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      The Story of Evil: An Epic Fantasy Saga is dedicated to my wife, my children, my parents, and my brothers; To all the friends I have met in my life and to any family and friends who I have yet to meet, awaiting me in the future. There, that covers everyone! I treasure the memories I have of each and every one of you and look forward to the future ones we will make together. I love you all.
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      Growing up, I was captivated by the incredible worlds and characters created by authors like J.R.R. Tolkien, George R.R. Martin, Margaret Weis, Tracy Hickman, Christopher Lloyd, C.S. Lewis, and many others. These pillars of the fantasy genre inspired me to create a world and story of my own.  

      I spent over ten years planning and writing The Story of Evil – An Epic Fantasy Saga, releasing each of its five volumes one at a time not only so I could afford the editing and cover art, but so I could receive constructive feedback that helped me improve as an author as I continued writing. Since I began, my goal has always been to release the very book you are reading now, the complete story as a standalone novel; a book that harkens back to the giant tomes of classic fantasy that allowed the reader to become completely immersed in its many pages.

      All my favorite aspects of fantasy are combined in this 430,000 word adventure: dragons, knights, castles, war, prophecies, magic, and monsters, with characters from different races, religions, and cultures. I also wanted to allow for a critical lens by including an underlying commentary on capitalism and the overconsumption of resources, while delving into issues like bullying, self-worth, racism, abandonment, depression, and other aspects of the human condition. Lastly, with many “common” names for characters, cities, etc., I hope this book can serve as an accessible introduction to the fantasy genre for both young and old.  

      For so many years my dream has been to put this book into the hands of readers so they can experience the story I’ve worked so hard on. The fact that you are reading these words right now means my dream has come true. Thank you for taking the time to read this first novel in my literary universe called The Chronoverse. It means more to me than you’ll ever know!

      -Tony Johnson
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      There lived two gods. One of darkness; the other of light, each from their own realm. Despite being complete opposites, both desired to build a world and fill it with their creations. Forced to work together since neither was strong enough on their own, the two gods used a shared realm to forge a planet with the powers of fire, water, wind, electricity, and earth. They named their world that which they constructed it out of; Element.

      Alazar, the god of light, populated Element with people of four different races: Humans, Elves, Giants, and Dwarves. The god of darkness, Zebulon, filled Element with two types of monsters: Anthropomorphic Monsters, who vaguely resembled the four-limbed model of Alazar’s creations; and Animal Monsters, whose appearance resembled larger and more terrifying versions of common animals. 

      Zebulon imbued both types of monsters with elemental abilities. Anthropomorphic Monsters could empower metal weapons and the armor touching their bodies, giving them advanced abilities in battle. Animal Monsters could turn their skin, scales, fur, or feathers into their element without causing harm to themselves. A few types of monsters, like dragons, could blast their element from their mouth.

      Alazar’s and Zebulon’s creations constantly fought. Eventually, a five-headed dragon named Draviakhan rose in power. Draviakhan ordered his massive army throughout Element. They mercilessly slaughtered countless people as they rampaged through every city, town, and village they encountered.

      After they killed his family, a teenager named Oliver Zoran traveled across the kingdom to kill the dragon and end the army’s reign. On his journey, Alazar blessed Oliver with control over the five elements. Through his empowered weapons and armor, Oliver used his newfound abilities to kill his sworn enemies.

      Zoran’s quest became a widely told story that served as inspiration and motivation for people worldwide. They built new and better establishments over the ruins of ones destroyed during Draviakhan’s reign. In an effort to help restore the kingdom, Zoran established a new capital city named Celestial.

      From his castle in Celestial, the dragonslayer ruled from his golden throne with the new name: King Oliver Zoran. King Zoran led the kingdom into a time of peace and prosperity that hadn’t been known since before Draviakhan was born. But, although Zebulon’s strongest monster was defeated, evil had not been completely destroyed. The time of peace was only temporary. Soon, the ultimate villain would rise and challenge King Zoran’s reign. 
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      I have the opportunity to entertain and inspire so many people, Stephen Brightflame thought to himself, but with that responsibility comes so much pressure not to fail. 

      “You’re anxious, aren’t you?” Steve’s foster father, Commander Titus Thatcher, suggested as he stood next to his son. It wasn’t hard for him to read Steve’s emotions, especially because he’d raised the nineteen-year-old from infancy. 

      “I don’t want to disappoint anyone who spends their time and money to attend the tournaments,” Steve shared as he surveyed the festivities throughout the plaza. People mingled around, exploring the various shops, locales, and activities of the arena district. Anyone who wanted was free to come up to him and introduce themselves to the warrior who’d be representing Celestial in the premiere event of the Warriors’ Tournaments – the Joust.  

      Trying to ease Steve’s worries, Titus calmly imparted advice, as he so often did with each of his three sons. “It’s okay to feel overwhelmed. Your mind is focused on what matters. Most warriors only care about the money and fame they can receive from winning their event, but your goal is not to let down the people of Celestial.” Clasping the shoulder spaulder of the red suit of armor Steve had been given to wear, he said with an encouraging smile, “Your heart is in the right place. I have a feeling you and that old warhorse of yours will surprise a lot of people this weekend.”

      Steve turned and pet his horse, Clyx, who stood nearby. He grabbed a carrot from a burlap sack at his feet, fed the brown stallion the orange vegetable, and listened to the clicking of Clyx’s jaw with each munch. 

      “After the Celestial Qualifiers, I had breeders offer me gold to ride their horse in my matches,” Steve shared, “but I could never abandon Clyx like that. I told them, ‘Together we’ve come this far, and together we’ll go as far as we can.’ Their stallions may have been purebreds, but I’ve raised Clyx since he was a colt. Our bond is strong. Isn’t that right, buddy?” he asked, grabbing Clyx’s bit so he could pull him close and rub his snout.

      As he held his meet-and-greet event the morning before the Tournament weekend began, Steve knew thousands of people from throughout the kingdom had come to the capital. The circularly laid out city served as host to the two-day celebration, where warriors competed in various competitions. Not only was the weekend full of fun and entertainment, it allowed people to celebrate the safety and peace warriors provided the twelve provinces. 

      “I can’t believe the parade is tonight and my first match is in the morning,” Steve uttered, running his fingers through his dark hair. 

      “Between your patrols and training, you’ve been busy,” Thatcher said, understanding how the tournaments had snuck up so quickly. “But don’t become so focused on what’s to come that you miss special moments in the present.” He gestured across the plaza to the many Celestial citizens who’d come to give their support.

      He’s right, Steve thought. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I need to enjoy every ounce of this experience while it lasts.

      As the young warrior stood alongside his brown stallion and his foster father, he threw his head back and breathed in the fresh autumn air. It’s a perfect day for this, he acknowledged, taking in the sounds of civilians conversing and vendors shouting out what wares or foods they had for sale. On the far side of the plaza, a throng of people laughed and cheered as they watched children compete in a jousting game.

      “Hi, Mr. Brightflame,” a balding, middle-aged Dwarf came up to Steve. A boy accompanied him, but stayed behind the man’s legs, casting nervous glances up at Clyx.

      “Jacen,” the Dwarf looked down at the child, trying to coax him out of hiding. “Do you want to introduce yourself to Celestial’s jouster?” 

      When Jacen timidly shook his head, the man apologized to Steve and Thatcher. “Sorry, my nephew is a little shy. A dragon attack in Misengard a few weeks ago took the lives of his parents, so he’s been scared to leave our house since my wife and I took him in. But today we took a big step in venturing out to meet some of the warriors competing for Celestial. First, the capital’s archer, then the one in the pie-eating contest, and now you, our jouster.”

      “He must be brave to come out amongst all these crowds!” Steve told the boy’s uncle, but made sure he spoke loud enough so Jacen heard him. Crouching down to meet the child at eye level, Steve said, “Hi Jacen, my name is Stephen Brightflame. I’m sorry to hear about what happened to your parents.” Then whispering, as if he were revealing a secret, he shared, “Do you know I’m an orphan too?”

      “You are?” Jacen asked, his eyes widening. 

      Steve nodded and gestured to the cylindrical stone structure that loomed over the plaza they were in. “Right there in that Warriors’ Watchtower is where my father gave me up because he wanted to give me a better life. And you see that commander behind me?” Steve jerked his thumb towards Thatcher. “He was working here as a warrior that day and decided to adopt me. I’m proud to call him my dad because he’s an admirable man, just like I’m sure your uncle is. Is he taking you to the parade tonight?”

      “He said we could go if I felt up to it,” Jacen answered. “I think I’d like to watch the Opening Ceremonies.”

      “Good! I’ll look for you in the crowd!” Steve smiled while remaining crouched. “Would you like to meet Clyx? I know he’s big, but he’s not as scary as he looks.”

      The boy shyly nodded, so Steve grabbed a carrot, handed it to the child, and led him to stand before the stallion. As Jacen held up the vegetable with a shaking hand, Clyx, sensing the boy’s nervousness, took slow, small bites instead of his usual one-munch-devouring of his favorite snack.

      “See? Not so bad! Now,” Steve directed the boy to the far side of the arena, “Do you see that blonde-haired Elf?”

      “The one with the black eye?”

      “Yes,” Steve answered while rolling his eyes disapprovingly, knowing the story behind the injury. “That’s my brother, Tyrus Canard. Since us jousters aren’t allowed to have anyone by our sides tomorrow except for squires, Ty and his girlfriend created a version of the Joust where you can compete for one of four spots. You hold a lance, ride a pony, and try to hit as many targets as possible. The top scorers will help me carry my shield, lances, flag, or sword during my matches,” Steve explained, patting his weapon, Brightflame, in its sheath on his hip. 

      With a wrinkled brow, Jacen asked, “How can he be your brother? He’s an Elf and you’re a Human.”

      “He’s adopted too. Just because you don’t share the same bloodline doesn’t mean you’re not family.”

      Jacen smiled at the sentiment and headed off with his uncle alongside him. Steve could hear the boy telling the Dwarf, “I’d like to be a warrior someday! I could win the Celestial Qualifiers and represent Celestial in the Joust!”

      “That was you not so long ago,” Titus reminded Steve as they both watched the boy bouncing along in excitement. “You’ve dreamt of this since you were a child.”

      Steve nodded. It’s exciting when the things we imagine for so many years finally come to fruition, he thought.

      

      During a few minutes in which no one else came to greet Steve, Thatcher nudged his son. “Stephen, there’s some news I’ve been wanting to share with you.” A twinkle shone in the warrior commander’s eyes as the forty-two-year-old shifted on his feet.

      I can’t tell if he’s excited, nervous, or both. 

      “Supreme Commander Lambert asked me to meet with him and King Zoran,” Thatcher explained. “Apparently, there’s been some unique migrations among monster species over the past few months. Minotaurs, orcs, even goblins. There are clans joining that’ve been at odds for decades. It appears they’re forming an army that’s taking orders from one person. Some refer to him as the Hooded Phantom while others call him The Faceless. I’m sure Darren told you about his mission?” Thatcher presumed, shaking his head in disbelief at what’d happened.

      “Yeah, Darren said he flew to Valpyrio Heights with Sir Merrill and a bunch of other warriors last week investigating those rumors when they were attacked. I’ve been thanking Alazar every night that Darren made it out alive, but I can’t believe Merrill and most of the others on the mission were killed.”

      “That’s what King Zoran and Sir Lambert wanted to speak to me about. They asked me to permanently assume Sir Merrill’s position.”

      “They asked you to be a Guardian Knight!?” Steve nearly shouted with excitement. The twelve Guardian Knights were an elite order whose job was to protect the royalty. Each was dubbed an official knight, a title that caused civilians to show them respect by calling them ‘Sir.’

      “When will you be knighted?”

      “I already was. Late last night,” Thatcher confessed. “Only King Zoran, Sir Lambert, and a few other knights were in attendance.” 

      “Why didn’t you say anything about it?” Steve asked, upset he missed such a momentous event.

      “I didn’t want to take away from your celebration today.”

      “From me?” Steve questioned. “Hundreds of warriors from across the kingdom participate in the tournaments each year. There are only twelve knights, all handpicked by King Zoran himself to serve as advisors and security for him and Prince Silas. People should come to meet you instead of me!”

      “I’m sorry,” Thatcher apologized. “Like I said, I didn’t want to make a spectacle of it.”

      Steve sighed. “I’m disappointed I couldn’t be there, but I’m happy for you. You deserve it. You’ve worked your way up the chain of command: warrior, captain, commander, and now a knight. I can only hope my career follows the same path as yours. There’s nothing I’d love more than the honor of guarding royalty.”

      As Steve spoke, he noticed more people coming over to greet him, so he quickly finished by saying, “Once Darren heals up from his injuries, him, you, me, and Ty will all have to get together and celebrate.”

      

      While he conversed with those who came to meet him over the next several hours, Steve couldn’t help but keep thinking about how deserving Thatcher was of knighthood. 

      He took in Ty and Darren after the murder of their parents. He adopted me after losing his wife in childbirth. Despite his personal losses, Thatcher raised us three boys as a single father. He read us bedtime stories about the heroes of legend and taught us the essential characteristics of those men and women: faith, humility, selflessness, kindness, and loyalty. More importantly, he regularly modeled those traits for us through his actions. 

      Even as a child, Steve knew his father would become a distinguished leader among the warriors. He had a swagger that commanded obedience and respect from everyone he interacted with. Titus Thatcher developed Steve into the person he was, and Steve was forever grateful for him.

      I hope to become a man of character like him and teach any children I might have the same values and life lessons, Steve often envisaged. 

      Although he was overjoyed, the other piece of news Thatcher shared bothered him; that someone was gathering an army of monsters. The idea that an enemy sought to destroy the kingdom’s peace and safety was concerning, but with his mind too preoccupied with the Joust, Steve pushed the idea of the mysterious villain to the back of his mind. Little did he know, evil would soon descend upon Celestial and forever change the city Steve knew and loved.
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      Dark clouds above her threatened to break open, but Kari Quinn paid them little attention. Focused solely on her target, she crouched down, took a controlled breath, and drew back her bowstring. When she released it, her arrow whizzed past dozens of trees before piercing through the neck of the boar she’d been tracking for over two miles.  

      The half-Elf, half-Human made her way over to her kill, tied its feet, and attached it to a harness around her waist. As Kari began trekking back to her cart, the boar dragged behind her, its body crunching through the red, yellow, and orange leaves of Whitebark Woods. Although most of the leaves remained on the trees, a few had fallen, signaling the beginning of autumn’s end.

      After a gust of wind severed more of the foliage from their branches, Kari looked up past the fluttering leaves to the swirling sky above. I’m glad I found you before this storm rolled in, she glanced back to the boar and spoke aloud, “If I didn’t have you to sell, I wouldn’t have enough money to pay my rent.”

      As a hunter hired by various inns and taverns throughout Celestial, Kari’s job was to bring them animals she killed. Over the past few years, however, Whitebark Woods seemed to have less and less to offer. Other hunters constantly took more than they needed, leading to a decrease in the populations of animal species in the area. 

      “There won’t be any animals left if hunters keep killing more than they need just so they can make an extra profit,” Kari had sought to inform one of the mayor’s aides, hoping her argument would reach lawmakers. Unfortunately, nothing came of her plea. Repeated attempts also had no effect. 

      Making her way back to where she’d left her cart before hunting the boar, Kari loaded the carcass into it. As she braided her dark hair so it wouldn’t blow in the rising wind, she heard a rustling behind her.

      “Don’t move!” a deep voice shouted. “I’ll kill you if you do.”

      Instead of following the man’s command, Kari jumped behind the nearest tree. She drew and notched an arrow the same moment the thump of a spear smashed into the other side of the trunk.

      This guy wants to kill me, but he must not have a bow, she knew. Otherwise, he would’ve used that to attack instead of a spear. 

      Emerging from safety, Kari ran forward, using her cart as coverage, all while keeping her arrow drawn and her eyes on the woods before her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the metal shaft of the spear sparking with yellow electricity as it stuck into the tree. A buzzing sound emitted from the weapon, the only noise that could be heard in the unusually quiet woods. 

      “I know you’re out there! Show yourself!” Kari shouted, glancing at all the trees in her field of vision. Her heart beat so fast it felt like it was going to explode, but she knew she’d gained the upper-hand and could now control the situation. 

      This is just another hunter who found my cart and hid until I came back so they could take my game for themselves. They got away with it last time, but this time I’ll scare them off.

      “Don’t shoot! I’m coming out!” the voice called out, followed by a figure emerging from behind a cluster of trees with its hands up.

      Kari’s eyes widened and her heart raced even faster when she saw it was not a fellow hunter who’d thrown his spear at her, but a monster.

      “Not another step!” Kari warned as the monster walked towards her. Like her voice, her hands shook as she aimed at her enemy who was the same height as her. The monster wasn’t anything she recognized. Although she’d never seen an orc, minotaur, goblin, or ogre up close, she knew whatever stood before her wasn’t any of those types of Anthropomorphic Monsters. In fact, the figure could have been mistaken for an Elf if it wasn’t for its jarring features of completely black, pupilless eyes and long, stark white hair that matched the color of its fangs.

      It has yellow skin, Kari noted, reminding herself that some monsters’ elemental powers were signified through the color of their feathers, fur, skin, or scales. I have to be careful of its lightning element. Whatever type of monster this is, it can summon voltage through whatever metal its body touches. She was quickly proven correct when the monster covered its rusty bronze plate of armor with electricity. 

      “I said not another step!” Kari shouted again, noticing the monster inching forward, daring to eliminate the distance between them.

      Just when she was about to loose her arrow, her enemy stopped, reached to its waist, and pulled out a dagger. Kari watched it charge up the short metal blade with voltage, willed into existence by the monster. Then it tossed the weapon away from itself and yet again held up its hands. 

      “Don’t act innocent! You still control your dagger!” Kari yelled, knowing the monster was trying to get her to let her guard down. Even though it had discarded its weapon, the blade remained sparking and buzzing, meaning the monster was mentally focusing on keeping its enchantment despite glaring at the Halfling woman it sought to kill. 

      If this thing has an element, it can manipulate any part of nature related to that element and use it to attack, Kari thought, quickly glancing at the sky and breathing a sigh of relief, finding no lightning in the dark clouds overhead.

      The white-haired figure smiled, a haunting, sinister smile which Kari didn’t know if it was impressed she’d noticed its plan or if there was something else it found amusing. It recalled its lightning dagger to itself, which flew from the ground where it rested, up to the monster’s open palm. It wrapped its yellow fingers, each with long, sharp nails, around the daggerhilt. 

      “What are you doing out here?” Kari asked. “These lands are within the kingdom’s jurisdiction.”

      The monster leaned forward, tilting one of its pointed ears towards Kari to better hear her shaky voice.

      “What are you doing out here?” she repeated.

      “I’m hunting for food on behalf of my clan,” the Elf-like figure answered, its unsettling black eyes staring across the void, straight into Kari’s blue ones. “You hunters keep coming into our part of the Evergreen Forest and are taking everything from our area.”

      Kari sighed and shook her head. I knew something like this would happen eventually. Now that the other hunters have depleted Whitebark, they’ve moved on to taking as much as they can from the Evergreen. 

      “Please,” the monster begged. “I need that boar. We’re struggling to survive while you take more than you need.”

      “Don’t lump me in with other hunters,” Kari spat the words out. No part of her wanted to be associated with the selfish group of men, most of whom constantly offended her with remarks about her mixed-race heritage of being half-Human, half-Elf. If they weren’t making racist remarks, they were commenting on her inability to be a hunter because she was a woman. “I only take what I need, and I need this boar just as much as you.”

      “You don’t understand how much we’re suffering!” 

      Kari saw the pained expression in the monster’s gaunt face behind its pronounced cheekbones. It looks desperate. Maybe I can offer a compromise, Kari considered, wanting to assist the troubled Anthropomorph. “I can help you hunt for something,” she called out. “We can work together.”

      “You’d stab me in the back at the first chance you got,” the monster yelled, its impatience growing. “I don’t have time for this. Surrender your kill and I won’t hurt you.”

      Kari noticed her enemy glancing every few seconds up to the sky, just as she’d done a moment ago. It’s not looking for lightning to bring down on me, it’s watching to see if sunlight is coming through the clouds, she determined, confused as to why. But before she could even finish her thought, she heard movement behind her and felt something heavy slam into the back of her head. In an immediate rush of lightheadedness, Kari fell to her hands and knees. 

      Don’t pass out! she told herself as her vision blurred in and out of focus with each pulse of pain. It took every effort not to succumb to the temptation of closing her eyes. 

      How can I be so stupid? she blamed herself as the monster approached her. Each leave-crunching footfall grew louder the closer it got. Why didn’t I consider it still controlled the spear it threw into the tree? 

      Feeling her attacker standing above her, Kari cried out in desperation, helpless to defend herself, “Please don’t kill me!”

      “I told you, I need the boar. I have no desire to kill you, but I can’t have you following me to our lair.” It picked up its spear and raised the non-bladed end high above its head. 

      “Wait!” Kari pleaded, throwing her hands in front of her face like one trying to block out a bright light. 

      The monster didn’t listen. It jammed the butt-end of its spear into the Halfling’s chest and sent a surge through its weapon, electrocuting Kari until she passed out. 

      

      For a long while, Kari lay awkwardly strewn, facedown on the ground. She awoke in a downpour of rain, confused and afraid, struggling to remember why she was sore and lying amongst mud and leaves. Throbbing pains pulsed in both her chest and the back of her head, but the latter of her injuries proved more bothersome. Checking her wound, Kari parted the dark hair at the back of her scalp and gingerly touched around the area the pain radiated from, only to find her fingers covered in blood. 

      The dark red substance didn’t faze the Halfling, as it hadn’t the dozens of times before she’d gotten injured while hunting. After realizing the laceration wasn’t serious, her focus switched to a more pressing concern. 

      “My bow!” she cried aloud. Please tell me the monster didn’t take it! 

      Her heart raced in panic as she frantically searched, digging through the surrounding leaves. 

      It wasn’t until she spun around that she found the weapon. 

      “Thank Alazar!” she uttered, breathing a sigh of relief as she clutched the weapon to her chest. The blue-painted metal bow with its small sapphires embedded at the top and bottom meant everything to Kari. The sapphires raised the bow’s value tenfold, but Kari would rather starve to death than sell the weapon. Her bow was the one her father used every day on duty as a warrior archer. As a kid, Kari looked forward to each afternoon when her dad would come home after his patrol. But one day he didn’t. 

      Someone murdered Quintis Quinn shortly before Kari’s fifth nameday. Kari never found out who the murderer was or what exactly happened. All she knew was the same man murdered many other warriors in a house in Celestial and then set the house on fire. She didn’t even know if the culprit was still alive, captured, or killed. 

      Now twenty-three, nineteen years removed from the death of her dad, a day didn’t go by that Kari didn’t return to the many questions surrounding her father’s death and want to exact revenge on his murderer. But as time went on, the answers she desperately longed for slipped further and further away. To keep his memory alive, Kari always carried her father’s bow. It was as if a piece of him was always with her. 

      With her most prized possession secure, the Halfling cautiously grabbed a nearby tree to pull herself up and test her balance. She pulled her hood over her head to ward off the rain as best she could and turned to find that, just like the monster, her cart and boar were gone. For the second time in as many minutes, Kari sighed, except this one was of disappointment, not relief. 

      I expected to leave Whitebark with more than I came in with, not less. Story of my life, she thought, conceding to the idea that her fate was one of poverty and struggling to survive day after day as she battled constant failures, losses, and setbacks.

      

      Thanks to a chance meeting with a farmer bringing his harvest back into Celestial, Kari hitched a ride in the man’s wagon instead of walking all the way back to the city. Once she was back near her home in the Riverside district, she headed to the nearest temple. The giant stone building with intricate stained-glass windows provided a sense of comfort for her. She’d frequented this temple throughout her youth and loved how inviting and caring the clerics were as they ministered to her and the other citizens of Celestial.

      “Kari Quinn! Back again, huh?” an elderly cleric approached the young Halfling. With one glance at the Kari’s pale face she could tell the twenty-three-year old was hurt. The portly woman who Kari knew as Editha, grabbed her under the arm and led her past the rows of people praying in pews to the infirmary section of the temple. 

      “What was it this time?” Editha asked as they walked. “Did your tree stand break again? Did another vicious rabbit break your arm? Did you twist your ankle after tripping on a rock?”

      Despite the dull headache that had taken over once the throbbing pain subsided, Kari smiled. “It was a vicious wolf that broke my arm before, not a rabbit,” she corrected the cleric that always seemed to enjoy chiding her. 

      “I’d tell everyone a wolf attacked me too if it was really a rabbit that broke my arm in two places like it did yours,” Editha winked, pretending not to believe Kari’s story from long ago. “You can’t blame me for losing track of all the reasons you come through our doors,” she grinned.

      “Head injury this time,” Kari tapped the back of her skull. “I don’t know what it was. Some white-haired, yellow-skinned monster that looked like an Elf. I can write that down for you so next time you’ll remember it wasn’t a rabbit,” she kept up the banter.

      Editha was too surprised to keep up the back-and-forth ribbing. “What was it doing in Whitebark?” she asked as she escorted Kari to a room and sat her down on a bench to examine her wound.  

      “It said it was hunting. It found my cart and waited for me to come back. When I did, it attacked me and took a boar I’d killed.” 

      “Hmm, monsters coming into Whitebark. That’s a little too close to the farmlands,” Editha shook her head in bewilderment as she picked up two thin metal prongs.

      Using one, she held Kari’s hair out of the way, while with the other she poked and prodded the Halfling’s scalp.

      “You’re not going to tell me I have lice again, are you?” Kari asked, once again bringing up the past experiences she shared with the gray-haired cleric. 

      “No, thankfully not. But you have a decent cut back here. The blood has dried up. Good news is I think it’ll heal on its own, but I’ll have to clean the wound before you leave.”

      Editha grabbed a clean rag which she dipped in a bucket of water. Before she began cleaning the back of Kari’s head, she relit an incense candle that’d extinguished itself. Once the wax began burning, it sent a pleasing aroma throughout the room, one that Kari could feel relax her aching muscles. 

      “How’s it going elsewise? Other than getting attacked by vicious rabbits - I mean creepy monsters?” Editha winked as she corrected herself, acting like she didn’t believe Kari’s story. “Break any boys’ hearts lately?”

      “Not lately,” Kari admitted, gritting her teeth for a moment while Editha dabbed at a tender spot. “I’ve been more of the breakee than the breaker.”

      “Well, I had to ask. You know an old, widowed woman like me has to live vicariously through stories from young people like you.” 

      “I had one relationship that seemed to start well,” Kari admitted, “but then he began treating me bad. Even though he apologized and I forgave him, he continued to act the same.”

      “You did the right thing. An apology usually isn’t sincere if there is no change involved.” Editha wrung out the rag, wiped her hands on her apron, and continued working on cleaning up Kari with a new rag. “What else has been going on? It’s been a few months since we last talked when I ran into you in the market.”

      “I don’t know,” Kari sighed.

      “It can’t be nothing,” Editha posited. “I could tell from the moment you walked into the temple something’s on your mind. More than just your injury.”

      When Kari sat silently, Editha tried to encourage her to open up by adding, “You know, us clerics do more than offer worship to Alazar and tend to those who need medical attention. We provide counseling for those who need it. Even if you just need to vent your frustrations, we’ll listen.”

      “I don’t know what it is exactly,” Kari admitted. “And I don’t want to come across as ungrateful or complaining, but I’m tired of feeling like I have nothing. No family, no relationships. I have nothing to my name, and I’m barely surviving on the money I make. Even my voice – I tried to bring attention to various issues that need addressing, but all I’m seen as is poor and powerless. No matter how hard I try, I can’t change either of those things. I love Celestial, but I don’t envision things improving. Twenty-three years I’ve lived here. And in that time I’ve never traveled more than forty miles from the city. There’s a whole world out there I want to experience firsthand that’s got to have more to offer.”

      “Hmm, travelling might be good for you,” Editha nodded. She set the rag down and patted Kari’s back, signaling she was done cleaning her wound. Taking a seat on the bench next to the Halfling, she shared, “Alazar tells us in his holy book that to end a cycle of discouragement, sometimes it’s best to physically remove yourself from surroundings that foster negativity. Any ideas on where you’d want to go?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’d travel through all of Element if I could,” Kari said with a sparkle in her blue eyes. “I don’t remember much about my father, couldn’t even tell you what he looked like, but I’ll never forget when he’d come home after being called away on a special mission. He’d tell tales of monsters he fought, different cultures he learned about, and the sights of nature that captivated him. I want to experience all of that firsthand. I know I have little money, but maybe after the Tournaments I could leave with one of their caravans and head to a new province.” 

      “Well, I’ll certainly miss seeing you around,” Editha admitted, standing up with Kari and leading her through the corridors of the temple, back to the entrance. “Do you need anything to help give you a fresh start? You know, the temple offers help for those with financial hardships.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Kari admitted. “There’s people who have it worse than I do. They’re the ones that could use that kind of assistance.”

      “Fair enough,” Editha shrugged. “Now, I think it’s best you go home, rest, and try not to exert yourself too much. I hope you weren’t going out to watch the parade tonight.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it. I got up before dawn to go hunting so I’m pretty tired.”

      “Alright,” Editha tried her best to smile, despite knowing Kari, the Halfling she’d looked out for for many years, was going to be leaving. “Don’t let this be the last time I ever see you. Someone’s got to remind you to look out for those vicious rabbits every once in a while,” she added with a wink.
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      Late in the afternoon, Ty and his girlfriend, Neysa, finished running the children’s jousting competition and headed over to talk with Steve and Thatcher. 

      “You have your four winners!” Ty excitedly announced to Steve. “I told them to meet you in the arena before your first match tomorrow so you can tell them their duties.”

      “Sounds great! Thanks for volunteering your time.”

      “No problem. It was fun seeing the kids enjoy it so much.”

      “Didn’t you say you got to squire for a jouster as a kid?” Neysa asked Ty. 

      “Yeah, and I’ll never forget it. Having the arena full with all eyes on you and the jouster you’re helping, it’s an unforgettable experience. Hey,” Ty turned to Thatcher, “Did you tell Steve your big news?” 

      “Yes, now you both know.”

      “I still can’t believe it,” Steve shook his head. 

      “Me neither,” Ty agreed. “I hear being a knight is a tough job. There’s a lot of responsibilities.”

      “Nothing can be harder than keeping you boys under control growing up,” Thatcher waved off Ty’s assertion with a smile. “You’re the reason for all these gray hairs of mine! Speaking of stress,” Thatcher continued, “Steve, you and Clyx need some rest before the parade tonight. I’ll clean up here, since it looks like things are winding down.” He glanced across the empty plaza to the course of hay bales with painted targets which he, Ty, and Steve had set up for the kids early in the morning. 

      “Are you sure?” Steve asked. “I can help.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I’ve spent so much time lately getting my affairs in order to move into the castle that it’ll be nice to occupy my mind on something else for a while.” 

      “We’d stay and help,” Ty wrapped his arm around his girlfriend, “but I told Darren that Neysa and I were stopping by.”

      “How’s he doing with his injuries?” Thatcher asked. “I haven’t checked on him the past few days. I haven’t even told him about my knighthood yet.”

      “He’s much better, but he’s disappointed he couldn’t be here at the meet-and-greet today. I’m going to try to convince him to come to the parade tonight.”

      “Tell him if I don’t see him, I’ll stop by tomorrow morning,” Thatcher requested. 

      “Will do,” Ty promised. 

      

      Once Ty and Neysa were on the cobblestone street heading to Darren and Cassandra’s residence further towards the city center, Neysa pulled herself out from under Ty’s arm.      

      “Is something wrong?” Ty asked. “You’ve barely said a word all day.”

      “There’s been a lot on my mind, but I don’t want to get into it right now.”

      “Now’s as good a time as any,” Ty encouraged her to get whatever was bothering her off her chest. He stroked his pointy chin with his thumb and index finger, waiting for Neysa as tears welled in her eyes. 

      Here comes another break up, Ty could tell based on her body language and the fact he’d been through this with other women many times before. He became even more assured of his assumption when she pulled him into an alley so their conversation would be more private than being out on the busy Celestial streets.

      “Ty, we’ve only been together for three weeks and I have a lot of fun with you, but after your brother’s injury, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what if it was you that had gone out on that mission and gotten hurt? I don’t know if I can be in a relationship with someone if I’m constantly worrying about them.”

      “I have Wildwing,” Ty downplayed her concerns. “He’s one of the fastest gryphons there is. I’ve never even come close to getting hurt.”

      “You don’t know that you won’t, though. Being an aerial warrior is one of the most dangerous jobs. Look at what happened to your brother. He nearly died!”

      Ty shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m not giving up a job I’ve worked so hard to obtain. I didn’t go through all of Boot Camp and years of Warrior Training just to quit. I’m not worried about my safety.”

      “That’s the problem! You’re a thrill-seeker who thinks you’re invincible. Even this,” Neysa gestured to Ty’s swollen eye. “I know you were just trying to earn some extra money for Darren while Cassandra’s staying home to take care of him, but you thought finding an underground fight club and gambling on yourself was a better idea than a million other things you could’ve done. You could’ve started a collection among warriors in your watchtower or baked pies to sell or something.”

      Ty laughed out loud at the ‘baking pies’ comment, but then saw Neysa’s furrowed eyebrows grow even more slanted. “Oh, you’re being serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious! Those are things a normal person would think of,” Neysa began crying. “And you didn’t tell me the truth when I asked you what happened. I only found out the reason you have a black eye because Steve accidentally let it slip.”

      “I didn’t tell you because this is the type of reaction I knew you’d have!” Ty laughed at the fact their conversation was the exact one he’d been attempting to avoid. 

      “What part of you finds this funny?” Neysa’s anger grew at seeing Ty smile. “I can’t tell if you believe this is all a joke or if you’re just laughing so you don’t have to deal the fact that we’re not right for each other.”

      Ty shrugged again and easily explained away his nonchalant attitude as if it was a part of his personality Neysa should’ve known. “When you’ve been through as many breakups as I have, you eventually learn to just laugh and not let it bother you.”

      “If you really cared about me, this would bother you,” Neysa groaned in frustration. “Clearly you don’t, so I’ll find someone who does.” With that, she turned on her heels and walked towards the street, wiping her tears away before reemerging into society. Before she did, however, she stopped, turned back to Ty, and said, “Your charisma and charm might be alluring at first, but underneath you’re just a cocky warrior living a carefree lifestyle. That’s a dangerous mix no woman will ever want.”

      Neysa stormed off, leaving Tyrus Canard alone in the alley, once again a single, twenty-two-year-old Elf. 

      Her accusation is spot on and I know it, he thought to himself, but I’m happy with who I am. I’m not going to change myself to fit what someone else wants. Eventually I’ll find someone who I match perfectly with. 

      Although somewhat disappointed his time with Neysa had ended, Ty felt the same excitement he always did after a breakup as he resumed his walk to Darren’s. There’s a certain thrill in pursuing new relationships and not being committed to any one person.

      

      “Uncle Ty!” Ty heard from inside the house the moment he did his playful seven-note knock on Darren and Cassandra’s front door. 

      Upon his sister-in-law opening it, Ty’s nephew ran past her and wrapped himself around his uncle’s legs.

      “Lucan!” Ty picked up the boy and spun around in circles until they were both dizzy. 

      “What happened to your eye?” Lucan asked.

      “Wildwing bumped me by accident,” Ty lied, not wanting his nephew to be privy to his questionable activity.

      “Is he here!?” the five-year-old tried peeking outside before the door closed. Lucan loved the gryphon Ty rode on his daily patrol. He thought the green-feathered beast was the coolest monster and Uncle Ty was just as cool for riding him.

      “Not today,” Ty admitted, “but maybe tonight I can take you to go see him.”

      “He’s been talking about the parade all day,” Cassandra announced with a roll of her eyes, unable to bear hearing anymore about it.

      “Do you think King Zoran will be there?” Lucan wanted to know. 

      “I wouldn’t count on it, but we’ll see,” Ty answered, not wanting to tell the child his real thoughts. King Zoran hasn’t so much as attended anything relating to the Warriors Tournaments or the events leading up to them since the murder of his wife and daughter.  

      “Is Neysa stopping by?”

      “No, I don’t think we’ll be seeing much of her anymore.”

      “Aww, what happened this time?” Lucan nearly cried. “I liked her! She was nicer than most of the other girls you bring by.”

      “Well, you lasted three weeks, that’s got to be a record for your relationships!” Cassandra made light of the breakup, knowing that’s how Ty usually handled them. She used her thumb to gesture behind her while kneeling to the ground to play blocks with Lucan, “Darren’s in the back room if you want to go see him.”

      Ty made his way to the back of the house where he found his brother hunched over a desk. The tip of Darren’s quill moved rapidly, a direct contrast to his casted leg, propped up on a chair next to him. 

      “One second, Ty,” Darren requested as he finished writing, feeling Ty’s presence even though his back was to him.

      Unwilling to wait, Ty navigated through a maze of crumpled pages littering the floor and leaned on the desk. “How’d you know it was me?”

      “I could smell you before you even entered the hallway. No one else I know buys and wears those expensive fragrances. Expensive, pungent, fragrances,” Darren added in the disparaging adjective.

      “Women are attracted to flowery aromas,” Ty explained with a shrug, a smirk, and a wink, swearing by the usefulness of the fabricated scents. “They’ve served me well, and you can’t put a price on that. Speaking of…” he reached into his pocket, pulled out a coinpurse, and set it on the desk.

      “What’s this?” Darren asked, weighing the pouch in his open palm.  

      “It’s for you and your family,” Ty answered, stepping back and leaning against the wall, knowing he was about to get an earful. “With Cassandra having to help you out at home, she’s not making money at the market, so I thought this would get you through until you’re back to work.”

      Darren spilled some of the pouch’s contents onto the desk, finding many bronze and silver coins and a few gold ones.

      “How did you get all this?” Darren asked. He looked up at his brother and shook his head in disdain. “Why do I feel like that black eye of yours has something to do with this?”

      Ty forced the best innocent-looking smile he could. “Don’t worry about it. I earned it.”

      “Not as a warrior. You’ve only been serving for two years. It’d take you months to save up this much and we all know how careless you are with your money.”

      Glancing Ty over, knowing he wouldn’t get an answer voluntarily, Darren noticed each of Ty’s hands had bruised knuckles. 

      “Please don’t tell me you fought for this!”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you,” Ty grinned. Somehow, his pointy nose seemed to slant even higher than it normally did when he smiled from ear to ear.

      Darren shook his head. “Why would you take that risk? It’s illegal! You know you can lose your job if it’s found you were gambling or involved with that type of activity.”

      “They won’t fire me,” Ty waved it off. “At most I’d get a warning or suspension. It’d be worth it to help you and Cassandra out. What kind of person would I be if I valued my job more than my family?”

      “Don’t justify your actions. We can get by on our own. If we needed help, I would’ve gone to Thatcher,” Darren argued as he referred to their foster father by his surname, as they’d always had.

      Ty combed his fingers through his blonde hair in frustration, wishing Darren would accept his gift. “Thatcher’s done more than enough for us in his life. I wanted to be the one to step up and help this time. Besides, nothing’s wrong if you’re doing it for the right reason.”

      “I can’t accept it.” Darren put the loose coins back into the pouch, pulled the drawstring tight, and tossed it back to Ty. 

      Ty shrugged and put the coinpurse back into his pocket. “I’ll just save it until Lucan turns of age on his sixteenth nameday and give it to him. It’s going to your family one way or another.” He gestured to the floor, changing the topic of conversation so his brother couldn’t get the last word in. “What’s all this?”

      Darren turned back to his desk. “I’m writing letters to the families of all the warriors killed from the last mission I was on. I want them to know exactly what happened to their loved ones, even if it’s painful for me to revisit.”

      Taking the draft in front of him, Darren held it up and skimmed through some of its sentences before crumpling it in his hands and tossing it to join the rest of the discarded letters.

      “I want to get them just right. Maybe, if I can, it’ll help me get these images out of my head,” he groaned in frustration.

      Ty noticed tears in his brother’s eyes. He’s only shared brief details about the attack to Thatcher, Steve, and I. No one’s heard what really happened. We all want to give him time and space to process the tragedy.

      “It was so bad,” Darren cried. “Eight of us volunteered to join Sir Merrill and fly our mounts northeast to find out why so many reports of unusual monster activity were coming from that area. Before we could start exploring, we were attacked. The son of Draviakhan, this giant, black-scaled dragon named Nightstrike came out of nowhere with dozens of dragons, phoenixes, and gryphons accompanying him. We fought as best we could, but within minutes we were shot down. Only me and one other warrior survived. It took us days to find civilization and return home, especially with this broken leg,” he knocked his knuckles against the hard cast, then took a minute to catch his breath, something he had barely done during his retelling of the tragedy. 

      “The attack by Nightstrike and the monsters with him was more than them simply protecting their territory. There was something going on out there they didn’t want us to know about. I have a bad feeling they are gathering an army to attack one of the Primary Cities. I don’t know when or where it’ll happen, but I know something’s coming.” 

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Ty’s heart broke to see his brother so disturbed. He stepped forward, took the quill off the desk, and put it back in its ink bottle. “I know you’re trying to find closure for yourself and those who lost loved ones, but maybe it’s best to take a break from these letters. Why don’t you come to the parade tonight?”

      “The clerics say I have to rest my leg.”

      “We can find a spot a few blocks from here,” Ty countered. “Come on, we have to support Steve. Lucan’s excited about it and he, you, and Cassandra can get whatever you want from the vendors there,” Ty offered as he pulled the coinpurse back out from his pocket and shook it in his hand to jingle the coins. “My treat!”

      “Alright,” Darren surrendered, using the sleeve of his tunic to dry his eyes. He shook his head and laughed, still in disbelief at how Ty acquired the money. “I can’t believe you fought.”

      “Fought and won!” Ty corrected him, straightening his posture, putting his hands on his hips, and posing as if he were a heroic statue. “The guy was twice my size, but I was too fast for him to catch.” 

      “Maybe you can use that speed to get over here and help me to my feet,” Darren requested, rolling his eyes at his brother’s sense of bravado. 

      Once Ty helped him out of his desk chair, the two Canard brothers walked arm in arm out to where Cassandra and Lucan were. Together, the wife and son hugged Darren, delighted to see him up and about instead of keeping to himself in the backroom. 

      Ty felt an emptiness in his chest as he watched the family embrace. Their smiles reach up into their eyes. I visit Darren and Cassandra’s at least twice weekly, and maybe it’s because of Darren’s near-death experience or maybe it’s always been evident and I’ve never seen it before, but for the first time, I’m noticing they have true joy, not temporary happiness, like me. Instead of addressing his emotions, Ty did what he usually did: ignore his feelings and crack a joke.  

      “If you three hug any tighter, Darren won’t be the only one with broken bones! Come on,” he beckoned them to the door, “Let’s head to The Pigeonhole and get dinner. After we eat we’ll find a good spot for the parade!”
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      Throughout the rest of the afternoon, travelers came to the capital in droves. By nightfall, all the inns and taverns in Celestial were at maximum capacity. A sense of excitement and anticipation filled the air all throughout the giant, circular-shaped city. No one felt this more than Steve, especially as he cantered down main street during the night’s Opening Ceremonies parade featuring the warrior participants from all twelve provinces. 

      Since Celestial’s warriors were at the end of the long line, all the other cities marched ahead of where Steve trotted along on Clyx. Each warrior wore specially colored ceremonial armor based on the city they came from, creating a rainbow of painted metal. Some warriors carried their banners on long poles, others played drums or various musical instruments, getting the crowd as excited as possible.

      This is incredible, Steve thought as he waved to the crowd lining the street on either side of him. He took in the image before his eyes and mentally stored it away, unwilling to forget such a moment.

      Despite the long day of the meet-and-greet in the morning followed by the parade, Steve couldn’t fall asleep when he got home hours later. Due to a mixture of anxiety and elation, he tossed and turned restlessly. 

      I’m going for a walk, he determined, kicking the blankets off himself and stepping out of his feather-stuffed bed. He pulled on a pair of breeches, fastened Brightflame’s sword buckle around his waist, and threw on a tunic. If I can’t sleep, I might as well check on Clyx. Seeing anything other than the four walls of my room will help get my mind off the Joust. 

      Underneath the glowing red and blue moons and the thousands of stars surrounding them, the Celestial streets were oddly quiet. Steve only saw a few people in his walk to the stables: a warrior on patrol; a street orphan running along the rooftops; and a cleric, likely heading to his night shift at the nearest temple.

      Not wanting to bother any of them, the sleepless nineteen-year-old continued on a few blocks over to the stables that housed Clyx. The stallion jolted awake and whinnied in excitement as soon as it heard its rider.

      “Hey, pal,” Steve greeted his horse, scooping up a handful of oats that he let Clyx eat from his open palm. “I hope you’re not as anxious as I am about tomorrow. There’s going to be a lot of people in the crowd. Way more than we saw in the Qualifier matches.”

      Grabbing a brush, Steve ran it over Clyx’s coat while checking him for ticks, rain rot, thrush, and any concerning cuts or scrapes. 

      As he groomed his steed, three horses galloped into the stables, each ridden by a man. Steve stepped out of Clyx’s stall, nodded to them as they passed, and watched them ride to the far end. One wore a white hooded cloak while the other two disguised their identities with brown and green cloaks.

      They all have expensive armor and are armed with swords, Steve could tell from what little he could see beneath their attire. And that one in the white, I can feel a dark presence about him. Whatever these guys are up to, it can’t be anything good.

      “I thought you said this stable was usually empty at this hour!” the white-cloaked man snarled at one of the men accompanying him as they dismounted and guided their animals to their stalls. 

      “This is the first time I’ve seen anyone here this late. Who are you?” the green-cloaked man turned to Steve.

      Even as the man asked, Steve could tell they purposely kept their backs to him as much as possible.

      “I’m just here taking care of my horse,” Steve answered, unwilling to share too much information. “Are you three from out of town arriving for the Tournaments?”

      “Yes,” the same man answered, giving a short, curt response as he closed the gate to his stall. 

      “Hmm,” Steve made his suspicions verbal when he realized the man was lying. “That’s funny, because those horses you rode in on come from this stable.”

      Now, the white-cloaked man, the largest of the bunch, turned to Steve. From the shadows of his hood, he declared, “We just went out for a nighttime ride, we’re tired and want to get some sleep.” With that, he and his companions started heading for the exit on the far side of the stable. 

      Again, Steve knew he was being lied to. “I don’t believe that either,” he called out. “Seeing as how all three of your horses have been drinking from their troughs since the moment you got in, you either ran them hard or you ran them far.”

      While his two companions kept walking, the one with the white cloak stopped dead in his tracks. 

      “Forget about him,” one of the men sighed, knowing he couldn’t change the mind of the fellow rider. “Things are all set for tomorrow. It’s not worth risking everything.”

      The other man agreed, “Let’s just get to the safehouse and inform the other warriors of the final plans.”

      The white-cloaked man heeded neither of their advice. He walked towards Steve with his hand resting on his sword’s hilt. “What’s your problem?” he shouted, not slowing his approach. 

      As he came at Steve, Steve heard Clyx snorting and huffing from his stall. 

      “Clyx, no!” Steve uttered through gritted teeth, knowing Clyx acted mischievously around people he didn’t like. 

      Clyx didn’t listen.

      He charged forward and with a loud neighing, bucked and smashed his front legs into the white-cloaked man, causing him to stumble backwards and fall into a massive pile of horse droppings.

      As the man picked himself up, his hood slipped off, revealing his face. Although Steve had never met him in person before, the man’s identity was unmistakable. From his long hair and thin goatee, Steve knew it was the son of King Zoran’s late daughter, Princess Kyra, that stood before him.

      “Prince Silas! I’m so sorry!” Steve couldn’t believe Clyx had knocked down a member of the royalty. He felt his face burn brightly and immediately put his fist on his heart and bowed at the waist, the customary way to show respect to the future king.

      Silas paid Steve no attention. He pushed off the two men who came forward to help him up, swore in frustration, and then walked forward and punched Clyx in the jaw before drawing his sword to kill the horse. Steve reached for Brightflame but realized the men with Silas were Guardian Knights and would protect the heir to the throne by instantly killing him if they noticed any threatening move.

      As the prince brought his sword down, Steve jumped in front of Clyx with his arms outstretched to protect his animal friend. For a moment, Steve saw Silas’s weapon covered in blue ice, but it quickly disappeared, leaving only the metal blade.

      Silas stopped his downward swing only inches from Steve’s head. 

      “Control your stupid horse,” the crown prince fumed, spitting in Steve’s face before heading to leave the stables. He wiped his cloak and armor which smeared the brown mess over their white surfaces more than actually cleaning it.

      “You okay, Clyx?” Steve asked as he grabbed a nearby rag to wipe the yellow
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