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      Snowflakes fell from the overcast sky, piling onto the dense white blanket that already covered the ground and coated the trees. Hours earlier, the Frostlands Forest had been a serene location, its landscape marked only by the paw prints of forest critters. Now, the snowy terrain was a violent battlefield.

      Crimson Singe cut through the flurries, exhaling an inferno of fire onto a section of the enemy army below. Wheeling around in the air, he struck again, melting another group of monsters with the extreme heat of his flames. The red dragon shrugged off arrows and elemental attacks that harmlessly bounced off his fiery scales. With all the aerial monsters in Silas’s army killed in Casanovia, none remained to give him a formidable challenge as he, Alazar’s five elect, and their Misengard allies attacked the Python’s half of the army; the half Silas had sent ahead to more quickly gain control of the north. 

      In red armor, the same color as the dragon above him, Steve used the Aurelian Sword to fight through the horde of monsters before him. Twelve weeks had passed since the Battle for Casanovia, and his broken leg had healed, albeit improperly. The Celestial warrior was glad he could help finish off the remnants of the army that had failed to take Bogmire, but a noticeable limp marked every stride he took. It was a disability he’d have for as long as he lived, given to him by his twin brother, Silas Zoran. 

      “It’s six to seven now,” Steve called to Ty, pulling his bloodied, golden blade out of the back of a female orc who nearly killed the Elf. “Just because you can control lightning doesn’t mean you still don’t need me to save you!” 

      “Streaks are made to be broken!” Ty added to the playful banter, referring to Steve’s second consecutive point in their ongoing tally. In the midst of such danger, they’d made a habit of finding any semblance of light-heartedness. 

      Moving away from Steve, Ty scanned the battlefield, searching for Shana. He intended to keep his girlfriend nearby to ensure her safety, but the chaotic first phase of the battle had separated them. 

      Please protect her, Alazar, Ty said a quick prayer, not able to spot her with so much carnage all around. Instead, Ty noticed Misengard warriors, clad in the city’s colors of dark and light purple struggling against a group of orcs. 

      Electrically-charging the blades of his swords, Ty fired two blasts of lightning at the unsuspecting enemies. He ran forward to kill those that weren’t knocked down by the attack, smiling as he fought in close-quarters combat, dodging and countering every enemy who turned their attention towards him. 

      He’s letting them close in on him on purpose, Kari could tell as she kept her own enemies at bay near where Ty battled. He’s getting too cocky with his powers. 

      “Killing isn’t a sport!” she yelled at him, but her voice was lost among the clanging of weapons and warcries. 

      I wish he knew that it doesn’t matter if it’s a monster, person, or animal; it’s wrong to take joy in the death of a life.

      Seeing more orcs converge on the twenty-two-year-old Elf so that he was vastly outnumbered, Kari moved closer to Ty so she could use her element of water to raise the temperature of the snow in the Elf’s vicinity. Steam rose in the air, leaving Ty and the orcs surrounding him in a deep puddle. Ty stuck his swords down into the ice-cold water and increased their voltage, electrocuting all the monsters surrounding him. He allowed his attack to last longer than needed, ensuring the deaths of his enemies, knowing he’d be unaffected because of the lightning element employed on his yellow armor.

      “I could’ve handled them alone,” he made his way over to the Halfling archer, shaking his head at the fact he didn’t get the glory of defeating them to himself. 

      

      On the far side of the sprawling battlefield, Shana held her own against the enemies she faced. Whereas in the Battle for Casanovia she simply blocked with her shield and jabbed with her spear, now, with over three months of training, she employed her improved arsenal of attacks. 

      When a minotaur sized her up and discharged a plume of flames at her from its weapon, Shana sent a burst of wind from her spear to blow the fire away and avoid being burned. Pointing her metal shield directly at the monster, she fired off a powerful pulse, knocking the enemy backwards into a tree trunk. Before it could get up, she covered her armor in her element, allowing her to sprint forward at a rate of speed unattainable to anyone without control over wind. Within seconds, she closed the distance between them and plunged her speartip through the minotaur and deep into the bark behind it. 

      “Keep pressing forward!” she heard Misengard’s Captain Emmett Ortega call out. “Victory is within reach!” 

      Turning to an orc mounted atop a direwolf charging at her, Shana grabbed three throwing daggers on her belt and flung them at the Anthropomorphic Monster’s neck. Only one of the three tiny daggers landed, but it was enough to cause the orc to fall off its mount and spasm to death.

      The direwolf, however, didn’t stop its charge. Shana attempted to use wind from her spear to slow it, but she was too late. With no time to defend herself, the monster pounced on her, knocking her down and sending her spear clattering out of reach. Lying on her back, with her shield being the only thing between her and the Animal Monster’s vicious bites, Shana called out to Ryland Artisan, the sentry warrior she’d just seen nearby, but the thin-framed Dwarf was too busy with his own enemy to help. 

      Forced to wrestle the beast atop her, Shana didn’t quit until she got on top of it. Then, using her shield like before, she sent out a pulse of wind, slamming the direwolf through the deep snow and against the frozen ground. Calling the wind to push her spear towards her, she snatched the pole-weapon and plunged its tip into the beast, pushing and twisting it deeper and deeper until the direfox no longer moved and the light in its eyes faded.

      Ahead of Shana, Grizz fought more viciously than anyone. The Dwarf dominated the snowy battlefield, using his dual-headed, rock-encased weapon to cleave and crush enemy after enemy. When an ogre attempted to take the Halfman head on, Grizz raised Skullcrusher over his head and powerfully threw it end-over-end into the body of the brute. Then, palming the heads of two nearby goblins in each hand, he lifted them up and smashed their skulls against each other. Since he kept his focus on the elementally-empowered weapon after it left his hand, he recalled it back to himself from where it landed. Once its leather-wrapped handle struck his palm, he closed his fingers around it and sliced the cleaver side of the anvil-headed weapon into the ogre to finish it off. 

      There it is! Grizz said to himself, spotting the Python in the distance; the target he wanted to kill more than any other. Its sewer pipe-thick body created a ring of protection around itself. Stretched out fully, the rare Animal Monster lay over a hundred feet long. But here, coiled up, it stood ten feet tall, easily killing the Misengard warriors who attempted to engage it in combat. 

      It’s been one-hundred-and-eleven days since this Python killed my wife and son. This is my chance for revenge, he thought as he cut through a horde of goblins on his way to the monster. 

      Also seeking the death of the beast, Grizz’s blacksmithing apprentice, Dart, made his way to his master. “Let me help you!”

      “No, it’s too dangerous.”

      “I can help!” the sixteen-year-old was adamant.

      “You can help by staying out of the way. Willis!” Grizz gained the attention of the Serendale warrior and pointed to Dart, “Keep him back. I’m going to finish this.”

      “Kill it for us,” Willis called out before Grizz ran out of earshot. Then, taking Dart with him, the red-haired Elf headed to where Commander Krause faced off against a trio of orcs with his glaive. The long, pole weapon with a blade attached to the end was perfect for the warrior leader, who, despite his position, was inexperienced in battle and preferred to fight from a distance. 

      With Dart, Willis, and Krause busy battling monsters, Grizz approached the Python as the sole representative of Serendale. The Halfman watched the giant monster kill more warriors, blasting its lightning element into a group of them. Too blinded by rage to act rationally or strategically, Grizz covered himself in his armor and charged headfirst at the beast. 

      The Python hissed and spit a stream of venom at the tattoo-headed, black-bearded Dwarf rushing at it. The translucent liquid bounced off Grizz’s plate of rock armor, but some of it splashed on the Dwarf’s cheek. 

      Grizz ignored the immediate blistering of his skin. No pain could prevent him from carrying out his mission. In mid-sprint, he picked up a fallen warrior’s shield and coated the metal in rock. I can use this to block more attacks, he planned, knowing the Python, like all Animal Monsters, had enhanced features of the animal counterparts Zebulon based them off of. Its venom is dangerous and vastly exceeds the potency of normal pythons. 

      Once he reached the beast, Grizz swung Skullcleaver into the Python’s side, but did little damage. With a body this thick, it’ll take hundreds of strikes to kill it, he hacked away to no avail.

      He jumped out of the way to avoid the Python’s lightning and wind attacks, causing him to stumble, which the Python used as an opportunity to encircle the Halfman, barricading him from his surroundings. Unable to climb or jump out of his predicament, Grizz summoned the circle of ground beneath him to rise up so he could escape, but the Python tightened its grasp, tightly coiling around Grizz and crushing him in its clutches. 

      Despite still being protected by his rock-covered armor, Grizz cried out in pain when the Python electrified its entire body. Had Grizz been like any ordinary man, he would’ve been killed, but his element absorbed some of the powerful current. However, the Python didn’t stop in its attack. 

      He’s going to keep me ensnared like this, pulsing me with lighting until I no longer have the energy to employ my element and am electrocuted. I have to do something. 

      Looking to the surrounding forest, Grizz spotted the many severed tree trunks, branches, and stones displaced from the fighting. Closing his eyes to focus on as many objects as his powers allowed, he pulled them all towards himself with the greatest speed he could manage. All the debris hit or impaled the Python while Grizz remained safely protected by its body. 

      Releasing its grip with a pained cry, the Python uncoiled itself and stood before the Dwarf. With its attention lost in its fury, it didn’t notice an orange-furred direfox sprint up from behind. Copper sunk his teeth into the beast’s head, pulling it down to the ground. 

      That’a boy! Grizz thought, thankful for the aid Copper supplied in leveling the monster so that the front half of its body was outstretched on the ground. Wasting no time, he used his earth element again by summoning all the surrounding tree roots under where the Python lay to rise and break through the ground’s surface. With a simple mental command, they all wrapped around the Python’s body, holding the monster parallel to the ground. 

      At first, the Python violently jerked back and forth, trying to break free, but Grizz subdued its thrashing by using more roots to prevent its escape. Unable to move or blast its elements since its head was forced down, all the monster could do was stick out its forked tongue and hiss incessantly.

      Grizz climbed onto the monster and raised Skullcleaver, cursing the beast while slamming it deep into the Python’s neck. 

      The first chop didn’t go through. Neither did the second. But the third severed the Python’s head from the rest of its body. 

      Following the death of the army’s leader, the morale of the enemy faltered. Some surrendered, but a few of the stronger monsters retreated and regrouped farther back in the forest, refusing to give up. 

      With his voice as booming as a Giant’s despite being a Dwarf, Captain Ortega ordered anyone inexperienced in battle to stay behind while Alazar’s Elect and the Misengard Warriors headed to battle the dangerous final enemies. He and his men had years of extensive training, Alazar’s elect had their elements to aid them, but others

      hadn’t yet developed the skills needed to be effective against stronger monsters. People like Captain Jarek and his pirates, who Steve had hired to increase the number of their army, as well as the Andonia crew, stayed behind while the others continued the battle.

      

      After a decisive victory, Steve, Ortega, Ryland, and everyone who went after the regrouping enemy returned to find Captain Jarek and his men killing monsters who’d laid down their weapons and gave up fighting. Although Kyoko, Haruto, and Myaki pleaded with the pirates to end the brutality, they refused.

      “Stop this at once!” Steve shouted, coming into the clearing as they gleefully carried out kill after kill. “These monsters have surrendered. Their lives are to be spared!”

      “I don’t care if they’ve surrendered. I’m preventing them from killing others in the future!” Jarek slit the throat of a goblin he held in front of him, all while keeping unwavering eye contact with Steve.

      This is a direct act of insubordination to me as the future king, Steve knew. Jarek is trying to show he’s under no one’s authority and can do whatever he desires.

      “You were commanded to stop!” Willis yelled, reiterating Steve’s order.

      “What are you going to do about it, Ginger?” Jarek spat the derogatory word at the red-head, daring the Serendale warrior to make a move. Then, looking back to Steve, the former naval captain argued, “You hired my men and I to help fight and ensure victory would be achieved. I’m doing what you paid me too!” 

      As Jarek moved to grab the next goblin kneeling before him, and knowing he couldn’t prevent it in time, Steve called out, “Crimson!”

      The red dragon, having observed the altercation from above, swooped down, and breathed flames between the pirate leader’s men and those who’d surrendered. Fanning the flames with his wings, Crimson set a strip of trees on fire, creating a wall to separate Jarek from the monsters, allowing them to scamper off into the Frostlands.

      Steve moved to stand over the murdered bodies and gestured down to the corpses. With the hundred-foot cedar trees a crackling wall of flames at his back, he shouted not only to out-voice their intensity, but to ensure everyone knew why he was so bothered despite their success against the Python’s army. 

      “This is not our way! If war takes our honor, then even in victory we won’t win. This is not our way!” he drove home the point by repeating it. In a softer tone, he turned to Captain Ortega while pointing to Jarek and those who stood with the ex-warrior. “Have some of your men lead these pirates back to the city. They’ve disgraced this battlefield and I don’t want them here while we take care of our dead and wounded.”
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      The hearths burned hot, the drinks flowed steadily, and there was more than enough food for everyone to have their fill many times over. Along with the celebrating Misengard warriors, the close-knit group of companions forgot about the state of the kingdom and sat together, laughing, telling stories, and listening to Grizz and Ty’s raucous banter. It was only Steve who couldn’t bring himself to be in a celebratory mood no matter how hard he tried. Leaving behind the delicious smells and loud noise, the heir to King Zoran’s throne quietly exited Misengard’s Great Hall. Heading up to the battlements to be alone, he found a secluded spot that offered a scenic, nighttime view of one of the kingdom’s oldest cities. 

      Whereas Celestial was tent-shaped with buildings that grew from shorter outside to taller towards the center, Misengard’s design was more sporadic. While it featured ancient architecture and historical landmarks, renovations and additions after decades of tumultuous events had led to a labyrinth-like layout. 

      In the winter night’s chilly breeze, Steve surveyed the landscape from his tall vantage point on the city’s wall. Various lights populated everything he overlooked, casting a pale glow on the snow-covered rooftops of many buildings. In the distance, he stared at The Citadel, Misengard’s ancient castle, and beyond that, the icy Darien Sea shimmering under the bright green moonlight. 

      I miss home. I want to go back to Celestial, but the sooner I do, the sooner the words on this sword will come to fruition. Taking the Aurelian Sword out of its sheath at his side, Steve ran his fingers over the tiny words imprinted down the length of the golden blade. 

      
        
        Victory will come for either darkness or light

        Through one of two siblings, birthed the same night

        To the same father these twins are born,

        Sons of evil, to which their father is sworn.

        After the death of one of the twin brothers,

        The second will sacrifice his life to save many others.

        In his death the kingdom will start anew

        At the cost of him buried under the city he overthrew.

      

      

      “Reading it again, huh?” a voice came from behind, catching him off guard. Steve knew it was Kari before he turned. Even though he’d come to the battlements to be alone, he was happy to have the company of the woman he loved. 

      “Sorry, I noticed you weren’t enjoying yourself and left the celebration early, so I followed you to make sure everything was okay. What are you doing up here in the cold?”

      “It’s just these words again. I can’t get them out of my head,” Steve admitted, sheathing the sword. “They’re always in the back of my mind. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy we found victory this morning, especially with so few casualties, but I feel like every step closer to reclaiming Celestial is one step closer to these words being fulfilled.

      “I never thought I’d die young by sacrificing my life,” he continued. “I always thought I’d pass away peacefully in my sleep, ideally after a day surrounded by my children and grandchildren, full of love, laughter, and joy.”

      “I know the prophecy has bothered you since you told us elect about it back in Casanovia, but you have to remember it’s ambiguous. It might not be you it’s referring to as the one who fulfills it.”

      Seeing Steve’s eyes glazed over and that her words offered no encouragement, Kari gently grabbed his face and turned it towards her, forcing him to focus on what she was saying. “Don’t get so consumed by death that you miss out on life.” Her voice grew softer and sadder as she shared, “Our relationship started off so strongly, but ever since this prophecy I feel like you’ve been drifting away from me. I want to get back to where we were.”

      Immediately struck with a pang of guilt, Steve apologized and took Kari’s hand. “I know. I want that too. I haven’t been distant because I don’t love you, it’s because I love you so much. I don’t want to allow myself to get closer to you just for me to die. I’d never put you through that type of pain.” He slammed his fist onto the stone parapet he leaned against. “Sometimes I wish I never got this sword, that I never learned about who I am.”

      Kari stepped in close to Steve, using her body to block a sudden gust of stiff wind and snow flurries from hitting him. Seeing him shiver despite her interference, she covered her armor in water. While raising the temperature of it to heat the area between them, she said, “Let me ask you something. Take the prophecy out of the equation. Do you want to be king?”

      Steve thought for a moment, considering the question. “I don’t know. My goal as a warrior has always been to honor Alazar through serving and helping people. Becoming the king will allow me to do that on a grander scale. I want nothing more than to give the kingdom back to the people it’s been taken from and try to build upon the great foundation King Zoran started, but the pressure and responsibility of assuming my grandfather’s position seems overwhelming.”

      “The fact that those things are what you’re anxious about shows why you’re going to make a great ruler,” Kari commended him, and then thought to herself, It’s a good sign he’s considered what his life will be like if the kingdom is reclaimed. However small it may be, there’s a part of him holding onto the hope that he’ll survive this war despite what the prophecy says.

      Trying to guide Steve to a more positive outlook, the Halfling encouraged him, “Good news is that people are starting to see you have the qualities a king needs. I heard Captain Ortega has been impressed with you, especially after seeing you carry out the plans to defend Misengard.”

      “Not everyone supports me though. There were people in Casanovia after I killed Silas who didn’t bow at the waist when they found out about my lineage. I don’t blame them,” Steve was quick to add. “King Zoran dies, then some stranger comes into their city and says, ‘I saw a vision that showed me I’m the son of Princess Kyra.’” He shrugged his shoulders. “Anyone could say that and claim the throne. Until there’s definitive proof, I won’t be able to convince the skeptics. Meanwhile, we’ll have more instances like what happened today, with Jarek and his men challenging my orders.”

      “Well, you won’t have to worry about him and his pirates anymore,” Kari shared. “I saw Jarek using Sharksbane’s metal-plated hull to break through the ice so he and all his ships could sail out of the harbor.”

      I’m sure he’s off to find something more lucrative than what I promised to pay him to fight in our army, Steve thought. Either that or he left because what happened in the Frostlands made him decide he couldn’t stand being under my command.

      Thinking similarly to Steve, Kari added, “You and him never saw eye-to-eye. There’ll always be people like that who don’t respect you, who don’t submit to authority, but the more people see your perseverance, loyalty, and courage, the more it’ll be hard for them not to follow you.” Kari smiled, showing her confidence in Steve as if she could picture what she was about to say in her head. “By the time you’re standing before everyone, giving some epic speech with the Hooded Phantom’s entire army on the other side of the battlefield, any qualms they have will be gone. There won’t be a single person who doesn’t look up to you. And as far as proof of your lineage, maybe when you get your vision we’ll figure it out.”

      “Yeah, when’s that going to be?” Steve scoffed at the idea. “It’s been over three months since we saw your vision. I’m trying to be patient, but mine is taking longer than all the rest combined.”

      “It’ll come,” Kari spoke with assurance. “You’re Alazar’s elect, too. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have seen the visions. However long it takes, it’ll be worth the wait. We’ll have all five elements and be able to defeat the Hooded Phantom and take back what’s rightfully ours.”

      She’s right, Steve nodded, glancing down to his sheathed sword. I’ve been thinking so much about the prophecy, I lost sight of the fact our purpose is to free the people of Celestial from Malorek’s tyranny. Convicted of his attitude, he apologized, his second time in the conversation. 

      “I’m sorry, Kari. I’ve been so pessimistic and selfish lately, but you’ve been so patient with me. You always help me stay positive. I don’t know how I could do this without you.”

      The Halfling pulled her boyfriend in for a hug, appreciative of his comments. “You and I are a team. I’ll be there for your ups and downs because I know you’ll be there for mine. I know it’s been difficult for you lately with everything you’re dealing with; finding out about your real family, learning the prophecy, and wondering about the people suffering in Celestial. I’m sure you couldn’t stop thinking about it all while you sat cooped up, waiting for your leg to heal. But just know, whatever trials you go through, you’ll always have my support because I love you. I loved you yesterday, I love you today, and I’ll love you tomorrow.”

      “I love you, too,” Steve said, pulling her in for a kiss. After they separated, he exclaimed, “Hey! That phrase you just said was the exact same thing I told you back in Casanovia!”

      “I know,” Kari smiled. “And I liked when you said it. I was thinking if Serendale has their motto of, ‘Strength, Speed, and Safety,’ why can’t we have our own?

      I loved you yesterday, I love you today, and I’ll love you tomorrow, Steve thought. “I like it,” he shared Kari’s smile. He took her hand in his and led her back down to the city. “Come on, I should’ve never left earlier. We should be celebrating what we accomplished today. The entire army Silas set out with from Celestial has been defeated. Let’s go eat, dance, and enjoy our time with everyone.”

      As Kari followed along, she caught a glimpse of the Aurelian Sword at Steve’s side. Losing her smile, she couldn’t help but think what was inscribed on it. Although she’d tried to convince Steve, and even herself, that it wasn’t him who the prophecy spoke of, deep down Kari couldn’t deny Steve was the only person that fit the criteria. She squeezed the hand of the kingdom’s cursed heir in a bittersweet embrace, knowing the prophecy’s fulfillment meant taking back Celestial would result in the death of the man she’d grown to love. 
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      “Kari, Shana, time to wake up,” Grizz pounded on the door outside the room the two women had been staying together in since they’d arrived in Misengard. The Human and Halfling women groggily awakened and pulled themselves out of bed. Both groaned, sore from the battle against the Python’s Army two days prior. Farther down the hallway they heard the Dwarf’s booming voice say, “Steve, Ty, get up. Captain Ortega wants us all at the barracks in fifteen minutes. He’s received word from Celestial.”

      “Here,” Steve tossed one of his neatly-folded tunics across the room to where Ty frantically searched through messy piles, trying to find which articles of clothing didn’t smell the worst. The Elf slid into the oversized shirt, combed his fingers through his blonde hair, and followed his brother out into the hallway. 

      Kari emerged from her room the moment Steve approached it, less concerned about her appearance than Shana, who took longer to make it look as if she hadn’t just been sleeping. After she and Steve headed off to the barracks, Shana called out to Ty, “Come talk to me while I get ready.”

      Relishing every opportunity he had alone with his girlfriend, Ty smiled at the invitation, entered the room and closed the door behind him. Although Shana’s back was to him, his eyes connected with hers in the mirror she looked into as she braided her newly-dyed pink hair. 

      “What do you think?”

      “I like it!” Ty exclaimed, knowing she’d been planning to make a switch from her lavender shade to another of the neon colors based on her love for Fluorite Crystals.

      “Kari helped me with it. I had to walk her through every step though since she’d never dyed her hair before, let alone anyone else’s. I wanted to show you last night, but I thought it’d be a nice surprise for today.”

      “You should’ve. I missed you,” Ty said, hugging Shana from behind and planting three soft kisses on the side of her neck. She giggled at the tenderness of each peck.

      “I still can’t believe we’re dating,” Ty continued holding her, considering himself lucky to be in her company, as he did every day since he’d asked Shana’s mom, Leiana, for permission to date her daughter.

      “Same here,” Shana replied to her boyfriend of six weeks. “It’s hard to imagine how bored I would’ve been being holed up here in Misengard for the winter if I didn’t have you to spend it with.”

      Shana’s heartfelt answer earned her more kisses from Ty, who let her go and headed to the door as he said, “We should get going. Grizz said Captain Ortega wanted to see us all in fifteen minutes.”

      “Fifteen minutes? So we have time to spare?” Shana asked in a flirtatious voice, grabbing Ty’s arm and pulling him back towards herself. The two held each other tightly and kissed, first slowly, then more deeply with each successive one. Neither cared to quell the intense passion between them, especially in this early and exciting phase of their relationship. 

      Twenty-three minutes later, hand-in-hand, and with flushed faces, Alazar’s lightning and wind elect entered the commander’s council room in the barracks, the last two to arrive. 

      Although Ortega shot the Elf and Human a look of annoyance at their tardiness, he immediately began his address once they arrived. Looking over the room to the group that included his top Misengard captains, Alazar’s Elect, Commander Krause, Ryland, and Willis, he shared, “I gathered you all here this morning because I wanted you to be the first to hear the message we received from a raven that came in from Celestial last night.” 

      A carrier raven is black and black always means bad news, Steve knew. If Celestial was sending good news, they would’ve attached their message to a white dove. He exchanged a nervous glance with Kari and eagerly listened to Captain Ortega as the warrior leader pulled a piece of parchment from his pocket, unrolled it, and read its words. 

      
        
        “An attack on Celestial has left the city destroyed and its people in captivity. Lend us your aide! Many of us have escaped through a secret passage. In uniting, we can take back our capital. Rally your warriors and come to our location. If we don’t do this now, their army will grow stronger. Assembling an army of our own is our only hope of saving the kingdom.

      

      

      “It was signed with the initials, D.C.,” Ortega finished. 

      “D.C. That’s Darren!” Ty turned to Steve, bursting with excitement. “Those are the initials of our brother, Darren Canard,” he explained the significance to everyone else in the room.

      “How do you know?” Ryland asked. “There must be hundreds of people from the capital whose first name and last names start with those letters.”

      “It’s him.” Ty didn’t qualify the Dwarf’s question with an answer because he was confident the raven had been sent by his older brother.

      “Why’d he only put his initials down?” Steve asked. 

      “Maybe he hasn’t gotten Cassandra and Lucan free,” Kari suggested. “Putting his name down would jeopardize their lives if that message fell into the wrong hands.”

      “That’s the same reason he didn’t list the location they escaped to in the letter,” Krause added. “If the monsters who attacked Celestial knew where they were, they’d put them all to death before more could join them.”

      “He told us where he was though,” Willis piped up, “Captain, may I see that letter?” 

      Once Ortega handed it to the red-haired Elf, Willis scanned it and pumped his fist. With his suspicions confirmed, he gave the letter back to the Misengard leader and instructed, “Read the first letter in each sentence.”

      “A-L-M-I-R-I-A,” Ortega announced each letter individually. “That must be where the group escaped to. Whatever secret passage they used, maybe we can enter Celestial through it. This could give us a tremendous advantage in taking back the city.”

      “It will, but only if we go about this strategically,” Shana stressed. “I’m assuming Darren sent that message to all the Primary Cities he could. Plus, when we were in Casanovia, we sent ravens to every political, warrior, and cleric leader to ensure they all know what’s occurred. At his point, every province should know of the ongoing war and the threat to the kingdom.”

      “Why don’t we send out another letter and ask them all to meet us in Almiria?” Ortega gave his input. “We’ve known for months now that recruiting help from throughout the kingdom will be the next goal in our efforts to take back Celestial. Winter should end in a couple of weeks. Large groups of people will finally be able to travel. They can start heading to Almiria.”

      Willis supported the captain’s idea. “People will be more likely to join our cause if we bring them up to speed and tell them Alazar’s new elect have joined together and that the newly-revealed grandson of King Zoran is leading the rebellion.”

      “We’ll do that, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough,” Krause spoke up. Since he was the highest-ranking warrior in the room, because of Misengard’s Commander not being present, he felt it was important to share what little expertise he’d acquired from his time in Serendale. “From my experience, the best way to recruit is to ask in person. A letter doesn’t carry the same weight as it would for them to hear of the horrors we’ve experienced first-hand.”

      Ortega nodded, deferring to Krause. Although the Misengard Dwarf was nearly forty, near in age to Krause, Ortega only held the rank of captain. For eighteen years, the moniker preceded his surname. Misengard’s lazy and manipulative commander knew Emmett didn’t want a family and cared only about his service, so he got him to do all the hard and dangerous work, teasing his promotion like a carrot put in front of a donkey; in sight, but always out of reach.

      In his fully-painted armor suit of purple pieces, Ortega surmised, “The last thing I want is to only have a few cities take this lightly and we end up like the warriors in the Second Great Battle who didn’t summon enough of an army to fight Draviakhan. People had to survive under that monster’s regime after that failure. We can’t allow that to happen again. That’s why I think it’d be good for leaders in the Primary Cities to see your elemental abilities. They’ll known you aren’t making up your story.”

      “Do you have any idea how long it will take to complete a kingdom-wide, face-to-face recruiting campaign?” Ryland asked, his tone suggesting it wasn’t worth the time. 

      “We can’t rush back to Celestial,” Steve spoke up. “I know people there are hurting, but we need to take our time and build our army. We only get one shot to take back the capital. Ortega’s right. To fail will set us back years, maybe even decades. This is the most important battle of our lifetimes. That being said, I think if we split up it’ll speed up the recruiting process.”

      “It’s the most efficient option,” Captain Ortega agreed, scanning the room to see if anyone had a better alternative.

      “Is it the wisest move though?” Willis posed the question and looked from where Steve, Kari, and Grizz sat and then over to Ty and Shana. “You five are the elemental elect and our greatest hope in this war. That means you each have a target on your back. Being separated from each other will make it easier to be picked off one by one.”

      Steve nodded, knowing the Elf always looked out for them. “There’s no doubt there’s strength in numbers, but I’m willing to sacrifice safety to grow our army. Long-term, this is our best option. And I don’t expect us to go individually. Traveling in pairs would be wisest. Are you guys all good with this?” Steve asked his companions. 

      With no objections, Ortega wheeled a giant globe of Element from the corner of the room to the center. With everyone able to see it, he said, “We should visit any Primary City that hasn’t seen the monsters under the Hooded Phantom’s control.”

      “That would be all except Celestial, Serendale, Almiria, and Casanovia,” Kari listed them off. “How should we split up?”

      “I don’t need another elect with me,” Grizz offered. “I know you two like each other,” Grizz pointed from Kari to Steve, “and you two can’t keep your hands off each other,” he pointed from Ty to Shana, “so you should travel in pairs.”

      The four smiled, finding it funny the Dwarf considered the group’s relationships. 

      “I can take Willis, Copper, my apprentice, and my son with me.”

      “I’d like to come to,” Krause spoke up, looking anxiously at Grizz. “With me along you’d have everyone from Serendale working together.”

      Grizz hesitated, uneasy with allowing the commander to accompany them. Although he no longer sought Krause’s death for the commander’s abandonment of Serendale, he still wasn’t at the point where he was ready to forgive the Human. 

      Knowing their tumultuous history and that traveling together could provide an opportunity for reconciliation, Steve pushed for Krause’s inclusion. “How about it Grizz? Having a commander with you would help add a level of legitimacy when you’re recruiting.”

      Grizz crossed his arms. Krause isn’t my favorite person, but he’s apologized to me and despite his past tendencies to shy away from battle, he overcame his fears and fought alongside us in the Battles for Casanovia and Misengard. “I suppose having one more in our party can’t hurt,” Grizz turned to the warrior leader and spoke about him instead of addressing him directly, “but he’s lost his right to give orders. I’m in command.”

      Krause held his hands up. “I’m fine with those terms. I just want to help in whatever way I can.”

      Willis piped up, not as agreeable. “With all due respect to you, Grizz, I’m a warrior, so I take orders from no one but my commander. Regardless of if we’re in Serendale or not, I can’t follow anyone but Krause.”

      “My orders are that you follow the blacksmith,” the mustached-commander made his will known, eliminating any potential controversy.

      “What cities do you want to go to?” Ortega asked Grizz, moving the conversation along.

      “I spent a few years of my life in Twin Peaks,” the bearded Halfman answered. “I know its layout and leaders. That’s where I want to go. Plus, I want Nash to see where his ancestors came from.”

      “Are you sure taking your eight-year-old along is a good idea?” Ryland asked. “It’ll be dangerous in the wilderness. I’m sure there’s someone in this city who would look after him.”

      “He’s coming with me. That’s not up for debate,” Grizz objected to the fellow Dwarf that in physical appearance differed from him in every aspect. “Nash is safest when he’s in my care.”

      “You know what’s best for him,” Ryland shrugged his shoulders in a passive-aggressive way that showed he didn’t really agree with Grizz.

      Standing and moving to the globe, Steve traced his finger from Twin Peaks to a couple other cities, trying to determine the best path for Grizz and the Serendale team to take. “Do you think you could travel to Bogmire after that and then take all the troops you’ve collected and head to Almiria?” 

      “Sure, I don’t see any issue with that. We could even stop by Casanovia at some point and check in with Captain Nereus.”

      “And Ishaan Artazair,” Shana took the liberty to make a note about her hometown. “Almiria’s naval commander stayed in Casanovia to watch over his city’s people. You should connect with his as well.”

      Steve nodded, confirming the plans for Grizz’s team, and then turned to his brother. “Ty, I know you don’t like sailing, but we have Jun-Lei here with us in Misengard. I’m sure she’d sail you and Shana to Elmwood. It’s not far from here. After that you can head to Oceanside, covering both Seacoast cities.”

      “As long as she’s got enough ginger root to quell my seasickness, it won’t be a problem.” 

      “Ryland, you can go with them,” Ortega determined. 

      “I thought I’d go with Steve and Kari,” he countered and turned to the twenty-year-old heir to the throne, who’d celebrated a nameday during their stay in Misengard. “If anyone should have added protection, it’s you, Brightflame.” 

      “I’d accept your offer, but Kari and I are left with heading to the two desert cities of Al Kabar and Stonegate. We’ll never make it through Deletion on foot, so I was thinking we’ll have Crimson Singe fly us. Three people would be too much for him in covering that distance.”

      “That’s alright,” Ryland waved it off. “I have no problems going with Ty and Shana on Andonia.”

      With two-thirds of the parties finalized, Kari turned to Steve and said, “There’s a place I was thinking we could make a stop before Al Kabar and Stonegate. What do you think about Holders Keep on Mount Anomaly? We could offer freedom to anyone who volunteered to fight for our cause.”

      “Releasing hundreds of the worst criminals back into the kingdom is a bad idea,” Ryland critiqued the notion.

      Kari cut the pale-skinned Dwarf a look. For so many people in the room, many of whom ranked higher than Ryland’s sentry warrior status, the middle-aged Halfman seemed to be adamant about countering every proposal made. Ryland, oblivious to the many disapproving glares in his direction, continued without pause, “Those prisoners were put there in the middle of nowhere for a reason, because their crimes were so heinous we wanted to get them out of society forever. To unleash them would be an injustice to the warriors who worked so hard to put them there.”

      “People deserve second chances, Ryland,” Shana stated, siding with her Halfling roommate.

      Again, the warrior opened his mouth to speak, but Steve interrupted him, settling the issue. “I’m okay with their release. We need all the help we can get, especially after losing Jarek and his pirates. And we could easily make that detour work,” he traced his finger from Misengard to Holders Keep, and then from Holders Keep to their two other destinations in Deletion. “After we’re done in the desert, we can head to Triland. Ty and Shana, that’s close to where you’ll be, so we can rendezvous with you there and set out for Almiria together.”

      “I can have doves sent to all the cities, letting them know they’ll soon be visited by one or more of Alazar’s elect, and, if they want, anyone interested in fighting can be sent in advance to Almiria,” Ortega proposed. 

      “Let’s keep the detail about Almiria being where our army is stationed out of the letters,” Steve interjected. “That should be kept top-secret so it doesn’t get out and the enemy attacks the people there. Instead, let’s simply collect the volunteers in each city and tell whoever’s leading them to head to Almiria. There, they can forge weapons, armor, and other battle structures. We can also start training anyone sixteen and older in the basics of battle, just like we did in Casanovia. Ty’s been doing that with Jun-Lei’s crew and he was training Jarek’s men before they deserted. After we feel like everyone’s prepared, we’ll determine our plans on how to best confront the Hooded Phantom’s army and take back Celestial.”

      As everyone stood up, now that the plans were finalized, Willis told the group, “I’ve heard people talking about the state of the kingdom and what’s to come. They’re already referring to this time as the Third Great War and the Battle for Celestial will determine the victor.”

      “It’s ironic then,” Steve shared his observation. “King Zoran built Celestial over the location where so many of our people died in the Second Great War. Now, there’s going to be another battle on the same lands and the outcome will forever change the course of history.” 

      “Let’s hope we’re victorious, this time.”

      “We will be,” Steve replied with brazen determination. 
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      Twelve days after their plans were made, the three groups of travelers met at Misengard’s docks. Although the snow was melting, the weather was still cold, forcing everyone to wear cloaks over their armor to combat the shiver-inducing chills. 

      “We won’t be seeing each other for a while. Take care of yourselves,” Steve hugged his brother and half-sister. 

      “I’m glad I’m headed to Elmwood and not Holders Keep like you,” Shana told Steve. “I’ll take sailing on a ship over riding a dragon any day,” she glanced nervously at Crimson Singe. Although she’d fought in two battles where the aerial monster wreaked havoc on all the enemies he encountered, her heart beat faster every time she was close to the giant red dragon. 

      Next to his green-armored, pink-haired girlfriend, Ty bent down to Nash. “You take care of your dad, okay?” he made the boy promise, instilling a sense of purpose in the eight-year-old Dwarf. After Nash, Ty said goodbye to Grizz and the rest of the Serendale crew. He ended with Copper, who everyone loved as much as a household pet, before following Shana and Ryland up the gangway and onto Andonia. 

      “We all have our assignments,” Steve announced. He called up to Ty, Shana, and Ryland, where they looked down on him from the ship’s main deck. “Kari and I will meet you in Triland. The rest of you, we’ll rejoin each other’s company in Almiria. Until then, may Alazar protect all of us in our travels.”

      

      Everyone waved goodbye to those on Andonia as Jun-Lei steered her ship out of the harbor and towards Elmwood. The three patchy sails of the old vessel grew smaller and smaller as the shipmaster settled into a wind current and allowed it to propel her ship forward. 

      “I hope they brought enough ginger root for Ty,” Grizz joked, playfully bouncing Nash on his shoulders to mimic the rise and falls of Andonia over the choppy waters. “I can’t believe he chose to set foot on that ship after how seasick he got.”

      “If it wasn’t for Shana, it’d be one of us in his place,” Kari said. “But he’s so head over heels for her, he’ll do anything to stay by her side.” 

      While everyone smiled, thinking about the over-the-top affection Ty and Shana had been constantly showing each other, Grizz announced, “I guess it’s time for us to head out as well.” 

      Kari caught a look of sadness pass over the Dwarf’s face. Maybe he’s seeing Steve and me in love, as well as Shana and Ty and it’s making him miss what he had with his wife. She felt sorry for the twenty-eight-year-old Halfman, but then noticed Grizz once again started bouncing his son up and down. He’s sad, but he’s reminding himself of what he has, she could tell, glad Grizz had found a positive outlook, rather than drowning himself in his sorrows. 

      The father and son headed over to where four horses stood. Grizz mounted one of the steeds, setting Nash securely in front of him. Krause, Willis, and Dart each planted their foot in the stirrups of their own horses and vaulted themselves up into their saddles. As Kari said goodbye to the three men, Grizz and Steve shared their own farewell. What was once an arduous rapport between the Dwarf and Human had grown into a friendship of mutual respect.

      Speaking to Steve from atop his horse, Grizz told his Human friend, “You stay safe out there. You’re our leader. We’ll need you in Almiria. Maybe when I see you there, you’ll finally have your element,” he teased. “We can train against each other.”

      “Let’s hope I do better than our scuffle in Casanovia,” Steve smiled at his self-deprecating reference. 

      Grizz belted out a hearty laugh as the rest of his party trotted over to join him. He moved his mouth to the side, clicked his tongue three times, and lashed his horse’s reins to gallop away.

      “Speed, strength, and safety to you two,” Willis followed after Grizz, but briefly stopped to quote Serendale’s warrior motto to Steve and Kari.

      “And the same to you,” Kari nodded, putting her arm around Steve as they watched the group take off towards Twin Peaks. 

      The men soon rounded a corner, leaving behind only a trail of horses’ hoofprints, intermixed with the indentations made by Copper’s massive paws. 

      “Now’s our time to say goodbye to Misengard,” Steve stated, taking Kari’s hand and walking towards where Crimson waited for them. 

      “Shana wasn’t the only one nervous,” Kari admitted as they approached the dragon. “I’ve never flown before.” 

      “I felt the same way my first time,” Steve tried to quell her fears as the giant, red-scaled monster lowered himself to the ground so the Human and the Halfling could mount him. “Every warrior trainee test-rides a flying monster when deciding if they want to serve their career as a land, naval, or aerial warrior. Once you get up there though, it can be fun, even relaxing if you allow it to be.”

      “I’ll start off nice and slow,” Crimson promised, sensing Kari’s apprehension. “If it’s too scary, or you feel sick and need to land, just shout out to me. I’ll hear you over the wind.”

      Everything’s going to be fine. All I’m doing is mounting a really large horse with wings, Kari told herself as she grabbed one of Crimson’s spikes and pulled herself up onto his back. Plopping down in the saddle Crimson had been fitted with, she strapped herself into the leather harnesses and took a deep breath.

      Steve checked that their bundles were securely tied down, climbed up into the saddle in front of Kari, and fastened the buckles of his own straps. Before he forgot, he took a pair of blacksmithing goggles from around his neck, placed them over his eyes, and handed an extra pair to Kari. “Here, Ty got us these and said they’re helpful in protecting your eyes from drying out.”

      Once Kari put them on, Steve patted the scales on Crimson’s neck. “We’re ready!”

      The dragon extended his wings outwards, showcasing a wingspan twice his body length, and powerfully flapped them up and down as Kari closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around Steve’s midsection. Crimson’s massive body quickly rose into the air, where he caught a strong breeze that he used to ascend even higher in the blue sky. The wind increased dramatically the more they climbed, as did the chilling cold. 

      “Here comes the worst part,” Steve warned Kari, “Your ears are going to pop from the elevation.” Once they did, and Crimson found a comfortable pace to fly forward at, Steve excitedly told Kari, “Alright! Open your eyes!”

      The moment she dared to peek, they flew through a giant, white cloud, so nothing was visible. But when they broke through it, Kari gasped. 

      For a moment, the sight was dizzying, but the temporary effect of nausea quickly subsided and was replaced by an awe for the beauty of the landscape beneath them. Misengard sat encompassed by the Valpyrio Mountain Range. The sprawling city featured tiny roads snaking back and forth in disorganized fashion. 

      There’s their arena! And there’s the giant library with its glass-dome ceiling, Kari enjoyed spotting the various landmarks she and Steve had explored together during their time in the city. 

      To the north of Misengard, dozens of ships floated on the Darien Sea. They look like tiny ants crawling on a giant tapestry of swirling blue. Ty and Shana are among them, Kari knew, although she was too high to make out the details that’d allow her to distinguish Andonia from the other vessels.

      “What do you think?” Steve asked, turning in his saddle to see Kari behind him. 

      “Flying’s not so bad!” she smiled, continuing to look around, taking in the sights. She even dared to release her death grip around Steve’s stomach and outstretch her arms to feel the cold wind through her fingertips. 

      For the next several hours, they flew east over the Frostlands. Everywhere else on Element the snow melted away, but the Frostlands remained blanketed year-round. Many small villages populated the serene landscape, some of which Steve and Kari asked Crimson to stop at when they needed to eat or use the lavatory. Anytime they did, they brought the locals up to speed on the war and asked for volunteers willing to head to the nearest city of Casanovia where they could join others headed to Almiria. 

      When night drew near, Crimson made one last push to cover as much of their route as possible before eventually setting down on a beach near the northwest point of Lake Azure. 

      “We’re outside the borders of the nearest province,” he warned his riders. “There’s a higher chance of encountering monsters now that we’re outside the boundaries of the kingdom, but I think we’ll be safe here. You don’t even need to stay up and keep watch. I’ll encircle you with my body, so anything that might want to harm you has to go through me.”

      Having eaten supper only hours prior, all that was needed for preparations for the night was collecting firewood from the nearby woods, which, once set in a pyre, Crimson set aflame with his element. The friendly dragon, exhausted from the day’s travels, promptly collapsed in the sand and fell asleep. The flickering firelight bounced off his scales, making them glimmer as Steve and Kari unclasped their bundles and set their makeshift beds next to each other. 

      “Today went much better than I thought it would,” Kari smiled, realizing she had worked herself up to the point that she made flying more intimidating than she needed to. 

      Sitting in the sand in the reverse position of their riding formation, Steve massaged his girlfriend’s shoulders while gazing into the shifting fire. Along with Kari, he listened to the peaceful sound of crickets chirping in the woods mixed with the rescinding high-tide waves. 

      “Look at the sky,” Steve gestured, pointing out the millions of stars, each sparkling individually. 

      “It’s beautiful. You can’t see the heavens from cities. Remember the first time we were out in the wilderness like this under the stars?” Kari asked Steve even though she wasn’t facing him. 

      The Evergreen Forest. “That was over four months ago,” Steve recalled, reflecting on how much they’d been through and how close they’d grown in their relationship together. “It makes me wonder where we’ll be four months from today.”

      “Well,” Kari theorized, “we’ll have already collected warriors and volunteers from all the provinces and have attempted to take back Celestial. The kingdom will be reclaimed or the monsters will have achieved victory against us, and I refuse to believe the latter.”

      Steve nodded. “I hope we’re successful. And despite what the prophecy says, I hope I’ll still be alive when it’s all said and done. More than anything, I want you and me to be together once this war is over.”

      “I want that too,” Kari reached up to her shoulder and caught Steve’s hand in her own. Not releasing her grip, she stood up, moved to sit behind him, and began working out the many knots in his back caused by constant stress. “I also want to have found the answers about my father. I hope we’ll learn what happened to him in your vision. I can’t believe Malorek set him up as the murderer of all those warriors, but at least we know he survived. I’m trying not to set my hopes too high that he’s still alive, but if he is, I’d want you to meet him. I think you’d both get along. I don’t have very many memories of my dad, but what I do remember is that he was always looking out for me. He cared for me and he cared about being a warrior and serving the kingdom. You’re just like him.”

      Having gotten out the knots, Kari patted Steve’s back to signal she was done. They shared a sweet, tender kiss and slid into the warmth of their bedrolls. 

      “If you get too cold, wake me up and you can have my blanket,” Steve offered.

      “I’ll be okay, I don’t want you to be cold and get sick.”

      “Maybe Alazar would bless me for my chivalry and give me the fire element. Then I could just lay here in my armor on a low-warm setting.”

      “I’m sure if you got your element you’d be running all over this beach with your sword, testing out what you’re capable of!” 

      “Yeah, you’re right!” Steve laughed, knowing it was true. “Alright, sleep well, Kari. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Kari said, before closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep amidst the crackling fire and crashing waves. 

      

      Steve woke in a panic, inhaling a breath that pushed his lungs to their capacity. In his sleep, he’d rolled out of his bedroll and lay in the sand next to it. Jumping up, he reached for where Aurelia sat propped against his bundle. 

      Where am I? he questioned, wiping the sweat from his brow. His heart raced until he found Kari peacefully sleeping next to the orange embers of the dying fire. Another nightmare, he shook his head in disgust. That makes the fourth one this week.

      “Bad dream?” Crimson asked Steve in a hushed voice, careful not to wake Kari. Even in his attempt to be quiet, his voice boomed across the beach, but the Halfling merely turned over, muttering in her sleep. 

      “Sorry to wake you,” Steve got up and stretched, planning to pace around until his heart-rate settled down.

      “Don’t worry, you didn’t,” Crimson made it known he’d already been up. “I used to love when Oliver would tell me his dreams. Do you want to tell me yours?”

      “It’s a reoccurring one that won’t seem to go away,” Steve explained. “Instead of me killing Silas, it was him who killed me. He lived out my life of being adopted, becoming a warrior, and surviving the attack on Celestial and I was the twin who grew up in the castle, betrayed my grandfather, and led part of the Phantom’s army, only to be killed in Casanovia. I guess it stems from how lately I’ve been questioning if we switched spots if I would’ve turned out like him.”

      “Like Silas?” Crimson pondered. “I don’t think you would have. With Alazar’s creations, everyone is different, even twins. Who a person becomes depends on their unique person and how it’s shaped and grown by their choices, their environment, and the events of their life. Even if you and Silas grew up together and did everything exactly the same, you still would’ve turned out different from one another.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but I just wonder how different things might be if parts of our pasts were altered. Like what if Thatcher wasn’t the one who adopted me, or if I didn’t decide to follow in his footsteps and become a warrior? I’m not saying I wish I could change my life,” he clarified, “but it makes you think about what could have been.”

      Crimson nodded, understanding why Steve was so bothered. “Nature and nurture. It’s all interesting, isn’t it? This entire war stems from the life of Malorek. Had it gone different for him, I don’t think we’d be here right now.”

      Like Steve, the dragon had no answers in response to their ruminations, but he tried encouraging the warrior by saying, “Just remember that soon, how the kingdom fell and how events have played out won’t matter. Celestial will be ours and you’ll be able to rest peacefully.”

      Steve chuckled to himself, realizing the morbid irony of the dragon’s words, considering what the prophecy on the sword in his hand said. Moving the focus of the conversation away from his stressors, he asked Crimson, “Why were you awake?” 

      “You’re not the only one with a lot on your mind. I’ve been reflecting on the past few weeks living in Misengard and getting to be among people. Getting to see the glow on the faces of everyone in the villages we visited today was wonderful. It’s what I’ve always wanted: to be part of the kingdom I helped Oliver claim. But we knew Nightstrike was after me for killing his father and if I didn’t live in isolation, I’d be bringing unwelcomed danger to any city I was in.”

      “We’ll have to kill Nightstrike when we take back Celestial so after he’s gone you can live there and experience that kind of happiness every day.” 

      With sharp white teeth glistening in the moonlight, Steve noticed Crimson Singe smile at the idea. For a moment, he wanted nothing more than to march to Celestial and help the dragon attain what he desired. He deserves to get whatever he wants, considering he risked his life for our kingdom and defeated the evil of his generation. 

      “I know what we’ll be up against,” Crimson acknowledged the tough challenge awaiting them, but remained undeterred in playing a part in helping overcome them. “This sense of dread and unease surrounding this war reminds me of how things were back during Draviakhan’s reign. We were all stressed and worried about what was to come. It affected our daily lives, even our minds at night,” Crimson referenced the reason he and Steve were awake. “But despite the darkness, we found glimmers of hope. I used to find mine in Oliver’s and my friendship.” 

      Crimson remained talking, but looked up to the red moon, not allowing Steve to see the twitch in his face as he shared, “Traveling with you today reminded me of the old times. When you climbed up onto me, it took me back to when Oliver used to do the same. Today was the first day anyone’s flown on me since he did.”

      “I can tell you miss him,” Steve noticed the dragon’s forlornness. “I know he was your friend.”

      “He was, and more than that, he helped make me into who I am and what I stand for. What I wouldn’t give to have one last moment with him, just the two of us.”

      That’s exactly the same thing I wish I could have with Thatcher, Steve thought, but instead echoed Crimson’s desire by saying, “I would’ve loved the chance to talk to my grandfather more. All we had was a brief conversation in the King’s Tower. It would’ve been nice to get to know him better.”

      “I’m sure he’d be proud of you and what you’ve accomplished.”

      “I haven’t done much yet,” Steve admitted. “And our accomplishments mean nothing if we fail to take back Celestial. Even if we reclaim the capital, I might not even be alive to be king,” Steve sighed, once again bothered by the prophecy, despite his talk with Kari.

      The red dragon took a long, strange pause before he responded, “I know there’s a lot on your mind, but sometimes allowing yourself to have a break so you’re not over-analyzing everything can help relieve the stress of the weight on your shoulders.”

      Kari encouraging me to celebrate in Misengard helped me to do that, Steve remembered. 

      “Don’t let these things overwhelm you, especially the prophecy.” Crimson looked like he wanted to say something important, but he only shared, “There are things you don’t know yet. Someday soon you’ll be able to step back and see the bigger picture and it won’t seem so intimidating.”

      “You know something, don’t you?”

      Crimson didn’t answer one way or another. He simply said, “The best advice I can give is the same thing Oliver used to tell me. Hold to your faith and do what is in accordance with it and you should always be on the right track.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Steve promised. He began to walk back to the campsite, but stopped and turned back to the dragon, unable to shake the feeling that Crimson was awake for more than the reason he’d mentioned. “Is there anything else you want to talk about?” 

      Crimson sighed, a heavy breath from deep within. “Everything’s fine,” he replied, despite an expression of consternation on his face. “Goodnight, Stephen. Sleep well.” 

      Steve nodded, knowing if Crimson Singe wanted to talk, he would have, but the dragon kept his burdens to himself. 
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