself,” Ty explained, reflecting on his own experiences as a child. “The only one to blame is Zebulon and those who serve him.” He gestured to the many people around them who also mourned at the gravesides of their loved ones. “If it wasn’t for the dark god’s evil influence in this world, you, me, and all these people wouldn’t be hurting like we are. War and death exist because of him. Your dad knew eliminating evil brings peace, and he gave his life for that cause.” 

      “I know he did, and I’m not mad at him, I’m mad at whoever betrayed us and gave our location to the enemy. I want to know who did this.”

      So do I, Ty agreed, then after a moment suggested, “Hey, why don’t I give you some time alone to talk to your dad?”

      “What am I supposed to say?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure he’s desperate to hear what’s been going on, how you’ve been feeling, everything you’re thinking. Thatcher, the man that raised me, often took me to my parents’ graves and told me to have a conversation as if they were standing right there in front of me. I always found it therapeutic.” Ty stopped and explained the four-syllable word he’d just used in simpler terms, so it’d better make sense to the eight-year-old. “I always found that talking helped me feel better. I hope it does for you, too.”

      Ty left Nash alone and patted the orange-furred direfox on the head as he left the monster behind to stay with the boy. He wandered to the far side of the field of graves, to the section where those from Casanovia were buried. There, after searching through name after name, he found Leiana and Shana’s burial sites.

      Immediately, Ty began hyperventilating. He dropped to his knees, trying to catch his breath, but no matter how much he gasped for air, none seemed to enter his lungs. Recalling the images of Shana dying in his arms and thinking about the fact that her body was beneath him, barely six feet under the ground, created a pit in his stomach that made it even more difficult to breathe. 

      “I wish you were here with me, Shana,” he verbalized his emotions through a shaking, pitchy voice. “We spent so much time in each other’s company. You were my best friend, and now I feel so alone.”

      Ty stayed kneeling for a long while, bereaved at the grave of the woman he loved. He paid no attention to his surroundings or the gray clouds above that sent down occasional sprinkles of rain. It wasn’t until he looked up and saw Darren and Lucan afar off that he finally stood.

      His brother and nephew stopped a warrior to ask for directions to where Celestial’s burials were, but Ty made it to them in time to lead them himself.

      “Hi, Uncle Ty,” Lucan gave a monotone salutation, the opposite of his usual, upbeat attitude when he encountered his uncle.

      Darren was equally despondent, acknowledging Ty with a simple, “Hey.”

      Instead of greeting them in the same melancholic state, Ty hugged them each, knowing they needed the embrace as much as he did. “I can take you to Cassandra’s grave,” he offered. “I passed the area earlier.”

      Together, the three blonde-haired Elves headed to the plot holding the pregnant woman who they knew as a loving wife, mother, and sister-in-law.

      “It’s so wrong,” Darren broke down the minute they came to the grave. “She was innocent. It should’ve been us warriors who died, not our wives, not the mothers of children.”

      “Soon enough, these monsters won’t hurt anyone again,” Ty choked back the tears that sprung up from seeing both Darren and Lucan so emotional. “We’ll end each one involved in the attacks on Celestial, Almiria and all the other cities.”

      While the three continued mourning, Willis Wheeler stumbled towards them with a wineskin of mead in his hand. The Serendale Elf headed directly for Darren.

      “I know it was you!” he slurred his words, pointing to the elder of the two Canard brothers. 

      Sensing an unfortunate altercation, Ty grabbed Lucan and placed the five-year-old behind him. At the same time, Willis chucked the wineskin at Darren, who easily dodged the errant throw.

      Ty quickly stepped between the two men and grabbed Willis’s shoulder spaulders. He knew he could send electricity through Willis’s armor to temporarily paralyze the Serendale warrior, but instead he tried to talk him down.

      “Willis, you need to relax. You’re intoxicated. This is not the time nor place for whatever issue you have with Darren.”

      “It is the time and place!” Willis argued, pushing Ty out of the way. “He’s the traitor! We can’t let him infiltrate us anymore!” He drew his sword and attacked, but his slow, drunken swing gave Darren enough time to draw his own sword and deflect the blade. 

      If those mourning around them hadn’t been disrupted by the shouting, they were now from the clanging of steel on steel. Dozens of people from various spots throughout the hundreds of graves turned to watch the altercation, including Nash. The young Dwarf hopped onto Copper to head to the side of his friend, Lucan, who he noticed was dangerously near the drawn swords.

      “What are you talking about?” Darren yelled, taking a defensive stance in case Willis tried to strike him again. He gestured to the grave he stood near. “My wife died in the attack! I had no part in it!” 

      Ty stormed forward and pushed Willis back, sending the red-haired Elf falling to the ground. “How do we know it wasn’t you who betrayed us?” he roared, defending the accusation against his brother. “Those who are guilty often blame someone else to get the target off their back. You didn’t come with us to Port Meris, you stayed behind in Serendale. Maybe you rode off to inform Silas and Malorek.”

      “How dare you accuse me! I’ve done nothing but help you and the rest of the elect!” 

      Before the argument escalated further, five horses galloped up to the tense confrontation. On one side rode the Giant, Commander Ostravaski, and the drow, Cryonic. On the other, Naval Commander Ishaan Artazair rode alongside one of the army’s only female warrior leaders, General A’ryn Elesora of Stonegate. In the center of them all, in his red armor with his blue sash around his waist, Stephen Brightflame rode atop Cloud, his new, white, female horse. His stern gaze as he approached foreshadowed his immeasurable anger at what he witnessed.

      “What’s going on here?” he shouted, his voice louder than either Darren, Willis, or Ty’s had been in the moment prior. Noticing the disturbed looks on the faces of people who had their mourning rudely interrupted, his tone grew even angrier as he yelled from his mount down to Darren and Willis. “Sheath your swords! You’re disgracing these grounds! 

      “Artazair,” Steve ordered the one-armed Almiria commander, “Would you take these boys away?”

      “Of course,” Ishaan obeyed immediately. Sensing Steve’s seriousness, he forwent his usual quips and wisecracks and ushered Lucan and Nash to follow alongside, away from the graveyard so they wouldn’t witness the drama at hand.

      “Sir, I beg you to listen to me,” Willis pleaded seconds later, once the commander and Copper had led the boys out of earshot. Although he’d known Steve as a friend for months and often called him by his first name, this time Willis addressed the future king more formally, since Steve’s no-nonsense, ruler-like countenance called for proper etiquette. Slurred speech still marked the Serendale warrior’s words, and his hand shook while sliding his sword into its sheath, but he successfully delivered his damning accusation against Steve’s eldest foster brother. “I have reason to believe Darren Canard is the traitor we’ve been looking for,” he stated. “It’s because of his letters we all came to Almiria. We were gathered here to be attacked. We know Silas had twelve Celestial warriors working for him, but we only killed eleven in Casanovia. Darren is the twelfth, and he’s been conspiring against us every step of the way.”

      Again, Darren argued his innocence at the absurdity of the allegations, but a sharp glance from Steve forced him to stop talking in the middle of a sentence. Steve didn’t take his eyes off Darren as he spoke loudly for all around to hear. “Willis, you’re correct. Some new information came to light confirming Darren’s culpability. We have proof he’s the one who betrayed us.” 

      Steve ignored Ty crying out, “This can’t be true!” and turned to Cryonic. “Bind Darren’s hands and lead him up to Stormview. Wait for my further instructions there. A’ryn, head to the amphitheater on the west side of the city and set up a beheading block. Ostravaski, I want you to round up everyone in this graveyard and start spreading word to anyone else who’s suffered the loss of loved ones to come to the amphitheater tonight. They deserve to know the identity of the man who’s brought so much pain. We may not end their grief, but we can give them some semblance of closure and justice.”

      As Cryonic and the two warrior leaders headed away, Steve dismounted his horse to talk to Ty, who likewise wanted a word.

      “Steve, what are you doing? Darren is our brother. This must be some sort of misunderstanding! He wouldn’t do this!”

      “I know. He’s innocent,” Steve pulled Ty into a hug to whisper in his ear. “Kari and I found out who the real traitor is this morning. This is all part of a plan to expose them. Follow Willis and me up to the castle. I’ll explain everything there.”
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      “How’d it go?” Kari asked once the group made the trek up the hill to where she stood in the castle’s courtyard.

      “It went exactly how we planned it,” Steve hugged Kari upon reaching her. “Outstanding performances, you two,” he told Darren and Willis, the latter of whom helped cut Darren’s binds and acted friendly towards the man as if they hadn’t just been arguing.

      “I was happy to be of service,” Willis nodded, no longer fumbling over his words or faltering in his steps.

      “I thought you were going to find me and confront me later in the day,” Darren complained. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been in the graveyard.”

      “I’m sorry,” Willis apologized. “We wanted to speed things up and I couldn’t be seen with you beforehand.”

      “Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Ty asked, confused how Willis was no longer drunk.

      “Kari and I found out who the traitor is this morning,” Steve explained. “A child was shooting a slingshot at birds and happened to kill a raven being sent to Celestial. It was carrying this,” he reached into his back pocket, pulled out a piece of parchment, and handed it to Ty. “On one side is a map drawn with pastels of some preliminary attack plans we were making to take back Celestial. On the other side is a note that we can only assume was meant for Malorek or a high-ranking official in his army.”

      “The earth and wind elect were killed,” Ty read the words on the paper out loud. “Their leader remains, as do the lightning and water wielders. I plan to kill the woman he loves tonight, and then him when he’s at his lowest.”

      Ty glanced at Kari, happy they’d found the note before someone tried to hurt her. At the same time, his mind pieced together the facts he knew: the traitor was originally from Celestial, had access to their army’s plans, and sketched with pastels. There was only one person who fit the criteria.

      “It can’t be!” he gasped, determining the identity of the traitor. “Ryland?”

      Steve and Kari nodded, confirming with the Elf they’d reached the same conclusion.

      While Ty’s stomach viscerally reacted, twisting at the revelation, mentally, he entered a tug-of-war over the culpability of the warrior he considered a friend. For every reason supporting Ryland’s guilt, he thought of another that proved the Dwarf’s innocence. “I don’t understand. He’s done nothing but help us!”

      “The reasons we trusted him were precisely the reasons we shouldn’t have,” Steve noted. “His actions were never in our best interest. He was the only warrior on the sentry team in Casanovia that told us we could make a stand. The rest saw the size of Silas’s army and wanted to leave. They knew the chances of victory were slim, but Ryland wanted us to stay because he knew we stood no chance.”

      “He’s Silas’s twelfth warrior, the one we’ve known was out there,” Kari added. “I remember him saying he moved to Casanovia less than a year ago after living in Celestial for most of his life. He must’ve met Silas in the capital, who sent him to infiltrate the north and send reports to Malorek.”

      He’s the one who poisoned Shana, Ty gathered, his face flushing red the more the knowledge settled in. He’s the one who killed Shana and Leiana! “There were so many signs all along. Why didn’t we see this?” He crushed the Dwarf’s map in his hand, regretting that he hadn’t noticed the tiny details that could’ve prevented so many deaths.

      “Because he was good at manipulating us,” Steve replied. “Even when we knew someone was conspiring against us, he planted seeds of doubt, saying there was going to be a coup from Misengard warriors. He sowed discord and distrust in our ranks as he divulged information to Malorek every step of the way, constantly sabotaging our cause.”

      “He’s been laying low since the attack,” Willis interjected, coming over to the group with Darren now that Darren’s binds were off. “No one’s seen him, but based on his plans to kill Kari tonight, we know he’s somewhere in one of our army’s camps.”

      “What happened in the courtyard was part of our plan,” Steve shared. Since A'ryn is so good at coming up with creative ideas, I asked her to devise a way to lure Ryland out into the open. She decided to give him the impression we know who the betrayer is by having Willis make a scene in a public place accusing Darren. Even now, people are spreading the word that Darren is the traitor and will be charged in the amphitheater tonight. They’ll come to see justice served, and Ryland will be among them, because he knows his best course of action is blending in with whatever everyone else is doing.”

      “That’s how we’ll capture him,” Darren told Ty. “Even if it means I have to serve as a pawn, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to bring Cassandra’s killer to justice.”

      “One of you could’ve told me the plans!” Ty crossed his arms. “I could’ve helped!”

      “You did!” Darren assured him. “Not telling you made your reaction in the graveyard more believable. You exemplified the exact feelings of so many in our army: confusion, turmoil, and arguing over who the traitor is. Look at how quick you were to blame Willis. Everyone’s on edge, not knowing who to trust. Ryland must be loving it, but we have the upper hand here. Every minute he believes no one’s onto him, his guard is coming down and he doesn’t even know it.”

      Darren’s right, Ty gritted his teeth, imagining Ryland enjoying the chaos all around Almiria with a smug smile. This plan A’ryn devised will make Ryland think he’s slipped through the cracks, and I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he realizes he’s caught. Ty then turned to Willis and shook his head. “I’m embarrassed I considered you a suspect even for a moment, considering how much you’ve sacrificed for us. I’m sorry for what I said.”

      Willis shrugged, showing Ty he wasn’t offended. “You lost Cassandra, Leiana, and Shana. I lost my family in Serendale, so I know what it’s like to be so angry and hurt that you don’t think rationally. Don’t give it another thought. Let’s just focus on capturing Ryland.”

      “We’ll give Commander Ostravaski time to spread word around the city about Darren’s capture and plan to head to the amphitheater in a couple hours,” Steve proposed. “That should give us enough time to convince Ryland we believe Darren is guilty. Until then, why don’t you all head to your rooms here in the castle and relax for a bit?”       

      After Darren and Willis left, Ty stayed behind with his Human brother and Halfling friend. “Kari, we don’t know when Ryland was planning on coming for you tonight, so I’ll stay and make sure you’re protected, at least until they gather the crowd in the amphitheater.”

      “You’ve been taking care of Nash nearly every minute since Grizz died,” Steve responded. “Now that he’s in bed for the night, don’t you want to take some time for yourself, especially to process everything that’s happened?”

      Ty knew that without his brother saying it, Steve was trying to get him to confront his feelings over Shana’s death. “To be honest, I think being alone would be the unhealthiest thing for me right now,” he admitted.

      “Fair enough,” Steve threw his hands up. He winced as he looked at Ty, able to see deep pain and suffering written on his face. Whenever someone mentioned Shana Latimer’s name, the friendly Elf's eyes squinted, his lips formed a thin line, and his entire body slumped.

      I can tell every piece of him wants to go out, search every inch of Almiria, find Ryland, and electrocute him to death, but he also knows the plan A’ryn created is more foolproof.

      “What if we hold off until tomorrow and let him try to attack me tonight?” Kari asked. “He doesn’t know we know his plans; we could bait him here and capture him.”

      “I considered that too, but I want his capture to be public,” Steve politely shot down the idea. “Like I said, our army needs closure, so I want everyone to see him confess and receive the consequences for betraying us.”

      “What are you going to do once you get a hold of him?” Kari asked. “Execute him?”

      “I don’t know. He’s committed a crime punishable by death. Part of me wants to keep him alive so he suffers in prison the rest of his life, though. Whatever I decide his consequence will be, I have to take emotion out of it and make sure it’s just.”

      “I know you’ll do what’s right,” Kari grabbed Steve’s arm and squeezed it. “That’s what makes you so worthy of being king.”

      

      Hours later, after Commander Ostravaski and General Elesora had retrieved them from the castle, the three companions stood with a bound and gagged Darren behind Almiria’s amphitheater.

      “Is Ryland out in the crowd?” Steve asked.

      “Yes, we spotted him,” the Giant replied. “Word of the graveyard incident has spread around. I think he and everyone else here all believe Darren is the guilty one.”

      Although everyone was glad Elesora’s plan worked, little joy could be found in the group. The impact and hurt of Ryland’s sabotage hadn’t worn off. The sting of betrayal isn’t a pain that easily goes away, Steve realized, especially when it comes from someone you thought was a friend.

      “I’m just waiting for Quintis and the other archers to get into place. Once they are, you can address the crowd from the stage,” A’ryn told Steve.

      While Ostravaski and Ty stood with Darren with their weapons drawn, ready to protect him in case anyone tried to sneak backstage and administer their own justice, Kari pulled Steve aside.

      “Once you declare him the traitor, there’s no coming back from that. Are we sure it’s him? I know it all adds up that he’s the culprit, but keep in mind that my dad fit all the criteria to be the Hooded Phantom and he turned out not to be. We can’t be like the people who slandered him by creating their own version of the truth based on hearsay and rumors.”

      I know exactly what she means about coincidences, Steve considered. Every detail pointed to the man I jousted against, Cyrus Hammond, being the grandson of King Zoran. I believed Cyrus and his wife’s son who was next in line to become ruler of the kingdom, when it was me all along.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he promised. “The last thing I want to do is carry out a sentence against an innocent man, but I have a feeling when I confront him, I’ll be able to tell if he’s guilty or not.”

      “Alright Stephen, everyone’s in place,” A’ryn noted. “The platform is yours.”

      “Be careful,” Kari pleaded, then kissed his cheek and told him, “Good luck,” as he walked away.

      “Kari’s right. Be careful,” Ostravaski reiterated from where he stood by Darren’s side. “A man who feels backed into a corner will often go to extreme measures to free themselves from it. Stay alert.”

      Steve nodded and continued forward, stepping out from the shadows behind the amphitheater onto the marble stage. Before him, the beheading block he’d requested sat front and center. Beyond it, the crowd stood around, some on the floor below the stage, others on the tiered, stone seats encompassing it.

      Everyone’s angry, tired, and on edge, Steve could tell as he scanned the crowd of Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and Giants. Bright-burning torches illuminated the amphitheater, lighting every face watching on. Among them, he noticed Cryonic, Willis, Krause, Graynor, Commander Artazair, and the Andonia crew, all intermixed with the hundreds of others who’d come to see justice served.

      Finally, Steve spotted Ryland. The pale-faced Dwarf stood among the crowd at ground level below the four foot-stage. He was easily recognizable by his halfswords, halfbow, and hair pulled into a topknot. Although Steve grimaced upon seeing the presumed traitor, he kept his composure by forcing himself to glance over him as if he was just another person in the crowd.

      With one hand resting on his sash and the other on the hilt of Aurelia, and with the shifting flames of torchlight reflecting off his red suit of armor, Steve cleared his throat and spoke to the gathered crowd.

      “Three days ago, our army was betrayed. One man caused the loss of many lives. For months, this person deceived us by gaining our trust so he could harm us more easily. He was a friend, a part of our plans and strategies, but unbeknownst to us, he was secretly working for the Hooded Phantom, conspiring against us, and sabotaging our army.”

      Turning to look to where Ostravaski and Ty stood with Darren, he nodded for the Giant and Elf to bring his oldest brother out to join him on the stage next to the beheading block.

      Immediately, people started shouting obscenities at Darren. Hurled along with them came heads of lettuce and tomatoes from all directions. Since Darren couldn’t protect himself, Ty and the commander shielded him by turning their backs to the crowd and blocking the projectiles with their armor.

      One man, red of face, with tears streaming down his eyes, rushed the stage with a dagger in hand. A’ryn, despite being smaller, tackled him, quickly disarmed him, and talked him down.

      Once the crowd ran out of vegetables to throw, Steve motioned for everyone to settle down and addressed them all. “I know of the rumors flying around. I know tensions are high. You’re dealing with the loss of friends and family. You’re hurt and confused not knowing who to trust, but I’m here to tell you the man before you is innocent,” he revealed as he stuck two fingers in the air and gave a half salute.

      The signal alerted Quintis and a half dozen other archers positioned around the highest parts of the amphitheater. The men and women stood, notched arrows into their bows, and drew their bowstrings back.

      “The person who betrayed our army stands among us,” Steve continued, speaking loudly so all could hear. “He’s already in the sights of these archers, and I’ve ordered them to shoot him if he attempts to flee or harm any of you.”

      As the crowd looked around, murmuring amongst themselves who the traitor could be, Steve looked directly at Ryland. Refusing to break eye contact with the Dwarf, he made his way down the steps of the stage to ground level until he was standing within three feet of the sentry warrior.

      It wasn’t easy to come face to face with the man he’d once thought of as a trusted ally, but Steve stayed intent in staring down the Halfman, analyzing every part of him. Ryland tried to remain as still as a statue in staring back, knowing that flinching under Steve’s gaze would reveal his guilt. It was only after a moment that a muscle in his cheek twitched. It was the tiniest of twitches, but it caused his whole countenance to falter. His jaw clenched, his lips pressed together, and he broke eye contact by looking to the side.

      He's the traitor, Steve finally confirmed. There’s no doubt left in my mind.

      As soon as he realized he was exposed, Ryland lunged at Steve with his halfsword. Steve, however, didn’t flinch in the slightest, and fully trusted the archers to protect him.

      Before the Dwarf’s blade struck, three arrows flew in and impaled the Dwarf. One went through Ryland’s shoulder, and the other two went through his thigh and foot on the same leg, corkscrewing his body and forcing him to collapse to the ground.

      Ryland again lunged to attack, but his injuries slowed him. Steve had more than enough time to turn his armor into stone and let the halfsword harmlessly bounce off. He grabbed the Dwarf’s wrist and set the gauntlet on Ryland’s forearm on fire, forcing the traitor to drop his halfsword and collapse to the ground.

      It was there, lying in the dirt as Steve disarmed him of his other weapons, that Ryland stared blankly at the arrows lodged inside of him. He groaned in agony, not so much from the pain he was in, but more so the knowledge that he no longer had the power to fight back and betray those he stood against.

      “Do you have any idea how many people you’ve hurt?” Steve seethed as he stood over the saboteur. “Your actions took innocent lives that can never be brought back.”

      “I can say the same thing of you, of all of you!” Ryland shouted from Steve to the crowd that backed away from where he writhed. “How many monsters have died because they’re forced to fight over the basic needs of survival? You created that world for them by taking more resources than necessary, all because of your selfishness and greed. How do you think the Hooded Phantom gathered an army so easily? Rebellions rise out of oppression like flowers rise out of the dirt.”

      Ryland pulled himself to his feet, keeping the weight off his impaled leg as he broke the shaft of the arrow stuck in his shoulder. His breathing was ragged from the pain he was in, but he continued to admonish everyone in the amphitheater, spewing vitriol in every word.

      “You should be disgusted at your levels of overconsumption. You overhunt in the woods and forests. You overfish in the rivers, lakes, and seas. You horde food and throw away extras without a second thought,” he gestured with his uninjured arm to the ruined lettuce and tomatoes on the stage to prove his point. “And how about Casanovia? No one thought twice about how you were chopping down trees and ramping up the drilling of oil and black powder to use in battle against Silas’s forces. Don’t you see how ironic that is?” he asked rhetorically while checking the two arrows in his leg. “You take the monsters' resources, so they respond by attacking to try to stop the oppression. Then, you still take even more resources to use against them!

      “That battle perfectly encapsulated the very reason for this war, and those situations happen all throughout Element! The fact none of you see it is the reason you don’t deserve the power you hold.”

      Ryland’s already anemic skin grew increasing pale as the combination of his shouting and injuries became too much to bear. In a lower voice, he turned back to Steve and finished, “Malorek, your father, will make Alazar’s creations atone for the oppression they’ve caused. He’s going to flip the hierarchy by taking the power from you who’ve abused it and give it to monsters.”

      “That won’t happen,” Steve shot back. “The treatment of those left behind in Celestial is worse than anything monsters have had to endure. Every person in Almiria is here to ensure the Hooded Phantom is stopped and our kingdom is freed from the terror of him and his army. We’ll fight anyone who stands in our way of peace, and that includes you.”

      With that, Steve stepped forward, closing the short distance between him and Ryland. The traitor tried scurrying away, a mixture of hobbling and hopping, but Steve easily grabbed him. With his only option to fight, the Dwarf reached for Aurelia in Steve’s sheath, but Steve drove his knee into Ryland’s jaw, almost knocking the saboteur unconscious.

      With his enemy nearly immobilized, Steve grabbed Ryland’s ankle and dragged him through the dirt, up the steps, and onto the amphitheater’s stage. Aside from a few people cursing at Ryland, the crowd remained silent, waiting to see what their leader would do to the traitor that cost so many lives.

      Steve pulled Ryland to his feet, forcing him to stand before the crowd to receive his judgment. “Ryland Artisan, I sentence you today for breaking the oath you took in becoming a warrior. Your actions have caused the deaths of hundreds. For that, your punishment shall be death. As you stand before your fellow man in your final moments of life, do you have any last words?”

      It took the sentry warrior a moment to compose himself and clear his throat, but once he bellied his emotions and found the courage to speak, he looked out to the crowd and announced, “Everything I’ve done has been in service to the Hooded Phantom. By standing with him and his army, I know I’m on the right side of this war as we help monsters end the oppression caused by you people of the kingdom. Let it be known that I die now as a martyr who’s happy he played a part in hurting your cause and preventing you all from achieving victory.”

      Ryland’s final words caused an uproar from the crowd, who started yelling, “Kill him already!” and “He deserves to be tortured!”

      In all the commotion, the Dwarf turned to Steve. Tears streamed from his eyes as he spoke in a hushed, but confident tone to the red-armored warrior. “You think our cause is wrong, but it’s not. I beg you to reconsider attacking Celestial. You can’t defeat Malorek. He’s too powerful and he can’t be outsmarted. He already has plans in motion - things you don’t even know are coming.”

      “Is that it?” Steve asked, trying his best to ignore Ryland’s threats despite the unsettling confidence the Dwarf spoke with.

      Although Ryland remained resolute and nodded, his knees quivered and he began panicking and crying. “Please don’t do this,” he croaked, knowing he was about to die. He began apologizing, trying to do anything possible to convince Steve to spare his life. “I’m sorry about Shana and everyone else I had to kill. I didn’t hate them, but you have to understand I had to do it for the betterment of this world.”

      “Kneel and accept the consequences of your actions,” Steve refused to acquiesce to the betrayer’s pleas by pushing him in front of the beheading block. Ryland stared down at it, but couldn’t physically make himself bend his knees, so Steve kicked the back of them, forcing him to crumple and fall.

      The Halfman laid his head on the stone block, but he trembled from his hyperventilated breathing. Steve motioned for Ty and Darren to come forward. Together, the brothers wrapped a rope around Ryland’s neck and tied him down to the chopping block. Darren tightened the rope, spit on Ryland, and walked away, crying in memory of his wife and their unborn child. Ty was also emotional as he backed off, knowing that although he was about to witness justice for Shana, Leiana, and Cassandra’s deaths, it still wouldn’t bring them back.

      As Steve took Aurelia from its sheath, Ryland jerked his head, trying to break free of the rope around his neck, but he barely moved since Darren fastened it so tightly. “Please, show me mercy,” he mumbled into the stage’s marble floor since he couldn’t turn to look up to his executioner.

      I am showing you mercy, Steve wanted to say. Even though you don’t deserve it, I’m giving you a quick, painless death instead of letting you rot in a prison for the rest of your life.

      Taking a deep breath, making sure emotions didn’t rule the consequence he’d decided on, Steve felt at peace and determined, This needs to be done.

      He focused on Ryland’s neck, made bare by the fact the Halfman’s hair was in his usual topknot. Without hesitation, he swung Aurelia downwards, cleanly cutting through the traitor’s neck with the golden sword’s sharp blade.

      Ryland’s disembodied head landed with a hard thud on the stage and rolled a few feet from the beheading block. With the execution complete, Steve calmly took out a cloth, wiped Aurelia clean, and sheathed his sword. Then, in complete silence, he turned on his heels and disappeared through the backstage of the amphitheater, leaving Ryland’s decapitated corpse behind.
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      Steve nodded to Kari as she approached him, but otherwise didn’t say a word. He knew they’d grown close enough that she could read him well, and his non-verbal cues told her he needed space to himself.

      “Let him go, commander,” Steve heard Kari order Ostravaski after he’d walked past where the Halfling and Giant stood.

      Ostravaski wants to congratulate me on making the tough, but necessary decision to end Ryland’s life, but Kari is holding him back so I can have time to process this, he figured, climbing atop Cloud.

      “He’ll speak with you when he’s ready,” he heard Kari tack on in a stern voice, preventing the Giant from bothering him.

      Riding off into the dark night, the red-armored warrior headed to the massive graveyard, seeking time away from everyone. He carried Cloud’s reins in hand and walked with the mare up and down the many rows and columns full of burial plots, each with their own stone markers.

      Although he didn’t know the names of many of the dead, each one bothered Steve more than the last.

      Every life lost was someone’s mother, father, or child, he thought. Some were married and had families or were young and full of potential.

      After visiting the graves of Jun-Lei, Grizz, and his sister-in-law, Cassandra, Steve stopped at the burial site of his half-sister, Shana Latimer. Besides Malorek, the tattooed Human had been Steve’s only blood-relative.

      “Breathe,” a calm, reassuring voice spoke up from behind him minutes after he’d stood in silent reflection, albeit with an unquenchable scowl and clenched fists.

      Steve turned and was surprised to find Quintis Quinn slowly approaching him, riding a horse of his own. Although Steve hadn’t heard him approaching, the unexpected visitor didn’t startle him. “I can tell you’re angry just by your posture,” the warrior archer said.

      “I’m tired of all this pain, misery, and death,” Steve gestured to the surrounding graves. “Why are our enemies so intent on seeking our downfall?”

      Instead of responding immediately to Steve's question, Quintis paused, allowing Steve to calm his emotions before giving context for the answer the young warrior sought.

      “Back in Warrior Training, before Malorek left the friend group with Thatcher, Caesar, and me, we often sat around debating different ideologies. We discussed fear versus respect, issues plaguing society, and many other controversial topics. One time, I remember Malorek saying, ‘The more those in power don’t help the powerless, the greater the imbalance between them will grow.’ Even back then, he became aware of monsters’ oppression by Alazar’s four races. He endured oppression like them, especially in his early life, which I think gave him a thirst for power and control.”

      “That makes sense,” Steve agreed. “From growing up in the orphanage, to Warrior Training, and the years after, Malorek was born and bred in a survival of the fittest world. It conditioned him to believe he needed to be the strongest so he could take what he wanted for himself, rather than having others take from him. He eliminated anyone who stood in his way or prevented him from obtaining the things he desired.”

      Quintis nodded, knowing all too well the realities of the final part of Steve’s statement. He continued, sharing, “Once Malorek acquired the elements, he rallied Nightstrike, Ironmaul, and all the other monsters to his army. It’s no surprise he was so successful. He promised to end their oppression. No longer would monsters have to live at odds, scrounging for food and shelter to survive. They aligned with his vision of flipping Element’s hierarchical structure, putting monsters in power and the kingdom’s citizens in subjugation. Ryland believed in that cause as well, based on what he confessed.”

      “The more I think about the issues Ryland raised, the more they bother me,” Steve picked up when Quintis trailed off. “His concerns were valid, and there are more areas of overconsumption he didn’t even bring up.” Adding to the list of injustices Ryland had given in the minutes before his death, Steve shared, “When King Zoran announced the reforming of the kingdom, he expanded the kingdom’s boundaries, taking land from monsters. We still do that today, continually trying to further our borders, pushing to claim more land. Grizz told me about how in Twin Peaks miners found gemstones, minerals, and other resources of value, so they kept digging and collecting far beneath their allotted territory. When they came across a colony of drow, warriors killed those they encountered so they could continue obtaining more.

      “It’s not only that,” Steve shook his head in disgust and pointed to the colorful mansions on a nearby hill illuminated by the night’s two moons. “In the Evergreen Forest, loggers cleared out dozens of acres of trees so they had the materials to build these grand, unnecessary houses. I walked through the miles of stumps left behind and saw it all firsthand. With a sigh, Steve lamented, “It’s easy to see why monsters think we’re too caught up in self-protection and our own betterment to worry about anyone with less than we have. We fortify ourselves in our cities, take more than we need from our surroundings, and don’t care about the chaos we create outside our walls until it affects us.”

      “And there you have the answer to why our enemies seek our downfall,” Quintis suggested. “We make it incredibly difficult for monsters to survive. And when you cause so much pressure on a group for so long, eventually they rise up and fight back. It’s no wonder Zebulon’s creations harbor such hate against us people; why they started this war. To them, we’re the villains.”

      Even though Steve wanted to continue talking, desiring to discuss if the monsters were justified in their actions, and to hear more from Quintis about the ideologies Malorek espoused around those dining table debates, it began raining.

      “Let’s get you back to Stormview,” Quintis suggested, climbing atop his horse, and gesturing for Steve to mount Cloud. “The last thing we need is for you to get sick. And besides, based on how much my daughter talks about you, it wouldn’t surprise me if she’s waiting up for you to return.”

      

      Quintis proved to be right as Kari sat in Steve’s room.

      “I’ll leave you two alone to talk,” Quintis opened the door for Steve and nodded to his daughter before heading back to the encampment where he watched over everyone from Holders Keep.

      “You didn’t have to stay up for me,” Steve approached Kari, where she’d been leaning on the railing of the balcony, looking out over Lake Azure. Her dark hair blew from the windy nighttime breeze. The weather seemed to grow in strength, raining even harder than before.

      “I can’t sleep until I know everything’s okay with you. I guess that’s one of the curses of being in love,” Kari smiled and hugged Steve.

      “I’m happy to see you,” Steve pulled her even tighter against himself, needing her embrace.

      “Are you alright?” she asked, not needing to bring up Ryland’s execution for Steve to know why she was asking.

      “Yes. I did what needed to be done. But just because it was the right decision doesn’t mean it was easy.”

      “I thought I’d give you some time alone. I could tell that’s what you needed.”

      “Thanks, I did, so I could think through some things,” Steve replied. He pulled off his boots, unclasped his sword belt, and lied down on his bed. Kari sat next to him, put her arm around his waist, and laid her head on his chest. With each of Steve’s words, she could hear them spring up deep from his lungs.

      “Your dad found me in the graveyard. We had a good conversation about Malorek, Ryland and what’s at the heart of this war.”

      “Something’s still bothering you, though,” Kari gathered. “I can hear it in your voice.”

      She can read me so well, Steve thought. Whether it’s through my body posture, mannerisms, or how I sound, we’ve grown so close we often pick up on each other’s deepest emotions.

      Steve began drawing lightly on the back of the woman he loved, the person he found so easy to talk to, and admitted, “When I stood at the top of Mount Divinian, I thought about all the issues plaguing society that I want to fix to make this kingdom better; abusive orphanages, corruption in warriors, the rampancy of pirates and raiders, unbridled racism, and inequality for women worldwide. And it’s not only those. After I reconnected with you and Ty, you each brought up inequalities you encountered in your travels that were concerning.”

      “Yeah, I told you we should change how Holders Keep and our prisons throughout the kingdom are run,” Kari reminded him. She pulled herself closer, snuggling up to Steve so there was no space between them. “They should be reformative more than punitive and run not just by warriors, but by clerics trained in healing deep-seeded trauma. And I remember Ty mentioning meeting Olvi, the lightning elect before King Zoran, and saying we should be better about caring for the elderly and anyone living in poverty.” Kari paused, thinking about her own experiences living day to day, never knowing if she’d have enough money to survive the week. “Ty argued Olvi deserved to live in better conditions and have more care for the illness that affected her memory.”

      She deserves that, as do so many others, Steve agreed, before arriving at the point he was trying to make. “Throughout our whole adventure, we learned of all these issues that need to be fixed to better the kingdom. But the more I think about it, I realize right alongside all those problems were examples of the oppressions monsters suffer from: deforestation, mining, overfishing, overhunting, exhausting resources. The overconsumption Ryland complained about was happening around us throughout our entire journey and we didn’t even notice! We only cared to see the issues that needed fixing that would benefit us as the four races, not monsters.”

      Just as he’d done with Quintis, Steve sighed while talking to Kari, disappointed in himself and the rest of the kingdom’s culpability in creating the conditions monsters started the war over.

      “Between the inequalities within our kingdom and the ways we oppress monsters, it all seems like too much to fix. I could go my whole kingship and not solve half of the problems.”

      Kari yawned, not because the conversation bored her, but because she was tired and comfortable as she laid upon Steve’s chest.

      Even in her exhaustion, she tried her best to advise Steve, sharing, “Every ruler has to decide on the certain economic, social, or political rights they want to champion. By being burdened for these causes, it shows you already recognize what needs to change. You may not fix everything, but you can build upon what your grandfather started and continue to lay the foundation for whoever reigns after you.”

      As Kari spoke, especially towards the end of her advice, her words slowed and she grew monotone. She’s drifting off, Steve could tell as he looked down at her.        

      “You can sleep here for the night,” he whispered, continuing to draw on her back to lull her to sleep.

      Still on his chest, the half-asleep Halfling mumbled, “Tomorrow I have my surprise for you.”

      No sooner did the words come out of her mouth, Steve heard Kari’s breathing change and he knew she was resting comfortably.

      I forgot she told me before the attack she had a surprise for me, Steve remembered. The only clue she said was it was someone from my past. I still don’t know who it could be.

      Grabbing a pillow just within his reach, the twenty-year-old placed it behind his head, against the headboard, so he could rest against it in his slightly inclined position.

      He tried closing his eyes to sleep as well, but his active mind couldn’t help but bring up one last concern. Ty told me Ryland learned Malorek was the one who killed his father. But even after learning of the murder, Ryland never wavered in his allegiance to Malorek. How much must someone believe in a cause that they’re willing to continue supporting it after discovering something like that? It shows that everyone who fights for the Faceless believes in ‘what’ they’re fighting for more so than ‘who’ they’re fighting for. Even if we kill Malorek, this war won’t end until the ideologies that caused it are dismantled, Steve knew.

      As he contemplated how to best handle the part of the war that swords and weapons could solve, Steve, like Kari, slowly drifted off and gave into his tiredness and exhaustion.
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      The following day, a sense of ease could be felt throughout all the camps in Almiria as everyone continued making preparations for battle. After Ryland’s public execution, the fear of a traitor lurking in the shadows no longer caused an underlying sense of dread.

      Steve spent his entire morning in meetings with various army leaders. It wasn’t until a pre-scheduled lunch with Kari in the room they’d repurposed into an office that he could finally relax. The Human and the Halfling couple finished a hearty, high-protein meal prepared for them, during which Kari asked, “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

      Steve browsed the list of names on the desk in front of him and shared, “I’ve already met with Ortega, Ostravaski, and Artazair to get status updates. Later, I’m meeting with General Elesora, then Kyoko, and hopefully Crimson Singe, too.”

      “Crimson’s back?” Kari asked, having not seen the dragon since he left earlier in the week to recruit. “Was Glaciara with him?”

      “Yeah, they’re both back,” Steve confirmed. “I was talking with your dad earlier when we spotted them fly in. They had a dozen aerial monsters with them. I haven’t had a chance to talk with either of them, though. They’re going to be disappointed when they find out about the attack and that they weren’t here to help defend Almiria. But their presence here now and the success they found in recruiting will help even our odds in the coming battle.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Kari replied at the same time there came a knock at the door.

      “Sir, you have a visitor,” Yas-rin, a warrior trainee serving as Steve’s attendant called out.

      “It’s open!” Kari shouted, answering in Steve’s place. A half-mouthed smirk appeared on her face and she shared, “I know how busy you are, so I asked my mystery guest to come while we ate.”

      Yas-rin opened the door for a man sporting a head of hair that was both balding and graying, but even more noticeable was his severely crooked nose. He stopped just inside the doorframe and waited politely.

      “Do you recognize who it is?” Kari asked Steve while ushering her guest closer.  

      “You’re the man from my vision, the one who gave me to my father, Titus Thatcher.”

      “Arios,” the former attendant of King Zoran introduced himself, extending his hand across the desk now that he’d crossed the room and stood before the twenty-year-old he’d once held as a baby. While they greeted each other, Arios used his free hand to clap the back of Steve, as if he was a friend he hadn’t seen in years.

      Since he was shorter than Steve’s six-foot-one height, Arios stood on his toes so he could get a glance at the scar on Steve’s neck. It was just visible enough, to which he exclaimed, “I doubted it until this moment, but the rumors are true! It’s unmistakable that you are the one King Zoran ordered I take away from the castle.”

      “How on Element did you find him?” Steve asked Kari, before turning back to Arios, still in disbelief the man who played such a small, albeit pivotal role in his life was standing before him.

      “We found each other,” Arios answered in her stead. “I heard the rumors of people saying you were the heir of Oliver Zoran and that you learned of your identity through a vision. I attempted to meet you, but I was constantly denied. When I saw this blue-armored Halfling practicing with her water element against Commander Ostravaski, I figured she was the Kari Quinn I’ve been hearing everyone talking about. I knew she’d help connect me to you.”

      “I recognized him as he approached me,” Kari added, not wanting to share that the only reason she identified the man was because of the crooked nose she remembered from Steve’s vision.

      “It’s easy to spot me,” Arios self-deprecatingly pointed to the disfigurement at the center of his face, but didn’t elaborate on what injury caused his appearance.

      “How did you end up here in Almiria?” Steve asked, coming out from behind the desk to speak with Arios more closely.

      “I took coverage in one of the aqueduct watchtowers during the attack and was able to escape down into the secret tunnel. It was there that Commander Ostravaski and Darren led our survival and eventual escape.”

      “Arios can corroborate your lineage,” Kari told Steve. “You’ve always believed there’d be people who wouldn’t accept you because your only claim to the throne is saying you saw a vision of your past, but now we have proof.”
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