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    PROLOGUE 
 
    EARTH – November 3rd, 2057 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another death. Another grieving family. A tragedy atop another tragedy. And for the first time in a very long time, Michael Coleman felt guilt.  
 
    Janine Cossey had drowned while trying to save her son after he’d fallen into the Colorado River on a family vacation. Sadly, the effort had been wasted. Though onlookers had seen her clinging to the boy as the rapids took them under, they were not found together. The mother had washed ashore unconscious and in critical condition a little less than a tenth of a mile from where she had dived in after her son. The child wasn’t so lucky, fished out of the river lifeless a quarter of a mile away. Now the two were reunited in death. 
 
    It could have been prevented, Michael Coleman thought as he listened to Janine’s grieving family behind him while he removed the implant that had kept her connected to The Realm, leaving behind a bloody puncture wound in her temple. After having worked with Radical Interactive’s secret project for over two years, he thought he’d become immune to feeling anything concerning the deaths of the patients. It was the small child clinging to his grandmother’s side sobbing uncontrollably that tugged at Michael Coleman’s heartstrings--a child that was now orphaned thanks to the way things worked inside of The Realm. 
 
    Thinking about it made Michael Coleman want to go rip the implant out of James Bower’s head. The janitor had been nothing but vile since landing in The Realm, quickly taking on the role of a villain. Most patients adapted to the medieval setting in a more positive light, feeling their way around for a bit before allowing the various NPCs (non-player characters) to guide them toward the path of an Adventurer and then finally out of The Realm. But not James Bower. As soon as he discovered the lack of swift justice, he set off on a different path. 
 
    The NPCs that had found him were a kind elderly couple named Deven and Alisha Kent. They had taken him in and treated him like their own, telling the 53-year old that he reminded them of their son, who had perished back when Deven had been the leader of a gang of outlaws known as the Kent Clan. After losing their only child, the couple had realized how precious life was and decided to move from Gascaria to Patheana to make an honest life for themselves.  
 
    James quickly became enthralled by Deven’s tales of past lawlessness. It wasn’t long before he was pocketing items from the local marketplace. When he realized how low level most NPCs were, he saw even more opportunity. For his first few months in The Realm, he spent his time killing everything he could get his hands on to level up as fast as possible. Then he began using sheer force to take what he wanted. 
 
    Upon hearing of their adopted son’s malicious actions, Deven and Alisha cast James out. He robbed them blind before he left, granting them only their lives for the kindness they’d previously shown him.  
 
    The rest was history. Over time, James Bower recruited some of the most unsavory NPCs he could find. Corruption wove through him like a terminal illness as he continued to fall deeper and deeper into darkness. Accosting a traveling carriage that belonged to a newlywed couple, James found the wife particularly appealing—a treasure he hadn’t coveted yet. Despite the vast differences in their levels, the husband fought hard to protect his bride to no avail. He became James’ first human kill. Once he was done with her, the wife became his second. 
 
    While his deeds had been dastardly, and he’d either murdered or robed all NPCs that would have put him on the path out of The Realm, it was all fun and games when real souls weren’t at stake… Until they were. 
 
    Janine Cossey wasn’t the first patient murdered by the Bower Boys. James Bower and his gang camped by well-journeyed roads to reap the spoils of travelers. It had only been a matter of time before he ran into another outsider to The Realm. 
 
    Hoping that some type of recognition and mercy would settle over James Bower, the visual team at Radical Interactive watched with bated breath as two humans met on the virtual field, one a self-proclaimed villain, the other an Adventurer just wanting out of The Realm. They were given specific instructions not to intervene. This was the first time that two opposing patients had met face to face inside of The Realm, and while it remained a protected project, locked behind piles of non-disclosure agreements that would keep Radical Interactive safe, Shinichi Sometani had wanted to see what would happen. 
 
    Boone Bradford had died that day—the first person killed by another patient inside of The Realm. If the project had been public, Radical Interactive would have been eaten alive by the media and likely faced multiple lawsuits. But everything was kept well under wraps.  
 
    Shinichi Sometani sent out an email to everyone involved with James Bower and Boone Bradford, claiming that what had happened was a fluke and that Boone’s consciousness had been transferred to another server. Michael Coleman was one of the few people who had known that was a lie. Boone Bradford had flatlined in the hospital shortly after James Bower had run him through. 
 
    It had been a peculiar case. How could crimes of the mind be punished? The Realm was just as responsible for Boone’s death as was James Bower. But which was more responsible? Michael Coleman had pondered it many a night. The Realm was the only thing keeping these people alive in the first place. Was it any different if a monster in The Realm killed a patient or another patient killed them? Sometimes, Mr. Coleman felt that what they were doing at Radical Interactive wasn’t right, but he would continue to throw his morals to the wind for the hefty salary he was paid for keeping things running between the technical teams and the hospitals. 
 
    James Bower’s actions were not without consequences. After the incident, Shinichi had his programmers write in a hit on the outlaw. The bounty for the Bower Boys was created, and NPCs were dispatched to weed out the NPC members of the Bower Boys. They were expendable, both the NPC Adventurers and the NPC outlaws. James Bower was the only one to be protected. The hope was that seeing the futility in his attempt to keep his gang together would finally turn him onto the right path. 
 
    Once he was out of The Realm, he’d return to his life as a janitor, his secret protected forever. The real world had stricter laws and swift justice. Surely, he would relinquish his life of crime when he realized that it had all just been one long simulation.  
 
    That was just a theory, of course. There was no way to predict how James Bower would behave if he ever made it out of The Realm. Michael Coleman hoped that he wouldn’t. 
 
    Posting the bounty proved to be fruitless. Shortly after one of James Bower's party members would fall, he’d find someone else to replace them with. The Realm had no shortage of seedy characters, and James Bower was heartless. Human or NPC, they were just as expendable to him as the NPCs were to Radical Interactive. Short of purging him from The Realm and ending his life, there seemed to be no way to stop the outlaw. 
 
    Michael Coleman knew that he had the power to pull the plug on James Bower. He could order it done, or if he was feeling particularly brave, do it himself. He could tell James’ wife and daughter that the program wasn’t working and that there was nothing else they could do for James. And he’d most certainly be fired for it. 
 
    Now, though, standing in this room above this woman who had given her life in an attempt to save her child, it felt like the right thing to do. Every fiber of him that was good told him to make that phone call. It would only take a few minutes. James Bower would be dead before the higher-ups at Radical Interactive found out about it. 
 
    Doing the right thing was hard when his livelihood was on the line. In a sick way, Mr. Coleman could see a comparison between him and the outlaw. By doing nothing, he was throwing his morals to the wind for greed. It was hard to force his own hand when he held onto hope that Radical Interactive would eventually do the right thing. Surely, after the death of Janine Cossey, they’d see that James Bower was a threat to every patient inside of The Realm. Something had to be done about him, and a bounty that whittled him down yet protected him at the same time wasn’t enough. 
 
    With a sigh, Michael Coleman took the implant, gave his condolences to Janine’s family, and walked out of the room. It was beyond his control for now.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 114 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Azure Galvan, just the man I’ve been looking for,” said James Bower.  
 
    Azure could feel his pulse radiating throughout his entire body. Panic had set in the minute he had realized what was going on. The Bower Boys had staged an ambush. 
 
    When neither Azure nor Harlan immediately responded, James Bower leaned around to look at Uden. “This is the guy, right?” 
 
    “Yup. This is him,” the half-imp replied with a mix of weariness and apology in his tone.  
 
    Azure didn’t bother to turn around. The betrayal would have felt like a stab to his chest if he wasn’t so busy worrying about his imminent demise. Right now, James Bower was all that mattered—the only one of the Bower Boys left that Azure didn’t stand a chance against. 
 
    Who was he kidding? The situation was impossible. He was going to die here today. He and Harlan both were. All they could do was stand there and watch how things played out, try to appreciate every precious moment that they still drew breath, and prepare to fight for all they were worth, despite the definite grim outcome. 
 
    James Bower looked as smug as a dwarf who had just found a gold mine. Even when he’d been uncertain about whether they’d caught the right guy, his confidence had never faltered. The amount of it that he exuded was almost staggering. This was a man who almost always got his way—that never knew what it was like to lose. 
 
    For being a bandit who had stolen countless invaluable items, James Bower was not decked out in armor. He wore brown breeches and a crisp white shirt that probably offered nothing in the way of defense. The most impressive part of his getup was a pair of shiny black boots that looked like they had once belonged to someone very wealthy.  
 
    James Bower’s short black hair was slicked back away from his face, and he had a smattering of salt and pepper stubble on his cheeks and chin, as if he had gone a few days without a shave. His dark brown eyes were large and bright. A brown cloth was loosely tied around James Bower’s neck, likely used as a bandana for the rare occasions when he felt it appropriate to attempt to conceal his identity.  
 
    A spiked cudgel hung from his hip, the blunt end stained with layers of crusted blood. Azure doubted he’d ever cleaned it. If keeping it dirty was meant to look intimidating, it worked. Azure couldn’t help but wonder how many Adventurers had met their demise from the end of the cudgel. Maybe he would, too. It was an unnerving thought, being bludgeoned to death.  
 
    No, Azure wouldn’t allow that. Not unless they held him down and beat him to death, at which point, there would be no other choice. Just thinking about it made his stomach turn. 
 
    The thought of trying to escape was creeping to the forefront of Azure’s mind. But how far would he really be able to get before they ran him down? Tasso was a mage, and Uden could throw daggers with great accuracy. No, Azure definitely wouldn’t make it very far. 
 
    His gaze flitted from James Bower to Sesto Bradley. It felt like a game of which one doesn’t belong. While Uden could easily fall into the role of a villain, James clearly exuded the confidence of a nefarious leader, and Tasso looked all the part of a strong battlemage, Sesto Bradley appeared timid and nonthreatening. He was tall and lanky, his blue robes oversized and practically hanging off of his frame. Azure imagined they must have some serious stats for the cleric to be wearing something so ill-fitting. His head was oddly short and balding, his beady eyes sitting behind round-framed glasses. In truth, he looked like a middle-aged man playing at being a wizard. There was no intimidation factor to him whatsoever. The staff he was currently lazily supporting his weight on was more than likely mostly just used for defense. 
 
    “And who’s your buddy?” James Bower turned to Harlan, throwing his arms out to his sides in an exaggerated welcoming gesture. 
 
    Harlan leaned over to Azure and whispered, “Who are they?” 
 
    It had not been lost on the kid that they were in a dangerous situation, but it amazed Azure that he hadn’t put the pieces together yet. Azure had told him before they’d left Grayreach that The Bower Boys were after him. Who else would come all the way out here to find him…besides The Adventurers Guild, that is? Clearly, Azure hadn’t gone far enough to be out of anyone’s reach. He regretted that now. 
 
    James Bower threw his head back in mock offense. “Don’t you know who I am, son?” 
 
    With a bit of hesitation, Harlan replied, “No. I’m afraid I don’t.”  
 
    “I’m none other than the notorious James Bower that you’ve undoubtedly heard so much about. Ring any bells now?” He waited, then when he saw Harlan’s eyes widen with fear, James Bower nodded. “Uh huh. There it is! You know me. You know me!” he announced proudly. “But I don’t know you.” James Bower paused for half a second as he squinted at the boy as if trying to discern his identity. Then he waved the thought away. “Aw fuck, doesn’t matter. You’re not who I’m here for anyway. Too bad for you, kid. You keep bad company.” He looked past Harlan to Uden. “Earn your keep, half-monster.” 
 
    Without needing any further prompting, Uden stepped forward.  
 
    Everything happened so quickly that there was no time for Azure to react. He wasn’t even sure what he would have done if he’d had the chance. 
 
    All Azure heard was a gurgled, “No!” as a pale hand reached around Harlan’s forehead. Then there was a blade to his neck, and blood sprayed in James Bower’s direction as Uden slit Harlan’s throat. 
 
    “Wrong place at the wrong time, kid.” James Bower shook his head and tutted at the freckle-faced youth as he fell to his knees, grasping at his neck as if he could keep the blood from spilling forth.  
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped open as he tried to process what had just happened. In the span of a few seconds, his already minimally slim chances of survival had been driven down even further.  
 
    “Look at that.” James Bower gestured to the convulsing boy.  
 
    It was a slow death. The blade hadn’t gone all the way through, just pricked Harlan’s windpipe enough to prolong his suffering. 
 
    Reality coming back to him, Azure quickly reached to his Bag of Holding to dig for a Potion of Minor Healing in the hopes of saving Harlan, but then he felt the sharp poke of a spear between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “Uh-uh-uh.” James Bower shook his head sternly at Azure, then pointed at Harlan. “I said look. You will look!” 
 
    Azure’s hand twitched. He was caught between fishing out the potion anyway or just watching.  
 
    “Look what you did!” James Bower’s voice boomed over the forest, driving birds out of the nearby trees. “You just killed that boy.” 
 
    “You killed him!” Azure shot back. 
 
    “Oh really?” Amusement took over his expression. “He’d still be alive if you hadn’t come after me. Maybe.” He cocked his head to the side. “You know who else would still be alive?” James nodded toward Sesto, who quickly secured his staff in the crook of his arm before digging through the bag at his hip. 
 
    Azure watched as the opening of the bag began to widen. Sesto curled his fingers into something inside of the bag and began pulling. When he extracted his hand, there were tendrils of red hair woven around it. Human hair. Azure’s stomach turned as he recognized who the hair belonged to. 
 
    Sesto pulled Franziska’s severed head from the bag and tossed it at Azure’s feet. It rolled past him, coming to a stop in front of Harlan. The boy now had one hand on the ground, his body heaving. His life’s blood painted the whore’s twisted expression. She had clearly died in pain. 
 
    Something rumbled through Azure then. First, a nearly uncontrollable rage. Then, a sickening irrational calm. His gaze traveled up to James Bower’s face, and he looked him straight in the eyes before saying, “I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “For what? It’s your fault that they’re dead.” The bandit wasn’t the least bit scared. “What did you think was going to happen? That you, as low-level as you are, were just going to be able to hunt me down and avenge your friend’s death without consequences. You never had a chance, boy.” His expression darkened as he approached, his hand resting on the handle of his cudgel. James Bower stopped a foot away from Azure, then leaned in so that their faces were mere inches apart. Azure could smell the bandit’s breath, oddly minty and fresh. “What are you going to do now, boy? Are you going to kill me? Because, I don’t think you are. You see, what I think is about to happen is that you’re going to try to attack me, and then Uden here is going to stab you in the back while I bash your face in. Because, you see, even if you attack me, it’s not going to do a whole lot of damage.” 
 
    Azure’s heart was drumming in his chest. As much as he hated to admit it, James Bower had predicted correctly. There was nothing he could do besides try to take the bandit down with him.  
 
    James Bower straightened, then glanced past him for half a second. “You see, kid, I was going to let your friend here take care of you. That was the original plan. And even now, I’m still half considering it. He’s a weak little fuck, and with enough stab wounds, you’d expire just as slow as your buddy there.” He pointed to Harlan, who had finally collapsed next to Franziska’s severed head, though he was still wheezing with the last remnants of life. “You see, you’re the one who deserves a slow death. And don’t worry, I’m going to give it to you. Where the problem lies is that, despite how weak you are, you did manage to kill some of my men, so I feel like I owe it to them to deliver justice. 
 
    “When you really think about it, we’re not that different, you and I.” James Bower pointed between them. “I kill your friend, you come after me and try to kill me. You kill my friends, and I come after you and kill you. I think you can see how that’s fair.” 
 
    “You started this,” Azure said, frantically trying to think of a way to buy more time, not that it would help him any. 
 
    “And now I’m going to finish it,” his tone dropped to a deadly pitch. Then he made a circular gesture to Uden. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Azure,” the half-imp said behind him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 114 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure’s hand instinctively reached for the hilt of his Florance’s Blade. There was no time to think further. He had to act on instinct now. In less than a second, the half-imp would be driving his daggers into Azure’s back. Maybe if he made a wide arch, Azure could cut Uden down before he’d be able to do too much damage. That wouldn’t take care of James Bower, though, who was presently removing his cudgel from its holster.  
 
    There was a strange whistling sound. Azure barely registered it as he pulled his sword from its scabbard. The second he did, a wing of pain bloomed in each of his shoulder blades as the half-imp made his move.  
 
      
 
    Level 10 Uden Namud delivers 50 damage.  
 
      
 
    There was another whistling sound, followed by a grunt. Azure was just about to swing around and slice Uden in half when he heard James Bower call out, “We’re under attack!” 
 
    The bandit leader had slouched forward slightly. Drawing his gaze down, Azure noticed that an arrow had pierced through the back of James Bower’s heel.  
 
    Sesto Bradley had already moved forward to come to James’ aid, but he hadn’t made it very far before being shot in the back. Azure didn’t need to see a notification to know it had been a critical hit. A steel arrowhead protruded from his chest. The damage was apparent by the light quickly fading from the cleric’s eyes. 
 
    For a moment, it looked like James would try to catch his falling comrade, but instead, he leaned aside to allow him to drop face-first to the floor. 
 
    The shadow of a silver shield appeared in front of James Bower for a second, and there was a loud clanging sound before it faded into nothing. Azure didn’t know what was happening—hadn’t seen James Bower cast a spell. There was no time to over-analyze things, though. Whatever was going on had created a distraction for Azure to escape. 
 
    While he wanted to be the one to kill James Bower, at the moment, Azure realized how unimportant it was. What was important was that James Bower died, and Azure would stay and aid in that however he could.  
 
    Despite knowing that Uden would likely be stabbing him in the back again at any moment, Azure took the opportunity to cast Grease. Holding his hands out in James Bower’s direction, he doused the man in the thick black substance. At the very least, it would slow him down so that the archer would get another shot. Clearly, whoever had fired from the trees had shitty aim. 
 
    Arms wrapped around Azure’s waist, pulling him from behind. Then he heard Uden’s voice. “Let’s go. We’ve got to go. Now!” 
 
    Azure still had no earthly idea what was going on. Part of him wanted to run, but a bigger part of him wanted to stay and fight. 
 
    James Bower limped toward the tree line. Another arrow whizzed in his direction, but he was able to dodge. Tasso England fired back with his bow at whoever was shooting at them. Uden no longer seemed to be a threat, switching sides once more in an attempt to help Azure now that everything was falling apart. That was a relief, at least. 
 
    “We can’t let him go,” Azure insisted, standing his ground. 
 
    With Tasso’s attention turned toward their invisible assailant, it was the perfect time to attack. He was doing a cautious walk in James’ direction, his eyes scanning the forest. The arrows were coming from somewhere to the right, though it wasn’t clear if there were one or more enemies. Whatever the case, they were stealthed well. Azure couldn’t see anything but the trees as he looked toward the forest. 
 
    “Whoever is attacking will handle them. We need to go,” Uden insisted, tugging at Azure. 
 
    “No.” Azure pulled away, stepping over the two bodies blocking his path. If he didn’t act quickly, James Bower and Tasso England would disappear. They probably already would have if not for James’ leg injury and the grease further slowing him. As it was, he and Tasso were mere feet away from the tree line. Once they reached it, there would likely be no catching them. 
 
    Azure raised his hands, putting all his anger and energy into the spell. Heat raced up his arms. At the time of casting, he hadn’t cared what element was summoned. But this was too perfect. 
 
    Fire shot forth from Azure’s fingertips, scorching the land in front of him. Tasso looked over just in time, jumping and rolling to avoid a direct hit. The blast caught the edge of his skirt but did no damage to his person. James Bower, on the other hand, wasn’t so lucky. Focused on escaping, he hadn’t even bothered to turn when the roar of fire erupted behind him. The grease did one of the things that grease does best, it went up in flames. 
 
    James Bower screamed and fell to the ground to roll and extinguish himself. Tasso England cried out as well, though he didn’t seem to be injured in any way. 
 
    Something dark rose from the tree line and then spread. Now distracted by quenching the flames hungrily consuming his body, James Bower was an easy target for the rain of arrows that descended from the sky. Tasso ran back toward Azure to escape their range, narrowly avoiding being hit. He was running back into danger though, as Azure had his sword ready.   
 
    Surrendering to the new plan, Uden stayed several paces behind Azure with his daggers drawn, using him as a shield in case the battlemage tried to target him. Tasso focused on the nearest threat, trying to shoot Azure at close-range, though it clearly put him at a disadvantage. When he missed, Azure countered with an overhead swing. The battlemage swiftly moved out of the way, spinning backward while grabbing another arrow from his quiver. 
 
    Azure’s goal was to keep Tasso busy until James Bower expired. Considering that Azure had actually landed a hit on the bandit, he should see a notification when it happened.  
 
    James Bower was definitely tough. Burning and with several arrows sticking out of him, he was still clinging to life. 
 
    Now, all that Azure could do was make sure that Tasso was too occupied to be able to cast a spell. From what Azure remembered, the battlemage could raise the dead and cast Blood Rain. There were plenty of corpses around them, and making it rain on James Bower would put out the fire slowly whittling his Health down. Azure would not allow that to happen. They were just too close to winning. 
 
    Staying safely behind Azure, Uden didn’t take too many opportunities to strike. Most of his attacks were haphazard and missed. It was clear that he was more focused on surviving than helping. Part of Azure wished he would retreat to the tree line and get out of the way. With the half-imp behind him, Azure’s range of movement was limited. 
 
    “Go hide!” Azure threw over his shoulder when he tripped over Uden’s feet while dodging an incoming arrow. 
 
    At the same moment, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 39 James Bower. 390XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    A rush of relief filled every cell of Azure’s body. Just minutes ago, he had been almost certain of his death. Now, the most powerful foe he had ever faced lie dead a few yards away. Confidence surged in Azure as he realized that he could finish this. Once Tasso was slain, The Bower Boys would be no more. His goal would be complete. 
 
    The myriad of micro-events happening all at once had worked as an unexpected distraction. Azure saw Tazzo begin to raise his bow to aim, but the arrow loosed short. For a fraction of a second, Azure thought it was a misfire until pain erupted in his foot, the arrowhead piercing all the way through his boot and tethering him to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Level 20 Tasso England delivers 51 damage. You have been crippled. You will be unable to move until healed. Dodge decreased by 30%. 
 
      
 
    Appropriately, the icon for the effect was a red boot with an arrow sticking out of it.  
 
    Azure’s confidence dropped as he realized what an extreme disadvantage he was now at. There wouldn’t be any time to drink a healing potion while he was busy defending himself. And now that he couldn’t move, he was a sitting duck. 
 
    Azure was about to reach back for his buckler when Tasso turned tail and ran for the forest. It was an unexpected move considering that the battlemage currently had such a great advantage over him, but Tasso was clearly more concerned about the archers still hiding in the forest than with finishing this battle. In all honesty, it was probably smarter for him to try to escape. 
 
    “Follow him,” Azure called back to Uden. 
 
    “Are you out of your damn mind? The guy can one-hit kill me, and the range on his bow is better than that of my daggers. Be glad we escaped dying today.” The half-imp waited until the battlemage had disappeared into the forest before rounding Azure and ripping the arrow out of his foot. 
 
    Azure hissed in pain, not bothering to argue as he switched his focus to healing himself. Digging into his Bag of Holding, he extracted five Good quality Potions of Minor Healing, uncorking them and quickly downing their contents. As he did, he kept his eyes on the tree line. There was no telling if Tasso had run to escape or was still hanging out just beyond their line of sight, readying to attack again. 
 
    Sensing the same, Uden had gone back to hiding behind Azure. “I’m not sure if we should take cover or not. There’s no telling if those archers are friends or foes.” 
 
    “They were attacking The Bower Boys, not us. I bet it’s a group going after the Bounty.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, they might not be done yet.” Uden was so close that Azure could feel the half-imp’s breath on the back of his neck. “I’m pretty sure I’m on the roster now.” 
 
    “Maybe I should step aside and let them kill you then,” Azure snarled back at him.  
 
    “Azure, my hands were tied. You have to believe me. They caught me when I was on my way back after Tasso escaped. I had to do a lot of smooth-talking to avoid getting murdered right then and there.” There was no apology or fear in his voice. 
 
    Azure cast his glance at the smoldering body of James Bower. His thoughts weren’t on the dead bandit leader, though. He was too busy assessing whether he would have done the same in Uden’s position. Even though the half-imp had clearly been on The Bower Boy’s side when they had caught Azure, it hadn’t taken anything for him to switch teams when there was an opportunity to save Azure’s life. That had to count for something. 
 
    “I’m not protecting you if they decide to kill you,” Azure said. “I never told you to join The Bower Boys. That was your mistake. Now, you’ll have to deal with the consequences.” 
 
    “When did you turn so cold? This was all for you.” 
 
    “No.” Azure shook his head. “It was all for Janine. Regardless, this is on you.” 
 
    “You never would have gotten this far if I hadn’t done what I did.” Anger crept into Uden’s voice. “I almost sacrificed everything so you could get your vengeance. My life. My brother’s life.” 
 
    Azure sighed, knowing it was true. How else would Uden have gotten the information Azure needed without getting that close to The Bower Boys? 
 
    “Fine. If we survive this, I’ll explain your involvement with The Bower Boys to The Adventurers Guild,” he relented. 
 
    “If we survive this,” the half-imp parroted, not sounding so sure. “I think we should leave and let whoever did this claim their victory.” 
 
    “No. Not yet. You can run back to Squall’s End if you like, but I want to shake the hands of the people who helped me kill James Bower.”  
 
    “I’ll meet you back in town then.” Uden cupped him on the shoulder, his hand hesitating there. “Cover me until I make it to the trees?” 
 
    A dark thought invaded Azure’s brain. After all that the half-imp had put him through, he kind of wanted Uden to die. Now would be the perfect time to accomplish it without Lonnell ever finding out. He could say that the archers had done it—targeted the half-imp as one of The Bower Boys. The staff wielder would be none the wiser. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll cover you.” Azure sheathed his sword and pulled his Hunting Bow from his Bag of Holding. 
 
    Uden nodded in appreciation and turned toward the forest once Azure had his bow ready. Dumb move, Azure thought as he began to raise his bow and take aim. 
 
    Just then, an icepick headache assaulted him, and Jehane’s voice boomed in his brain. “I sense a great evil in you.” 
 
    “Gah.” Azure reflexively dropped his aim to clutch at his head.  
 
    Uden had reached the tree line but quickly turned at the sound of Azure’s voice, fearing he’d been shot. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just a headache. Just go.” Azure irritably waved him away. 
 
    The damn voice made him feel like a dog being tapped on the nose for doing something wrong. It was a warning that his thoughts weren’t his own—that he was being influenced by the Darkness inflicted upon him. 
 
    No, he didn’t really want to kill Uden. Azure was just frustrated with the half-imp, as he often was. The rollercoaster of deceit and comradery was too much for him to be able to stand sometimes. After this last bout, Azure wasn’t surprised that such dark thoughts had crept in. Despite all that, he was mostly sure that he could trust Uden. 
 
     “Fuck’s sake,” he seethed under his breath once the half-imp was safely out of his reach. 
 
    Thank the gods for that voice re-stabilizing him. Uden had no idea how close to death he’d just come, and it wasn’t because of The Bower Boys or the archers. 
 
    I can’t keep dwelling on it. There are more important things. Azure returned his attention to James Bower’s body. 
 
    A fair amount of time had passed since Tasso England had escaped into the forest. Azure doubted he’d be coming back. The archers hadn’t emerged either, which was a bit confusing. Wouldn’t they have been eager to claim their prize? They needed James Bower’s head to take back to The Adventurers Guild to collect their reward for the Bounty. 
 
    After all the hunting down of The Bower Boys that Azure had done, he had half a mind to claim James Bower’s head for himself. He’d killed two of The Bower Boys himself. Two and a half, if you counted his involvement in James Bower’s death. If anything, the fire from his Volatile Bolt spell had been what had done the bandit leader in, not the multiple arrows piercing through him in random places. Azure deserved the reward more than the archers. 
 
    Still, he didn’t dare make a move to claim his prize. The archers were likely still in the forest somewhere, watching him. One wrong move could put Azure dead on his back next to James Bower. 
 
    “Come out!” Azure called out. “I am no threat.” 
 
    The forest was deadly silent. Azure looked around but saw no one. It was as if everyone had disappeared but him. Of course, that would be better for him. That would mean he would get to take James Bower’s head. 
 
    “There’s a bounty on this man’s head.” Azure pointed to the crispy body at his feet. “If you don’t come out, I will take his head and claim it.” 
 
    “I don’t want the bounty,” came a voice in a smooth baritone from directly behind him. 
 
    Azure’s heart lurched up into his throat and he spun on his heels. A few feet away stood a man shrouded in a long black robe, the hood so large that his face was completely obscured. It was like looking at a wraith, and for a moment, Azure thought that the man wasn’t even human. Cautiously, he took a step back. 
 
    “Are you the person who came to my aid?” he asked. 
 
    The man nodded before walking past Azure to collect his arrows—the ones that were salvageable, at least. “I was going to wait until you left, but you were taking too long.” 
 
    “Are there more of you?” Azure was still confused. The arrows that had sailed toward The Bower Boys had come in rapid succession. 
 
    “No. Just me.”  
 
    Quickly Analyzing the man showed that he was red—impossible to beat. While Azure couldn’t tell his level, it must mean that he was comparable to James Bower, which is why he had been able to incapacitate the bandit. 
 
    “You don’t want the reward for the bounty?” Azure’s gaze fell back down to James Bower’s lifeless body. He just couldn’t understand why the archer had bothered to intervene otherwise. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why did you help?” Azure asked finally. 
 
    The man pulled the last of his salvageable arrows from the ground near James Bower’s corpse. “I saw, what I thought was, an easy opportunity to gain a lot of experience quickly. Besides, you looked like you were in trouble. Was that not a correct assessment of the situation?” The hooded figure appeared to look at Azure, though he couldn’t really tell with his face masked.  
 
    “It was,” Azure admitted. “I probably would have died if you hadn’t come along. And this man has killed countless innocents. He needed to die.” He pointed to James Bower. 
 
    “I gathered that from your interaction. Unfortunately, I didn’t arrive until after he had killed your friend. I apologize for that.” The archer bowed his head. 
 
    “May I have your name? I’d like to shake the hand of the man who helped me kill James Bower.” Azure extended his hand. 
 
    The hooded figure hesitated for a moment before clasping wrists. Azure’s hand wrapped around a mix of warm skin and a thick leather vambrace. When he looked down, he noticed a very pale hand, shaped much like his own, confirming that the archer was human. He also noticed golden thread woven into the man’s vambrace. It looked expensive. 
 
    “My name is Jin,” the archer introduced himself. 
 
    “I’m Azure. Azure Galvan.” 
 
    Jin let go of Azure’s hand awkwardly fast, as if the physical touch disgusted him. “Well, Azure, it’s been fun, but I need to head off now.” The archer inhaled deeply, his chest puffing out. 
 
    “Where are you headed, if you don’t mind me asking? It’s rare to find people who are just passing through and willing to help. Not very common in The Realm.” Azure followed Jin with his eyes as he tried to walk away. 
 
    The archer paused before responding, “I’m going to see Finborh.” 
 
    Azure perked up. “So am I. Maybe we could travel together.”  
 
    A much stronger companion would definitely be a boon. Besides, he didn’t have to share his secret with Jin. Once they reached Finborh, they could take turns approaching him with what they’d come for, keeping their business private.  
 
    “I prefer to travel alone,” the archer replied rather coldly. 
 
    “Oh.” Azure’s expression drooped. “Well, could you at least tell me how to get there? A friend of mine was supposed to come with me, but this asshole killed her.” He nudged James Bower’s corpse with his boot. “I wanted to avenge her death before leaving to see Finborh, but you saw how that was about to turn out.” 
 
    “Why do you want to see Finborh?” Jin asked. 
 
    Azure sighed inwardly, wondering if he should tell the robed figure the truth. It couldn’t hurt, could it? Worst case scenario, Jin would think he was crazy. What would that really matter, though? The archer had already refused his offer to travel together. 
 
    “You are probably not going to believe this, but I’m not actually from The Realm. I came from another world called Earth, and I’m trying to figure out a way to get back. I’m hoping that Finborh will be able to send me back or at least know what I can do to get back.” It sounded silly explaining it. The longer Azure spent in The Realm, the more he wondered if he was actually insane. But Janine had had the same delusion. Surely, there must be some truth to it. Whatever the case, Azure would find out once he reached Finborh. 
 
    Jin was silent for several moments, simply standing there staring at Azure. After what seemed like a lifetime, he spoke again. “You’re right. I don’t believe you. But I will travel with you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Azure quirked his head back. “What made you change your mind?” 
 
    The archer looked him up and down. “I’m not convinced you’d make it on your own.” 
 
    Well, that was rather rude. Azure thought, but he didn’t argue.  
 
    They spent the next several minutes silently looting the corpses. Following the unspoken rules of The Realm, Jin riffled through Sesto Bradley’s belongings while Azure approached James Bower. The fire that had claimed his life had exhausted itself several minutes ago, but his body was still smoldering. Nothing of his belongings was salvageable. It was a significant loss, considering that Azure was pretty sure Janine’s bestiary had been in his bag. Now, it was forever lost to the void, as were the other probably countless valuable items he’d stolen throughout his career as a bandit. 
 
    With no remorse or hesitation, Azure took his Florance’s Blade and cleaved James Bower’s head clean off his shoulders. It rolled about a foot away, the charred skin cracking and oozing. Normally, Azure would have been disgusted. He probably even would have wretched. But the Darkness helped him to stomach things he would have otherwise found horrific. 
 
    The status effect wasn’t all bad, but Azure still wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible, which reminded him of everything he still needed to do before he would be free to seek out Finborh. Thinking about it all made him scowl. He had just gained a powerful ally—one who had initially hesitated at the thought of joining together. Now, he was likely going to lose that ally. There was no way that Jin would want to make so many detours before continuing on his own quest. 
 
    “Why are you going to visit Finborh?” Azure asked as he stuffed James Bower’s head into his Bag of Holding. His skin was still hot to the touch, so Azure had to maneuver the bag around the head, stretching it out and using the material almost like oven mitts to scoop the head inside. 
 
    “My business is my own,” the archer replied shortly, watching Azure from a distance. If he had looted any valuable equipment from Sesto, Jin wasn’t giving it away. Everything he had taken went straight into the bag at his hip. “What about your friend?” The archer nodded down at Harlan’s corpse. 
 
    Strangely, Azure felt no guilt for the kid’s death. He’d been a nuisance ever since popping up in Grayreach. Even though Jehane’s voice kept Azure from doing bad things, it didn’t deter the uncharacteristically cold thoughts and emotions from taking over. 
 
    “In truth, I didn’t know the kid. I was just traveling with him back to Squall’s End so he could complete a quest. We could carry him back to The Adventurers Guild in Squall’s End, or we could leave him here and just inform The Adventurers Guild of his fate. Perhaps they’ll send someone else to pick him up. I’m honestly not sure how that works. The last time I adventured with someone who died, they met their fate in a dungeon, and we simply told The Adventurers Guild of their demise.” 
 
    “We will leave him.” Jin decided. “But you should probably go through his items first. There might be something useful.” 
 
    Azure was surprised by the archer’s response. He was liking this guy already.  
 
    Briefly, he thought about stripping Harlan of all his gear, but if someone was sent back from The Adventurers Guild to retrieve his body, that would look awfully suspicious, especially if Azure was found with said gear on him. Instead, he decided to go through Harlan’s bag, looting it for 2 silver, 4 copper, and the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Rough Silk 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Crafting. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It was a paltry reward for everything he’d been through. Hunting down the Bower Boys, almost single-handedly taking down two of them, and now surviving this.  
 
    Azure’s gaze moved over to where Franziska’s head lie, her face marred with pain. In the end, maybe it hadn’t been worth it after all. Two more innocent people had to die for Azure to achieve his goal. 
 
    He sighed deeply, his gaze shifting from Franziska to Harlan. They hadn’t deserved this—caught in the crosshairs of his vengeance. 
 
    “Tiny, come.” Jin’s voice broke Azure from his somber reflections. 
 
    For a moment, he thought the archer was mocking him, but then Azure saw a small grey owl fly from the tree line toward them and land on Jin’s shoulder. The owl’s body couldn’t have been bigger than Azure’s fist. As soon as it had settled, the archer said, “Let’s go,” then began walking toward the forest. 
 
    “Wait!” Azure jogged a few steps to catch up, effectively making Jin slow down, though he didn’t stop as he led the way toward Finborh. 
 
    “What is it?” the archer asked. 
 
    “I can’t go yet.” 
 
    That made Jin stop. “Why not?” 
 
    “I still have to take this head back to The Adventurers Guild to show them that the quest is complete. And I have a status effect that I need to find a way to dispel,” he hesitated to tell the archer this part. 
 
    Jin turned to him. “What status effect? I might have something to dispel it.” 
 
    “I have…Darkness.” 
 
    Silence filled the air between them for several moments. Now, more than ever, Azure wished he could see Jin’s face so that he could know what he was thinking. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like a short forever but was probably only thirty seconds, the archer said, “I don’t have anything to dispel that.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would,” Azure replied honestly. “I was given a quest to dispel it. Something about finding a witch. There’s a girl in Grayreach that would probably be helpful in tracking her down.” 
 
    Jin sighed, again letting silence take over as he thought for several more moments before speaking again. “How important is it for you to dispel this status effect?” 
 
    “Pretty important,” he conceded. “A girl I rescued back in Grayreach cast a spell on me to lessen its effects, but it’s only a matter of time before it wears off. After that, I’m not really sure what will happen.” 
 
    The conversation made Azure uncomfortable, mostly because what he said was true. If he traveled on with Jin, and Jehane’s spell wore off, would he try to kill the archer the first time he got on Azure’s bad side? It seemed highly probable and also a suicidal move. The archer could definitely one-hit kill him…unless Azure was sneaky. Already, the wheels were turning in Azure’s head over how he’d kill Jin if he needed to. It wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “Then we should probably focus on dispelling this status effect,” the archer said. “You will have to lead the way.” 
 
    Another wave of relief washed over Azure. He had been almost certain that detouring would have been too much trouble for Jin. Apparently not. Azure was happy that he’d found such a helpful ally. 
 
    “Well, I guess that means we’re going back to Grayreach.” He looked in the direction of the village. “Unless…” 
 
    Azure thought to bring up the Dispel the Darkness quest. He hadn’t gotten a chance to accept it when he was back in Grayreach thanks to Harlan accosting him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Dispel the Darkness 
  
      
 
       
       	  You saved the people of Grayreach from the cultists inhabiting the village, but it came at a great cost. The Darkness status effect will cause you to behave evilly until it either wears off or you dispel it. The spell that Jehane placed on you should help to curb your wicked tendencies for a week. Luckily, Udele Stanley knows of a witch who might be able to remove the effect. Finding her and getting her to agree to help is another story.  
    
  Difficulty: Medium 
  Success: Find the Witch of Ash Woods 
  Failure: Must wait until the status effect wears off on its own. 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    After accepting the quest, Azure brought up his World Map. There was a new red circle some twenty miles south of Grayreach. It was likely the Ash Woods indicated in the quest. 
 
    “We could just go to the Ash Woods,” Azure suggested, “but I’m not really sure what I’d be looking for. This witch is supposedly not very trusting. If we took Udele, the girl I was telling you about, with us, things would probably go much more smoothly.” 
 
    “Then we’ll do that. The sooner we get this done, the better. Lead the way.” Jin gestured in the wrong direction. 
 
    “Grayreach is that way, actually.” Azure pointed toward the village. “Let’s party together. That way, you’ll be able to see it on your map, too.” 
 
    He quickly sent a request to party. Less than a second later, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Jin Umewraek has rejected your party invite. 
 
      
 
    That was a first. 
 
    “Sorry. I don’t party with anyone,” the archer quickly explained. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Personal reasons. No offense meant. Lead the way.” Jin gestured in the correct direction this time. 
 
    Azure didn’t like this air of mystery. It made him distrust the archer, though he had no real reason to at this point. If not for Jin’s intervention, Azure would surely be dead right now. Wanting to argue but deciding it was better to bite his tongue, Azure took the lead, heading back toward Grayreach with the robed man trailing a few steps behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 114 
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey was needlessly long. Any time game would cross their path, Jin was ready with his bow. The stop and go was incredibly annoying, and Azure had to keep reminding himself of why he had wanted to travel with the mysterious robed man in the first place. ‘Protector’ and ‘meat shield’ were the two thoughts that most often came to mind.  
 
    When night fell and they made camp, the archer got to work skinning and cooking the animals he had killed. Jin seemed a master of multitasking. While the meat was roasting, he’d go to work tanning hides. Not a moment of his time was wasted.  
 
    Azure watched in awe and with a bit of disgust as the archer went through the long process of tanning hides. He had two kettles, one with water and one with a liquid that smelled strongly of piss and nearly made Azure lose his appetite. The hair was scraped from the animal pelts with a single-edged blunt knife. Then Jin would go back over them with a sharper knife to remove any remaining bits of flesh. Throughout the process, the pelts were dipped into both solutions several times. When he was finally done, he’d hang them across a nearby tree limb to dry. 
 
    For a while, Azure thought about asking Jin to teach him how to tan hides. It would have saved him a ton of time back when he had the Hides for Clothes quest. But it looked like an awful lot of work and mess. Besides, Azure doubted he’d be going on anymore quests to retrieve hides anytime soon, so he really didn’t need the skill. 
 
    The archer worked well into the night, even after Azure’s eyes had grown heavy with sleep. He closed them only to be woken half an hour later by a nudge to his side. Azure blinked groggily, seeing Jin standing above him. 
 
    “I am going to go sleep now. I should be back before you wake, but if not, don’t come looking for me.” 
 
    “What?” In his groggy state, Azure could barely process what the man was telling him. “You’re not going to camp here?” He turned his head to look at the fire. All of Jin’s equipment was put away. 
 
    “I’ll be nearby. If you come looking for me, you won’t find me.” And with that, the archer walked away. 
 
    When Azure awoke the following morning, he found Jin snuffing out the last remnants of their fire from the night before.  
 
    It was more stop and go on their way to Grayreach, as Jin occasionally veered off course to kill whatever crossed them. As the occurrences persisted, Azure’s annoyance grew. Finally, after dead animal #5, he snapped. 
 
    “Do you really have to kill every animal we see?” Agitation made it into his voice. 
 
    “Yes,” the archer replied matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Why?” Azure glared at the back of Jin’s head as the archer walked away to pick up the rabbit he had just slain. 
 
    “Experience.” 
 
    “They only give you like…5XP each,” he complained. 
 
    “Every little bit counts.” Jin placed the dead rabbit in the bag at his hip. Azure had assumed long ago that it was a Bag of Holding. It seemed to hold an infinite supply of animal corpses and arrows. 
 
    “Why? Why is it so important to you to level up? There might be other people around here that need those animals. It’s not like you can eat everything you kill.” Azure’s inner thoughts poured out in a torrent. 
 
    The archer straightened, his voice steady. “I don’t care about other people.”  
 
    Azure narrowed his eyes at Jin. “Why won’t you show your face? Are you even human?” 
 
    The archer walked back over to him. “The answers to those are none of your business. Now, if you’re ready to proceed, we can go.” 
 
    Azure clapped a hand firmly on Jin’s shoulder. “If we’re going to travel together, then they are my business. I have to know I can trust you.” 
 
    The hood bent to look at Azure’s hand, then moved back up. Azure could only assume that the archer was gazing at his face, but he couldn’t see, and that irritated the hell out of him. “Have I shown you otherwise?” 
 
    “You’ve done a lot of weird things since I met you.” 
 
    “Azure, either you trust me or you don’t. It’s as simple as that. If you don’t feel that you can trust me, then we can part ways now. My secrets are my own, and just because we travel together doesn’t mean you’re privy to them.” 
 
    “Trust goes both ways.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jin nodded. “And it has to be earned. I trust you enough to travel with you but not enough to share my identity.”  
 
    “I already know your identity,” Azure countered. “I leaned it when you rejected my party invitation. Jin Umewraek, that’s your name.” He struggled with the pronunciation but got it out the best he could. 
 
    “And does it mean anything to you?” The archer’s voice was strangely calm for how heated Azure was getting. 
 
    Azure thought for a moment, searching the depths of his mind for any recollection of the name. When he came up emptyhanded, he admitted, “No.” 
 
    “Well.” Jin finally brushed Azure’s hand from his shoulder. Azure had relaxed his grip a while ago, just wanting to keep the archer from walking away to avoid the conversation. “You know my name. You know my identity. That should be good enough.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about you!” Azure spun to watch Jin as he continued toward Grayreach. 
 
    “And I don’t know anything about you. But that will change over time. Just be patient.” 
 
    Patience wasn’t one of Azure’s virtues now that Darkness had descended on him. By animal #10, he began considering abandoning the archer. By animal #15, his thoughts had grown much darker. If he let Jin lead the way, he might be able to sneak up behind him and slit his throat. Then he could reveal the man’s true identity. Maybe there was a hefty bounty on his head. That would be pretty sweet. If nothing else, he’d get some good loot out of it. The robe that Jin wore hadn’t shown his face since they’d met. It must be a magic item. 
 
    “You should go in front,” Azure suggested, stepping aside and gesturing for the archer to take the lead. “You’ll get better shots that way.” 
 
    Jin didn’t even question his intentions, quickly moving past Azure to take point. They had barely walked a few yards before Azure’s hand began reaching for his Black Dagger. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, wondering if he’d be able to sneak up on the archer. He liked the rush, the Darkness inside of him almost making him ignore the risk of death if he got caught. 
 
    Azure drew his dagger, and he quickened his pace with soft footsteps. He was a mere two feet away from Jin, his Black Dagger poised to strike, when an icepick headache assaulted him. 
 
    “I sense a great evil in you.” Jehane’s voice boomed in his ears, causing him to cover them. 
 
    Jin immediately spun on his heels. “Are you all right?” When he saw the dagger in Azure’s hand, his voice took on a more suspicious tone. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Azure shook his head, the headache quickly falling away now that his attention was diverted. “I was picking my teeth with my dagger when I got a headache.” 
 
    “Oh.” The hood bobbed up and down as if scanning Azure for the lie. Then Jin turned back around and proceeded. 
 
    By the time they arrived in Grayreach, it was pitch black outside. Knowing that there was nothing to be done in the dark of night, they headed straight to the inn. Before doing so, though, Jin dismissed the owl back to the forest. Azure was a bit confused by this but didn’t ask any questions. The owl clearly wasn’t a summon, since it didn’t fade into the ether after a certain amount of time. That meant it must be a pet. Azure hadn’t even thought it possible to train owls, but this was The Realm, not Earth, so what did he really know? 
 
    Not surprisingly, Jin insisted on getting his own room at the inn. That was fine with Azure. He needed a break from thoughts of murdering the man. 
 
    Much like Lonnell had done countless times before, Jin woke Azure way too early. Azure rose in a bad mood that stayed with him past breakfast. Blessedly, the archer declined his offer to eat together, saying that he’d meet Azure back up at his room when he was done and adding that he shouldn’t take too long.  
 
    I’ll take as long as I damn well please, Azure thought as he stomped in the direction of the tavern. It seemed that the bad mood he’d woken up with was intent on poisoning the rest of his day. The eggs were cold, the bacon burnt, and the tavern was out of bread. Azure gave each miserable bite of his meal fifty chews, hoping to kill enough time to put the archer in an equally bad mood.  
 
    When he was finally done eating, Azure meandered lazily back to the inn to pick up his new comrade. As soon as Jin opened the door to his room, the smell of leather came wafting out. It was strange, but everything about the archer was strange, so Azure tried not to think much of it. 
 
    “I need to make a short detour to visit the traveling merchant here,” Azure informed Jin as they left the inn.  
 
    “I already went while you were having breakfast,” the archer said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Well, I need to go, too,” Azure practically barked at him. 
 
    Why was this guy so infuriating? Couldn’t he have waited so they could have gone together? Surely, common sense should have told him that Azure would likely have items to trade. 
 
    Trying his best to push his mounting agitation aside, Azure led Jin to Ruthren’s cart. By some miracle, the merchant was still in Grayreach. Azure had honestly expected him to have left by now. Ruthren never stayed in one place for very long. 
 
    “Ah. Azure. I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon.” The merchant gave him a welcoming smile. 
 
    “I come bearing good news.” Much of the unpleasantness that Azure had been feeling melted away with thoughts of this announcement. 
 
    “Oh?” Ruthren gave him a curious look. 
 
    “I killed James Bower.” Azure’s chest puffed up with pride before he remembered Jin standing behind him and deflated a bit. “Well, we killed him.” He thumbed back to the archer. 
 
    “Oh!” The merchant’s head quirked back before he turned his attention to Jin. “You’re the fellow who came by earlier. I don’t believe I caught your name.”  
 
    “It’s of no importance.” The archer waved the inquiry away. 
 
    “That means you can return to Squall’s End whenever you’re ready,” Azure said, as if he’d done Ruthren a favor. 
 
    “That is good news, indeed.” The merchant nodded. “And the rest of The Bower Boys?” 
 
    “All dead but one. Unfortunately, he got away.” 
 
    Ruthren grunted, looking distant for a moment. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Azure asked. 
 
    “You never know about gangs like that. Sometimes, the leader falls, and one of the remaining lackeys just rises to take his place,” the merchant said.  
 
    It was something that Azure hadn’t considered. 
 
    Should he go after Tasso England? As far as Azure was concerned, he shouldn’t have to worry about one measly loose end. James Bower was the heart of The Bower Boys. With him gone, The Bower Boys were no more. Maybe, they’d all get lucky, and Tasso would decide to give up his life of crime and move away to make an honest living somewhere. The battlemage wouldn’t be the first villain who had gone from bad to good. 
 
    “I’m not going to worry about it,” Azure decided, thinking about all of the innocent people who had died just for him to get to James Bower. There was no need for more superfluous bloodshed on account of him wanting to finish off the last of The Bower Boys. “Anyway, perhaps my good deed has earned me a discount today.” He tried to veer away from the subject. 
 
    Ruthren’s expression contorted through a mix of emotions before finally landing on sympathy. “I’m sorry, Azure. Business hasn’t been great lately. With that said, I still promise to give you a fair price on any items you wish to trade in.” 
 
    “Fine,” Azure relented, starting the transaction by handing the merchant the Giant Longsword he had taken off of Newton’s corpse. Then he gave Ruthren the Rough Silk. Unfortunately, they were the only two items he wanted to part with right now. 
 
    The merchant didn’t seem the least bit interested in the silk, but he took his time looking over the sword before coming up with a figure. “I’ll give you 11 gold, 1 silver, and 8 copper for both. There’s nothing special about this sword, but it’s Good quality,” he said in the way of explanation. 
 
    “Done,” Azure agreed, but he still wasn’t very happy. With only 15 gold to his name once the transaction was complete, he doubted he could afford any of Ruthren’s pricey special items. Still, he couldn’t resist asking. “You wouldn’t happen to have any daggers for sale, would you? I’m looking to replace this one.” He pulled the Black Dagger from its sheath and handed it over. 
 
    “I only have two things better than this,” the merchant confessed. “Would you like to see?” 
 
    “Sure.” Of course, Azure wanted to see. He wouldn’t have asked otherwise. 
 
    Ruthren pulled a dagger from the top of his cart and handed it to Azure. Then he turned his attention to the bag at his hip, doing a quick look around for watchers before extracting another dagger and discretely hiding it under his arm while Azure analyzed the first. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Glowing Slime Dagger 
  
       	  Attack: +1-4 
  Intelligence: +2 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 19/30 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The hilt and blade of the dagger were one long continuous piece made of whitish green stone. It felt heavy and unbalanced in his hand, probably used more for the Intelligence boost than as an actual weapon. A strange soft green glow surrounded the blade, giving away that it was infused with magic. Azure quickly decided he didn’t like it and handed it back. 
 
    As soon as the merchant took the dagger from him, he offered Azure the second one. “Now this is what you really need.”  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Amplified Platinum-Bladed Dagger 
  
       	  Attack: +1-10 
  Vitality: +30 
  Intelligence: +6 
  Strength: +6 
  Agility: +6 
  Dexterity: +30 
  Charisma: +30 
  Luck: +6 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 19/30 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg  
  Traits: +7% resistance to Magic, +7% resistance to Fire, +7% resistance to Cold 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Good lord! +30 to Vitality! That would add 300 points to Azure’s Health. He definitely wanted the dagger. 
 
    “How much is it?” he asked, knowing it would cost a fortune. 
 
    “More than you can afford, I’m sure.” Ruthren grinned. 
 
    “Humor me.” Azure gestured irritably. He was beginning to hate playing the pricing game. This wasn’t a game show where he’d win a prize if he got the number right, after all. 
 
    “2,090 gold and 2 silver.” His grin broadened into a toothy smile as Azure choked at the amount. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 
 
    “That, I am not.” The merchant shook his head before taking the dagger back from Azure and returning it to his Bag of Holding. 
 
    “I don’t know why you do this to me.” Azure’s expression sulked. 
 
    “Because it’s fun,” Ruthren admitted. 
 
    “You’re a bit of a sadist,” Jin chimed in. 
 
    “Not true.” All humor left the merchant’s face. “I just like to give men something to aspire to.” 
 
    “Well, that dagger isn’t worth saving up for,” Azure told him. It had been pretty, with its polished bone hilt and shiny platinum blade, but definitely not worth the price, in his opinion. “Who in the hell can even afford something like that?” 
 
    “The super-wealthy and those who really need the boost in Vitality,” Ruthren informed him. 
 
    Their business concluded, Azure changed the subject. “So, will you be going back to Squall’s End now?” 
 
    The merchant looked out toward the horizon. “I suppose so. Might as well go see if I can find Uden. He’ll probably want that spell scroll I showed you.” 
 
    The thought of the half-imp sitting in the midst of battle banging on bongos while he chanted still made Azure chuckle on the inside. If not for the fact that Uden wanted to become a Grand Master Mage, Azure doubted he’d have any interest in the spell. As it was, the half-imp might very well be sitting out battles to chant and support.  
 
    After a second thought, Azure doubted it. Uden already knew the Imbue Arrows spell, and Azure had rarely seen him use it. 
 
    “Well, safe travels to you,” Azure said. “Perhaps I’ll see you when we head back to Squall’s End. If not, then who knows if our paths will cross again.” 
 
    “Will you not be staying in Squall’s End now that The Bower Boys are no longer a problem?” Ruthren asked. 
 
    “We have other business to attend to,” Jin quickly intervened before Azure could say too much. “Business that will take us all over The Realm.” 
 
    “Well, I travel all over Patheana, so who knows when we might cross paths again.” The merchant smiled at them before holding out his arm. 
 
    Azure clasped wrists with him. “Take care.” 
 
    “You as well.” 
 
    As Azure and Jin walked toward the cemetery, Azure wondered what he had been roped into by convincing the archer to allow him to come along. Traveling all over The Realm had never been in Azure’s plans. Then again, just because they were companions now didn’t mean they’d continue to be in the future. They probably wouldn’t if Azure didn’t dispel the Darkness soon. Now that he was no longer distracted by Ruthren, thoughts of killing the archer were making a swift return. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 116 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Azure was honest, he hadn’t been sure that he’d find Udele at the cemetery again. Her parents’ murder now avenged, she should have been able to move on with her life. But there she was, sunken over their graves, looking just as pitiful and disheveled as the first time Azure had seen her. A sick relief filled him that her grief had kept her there. The thought of trekking all over Grayreach to find wherever she might have gone off to wasn’t very appealing. 
 
    “Udele,” he said her name as he took long strides across the cemetery with Jin on his heels. 
 
    “Oh. It’s you!” She immediately perked up from the sight of him. 
 
    By the time they had reached her, Udele had pulled herself from the floor. 
 
    “What are you still doing here? I thought you would have moved on after the cultists were defeated.” He was genuinely curious. 
 
    She seemed to curl in on herself then. “I have nothing else. No better way to spend my days.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit morose,” Jin chimed in as he stepped up next to Azure. 
 
    “Oh!” Udele seemed surprised again. “Who are you? And where’s Harlan?” She turned her gaze back to Azure. “It’s been too short of a time for you to make it back to Squall’s End and return.” 
 
    “My name is Jin, and Harlan is dead,” the archer responded with no remorse. 
 
    Azure wondered why he was willing to give his name to the young woman so freely yet had hesitated with the merchant.  
 
    “Oh. That’s terrible.” Sadness swept over Udele again. 
 
    Not wanting to beat around the bush any further, Azure got straight to the point of why they were there. “I need you to take me to the witch of Ash Woods.” 
 
    Her head popped up to look at him. “But I don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “But you’ve found her before, and she knows you so should trust you if you’re with us.” 
 
    “Well, yes…” She seemed hesitant. 
 
    “But?” Jin asked. 
 
    “What?” Uden glanced over at him. “There’s no but. I just didn’t expect to be going on another adventure so soon, that’s all. The last one didn’t turn out too pleasant for me.” She rubbed where the arrow had pierced her chest an inch shy from her heart when she’d tried to help Azure with the cultist quest. 
 
    “It won’t be like that this time,” Azure assured her. “We will protect you.”  
 
    “The Ash Woods can be dangerous. Several tribes of Cheoksum have made it their home,” she informed them. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle,” he insisted. “Right, Jin?” 
 
    “No, I imagine not,” the archer agreed. 
 
    “Well, we won’t reach the Ash Woods before nightfall, so if we’re going to go, then we best be off.” Udele offered them a weak smile before leading the way out of the cemetery. 
 
    It took about an hour of travel before the sparse landscape gave way to the lushness of an actual forest. Almost as soon as they were surrounded by trees, the owl returned to alight on Jin’s shoulder. The archer hadn’t even called it back to him. 
 
    “Oh!” Udele’s face lit up as she noticed the small feathered creature. “He must like you.” 
 
    “He’s sort of my pet,” Jin admitted finally. 
 
    “Hm.” She cocked her head to the side. “I’ve never heard of anyone having a pet owl before. Well, except for kings, maybe. But even they have to keep them in cages. It’s unusual for one to just be following you about.” 
 
    “Is it?” He didn’t seem surprised by her assessment.  
 
    “May I?” Udele extended her hand toward Jin’s shoulder. With as short as she was, there was no way she could hope to reach the owl without the archer bending.  
 
    He simply looked in her direction. “I’m afraid he’s not very—” 
 
    But before Jin had time to finish the sentence, the small owl had side-stepped the length of his shoulder to jump down into the girl’s hand. 
 
    The archer quirked his head back. “Well, that was unexpected.” 
 
    Udele drew the owl up to her face, and it nuzzled affectionately against her cheek. 
 
    “He’s precious. What’s his name?” She gleefully gave the owl head scratches. 
 
    “Tiny.”  
 
    “Tiny,” Udele parroted. “Tiny Owl. That’s perfect!” 
 
    Azure thought it was a dumb name, but it wasn’t his pet, so what should he care. Somehow, he found himself getting jealous of Jin’s relationship with the small bird. Even though the archer preferred to travel solo, he was never alone. Not really. 
 
    “Forgive my surprise. I’ve never seen him take to another person before,” Jin told Udele. 
 
    “I love animals,” she informed him. “Any time I find one that’s sick or injured, I nurse it back to health. He must sense my goodness,” Udele chirped at Tiny. “Don’t you? Don’t you know I love you already?” She continued to pet and cuddle the owl until it had gotten its fill of the affection and flew back up into the sky to disappear among the trees. 
 
    It seemed that they were off to a good start until the first rabbit crossed their path. Jin didn’t hesitate to put an arrow in its head. The second he loosed and Udele realized what was going on, she gasped. 
 
    “Why did you do that?!” Udele chastised the archer as she rushed to the rabbit’s side. It was too late, though. Jin had damn good aim. Azure had only seen him miss once since they’d been traveling together, and he’d quickly corrected his mistake with a second arrow.  
 
    “Why did I do what?” The archer walked over and picked up the dead critter by its ears.  
 
    Udele seemed even more appalled as she watched Jin remove his arrow and place the carcass in his bag. “You killed it.” The words came out of her mouth with the slightest tremble. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied unabashedly. “And I’ll be killing plenty more, so you better get used to it.” 
 
    Azure was impressed by how cold the archer was being. It was clear that he placed no thought toward Udele’s feelings. Even so, Azure didn’t really want to deal with having to stop every mile or so for him to hunt down animals. That had gotten old really quickly the day before.  
 
    “Do you really need to do that?” He cocked his head to the side as he looked at Jin. “We really should focus on getting to the Ash Woods.” 
 
    “We are still traveling in that direction. I see no reason to rush.” 
 
    “And I don’t see any reason why you need to kill poor defenseless animals,” Udele countered with extreme disapproval in her tone. 
 
    “Experience,” the archer replied simply. 
 
    “You can gain experience from vicious monsters.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t need to kill sweet, innocent bunnies.” 
 
    “Man’s gotta eat.” Jin shrugged, moving past her. 
 
    “Man can’t possibly eat as much as you kill,” Azure muttered. 
 
    “Man can eat fruits and vegetables.” Udele chased after him. “You don’t have to kill to survive, you know.” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes, Azure listened to the small woman school the archer on veganism, a word she didn’t know but was describing to a T. Jin mostly ignored her, not bothering to put up any other argument besides, “You like to eat plants. I like to eat animals.” And, “Nothing you say is going to stop me.” 
 
    The archer was undoubtedly stubborn, and by the time the conversation was over, Azure kind of wanted to murder both of them. 
 
    When Jin killed his second animal, Udele fell in beside Azure, clearly upset.  
 
    “I’m starting to regret agreeing to this,” she confessed, keeping her voice low so that only Azure could hear.  
 
    “He’s a strange travel companion,” he admitted.  
 
    “He’s ruthless.” Udele turned her nose up at the archer. “I’m surprised he didn’t kill his owl instead of befriending it.” 
 
    Azure didn’t really want to discuss Jin’s strange habits any further. It was probably better to distract Udele than to reason with her. 
 
    “Hey. Let’s party up. We don’t know what we might find ahead,” he suggested before sending Udele a party invite.  
 
    She promptly accepted.  
 
      
 
    Udele Stanley has joined your party. 
 
      
 
    For curiosity’s sake, Azure decided to look at her stats. Though he highly doubted it, perhaps she’d leveled up since they had last quested together. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Name: Udele Stanely 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 9 
  Health: 180 
  Mana: 180 
  Stamina: 240 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Nothing had changed.  
 
    “How are you level 9 if you don’t kill animals?” Azure asked. 
 
    “My father gave me this amulet when I was a baby. It allows me to gain experience as long as I’m in a party.” Udele pulled a piece of jewelry from under the dingy sackcloth shirt she was wearing. The thick silver chain looked like too much weight for the small woman to bear, and the giant square emerald pressed into a silver frame seemed even heavier. Azure wasn’t sure how he’d never noticed it making an outline beneath her shirt before. “He used to go on quests to help the village,” she continued. “I gained a percentage of his experience.” 
 
    “And did he lose that percentage?” It was an important question to ask. Azure definitely didn’t want to miss out on any experience on account of Udele. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, and Azure breathed an internal sigh of relief. After a few more paces, Udele looked up at Azure and asked, “Will he be joining our party? I had just assumed that the two of you were already partied together.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “No,” the archer confirmed as he tied the drawstring on his bag after having placed the dead squirrel inside of it. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked as they fell in step beside Jin. 
 
    “Reasons,” he replied a bit shortly.  
 
    “Well, you are a strange one, aren’t you?” 
 
    The archer didn’t deign to respond, and they continued on in silence. 
 
    For the next several hours, much of the same went on, with Jin killing everything in their path and Udele getting upset about it. Azure was a bit surprised by her lack of adaptability. He figured she’d eventually get used to it, but she never did. It was as if each arrow that ended an animal’s life was shot straight through her heart. She’d gasp and tremble, her eyes growing watery, though she’d manage to hold back the tears. 
 
    “Just turn away,” Azure suggested after critter #5, but she wouldn’t, taking each death almost personally. It made traveling with the two a bit stressful. Now, Azure regretted bringing her along, too. He and Jin probably could have done this on their own. 
 
    The sun was beginning to set over the horizon when Jin took a few hurried steps in front of his companions and threw out his arms to stop them. Azure and Udele gave each other a confused look before Udele finally asked, “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “There are Cheoksum ahead. Six of them.” 
 
    Azure furrowed his brow. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “My Tracking ability,” Jin replied, keeping his voice low. 
 
    Azure’s gaze instantly fell to the ground and then to the foliage surrounding them. He saw no footsteps, nor bent grass or damaged twigs. Finding no visual clues, Azure listened to the forest. Faintly in the distance, he thought he heard a rustling sound, but it was nowhere near loud enough to discern what was causing it. Jin’s Tracking skill must be so high that he’d gained some special ability. 
 
    Udele took a few cautious steps forward and wrapped her small hands around one of the archer’s arms. “If you know where they are, let’s go around.” 
 
    “We should eliminate them. If we don’t, they’ll continue to be a threat.” Jin kept his gaze ahead. 
 
    Hoping for support, the small woman looked back at Azure. “What do you think we should do, Azure?” 
 
    “I speak Cheoksum, so if we do encounter them, I might be able to get us out of a fight. Having said that, I’m with Udele on this one. If you think that we can avoid them, then we should just go around.”  
 
    Six seemed like too great a number for their three-man party to take on, especially with Udele being practically useless. More than likely, they’d have to focus some of their attention on protecting her. It was not an ideal situation. 
 
    “If we skip them now, we’ll just have to face them on the way back,” the archer insisted, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “If you can sense them that far up ahead, then I don’t see why we would have to,” Azure countered. 
 
    With a long-suffering sigh, Jin said, “I’ll go.”  
 
    “Wait!” Udele’s voice rose above the forest in a shrill pitch as she clung to the archer’s arm as if her minimal bodyweight could hold him back. 
 
    He turned his hooded head down toward her. “I will not leave this threat unchecked. And besides, it can’t be avoided now anyway. They’ve heard you and are coming this way.” 
 
    Udele seemed shocked by this. She let go of Jin’s arm and turned toward Azure, her face looking like she had just seen a ghost. 
 
    The second she let go of Jin, he took off toward the trees, abandoning the game trail they’d been traveling down to disappear into the forest. His Stealth was on par with, if not even better than, Uden’s had been before his death. 
 
    With the archer gone, Udele ran up to Azure. “They have nothing to do with us,” she continued to plead with him. “Even though they heard us, we can still run. We don’t have to kill them.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” Azure looked her over. “Back in Grayreach, when we first met, you were more than happy to see an end to the cultists. Now, you don’t want anything to die.” 
 
    She narrowed her brow at him. “The cultists killed my parents. My sister. Countless others. They would not be stopped, so they had to die. These Cheoksum,” Udele pointed in the direction of the Cheoksum, “they’ve done nothing to us or anyone else.” 
 
    “You don’t know that, but we don’t have time to discuss it right now.” Azure urged Udele behind him before unsheathing his Florance’s Blade. The forest had grown louder with the sounds of the Cheoksum moving toward them. Stealth did not seem to be in their skillset. 
 
    As soon as the Cheoksum charged into Azure’s line of sight, the sound of an arrow whizzing through the forest put one on the ground. It had come from above, but when Azure looked up into the trees, he saw no sign of the archer. There wasn’t time to be impressed, though. At least, Azure had thought there wasn’t. Jin put down two more of the Cheoksum before the rest of their party had reached Azure. Now that the archer had decided to eliminate the Cheoksum instead of deliberating, there would be no negotiations for their safe passage through the forest. It was all-out war. 
 
    Udele fled away from Azure as he readied his sword. 
 
    Activating Analyze set Azure’s mind at ease about the battle ahead. All three opponents were level 13 Cheoksum Thugs, two of which were unarmed. 
 
    The leader of the group approached Azure with a Bronze Longsword in hand. As they squared off, Azure realized for the first time that he yearned for battle. The idea of taking this dumb Neanderthal’s life filled him with an unsettling giddiness. There wasn’t just an urge to take the Thug’s life, but also to make it die a slow and painful death. 
 
    “I sense a great evil in you,” Jehane’s voice echoed in Azure’s ears, but it was barely a whisper as the two foes’ blades met, the sound of the voice usurped by that of clanging steel. 
 
    Overwhelming strength surged through Azure’s muscles along with the need to dominate and destroy. It took little effort to brush the opposing sword aside and throw the Cheoksum Thug off balance. The humanoid creatures were awkwardly proportioned and painfully slow. There was no chance of the Thug recovering before Azure used his superior Agility to attack. 
 
    If not for one of the Cheoksum circling around Azure to get to Udele, he might have carried through with torturing his current opponent with a slow and painful death, but his concern for his party member took precedence over wicked thoughts. Azure ended his foe with a deep slice across its stomach that spilled its guts all over the forest floor. Not a mercifully quick death, but also not as slow as Azure would have liked. The Cheoksum’s eyes went wide, and it dropped its sword to the ground to collect the entrails leaking through the wound. Briefly, Azure remembered what it had looked like when he’d done something similar to Freidhelm Noonan, the rogue who had been a part of The Bower Boys. Back then, Azure had felt extreme guilt for prematurely ending the teenager’s life. Now, he felt a disquieting sense of satisfaction.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 13 Cheoksum Thug. 91XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Before Azure could turn to defend Udele, an arrow went sailing past him to put the approaching Cheoksum down. The other unarmed Cheoksum let out a roar of anger as it charged Azure with its fists poised to beat him to death. A sneer crept across Azure’s face as he thought about how pointless the creature’s attack was. Sword beat fists any day of the week. Surely, the Cheoksum Thug had enough common sense to know that.  
 
    Azure drove the blade of his sword straight through the Cheoksum’s chest, hilt deep. The resistance the skin and bone gave filled Azure with euphoria. Never before had he experienced such a sense of peace from killing. It was as if he could feel the Cheoksum’s life force feeding the evil within him and soothing his soul. By the time he stepped away and let the creature slide from his blade, though, the feeling was gone.    
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 13 Cheoksum Thug. 91XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Azure quickly looked around for other enemies. The need to continue mercilessly slaughtering was strong. When his gaze landed on Udele standing several yards away, her hands up to her face in sheer horror of the situation, he thought of how easy it would be to cut her down. She was small and weak and would crumble under the weight of his sword like a flower being crushed beneath his boot. He imagined Udele’s large eyes staring up at him in fear. The thought of her cowering before him as she pleaded for her life was most pleasing. Too tempting. 
 
    What did it really matter if Udele lived or died? She had been longing for death since Azure had first met her. All Udele did now was spend her days at the cemetery mourning the loss of her family. That was no life. If he killed her, he’d be delivering her from all the pain and loneliness she’d been experiencing. 
 
    With that final thought, Azure turned toward the small trembling girl and tightened the grip on his Florance’s Blade. Laser-focused on the task at hand, he lifted his foot to take a step forward but was pulled back by a firm hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “That went well,” Jin said, looking down at the bodies of their fallen foes. 
 
    “What?” Azure asked. It was as if the archer’s voice had broken him out of a trance. All thoughts of killing Udele faded, and a sliver of horror at the darkness permeating his soul traveled through Azure at lightning speed before disappearing into the ether.  
 
    “Let’s loot these and move on.” Jin bent slightly to retrieve his arrow from the skull of the Cheoksum that had broken off from the group to go after Udele. 
 
    She was clearly still upset, appalled by the bloodbath she had just witnessed. “They didn’t even stand a chance,” Udele muttered behind her hands. 
 
    “No, they didn’t,” Jin said with the slightest hint of pride.  
 
    Azure picked up the Bronze Longsword, barely even looking it over before placing it in his Bag of Holding. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bronze Longsword 
  
      	  Attack: +1-5 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 7/30 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once he was done with that, Azure riffled through the rest of the Cheoksum’s belongings, then he moved on to the other he had slain. Between the two, Azure collected 4 silver and 3 copper. The brawler wore a crude cloth bandana over its face that hid its cracked bottom lip. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cloth Bandana 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 1/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Azure might have put it on under his helmet if not for the fact that it was stained with blood and dirt. The bandana went in his bag as well. Most likely, he’d just end up selling it later. 
 
    Once the two men were done looting the bodies, they continued toward Ash Woods. Even though they were traveling together, Azure felt alone. There was a disconnect between the three travelers. Jin took point, propelling them forward. Clearly a leader, his focus was entirely on getting them from point A to point B. Meanwhile, Udele lagged behind them, tears staining her cheeks as she mourned the loss of the humanistic beasts dumb enough to investigate in their direction. And then there was Azure, stuck in the middle, both physically and mentally. The damning fire he’d felt inside while fighting the Cheoksum had died down into an ember. Despite their waning intensity, his dark thoughts were still there. He wanted to kill. Maim. Murder. It was a need rooted deep in his soul. 
 
    Jehane’s voice should have stopped me from turning toward Udele. Would it have stopped me if I had gotten close, or would I have followed through with my impulse? I’m slowly becoming a monster, Azure realized, his heart clenching at the thought. He had just spent weeks hunting down The Bower Boys for killing Janine, and if he didn’t dispel the Darkness within him soon, he would transform into something worse than them. It was bad enough that he hadn’t cared about Harlan’s death and that he had hacked away at the Cheoksum without a second thought. But now the urge to kill the very people who were helping him was beginning to get overwhelming, and the one failsafe he had in place to keep him from it seemed to be fading.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 116 
 
      
 
      
 
    Never before had Azure wanted sleep to come more. After they made camp for the night, he immediately rolled out his bedroll and laid down to stare up at the night sky. Tiny Owl returned to alight on Jin’s shoulder and eat bits of meat from his hand as he toiled away cooking and tanning hides. Udele moved to sit near Azure, though he was in no mood to converse. 
 
    “He’s a bit of a brute, but I suppose he means well,” she said with a sigh as she watched Jin from a distance. 
 
    Azure couldn’t force himself to look at her, lest he feared the murderous thoughts would return. “Being anywhere near me is not a good idea right now with the Darkness slowly taking over,” he warned. 
 
    “Well, that’s not a pleasant thought.” Udele quirked her head back. “We all have to share the same sleeping space.” 
 
    “He’ll likely retreat into the forest to sleep.” Azure gave a curt nod in the archer’s direction. If he sleeps at all. I’m still not convinced he’s human. Those were thoughts not worth sharing with Udele. She was already stressed out enough as things were. “You should do the same,” he suggested instead. 
 
     “Me?” There was a bit of surprise in her voice. “Sleep in the forest? Alone? I’ll take my chances with you.” Despite Azure’s warning, she moved even closer. He flinched when she ran her fingers over his forehead and through his hair. “Look at me.” 
 
    “No,” he grumbled. “It’s not safe.” 
 
    “Look. At. Me.” Udele enunciated every word with a serious tone, drawing Azure’s eyes to her despite his resistance.  
 
    “You’re a good man, Azure Galvan. You spared that one cultist when others would not have. It is not in your nature to be merciless or cruel.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Cheoksum Thug I slit open,” Azure replied with a bit of disdain at himself. 
 
    Udele pressed her lips together for a moment. “You were protecting me. By the time they had broken through the forest and Jin had attacked, you had no choice.” 
 
    His gaze met hers. “There’s always a choice, and I chose to kill. Sleep somewhere else if you want to be safe.” He tossed his head toward the forest. 
 
    While Azure had expected Udele to get upset by his dark mood, she seemed resilient, refusing to fear him. “You won’t hurt me,” she insisted, moving a few feet away to find a level spot on the floor to sleep.  
 
    Ill-prepared for the journey, Udele had not even brought a blanket to keep her warm. Curled up next to the fire, her hair disheveled and spread all around her, her clothes stained with filth, she looked like a small, pitiful child. She closed her eyes, fully believing that Azure wouldn’t harm her. 
 
    He sighed deeply, returning his attention to the blackened sky above, but all he saw was Udele lying next to the fire, and all he felt was her hand on his forehead offering him comfort. She was a rarity in The Realm, kind and untainted. Even with the Darkness flowing through him, he hated that she had suffered through so much. How could he have ever thought of killing her? Anger welled up inside of him for letting the Darkness overtake him so easily. If Jin hadn’t shown up when he had, Azure probably would have acted on the horrible impulse to kill her.  
 
    Not feeling right about anything anymore, he stood and walked to where Udele was lying. Even though she was by the fire, her small body was shivering. Jin barely gave pause to see what Azure was doing, too busy to care. Udele didn’t even open her eyes. She was so vulnerable, even more so now than she had been when they had been fighting the Cheoksum. 
 
    Azure waited for the horrible thoughts to return—thoughts of killing her—and they did. There were more ways that he could do it now, with her lying on the floor. He could kick her into the fire. His strength should be enough to accomplish the task. Though she might be able to crawl away from the flames, he could just pick her up and toss her back in. Alternatively, he could break in her skull with the heel of his boot. It would be fun to see her brain matter splattered everywhere. 
 
    Azure waited for Jehane’s voice to chime in and tell him that his thoughts were evil, but it didn’t. Had her spell already worn off? It hadn’t been a week yet. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to push the abhorrent urges away. Instead of focusing on his need to kill, he thought about all the kind things that Udele had said to him. Clearly, she understood what the Darkness did. But if so, then why was she willing to take such risks. Surely, she knew her life was at stake. Yet here she was, her eyes closed in sleep, trusting him entirely. Or maybe she trusted that Jin would save her if things went south. Azure didn’t think that was too likely. The archer was consumed with his own business, and besides, there was no way that Jin could reach Azure in time to stop him. 
 
    A soft groan at his feet caused Azure to open his eyes again. When he looked down, Udele had unconsciously reached out, her small hand resting against his boot. Another horrible vision played through his mind of stomping it into a bloody pulp. She had called him a good man, but these were not the thoughts of a good man. This was not him. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Azure unclasped his Kobold Hide Cloak from around his neck. Then he knelt to place it over Udele. Her shivering stopped almost immediately.  
 
    With that done, he turned and went back to his bedroll, lying down and closing his eyes in the hopes of forcing himself to sleep. 
 
    Morning came far too early, as per usual. Jin woke Azure with the toe of his boot. Udele was already awake and humming a chipper tune as she pushed a leaf filled with berries toward him. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine. I made you breakfast.” She smiled at him. 
 
    Azure’s eyes moved from her face to the berries, then back up again, and he cursed himself for the previous night’s thoughts. The Darkness would drive him mad if he wasn’t able to dispel it soon. All the horrible urges he had made him want to claw his brain out of his skull. 
 
    After they finished eating and broke camp, the owl took back off into the trees, and Azure walked beside Jin, keeping Udele behind them. “Promise me,” he said to get the archer’s attention. When Jin grunted, Azure continued, “Promise to keep an eye on me. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to control myself. If I try to attack her, promise me you’ll stop me. And if you can’t stop me, then promise me you’ll kill me before I can hurt her.” 
 
    The archer turned his head toward the small woman following behind them. “You care for her. Why?” 
 
    “She’s kind, and she doesn’t deserve the fate that this Darkness seems to have in store for her,” Azure whispered in reply. 
 
    “And me? Have you thought about killing me?” Jin returned his attention to Azure. 
 
    He sucked in a breath. “Yes.” It was scary to admit to the archer. Azure didn’t know Jin very well yet—had no idea how he’d react. He might abandon them entirely if he feared his life was in danger. The archer had no obligation to travel with Azure.  
 
    Jin was silent for a moment. Then he spoke again, “She doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Azure furrowed his brow. “What do you mean she doesn’t matter?” 
 
    “If you try to kill her, I will not stop you. Me, on the other hand…If you try to kill me, you will live to regret it.” He lengthened his strides, putting Azure behind him as well. 
 
    “What were you guys talking about?” Udele asked when she caught up with Azure, who had paused to marinate on the archer’s words. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” He brushed her off, his thoughts entirely fixed on what Jin had said. 
 
    How could he be so cold as to not care about Udele at all? Sure, the two of them didn’t really get along, but for him to not care if she died... She had come along to help them, and she was generally pleasant to be around when Jin wasn’t busy butchering everything in the forest. Azure couldn’t understand why the archer seemed to have such little regard for her life. 
 
    A little past noon, they broke into the red circle on Azure’s World Map. It wasn’t long after that they found a small rundown shack in the woods. Jin led them right to it as if he had known the exact location. Tiny Owl was perched on the roof. He flapped his wings a few times, staring down as if he’d been waiting for them. 
 
    “What is this place?” Azure asked as he came to a halt. 
 
    “It must be where Kazere, the Witch of the Ash Woods lives,” Udele said with a bit more excitement than the situation merited. Before they could stop her, she ran over to the door and knocked. “Hello?” she called out loudly. 
 
    Jin was behind her in an instant, his hand clapped over her mouth. He pulled her away from the door at the same moment it opened. Standing on the other side was a fat old hag in tattered rags. Her weathered face was scrunched and angry-looking, her long white hair, sparse and stringy. Azure immediately drew his sword, not sure if he should feel threatened or not. If she was the witch, who knew what spells she could cast. 
 
    “What?” the old woman asked in a voice as harsh as gravel grinding together. Her one good eye volleyed between the party members before resting on Udele. The other was milk-white. 
 
    Udele pried Jin’s hand from her mouth, then wriggled out of his grasp. “Kazere!” She rushed forward to throw herself into the old woman’s arms. 
 
    “Udele?” It sounded more like a question than recognition. “What in The Realm are you doing out here?” 
 
    Udele leaned away from the embrace. “We came to see you.” She finally turned and detached herself. “My friend here has been inflicted with Darkness. There were cultists in Grayreach. They killed my parents and my sister,” Udele rattled off. 
 
    “What?” Kazere’s head quirked back on her thick neck. “Slow down.” 
 
    “She’s lucky Cheoksum weren’t on the other side of that door,” Jin muttered. 
 
    Towering over Udele, Kazere looked past her into the forest as if she feared that the group had been followed. Once satisfied, she ushered them inside. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” she said with a bit of impatience, placing a withered hand on the small of Azure’s back and practically forcing him inside. 
 
    There was a bit of disorientation as Azure walked through the door. On the outside, the shack had been small and in disrepair, no larger than a storage shed that one might keep tools in. But once they crossed over the threshold, the space opened into a room about the size of a large convenience store. Several tables were placed haphazardly as if they’d been set up wherever Kazere could find space. They were covered with various implements that Azure had never seen before nor could make a guess at what they were. Beakers and vials littered the areas between, both filled and empty. Herbs hung drying from racks attached to the ceiling. In the middle of the room was a single chair. There was no bed nor hearth. Though they had found the witch here, it did not appear that this was where she slept. 
 
    “Come. Sit.” Kazere gestured to the floor with a wide sweeping motion. 
 
    “We will stand, thank you.” Jin decided for all of them. 
 
    The witch huffed as if offended. “Suit yourself. Now, which one of you is infected?” Her head moved from side to side like a snake before settling on Azure. “No. Don’t tell me. It’s this one. You. I can see it all over your face.” She walked up to him, getting so close that Azure wanted to take a step back but stopped himself. Kazere opened her one good eye as wide as it would go as she looked him over. The smell of dust and plants wafted off of her with just the slightest touch of body odor. Though her face was free of warts, her skin had a strange gray tint to it. It reminded Azure of the pallor of Uden’s skin when he looked most like a monster. This woman, whatever she was, was not entirely human. Azure was sure of it. 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed at him. “Having thoughts of killing, I bet. I bet you barely made it here with these two. Probably wanted to stab them in the back, I bet. Hm?” 
 
    “Yes…” he stumbled over the word, wishing Kazere would just get out of his face. 
 
    “Can you fix him?” Udele asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
    The witch stared Azure in the eyes, looking from one to the other before finally dropping her gaze. “No. I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “What?” Azure mouth dropped open as the rotund woman finally walked away from him and went to sit in her chair. Each step was slow and labored. Despite her seemingly poor health, Kazere still Analyzed as red to Azure. It would probably be stupid to threaten her, but he doubted she was telling the truth about not being able to help him. 
 
    “There’s no way to completely dispel Darkness. You just have to wait until it wears off.” Kazere settled into her chair as if she were getting ready to take a nap. 
 
    “But that’s not possible. I would not have received a quest to come here otherwise.” Azure shook his head. 
 
    The witch raised the eyebrow above her good eye. “Would you not have? Never received a pointless quest before? Must not have done too many yet.” 
 
    “I’ve done plenty.” Azure’s expression drooped. 
 
    Kazere shifted her weight. “All I can offer is that you stay here until it wears off. I can keep everyone safe from you.” 
 
    “We don’t have that kind of time,” Jin told her. “If we cannot dispel the status effect entirely, then you must know of a way to lessen or transfer it.” 
 
    “Hm?” The witch perked up. “Smart one, this one.” She gestured to Jin. “And who might you be, hooded stranger? Identity concealed. Can only mean a few things.” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” he replied shortly. 
 
    She stared at him for a moment as if waiting for him to say something more. “Fair. Kazere hides, too. Perhaps we’re not too different.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” the archer pressed. 
 
    “There is but one way to remove Darkness,” the pitch of her voice softened, “but Luuq takes his payment one way or another. Darkness cannot be dispelled, but it can be transferred.”  
 
    “All right. So we hunt down a Cheoksum, bring it here, transfer over the Darkness, then kill it,” Jin proposed. 
 
    “It’s not so simple, mysterious one.” Kazere shook her head. “The recipient has to take on the status effect willingly. It cannot be forced.” 
 
    Jin turned to Azure. “You said that you speak Cheoksum. Do you think you can convince one to take on the status effect?” 
 
    Azure sighed, remembering what he had read about the species and their language. The likelihood of getting any Cheoksum to understand and agree to what he wanted was slim to none. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he confessed. “At best, it would probably take a while.” 
 
    “Cheoksum do not understand complex conversation,” Kazere explained to the archer. “And they will not speak to him while he has the status effect. Though not the brightest creatures, even Cheoksum can sense Darkness, and they know it’s bad.” 
 
    Now it was Jin who sighed. “Then we will have to go back to Grayreach and find someone willing to take the Darkness from you.” 
 
    “No one in their right mind would want this status effect,” Azure said. 
 
    “Money talks. We could probably pay someone to take it from you,” the archer suggested. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Udele’s piped up from next to Kazere’s chair. 
 
    “What?” The witch was the first to react. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” the small woman said more firmly this time. “I will take your Darkness.” 
 
    “Perfect solution.” Jin was clearly relieved that they wouldn’t have to make a trip back to Grayreach and waste more time. 
 
    “No.” Azure shook his head. “We’ll find someone else. She’s suffered enough already.” 
 
    Udele stepped forward and placed her hand on Azure’s arm. “I don’t mind. Really. I can just stay here with Kazere, and she’ll keep me safe.” She looked back at the witch for confirmation. Kazere nodded. “Besides, I have no home to go back to. Not really. I could use the company.” 
 
    Azure gazed down at her. Over their travels, he’d grown fond of the small woman. She had been, perhaps, the only beacon of light holding him together since Jehane’s voice had begun to fade. The thought of rewarding her with his Darkness wasn’t the least bit appealing, even if she had a point. 
 
    Before Azure had time to make up his mind, his vision was flooded with prompts. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: Dispel the Darkness has been completed. 
 
      
 
    You have found the Witch of Ash Woods. Knowing what Darkness causes, she was reluctant to offer you help. She has since reconsidered. For your efforts, you are rewarded 475XP. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Transfer the Darkness 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Witch of Ash Woods has informed you that Darkness can only be transferred, not dispelled. Udele Stanley has offered to take the status effect but at the cost of her continued suffering. There are other options, though.  
    
  Difficulty: Easy 
  Success: Have Kazere transfer the Darkness to another creature 
  Failure: Must wait until the status effect wears off on its own. 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “She is far less dangerous with the status effect than you are,” Jin reminded him. “She has no weapons, and this witch is more than capable of keeping her under control.” 
 
    “It is my fault you got infected in the first place.” Udele gave Azure’s arm a gentle squeeze. “You got it from avenging the death of my parents. I was unable to help then, but I can now. Let me bear this burden in your stead. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Azure sighed. The peer pressure made it hard for him to say no. Besides, they both made good points. 
 
    “Fine,” he relented, feeling like it was the easiest way to solve all their problems. Living with Kazere, Udele would no longer be alone. Perhaps the witch could even teach her things and make her stronger. “How do we do this?” 
 
    “It is settled then.” Kazere gave a firm nod. “Transferring the Darkness will require a blood ritual. We will have to wait until midnight.” 
 
    “Nothing will have to die for this to take place, will it?” Udele turned to Kazere, her voice full of concern. 
 
    “No, sweet one,” the witch replied fondly. “Only the blood of the two of you will be needed, and it won’t be much. A transference of power, of sickness, of blood. But I will require certain herbs to perform the ritual. You!” She pointed a gnarled finger at Jin. “You will get them for me.” 
 
    “Me? Why me?” Jin’s head quirked back.  
 
    “Because I said so,” Kazere barked. “You think I can let this one out of my sight now that I know he has Darkness?” She gestured to Azure. “And sweet Udele. Nothing can happen to her before the ritual is complete. You, on the other hand…you’re expendable,” Kazere said a bit too harshly. “Go. Gather me three Three-Leaved Speedwells and two Night Peas.” 
 
    “I have no idea what those look like,” Jin confessed a bit grumpily. 
 
    “Here.” Kazere pulled herself from her chair with a groan and hobbled over to a book sitting open on one of the tables. She flipped through it before finding the right page and carrying it over to Jin who seemed insistent on not moving from where he stood near the doorway. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to be all right?” Azure asked Udele. He was still having second thoughts about transferring his Darkness over to her, wondering how she would change. For the most part, he had remained the same. It was just the horrible urges that made him different. That and the lack of empathy he now had for living things. He wondered how he’d feel once the Darkness was removed. 
 
    “I promise.” She gave him a soothing smile. “You’ve done so much for me. Let me repay you.” 
 
    Once Jin knew what he was looking for, he was out the door. Kazere stared after him, grumbling something under her breath. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Udele redirected her attention to the witch. 
 
    “There’s something strange about that one,” Kazere replied in a low voice. 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” Azure snorted. 
 
    “In what way?” Udele continued to inquire. 
 
    “I sense…conflict within him,” the witch mumbled. 
 
    Well, that’s cryptic. “Do you think he’s dangerous?” Azure asked. 
 
    “No,” Kazere answered quickly, shaking her head. “He’s still a weakling. No threat to Kazere. No threat to Udele.” She looked at the small woman and then smiled. 
 
    “And what about to me?” Azure cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re even more of a weakling,” the witch said, though there was no offense in her tone. “Unprotected weaklings are always at risk from stronger predators.” 
 
    “So is that a yes or a no?” the words came out with hesitation as he tried to decipher the meaning of what Kazere had just said at the same time that he spoke. 
 
    She shrugged, then hobbled back to her chair and sat down. 
 
    “Can you see his level?” Azure questioned instead. The answer to that could tell him how much of a threat Jin actually was to him. 
 
    “Kazere sees all.” The witch made a grand sweeping gesture with her hand. 
 
    “Then,” he hesitated again, hoping she’d disclose the information on her own. When she didn’t, he continued, “What level is he? It might be nice for me to know in case I need to defend myself.” 
 
    “Kazere doesn’t share the secrets of others. If the mysterious one wanted you to see his level, he would have shown it to you. You are a nosey one.” She huffed. “Quiet yourself and sit down. It will be a while before he returns, and if I have to babysit you, then I’d rather it be in peace.” Kazere gestured to the floor. 
 
    Udele promptly took a seat.  
 
    Deciding that he didn’t like the witch but that it was better to obey her, Azure did the same, keeping any other questions he had to himself. He was unsettled by Kazere’s words about Jin. The archer was definitely hiding something. Considering how much he enjoyed killing, Azure couldn’t help but wonder if he was some criminal. It would make sense. What didn’t make sense was why he was helping Azure. Hopefully, there wasn’t a double-cross in Azure’s future. 
 
     The rest of the afternoon was long and boring, spent mostly making small talk with Udele while Kazere snored loudly in her chair. She’d passed out almost the moment that both Azure and Udele had gone silent, and there seemed to be no fear of waking her as Udele began speaking to Azure without lowering her voice. After they’d run out of things to say, Udele went outside to gather materials to teach Azure how to play a children’s game called Black and White Rabbit that involved making two circles on the floor and flipping rocks into them using sticks.  
 
    Each person had ten rocks. One opponent was the white rabbit, and the other was the black rabbit. The circles on the floor were drawn so close together that they were touching. Representing rabbit holes, one was for the white rabbit and one for the black rabbit. Taking turns, each player would use their stick to first flip a rock into the circle that represented their rabbit. Each rock had to bounce twice, or ‘hop’ as Udele called it, which made the game even harder. If the rock didn’t land in the right circle or if it missed entirely, that ended the player’s turn and it moved on to the next. If the player managed to successfully get the rock to skip and land in the right circle, they then had to use a second rock and put it in the next ‘hole.’ If they missed or it landed in the wrong hole, they lost the point, and play moved on to the next player. Successfully, getting both rocks to land in their respective circles earned that player a point. It took five points to win the game. 
 
    While it was a good time waster, taking over an hour before Udele finally beat Azure with a two-point lead, he found the game incredibly frustrating. It was damn hard to get rocks to skip, and with their uneven edges, it was impossible to guess if they’d even bounce in the right direction. Azure quickly decided that he didn’t like the game and wondered how anyone was able to be good at it. When it was over, Udele confessed that the strategy was in picking the right stones, and that most kids would spend hours searching for the perfect rocks and testing them out before keeping them as a collected set to play every game. After telling him that, she quickly clarified that she did not have her own set and that she had had no advantage in the game besides that she’d played it before. Azure believed her, but by the end of it all, dark thoughts were crossing his mind again, particularly about beating her to death with the sticks. When they started becoming overwhelming, Kazere stirred in her chair as if sensing the rousing Darkness. 
 
    “You probably don’t want to have pointy objects around him,” she warned Udele, then forced Azure to hand over all his weapons, which he did begrudgingly. “Silly me for not having you do this sooner,” Kazere said as she stuffed it all into the bag at her hip before telling Azure that she’d return his belongings once the ritual was complete. After that, she hobbled over to one of the tables and grabbed a handful of dust that was piled atop it. 
 
    Azure’s shoulders tensed as the witch limped back toward him. He could run from her if he wanted to. Judging by the way she moved, arthritis would likely keep her from giving chase. But he knew he shouldn’t piss her off. If Udele trusted the old hag, then he should, too, even if she was kind of a bitch. 
 
    He sat up tall with his legs crossed on the floor, showing no fear as she approached. As predicted, the second she reached him, she blew the dust into his face. Azure expected it to have the scent of chemicals, but it just smelled like dirt. His eyes quickly grew heavy. 
 
    “It looks like I won’t be able to get some good rest until you two children go to sleep,” Kazere complained as she moved over to Udele and blew the rest of the dust into her face. 
 
    That was the last thing Azure saw before he passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 117 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they had been put to sleep at the same time, Azure and Udele groaned awake in sync. Candles cast shadows across the room, signaling that it was night. Azure tried to roll and found his back pressed against something hard. Turning, he saw the wall behind him. Jin must have moved him while he slept. Udele was situated catty-corner from him against another wall. They were placed strategically between the tables, which had also been moved away from the center of the room. Where Kazere’s chair had once been was a large circle drawn in charcoal. Inside the circle was the classic five-pointed star, and inside each star was a myriad of shapes and swirls. A single white candle was nestled in the angle of each point, but the center of the star was bare. 
 
    “Ah, just in time,” Kazere said from the open doorway. 
 
    Azure looked over to see Jin leaning against one of the tables. There was a flicker of orange and yellow at his feet coming from the doorway. It seemed that a fire was blazing outside, Kazere’s body mostly blocking the light from coming in.  
 
    “You didn’t have to knock us out,” Azure complained as he sat up, rubbing his head. Whatever the dust had been, it had left him feeling a bit foggy. 
 
    “Of course, I did.” The witch quirked her head back. “The two of you wouldn’t shut up.” She looked from Azure to Udele, her voice harsh. “Now get up off your lazy bums. It’s time for the ritual.” Kazere made an upward motion with both hands as if she could magically lift them from the floor. 
 
    “What do we need to do?” Udele stood and walked over to her. 
 
    “Come to me. Both of you.” She gestured for Azure. 
 
    Still feeling a bit dizzy, he took slow labored steps toward the witch. 
 
    “Now, hold out your hands,” Kazere ordered. 
 
    They did what they were told, and she pulled out a knife from her belt. Udele cringed away and whimpered as the witch made deep cuts across both of her palms. Watching her reaction made Azure dread his turn. 
 
    It was every bit as bad as he had feared. There was no gentility to the witch’s actions as she sliced into him so hard that he worried she might have hit bone. 
 
    When Kazere was done, she put her hands on their shoulders and forcibly turned them around. “Now go, sit in the middle of the circle. Touch palms, both hands pressed together. You must be blood-bonded for the ritual to work. Stare into each other’s eyes. There needs to be a connection there, too. I will come shortly.” 
 
    With a gentle push, she sent Udele and Azure to the circle. They were both careful not to mess up any of the drawings as they stepped inside and kneeled before each other. Udele held up her small hands first, and Azure reluctantly pressed his palms against hers, feeling the warmth and wetness of their blood as it mingled. Now that they’d both been cut, the entire room permeated with the smell of blood. Blood and dust. Azure could still feel that damn sleeping dust in his nose. At least, he was beginning to wake up more.  
 
    Kazere hobbled over and stood just outside of the circle. She looked from Udele to Azure to Jin and said, “Once I start chanting, you must all be completely silent. Any break in my concentration will ruin the spell, and we won’t get another chance to perform it until tomorrow. And someone,” she glared at Jin, “only brought enough herbs for one go.” 
 
    The archer shifted his weight but said nothing. 
 
    Azure fixed his gaze on Udele. She looked as if she was having second thoughts. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” he told her. “You can still back out.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Jin called from where he was standing. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, you!” Kazere barked at him. 
 
    Udele glanced from the archer back to Azure. “No. It’s fine. I’m ready.” She firmed her resolve as she stared into his eyes with a look of determination on her face. “Do it, Kazere. We’re ready.” 
 
    Azure gave a short nod, gazing deeply into the girl’s almost black eyes. His body was tense, his muscles wound so tightly that they felt like they might snap at any moment. Being mindful of his stress over the situation, Azure took a deep breath and tried to relax. Nervousness and fear continued to course through him, though, as he wondered if the transference would hurt. 
 
    “Keep gazing into each other’s eyes,” Kazere told them. “You must make yourselves vulnerable. Azure, you must be willing to give Udele the deepest darkest parts of your soul. Udele, you must be willing to accept him. You must take. Pull. This will not be easy. No matter what happens, do not break contact. Do not break touch. Do not break your gaze,” she warned, then without pause began chanting in a language that Azure didn’t understand. 
 
    The candles flickered, the flames bending away from the circle as if trying to escape. Wind blew into the room and whipped around it like a bird that had made a mistake and was looking for a quick exit. It was trapped now, though. As the cool are circled the room, Kazere’s voice rose. Udele’s hair took flight, tendrils thrashing around her face. Vials and bottles tipped over and rolled to the floor, but no one looked away. 
 
    Something bubbled from deep within Azure. It started at the pit of his stomach, feeling like indigestion. Nasty and vile. As he gazed into Udele’s eyes, Azure felt her level of concentration—felt the pull. She was bringing the Darkness up, causing the sickness he was now experiencing. The feeling traveled up, draining him of energy. It was as if it was clinging to his insides, not wanting to let go. Feeling it detach caused him great discomfort and an incredible need to keep it rooted—to make the ritual stop. 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ he mouthed but knew better than to let the words out. Silently, Azure begged for it to stop. The feeling was horrible. If Udele was experiencing the same sensations, he couldn’t tell. All that her expression told was of her determination.  
 
    She pressed her palms firmer against his and intertwined their fingers. Azure wasn’t sure if she was trying to offer him comfort or keep him from pulling away. How he desperately wanted to pull away. 
 
    His throat felt as if he hadn’t drunk water in days, the sensation moving up incrementally toward his mouth. He was certain that the tender pink flesh of his esophagus was cracking—that his tongue was turning into a twisted husk. Azure remembered what Newton Icedust had looked like when he had died and was horrified. Was the same thing happening to him? Was he drying up from the inside out—going to end up a dehydrated corpse when this was all done? Had Kazere betrayed him? 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, the witch broke her chanting to say, “Hold on. We’re almost there. Just a little longer.” 
 
    Azure wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold on. His eyes were burning, as if someone had splashed them with chlorine. Every time he blinked, he didn’t want to open them again, but he knew he had to force it. 
 
    Finally, there seemed to be a change. Slowly, ever so slowly, Azure began to see red particles floating from him toward Udele. It looked more like blood than the smoke that had attacked Azure when he had killed Newton Icedust. They flew lazily through the air and landed on Udele’s cheeks, then immediately absorbed into her skin. At their first touch, she gasped, her small body jolting back a bit. Now it was Azure who was worried she might look away or break contact.  
 
    Though they continued to gaze into each other’s eyes, Udele seemed to no longer be looking at Azure but through him. As the tiny red blood droplets left him and entered her, the horrible sickness that Azure had felt began to lessen. 
 
    The process of Udele absorbing the Darkness went far quicker than Azure relinquishing it. After a few seconds, the droplets began to pool in the air as Azure’s body surrendered the effect. They flew in rapid succession toward the girl, sucking into her skin as if it were a sponge. Then she gasped again. 
 
    A burst of wind descended on them like a bomb, thrusting Azure back. The charcoal smudging was no match for it, the drawing ruined. The candles went out. Two of them fell over. Kazere went silent, and the wind stopped blowing.  
 
    When Azure righted himself, he noticed that Udele was slumped over in the center of the circle. He crawled to her and cradled her in his arms. Her eyes were closed in sleep. 
 
    “Udele?” He gave her small body a gentle shake. “Udele, wake up.”  
 
    “She’s all right. Just exhausted,” Kazere told him in a calming voice. “Being as small a she is, taking in the Darkness tuckered her out.” 
 
    “Hm?” Udele stirred in Azure’s arms, sleepily opening her eyes to look at him. “Azure.” She reached up and caressed his cheek, smiling softly. Then her eyes closed again, and her body went limp. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s all right?” Azure looked at Kazere, still concerned for his friend. 
 
    “We should let her sleep. In fact, we should all go to sleep.” Her gaze volleyed to Jin. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” he agreed with a yawn. 
 
    “But I just woke up. You just woke up.” Azure’s brow dipped as he glanced up at Kazere. 
 
    “And I can sleep again,” she insisted before returning to her chair. “You boys should sleep outside. I’ll keep her safe in here with me.” 
 
    “I’d like to be here where she wakes up,” Azure said as he placed Udele back down on the floor and put his cloak over her. 
 
    “You can see her in the morning. Now go,” Kazere nodded toward the door, “and don’t make a bunch of noise, or I’ll knock you out again.” 
 
    Jin silently took his leave. Azure stood, giving the small girl one last look before following his companion out. While he didn’t like the idea of leaving Udele, there wasn’t anything else he could do for her. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: Transfer the Darkness has been completed. 
 
      
 
    You have successfully transferred the Darkness status effect to Udele Stanley. Who knows what consequences this might have for the poor girl. Whatever the case, you are now free of Darkness. Unfortunately, you lost the added stat boosts from it as well. But hey, it’s better than wanting to kill everyone around you. For your efforts, you are rewarded 475XP.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 20! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics (Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level.  
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?” Jin asked once they were outside. 
 
    Azure was silent for several moments as he considered his answer. Now that the ordeal was over, he realized that he was exhausted from the ritual, though nowhere near enough that he’d be passing out anytime soon. In truth, he didn’t feel any different otherwise.  
 
    “I feel fine,” he decided. 
 
    “We should leave at first light.” Satisfied with Azure’s response, Jin dug into his Bag of Holding to pull out his equipment for tanning hides. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a ways back to Squall’s End from here,” Azure agreed with a sigh as he found a nice flat spot to lay out his bedroll. 
 
    “Squall’s End.” The archer paused. “Do you really need to go there?” 
 
    Azure sat with a groan. His whole body hurt. “Yes. I need to turn James Bower’s head into The Adventurers Guild and clear my friend’s name.” 
 
    “Are you speaking of that man I found you with?” Jin barely glanced up at Azure as he finished setting up his supplies. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Is he from Earth, too?” 
 
    It was a surprising question. Earth hadn’t come up in conversation since they had first met. Generally, Uden and Lonnell had avoided talking about it. In fact, no one in The Realm had really taken any interest in where Azure had come from except for Janine.  
 
    “No. He’s from Crescent Island,” Azure replied as he sat on top of his bedroll and finished smoothing it out. 
 
    There was silence for several more moments before Jin spoke again. “You don’t need to claim the reward. No reward is better than finding your way home. And as far as your friend is concerned, I’m sure he’ll be fine. We should get to Finborh as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I don’t want the reward.” Azure screwed his face. “Seeing James Bower dead and The Bower Boys disbanded was reward enough. But I do care about my friends. I need to know they’re all right.” 
 
    “I don’t like large cities,” Jin grumbled. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Personal reasons.”  
 
    “Let me guess, you’re a criminal.” 
 
    “No.” The archer shook his head. 
 
    “No? But you’re clearly worried that people will recognize you. That means that if you’re not a criminal, then you’re someone important.” 
 
    The archer looked up from the rabbit pelt he was scraping the hair off of. “And what if I am someone important?” 
 
    Azure shrugged. “I’m not sure. But I am curious. Kazere said she senses conflict in you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jin sounded momentarily amused. “Perhaps the conflict of leaving you behind or not.” It sounded like a joke, but the humor was dry. 
 
    “Would you two shut up!” Kazere came flying out of her shack, her eyes wide and angry. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The archer gave her a military salute before returning to his work. 
 
    Azure scowled. Why did the old woman have to be so crotchety? It’s not like they’d been talking loudly. 
 
    “Better get to bed, Azure,” Jin said to Azure before shaking out the pelt. 
 
    Azure sighed deeply, tired of the conversation anyway. As he bedded down, he wondered if the conflict inside of the archer would resolve in the middle of the night and if he would wake up to find himself abandoned. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 118 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 4 damage.  
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 3 damage. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 9 damage. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 6 damage. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 9 damage. 
 
      
 
    The injuries came like beestings to Azure’s chest accompanied by the chanting of a strangely melodic voice. “Hate you! Hate you! Hate you!” 
 
    Azure’s eyes flew open to the sight of Udele straddling his stomach. Her face was contorted in rage. In her small hand was Azure’s Black Dagger. She plunged it like an icepick into him again and again, though she lacked the strength to push the blade more than half an inch through his armor. Still, it hurt like hell. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 9 damage. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Udele Stanley delivers 1 damage. 
 
      
 
    She struck him twice more before sense came to Azure and he grabbed her wrist, rolling Udele onto her back with him on top of her. Taking the bedroll with him, he felt like a worm. 
 
    “Get off of me, you beast!” she screamed into his face. 
 
    “What’s going on out here?” came Kazere’s groggy voice from the doorway. 
 
    Azure bent Udele’s hand back until she whimpered and dropped the knife. Still, she struggled against him, kicking and flailing. 
 
    “Get off of her, you brute!” With surprising force, Kazere pushed Azure so hard that he rolled several feet away before coming to a stop. When his head finally settled from the dizziness, he saw the witch cradling Udele in her arms. The small girl clung to Kazere for comfort. 
 
    Azure looked down to see the holes in his bedroll and the small pricks in his armor where blood was leaking through. He was too confused to be angry, looking from the wounds to Udele. His Black Dagger lay on the floor a foot away from her. Azure was surprised that she didn’t dive for it and try to stab him again. 
 
    “What in the hell? You were supposed to be watching her,” he barked at the witch. 
 
    Just then, Jin came jogging out of the woods. “What happened?” 
 
    “She attacked me.” Azure gestured irritably toward Udele. 
 
    “You deserved it. Murderer!” She spat at him. 
 
    “Hush now, little one.” Kazere stroked her hair. 
 
    “Uh…wasn’t the point of us sleeping outside? So this wouldn’t happen.” Jin thumbed toward Udele. 
 
    “It’s not her fault. It’s the Darkness,” the witch told them. 
 
    “I’m going back to bed.” The archer turned to head back into the forest. 
 
    “The threat is over now. Come inside, dear.” Kazere ushered Udele toward the shack. “We should all go back to bed.” 
 
    “Like I could sleep after that.” Azure snorted before turning his gaze to where Jin had disappeared into the woods. Maybe it would be smarter for Azure to procure a sleeping spot where Udele wouldn’t find him. 
 
    After a few moments of sitting in silent contemplation, Azure crawled out of his bedroll and packed up his belongings to head into the forest. The second he left the protection of the campfire’s light, he could hear the familiar sounds of squeaking and wings batting in the sky above him. As he retreated further from the fire, they moved closer, and soon, a barrage of annoyance descended upon him. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Azure drew his Florance’s Blade and swung at his seemingly invisible attackers in agitation.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    He missed more often than he hit, and no matter how many bats he killed, more filled in to take their place. It wasn’t long before Azure was driven back toward the fire, cursing and wondering how in the hell Jin seemed to be able to stay all night in the forest with no light and not have to deal with such a threat. 
 
    Maybe that’s why he was running, Azure thought briefly.  
 
    Unless he lit a torch to take with him, Azure would be stuck spending the rest of the night next to Kazere’s shack dealing with the possible threat of Udele storming out to try to murder him in his sleep. He had hoped he’d be able to get away with sleeping just outside of the campfire’s reach, but that was clearly a no-go.  
 
    Not much worse for wear, Azure grumpily sat in front of the fire, resigning to stay up for the rest of the night. He and Jin would be spending all the next day traveling, so hopefully, he wouldn’t need to be too alert. Besides, after being attacked so many times, Azure wasn’t much tired anymore anyway. Now was as good a time as any to check out his character sheet and assign his characteristic points. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 20, 7% of the way to next level 
  Health: 496 / 420 (540)  
  Mana: 560 / 490 (560) 
  Stamina: 450 / 370 (460) 
  Vitality: 22 (12) 
  Intelligence: 28 (7) 
  Strength: 17 (9) 
  Agility: 15 (16) 
  Dexterity: 15 (12) 
  Charisma: 11 (7) 
  Luck: 15 (4) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 76% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 8; 6% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 13; 55% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 7; 64% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 11; 28% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 12; 82% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 9; 72% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 2; 85% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 97% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 95% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 4; 5% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 6; 73% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  Adventurer Rank: E 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking at his skills first, Azure decided to wait until his Two-Handed Weapons skill leveled. He was so close. Perhaps he’d even join Jin on his senseless killing tomorrow to make it level faster.  
 
    Azure didn’t really feel like he was lacking anywhere. The stat bonuses that his armor provided had him reasonably well-rounded. After doing some mental math, he decided to throw one point into Vitality, because it never hurt to have higher Hit Points, one point into Strength, since it was the only stat lagging behind, and his final point into Luck, just to bring it up to 20 total. With that done, he closed his character sheet and spent the rest of the night staring at the fire, pondering the mysteries of The Realm. 
 
    For as hard as he tried, Azure just couldn’t keep his eyelids open. He awoke the next morning to Jin jostling him with the toe of his boot. Apparently, he had slumped over in the middle of the night. His side cramped horribly from the awkward position, but at least he hadn’t had to endure anymore surprise attacks. 
 
    The sun was barely casting light over the horizon. There was a chill in the air, and morning insects filled the forest with a buzzing sound all around them. Embers were all that remained of the campfire from the night before. 
 
    “We should get going,” Jin said, looking toward the orange-pink sky. 
 
    With a groan, Azure pulled himself to his feet and stretched. “Yeah. Probably. But we should at least say goodbye to them.” 
 
    “No need.” The archer shook his head. “We have a long way to travel, and pointless conversation will only slow us down.” 
 
    Azure quirked an eyebrow at him. “It’s a courtesy. They both helped me. I’m not going to just disappear like an unappreciative asshole.” 
 
    Jin sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Fine, but be quick about it.” 
 
    “For someone who takes every opportunity he can to kill things, you can be pretty impatient.” Azure snorted at him.  
 
    The archer didn’t react. He simply knelt by the dying fire and poked at the embers with a long stick. 
 
    Clearing his throat from the dryness clinging to it, Azure stepped up to the shack and knocked twice. The door wobbled on its hinges, and dust fell from the top as if it hadn’t been opened in ages. It was a strange type of magic that disguised the place. Azure wondered if he’d find the shack completely empty if he opened the door on his own, an illusion cast by the witch to hide her whereabouts. 
 
    “What’s the racket?” Kazere complained as she came to open the door. When she poked her head outside, she looked around as if she expected to see enemies. 
 
    Azure took a step back. “I just wanted to let you know that we’re leaving and thank you for all that you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Oh?” The witch quirked her head, clearly surprised by Azure’s gratitude. “Ba!” She quickly waved it away. “It was nothing. Nothing I wouldn’t have done for any of Udele’s friends.” 
 
    As if on cue, the small girl came to Kazere’s side, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She leaned against the witch as if she were a wall.  
 
    “You’ll take care of her.” His gaze fell to Udele. It was neither a question nor a statement. 
 
    “Of course, I will.” Kazere patted Udele on the shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry I attacked you last night,” the girl apologized. “I don’t know what came over me. I was just so tired. I couldn’t control it.” As Udele spoke, she kept her eyes to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” He smiled at her reassuringly. “You didn’t do much damage. All is forgiven.” 
 
    She rushed forward and hugged Azure, catching him off guard. He lifted his arms, feeling a bit too uncomfortable to embrace her. Instead, he gave Udele a few awkward pats on the back before she detached from him. 
 
    “You two take care of each other,” Udele looked from Azure to Jin. The archer was leaning against a nearby tree and didn’t seem the least bit interested in the conversation taking place. “And don’t let him render the forest extinct of animals.” She winked in Jin’s direction, but he ignored her. 
 
    “I make no promises.” Azure shook his head, knowing he had no control over the archer. The man was nothing if not stubborn. 
 
    With their goodbyes said, Jin and Azure headed into the forest. The extreme annoyance that Azure had felt from Jin stalking and killing every animal they came across seemed to dissipate as Azure decided to spend that time foraging.  
 
    Closer to Grayreach, he discovered a herb he hadn’t harvested before. The long red hay didn’t seem particularly useful, but Azure decided to collect as much of it as he could anyway. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Red Possumhay 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, they’d found a balance, though it was still a bit frustrating traveling so slowly. A trip that should have only taken them five days ended up taking six. At least Azure was able to stock up on alchemy components, not that he planned on doing anything with then besides trading them in for coin. By the time it was all said and done, he’d harvested 33 Red Possumhay, 189 Fireweed, 17 Wild Onion, and 17 Blue Mushroom. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Fireweed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Wild Onion 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +5 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Blue Mushroom 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 MP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Red Possumhay 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure had also leveled his Foraging skill twice. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 13. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 14. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    They reached the outskirts of Squall’s End a little after noon on the sixth day. Jin was insistent on sticking to the forest instead of traveling the main road. He said it was because there were more monsters to kill, but Azure was suspicious that he had other reasons to remain unseen. At this point, he knew better than to press the issue. Trying to get information out of the archer about his identity was like talking to a stone. Jin was impressively tight-lipped. 
 
    Once they were about half a mile away from the town, the archer came to a halt. It was so abrupt that Azure nearly ran into him. 
 
    “You’re on your own from here,” Jin said with a glance over his shoulder. “I’ll wait here for you until tomorrow. You have twenty-four hours to complete your business. If you’re any later than that, I’ll leave you behind.” Though his voice was practically monotone, it still sounded a bit threatening.  
 
    Azure just nodded and pressed on, wondering if that would be enough time to accomplish everything he’d come to do. There was still plenty of daylight left to turn James Bower’s head into The Adventurers Guild, but finding Lonnell and Uden could be an entirely different story. Last Azure had seen of Lonnell, he was heading to Bronna’s place to convince her family to leave town. More than likely, they weren’t in Squall’s End anymore. And if Lonnell wasn’t in Squall’s End, then Azure doubted that Uden would stick around. Unfortunately, Azure didn’t have time to scour every corner of Squall’s End and Roselake to find them. If they weren’t there, Jin definitely wasn’t going to allow Azure to pull him further away from his quest by dragging them to look for his friends all over The Realm. Azure would have to use his time carefully, and if all didn’t go as planned, ultimately decide if he would continue on with the archer or part ways with him to find his friends. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 124 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure did not miss the lines at The Adventurers Guild. He stepped inside the building and groaned as he saw three people already standing in the E line. It could have been worse, but this still meant that he’d be in line for over thirty minutes waiting for his turn. 
 
    Azure was tempted to stop at the Open Quests Board to see if The Bower Boys quest was even still there. But not wanting to risk the chance of someone else coming in and getting in the E line before him, he walked over and filed in behind the last Adventurer. The time crunch was already stressing him out. 
 
    Going about his normal routine of Analyzing all the new Adventurers he hadn’t seen before as they came and went, Azure was stuck in line for nearly an hour before he was finally called up to Mel’s window. As soon as the man in front of him began to walk away, Azure reached into his Bag of Holding for James Bower’s charred head. He sat it heavily upon the counter with pride swelling in his heart. 
 
    Mel gave the head a disgusted look before his gaze drifted up to Azure. “You’ve been missing for a while.” 
 
    Azure scowled. “Is that all you have to say? This is James Bower’s head.” He gestured to the head. 
 
    The E line clerk refused to look impressed. Instead, he motioned for Azure to hand the head over. “As much as I don’t want to touch that disgusting thing, give it here.” 
 
    Azure picked the head up with both hands, black skin and burnt hair flaking and sloughing off under his palms. Though he had gestured for it, Mel refused to touch the head, waiting for Azure to set it in front of him. The E line clerk leaned in to get a better look, then his pinched expression softened, and he nodded. “This is James Bower’s head. I’m admittedly impressed. May I ask how you managed to accomplish such a feat?” 
 
    “I don’t kiss and tell.” Azure smiled smugly, declining to give partial credit to Jin. If the archer wasn’t present and didn’t care about the reward, then what did it matter. 
 
    “Fair enough.” Mel nodded before delicately picking up the head and placing it on the floor behind the counter. 
 
    “So, about that reward,” Azure hummed at him. 
 
    “What about it?” Mel gave him a deadpan look. 
 
    Azure arched an eyebrow. “Well, I killed James Bower. The Bower Boys are disbanded. Shouldn’t I get the reward?” 
 
    “If you don’t claim the quest, you don’t get the reward.” There was only the tiniest bit of sympathy in the E line clerk’s voice.  
 
    Azure’s eye twitched from a mixture of stress and frustration. 
 
    Seeing that there might soon be an explosion of drama, Mel spoke again, “Besides, you said you didn’t care about the reward. Heck, not long ago, you were trying to pay people to take the quest. You should just be happy that it’s done.” 
 
    Azure deflated with a long-suffering sigh. The E line clerk was right. Back when James Bower had killed Janine, the reward hadn’t mattered. He’d wasted so much money trying to get someone else to take the quest. His obsession with it had been all-consuming. If anything, being released from the worry of The Bower Boys killing more innocent people should have been the ultimate reward. Being greedy about it did an injustice to Janine’s memory.  
 
    “You’re right. I am just happy that it’s done,” Azure admitted finally. “But I have one more thing to take care of regarding this quest.” 
 
    “Hm?” Mel gave him a curious look. 
 
    “Uden Namud. He joined The Bower Boys to gain intel for me. It might have gotten him included in the quest. He was never really one of The Bower Boys. If being associated with them put him in any kind of danger with The Adventurers Guild, I need that absolved.” 
 
    “As far as I know, Uden Namud’s name was never associated with The Bower Boys quest,” the E line clerk told him. 
 
    Relief instantly swept over Azure. “Good. Then my business here is done.” He turned to walk away, but Mel called back to him. 
 
    “But my business with you isn’t concluded.” 
 
    Azure grunted as he cast a glance over his shoulder before his body followed. 
 
    “Harlan Copeland. Does that name ring a bell?”  
 
    “He’s dead,” Azure said in a deadpan voice before adding, “He was killed when we ran into The Bower Boys. That’s on you. You shouldn’t have sent someone so green when you knew they were after me.” 
 
    Mel looked appalled by the accusation. “I didn’t know they were after you.” 
 
    Azure raised an eyebrow. “Everyone knew they were after me. I caused too much of a ruckus about finding them.” He gestured into the air with a dramatic flourish.   
 
    The E line clerk’s expression hardened. “His death is not on my head. It was a simple escort mission.” 
 
    “Not so simple when your quarry is inflicted with Darkness and has a gang of super-powerful bandits after them.” He tilted his head and paused. 
 
    Mel closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Whatever the case, I procured the Truth Serum, and everyone here has taken it. That means it’s your turn.” His gaze locked with Azure’s knowingly. 
 
    Fear made Azure’s entire body tense. He had hoped to avoid this. Now that he thought about it, turning James Bower’s head into The Adventurers Guild had been a stupid idea. Azure had known that Mel was looking for him. His need to announce that the threat of The Bower Boys had been dealt with and to restore Uden’s innocence had caused him to forget, though. 
 
    “I don’t have time to do this right now. I have important business to attend to, but I will return tomorrow afternoon,” he quickly lied. If he could just get out of Squall’s End, he’d be in the clear. With a night’s lead and Jin by his side, Azure should be able to avoid having to return to take the Truth Serum. 
 
    “You’ll make time,” the E line clerk replied sternly. “It will only take a few minutes to get the information I seek.” 
 
    Everything in Azure wanted to run for the door. If he drank the Truth Serum, there was little doubt in his mind that he would lose his membership to The Adventurers Guild. That could be bad news for his future if this wish didn’t end up being true. 
 
    Conflict raged inside of him, along with the need to escape. He glanced at the door. Mel saw him and called for reinforcements. Azure felt it a little unnecessary, returning his attention to the clerk. Whether he liked it or not, he was stuck. The Adventurers Guild would not let him leave until the truth was heard. 
 
    Now, there were only a handful of options left. He could try to fight his way out, still lose his membership to The Adventurers Guild, and probably die in the process. He could let Mel administer the Truth Serum and pray to all the Gods that he had the mental willpower to still be able to lie, which wasn’t very likely.  
 
    Damn, if only I still had Darkness. I bet they wouldn’t even bother testing me if that status effect had a chance to skew the results. Surely, Darkness was stronger than any potion. 
 
    His last option was to just tell the truth and hope for the best. Perhaps, if he was honest, The Adventurers Guild would understand and give him a second chance. It wasn’t like he had been told that he couldn’t show the book to anyone. He also hadn’t known that the very man who had asked to read the book was Enno Berkeley’s rival, Goddart the Godfish. 
 
    Azure sighed. “Listen. I did show the book to someone when I had it in my possession,” he began. “I had gone to Jade Pond to fish. It was getting late, and I didn’t have any supplies to make a fire. If I had tried returning to Squall’s End in the dark, I would have been murdered by bats and shadowlings. In exchange for sharing the man’s fire, he asked to see Enno’s book. I didn’t know that I wasn’t supposed to show it to anyone. That was not on the quest sheet. I also had no idea that Enno had a rival or that someone may be interested in stealing the information within the book.” 
 
    Mel stood up tall. “So, you confess to being the mole.” 
 
    “If sharing information that I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to share makes me the mole, then yes,” Azure declared, feeling the tension in his body about to make him sick. 
 
    “Azure Galvan,” the E line clerk said in an authoritative tone, “for violating the secrecy code of The Adventurers Guild, by the power vested in me, I hereby strip you of the title of Adventurer. From this day forth, you will no longer be able to take quests at any Adventurers Guild in all of The Realm. This is effective immediately.” 
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped open. He could not believe what he had just heard. Anger replaced his fear and nervousness. Was there no reward for telling the truth? No leniency? 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? This isn’t even my fault!” His eyes flew over to where Ferne was attending to the prospective Adventurers standing in the Registration line. “If she had explained to me this ‘secrecy code,’” he made air quotes with his fingers, “then this never would have happened.” 
 
    “The verdict has been passed,” the E line clerk insisted. “And before you go and think you lost your membership because of something she forgot to tell you, this has nothing to do with Ferne.” Mel pointed at her. 
 
    The Registration line clerk was so busy that she didn’t even bother looking over.  
 
    Mel continued, “You lost your membership because you lied when you were first asked about sharing the book. We can’t allow dishonest persons to continue to be Adventurers. I’m sure you understand.” There was the slightest bit of smug satisfaction in his voice. Azure was speechless, which suited the E line clerk just fine. With a dismissive wave, he finished up by saying, “I suggest you leave. Good on you for taking care of James Bower, though.” 
 
    Azure’s hands balled into fists. He was squeezing them so tightly that his nails were cutting into his palms. Tiny 1’s blinked in his peripheral vision from the loss of Health he was causing himself, but they were only imagined. The men that Mel had summoned stood ready in case Azure wanted a fight. Though he would have loved nothing more, Azure knew better than to draw his sword inside The Adventurers Guild. The only thing that would garner him was a quick death. This was one battle he couldn’t win. 
 
    “Fine!” he said between clenched teeth. “So be it. Fuck all of you!” Azure’s voice rose above the chattering of the crowd as he stomped toward the exit, not even caring if The Bower Boys quest was still on the Open Quests Board or not. He knew he was being childish, but he didn’t care. He was angry at himself for coming back to The Adventurer’s Guild when it was now clear that Uden had never been in any danger—angry at himself for even returning to Squall’s End. More than likely, he wouldn’t find the brothers, and this would turn out to be a colossal waste of time. Jin had been right; Azure shouldn’t have cared.  
 
    Once outside of the building, he stopped to pull up his character sheet. Everything felt so surreal. Azure couldn’t force himself to believe that he’d just lost his membership to The Adventurers Guild.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 20, 7% of the way to next level 
  Health: 540 / 420 (540)  
  Mana: 540 / 490 (560) 
  Stamina: 205 / 370 (460) 
  Vitality: 23 (12) 
  Intelligence: 28 (7) 
  Strength: 18 (9) 
  Agility: 15 (16) 
  Dexterity: 15 (12) 
  Charisma: 11 (7) 
  Luck: 16 (4) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 76% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 8; 6% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 13; 67% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 7; 64% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 11; 28% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 14; 74% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 9; 72% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 2; 85% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 97% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 95% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 4; 5% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 6; 75% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sure enough, his Adventurer Rank was gone. 
 
    “Fuck!” Azure kicked the dirt. He couldn’t believe his own stupidity for coming back here. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Malina’s voice chimed in from the side where her cart was parked. 
 
    “No,” he replied harshly before taking off toward Roselake. Though he knew he was being rude, Azure didn’t have time for pointless conversation. He’d wasted over an hour and a half at The Adventurers Guild. With any luck, Cristopher’s family would have dragged their feet in leaving.  
 
    As soon as Azure was outside of Squall’s End, he summoned Flicker to make the short ride to Roselake. The smell of manure filled his nostrils as he approached Cristopher’s home. It would normally be an unpleasant scent, but today it was welcoming. Hope welled up inside of Azure despite the lack of pigs grunting or chickens clucking. When he broke into the clearing outside of the fence line of the property, his heart dropped as he immediately noticed the lack of livestock. There were no cows grazing inside, and the pigpen was empty. It looked like it had been for days. 
 
    Azure left Flicker to graze as he opened the gate. He never thought he could possibly be sad not to see the aggressive rooster that had attacked him the first time he’d come here, but the lack of it was another reminder of the futility of his situation. There was no point in walking up to the house. All the livestock had been moved, so the likelihood of people remaining was slim to none. Still, Azure couldn’t stop himself from approaching. 
 
    Not surprisingly, no one answered when he knocked. And when he pushed open the door, the house proved to be barren of furniture. Cristopher and his family had left Squall’s End, and that meant Lonnell had, too.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 124 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure checked the docks in Squall’s End for Uden, but that proved to be fruitless. More than likely, the half-imp had either left with his brother or went to find him. Everyone that Azure cared about in Squall’s End was gone, so there was no point in staying.  
 
    Still, he had no idea how long it would take for him and Jin to reach Finborh, and he doubted that the archer would be willing to detour to villages along the way to sleep in the inns. Azure’s day had been long, hard, and depressing. Jin had given him twenty-four hours to conclude his business, and while Azure had already done that, he felt he deserved one night sleeping on a nice soft bed after all he’d been through. 
 
    Azure went to the tavern and ordered dinner. On tonight's menu was a small fillet of fish and some fried potatoes, The Realms equivalent of fish and chips. It was nice to have a seasoned meal. While Jin cooked every night, everything he made was bland. Along with his meal, Azure ordered a horn of ale. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Pint of Beer 
  
      	  Quantity: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  Uses: Makes your worries feel less harrowing. 
  Effects: Increases strength by 3% for one hour 
  Decreases attack of all weapons and magic by 20% for one hour 
  Decreases Agility, Dexterity, Charisma, and Luck by 3 points for one hour 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    On the first sip, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Drinking has reached Level 3. There is no real benefit to this skill, but it definitely helps to make a hard day easier to bare. The higher your level in this skill, the more likely you're an alcoholic.  
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he read the notification. Drinking definitely made a hard day easier to bear, and Azure imagined that it probably wasn’t difficult to turn into an alcoholic in The Realm. Life kept feeding him a shit sandwich. It seemed like drinking was the only way to escape morose thoughts. That or fucking, and whores were way too expensive. 
 
    Azure frowned, realizing how much he hated his life as it was now. In the span of a week, he’d lost everything. At least, it felt like he had. And if he was being honest, there really wasn’t much to look forward to in getting out of The Realm either. 
 
    Back on Earth, he had finally gotten a job with his dream company only to become stuck in a seemingly dead-end position. He’d sacrificed everything for the job, leaving his girlfriend and his family behind. Ultimately, he had ended up alone because of that decision.  
 
    Now that Uden and Lonnel were gone, Azure felt alone here, too. Though Azure had been traveling with Jin for a little while now, he didn’t really know the man. Any time that Azure had brought up his past or where he had come from, the archer had shut down. It’s hard to build a friendship when the other person won’t open up. 
 
    “One more,” he told the barmaid when she approached. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Pint of Beer 
  
      	  Quantity: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  Uses: Makes your worries feel less harrowing. 
  Effects: Increases strength by 3% for one hour 
  Decreases attack of all weapons and magic by 20% for one hour 
  Decreases Agility, Dexterity, Charisma, and Luck by 3 points for one hour 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Azure’s head hung low in defeat. All that he wanted was a release from everything horrible he was feeling. Perhaps it would have been better if James Bower had killed him in that clearing. 
 
    “It’s about damn time you showed up,” a familiar voice said from across the table. 
 
    Azure looked up to find Uden standing on the other side, seemingly annoyed. For the first time ever, Azure was overjoyed to see the half-imp. Even though he had been nothing but a pain in the ass, at that moment, Uden stood as a symbol of hope that not all was lost. 
 
    Azure rounded the table and embraced him. Utterly confused, the half-imp held his hands up, much like Azure had done with Udele, and offered him the same treatment of an awkward pat on the back. 
 
    “What is the matter with you? People are looking.” Uden’s eyes danced from side to side. 
 
    Azure let him go. “I thought you had left.” His voice was filled with relief. 
 
    “I figured I’d find you here eventually. I’ve had to be careful about coming, though.” He glanced around again. 
 
    “Lonnell is gone,” Azure said with a bit of despair. 
 
    “I know,” the half-imp replied sadly. “I suspect he went to Noseon, but I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go after him?” 
 
    “I was waiting for you. I figured we could go together. There’s no point in us being split up.” Uden’s expression was earnest. “I know I’ve put you through a lot, Azure, but you’re like family to me.” 
 
    “I feel the same about you.” Azure threw his arms around the half-imp again, tears coming to his eyes unbidden. Damn the alcohol for making him emotional. 
 
    Again, Azure received a few gingerly pats on the back before Uden pulled away. “Enough of that already. We’ll leave at first light tomorrow.” The half-imp smile at him. 
 
    Azure’s heart sank as he realized that although he had just been granted part of the reunion he had sought, it was only temporary. They were about to embark on two different paths. 
 
    “I…,” he hesitated, “I can’t go with you.” 
 
    Uden’s head quirked back. “What? Why not?” 
 
    “I need to find my way home.” Azure’s gaze fell to the floor as he tried to find a way to explain. 
 
    “To Earth?” the half-imp asked, sounding confused. “But there’s no way back there.” 
 
    “There might be.” It was time to spill the beans. Maybe it was because he was buzzed, but Azure felt that Uden deserved the truth. Though there had been lots of back and forth, for the most part, he had been on Azure’s side. “I’m going to see Finborh. Rumor has it that he can grant wishes. I’m going to wish for him to send me back home.” 
 
    The half-imp narrowed his eyes. “A wish. Like…any wish?” 
 
    Regret quickly replaced the elation that Azure had felt from seeing Uden. The look on his face right now was exactly why Azure had wanted to keep the wish a secret in the first place. He could see the wheels in the half-imp’s head turning. Uden was thinking about claiming the wish for himself. 
 
    “From my understanding.” Azure nodded. 
 
    “So, if I wished to become a Grand Master Mage, he could make it happen instantly? I mean, I know he’s capable,” the half-imp stumbled over his own words, “but I mean…he’d actually do that?” 
 
    This conversation was quickly becoming sobering. 
 
    “That’s the theory,” Azure said with a sigh. “I’d invite you to come with me, but I know that you need to find your brother.” 
 
    “Lonnell will be fine without me for a while.” Uden waved the thought away. “You have me intrigued.” 
 
    There were a thousand words trapped behind Azure’s sealed lips—a thousand thoughts going through his mind intermingling with a bit of panic. If he brought the half-imp along, it would be yet another chance for Uden to double-cross him. The half-imp desperately wanted to become a Grand Master Mage. Naturally, he would travel the path of least resistance to get there.  
 
    “It might end up being a waste of time.” Azure quickly backpedaled. “There’s no current proof that the wish actually exists. Besides, I know you want to become a Grand Master Mage, and you have the Cloak of Concealment now.” He gestured to the cloak hanging from the half-imp’s neck. “You should be able to get into any magic school you want now.” 
 
    “Minus Hawking’s. They’ve seen my face.” 
 
    “Yeah. But how long before the staff is replaced or they forget about you. You could probably complete your schooling at all of the other magic schools, then work your way back around.” 
 
    Uden cocked his head to the side. “I could. Or I could come with you and see if this wish is true. Spending a few weeks of my time to get to Finborh might save me years of training.” 
 
    Damn logic winning out. 
 
    “There might also only be one wish.” Azure hoped that the half-imp understood that if there was only one, it belonged to him. 
 
    “We could fight to the death for it,” Uden suggested. 
 
    Azure couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “And I would win because I am almost twice as strong as you are,” he pointed out. 
 
    The half-imp hummed. “True. But as you proved with The Bower Boys, it’s not impossible to beat a stronger foe.” He winked at Azure before taking on a more serious demeanor. “Whatever the case, you surely could not have expected to tell me this and that I wouldn’t be interested. If we’re both going to Finborh, we should travel together. We can deal with the less pleasant details whenever we find out if this wish is true or not.” 
 
    Azure snorted. “Less pleasant details? Like trying to kill each other over it.” 
 
    Uden shrugged. “It would not be the first time we wanted to kill each other. And besides, like you said, you’re currently stronger. What harm is there really in me tagging along?” 
 
    The half-imp was the type of sneaky that would slit a person’s throat in their sleep. Then again, after The Bower Boys, so was Azure. He couldn’t help but smirk at the thought that the two of them were very spy versus spy. Regardless, he shouldn’t need to fear Uden stabbing him in the back until they discovered if the rumor about the wish was true or not. Besides, he still had a trump card that he hadn’t disclosed to the half-imp yet. Finborh supposedly wouldn’t see anyone under level 15, and Uden was still a good ways away. As long as the half-imp didn’t level up before they got there, Azure shouldn’t have anything to worry about. 
 
    “You’re right. There’s no harm in you tagging along.” A sly smile crossed Azure’s lips. 
 
    Uden completely ignored it, probably figuring that it was Azure’s inebriation that was making him act strangely. “So, we leave at first light then?” 
 
    “At first light,” Azure agreed with a nod.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 125 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I forgot to mention that I’ve been traveling with someone,” Azure told Uden the next morning after they’d had breakfast at the tavern and were walking toward the merchants. 
 
    While Azure had anticipated a hangover, he had woken up surprisingly clear-headed. Perhaps leveling up his Drinking skill did have benefits after all. His tolerance was definitely getting better. 
 
    “Oh?” the half-imp sounded surprised. 
 
    “The one who saved me from James Bower. It was an archer. His name is Jin, and he’s also headed to see Finborh.” Azure approached Zach’s stall. 
 
    “Just one archer?” Uden quirked his head back. “Just one archer did all that?” 
 
    “Mhm.” Azure nodded. 
 
    “He must be pretty powerful.” The half-imp was clearly impressed. 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “What level?” 
 
    “Hey, Azure. What can I do for you today?” Zach greeted them. Well, greeted Azure. He kept his eyes away from Uden, pretending he wasn’t even there. 
 
    “I have things to sell. And maybe buy.” Azure dropped the conversation with Uden. 
 
    The merchant only carried sundry items, so there wasn’t a whole lot to look at. Mostly, Azure wanted to offload the things he’d been collecting since he was last in Squall’s End. He sold all his Fireweed and Red Possumhay for 3 gold, 8 silver, and 9 copper. For the Bronze Longword, he received 1 silver and 5 copper. Zach offered Azure 4 silver for the Cloth Bandana, which he felt was a good enough deal, so he made the trade. 
 
    Though Azure was tempted to buy supplies for making Potions of Minor Healing, he feared that money might become tight soon, so he better hold onto what he had in case he needed it. 
 
    With that done, Azure then moved on to the merchant with the heavy accent to purchase a bolt of linen cloth, a flint, and a small bottle of oil, parting with 6 silver for the supplies.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Flint 
  
      	  Quantity: 1 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Used to make a fire. Each use costs 1 Durability. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bolt of Linen 
  
      	  Quantity: 1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Bottle of Oil 
  
      	  Quantity: 1 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting. Each use costs 1 Durability. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally, he and Uden went to see Garion to have the Durability of the Fishbone Necklace that the half-imp had given Azure repaired so that he could actually wear it. That cost another 2 silver.  
 
    By the end of it all, Azure was just happy that he was leaving with more money than he’d come with, even after all his purchases. 
 
    “I forgot to mention that I ran into Ruthren while I was in Grayreach,” Azure said as they walked toward the gate leading out of Squall’s End, making a last-ditch effort to get Uden to part ways with him. 
 
    “Oh?” The half-imp was clearly interested. 
 
    “Yes. He said he was coming here. I’m honestly surprised he didn’t beat me. He has a spell for you.” Azure tried to sweeten the deal, not bothering to mention that it was a bard spell. 
 
    “What spell?” Uden inquired. 
 
    “Some battle magic spell. I don’t recall what it was exactly,” he lied. 
 
    “Hm. Maybe we could wait for him?” The half-imp was hopeful. 
 
    “Can’t. I’ve got to meet my traveling companion today. He’ll leave if I’m not on time.” 
 
    “Oh well.” Uden sighed. “I suppose it can’t be helped.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Azure looked over at him. “Again, there’s no guarantee that this wish is true or not. You might be missing out if you come along.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” The half-imp nodded. “Besides, if the wish isn’t true, I can probably get the spell for cheaper at one of the magic schools. We both know that Ruthren jacks his prices up on spells.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” Azure cocked his head to the side, having forgotten that not so small detail. With his Cloak of Concealment, Uden could afford to buy his spells for the same price that the magic schools sold them at, which was much cheaper than he’d get from any merchant. 
 
    And that was that. For his mistake of spilling his guts the night before, Azure was stuck with the half-imp for the time being.  
 
    When they crossed the gate, the sun was almost right above them. Azure worried that he might have dawdled too long and that Jin might have left. While he remembered where they had parted ways, there was no sign of the archer upon entering that patch of the forest. Calling for him made Azure feel dumb, but he could only guess that Jin was likely stealthed and hidden.  
 
    After several minutes of calling and waiting, Uden asked, “So where’s your man?” 
 
    “Here I am,” came a voice right behind him. 
 
    It startled the half-imp so badly that he stumbled forward and nearly fell into Azure. 
 
    Azure was impressed. The archer had dropped out of the trees right behind Uden, landing as silently as a ninja. There had been several times when Azure had thought to look up to find Jin in the foliage, but there had been no signs of him there either—no trees rustling or branches creaking under his weight. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake, man. Don’t sneak up on allies like that.” Uden clutched at his chest. 
 
    “Jealous that his Stealth is better than yours?” Azure joked. 
 
    “I’m not your ally,” Jin said in a deadpan voice before turning his attention to Azure. “You said you were going to make sure your friends were safe. You didn’t say anything about bringing one of them along.” 
 
    Azure quirked an eyebrow, not liking the displeasure in the archer’s tone. “I figured that was assumed.” 
 
    “It wasn’t.” Jin pushed past them, walking away from Squall’s End. 
 
    Azure and Uden shared a look before following behind him. 
 
    “So what? Now you leave me behind?” Azure jogged a few paces to flank the archer’s side. 
 
    “I’m not happy with you,” Jin replied plainly. 
 
    “I see that. But what exactly does that mean?” 
 
    The archer didn’t even pause. “I am going to Finborh now. If you want to follow me, you can, but I am not stopping. No more side quests. No more friends. No more detours.” Though there was clearly tension, his tone remained smooth. 
 
    “Understood,” Azure said with a curt nod before falling back to walk beside Uden instead. 
 
    The half-imp leaned over and whispered to Azure, “This guy is an asshole.” 
 
    Azure didn’t argue, though he wasn’t sure he felt the same way. Jin had saved Azure from The Bower Boys. Maybe he had even saved them both. He’d been more than patient following Azure along on all these detours. There had been no obligation to do so. It was understandable that he was fed up. 
 
    As soon as the conversation died and they began their journey, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Reach Finborh 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have finally left Squall’s End, but it’s a long journey to Finborh. There’s no telling if he will be able to help you or not, and you won’t know until you get there. Will you be able to survive the perils that await you? 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Reach Finborh 
  Failure: Die or abandon quest 
  Reward: The answers you seek 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The difficulty of Very Hard was a bit intimidating, but this was one quest worth dying for. Besides, Azure now had the protection of a much stronger companion, not that that had been much help when Sir Nash Thornton had been around. If the A Very Powerful Magic Item quest had taught Azure anything, it was that the strongest member of your party could quickly turn into the weakest if the conditions were right. He should not take much solace in the archer’s high level. Getting to Finborh would likely take all their skills and strength. 
 
    Azure selected Yes, and the task was set. 
 
    They traveled mostly in silence with Azure and Uden having no real idea where they were headed. Apparently, the archer knew exactly where Finborh was located.  
 
    Everything seemed touch and go between the three men. At first, Uden thought that it was excellent that Jin stopped to kill every animal that crossed their path, but when he decided he wanted in on it, the archer wasn’t willing to share.  
 
    “It’s mine,” Jin growled at the half-imp when he shot over a deer’s back and Uden gave chase. The deer ended up getting away, and then an argument ensued. 
 
    It was the first time Azure had heard the archer raise his voice, telling the half-imp that he’d never wanted him to come along. Uden had stomped off, grabbing Azure by the arm to try to drag him away. 
 
    “Fuck this guy. We can get to Finborh on our own,” he insisted. 
 
    For the briefest of moments, Azure considered it. But the truth of the matter was that as long as he traveled with Jin, it looked like the half-imp had no chance of making it to level 15. Staying with the archer was to Azure’s benefit. 
 
    It took more convincing than he liked. Much like when Azure had shown up outside of Squall’s End with Uden at his side, Jin continued on without them. He had disappeared into the forest by the time Azure had half-convinced/half-dragged the half-imp behind him to follow, his anxiety growing as he worried that the archer had stealthed himself in an attempt to finally be rid of them. If that had been the case, Jin could have easily escaped. But he hadn’t stealthed himself, and they were able to catch up to him after walking blindly through the forest for a while. 
 
    When they stopped to make camp for the night and Jin retreated into the woods to sleep, Azure was lambasted with more complaining from Uden. 
 
    “Who is this guy anyway? I don’t trust him.” The half-imp sat hunched in front of the fire, his palms held toward the flames for warmth, his eyes narrowing in the direction that the archer had gone in. 
 
    Azure took a deep breath, knowing that Uden wouldn’t be pleased with his answer. “I don’t know, if I’m being honest. I don’t really know anything about him.” 
 
    The half-imp turned in Azure’s direction, his eyes wide. “How can you follow a guy you know nothing about? For all you know, he could be taking us off to sacrifice somewhere.” 
 
    Azure’s head dropped to the side, his eyes turning into slits. “Do you really think he’d be trying to get rid of us if he needed us as sacrifices?” 
 
    “He could just be manipulating you, knowing you’ll follow.” 
 
    Azure rolled his eyes. “I know you don’t like him, but just try to bear with this until we make it to Finborh.” 
 
    “He’s unbearable.” Uden gestured toward the forest. “He won’t let me hunt, yet he kills everything. Mind you, I think that’s the best part about him, but it also tells me that he’s evil. He won’t show his face. He hasn’t partied with us. He’s taking the world’s longest shit right now. Who knows what he’s really up to.” 
 
    Azure chuckled at that last part. 
 
    “What? You think it’s funny, but it’s not. That guy’s Stealth…He could probably kill us both before we even knew it was coming.” 
 
    “He could,” Azure nodded, “but I trust that he won’t. And he’s not taking the world’s longest shit right now.” He smirked. “He went to bed.” 
 
    “Went to bed?” The half-imp furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Yes. He always retreats into the forest to sleep at night. I suspect he sleeps in the trees, but I’m not sure.” Azure looked up as if he might be able to see Jin, though he knew it was impossible. 
 
    “How can he possibly sleep in the dark without getting attacked?” Uden made it sound unfeasible. 
 
    “I did it back on Crescent Island when I was running from the lesser demon,” Azure pointed out. 
 
    “Crescent Island doesn’t have a large bat population,” the half-imp countered. “They’re fucking everywhere here.” He suddenly looked distant. “It must be his cloak. It has to have some monster repelling stat. I think we should kill him and take it.” 
 
    “And you just got finished calling him evil.” Azure snorted. 
 
    “He’s not right.” Uden shook his head. “I am a darkly aligned creature. If I don’t trust someone, you know they’re bad,” he said before lying down facing away from Azure. 
 
    It was definitely something for Azure to think about. He couldn’t remember the last time Uden had met someone he had such strong negative feelings towards. Come to think of it, no one that had met Jin so far had liked him. Azure wasn’t even sure if he cared for the archer. At best, he was quiet company and good protection, but as a person…he left much to be desired. 
 
    There was no point in debating it much more. Azure had already made the decision to continue traveling with Jin. He was a means to an end—a quick way to reach Finborh. Once their journey was complete, they could part ways and never have to see each other again. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 179 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took almost two months to reach The Welcoming Summit, the base of the mountains where Finborh supposedly resided. Their travels took them far south from Squall’s End and eventually to the west where the land narrowed into an isthmus that connected to a peninsula covered in mountains. 
 
    Along the way, they learned nothing more of the archer other than that he also crafted armor in his spare time as a hobby. It was interesting to watch him turn his pelts into leather, then stitch those pieces together.  
 
    Out of a mix of boredom and fascination, Azure asked Jin to teach him tanning and leatherworking, but he was shot down. 
 
    “Perhaps after we meet with Finborh,” the archer said. 
 
    Azure knew good and well that they’d be parting ways after that. More than likely, Jin just didn’t want to take the time or risk Azure ruining the pelts he’d procured during his hunting. It was admittedly disappointing.  
 
    Since the archer wouldn’t give him hands-on experience, Azure watched Jin work at night, observing every step of the process and asking questions when he had them, hoping to memorize everything so that perhaps he could pick up the skill on his own once they did go their separate ways. Being able to craft his own armor would be helpful. More than likely, it would save him a lot of money, too.   
 
    It didn’t take Uden long to formulate a theory about why Jin hid his identity. He had quickly noticed that the archer refused to piss anywhere near them, nor would he bathe while they were around. That made the half-imp decide that Jin was actually a woman. Uden first presented the theory to Azure about a week after they’d begun traveling together. 
 
    “He’s too tall,” Azure argued. “And his voice and hands. No, I’m pretty sure he’s not a woman.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Gunu? It’s a tribe of barbarian women who live on an island to the far southeast of Patheana. Some of them are said to be over eight feet tall, built like oxen, and with masculine features.” 
 
    “No. I’ve never heard of the Gunu.” Azure shook his head. “But Jin isn’t anywhere near eight feet tall, and he’s definitely not stacked.” 
 
    “Still, why else would she not show me her dick?” Uden crossed his arms over his chest.   
 
    “Maybe because he knows you’re a pervert and doesn’t want you gawking.” Azure snorted. 
 
    “Well, I think Jin’s a girl. That’s probably why she doesn’t sleep at the camp either. She’s probably scared you’ll rape her,” the half-imp said, causing Azure’s mouth to drop open. 
 
    “Me?! What about you? You’re the darkly aligned one.” He couldn’t help but sound offended. 
 
    “Hey. You said she’s been sleeping alone since you met her.” Uden held up his hands. 
 
    Jin ignored the half-imp the next day when he referred to the archer as ‘she’ and ‘her.’ Finally, when Uden directly confronted Jin about it, he spun on his heels and said with a bit of smugness, “It must really drive you crazy to not know who I am. You’re absolutely obsessed with it, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You’re a girl!” The half-imp pointed at the archer. “You won’t sleep around us. You won’t piss in front of us. And you won’t bathe when we do. All the signs point to it.” 
 
    “Think what you will.” Jin waved dismissively at him and continued on. 
 
    Uden continued to refer to the archer as female for the next several days. When he realized that Azure would never get on board with it, he reverted, though he insisted he still considered Jin to be a woman, no matter what pronouns he used. The archer wasn’t fazed either way.  
 
    Tiny Owl made an appearance several times throughout their journey, typically checking in with Jin at least once a day, though the owl seemed to mostly stay away. Uden found it peculiar, insisting that it was impossible to train something as wild as an owl to be a pet without magic. He said that the owl had to be a familiar of sorts, but they never saw Jin cast a spell to refresh the magic. 
 
    Another theory was that Jin might be a Druid—a rare type of human born with natural magic. The half-imp explained to Azure that every Druid was gifted with an animal familiar as an infant and that the two were magically bound for life. Azure argued that owls’ lifespans are much shorter than that of humans, but Uden countered by saying that a Druid’s familiar was reborn over and over again for as long as the Druid was alive. Druids were also typically archers and loners who lived off the land. Where the theory fell apart was that no one had seen one in a good ten years. Very few people were born as Druids thanks to the weakness of the gene from interbreeding with regular humans. It was believed that they had all died out. 
 
    Still, most of the pieces fit together. If Jin was one of the last of a dying sub-race of humans, it might make sense for him to hide his identity. That did not explain, however, why he hid every part of himself from his travel companions. When confronted about it, he gave much the same answer as he had when Uden had approached him about being female, basically telling them that it was none of their business. After a while, both Azure and Uden conceded that short of tackling him and tearing off the robe, which they were fairly certain they were incapable of, Jin’s identity might forever remain a mystery to them.  
 
    Though there were no character levels gained on their journey, Azure did advance two of his skills. By the time they reached the base of the mountains, he’d collected quite a few notifications. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 14. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 15. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 16. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 15. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 16. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 17. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 18. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 19. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 20. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. You now have a 5% change of double forage. 
 
      
 
    It was nice to finally get another perk. They seemed so few and far between.  
 
    Though it was tedious gathering herbs, it didn’t feel like a waste of time while they traveled. And gather herbs Azure did, every single day while Jin hunted down whatever critters were unlucky enough to cross their path. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 21. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 22. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 23. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the base of the mountains, he had a stockpile. Azure had even managed to find some new herbs along the way, though he was unsure of what they could be used to make.  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Fireweed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Wild Onion 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +5 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Blue Mushroom 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 MP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Garden Cane 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Kimberly Holly 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Deciduous Carrot 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All in all, he harvested 1,327 Fireweed, 19 Wild Onion, 23 Blue Mushroom, 119 Garden Cane, 53 Kimberly Holly, and 132 Deciduous Carrot. Fireweed seemed to grow everywhere. The Deciduous Carrot was a newer find, but it appeared to be plentiful. Azure advised Uden to gather some as well in lieu of healing potions. +10 HP was nothing to sneeze at when trapped in the depths of a dungeon and running low on Potions of Minor Healing. 
 
    The only bad thing about Foraging so much was that the alchemy components took up extra storage space in his Bag of Holding whenever the count went over 99. It took 13 slots for Azure to carry all the Fireweed he’d gathered. Luckily, his bag had a 100-slot capacity, and Fireweed didn’t weigh anything. 
 
    The first time Azure got a chance to fish, he did. They had stopped to camp for the night next to a river, and Azure cast his line into the water, hoping to catch a monster so he could earn a little bit of experience, figuring that if he caught it himself, he should better damn well be able to fight it. If Jin rushed in, they were going to have issues. 
 
    As luck would have it, on his first cast, he did just that. What he hadn’t expected was to pull up a goblin. In fact, he hadn’t even been sure it was a goblin until he reeled it onto the shore and had a chance to Anaylze it. The goblin thrashed as Azure hauled it in, its webbed hands clawing at the rocks. 
 
      
 
    Level 3 River Goblin. 
 
      
 
    The level was disappointing, but a kill was a kill at this point.  
 
    Once it had realized what was going on and locked eyes with Azure, the River Goblin became enraged. 
 
    It looked nothing like the goblins back on Crescent Island. Instead of being lime green, its skin was a soft shade of blue speckled with darker spots. The texture appeared wet but soft, like that of an octopus. A bulbous head sat atop a pencil-thin neck. Though it had the same long nose and pointy ears of other goblins, that was where the facial similarities stopped. Large black eyes peered out beneath a bulging forehead, and its mouth was so pointed that it was almost like a beak beneath. Small gills on either side of the goblin’s head showed how it was able to breathe, and possibly live, underwater. It took angry, and not very sure-footed, steps toward Azure, as if not accustomed to being on land. 
 
    Azure glanced back at Jin, who was busy setting a spit of meat over the fire. The archer gave him a disinterested look before returning his attention to what he was doing, which told Azure that he didn’t have to worry about Jin swooping in to steal his kill. 
 
    It took practically no effort at all to slay the River Goblin. It brainlessly lumbered up to him, its soft skin no match for his hard steel. Though it tried to dodge, its lack of steady footing made it unable to evade when Azure swung his sword toward its body. The edge of the blade sliced through the goblin as easy as a hot knife through butter. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 3 River Goblin. 18XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    It was a paltry amount of experience, but Azure was willing to take whatever he could get. As far as looting the creature went, there was nothing of apparent value on it. The goblin had emerged from the river as naked as the day it was born. After asking his companions and coming up empty-handed, Azure begrudgingly decided to use his Loot Automizer Pendant on the river goblin. 
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Destroyed River Goblin Rib 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.3 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Junk, Azure thought as he stashed the blue-tinted rib bone in his Bag of Holding. It was definitely destroyed. The two pieces of broken rib were barely hanging together by a thread. He wouldn’t be surprised if they came apart the next time that he took them out of his bag.  
 
    On his second cast, Azure caught a fish.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Rainbow Trout 
  
       	  Level: 1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Length: 8 cm 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  Uses: Cooking, Restores +1 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    And on his third cast, he caught trash.  
 
      
 
    You have caught: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Ruined Leather Boot 
  
       	  Uses: Junk 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That was it for his fishing.  
 
    Not as satisfied as he could have been, Azure took the Rainbow Trout to the fire and waited for Jin to finish cooking so that he could have his turn. For the first time since returning to Squall’s End, he would not be having red meat for dinner. 
 
    That was all the excitement for the in-between. Now that they were standing at the base of The Welcoming Summit, Azure felt a great sense of relief. Soon, he would know the truth about the wish and what direction his life would be taking. If everything went well, Finborh would be able to send him back home to Earth. If not, he’d likely be stuck in The Realm forever. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 179 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mountains started right where the isthmus ended and the peninsula began. A small sandy strip barely five feet wide connected the two pieces of land. It did not seem like a natural occurrence but also not manmade. God-made, Azure decided. 
 
    The ocean lapped at the sand near their feet where the land took a sharp curve into deep blue waters. Walking the well-worn path gave Azure anxiety. One big wave would be enough to sweep them away, and who knew what deadly beasts waited in the depths of the sea.  
 
    Once they’d reached the peninsula, he didn’t feel much safer. There wasn’t a lot of foot room around the base of the mountain either. Another few feet were afforded them unless they wanted to begin climbing, and the rock wall went straight up about fifty feet before there was a ridge. 
 
    Tiny Owl had made the journey across the isthmus on Jin’s shoulder. As soon as they were safely across, he took flight, scaling the first incline of the mountain on unsteady wings thanks to the beating of the ocean breeze. He rested for a moment on top, then changed course and decided to go around instead of up. 
 
    The archer stared after the bird while Uden scoured what was visible of the mountain with his gaze, searching for the best point at which to start their ascent. Azure just waited for orders. They’d been following Jin this whole way. He had no desire to take the lead when he wasn’t sure where exactly they were going. 
 
    “We should start there.” The half-imp pointed to the left of them. “It looks less steep.” 
 
    By less steep, he meant a 95-degree angle instead of a 93-degree angle. The mountains seemed to be protecting their God by making it incredibly difficult to get to him. 
 
    “We should walk around until we can find an easier way up,” Azure countered.  
 
    The summit of the largest of the mountains was over 25,000 feet high and would likely take them weeks to reach. This was not going to be easy, but they definitely shouldn’t be making it any more difficult than necessary. 
 
    “No.” Jin finally turned his attention away from Tiny Owl, who was now barely a speck in the distance. “We camp here, and we wait.” 
 
    “We wait?” Azure quirked his head back. “For what? For the ocean to swallow us whole? I’m not sure if you noticed, but there’s not exactly much room for us to move around, and we’re definitely not going to get a fire started with all of this water blowing around us.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a deep groan from the ocean behind Azure. Almost at the same moment, Uden began insistently tugging on his cloak to get his attention. Jin’s gaze moved past Azure to whatever the half-imp was looking at, and the archer pulled an arrow from his quiver and immediately loosed it over Azure’s shoulder. 
 
    Azure ducked and spun around on his heels at the same time, expecting to be attacked. As he took cautious diagonal backsteps to sandwich himself between his two traveling companions and draw his sword, his eyes landed on three ethereal forms standing on the water. One was a man dressed in peasant garb. There was a second man decked out as a rogue, a black robe and hood nearly obscuring his face. The third figure was a woman wearing what appeared to be sorcerer’s attire. 
 
    While Azure hadn’t seen where Jin’s arrow had gone, it looked to have not done any damage. The figures did not seem offended by the attack, nor did they try to approach. They simply hovered in the air, their translucent forms waiting for the living to settle. 
 
    “Do not continue on your journey,” the peasant man spoke. 
 
    “Only death awaits you,” the woman added. 
 
    “I was strong, and even I could not find what you seek,” the rogue said. 
 
    Jin relaxed a bit. “I think they’re just ghosts.” 
 
    Uden glanced over at him, his own daggers raised in a defensive stance. “So how do we kill them? They’re too far away, and your arrow went right through the rogue.” 
 
    The archer shook his head. “I don’t think we’re meant to.” 
 
    “Monsters lie ahead. Vicious, vicious monsters.” The peasant sounded frightened. 
 
    “You will never make it to Finborh,” the woman echoed. 
 
    “Mind telling us what we have to look forward to?” the half-imp asked. 
 
    None of the ghosts seemed to hear him. 
 
    “You will be dead before nightfall,” the rogue promised. 
 
    “They’re probably just meant to warn us,” Jin said to his comrades.  
 
    “I bet they’re waiting for us to drop our guard so they can attack.” Azure kept his sword raised. 
 
    They waited, but the ghosts just continued prattling on, spinning tales of doom and hopelessness. They would not respond to anything said to them. 
 
    “They’re imprints,” Uden decided finally. “People who have died here, meant to ward off others from befalling the same fate.” 
 
    “Yes. That must be it,” Jin agreed, shouldering his bow. 
 
    “Well, how long are they going to hang around here, then?” Azure asked, already annoyed by the nonstop talking. The ghosts weren’t exactly quiet, loud enough to be heard over the beating of the ocean waves. “If there are any monsters around here, they’ll probably draw them out.” 
 
    As if on cue, three froglike humanoids came waddling towards them from the far left side of the mountain. Each one had a spear in its hand. Azure quickly Analyzed them. 
 
      
 
    Level 17 Welcoming Froglok. 
 
      
 
    Level 16 Welcoming Froglok. 
 
      
 
    Level 17 Welcoming Froglok. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t sound very threatening, but Azure couldn’t really tell the creatures’ intent by their blank expressions. Colored much like the river goblin had been, just with a greenish tint to the blue, the frogloks looked very much like what you’d imagine if a frog could stand on its hind legs. The only difference was that instead of rotund bellies, they all had abs that would make a gym rat jealous, and each one had a long set of fins coming out from their heads like ears. They croaked as they walked, taking hurried steps around the mountain toward the three men. 
 
    “So, how are we going to do this?” Uden asked, clearly nervous that he was the closest to the spear-wielding group. If they did intend to attack, it would not be good for him since he was several levels below them. 
 
    “Here. Let me pass.” Jin pushed his way through his traveling companions to get to the front. 
 
    “They might not mean any harm,” Azure suggested, not keen to get trigger happy until they figured out what the creatures wanted. “They have the word ‘welcome’ in their name.”  
 
    “Of course, they’re hostile.” The archer didn’t even hesitate to draw his bow and open fire. 
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped as he watched Jin murder the oncoming group in quick succession. The poor creatures looked startled and terrified. Once the first one went down, the second Froglok angrily advanced. Having the opposite reaction—fearing for its life—the last in line turned tail and tried to escape. The archer wasn’t having it, though. All headshots, the three froglok lie dead, one on land and two quickly sinking into the water, before Azure could even take two full breaths. 
 
    “They could have been coming to lead the way to Finborh!” Azure raised his voice in frustration, gesturing to the now dead frogloks. 
 
    “Not likely,” Jin said as he pushed his way back to the front, not bothering to retrieve his arrows. 
 
    “Are you going to loot that?” Uden thumbed back at the corpses. 
 
    “Be my guest. But don’t be surprised if something from the ocean snatches you while you’re distracted. I doubt these ghosts are kidding.” The archer glanced up at the ghosts, who hadn’t even paused their tirade of warnings when the frogloks had shown up. “Speaking of which, for as much as I don’t want to leave this area until I have a better grasp on where we’re headed, we should probably press on.  
 
    “Azure’s right. The ghosts are drawing monsters to this area. We were lucky that the frogloks were so low-level. We probably won’t be so lucky next time.” Not even bothering to see if his companions were following, the archer continued down the right side of the peninsula, hugging the mountain face. 
 
    Azure had no choice but to follow. 
 
    Uden gave the corpses one last longing look before taking up the rear. His attention finally torn away from the missed looting opportunity, he jogged a few feet until he was uncomfortably close to Azure, then tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “What?” Azure barked at him, still upset about the senseless killing. 
 
    “Let me be in the middle. I’m the weakest. If something dragged me off, he probably wouldn’t even stop.” The half-imp glared past Azure. 
 
    Azure pressed his back against the mountain to allow Uden through. As they proceeded on, he felt vulnerable. Behind him was nothing but empty ledge and ocean. The sounds of the wind whistling against the mountain and the waves folding onto each other were so loud sometimes that they could easily cover a scuffle.  
 
    Blessedly, the ghosts didn’t try to follow them. They remained at their post until the three men rounded the corner and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    A few hours later, Tiny Owl returned, swooping down from above and startling Azure so badly that he almost lost his footing and fell into the water. The owl alighted on Jin’s shoulder, causing him to pause.  
 
    “What is it?” Uden asked, as if he suspected that the two were communicating. 
 
    “Nothing,” the archer replied before pressing on. 
 
    About an hour later, Jin stopped again. He turned to both men, practically yelling over the loud noises of nature around them. “I need to use the bathroom. Would you be so kind as to turn around?” 
 
    “No,” Uden replied before Azure even had a chance to process why the archer was asking for privacy. 
 
    Jin took a step closer to the half-imp. “Would you like me to kill you? Because I have no qualms about it. In truth, he’s the only thing keeping you alive.” He nodded back to Azure. 
 
    Uden refused to be intimidated, shifting his weight. “Listen. We all know you’re a woman. Just admit it, and I’ll have no ‘qualms,’” he mockingly made air quotes, “giving you your privacy.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the archer said before drawing two expensive-looking matching blades from beneath his robes. 
 
    The half-imp drew his weapons as well, jumping back so quickly that he ran into Azure. 
 
    Azure had never seen Jin in close combat before, but he was pretty sure he was about to. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled over the ocean to break up the fight, roughly grabbing Uden by the shoulders and forcibly pulling him behind him. “There’s no need for this.” Azure turned his attention to the archer. “We’ll give you your privacy.” 
 
    “Stop being a bitch and just admit you’re a woman!” Uden yelled at Jin over Azure’s shoulder. 
 
    With an odd calmness to his voice, the archer asked, “Why won’t you just let me kill him? He’s going to die soon anyway. His level is too low for this, and I’m not going to help you protect him.” 
 
    “If something else takes him out, I’m fine with that,” Azure told him, “but it won’t be you.” He reached back for his Florance’s Blade to show he meant business. 
 
    Azure wasn’t sure what advantage he had in the melee, if any, now that Jin didn’t have anywhere to take cover and hide, but he didn’t want to underestimate the archer, especially since he was dual wielding what looked to be priceless weapons. Each blade was a foot and a half long, thin, and curved at the end. The metal they were made of appeared to be some type of high-end steel, forged with a second light-green metal on top that swirled toward the end of the swords and had elven writing engraved in it. Azure wanted to read what it said but knew he had to be focused on the potential battle. Both blades had matching bone grips with a thin ring of gold at the pommel and hilt. 
 
    “Get him, Azure,” Uden goaded him on from behind. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, you,” Azure barked back at him before returning his attention to Jin. “I don’t want to fight you, but I will.” 
 
    “You know I would kill you,” the archer countered just as calmly. It was as if the possibility of a fight on the thin ledge didn’t bother him at all. 
 
    “Probably. But I’m willing to die to defend my friends,” Azure told him, his heart beating fiercely in his chest. 
 
    Jin’s lack of fear and nervousness was quickly whittling away at his confidence. This wasn’t like The Bower Boys where Azure could use sneaky, underhanded tactics to defeat a much stronger foe. This was a one on one, face to face battle with an opponent who Analyzed as red—impossible to defeat. 
 
    The archer sighed and lowered his weapons. “You’re a good man, Azure. If this is how you truly feel, then I’d like to count you as one of my friends. But I have to know I can trust you. My secrets…they’re life and death,” Jin said before sheathing his blades. 
 
    Tension that Azure hadn’t even known had built in his shoulders faded away as he dropped his hand away from the grip of his sword. He was confused by Jin’s words. Up to this point, the archer had made it clear that they were nothing more than traveling companions. Now, he suddenly wanted to be friends? It didn’t make much sense.  
 
    “You know, I’m totally fine with you being a woman. One of my closest friends here was a woman—Janine—the reason why I went after The Bower Boys, even when I knew I would probably die trying to defeat them.” 
 
    “Was she a love interest?” Jin asked. 
 
    “No. She was a dwarf.” He wasn’t sure why he added that last part. This conversation was awkward. All Azure wanted was for it to be over and for them to move on. “We won’t watch you go to the bathroom.” Azure turned, praying he could convince Uden to behave. “For Christ’s sake, be a gentleman.” 
 
    Uden quirked his head back. “I don’t know who that is, and you already know I’m not a gentleman.” 
 
    “Do you want me to push you into the water?” He gestured to the ocean. “Because I will. My patience with being on this fucking ledge is getting thin.” 
 
    The half-imp’s head quirked to the side suddenly, and he leaned towards the edge to look past Azure, his expression twisted. A second later, he straightened. 
 
    “What?” Azure turned to see Jin tucking himself back into his pants. 
 
    “Well, that answered that question,” Uden said. “Not a woman.” 
 
    Azure spent the next thirty minutes of their journey wondering what the big deal had been. He now suspected that Jin had some sort of crazy tentacle penis like he had seen in hentais back on Earth. Whatever the case, Azure was pretty sure that the archer was half-monster.  
 
    Night began to fall, and with it came a dread that he had never felt before. Despite the futility of it, they fought to light torches and press on, but the ocean spray made it impossible for anything to catch, despite them all giving it a go. Defeated, Jin finally made the call for them to stop for the night. 
 
    “We need to stay close to one another. This is not going to be a pleasant night,” he said, huddling closer. 
 
    “I can see anything in the dark that might try to attack us,” Uden offered. 
 
    “Something is definitely going to try to attack us tonight,” the archer said, not helping the situation any. 
 
    “Could you just try to be more positive?” Azure narrowed his gaze at Jin. 
 
    The archer shrugged. “Do you want me to lie to you?” 
 
    “Yes!” Uden snapped at him. “We want you to lie to us. This is a shitty situation. Don’t make it worse by being a negative asshole. If anyone is going to die here, it’s probably going to be me, and this is definitely not how I planned to go out. So yes, lie to me.” 
 
    “Actually, if you can see in the dark, then that means you can dodge. Statistically, because of that, your chances of survival are higher than Azure’s,” Jin pointed out. 
 
    Azure’s brow drooped. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    “Listen guys, I know this sucks,” the archer said finally, “but all that we can do is hunker down and wait for the night to be over. Uden and I should take shifts keeping watch.” 
 
    “And just let Azure sleep?” Uden asked incredulously. 
 
     “I’m not going to be getting any sleep tonight.” Azure didn’t understand why the archer didn’t want him taking a turn keeping watch. 
 
    “And don’t think I’ve forgotten that you seem to want me dead.” The half-imp glared at Jin. 
 
    “I did not think you’d forgotten considering it was only hours ago,” the archer countered with a bit of annoyance, “but you’re safe for now. Besides, we need your night vision.” 
 
    “Hope I don’t use it to kill you in your sleep,” Uden grumbled. 
 
    “I’m not worried about it. I’m your only chance of surviving this,” he replied a bit smugly. 
 
    “Azure can handle it. We’d be fine on our own.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Jin arched an eyebrow. “You clearly don’t know what’s up ahead. Do you?” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    Now Azure was getting paranoid as well. “What are you not telling us?” 
 
    “There are other dangers we have yet to face on this ledge. It will take all of us to make it through,” the archer said firmly before redirecting the conversation and returning his attention to Uden. “You have night vision, and my Tracking skill is superior. I’ll hear a monster long before it has a chance to get to us.” 
 
    “Still, I’m too unsettled to sleep.” Azure shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I doubt any of us will be getting any sleep tonight,” Uden muttered. 
 
    “I can’t make you sleep, but if we go into tomorrow exhausted, it will put us at a big disadvantage. We still have a long way to go before we reach Finborh,” Jin pointed out. 
 
    “We should scale the mountain.” Azure looked up. It was incredibly steep with few footholds. Oddly, for as far as they’d walked along its perimeter, they had yet to find a place where climbing would be even remotely safe. 
 
    “It would be ill-advised to try. One wrong move and you’d end up in the water. That would undoubtedly be your demise.” 
 
    Uden gave him a skeptical look. “You say that, but nothing rose from the depths to eat the bodies of the froglok. I think you’re just being paranoid.”  
 
    “Am I? Come here.” The archer motioned for the half-imp to step closer. 
 
    Instead, Uden leaned back toward Azure. “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    Jin huffed. “I’m not going to throw you into the drink knowing that he’d dive in after you. Just, come here.” He motioned with a bit more agitation. 
 
    Hesitantly, the half-imp approached the archer. 
 
    Jin placed a hand on his back and turned him toward the ocean. Uden immediately reached for the archer’s cloak in case he tried to push him into the water. 
 
    “Look,” Jin insisted. 
 
    All three men peered over the edge for several seconds. 
 
    Fear coursed through Azure’s body as he realized what the archer was trying to show them. Deep beneath the surface, though not so deep as to make Azure feel comfortable with the distance, a shadow moved. Something long and big and snakelike. 
 
    “What is it?” Azure asked. 
 
    “It’s a chaoscrackle,” the archer replied simply. 
 
    Azure straightened, feeling anger rolling over the fear inside of him. While he couldn’t see all of it, he had seen enough to know that the chaoscrackle was huge. “You knew this was going to be here.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jin looked across Uden at him. 
 
    “And you didn’t think it was important to tell us?” 
 
    “Why does it matter? You would have come anyway.” 
 
    “I also knew this was going to be here,” the half-imp confessed, stepping back until his spine rested against the cliff face. “At least, I had heard it would be.” 
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped open. He felt betrayed, even though what Jin had said was true. No matter what perils awaited them, Azure would have braved them to find out if there was a way home. Still, it would have been nice for someone to have warned him about this giant water beast.  
 
    “And you didn’t think to tell me either?” Azure glared at Uden. 
 
    “I had hoped it was a myth or that it would be dead by now,” the half-imp said with a look of pure dread. “Few people who have seen it have lived to tell about it.” 
 
    “So, how do we kill it?” It seemed to be the typical question that Azure came to whenever he found a big monster that he hadn’t faced before. 
 
    “We leave it alone unless it attacks,” Jin told him. 
 
    “Oh, it will attack,” Uden guaranteed. “The real question is why hasn’t it attacked yet.” 
 
    “I think it’s because we’re not close enough to Finborh. We’ll know we’re almost there when it comes out of the water,” Jin informed him. 
 
    “If we have to face it eventually, then I think we should kill it now,” Azure threw out. “Better than letting it get the jump on us later.” 
 
    “We likely wouldn’t be able to defeat it before the sun sets.” The archer looked out over the horizon. “I would not go into this particular fight with a disadvantage.” 
 
    “I think we should go back.” Uden’s gaze traveled in the direction they had come from. “This isn’t worth dying for, and that thing can definitely kill us.” 
 
    “We all have ranged weapons. It shouldn’t be that bad.” Jin tried to soothe him. 
 
    “Says you. What level are you anyway? Maybe knowing that will give me a bit more confidence.” The half-imp folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Strong enough.” 
 
    “What level is it?” Azure’s eyes followed the snakelike creature in the water. 
 
    “It’s a magical creature, so I imagine its level will scale,” the archer told them. 
 
    “If that were true, then others would have beaten it before us,” Uden pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps they have,” Jin suggested. 
 
    “I would have heard about it,” the half-imp insisted. 
 
    The archer said nothing more on the subject, instead turning his attention to the more pressing danger of the rapidly setting sun. “We should make camp for the night. Whether you guys like it or not, we’re stuck out here. I’ll take the first shift.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 179 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Between the wind whistling in his ears and the fear of the monster swimming just below the surface of the water a few yards away, there was no way that Azure could hope to get any rest.  
 
    Jin was leaning against the wall, his eyes drifting from the ocean to the darkening sky every few minutes. Meanwhile, the half-imp was curled up in the fetal position as close to the wall as he could get, his daggers in his hands in case he needed to act at a moment’s notice. Azure thought it was both cautious and dangerous. Uden must have great confidence in his ability not to move in his sleep.  
 
    Azure was also pressed against the wall, his back touching it. Rolling out his bedroll hadn’t even been an option with as bad as the wind was blowing. It wasn’t worth risking it being carried off on a breeze and lost to the ocean.  
 
    “So, you trust me now, do you?” he called to Jin, not caring if he woke the sleeping half-imp. 
 
    “Yes.” The archer didn’t even bother looking at him. 
 
    “And you consider me a friend?” 
 
    “We’re getting there.” Jin turned his head in Azure’s direction. Azure wondered about his expression. 
 
    “I want to believe you,” he shifted his weight to try to get more comfortable, which was just about impossible on the hard, rocky ledge,” but if that was true, I should have gotten a Relationship notification by now.” 
 
    “All in good time,” the archer said before returning his attention to the sea. 
 
    The moon had risen to cast light over the water. A thousand glittering stars blanketed the sky. Azure was grateful that it wasn’t a black sightless night, especially since they hadn’t been able to light a fire. 
 
    “If you trust me, am I ever going to see what’s under that hood?” he asked for the sake of amusement. 
 
    “That depends.” Jin’s answers were short as normal. More than likely, he’d be shutting down completely soon. 
 
    Still, it didn’t hurt to press if sleep wasn’t going to come. “Depends on what?” 
 
    “Many things.” Annoyed by the questioning, the archer turned to Azure again. “Go to sleep. We’ll need your strength tomorrow. The chaoscrackle awaits.” 
 
    Ignoring the order, Azure asked, “You have a plan for defeating it?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s pretty basic. Fight ranged until one of us falls into the water.” 
 
    “So, no real plan. Got it.” He nodded. 
 
    “It’s a sea monster, but it’s not stupid. It will know that we have the advantage on land. It will try to put us in the water,” Jin reiterated. 
 
    Azure sighed. He was certainly not looking forward to the fight ahead.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he did his best to sleep, but every splash of a wave clapping against the ledge’s edge made one eye pop open in fear that it was the chaoscrackle emerging from the ocean.  
 
    As if both tempting fate and trying to put Azure’s mind at ease, Jin walked over and sat closer to him, hanging his feet over the ledge. He leaned back, seeming strangely relaxed as he peered across the sea. A soft hum left his lips that quickly transformed into a soothing melodic tune. Azure could only hear the lyrics in words and pieces thanks to the wind doing its best to drown the song out. Something about the forest, peace, and forbidden love. The song washed over Azure like a spell, bringing with it drowsiness that probably wouldn’t have been possible otherwise, and soon, despite his best efforts, Azure drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Wetness brought him back to a few hours later. The splashing he had feared—entirely too loud to be the natural rolling of waves. Uden’s scream was jarring. There was commotion all around. Then there was a sharp pain at the back of his head. As Azure had begun to rise, something heavy had struck him. He reached with his right hand to draw his Florance’s Blade while he touched the back of his head with the left to assess the damage. 
 
      
 
    Level 20 Froglok Warrior delivers 100 damage.  
 
      
 
     “Use your bow,” Jin yelled, followed by, “They’re above us.” 
 
    Azure’s head throbbed as he continued to try to process what was going on. His hand moved from the grip of his Florance’s Blade to unshoulder his bow, and he was struck in his bicep by something else.  
 
      
 
    Level 20 Froglok Warrior delivers 100 damage.  
 
      
 
    The force of the blow was enough to make him lose his balance and teeter toward the ledge. As he flailed his arms to regain his footing, Azure finally saw what was going on. A line of frogloks were standing on a second ledge some fifty feet above them hurling rocks. One of the rocks was headed straight for his face at an alarming speed.  
 
    Knowing that there was no chance of dodging, and with his Health already depleted by a scary amount, Azure did the unthinkable. He fell into the water to avoid being hit by the fist-sized rock sailing toward him. The impact of the waves against his back stung, but it did no damage. Its velocity decreased by the weight of the water, the rock landed heavily against his chest as it sank. Azure quickly pushed it off and righted himself, taking a gasping breath as he emerged. He half-expected to be immediately pulled under by the chaoscrackle, but he was able to make it back to the ledge unmolested. That was…until the body of a froglok that Jin had shot fell and landed right on top of him. 
 
      
 
    Level 20 Froglok Warrior delivers 75 damage.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, Azure saw stars. His head throbbed with one of the worst headaches of his life, and panic caused him to inhale a mouthful of water. He broke the surface choking and scrambling for the ledge.  
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me, Azure thought. Nearly half of his Health was depleted, and he hadn’t even entered the fight yet.  
 
    A glance at the lower ledge showed that Uden wasn’t fairing much better. His eyes were glued to the frogloks above, and his battle strategy seemed to consist entirely of dodging what they threw down at him. There was a large gash on his right shoulder, his arm hanging limply by his side because of it. Bone stuck out from the injury. He winced as he jumped around, the appendage useless. Almost half of his Health had been shaved off as well. 
 
      
 
    Only Jin was keeping the frogloks distracted. Of the two that were left, one was focused entirely on the archer while the other seemed insistent on taking out the half-imp. 
 
    Azure used all his strength to pull himself out of the drink. As his body rose from the water, so did something else. A horrific noise erupted behind him, accompanied by a wave that washed completely over Azure and almost pulled him back in. It was the kind of sound he’d only heard in horror movies, like that of a dinosaur. Azure turned just in time to see a giant wormlike shadow pull the dead froglok from the water and toss it into the air. While he couldn’t make out much of the creature’s features in the dark, there was no mystery as to where the froglok had gone upon its decent. A tube of oceanic flesh had opened its maw and devoured it.  
 
    Satisfied with its meal, the chaoscrackle half-dove, half-flopped back into the water. Its body was easily as big around as a semi, and Azure had no idea how long it was since it was mostly submerged. All he knew was that he needed to get out of the water quickly or he’d end up being coarse number two. 
 
    Uden broke away from his cautious dodging to help pull Azure up the rest of the way, earning himself a hit to the back of the head that rendered him unconscious. Another dead froglok fell past them as Azure rescued the half-imp from taking his own dive into the water. Worried for his friend’s life, he cradled Uden beneath him as he dragged him close to the wall, covering him like a meat shield while Jin finished off the last of their attackers. The whole endeavor felt like complete pandemonium. 
 
    Shakily, Azure dug into his Bag of Holding for a Potion of Minor Healing for his friend. He gently lifted Uden’s head while pouring it into his mouth. About half of the contents made it in, but it was enough to start the healing process.  
 
    Once the last of the frogloks were dead, Jin ran over and stood before them, an arrow nocked and pointed at the chaoscrackle. It seemed less interested in them than it was in the smorgasbord of dead bodies that had fallen into the water. One at a time, it snatched them up, tossing them into the air to devour them. There was a sick crunching sound that Azure hadn’t noticed with the first froglok. The thing definitely had teeth.  
 
    After each disposed of corpse, it fell back into the water, swimming around a bit before finding the next. When the last of the frogloks had been devoured, it reared up a final time, its funnel-like face pointing toward them. Azure could see the glint of a thousand teeth staring straight at them. He’d never seen so many teeth in all his life—rows of them that went as far back into the chaoscrackle’s cavernous mouth as the eye could see.  
 
    Despair and fear were all that Azure could feel. He knew for certain without even Analyzing the creature that they were about to die. 
 
    “Shoot it!” he screamed at Jin over the roar of the waves and the piercing sound that the monster made. 
 
    The archer didn’t shoot, though. He held steady.  
 
    Unable to keep itself above water for too long, the chaoscrackle groaned before descending again. A wave of water cascading over them. Jin kept his bow drawn for several more moments, and then he relaxed. 
 
    “It’s gone,” he said as he turned back to Azure. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Azure barely looked up at him as he fed Uden another Potion of Minor Healing. The half-imp had come back to coughing and wincing in pain.  
 
    “It’s had its fill for the night.” The archer shouldered his bow. 
 
    As soon as Uden was conscious enough to care for himself, Azure stood. Anger replaced all his fear, infecting his cells until it was his entire existence. He took long strides to grab Jin by the collar of his clock and thrust him up against the rock wall so hard that he was almost certain it had done some damage.  
 
    “This is your fault!” Azure practically screamed in his face. “If you hadn’t murdered their welcoming committee in cold blood, then they never would have come after us in the night like this.” 
 
    “There’s no need to yell. Do you want to draw the chaoscrackle back?” The archer’s voice was calm as usual. 
 
    Azure sucked in a breath between clenched teeth. No matter how angry he was, Jin was right. Causing a commotion would likely only do more harm than good. 
 
    With a gesture so quick that Azure didn’t have time to react, the archer brushed his hands off of his collar as if Azure had the grip of a newborn. Then he struggled his shoulders. “We need to move. More frogloks might come. It’s not smart to stay in the same area,” he said before continuing down the path they’d be traveling. 
 
    “Help me up,” Uden called for aid. He was still sitting on the floor, his arm bloody but the bone no longer sticking out. 
 
    Azure rushed to his side, wrapping an arm around him to pull him to his feet. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was keeping watch when they came. They hit me before I even saw them coming. Luckily, my scream of pain woke that one.” The half-imp nodded toward Jin. “Otherwise, you and I would probably both be dead right now. Trust me, I want to murder him as much as you do, but we will never make it to Finborh without him.” He lowered his voice for the next part. “I say we kill him after.” 
 
    Azure scowled at the archer’s back, even as they followed slowly behind him. “I might be on board with that plan.” 
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    They hugged the wall for about a quarter of a mile before stopping again. Azure helped Uden into his bedroll to sleep and heal his injuries. Jin sat against the cliff face, staring out across the ocean. The sun would be rising in a few hours.  
 
    “Go to sleep, Azure. I’ve got this,” the archer said. 
 
    “Not going to happen as long as we’re on this bloody ledge.” He sighed, watching the water as well.  
 
    “We will likely face the chaoscrackle tomorrow. You should heal up while you can.” Jin pulled his knees up to his chest and hugged them. 
 
    “He needs it more than me.” Azure nodded toward Uden. 
 
    “You shouldn’t protect him like you do. It’s only a matter of time before he perishes.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.” Azure inhaled a breath. He didn’t want to have this conversation again. The archer had no idea how resilient the half-imp was. 
 
    Blessedly, they sat in silence until the sun began to rise. Then the archer stood to wake Uden so they could continue on.  
 
    Sleeping in Azure’s bedroll, the half-imp was able to heal up 65 points, but it wasn’t anywhere near enough to bring him to maximum health. His shoulder had scabbed over, but the injury was still present and so was the loss of mobility. When he confessed that he didn’t have any potions besides what he’d stolen from Jasmyne Swailes, Azure had no choice but to cough up two more Potions of Minor Healing to get him to a better place.  
 
    “If we run into any danger, just try to stay out of the way,” Azure told him.  
 
    The day carried on much like the previous one. They skirted the ledge, moving toward an unknown destination. All three men kept their eyes on the water, but the chaoscrackle appeared content to stay beneath the surface. Tiny Owl visited a few times but mostly stayed away.   
 
    As the sun began to set, Uden and Azure finally got the announcement they had been waiting for. “We’re almost there. I can see a place where the mountain breaks to flat land.” Jin’s voice was filled with excitement. 
 
    “All right. Finally,” Azure replied, completely pumped. 
 
    All three men quickened their pace, more than a little ecstatic to get off the ledge. 
 
    “Keep your guard up,” the archer warned only a second before they heard a loud splash. 
 
    “Of course,” Uden said with drooping shoulders as the chaoscrackle emerged from the water. 
 
    In the light of day, they could now see it clearly as it reared up to give them a menacing look from the three crustacean-like eyes jutting from either side of its head, six in total. Oddly, though each on their own appendage, they appeared very much like human eyes, with white scleras and brown irises. Two long antennae hung from the chaoscrackle’s chin, and there were tall spike-like projections on the top of its head that grew smaller and tapered off down its back. Its mouth looked just as threatening as it had last night, a gaping hole with rows upon rows of teeth. Even its lip, which was one continuous circle of muscle, had small, pale blue teeth embedded in it. 
 
    Now that they could see the chaoscrackle better, Azure noticed that two large fins helped to keep its head above the water. Its body, which was still obscured by the sea, seemed long and windy. It chittered at them before blowing a spray that caused Azure and Uden to dodge to the left and Jin to evade to the right. A large crater was carved out in the side of the mountain where it hit. 
 
    “Ranged,” Jin reminded them, drawing his bow. 
 
    Azure took a second to Analyze the creature before casting Woodflesh on himself. 
 
      
 
    Level 26 Chaoscrackle. 
 
      
 
    This was definitely more than he or Uden could handle. If the chaoscrackle really had scaled to the archer’s level, then perhaps traveling with him had put them at a disadvantage. Whatever the case, it was too late to back out now. The monster was in full-on attack mode. 
 
    Both Jin and Uden pelted it with projectiles. Anything that went into its mouth seemed to disappear into the void without dealing any damage. Its skin appeared to be impregnable.  
 
    Azure pulled his Crossbow of Weak Fear from his Bag of Holding, hoping that he could buy them enough time to make a run for the place where the mountain gave way to an opening, but the monster was too far away, so he had to wait. 
 
    The chaoscrackle didn’t even pretend to be intimidated, shooting jets of water at them and not bothering to dodge their attacks. It was clear that its goal was to knock them from the ledge.  
 
    After a few minutes of stalemate, the monster finally dove forward. The half-imp tripped, his body falling toward the wall, his hands reaching out for it. Just as Azure loosed into the side of the chaoscrackle’s head, the monster’s mouth closed around Uden’s foot, which had flailed out when he’d fallen. As all the other arrows had before it, Azure’s crossbow bolt simply bounced off the chaoscrackle’s tough skin. 
 
    “Fuck my life!” the half-imp yelled as he was pulled toward the edge. 
 
    Panic rushed through Azure, and he abandoned his crossbow to grab Uden’s hands to try to keep him from being dragged into the water, but their fingertips barely kissed before the monster wrenched them apart. 
 
    The half-imp fell into the ocean with a splash and a gurgle. 
 
    “We’ve got to save him,” Azure called to Jin, trying to quickly formulate a plan.  
 
    Both Uden and the chaoscrackle were submerged, and Azure watched helplessly as a struggle ensued underwater.  
 
    A few moments later, the half-imp emerged gasping, only to be gripped and pulled under again. It was heart-wrenching to watch, especially when he cried out to Azure for help.  
 
    Blood pooled where he had gone under, and his Health began to drop. Feeling like the monster may never resurface again, Azure drew his Florance’s Blade and jumped into the water, point down. 
 
    He couldn’t see what he was doing. The blade hit something hard but was quickly deflected. A swirl of force sent Azure’s body pulling. Salt water rushed up his nostrils, and he felt the new panic of drowning. In hindsight, jumping into the sea had been a stupid idea.  
 
    Searching for anything to cling to or a way to claw his way to the surface, Azure dropped his sword, surrendering it to the depths. His fingers wrapped around scales that were sharp enough to slice into his flesh, but they did the job, pulling him violently to the water’s surface. 
 
      
 
    Level 26 Chaoscrackle delivers 70 damage.  
 
      
 
    Azure knew that his fingers were a ruined mess, but he also knew better than to let go. As soon as he surfaced, he inhaled as much oxygen as his lungs would hold. Everything happening was a blur. Jin was still shooting at the monster. Uden was dangling from its mouth. He looked like a drowned rat and barely conscious. The half-imp muttered something before being plunged into the ocean again. Azure was under for half a second more before the creature reared up screaming in fury. Apparently, it had finally sustained some damage. 
 
    Glancing over, Azure saw Uden floating in the water several yards away, his Health dangerously low. If the chaoscrackle so much as flailed a fin in his direction, he’d probably die. 
 
    “The eyes,” Jin yelled over the ruckus of battle. 
 
    Looking up, Azure noticed that one of the soft white orbs had exploded. The chaoscrackle whipped its head back and forth before narrowing in on its true rival, the archer standing ashore. It tried to blast Jin with water, but he rolled out of the way. Azure clung to the monster’s back as it moved, trying to figure out some way to help. The only weapon he easily had at his disposal was his Black Dagger, but that wouldn’t do much damage. Besides, he was pretty far down the chaoscrackle’s back. If he wanted to hurt it, he’d need to get closer to its head. 
 
    Jin sniped another one of its eyes, and the creature cried out again before diving into the sea. Azure took the opportunity to let go, though almost blinding pain rang through his hands as the scales pulled out of his sliced fingers. He kept his eyes on the water’s surface, unsure of where the monster would emerge next.  
 
    To his utter horror, it was right below him, mouth open, ready to swallow him whole. 
 
    How Azure managed to avoid being completely ripped to pieces on his descent, he’d never know.  
 
      
 
    Level 26 Chaoscrackle delivers 130 damage.  
 
      
 
    His armor and flesh were shredded on the way down the chaoscrackle’s gullet. This was it. The monster had four eyes left, and Azure doubted it would be spitting him up anytime soon. 
 
    His feet hit soft internal flesh, and he was instantly jerked back and forth as the monster moved. Azure knew he only had a few moments of life left. The chaoscrackle’s digestive juices were eating away at the integrity of the armor he still had left, and his Health was ticking down one point every second.  
 
    He did the only thing he knew left to do--the only thing he could do to potentially kill the monster now that he was inside of it, though it would certainly end his life as well. Azure held out his bloody hands, and he cast Volatile Bolt, hoping for any element other than water.  
 
    A familiar heat surged up his arms, and Azure surrendered to his death. 
 
    “Explosion,” he said as fire erupted all around him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. 
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    Never before had Jin felt more desperation from a fight. One of his comrades was barely clinging to life in the water. The other had just been swallowed whole by the chaoscrackle. Jin still had four more eyes to shoot before the monster would likely give up its real weakness and be defeated. There was no way the other two men would survive this, and it filled him with a deep sense of failure and loss. 
 
    No matter. This was life in The Realm. The half-imp, he didn’t care to lose. But Azure… While the archer didn’t feel directly responsible for his death, it would still eat away at him for the rest of his life. 
 
    There was nothing that could be done about it now but finish the battle. Jin had to accept that Azure was just another casualty of The Realm. 
 
    Another arrow hit its mark, knocking the chaoscrackle down from four eyes to three. The monster wailed in pain, then immediately shot a jet of water at where the archer was standing. Jin dodged. He had spotted the pattern in the chaoscrackle’s movements a while ago. Now, it was just about whittling it down. That would take patience—something that was in short supply when the archer's emotions were running amok due to losing so much of his party in such a short span of time.  
 
    Just when he was about to take a shot at the fourth eye, the monster stalled, looking shocked for a moment, the appendages its remaining eyes were attached to sticking straight out at the sides of its head. It made a belching noise, and then its body began to swell before it exploded. Meaty shrapnel rained down on Jin, and he was struck across the cheek with a scale that sliced nearly to the bone. 
 
      
 
    Level 26 Chaoscrackle delivers 18 damage.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 26 Chaoscrackle. 260XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The archer didn’t understand what was going on. He hadn’t even finished taking out the chaoscrackle’s eyes. Why had it exploded? 
 
    Then he saw a charred and mangled body floating amidst the plethora of chum that used to be the chaoscrackle. Jin activated Analyze. 
 
      
 
    Corpse of Azure Galvan 
 
      
 
    Knowing that it was probably pointless, Jin shouldered his bow and dove into the water. He pushed bits of chaoscrackle aside as he made his way to the dead man, not fearing whatever might come to feast on the monster’s remains. When he reached Azure, he realized it was worse than he had feared. The guy’s skin was charred black, his hair had been burned off, his eyes now empty sockets. Chunks of flesh were missing in spots. One of his hands floated a few feet away.  
 
    Ignoring the gruesome sight, the archer wrapped his arms around the body and struggled to shore. The remnants of Azure’s armor fell away as he was pulled through the water with as much swiftness as Jin could muster. 
 
    “He’s dead,” came a weak sob from the side of the ledge. 
 
    Jin barely paid any mind to the half-imp. It was taking everything in Uden’s power to remain conscious. 
 
    As the archer pulled himself from the water and hauled Azure’s body onto the shore, he watched as the half-imp tried to do the same. He didn’t have enough strength and fell back into the drink, his head bobbing under. When he reemerged, he looked at Jin for aid, but the archer had no time to take pity on unimportant creatures. 
 
    Picking Azure up and throwing him over his shoulder, Jin ran toward the area where the rocky mountain gave way to flat land. He hoped beyond hope that his memory of the area would serve him right. Rounding the corner, his eyes immediately landed on what he had been silently praying for, The Welcoming Summit’s Pool of Recovery—a blessing of Finborh for all who managed to traverse the path to reach him without perishing. 
 
    It was a good hundred yards away, identified by its glittering surface. Jin’s legs ached as he ran toward it as fast as his feet would carry him with the added burden of Azure’s weight. Once he got to it, he heaved the body into the pool, his lungs burning from the effort. A great splash sloshed water out of the 30 foot, nearly perfectly round pool, but it retained its level of fullness.  
 
    Jin had expected some kind of reaction, but nothing happened. There was no glow around Azure’s body. It simply floated there, face down. Dead. 
 
    Pieces of burnt skin sloughed off. The glitter in the water devoured them, eating away at them until they were nothing but clear perfection. The same process did not attack the body, though. It remained as mangled and damaged as before. 
 
    Realizing that the pool wasn’t working, Jin jumped into the water after Azure’s remains. The pool was only knee-deep, but the effects still cleansed his entire body of all injuries and grievances. Glitter gathered where his legs made purchase toward Azure. A cool calmness rolled through him where it seeped through his garments and touched his skin. The archer could feel all his weariness from the battle and the past nights of near sleeplessness fading away. Instantaneously, all his wounds were healed. He would have taken the time to marvel at the process if he wasn’t in such a hurry. 
 
    Scooping Azure back up into his arms, he fought his way against the gravity of the water to exit the pool. Then he ran toward the forest. They were in a small alcove now, the mountains rising up all around them. Each side was protected by trees. To the back was a rocky structure that looked like it could be scaled. That’s where the archer was headed. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” Uden’s voice called behind him. It was stronger this time. The half-imp must have found the energy to drink a potion. That was the only way he would have had the will to pull himself up onto the ledge. 
 
    Jin paid him no mind.  
 
    With renewed strength, the archer ran toward the rocky structure. When he was about five yards away from it, it began to shift. Rocks tumbled down the side of the mountain. Jin stopped, laying Azure on the ground and marveling up at the God of Land.
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    By the grace of Finborh, you have been given a second chance at life. You are now soulbound to Jin Umewraek. If he perishes within the next twelve months, you will die, too. Your death will be irreversible. 
 
      
 
    As a consequence of your death, all equipped items have been lost. Your skill progression and character level have been reset. All unused skill-leveling and characteristic points have been forfeited. 
 
      
 
    The prompts were the first things that Azure saw when he regained consciousness. He did not understand what was going on. All the pain he’d felt from the fire covering and consuming his body was gone. In fact, he was cold. So cold that he began shivering as he curled into himself, his arms wrapping around bare skin. 
 
    “Rise, Azure Galvan, and swear your oath to me,” came a booming authoritative voice that seemed to reverberate from everywhere around him. 
 
    Azure opened his eyes. The smell of dirt and grass filled his nostrils as his gaze set upon the ground beneath him. It took him a moment to get his bearings, his head lifting and looking about as he tried to piece everything together. Jin was standing to his right staring straight forward, and Uden was to his left. The half-imp wore a look of respect. He was soaked to the bone, his Cloak of Concealment dripping. The water was making its way toward Azure, which might have been the only thing compelling him to sit up. 
 
    After looking at his friends, his eyes moved to the ground again as he pressed his palms to it to help him stand. It was then that Azure realized that the prompt hadn’t been joking. He was completely naked. All of his armor and jewelry, gone. His weapons, also gone. The only possession he had retained was the Bag of Holding loosely tied around his waist. 
 
    If he had been in any other circumstance, Azure might have wanted to shield his nakedness. But when his gaze arose and landed on the colossus in front of him, the humble feeling of seeing the face of a God made him forget his mortal shame.  
 
    Finborh appeared just as his statue had in Gaia’s dungeon, though the real thing was about ten times larger. Standing tall and with the physique of a bodybuilder, boulders formed impenetrable muscle. Dark green moss clung to and hung from his body like light armor. His features were pinched, making him look serious and intimidating. 
 
    “What just happened?” Azure asked timidly, glancing at his friends again. 
 
    For several seconds, no one spoke. Then the booming voice came again. “You were dead, and now you are not.” 
 
    Azure thought on his words for a moment, but still nothing made sense. “But how?” 
 
    “Your friend brought you to me. Just in the nick of time, I might add. It does not take long for the soul to rise and be lost forever.” 
 
    Naturally, Azure thought that Finborh had meant Uden. Jin was too singularly minded to be so selfless. But that didn’t make much sense considering the prompt Azure had read when he’d first regained consciousness.  
 
    “I have restored your life, but it comes at a cost,” the God of Land continued. “Jin Umewraek must complete three quests that I give him and gain the Land Stone within a year. Otherwise, you will perish. Your fates are now linked.” 
 
    “What’s the Land Stone?” Azure pinched his eyes shut. 
 
    “I do not explain myself twice,” Finborh said a bit irritably. 
 
    A myriad of prompts appeared then. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: Reach Finborh has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Tis not an easy task to find a God. You have braved The Welcoming Summit’s protector, the chaoscrackle, and emerged triumphant. For your efforts, you are rewarded 665XP and an audience with Finborh, God of Land. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Earn the Land Stone 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Land Stone is one of six stones needed to obtain the Ultimate Blessing. Finborh will only give the Land Stone to one who is worthy of it. You must appease the God of Land to earn his blessing. 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Meet the requirements to earn the Land Stone 
  Failure: Die or abandon quest 
  Reward: The Land Stone 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Find the Keeper 
  
      
 
       
       	  Only a Keeper can handle the Stones of Blessing. To collect the Land Stone, you must first find a Keeper. Unfortunately, there is only one, and their identity remains a secret. 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Find the Keeper and escort them back to Finborh 
  Failure: Die or abandon quest 
  Reward: A new party member 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure was so confused that he didn’t even know where to begin. Everything he’d just read was all Greek to him.  
 
    “The Realm is a vast place,” Jin said to Finborh, interrupting Azure’s racing thoughts. “Can you give us an idea of where we can begin looking for the Keeper?” 
 
    Finborh hummed, and several pebbles fell from his vibrating frame. “A densely populated area would be the best place to begin your search.” 
 
    The archer scowled, looking distant for a moment before whispering the word, “Noseon.” 
 
    Azure knew that Jin hated cities, so this would definitely be a challenge for him. 
 
    Finborh turned his attention to Azure. “Do you swear to help this man obtain the Land Stone within twelve months? Should you refuse, I will have to commit you back to the land.” 
 
    There didn’t feel like any choice in the matter. But even if there was, deep down inside, Azure knew that he owed Jin his life. Not once, but twice. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded, quickly accepting both quests. “I swear that I will remain by his side until it is done.” 
 
    Finborh seemed satisfied. “A blood pact has been made here today. Your fates are now intertwined. Honor your oath or return to the land from whence you came.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Azure began hesitantly. “I am not from here. I am from a planet called Earth. I was told that you may know a way for me to go back.” 
 
    The God gave Azure a long-suffering look. “Gather the Stones of Blessing. With all six in your possession, you will be granted one wish. Only then will you be able to return to Earth.” 
 
    “Where are the other stones?” 
 
    “With the other Gods,” Jin told him quickly, sensing Finborh’s dwindling patience. 
 
    “Find the Keeper. Bring them to me. Then you may begin the task of obtaining the Land Stone,” Finborh said as he slowly backed up against the mountain. 
 
    Azure still had so many questions, but he knew that the conversation was over. All he could do was watch as the God merged back in with the land he had come from and become as still as the mountain. 
 
    “Well, that was anti-climactic,” Uden said with a frown before turning to Azure and looking him up and down. 
 
    It was the first time since noticing Finborh that Azure remembered he was naked. For half a second, he thought about cupping his genitals, but then he realized that everyone around him had probably seen every inch of him twelve times over already. There was no point in hiding. 
 
    “Good God, I don’t even know where to start.” Azure shook his head, wondering if confusion could kill a person. He currently possessed it in overabundance.  
 
    “So, what did he say?” Uden asked. 
 
    Azure gave the half-imp a puzzled look. “Did you just miss that entire conversation?” 
 
    “I did not hear a word,” he confessed. “Only what you guys were saying.” 
 
    “That’s probably because your level is too low. You have to be level fifteen to speak to him. I’m surprised you could even see him,” the archer said. 
 
    “Did you two know this before we came here?” Uden’s glare shifted from Azure to Jin. 
 
    “Yes,” the archer admitted, “which is why I felt little threat in bringing you along.” 
 
    “And you?” His gaze moved back to Azure. 
 
    “I had no idea,” Azure lied, wanting to keep the peace. 
 
    The half-imp sighed. “Bullocks! Does that mean I don’t get a wish?” 
 
    Jin followed his lead and sighed as well. “You’ll be a high enough level by the time we’re done with all of this. But none of us are getting our wish until we get all of the Stones of Blessing.” 
 
    Uden raised an eyebrow. “Stones of Blessing?” 
 
    “Yes.” The archer nodded. “We have to collect stones from all of the Gods before our wishes will be granted.” 
 
    “So, we all get wishes?” the half-imp sounded hopeful. 
 
    “Yes. That’s why we should all work together. This won’t be easy.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to work with someone who left me to die.” The mood shifted as Uden remembered that not so small detail. 
 
    “If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to get him back.” Jin tossed his head in Azure’s direction. 
 
    Pressure built in Azure’s temples. “Can someone tell me what in the hell happened and why I’m naked.”  
 
    “You pretty much blew yourself up to save us from the chaoscrackle,” Jin informed him. “I picked up your pieces and brought them to Finborh. He was able to bring you back to life, but I had to give up something that I desire to make that happen.” 
 
    Azure was taken aback. “You…gave up something you desired to save me?” He could sense the delicateness of the subject but asked anyway, “What was it?” 
 
    The archer shook his head. “I do not know, so it doesn’t matter. Nor will I ever know. All that matters is that we find the Keeper and get the Land Stone within a year’s time. If we don’t, you will still die. That is the deal that I made.” 
 
    “But that isn’t all.” The half-imp adopted a serious look. “You gave half of your life to him.” 
 
    “What?” Azure’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    Jin nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “You Analyzed as red to me before,” Uden pointed out. “Now, you’re green, which means you’re only a level higher than me, which makes you level 12. Azure, you’re the same.” 
 
    “Yes,” the archer said with a sigh. “The price to bring you back was high. Because you died, everything you were was lost. I had to give you half of my levels. I’m not sure what your skills were before, but they should also be reduced by half, as are mine.” He seemed to stare directly into Azure’s eyes, though Azure couldn’t really tell because the hood of his robe obscured his face. “This situation is dire. Not only do we have to find the Keeper, but we also have to gain three more levels apiece before Finborh will appear to us again.  
 
    “I know that a year seems like a long time, but we have a lot to do before then. Who knows how long it will take to find the Keeper, or the durations of the quests that Finborh will have for us once we do. I don’t imagine that a God will have your typical slay 10 monsters and return type of quests.” 
 
    “Monster Quests,” Uden piped up absentmindedly. 
 
    Jin ignored him. “For as much as I’d like to get started toward Noseon right away, I need to rest. It has been a mentally taxing 24 hours. We will be safe here. It may be the last time we won’t have to watch our backs for a very long time.” 
 
    Azure could tell that the archer was tired, but he still had more questions. 
 
    “Why?” he asked pointedly. “Why did you do this for me? You’ve saved me not once, but twice. You owe me nothing. I don’t understand.” 
 
    The archer sighed again, clearly not in the mood to have this discussion. “You are special to me, Azure. I know you don’t understand now, but perhaps someday you will. I just hope that the sacrifice ends up being worth it in the end.” 
 
    “I’m curious what’s so special about him, too.” Uden lifted an eyebrow at Azure. “You certainly wouldn’t have gone out of your way to save me.” 
 
    A soft chuckle passed Jin’s lips. “Take solace in the fact that you are now more important to me than you once were.” 
 
    “That’s not very comforting, considering that you left me to die and all.” 
 
     The half-imp crossed his arms over his chest. “But now that we’ve magically decided that we’re all friends and give a shit about each other and such, are we going to get to see what’s under that hood.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Jin shook his head. “Though this would be the best place to reveal my secret.” 
 
    “So, reveal it already?” Uden gestured for him to get on with it. 
 
    “No. I think I’ll keep it to myself for a while longer. Some things, even your friends shouldn’t know.” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” The half-imp snorted. 
 
    “Do you have any more weapons or armor in your bag.” Jin nodded to Azure’s Bag of Holding. “I may have been able to save your life, but I couldn’t save your gear.”  
 
    “A small price to pay,” Azure admitted, feeling very little sadness over all of his stuff being gone.  
 
    He dug through his Bag of Holding, regretting having sold so many weapons and so much armor in the past. Then again, Azure never thought he would have been without. The more he recalled what he’d lost, the more it pained him. Hundreds of gold worth of items. Gone. But at least he still had his life. 
 
    “I have no armor,” he confessed finally. “Not even a shirt or underwear. As for weapons, I still have my two bows, though I left my crossbow on the ledge. And I have a staff, but it only does up to 3 damage. It’s mostly used for the spell it casts.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re going to be Lonnelling it for a while,” Uden said with a bit of amusement.  
 
    “Looks like he’s going to be ranged for a while,” Jin corrected him before opening his own bag and rifling through it. “I don’t have much, but I can spare these.” He began pulling pieces of clothing from his bag and laying them at Azure’s feet. 
 
    Azure just watched until he was done. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Large Rope Belt 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 4/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.3 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Cloth Gloves 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 4/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Cloth Kilt 
  
      	  Defense: +3 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Leather Cloak 
  
      	  Defense: +2 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 9/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Torn Tunic 
  
      	  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 8/18 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Sorry that most of them are Poor Quality items,” Jin said sheepishly. “I made them myself, and I’m still not very good at crafting yet.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” Azure knelt and examined the clothes, impressed, even though the craftmanship was shoddy.  
 
    As Azure donned the items, he really noticed how ill-fitting they were. The Torn Tunic offered nothing in the way of protection. There was a large rip down the back, as if it had been clawed by an animal, and several small holes dotted the front. Luckily, the Large Leather Cloak, for as heavy as it was, helped to keep the wind off his spine. If not for the Large Rope Belt, the Large Cloth Kilt would have fallen right off of him. Azure didn’t think he’d soon be getting used to the ocean breeze blowing on his boy bits, but it was better than being naked. The Large Cloth Gloves felt too awkward, so he gave them back.  
 
    “You look like a pauper,” Uden commented, following it up with, “I preferred you naked. Nice dick, by the way. Better keep that skirt nailed down at night, or I might find my way up it.” He gave Azure a wink.  
 
    Azure pinched his eyes shut. “Please don’t bust my balls right now. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “But it’s so much easier now that you don’t have anything protecting them.” The half-imp couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “I’m going to rest,” Jin interrupted them. “I advise you two to do the same.” And with that, he turned and walked toward where Finborh had disappeared into the side of the mountain. 
 
    Azure’s eyes trailed after the archer, still questioning why he’d sacrificed so much to bring Azure back to life. He knew there had to be a reason. Like everything else with Jin, though, Azure imagined he’d have to wait for the answer. Maybe he’d never even get it. Whatever the case, he had a debt to repay. Whether he enjoyed the archer’s company or not, Azure would be protecting him with his life until they managed to obtain the Land Stone.  
 
    “He must have been level 24 before this,” Azure muttered after doing some quick math. 
 
    “You’re lucky he had so many levels to divide,” Uden said before turning his attention to the Pool of Recovery. “What’s that?” 
 
    Azure’s head pivoted in the same direction. “No idea. Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    They walked over and gazed into the crystal waters.  
 
    “I wonder if it’s another Pool of Cleansing.” Azure recalled the one he’d encountered in Baremire. The Tree Queen had made him bathe in it to purify his skin before she lifted the curse that The Dark One had placed on him. That seemed like a lifetime ago now. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” The half-imp began stripping. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried?” Azure could already feel the smirk creeping across his face. 
 
    “About what?” Uden barely paid any mind to him. 
 
    “That you might burst into flames when you step foot in it if it’s some kind of pool of light magic.” There it was. Full-blown grin. Now it was his turn to bust the half-imp’s balls. 
 
    Uden gave pause. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Then he shrugged. “But probably not. Generally speaking, anything near a God should be safe.” And with that, he hopped into the water, splashing it everywhere.  
 
    Immediately, the glitter-like substance that had been floating in the water coalesced around him. The half-imp let out the most satisfied sigh that Azure had ever heard. His eyes rolled into the back of his head as the dirt and grim was pried away from his body and dissipated into nothingness. 
 
    It definitely looked like a Pool of Cleansing to Azure. 
 
    “Get in, this is heavenly,” Uden said before moving to the far edge of the pool to make room for Azure. 
 
    Stripping off his clothes once more, Azure crawled into the water. The miracle of cleansing that had taken place with the half-imp did not seem to be working on Azure. While the water was the perfect temperature, none of the glitter rose to surround him. 
 
    “I think I broke it,” he muttered. 
 
    “Were your stats topped off before?” Uden asked. 
 
    “Not sure.” Azure shook his head before opening his character sheet.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 12, 50% of the way to next level 
  Health: 210 / 210 
  Mana: 240 / 240 
  Stamina: 185 / 185 
  Vitality: 11 
  Intelligence: 14 
  Strength: 9 
  Agility: 7 
  Dexterity: 7 
  Charisma: 5 
  Luck: 8 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 5; 0% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 0% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 8; 0% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 11; 0% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 0% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 2; 0% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He winced from seeing the massive decrease. It seemed that any stat that had to be cut in half was rounded down. That hardly seemed fair. 
 
    “Oh my Gods.” Azure pressed his palms to his face and slowly dragged them down. It felt like his heart was sinking with them. So much progress…lost.  
 
    “Imagine how he feels.” Uden nodded toward Jin. 
 
    The archer was sitting on the ground leaning back against Finborh’s foot, presumably asleep. 
 
    “Hell, imagine how I felt when you guys brought me back. Now you know my pain.” The half-imp shifted his weight, the water swirling around him. “But anyway, I don’t think the pool works on you unless you have stats that need recovering. I instantly healed everything when I stepped into the water. Now I regret wasting that Heal All potion.” He screwed his face. 
 
    Azure closed his character sheet and sighed, trying not to think about how much of a struggle life would be until he recovered his levels. Having enough Stamina had been an issue for him in the beginning. He was not looking forward to that being the case again. 
 
    “Was it a waste? Last I remember, you were hanging on by a thread.” Azure recalled the half-imp floating practically lifeless in the sea. 
 
    “Yes. It was a waste,” Uden insisted. “I made it here unmolested, no thanks to him.” He shot a seething look in Jin’s direction. “But I had no idea what was here or what he was running toward or might run into. There was no way of me knowing.” The half-imp shook his head. “He knew what he was doing, though. Clearly. He was able to save you, after all.” 
 
    “I think he knows a lot more than he lets on.” Azure followed Uden’s gaze to where the archer was resting. Jin’s body had slumped over, his head bowing toward the earth. “I just don’t understand why he’s so secretive about everything.” 
 
    The half-imp snorted. “We’ve dealt with it this long. Might as well keep on keeping on.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s no choice now.” Azure’s eyes widened for a moment.  
 
    “We’re in this together, at least until he gets that Land Stone. Probably longer, if we all want our wishes granted.” Uden inhaled deeply and crossed his arms behind his head as he leaned back to relax. “I guess we’re going to have to learn to deal with him, secrets and all.” 
 
    “I guess so.”  
 
    Despite everything that the archer had done for Azure, the only thought that crossed his mind was that it would be the perfect time to sneak up on him and pull off that hood. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 190 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure slept better than he had in ages that night. It was great not having to take guard shifts. The only disappointment was that Jin woke him before the sun rose, but Azure understood the urgency. An invisible clock was ticking, counting down to Azure’s imminent demise if the archer was unable to obtain the Land Stone and return to Finborh within a year. 
 
    On their way out, Azure reclaimed his Crossbow of Weak Fear. Uden was more than a little disappointed that the chaoscrackle’s monster core had sunk into the ocean. Jin told him that it wasn’t important. Of course, the half-imp rightly argued that the monster core of a guardian monster was nearly priceless. It wouldn’t be until much later that the archer realized his mistake of not going back for it after he had revived Azure. 
 
    Much changed when they left The Welcoming Summit. Instead of hoarding all of the game for himself, Jin conceded to split the kills evenly so that they could all work on leveling. He also promised to teach Azure how to tan hides and make clothing as soon as they reached Noseon and were able to stock up on supplies.  
 
    Though Azure desperately yearned for a better close-range weapon than the Cultist's Reveal Staff, the archer refused to steer them in the direction of any settlements. It was the cause of quite a few arguments, but Jin always won in the end. 
 
    Tiny Owl came and went, but it wasn’t long before both Uden and Azure noticed a pattern. The owl always seemed to return right before the archer would suggest a change in direction.  
 
    “You and the owl speak to each other,” the half-imp approached the topic with caution. 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Jin replied defensively. 
 
    “But it’s not. He’s telling you about dangers ahead. That’s why you always redirect us when he returns.” Uden pointed out the obvious. 
 
    “He’s not wrong.” Azure backed him up. 
 
    “Except he is,” the archer insisted. “My tracking ability—” 
 
    “Was halved when you revived Azure,” the half-imp cut him off.  
 
    “We are not discussing this.” Jin quickly clammed up, picking up the pace to leave them in his wake. 
 
    Their journey was long but without peril, presumably thanks to Tiny Owl relaying information back to the archer about what lie ahead. Though they killed countless animals, Azure wasn’t able to level up again before they reached Noseon. Uden was, however, and he rubbed it in their faces that they were now all the same level. 
 
    Despite gaining no character levels, Azure was able to level up several of his skills, though the notifications held less gravity than the first time he’d received them. It felt like a grind reclaiming what he’d lost. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Archery has reached Level 6. This skill allows you to use a bow and arrow to defeat enemies. Aim strong and true. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Archery has reached Level 7. This skill allows you to use a bow and arrow to defeat enemies. Aim strong and true. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 9. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 10. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed. You can now see the foe's level. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 11. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 4. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 32% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 5. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 40% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 6. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 48% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 7. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 56% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 8. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 64% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 9. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 72% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 10. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 80% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 11. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 90% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 12. You have to eat to survive. You now have a 100% chance of not burning your food when only cooking one item. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 13. You have to eat to survive. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 12. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 13. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 14. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 15. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Uden allowing Azure to borrow one of his daggers, Azure collected a plethora of pelts along the way: 61 rabbit pelts, 58 deer pelts, and 3 boar pelts. As they shared the hunt, they also shared cooking duties as well as feeding the entire party. There was more meat than they could ever hope to eat—more meat than Azure had the Stamina to cook, which was his first trial of frustration from having lost levels. 
 
    He also harvested 209 Fireweed, 77 Wild Onion, 223 Blue Mushroom, 68 Garden Cane, 3 Kimberly Holly, and 1 Deciduous Carrot. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Fireweed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Wild Onion 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +5 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Blue Mushroom 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 MP if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Garden Cane 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Kimberly Holly 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Deciduous Carrot 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure couldn’t wait to unload it all in Noseon, hoping he’d earn enough to buy a better weapon and upgrade his gear. While he was grateful for everything that Jin had given him, wearing such light armor had him feeling vulnerable. That, coupled with his lack of confidence in wielding the Cultist’s Reveal Staff, made him okay with skipping out on fighting monsters along their journey. 
 
    The time limit seemed shorter with the trip to Noseon being so lengthy. On foot, they traversed over a thousand miles, taking a month and a half to reach the grand kingdom.  
 
    Azure hadn’t prepared himself for the things he’d feel when the towers of the castle crested in the distance. They were still a few miles away when it came into view, sitting majestic on a peninsula, much like The Welcoming Summit had. The two big differences were that there was a wide patch of land connecting the peninsula to the mainland, and the giant walls around the castle looked more inviting than the threatening peaks of The Welcoming Summit had. 
 
    Azure couldn’t have imagined that a city this large existed in The Realm. The peninsula rose in elevation, peaking at the castle as if holding it up on a pedestal. Even before they reached the gates, Azure could make out countless buildings of various shapes and sizes. While he couldn’t wait to get inside and explore the myriad of businesses, it was also a bit daunting to think that they’d have to find the Keeper amidst a place that clearly had the capacity to house hundreds of thousands of people.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 236 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The guards standing sentry on either side of the giant gate leading into Noseon didn’t even seem to be checking anyone, their eyes staring straight forward as if they were statues instead of men. Azure’s nerves swelled as they approached. He couldn’t fight the feeling that they were about to be apprehended. Surely, the guards would know that they were strangers to the city and ask what their business was. Despite his worries, they passed through the gate unmolested. 
 
    There were a lot of other people coming and going into Noseon. Couples and individuals strolling along with no sense of urgency. Hopeful merchants bringing wares into the city or leaving to restock. Families in carts and knights on horseback. Azure had never seen so many people on a road in Patheana before, and so many different types of people either. Dwarves and gnomes and humans and even races he couldn’t even begin to guess. People of all ethnicities. Noseon seemed to be the melting pot of Patheana. Perhaps that’s why the guards had not even batted an eye when Azure and his crew had entered. 
 
    “They didn’t even check us,” he muttered once they were inside. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure they Analyzed us as we passed,” the archer argued, though he didn’t seem much interested in conversation until they had gotten a bit further into the city.  
 
    He had dismissed Tiny Owl to the forest long before they had arrived, perhaps not wanting to draw any suspicion to them. 
 
    Stone and timber buildings lined the main road into the city. Various signage hung above their doors. Azure itched to shop, excited by having options for once. Everywhere he’d been so far, there’d been one blacksmith, one alchemy shop, one clothier, and so on. With as many people as lived and worked in Noseon, there had to be dozens of blacksmiths, alchemy shops, and everything else.  
 
    “I don’t know how we’re going to find the Keeper in a place this big,” Uden said, looking overwhelmed. 
 
    If anyone should be excited about being in Noseon, it should be him. The half-imp would blend in in a way that he never had before, with or without his Cloak of Concealment. Azure was certain he wasn’t the only half-breed wandering about. 
 
    “It is a daunting task, for sure.” Jin’s gaze passed down the street, watching the people come and go. “We have no choice. We have to split up,” he said finally. “But first, we should find an inn.” 
 
    They continued down the main street until reaching the first inn they encountered. The signage out front said Ancient Aegis Inn. Below that was the sigil of a blue lion with its tongue sticking out surrounded by a flourish of vines and roses. 
 
    “This place looks expensive,” Uden muttered, but the archer led them inside anyway. 
 
    A barrel of a man with red mutton chops, rough cheeks, and a small stub of a nose stood behind the counter. 
 
    “Welcome, weary travelers!” The innkeeper outstretched his arms in salutation. 
 
    “Kind greetings,” Jin replied, though his voice didn’t mirror the man’s excitement. 
 
    “How may I accommodate you on this fine day?” 
 
    “We need information about the kingdom. Names of roads, sectors, notable places.”  
 
    “All free information with your reservation here.” The innkeeper smiled broadly at them.  
 
    “How much for a night?” Jin asked. 
 
    “1 gold, 2 silver.” 
 
    “1 gold!” Azure mouthed to the half-imp, who looked equally appalled by the price. 
 
    Noticing their apprehension, the innkeeper quickly went into his sales pitch. “We are one of the more modestly priced inns on Earl Row. The closer you get to Laeves Keep, the more expensive things get. Price of being close to the royal family.” 
 
    The innkeeper wasn’t even done talking before the archer said, “We’ll take a night.” Then he turned to his companions. “Pony up, you two.” 
 
    Uden grabbed Jin by the arm, and the three men took a few steps away from the counter. “That’s awfully expensive. You know, he’s probably lying. I’m sure we can find somewhere cheaper if we look around more.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” the archer replied firmly. “We’ll just stay here tonight. Each of us is going our own way after this. We can look for cheaper places to stay along the way, then plan what we’ll do tomorrow. For now, information is more important than wasting daylight finding a better price on an inn.” 
 
    Azure wanted to argue, but he understood. Jin was expressing such urgency because of him. He should be grateful and not whine over the few silvers he’d lose. 
 
    “He’s right,” Azure agreed. “It’s not like we have to stay here the entire time we’re in Noseon.” 
 
    “Fine.” The half-imp’s entire body deflated. 
 
    Begrudgingly, they all dug into their bags for the coin to pay for a night. 
 
    “Will that be one bed or two?” the innkeeper inquired. 
 
    “One,” Azure said at the same time that Jin said, “Two.” 
 
    “It’s two silver extra for two beds.” The innkeeper gave them an overdramatic frown of sympathy. 
 
    “You’re paying for it.” Uden pointed at the archer irritably. “We’re not made of gold.” 
 
    “Fine.” There was no opposition or anger in Jin’s voice. 
 
    Once they had made the transaction, the innkeeper got busy providing them with the information they sought. “Noseon is divided into four main sectors. You’re currently in Lower Noseon. This is where you’ll find most of the traveling merchants, Merchant’s Row, the farmer’s market, and the main civilian district. The center point of Lower Noseon is the Temple of Finborh. If you’re standing outside and looking to the northeast, it’s the second largest building in the city. The one with five points around it like a crown. You can’t miss it. 
 
    “Also in Lower Noseon is The Adventurers Guild and The Alchemists Guild. Do you have any interest in those?” The innkeeper shifted his gaze between them. 
 
    “No. Not really.” Jin shook his head. 
 
    Just the thought of what had happened at The Adventurers Guild in Squall’s End made Azure’s blood boil. 
 
    “I’m guessing there are taverns and brothels here, too?” Uden shifted his weight.  
 
    “Taverns, yes. Brothels, no.” The innkeeper looked slightly uncomfortable. “There’s a tavern right next door to us. As per usual, most of the taverns are next to inns, though there are a few exceptions.” 
 
    “That’s all I really care about,” the half-imp said jadedly. 
 
    “Please, tell us about the rest of the city.” Jin urged the innkeeper to continue. 
 
    “Lower Noseon takes up about one-third of all of Noseon, and The Alchemists Guild is pretty much in the center of the city, bordering Crossroads Square, which is basically just a large area where the city festivals are held. 
 
    “Beyond that, to the southeast is Upper Noseon, but don’t let the name fool you. It’s an area of Noseon were the lesser fortunate reside. Bordering Upper Noseon and Lower Noseon to the far southeast is Cobbler’s Corner. The shops there cater to both sectors, so you can find a variety of moderately to lower-priced clothing, shoes, and accessories. 
 
    “There is a street called Barley Avenue that leads directly from Crossroads Square to the center of Upper Noseon, which is the Fighting Pits. It is exactly as it sounds. If you’re good with your fists, some money can be made there. And if you’re not so good, you could quickly find yourself dead. 
 
    “To the south of the Fighting Pits, you’ll find Ylaellorna’s. It is the only legally established brothel in all of Noseon, and you can expect to pay a pretty penny for any of the whores there. They are said to be the crème de la crème of Noseon.” The innkeeper looked at Uden directly as he explained this. “Below the Fighting Pits is Underland, the slums of Noseon. You don’t want to go there,” he said gravely. 
 
    “Got it. And for the rest of the city,” Jin pressed. 
 
    It was a lot to take in, and Azure was quickly becoming overwhelmed by the plethora of information. 
 
    “Upper Noseon takes up a little less than a third of Noseon. To the southwest of that is Glulp Garden. It’s where most of the knights and higher-ups in the city live. Other than that, there’s nothing of note. It’s exclusively a residential district.  
 
    “Below that is Kit Acre, which is mostly home to Gligan Market, a high-end marketplace where skilled artisans craft treasures that most commoners cannot afford.” 
 
    “And that’s it?” Jin asked. 
 
    “Yes.” The innkeeper nodded. 
 
    “Got it. Common people and shops. Poor people and shops. Rich people. Rich people shops.” The archer mapped it all out on an invisible piece of paper in the air. 
 
    “Are you sure you got it all?” Azure arched an eyebrow. “I mean, clearly, Glulp Garden and Kit Acre are easy, but I’m still pretty lost about how to find anything in this sector.” 
 
    “Ah ha!” The innkeeper said boisterously, drawing their attention back. When he looked at them, he had a finger pointed to the sky. “But you don’t have to remember it all. For you see, I have a map.” He reached under the counter and pulled out a scroll. 
 
    “Thank you.” Jin moved to take it, but the merchant quickly pulled it away. 
 
    “You can have everything I just told you saved into your World Map for the low price of 5 silver,” he paused before a shit-eating grin stretched across his face, “a piece.” 
 
    Azure rolled his eyes. They hadn’t even been in Noseon for a full day, and he already had a feeling that the city was designed to bleed his wallet dry.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 236 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure bit, dropping 5 more silver on the map. Jin purchased one too, but Uden refused. The same urgency that the archer had projected about them finding an inn quickly was what had driven Azure to part with his coin. That, and the fact that he didn’t want to be aimlessly bumbling around a city he didn’t know. The place was huge, and he had little doubt that he’d get lost without a map. 
 
    After he and Jin had examined the map, they quickly discovered that it would take more than one day to explore the city. That would mean they’d need to strategize carefully about what they wanted to do and where they wanted to go.  
 
    Once their business with the innkeeper was concluded, the three men went up to their room to discuss their plans. The room was spacious, with two feather beds and fresh linens. A window overlooked the road below. There were two bedside tables with lamps, and even a chest at the foot of one of their beds to store their belongings. It was the nicest inn that Azure had ever stayed at in The Realm, but he still didn’t feel that it was worth the price. 
 
    “I should steal that chest,” Uden said as he stared down at it. 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” Jin chastised him. “We need to figure out how we’re going to divide up the city.”  
 
    “I’ll take Upper Noseon,” the half-imp offered. “I want to check out the Fighting Pits and the brothel. Plus, I can probably go into Underland without anyone batting an eye.” 
 
    The archer nodded in approval. “I’d like to first go to the Temple of Finborh. As for you, Azure,” he turned his attention to Azure, “you should check out the taverns around Lower Noseon. I’ll also put you in charge of finding us cheaper accommodations.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me, but I’d also like to get a bit of shopping in,” Azure confessed. “I need a better weapon than the staff I’ve been carrying, and I’m almost out of arrows.” 
 
    “We all need to resupply,” Jin agreed hesitantly. “Let’s just not waste too much time doing it. I know that it’s tempting to want to look around, but over a month has already passed. It will take us at least another month and a half to return to Finborh. We have nine months to get this done,” he reminded them. 
 
    They all nodded in agreement, deciding to meet back at Ancient Aegis Inn in three days and then parted ways. 
 
    The day was long, and for the most part, fruitless. None of the people Azure spoke to had any idea what he was talking about, having never heard of the Keeper before. They suggested various locations where he might find the information. Of course, most were places that his friends were already investigating: the church, the brothels—apparently, there were more in Underland that the innkeeper hadn’t told them about—the Fighting Pits, and some seedier taverns in Underland. The only suggestion that Azure hadn’t thought of was to go directly to King Algrenon. 
 
    Earl Row eventually branched off into two other streets, Dawn Street and Emerald Avenue. Dawn Street led to the Temple of Finborh, The Adventurers Guild, and The Alchemists Guild, while Emerald Avenue was the home of Merchant’s Row. Azure soon learned that most of the traveling merchants hung out along Earl Row touting their wares. 
 
    While he wasn’t sure why he should be surprised, he also found that the Ancient Aegis Inn was, in fact, the most expensive inn on Earl Row up until the fork where the prices seemed to skyrocket. On the corner of Earl Row and Emerald Avenue was an inn that cost 3 gold a night. Between the two, prices dropped, but not by much. The best deal he found was 8 silver a night. It was still steep, but not as bad as what they were currently paying. 
 
    Azure stopped at the first merchant he came across to sell everything he’d collected on their long journey, feeling that it would be a good idea to know how much money he had to work with and plan out a budget. Offloading all of his uncooked meat and cooked boar meat, plus most of his alchemy components and the Destroyed River Goblin Rib garnered him a whopping 931 gold, 2 silver, and 4 copper. Suddenly, the price of the Ancient Aegis Inn didn’t seem so bad. 
 
    In total, Azure now had 949 gold, 4 silver, and 5 copper. It was more coin than he’d ever possessed at one time since coming to The Realm, and it should be more than enough to replace the armor and weapons he’d lost. Saving 100 gold aside for whatever he might need it for in the future, Azure decided that it was probably safe to drop the rest on gear. 
 
    The street vendors were relentless with their calls to get his attention. Most offered trinkets, shoddily made artisan crafts, junk they were trying to get rid of, and food, but a few had items of interest. Azure knew better than to spend all his coin at the first traveling vendor he stopped at. There was still Merchant's Row to explore, and beyond that, the temptation of wandering into Gligan Market. That would have to wait, though, as the sun was hastily making a descent over the horizon. Time seemed to fly now that Azure was surrounded by people and sights to see. 
 
    Azure wasn’t even able to get in any real shopping before he had to stop for the night. Pushing himself until his exhaustion was too much to bear, he ended up shelling out 2 gold for a room. Sadly, it wasn’t even as nice as Ancient Aegis Inn. He lamented the waste of money on the room there, especially since they weren’t actually staying the night at Ancient Aegis Inn. That had been one expensive map. 
 
    In the morning, Azure decided to spend his day mostly shopping. 
 
    Turning down Emerald Avenue, he expected to see a variety of smiths. The street was lined with large buildings on both sides, most looking uniform, the only big difference the signage above them. For the most part, all of the businesses in Noseon were made from white stone with terracotta clay shingled roofs. Everything in Lower Noseon had a clean look to it.   
 
    There were at least a dozen different shops on Merchant’s Row, but the only places of interest to Azure were Brews Brothers Bowyer, The Gracious Sword, Long Journey Armory, and Majestic Nut Sundries. More than anything, Azure wanted to get his hands on a good sword, so he went to The Gracious Sword first. The words on the signage were stacked, with an image of a sword between The and Gracious, and another one between the words Gracious and Sword. 
 
    Walking inside, Azure was in awe of the number of blades affixed to the walls and hanging on racks. The place had every kind of melee weapon you could think of from greatswords to polearms. Seeing it all made him feel a whole lot overwhelmed and a little bit intimidated. 
 
    “Greetings. What can I help you with today?” A thin man with dark hair neatly parted in the middle and a waxed handlebar mustache came to greet him. 
 
    Azure shook the wonder from his eyes to focus on the merchant. “I need a good sword and a good dagger.” 
 
    “Well, I can certainly help you there.” The swordsmith glanced back at his wares and then chuckled before returning his attention to Azure. “I know it’s a lot. Let me narrow it down for you. What type of sword would you prefer, and what’s your budget? Also, would you like me to cap the selection at your current level?” The merchant was nothing if not professional.  
 
    “That would be helpful,” Azure said, unable to hide how impressed he was. 
 
    Coming up with answers to everything took him a minute. He hadn’t really thought about what he might prefer. While Azure had gotten used to wielding a two-handed sword, his one-handed skill was higher, and it also applied to using daggers, so it made more sense for him to carry a sword and shield. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, coming to the sword shop first might not have been the best idea. Azure knew he wanted to buy himself a full set of armor, but he hadn’t really any idea how much each piece would cost or how much he should set aside for a sword. Doing some quick math, he thought he came up with a good number. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be kicking himself later. 
 
    “Let me look at your one-handed swords. Budget will be about…” he hummed as he quickly recalculated. “100 gold. Go ahead and cap at my level. There’s no point in buying a sword I can’t use.” It would be the most expensive weapon he’d purchased yet, which should mean that it would be even better than his old Florance’s Blade.  
 
    “All right. That should narrow it down a little. Let’s look at swords first. We can look at daggers after,” the swordsmith said before an interface popped up in Azure’s vision. 
 
    Considering that he had expected to be brought over to the swords to examine them, it was a bit startling. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Fire Forged Short Sword 
  
      	  Attack: +5-30 
  Attack Bonus: +1 Fire Damage 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 23/23 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.9 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Forged Bastard Sword 
  
      	  Attack: +7-30 
  Attack Bonus: +3 Fire Damage 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.2 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Forged Scimitar 
  
      	  Attack: +6-30 
  Attack Bonus: +1 Fire Damage 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 23/23 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bronze Wakizashi 
  
      	  Attack: +4-30 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 27/27 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.7 kg 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He was a bit disappointed by the selection. The stats on the swordsmith’s offerings weren’t even as good as Azure’s Bergen’s Glaive had been.  
 
    “Show me your two-handed swords. Same criteria, otherwise,” he requested. Maybe the longswords would do more damage. 
 
    “All right.” The merchant nodded, and a new selection of swords popped into Azure’s field of vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Fire Forged Two-Handed Sword 
  
      	  Attack: +12-122 
  Attack Bonus: +3 Fire Damage 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 42/42 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 9.1 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Zweihander of Hate  
  
      	  Attack: +34-119 
  Vitality: +50 
  Intelligence: +50 
  Strength: +5 
  Agility: +50 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 40/40 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.3 kg 
  Uses: Automatically casts Hate on any wielder below level 45. Hate causes the wielder to frenzy and attack anything within a 15-foot radius when engaged in battle, be it foe or friend.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Zweihander of Vengeance 
  
      	  Attack: +34-119 
  Vitality: +3 
  Intelligence: +4 
  Agility: +4 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 40/40 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.3 kg 
  Uses: Automatically casts Vengeance when fighting a foe that has slain one of your party members, friends, or family members. Vengeance adds +20 to one attack against the offending foe. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Balanced Zweihander 
  
      	  Attack: +32-119 
  Vitality: +4 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 40/40 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.0 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tarnished Two-Handed Sword 
  
      	  Attack: +9-136 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 48/48 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 9.0 kg 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    To his extreme happiness, all of the two-handed swords had better attack stats than his Florance’s Blade. Azure knew instantly that he would choose one of them. No longer having to worry about budgeting for a shield, he had a bit more he could spend. 
 
    “What if I up my price to 120 gold?” he asked, hoping for something just a smidge better. 
 
    The swordsmith shook his head. “I don’t have anything else to offer that would fall within that range that’s in your level.” 
 
    “All right.” Azure nodded, going over his choices again. 
 
    Naturally, the Zweihander of Hate caught his eye first with its mad stats. Clearly, they came at a price though—a nonmonetary one. While he salivated at the thought of adding +50 to his Vitality and Intelligence instantly, it wasn’t worth the risk of activating Hate during a battle. 
 
    The Tarnished Two-Handed Sword had the best attack stats, but the Fire Forged Two-Handed Sword would just be cool to have. Azure wondered how exactly the infliction of fire damage worked, and if it was a guaranteed thing. Even if it was, the damage still didn’t stack up to that of the Tarnished Two-Handed Sword, but the added Vitality, Intelligence, and Agility of the Zweihander of Vengeance made it more valuable. Plus, its starting attack of +34 was better than the +9 starting damage of the Tarnished Two-Handed Sword. The Vengeance spell was a pretty addition that Azure would probably never use. 
 
    “How much is the Zweihander of Vengeance?” Azure asked finally.  
 
    “Conveniently enough, it’s exactly 120 gold,” the merchant told him with a serpentine smile. 
 
    Azure had a feeling that the price would have been much lower if he hadn’t mentioned the increase in his funds earlier. 
 
    He hissed. “That’s a bit more than I had originally planned—” 
 
    “But worth it for such an exquisite sword,” the swordsmith cut him off, already walking over to the wall to retrieve the sword. 
 
    When he took it from the wall, Azure instantly fell in love with the two-handed cruciform. It was long and sleek and made of shiny silver steel. The lugs came out at points about a foot away from the crossguard, which was elegantly curved away from his hands. Tapering down softly to a round pommel, the metal of the grip was textured for better staying power in an ungloved hand. It was, Azure thought, a perfect two-handed weapon. 
 
    He sighed, knowing he was in the merchant’s clutches. If the man wouldn’t budge, then Azure would be dropping the full 120 gold on the sword. “Are you sure you can’t go any lower? My second choice is the Tarnished Two-Handed Sword, but I’d much rather have this one.” 
 
    “This one is superior. The Tarnished Sword is a much cheaper blade.” The swordsmith handed the Zweihander of Vengeance over to Azure. “And it definitely won’t give you the edge you need if you have someone to avenge.” 
 
    “I don’t have anyone to avenge,” Azure said pointedly, hoping to lower the price some. 
 
    “Maybe not now,” The swordsmith quirked his head to the side, “but you never know about the future.”  
 
    “I’ll take the Tarnished Two-Handed Sword.” Azure tried to call the merchant’s bluff on the price of the Zweihander of Vengeance. He began to hand it back, but the swordsmith didn’t reach to take it. 
 
    The swordsmith gave him a tight-lipped smile. “How about 110? You seem to know quality when you see it.” 
 
    “100. You said the sword was within my original budget. That means it shouldn’t be more than 100.” Azure stood firm. 
 
    “Well, you could have a 110 gold quality sword, or you could walk away with a 6 gold quality sword,” the merchant continued to haggle. 
 
    “Only 6 gold for the Tarnished Two-Handed Sword. Stupendous. That just means I’ll get to spend more on armor.” He tried to offer the Zweihander back again. 
 
    The swordsmith stared at Azure for a few seconds, his lips pressed into a hard line. After what seemed like a full minute, he spoke again. “Fine. 100 gold for the Zwiehander of Vengeance.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Azure had a hard time hiding his excitement from having won their bargaining match. 
 
    “Now, let’s see about outfitting you with a dagger.” The smile that had been previously there had left the merchant’s face in light of losing out on 20 extra gold. 
 
    Azure felt no sympathy for the man. He had clearly tried to swindle Azure. 
 
    Once they had exchanged coin for sword, another selection of weapons popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Fire Forged Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +3-30 
  Attack Bonus: +1 Fire Damage 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Smogmorph Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +3-30 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 19/19 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Forged Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +3-30 
  Attack Bonus: +3 Backstab 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.6 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crude Guardsman Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +4-30 
  Attack Bonus: +8 Backstab 
  Vitality: +8 
  Intelligence: +1 
  Strength: +4 
  Agility: +6 
  Dexterity: +6 
  Charisma: +2 
  Luck: +2 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.40 kg 
  Traits: +1% resistance to Fire Magic, +1% resistance to Water Magic, +1% resistance to Disease, +1% resistance to Poison 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was a no-brainer which dagger Azure was the most interested in. 
 
    “How much for the Crude Guardsman Dagger?” he asked. 
 
    “106 gold, 1 silver, and 3 copper, and I won’t take one copper less.” The merchant held his ground. 
 
    “We both know you’ll sell it to me for 100.” Azure shifted his weight. 
 
    “Do we?” The swordsmith gave him a look that said he wasn’t budging. 
 
    Azure sighed, a bit tired of the bargaining game. “How much for the Forged Dagger?” 
 
    “That one is 7 gold, 8 silver.” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    As soon as he’d spoken the words, the merchant went to retrieve the dagger. When he put it in Azure’s hands, Azure couldn’t help but look disappointed. 
 
    I guess he’s not budging on the price this time after all. 
 
    “What’s 6 more gold, in the grand scheme of things,” Azure continued to try to bargain for the better dagger. 
 
    “6 gold means the difference between you walking out with the Crude Guardsman Dagger or this one.” The swordsmith looked down at the Forged Dagger in Azure’s hands. 
 
    Azure snorted and shook his head. “Fine. You know I want the other dagger.” He relented, handing the Forged Dagger back, which earned him a huge smile from the merchant. 
 
    It was more than Azure had wanted to spend, but it was worth it. The dagger was amazing—way better than his Black Dagger had been. Azure was more excited about the bonus stats it provided than its actual ability as a weapon, though the attack stats were nothing to sneeze at either. 
 
    Walking out of The Gracious Sword, Azure already felt more like his old self. Having money was definitely making a big difference in recovering from the blow of losing his levels. There was still much more shopping left to do, though. 
 
    The next stop on his list was Brew Brothers Bowyer. While Azure was tempted to look at the bows, he knew that Jin was their archer, so there wasn’t much point in him upgrading. Instead, he saved time by simply asking for 81 Steel Arrows, which would bring his count up to 99. The cost was 11 gold, 3 silver, and 4 copper. 
 
    Next, Azure went to Long Journey Armory. The sign out front had the picture of a helm with a feather sticking out of it. Inside, various full suits of armor stood assembled on pedestals, giving shoppers an idea of what they would look like it in. There were also individual pieces strewn across a row of tables at the back and sides of the room, as well as a few choice pieces displayed on the walls. Again, Azure felt the wonder of such a variety presented before him. Even better, since he hadn’t spent very much on arrows, he could afford to stretch himself a bit on the armor. 
 
    Standing short and wide, the armorer didn’t give any illusion that he could actually fit into any of his armor. This was not a man who engaged in battle, but who aided in it by making protection for warriors. His dark curly hair was cut close to his head, his features round yet not very welcoming. He seemed like a man who had already had a stressful day.  
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked in a gruff voice that most certainly sounded like he didn’t want to help. 
 
    Feeling intimidated and not wanting to take up too much of the man’s time, Azure asked, “How much for a full set?” 
 
    Azure hadn’t donned a full set of armor since Karma had given him the Armor of Light. Just thinking about how he had lost it when he’d died made Azure feel a mix of shame and sadness. 
 
    “Probably more than you can afford.” The merchant looked Azure up and down with disdain before closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.” He quickly recovered. “Full sets start at 50 gold and go up from there.” 
 
    Only 50 gold? That was well within Azure’s price range. 
 
    Though the armorer had spoken to him rudely, Azure bore no ill-will against him. Azure had to remind himself that he looked like a pauper in his ill-fitting clothes. It was no wonder that the merchant thought he couldn’t afford anything better. 
 
    “Well,” Azure began, “I have about 500 gold to spend, so show me what I can get for that.” 
 
    The armorer’s eyes widened at the amount, and a soft smile crossed his lips. “Well, then. I’ll definitely be able to do something for you. Have a look at this.” He walked over and put a hand on Azure’s shoulder, gently leading him to a suit of armor on one of the pedestals. 
 
    The armor was pitch black and shiny. It had more pieces than Azure had even planned to buy individually, including a collar and a cloak. No doubt, Azure would look like a complete badass in it. 
 
    “How much?” he asked. 
 
    “529 gold for the whole set,” the merchant replied with a smile. 
 
    “Can I see the stats?”  
 
    “Of course.” The armor gestured for Azure to step closer and examine the set. 
 
    As soon as did, his vision filled with information on each piece. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Black Wolf Boots 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Bracers 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Cape 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Collar 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.9 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Legplates 
  
       	  Defense: +7 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 50/50 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Mail 
  
       	  Defense: +12 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 50/50 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.2 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Half-Helm 
  
       	  Defense: +3 
  Dexterity: +7 
  Charisma: -9 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 18/18 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Pauldrons 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Waistband 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Armplates 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure felt a bit underwhelmed by the stats. For as impressive as the armor looked, it didn’t offer shit for protection compared to other things he had come across in The Realm. And the -9 to Charisma that the half-helm promised was more than a bit disconcerting.  
 
    To be fair, it kind of made sense. The helm was bloody ugly, coming down at a slope from the forehead that transitioned into a wolf’s snout. Women would likely cringe away from it, and it would probably spike fear in the hearts of children. But 9 points? Really? That almost nullified the benefits of wearing it. 
 
    Doing the math, Azure estimated that each piece must be worth around 48 gold each. 11 pieces of armor was an awful lot, but it was also an awful lot of protection when combined—+65 added to his defense, plus +7 Dexterity. 
 
    “What bonus do I get from equipping the full set?” he asked, wondering if the answer would sway his decision. 
 
    “A 20% increase to defense stats for donning the whole set,” the armor informed him. 
 
    That would bring it up to +78 Defense. While that did sound better, Azure couldn’t seem to get over the loss of Charisma. 
 
    “No extra bonuses beyond that?” He searched for anything that might cajole him into wanting the armor a bit more. The Armor of Light he once possessed had given him a 10% resistance to dark magic. A set of armor like the Black Wolf Armor should be able to do better. 
 
    “No,” the armorer replied. 
 
    Azure gave a long nod, considering what other options he might have. With a long sigh, he decided to test plan B. “I really only need gloves, armplates or vambraces, legplates, boots, and a chest piece of some sort. I feel that I might get better bang for my buck if I buy those things individually.” 
 
    “You might, but probably not. Individual pieces won’t give you a bonus like a full set would,” the merchant explained, but Azure already knew that. 
 
    “Yeah.” Azure sighed. “I’ll take my chances. Let’s see what else you have.” 
 
    “Would we be dividing your budget?” 
 
    “Yes,” Azure said hesitantly, wondering if he should be allocating more to certain pieces. “And cap at my level. There’s no point in looking at things I can’t wear.” 
 
    “Of course. Let’s start with gloves. Here’s what I have in your price range,” the armorer said before a screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Ringmail Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.3 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bronze Brigandine Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +7 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bloodforged Gauntlets 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure grumbled at the small selection. Even worse, the only gloves that had better stats than the Black Wolf Gloves were the Bronze Brigandine Gloves. 
 
    “How much are the Bronze Brigandine Gloves?” he asked a bit irritably. 
 
    “23 gold,” the merchant replied. 
 
    Azure felt stress building in his temples. “I have 100 gold to spend on these. Don’t you have anything better?” 
 
    “Not at your level.” The armorer shook his head, not bothering to look apologetic. 
 
    Azure couldn’t help but feel like he was being baited into buying the Black Wolf Armor. 
 
    “Let me see your armplates instead,” he requested, hoping that the selection would make him more optimistic that he could put together a good suit of armor on his own. 
 
    “As you wish,” the merchant said, sending the screen of gloves away and replacing it with one with armplates. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Ringmail Sleeves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.7 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Small Ringmail Sleeves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bloodforged Sleeves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure groaned. Plan B was not going well at all. Sensing this, the armorer said, “As you see, you’d be much better off just buying a full set.” 
 
    Azure refused to believe that was his only option. 
 
    “There are other armorers in Noseon. I think I’ll look around more,” he told the man, trying to goad him into offering better wares. 
 
    It didn’t work. The merchant dryly bid him good luck and sent him on his way. 
 
    Standing outside of Long Journey Armory, Azure felt nothing but stress. Not only had he wasted a bunch of time looking at armor he didn’t want, but he couldn’t visit Gligan Market if he wanted to rendezvous with Jin and Uden at their appointed hour. The sun would be disappearing over the horizon shortly, and that meant he needed to start heading back to Ancient Aegis Inn. 
 
    He hurried over to Majestic Nut Sundries, thinking of the list of supplies that Jin had given him to learn how to tan hides and do leatherworking. The store was organized in rows of shelves, but there was no signage to tell him where any specific items were located. Instead of spending his energy running up and down the aisles and hoping he’d find what he needed, Azure decided to ask the store clerk, a woman in her mid-years with curly auburn hair and round glasses. She smiled at him kindly and offered to assist by pointing out where everything was but refused to leave her post. 
 
    Azure found the tanning solution easily enough, but when he walked down the aisle with thread, the sheer number of options overwhelmed him. Jin hadn’t mentioned any specific kind, but Azure figured that the cheapest was probably the best for his first few attempts at sewing. 
 
    The same thing with needles. There were more than he could have ever even figured out the uses for. Now that Azure thought about it, he hadn’t really taken the time to examine the needle that Jin used. That caused him to make another trip up to the counter for advice. 
 
    It was clear by the woman’s weary expression that she was ready to be done working for the day, but still, she took the time to help him, asking what he planned to sew. 
 
    “I’m a novice. I don’t really know what I’m doing,” he confessed a bit abashedly. 
 
    Without even a second glance at the giant selection, the woman reached forward and plucked a needle from the mix. “This should be exactly what you need.” 
 
    “Perfect!” he replied with a grateful smile, then followed her up to the register to check out. 
 
    The whole lot of items cost him 1 gold and 5 silver. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sewing Needle 
  
      	  Attack: +1 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Crafting Component. Spends 1 Durability for each use. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Silk Thread 
  
      	  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Crafting Component. Spends 1 Durability for each use. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tanning Solution 
  
      	  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.8 kg 
  Uses: Crafting Component. Spends 1 Durability for each use. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With his business concluded, Azure started back, deciding to try to make it to the inn that only cost 8 silver per night. The next morning, he continued the long journey to Ancient Aegis Inn, only stopping at the occasional tavern for meals and to ask around about the Keeper some more. Ultimately, he came up empty-handed. 
 
    It wasn’t until the moon had fully risen above and the night sky surrounding it was black that Azure finally reached his destination. He found Jin sitting in the lobby waiting for him, but Uden was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You were out a while,” the archer said in an almost accusatory voice. 
 
    In truth, Azure was a bit late. 
 
    “It’s a big place,” he replied with an inner sigh, exhausted from the walk.  
 
    “And what did you find out?” Jin asked the second that Azure took a seat beside him. 
 
    “A whole lot of nothing. No one around here has ever heard of the Keeper.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” The archer raised a hand to scratch his chin beneath his hood.  
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “The same. But I think the Sisters of Finborh know something they’re not saying. I spoke to the prioress directly, and while she said she didn’t know anything, she suggested that the king might. The way she said it, though…” his voice trailed off for a moment, “it was as if speaking about the Keeper made her uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Hm. I was also given the suggestion that we should speak to the king.” Azure remembered. 
 
    Jin gave a weary sigh. “I suppose we should wait and see what Uden comes back with. As it’s looking right now, we should go directly to the king.” 
 
    They spent the next hour making idle chitchat about the sights they’d seen and the shopping they’d done before Uden finally returned, clearly deep in his cups. His breath and clothes reeked of alcohol, and there was a sway to his walk and a slur to his words. Jin seemed absolutely disgusted by him.  
 
    “I’m guessing you got nothing done,” the archer said in a voice that reminded Azure of a father reprimanding their child. 
 
    “Oh, I got plenty done. Did plenty.” The half-imp hiccupped. “Did plenty of people. Did I say that already?” Uden hiccupped again. 
 
    “You mean drank plenty. My Gods, man, you smell like you brought the tavern with you.” Azure stood, just happy that they were all together and could get into a room. 
 
    “And the brothel,” Uden announced proudly. 
 
    “Let’s get a room so we can discuss our findings in secrecy.” Jin stood as well, his hood poised past them as if he was staring at the innkeeper. 
 
    The man had been coming and going ever since he realized that Jin and Azure were waiting for Uden, but now that they were all together, he was standing sentry at his post, and thought he looked innocuous, it did seem like he was listening in on their conversation. In The Realm, information was money. 
 
    Uden was too drunk to count his coin, so Jin ended up paying his share of the room, just wanting to get out of the foyer. Once they received their key and were safely inside their room, Jin leaned against the closed door as if trying to keep his distance from the drunk half-imp. His arms were crossed over his chest, and though Azure couldn’t see his face, he knew that the archer was scowling. “For all of your drinking and whoring, did you find anything out?” 
 
    Uden straightened his spine as if giving a report to a superior. “I did.” His head bobbed in an exaggerated nod. “I found out that Ylaellorna’s is waaay overpriced,” he made a sweeping gesture with his hand, “but that there are other brothels in Underland. Oh man, Azure, I’ve got to take you there.” Uden leaned over to throw his arm around Azure’s shoulder, but Azure dodged. 
 
    “Tell us something useful.” Jin gestured irritably. 
 
    The half-imp hiccupped again and then snarled at the archer. “That is useful information to anyone with an active sex drive.” 
 
    The archer sighed, clearly about to give up. 
 
    “Did you find anything out about the Keeper?” Azure tried to steer the conversation in the right direction. He had far more patience with Uden than Jin ever would. 
 
    “The Keeper?” the half-imp asked, making Azure lose hope. But then, recognition came to Uden’s eyes. “Oh. Yeah. Some guy. One of the girls said she slept with him. He kept her up all night, if you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “Ugh. He’s of no help.” Jin huffed. “Clearly, he doesn’t care about saving your life.” 
 
    The haze immediately drained from the half-imp’s eyes. “That’s not true.” He pointed at the archer. “There’s lots of secrets in whorehouses.” 
 
    Jin ignored him. “So, we have two suggestions to talk to the king and one whore who claims to have slept with the Keeper. I don’t trust whores, so I say we spend tomorrow following the other lead.” 
 
    Azure hummed. “One lead that says they know the Keeper and one of which we have no idea. I get that you don’t like brothels, but his lead is stronger.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tell him, Azure.” Uden glared at the archer. 
 
    “Is it?” Jin quirked his head back. “Whores will say whatever you want them to say if you pay them enough.” 
 
    “I doubt he was paying for the information.” Azure glanced over at the half-imp. 
 
    “Still, I think it’s a weak lead.” The archer stubbornly said, hugging himself as if the mere thought of going near the brothel made his skin crawl. 
 
    “We could split up again tomorrow. You could go to the king, and Uden and I could return to the brothel,” Azure suggested. 
 
    “No. I don’t want us split up for either of those things. If the woman is lying, I’ll be able to tell,” Jin insisted. 
 
    “So, we go to the brothel tomorrow, and if that doesn’t work, the king?” 
 
    The archer turned his attention back to Uden. “How sure are you that this woman was telling the truth?” 
 
    A snore erupted from the half-imp, and his head bounced on his neck as he woke. Had he nodded off while standing? Azure was impressed. 
 
    “What?” Uden looked around dazedly. 
 
    “Oh, forget it. We’ll talk to you again in the morning when you’re sober and hopefully remember things as they really happened.” Jin waved at him dismissively. 
 
    Immediately, Uden stumbled over to one of the beds and fell upon it, promptly passing out. 
 
    “Fuck my life.” Azure glared at him, knowing he’d be sleeping on the floor. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who wants to keep that thing around.” The archer sighed before going to sit down on the other bed. 
 
    “You make him sound like a pet.” Azure snorted, remembering that he should buy another bedroll tomorrow so that he wouldn’t have to sleep on the cold wood floor or the hard-earthen ground anymore. 
 
    “He kind of is.” Jin kicked his feet up over the side of the bed. 
 
    They settled into silence quickly with as late as it had gotten, and both men fell asleep with ease from their exhaustion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 240 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure groaned awake, his back aching from having slept wrong. A bedroll was definitely in his future. 
 
    “Kill me!” was the first thing that the half-imp said in a piteous tone when he awoke, clutching the sides of his head. 
 
    “You did this to yourself.” Jin had no sympathy for him. “Now get up. We need to go speak to that…prostitute you told us about last night.” 
 
    “Prostitute?” The half-imp squinted at the archer as if he had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    “You said you met someone who had slept with the Keeper,” Jin reminded him, a bit irritably. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Yes, I remember now,” Uden replied before hissing in pain and tightening his grip on his pounding skull. 
 
    “You’re lucky we’re not going to have to engage in battle today.” Azure stood and walked over to his sword, where it was propped up against the wall.  
 
    “I’ll be doing well enough to battle this hangover.” The half-imp’s right hand never left his head as he forced himself to his feet. 
 
    They checked out of Ancient Aegis Inn and took the long winding path to Underland. There was a definite change of scenery when they turned onto Dawn Street. The shops quickly faded away and were replaced by a residential district. Stacked on top of each other, there seemed to be multiple families living in each two-story structure. Each was a mirror image of the others, with only small decorations on the doors differentiating them. 
 
    At the end of Dawn Street, the buildings gave way to the large park-like space that was Crossroads Square. For the most part, it was just a circular grassy field outlined with strategically spaced trees. Benches provided places for people to sit. An old man and a young girl occupied one of them, feeding birds from a bag of seed in the man’s hand. Four dwarven children kicked a ball around the field, laughing and enjoying themselves. A gnomish couple strolled hand in hand around the perimeter. In the backdrop, the Alchemists Guild stood tall and wide, one of the grander buildings in the city. 
 
    Azure watched all the people as they passed by, wondering what each of their individual lives was like. He doubted that any of them carried the burden of worries that he did, but he also knew that no life was perfect. This was a place where people came to have fun and be peaceful, and he could imagine it packed full of the residents of Noseon celebrating various festivals. 
 
    As Uden led them from Crossroads Square down Barley Avenue, the scenery began to change again. More residences lined the road, but their condition deteriorated the further down they went. The stone surfaces of the buildings were crumbling and in need of repair, and the smells of mold and mildew filled the air. 
 
    “I think we’ve gone far enough for one day,” Jin mentioned when they began to notice sketchy figures on the street. 
 
    They stopped at the very next inn they came to, which blessedly only cost them 4 silver, even with two beds. These prices were definitely better, but the accommodations also left much to be desired. The wooden floor of their room was dotted with stains, the origins of which varied and were unknown. There was a large crack in the one glass window that allowed the moonlight to stream in, as if someone had tossed a rock at it. No bedside tables complimented the beds, though there was one lamp for them to share. 
 
    Azure made Uden sleep on the floor, but the bed wasn’t much more comfortable. He couldn’t be sure if there were feathers inside or something else. Whatever the case, the mattress was hard and unpleasant. 
 
    The next morning, they continued on. Shortly after turning off of Barley Avenue onto an unnamed street, the scent of urine and excrement began to join the mold and mildew from the day before. Soon, the three men were dodging chamber pots as residents emptied them out of their top-story windows. 
 
    “This place is disgusting,” Azure noted aloud as his eyes followed a shallow trench that had been dug out to carry offal to the sea. 
 
    Most of the residents didn’t even look as they tried to dump their chamber pots into it, leaving huge splattering stains in the road that created steam as the sun baked it into the dirt. Azure was so busy watching for bombs to drop overhead that he barely paid attention to where Uden was taking them. He was never happier when they turned down yet another unnamed street and the residences gave way to a slightly cleaner area with unmarked buildings, shops, and market stalls. 
 
    “This is Undermarket,” Uden announced, his arms outstretched to encompass the small space, “everything you could possibly want, at rock bottom prices.” 
 
    The idea of a good deal would have been thrilling if Azure thought he could trust anything sold here.  
 
    As they passed by a cart piled high with produce, he noticed that most of it looked withered. There were a few pieces that even had mold. Still, shoppers lined up to buy. It made his heart sink that this might be all that people around here could afford. 
 
    “This place is depressing,” he commented as they passed a child with matted hair crying on the street, his clothes covered in filth. In his arms, he clutched a stuffed bear that looked like it had seen better days. One of its button eyes hung limply from its socket, and its right arm was torn, gray fluff exposed from the wound. 
 
    “This is poverty,” Jin replied, betraying no sense of sympathy for the people living in these conditions. 
 
    “And this is Underlove’s.” Uden stopped in front of one of the better-looking buildings in the area. Though there was no signage on the building, the scantily clad women hanging around outside was advertisement enough. 
 
    As soon as they approached, two whores detached themselves from the wall to come greet them. 
 
    “Back for round two, love?” A large woman with a mess of auburn curls asked Uden, sauntering up without so much as a seductive strut. It was as if she was coming to take care of business—not even bothering to try to seduce the half-imp. 
 
    The other whore, a stick of a woman with long features and blonde hair held up in a bun, made a b-line for Jin. “Oh, a man of mystery. I like that. I bet you’re dangerous.” 
 
    Before she had a chance to reach him, the archer stepped behind Azure as if using him as a shield.  
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” Azure intervened before the blonde whore had a chance to slip past him and get her mitts on Jin. 
 
    “You found her.” The woman placed her hands on her hips as if she was the only option.  
 
    “Uden. Who are we looking for?” Azure glanced past her at his friend.  
 
    The half-imp was trying to smile and be pleasant, but his hangover had him still gripping his head in pain. “Yeah, that’s the one.” He gestured toward the blonde. 
 
    Convenient, Azure thought. But also not. The woman had resting bitch face, and he had a feeling it extended to her personality. These girls were definitely not tryhards. 
 
    “I guess you are who we’re looking for.” Azure smiled at the thin woman. 
 
    “Five silver for an hour. Eight if you want a three-way.” She nodded back to Jin. “I’ll do four for you if you keep the robe on.” The woman gave the archer a short smile, revealing surprisingly perfect white teeth. 
 
    “We’re not interested in that,” Jin replied, his voice sounding strained. 
 
    “I’m going to go back for a bit while you guys get what you need,” Uden told them, taking the auburn woman’s hand to head inside. 
 
    Jin tried to tell him to wait, but the half-imp wasn’t listening. 
 
    Azure ignored them and focused on the task at hand. “We’re here for information.” He kept his attention locked on the blonde. 
 
    Her expression went serious. “Information costs money, too, you know.” 
 
    “We’re aware. Let’s start with your name.” 
 
    A devious smile crossed her lips. “That will cost you two coppers.” 
 
    “Is that for your real name or a fake one?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    A look of offense graced her face. “Ain’t no reason to hide your real name around here.” 
 
     “Two coppers it is, then.” Azure dug into his Bag of Holding for the coin.  
 
    “What type of information you looking for?” She suddenly seemed nervous. “The name’s Clarissa, by the way. Clarissa Kent,” the woman introduced herself as Azure handed the coins over. 
 
    “You told our friend there that you know the Keeper,” Jin spoke from behind Azure. 
 
    “Ah, yeah.” Clarissa nodded. “I know him. Comes in for a poke twice a week, when he can afford it. That’ll cost you 5 copper.” Her gaze locked on Azure’s Bag of Holding. 
 
    That’s not how this works, he thought but dug the coin out anyway. She was giving him the information before making him pay. If he wanted to, he could just refuse, but in truth, he felt sorry for her, and she wasn’t asking for much. 
 
    “Does he come on any type of schedule?” Azure asked. 
 
    “What is the Keeper?” Jin quickly spoke over him. 
 
    Clarissa gave the archer a puzzled look, as if she was unsure of how to answer. Her hesitant words relayed as much. “The royal groundskeeper. He pays well. Better than most of the lot that comes in here.” She sneered at the brothel. “I’m guessing he has some secret about the castle you want to know. Nice man, but money talks. Depending on what you need to know, you’ll have to pay a pretty penny for it.” Greed filled her eyes. 
 
    Jin sighed softly, then placed a hand on Azure’s shoulder to get his attention. “She doesn’t know,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    Azure knew he was right. It had been a case of mistaken identity. Thankfully, Jin knew to ask the right question. Otherwise, Azure likely would have ended up chasing a false lead. Still, he was curious. 
 
    “He never mentioned anything about the Stones of Blessing, did he?” 
 
    “Stones of Blessing?” Clarissa quirked her head back. Then a smile crossed her lips. “He might have said something. How much you willing to pay for the information?” 
 
    It was a poor bluff. The look of confusion she had given Azure when he had mentioned the stones was all he needed to know that whatever he paid her for would be a lie. Still, he dug a silver out of his bag and handed it over. “For your time,” he told her. 
 
    As he began to walk away, she gave chase. “Hey, wait. Mister. I may not have your information yet, but I can find it. Just give me some time. All sorts of people come through here.” 
 
    Azure paused and shared a look with Jin. “What do you think?” 
 
    “While it doesn’t hurt to have her looking out for information, I think we need to speak to the king.” He didn’t even deign to turn his head in her direction. 
 
    Azure returned his attention to Clarissa. “We might pass through again in a few days. I’ll seek you out if I require more information. Until then, keep your ears open for anything that might be useful.” 
 
    She shifted her weight. “May I ask more about these Stones of Blessing?” 
 
    “No,” Jin quickly answered. 
 
    Clarissa snorted at him. “Well, that’s not going to be very helpful.” 
 
    “The less you know, the better. You could do one more service for us, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” A feline smile crossed her lips, perhaps expecting that three-way she had offered earlier. 
 
    “Go retrieve our friend.” Jin nodded to the brothel house. “We have no time to dally today.” 
 
    She frowned. “Whitney won’t like it if I interrupt.” 
 
    “Just think of it this way, she’ll get to keep whatever he paid and have time to take on more…clients,” he said the word with distaste. 
 
    Clarissa nodded. “True. But what will you pay me to go retrieve him?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 240 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that was a dead end,” Azure said with a sigh, his eyes scanning the merchant stalls set up around the area. He was more curious than anything else about what they had. 
 
    Jin seemed happy to be out of Clarissa’s company. Two more silvers, paid by the archer, had sent her back inside to retrieve Uden.  
 
    “We should go see the king first thing in the morning. I doubt we’d get there on time if we tried now,” he said. 
 
    Jin was right. It had taken them almost half a day just to reach the brothel. Noseon was huge, and Azure was constantly underestimating the distance between everything. 
 
    “Then we should spend the rest of the day shopping for the things we need,” he suggested. “I’m not sure what we’ll find around here, but it’s worth a look.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” The archer snorted. “Whatever the case, we should make our way towards Laeves Keep. For as much as I’d like to try and find an inn on Barley Avenue near Crossroads Square, that won’t put us close enough to the castle. If we’re lucky, we can make it to Glulp Garden by tonight. Hopefully, there will be inns outside of the residential district.”  
 
    “I bet they’ll be pricey,” Azure muttered. 
 
    “Gold is nothing compared to time,” Jin reminded him. 
 
    “I know.” Azure fought the urge to roll his eyes. It was as if his life revolved around some invisible hourglass. “At the very least, I’ll have a look around while we wait for Uden.” He was about to go to one of the merchant stalls when the half-imp came walking out of the brothel with a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Speak of the devil.” Jin nodded toward Uden. 
 
    Though he looked angry, the half-imp’s voice was full of seriousness. “No lead?” 
 
    “No. She didn’t know anything,” Azure informed him only a second before Clarissa stepped back outside. 
 
    “Damn. I had hoped.” Uden cast his gaze away. 
 
    “We all had,” Jin said. “But we’ll go see the king tomorrow. It’s too late today, but we should still move on.” 
 
    “Surely, we’re not in such a hurry that you won’t let me get my coin’s worth.” The half-imp’s body was clearly pulling back toward the brothel. 
 
    “An hour won’t kill us.” Azure sided with Uden, curiosity making him want to shop around. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Jin’s tone was firm. 
 
    “Less than an hour now.” The half-imp pointed out with a hint of irritability. 
 
    “Fine.” The archer relented with a sigh, “but if you’re even a minute late, we’re leaving you behind.” 
 
    Uden didn’t deign to respond. He simply turned around and went back inside. 
 
    Clarissa sauntered over, her hips swaying beneath a green gown that complimented her slim figure and blue eyes. Jin stiffened at her approach but didn’t try to hide. 
 
    “I could do you for half an hour.” She winked at him. 
 
    “I must regretfully decline, milady,” he replied respectfully. 
 
    “Milady?” Clarissa piped up in amusement. “Ain’t no one ever called me that before. You’re a proper gentleman, ain’t ya, sir. Makes me wonder what’s under that cloak. Mayhaps you’ll take it off for me.” She took a few steps forward and reached up to touch Jin’s cheek, but he swiftly grabbed her wrist.  
 
    Clarissa cried out and made a face that suggested he was hurting her. 
 
    “Don’t. Touch. Me.” The archer’s words were measured. 
 
    “Fine.” She huffed as she pulled away from him, then promptly made her exit back to lean against the wall of the brothel, clearly offended. 
 
    “You sure told her,” Azure said with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “I hate prostitutes!” Jin said in a voice Azure had never heard him use before.  
 
    “Noted.” He nodded, still fighting to hide his amusement. Trying to distract Jin from his now seething hatred of Clarissa, Azure said, “How about we do some shopping?” 
 
    He pulled the archer down the street, stopping at each stall to browse their varying wares. These merchants were far less aggressive about pursuing a sale than the ones on Earl Row had been, perhaps thinking that sympathy would work as a better sales tactic. Like a flea market spread, there seemed to be no rhyme or reason as to what most of them had stocked, the vast majority of which were random alchemy components. Azure did find a few items of interest, though.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Executioner’s Apron 
  
      	  Defense: +8 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alligator Tooth Earring 
  
      	  Vitality: +5 
  Durability: 4/4 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Reaver 
  
      	  Attack: +20-122 
  Spell: Strength Siphon II 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 3/42 
  Item Class: Extremely Rare 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  Uses: Gives the wielder the ability to cast Steal Strength II. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Steal Strength steals 6 Strength points from your foe and gives them to you for a duration of 5 minutes. Must be level 30 to cast. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Of course, Azure was most interested in the Dark Reaver, considering that it was pretty much a better version of his Florance’s Blade. Even though he’d just bought a sword, he couldn’t deny that he liked this one much better. The hilt and blade were made of solid black metal. It would look absolutely sick paired with the Black Wolf armor set he’d passed up on. 
 
    “How much?” he asked as he turned the sword over in his hands. 
 
    “90 gold,” the merchant replied.  
 
    Azure had honestly expected it to be more. 
 
    “You just bought a sword,” Jin reminded him. “You can’t use them both.” 
 
    “No. But this would be great when I hit level 30.” Azure’s eyes washed over the blade with longing. 
 
    “Let me see it.” The archer motioned for Azure to give it to him. After examining the sword for several minutes, he asked Azure for his Zweihander of Vengeance. All the while, the merchant talked the Dark Reaver up, only making Azure want it more. He had already begun digging into his Bag of Holding for the coin to buy it when Jin stopped him. “Your Zweihander is better. If you buy this with the hope of using it when you’re level 30, you’ll just be wasting your money. Besides, we’re a long way from level 30. You’ll likely pick up something better along the way through a dungeon or quest. For free,” he added quickly. 
 
    Azure sighed, knowing the archer was right. “You are a buzzkill to take shopping.” His expression sulked as he let the coin fall back into his Bag of Holding. 
 
    The merchant frowned, trying again to push the Dark Reaver, but Azure’s mind was made up. If he bought the sword, it would just end up living in his Bag of Holding. By the time he reached level 30, the attack power of it would likely be under what he’d need to defeat monsters of the same level. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
    The next item of interest was the Executioner’s Apron. While Azure had no desire to buy it, it was just a neat item to come across. The apron was made of thick brown leather that tied around the waist. It looked useful for guarding against blood splatters and accidental blade slips, but it wouldn’t offer much in the way of protection against full-on stabs. Still, it was better than what he currently had equipped. 
 
    The last potentially good deal was the Alligator Tooth Earring. While it was definitely gaudy, Azure wanted it just for the boost in Vitality, and when the merchant told him it only cost 4 gold, Azure was sold. The only problem was that his ears weren’t pierced, but the merchant was quickly willing to remedy that with her blade for an extra 2 copper. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Jin jumped in before she had the chance. “I’ve got a clean needle in my bag. You don’t want to get tetanus.” 
 
    During their short shopping spree, Azure received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 12. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    With no watch to tell time, there was no way to know exactly how long Uden had left in the brothel. Despite that, it wasn’t long before Jin became cranky waiting for him. It took a lot of convincing to keep the archer from leaving the half-imp behind, the only real determining factor being that Azure refused to press on without him. 
 
    “Go fetch him,” Jin gestured irritably to the brothel after insisting that a full hour had passed. 
 
    The thought made Azure incredibly uncomfortable. Though they’d both seen each other naked before, the last thing Azure wanted was to walk in on Uden in a delicate state of undress. 
 
    Blessedly, he was saved from that when the half-imp emerged while Azure was walking toward the building. 
 
    “Ah. I feel much better!” Uden said as he readjusted himself. 
 
    Though Azure had no room to judge, he couldn’t help but feel the slightest twinge of disgust. In truth, if they had the time and he knew he wouldn’t be judged by Jin afterward, he might have been interested in the services that Underlust provided. The prices were dirt cheap compared to the brothel in Squall’s End, and it had been a while since he’d laid with a woman.  
 
    “Let’s go. I can’t wait to be out of this area.” The archer gave Underlust one last look of distaste before leading them away. 
 
    Instead of going back down Barley Avenue, Jin headed straight for the castle, taking them through winding streets that weaved through mostly residential areas. It wasn’t long before they hit a solid stone wall dividing Underland from Glulp Garden, which forced them to walk all the way around, wasting a large amount of the daylight they had left. Jin briefly cursed the divide but then quickly fell into understanding. The wall on the Underland side was marred with weapon scrapes and charcoal drawings undoubtedly made by ruffians claiming their territory. It reminded Azure of graffiti in his own world.  
 
    The wall ended at Crossroads Square. With few hours left before the sun would descend, they took hurried steps down Dawn Street until it branched off to Glulp Garden. 
 
    The difference in wealth was immediately apparent. Gone were the multi-family dwellings, replaced by homes built of better-quality materials and in pristine condition, though they still matched the stone and terracotta roof style of the rest of the kingdom. Each one had something subtly different about it: a garden in the front, decoratively shuttered windows, a custom door. While the area didn’t scream of extreme wealth, it did speak of a better-off class of people. 
 
    The bad news was that there were absolutely no inns in Glulp Garden. The good news was that there wasn’t a giant wall separating Glulp Garden from Kit Acres, so they were able to divert to the south to search for lodging in Gligan Market. 
 
    This was where things got pretentious.  
 
    As if to mark the higher quality of the shops in Gligan Market, all signage was painted in gold. The doors and windows of the shops were red bordered with gold, and the outside walls of the buildings were so white that they looked like they were power washed regularly. 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t take long to find an inn once they entered Gligan Market. The Golden Rooster stood tall and proud, just like the golden rooster on its signage. Stepping inside, the place made Ancient Aegis Inn seem like something out of Underland. All of the furniture in the foyer was crafted of mahogany and upholstered in red velvet. The counter where the innkeeper stood had two roosters carved in it facing each other. Ribbons of gold ran through the rich brown wood. Azure had no idea how it had been accomplished. Perhaps it was the wood itself that was woven with gold. He wasn’t about to ask and make himself look stupid. 
 
    “5 gold per night,” the innkeeper told them snobbishly when they inquired about the price. His skin had an orange tint to it, and he was thick with muscle. As if wearing a uniform, his shirt and breeches were the same red color of the furniture and seemed to be made of similar velvet material. If not for that, he might have been more intimidating. He definitely did not share the welcoming demeanor of other innkeepers in Noseon. 
 
    “We’ll pay it,” Jin told him, not fazed at all by the innkeeper treating them as inferior.  
 
    “It’s too expensive,” Uden complained. 
 
    “Shut up and pay it,” Azure grumbled at him in a low voice. 
 
    “Staying here will put us within a two hours walk to the castle tomorrow,” Jin informed him. “I know it’s a lot, but it’s too late to walk back, and we don’t know how long it will take to see the king tomorrow.”  
 
    “These prices are rape,” Uden continued to gripe as he dug his share of coin out of his bag. “Surely, there are cheaper inns next to the castle. Most farmers and other commoners with grievances wouldn’t be able to afford these prices.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is meant to keep most of them away,” Azure suggested, having not really thought about it.  
 
    The half-imp was right, though. All of the cheaper inns were at least half a day’s walk away from the castle. Where were the people who couldn’t afford 5 gold a night staying? 
 
    They paid up and were given a golden-painted key. When they arrived at their accommodations, Jin opened the door to a lavish room that was far larger than any they’d stayed in before. Two beds sat against opposite walls with space to spare, each one supporting a feather mattress that looked double-stuffed and was topped with crisp red linens with gold embroidery. There were four bedside tables in all, each with their own lamp. At the foot of each bed was a chest to store items. In the corner of the room was a chamber pot that was meant to be used and then sat outside for collection.  
 
    “Oh wow,” Uden said as he took everything in. 
 
    “Wow is right,” Azure mirrored his sentiment, in awe of it all. He hadn’t experienced luxury like this since staying at Digby Mansion.  
 
    “We should get to bed.” Jin walked over and claimed one of the beds, exhaustion clear in his voice. “It’s likely going to be another long day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Every day is a long day with you around,” Uden grumbled, then turned his attention to Azure, thumbing back at the archer. “I think he’s worse than Lonnell.” 
 
    Azure couldn’t disagree. Jin was definitely a workhorse. 
 
    As soon as the half-imp saw Azure setting his sword against the wall, he jumped on the other bed to claim it. “Looks like you’re sleeping on the floor…unless you want to come keep me warm tonight.” He patted the bed and blew Azure a kiss. 
 
    Azure rolled his eyes, instantly annoyed. If he hadn’t lost so many levels, he could have easily pitched Uden off the bed. They were all the same level now, though, so using force to make the half-imp relinquish the bed might not work in Azure’s favor. 
 
    “We’ll share the bed,” he said irritably, not wanting to give up the chance to sleep on such a comfortable-looking mattress, “but if you try to spoon me, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “So hostile,” Uden teased, “kinda turns me on.” 
 
    “If you guys have sex, I’m not leaving the room.” The archer was already lying down, his arms crossed under his head. “This is way too relaxing to get back up.” 
 
    “Was that humor?” The half-imp’s eyes widened in mock shock. “I didn’t think you were capable. Of course, you could always join us. These beds are big enough for three.” He patted the comforter. 
 
    “I’ll pass,” Jin replied, any hint of amusement dying in his voice. 
 
    “I’m really not in the mood for this,” Azure confessed. “Let’s just go to sleep.” He crawled onto the bed, keeping a safe distance away from Uden. 
 
    “You’re lucky I got off today.” The half-imp settled down, staring up at the ceiling, much like the archer was. 
 
    Azure sank into the mattress, feeling like he was being caressed by a thousand angels’ wings. Any discomfort from having to share the bed with Uden quickly faded away as he was lulled into a deep and dreamless sleep. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 241 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a moat around the castle, and a drawbridge leading up to it. Past the bridge was more stairs than Azure cared to count. It took them a while to get to them as there was a long line of people waiting to see the king. Again, Azure wondered where they had all stayed during the night, for it seemed to be a lengthy distance from any of the entrances into Noseon to Laeves Keep. 
 
    The three men entertained themselves by making idle chitchat, Analyzing everyone who came and went, and talking to the couple in front of them, who were distraught that a dragon had been killing their sheep. Azure also spent way more time than he needed to staring at the castle's many towers, wondering what they were all used for and who in the world could possibly need that much space for anything. 
 
    It was almost noon before the men finally reached the entrance to the castle, and an hour later before they made their way to the front of the line. Azure felt overwhelmed by everything. The amount of people. The finery all around them. But most importantly, being in the presence of royalty. 
 
    King Algrenon sat atop an intricately carved wooden throne with his wife by his side. He had well-kempt salt and pepper hair that flowed into a straight beard that was groomed into a point. In his mid-years, the king looked regal, his head held high. Hard steel-blue eyes peered at them beneath bushy eyebrows. He seemed neither kind nor malevolent, but mostly indifferent as he listened to the queries of his people with the calculated thoughts of a businessman trying to solve their problems with the least amount of resources or burden to his kingdom. 
 
    The queen was a statue by his side, poised with her fingers curled over the armrests of her chair. Her hair was pulled back into a loose bun, and a thin golden crown with a red jewel in the middle rested atop her head. The long green gown she wore hugged her frame, with only a gold sash adding any additional color. 
 
    To the left of the queen stood a young girl with flaxen hair and large blue eyes. Her white dress had a full skirt, the edges embroidered with golden thread that crawled up her bodice. She kept her gaze forward, looking nowhere in particular, her hands clasping in front of her. A delicate crown of woven gold rested on her head, proof that she was the princess. 
 
    All around them, the king’s court watched, as if they had any interest in the struggles of the commoners. It was very much how Azure had pictured it would be. The king sat on an elevated stone stage with his family. Lords and ladies flanked both sides of the commoner procession. Colorful tapestries hung on the walls. Candelabras stood on either side of the royal family, though they were unlit due to the giant windows in the backdrop casting light onto the scene. 
 
    As soon as the three men were presented to the king, they were made to bow. It felt awkward to Azure, coming down on one knee, but he understood the formality of it. He was nothing in this world—not in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    “Your Highness,” Jin began when they were given the okay to stand and present their problem. “My friends and I have traveled far in search of information. We are looking for someone called the Keeper. Do you know of him?” 
 
    No one around them reacted to the word, but the queen visibly stiffened. The princess’s eyes cleared of their dead gaze and shot over to the archer for a fraction of a second before returning to the back wall. All of this happened in an instant—something that could have been easily missed, and was missed by Uden. Azure only saw the queen straighten in her chair. It could have just as easily been her stretching or readjusting herself from having sat for so long. But the perceptive archer noticed everything. Only the king maintained perfect composure. 
 
    “You said you have traveled far. Where do you hail from?” King Algrenon asked steadily. 
 
    “I am from Crescent Island,” Uden announced. 
 
    Azure began to speak, but Jin quickly interrupted him. “We are all from different parts of Patheana, your Majesty.”  
 
    His jaw tensing, Azure wondered why the archer had shut him up. Was he worried that the king would think he was crazy if Azure said he was from another planet? Perhaps it was better to lie. Maybe the king wouldn’t want the Stones of Blessing falling into the hands of an outsider to their world. 
 
    King Algrenon stroked his beard. The slow way in which he did was telling of it being a habit. He thought for a moment before he spoke, “I do know of the Keeper, though unfortunately, his identity, I do not yet possess.” 
 
    “This is unfortunate.” Azure could hear the frown in Jin’s voice. 
 
    “However,” the king spoke again, “I do have a man out searching for that information. If you would prove your loyalty to me by paying a tithe, I might be willing to share such information with you when it is in my possession.” 
 
    “Oh?” The archer perked back up. “We would be most grateful. We can give you ten percent of our belongings and coin.” 
 
    “That is not the tithe I want.” King Algrenon shook his head slowly. “Bring me a Rare item worth 5,000 gold, and I will share the information with you.” 
 
    “Information that you don’t yet possess,” Uden broke in, giving the king a suspicious look. 
 
    “Shut up,” Jin barked at the half-imp before returning his attention back to King Algrenon. 
 
    “It will take me a while to get the information, just as I imagine it will take you a while to find me a suitable gift,” the king said of Uden’s concern. 
 
    “Your terms are acceptable.” The archer nodded respectfully. As soon as he did, a quest notification popped up in Azure’s field of vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Quest: Pay the Tithe 
  
      
 
       
       	  King Algrenon seems to know about the Keeper. While he hasn’t yet discerned the Keeper’s identity, he currently has a man in pursuit of that information. To prove your loyalty to the crown, he is requesting that you deliver a Rare item worth 5,000 gold. Only then will he be willing to share information with you. 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Obtain a Rare item worth 5,000 gold and present it to King Algrenon 
  Failure: Die or cancel quest. 
  Reward: Information about the Keeper 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure didn’t even have time to accept the quest before Jin was walking away. He and Uden took a few hurried steps to catch up with the archer, both looking displeased. 
 
    “An item worth 5,000 gold! Is he mad?” the half-imp struggled to control the volume of his dissatisfaction. “And you said yes to it. Didn’t even bother to consult us.” He threw his hands up. 
 
    “He definitely knows something,” Jin said, his gaze forward as he took long strides toward the castle entrance. 
 
    “Uden is right. You should have talked to us about this first.” Stress was already rolling over Azure like a wave. Not only did an item worth 5,000 gold seem impossible to obtain, but the quest difficulty was Very Hard. That meant someone would likely die. 
 
     The archer spun on his heels once they were outside of the castle. “You don’t get it, do you? He doesn’t want us to complete the quest. He already has the information. He just doesn’t want us to know it.” 
 
    “Then why did you say yes!” Now even Azure was having a hard time keeping his frustration and bay. 
 
    “Because I know where we can go to get such an item. Besides, we need to level up. We can’t get back to Finborh until we do.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re not talking about a market,” Uden grumbled, refusing to look at Jin. 
 
    “No. An item of that value can only be acquired through completing a dungeon. It will likely be a monster core.” The archer nodded to himself. 
 
    Azure understood perfectly now. That’s why the quest difficulty was Very Hard.  
 
    “What makes you so sure he knows?” Azure asked, trying to steady his tone. 
 
    “You didn’t notice the way they all acted when I mentioned the Keeper. The queen tensed. The princess looked at me. They had both been statues before then. The entire royal family knows,” he explained. 
 
    “Then I have a much easier solution,” Uden said before lowering his voice. “We kidnap the princess and force the king to tell us.” 
 
    “And have all of Noseon after us?” They didn’t need to see Jin’s face to know his disapproval of the half-imp’s foolish plan. “No. We have to do this the right way.” 
 
    “But do we have time to do it the right way?” Uden pressed. “To get a monster core worth 5,000 gold, we’d have to fight at least a level 40 monster.” 
 
    The archer quirked his head to the side. “Not necessarily. But if you do happen to be right, then we better get to it.” He started walking again, leading the way down the steps to the drawbridge. 
 
    Azure jogged a few paces to catch up. “So where do you propose that we find this monster core? We don’t know of any dungeons around here.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be hard to find,” Uden said beside him. “We could ask around and probably find one within a day.” 
 
    “I already know of the perfect dungeon for this quest.” Jin broke in. “It’s a special dungeon. One that the Noseon army uses for training and that many fledgling Adventurers seek out to hone their skills. 
 
    “We should go to Market Row and stock up on what we need tonight. Tomorrow, we leave for the Neverending Dungeon.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 241 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon by the time they reached Market Row, which didn’t give them a whole lot of time to shop. Luckily, Azure had done most of his browsing beforehand.  
 
    Knowing that they were about to enter a dungeon that would likely kick his ass, Azure returned to Long Journey Armory and bought the Black Wolf armor. The merchant gave him a smug smile as Azure handed over the coin, as if he had known that Azure wouldn’t find anything better in all the city, not that Azure had had a chance to look. They’d been moving almost nonstop ever since he’d rejoined Jin and Uden.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Black Wolf Boots 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Bracers 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Cape 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Collar 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.9 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Legplates 
  
       	  Defense: +7 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 50/50 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Mail 
  
       	  Defense: +12 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 50/50 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.2 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Half-Helm 
  
       	  Defense: +3 
  Dexterity: +7 
  Charisma: -9 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 18/18 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Pauldrons 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Waistband 
  
       	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Wolf Armplates 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He donned everything but the helm, not really liking it and feeling like he didn’t need it in the city. With the rest of the armor on, Azure looked like a true badass. It was the first time he had ever felt like a knight. 
 
    As Azure gazed upon himself in the mirror at the back of the armory, all he could think was that he needed to wear this to the tavern tonight. Women would undoubtedly be throwing themselves at him in this getup. Maybe he could spend the night away from the guys for once. That would be nice. 
 
    After dropping 529 gold on the set, Azure was tempted to sell the clothes that Jin had given him, but he couldn’t force himself to do it. The right thing would be to give them back to the archer. Jin had toiled at crafting them, so he deserved the coin for them. 
 
    With that business concluded, Azure went to Majestic Nut Sundries to buy a bedroll, convincing his comrades to make the purchase as well. At 20 gold, it was a bit expensive but well worth it. Of course, Uden complained as he let the coin pass from his hand to the merchant’s, but that was par for the course. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Simple Bedroll 
  
      	  Quantity: 1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 5.2 kg 
  Uses: Restores all stats by 1/8 per hour slept on. Stats cannot regenerate past their maximum. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They finished shopping just as the stores were closing for the night. Walking a few more miles, they found an inn for 2 gold and 8 silver, rented a room, then went to the tavern for supper. Azure was immediately aware of the eyes upon him. While the higher-level Adventurers paid him no mind, probably able to see his stats through their Analyze skill, the greener ones looked upon him with awe, and many of the women blushed when he caught their gaze. 
 
    Oh yeah! Well worth the money spent. Azure gave his inner self a fist bump as he scanned the room for the night’s dessert. 
 
    Uden seemed more focused on things to come, though he still grabbed an ale when the barmaid came to take their order. “Tell me more about this Neverending Dungeon,” he said to Jin. “How far away is it?” 
 
    “Are you asking to see how many of those you can have?” Jin nodded at the horn of ale that was placed in front of the half-imp. 
 
    “Partially.” Uden took a long pull from his glass and then smacked his lips. 
 
    “I should probably know too before I decide to get all boozed up.” Azure gave the half-imp’s drink a longing look.  
 
    “You shouldn’t get all boozed up regardless,” Jin said disapprovingly. “But anyway, if we leave out early in the morning, we should reach it by tomorrow afternoon. It’s not very far from the gates of Noseon. Only five or six miles.” 
 
    “That means only one ale for me.” Azure quickly flagged down the barmaid.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Pint of Beer 
  
      	  Quantity: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  Uses: Makes your worries feel less harrowing. 
  Effects: Increases strength by 3% for one hour 
  Decreases attack of all weapons and magic by 20% for one hour 
  Decreases Agility, Dexterity, Charisma, and Luck by 3 points for one hour 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jin held up a hand when the barmaid asked him if he wanted one. “None for me. Thanks.”  
 
    “You don’t drink?” Uden inquired, then his expression immediately drooped. “Not surprising. You’re such a fuddy-duddy.” 
 
    “I do drink, but only in safe places and when I don’t have dungeons to conquer,” he said pointedly. 
 
    “So, what do you do to relax?” Azure questioned out of curiosity. 
 
    “I craft. It calms my nerves.” 
 
    “Of course, you do.” The half-imp rolled his eyes. “Work, work, work. That’s all you’re about.” 
 
    “Sounds a lot like your brother.” Azure smirked. 
 
    Since they were sitting next to each other, Uden leaned over toward Azure. “For the record, I never liked him either.”  
 
    They chuckled and settled into playful banter after that, enjoying their food and beverages. By the time their meal was finished, Azure had his sights set on a tall blonde Adventurer two tables over. Her armor was almost as impressive as his, made of shiny silver metal and embellished with a lion’s head emblem on the pauldrons. He wondered what level she was and if she was interested in leveling up in the bedroom. The more that they stared at each other, the more he was pretty sure that she was. 
 
    “I think I’m going to see if I can go get myself some dessert,” he said as he stretched, never breaking eye contact with the woman. 
 
    Jin turned to see where his gaze was set. The female knight immediately looked away, but not before the archer caught what was going on. 
 
    “Or we could go back to the room, and I could pierce your ear. After losing so many levels, you could use the +5 boost to your Vitality,” Jin reminded Azure as he turned back around. 
 
    “That can wait.” Azure could already feel his underclothes tightening from thoughts of what he wanted to do to the blonde woman. As he began to stand, the archer continued speaking. 
 
    “It really can’t. I’m going to bed as soon as I return to the room, and we won’t have time in the morning. I highly doubt there will be time once we enter the dungeon.” 
 
    Azure’s smile dipped. “Are you really trying to cockblock me right now? We don’t even know if we’re going to survive this dungeon. You made it sound like the king doesn’t want us to.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m trying to do everything I can to prepare you,” the archer responded acidly. “You can get your dick wet today and die tomorrow, or you can do something that will help you survive this and live to sleep around another day. I did not waste half of my levels so that you could go get yourself killed.” 
 
    It felt like a low blow, but it had the same effect, all the same. Azure sat back down, abandoning thoughts of bodily pleasures. Now, though, he regretted ever having bought that stupid earring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 241 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold still,” Jin complained as he stood poised over Azure with a needle in his hand. 
 
    “I could be getting laid right now,” Azure grumbled childishly.  
 
    It had pained him to leave the tavern with the archer. Even worse, the woman had given Azure a smile and a wink when they’d walked out, as if to say that he’d really missed out on something great. All he could think about was how he wanted this to be over so that he could go back down to the tavern to see if she was still there.  
 
    Azure’s reduced alcohol tolerance had his head swimming. It was like he had drunk a whole case of beer instead of just one. Leveling up his Drinking skill had made more of a difference than Azure had realized.  
 
    “If you don’t stop swaying, I’m going to poke you somewhere you don’t want to be poked,” Jin warned. 
 
    Azure giggled at the innuendo.  
 
    Then, without further warning, Azure felt an intense stinging in his earlobe.  
 
      
 
    Level 12 Jin Umewraek delivers 5 damage.  
 
      
 
    With a knee jerk reaction, Azure grabbed Jin by the shoulders and pushed him away. The archer tripped over his own feet and fell on the ground with an oomph, his head hitting the floor, the hood of his robe flying back. 
 
    Azure only caught a glimpse of alabaster skin and a few silvery-white threads of long hair before Jin had recovered and rolled away, bringing back up the hood to cover his face. It happened so quickly that Azure wasn’t even sure what he had seen. Male or female? But definitely human.  
 
    “Did you see anything?” the archer asked in a panic, still on the floor, his head bowed. 
 
    “No.” Azure paused for a moment. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    What was it he wasn’t supposed to have seen, he wondered. 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to wear that hood around me,” Azure said gently, wishing his friend would be more open. After all, they were tethered together now—Azure, mortally so.  
 
    “I’m sure there will be a time when I have to expose myself, but it is not now.” Jin stood and held out his hand. “Give me the earring, and don’t push me again,” he emphasized before adding, “there’s still a needle sticking out of your ear. This is going to hurt a bit more, but there’s no reason to react.” 
 
    Azure endured 5 more damage from the archer pushing the earring into place. The effects of the alcohol numbed the pain, but he still hissed at the small sting. When it was done, his ear felt heavier—uncomfortable. 
 
    “Hopefully, I’ll get used to this.” He tugged lightly on the earring. 
 
    “Don’t mess with it.” Jin batted his hand away. “You don’t want it to get infected. Try to keep your hands off of it as best you can. It will heal up in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Or overnight, if I sleep on my bedroll.” Azure stood to roll his bedroll out onto the unoccupied bed, hoping that its healing properties would extend to his new piercing. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll see.” Jin sat down on the other bed. “You really didn’t see anything?” 
 
    “No. But if I had, you wouldn’t have to worry about me telling Uden. I know you don’t want him to know…whatever it is you’re hiding.”  
 
    “I trust you, Azure,” Jin said before lying down. 
 
    Azure turned to face him. “Then prove it. Show me what’s under the hood.” 
 
    “All in good time,” the archer replied before rolling over to sleep. 
 
    Tired of the secret game, Azure went back downstairs to the tavern to see if the female knight was still there. Of course, she wasn’t. He didn’t have that kind of luck. 
 
    Totally ignoring everything he had just said to Jin, Azure sat next to Uden and revealed what had happened. 
 
    “He’s blonde? That’s surprising.” The half-imp quirked his head back. “I imagined he’d be more of a rugged brunette. I guess the long hair makes sense, since he never takes that damn hood off.” 
 
    With what little information he had to share disclosed, it was time for Azure to forget about the stubborn archer and see if he could take care of the urges he’d been having ever since they’d visited the brothel for information on the Keeper. While his choice girl was gone, there were others still lingering. The barmaid at this tavern was particularly busty, and she giggled and swayed her hips every time she passed. If Azure had still been drinking, he might have been brazen enough to pull her onto his lap when she was walking by, but he was feeling distracted and a bit shy now that there wasn’t a horn of ale in front of him. 
 
    Going back and forth in his head over whether he should or shouldn’t approach her, Azure thought about how tomorrow they would likely be entering the Neverending Dungeon. What exactly did never-ending imply in The Realm? Whatever the case may be, remembering the difficulty of that tithe quest made him realize that he might not get another chance to be with a woman.  
 
    “We may not make it out of this alive,” Azure muttered, more just to hear his own voice than anything else. 
 
    Uden slung an arm around his shoulder, nearly knocking over the three empty horns sitting in front of him. “Then live like tonight is your last night.” 
 
    Azure offered him a soft smile, then his eyes went back to the barmaid, and he did just that. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 242 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning came with a sense of impending doom. Azure wasn’t sure why he felt so much dread. Perhaps it was because he had died not long ago, but he wasn’t exactly keen to go rushing into another life-threatening situation.  
 
    It wasn’t until they had left the gates of Noseon and were walking toward the Neverending Dungeon that he realized he hadn’t really taken the time to process his feelings about what had happened on The Welcoming Summit. Most of the time, Azure tried to pretend that it didn’t happen. But now, the reality of it was hitting him in the face, and a fear that he hadn’t had before of the monsters in The Realm was creeping in. Azure questioned if this was PTSD and wondered if he could endure the killing, the danger, and continue to be a positively contributing member of their team…or if he was just a liability now. 
 
    Beyond his fears, he was rusty. He hadn’t seen real combat since the chaoscrackle—not any where he feared his life might be in danger, at least. Worse than that, Azure hadn’t had any practice with his new sword. What if he couldn’t wield it properly? He’d been using his bow for so long that he might have forgotten how. 
 
    All of these thoughts snaked through his brain as they walked. Azure could feel the hesitation in his own steps, and he lagged behind slightly, though he knew they couldn’t afford to slow down. He would die one way or another if they didn’t obtain the Land Stone. It was a harrowing thought. 
 
    They traveled in silence. While Azure was lost in thought, Jin seemed to have woken in a bad mood. Tiny Owl rejoined them when they were about a mile outside of the city, but he flew away again after perching but half an hour on his master’s shoulder. Uden was just hungover, having drunk ten ales the night before. Azure had no idea when his tolerance had gotten so high. His Drinking skill must be in the double digits. Then again, the half-imp did spend a lot of time drinking his problems away. 
 
    They reached the entrance to the Neverending Dungeon right as the sun was starting to set. Unlike most dungeons that started as caves or some other logical entrance, the Neverending Dungeon was simply a wooden door magically suspended in the middle of an unnatural clearing. 
 
    Obviously, it had been found long ago. Trees would have grown up all around it, but the land had been shorn of its foliage, creating an area about the size of a football field where Adventurers could camp before they decided to enter the dungeon. Of that, there were many small groups with their fires blazing and their bedrolls laid out.  
 
    “What is this?” Azure asked, having never seen anything like it since arriving in The Realm. 
 
    “This,” Jin outstretched his arms to indicate all that lay before them, “is the Neverending Dungeon.” 
 
    “We get that, idiot,” Uden gave him a sarcastic look. “I think he means why are there so many people here?” 
 
    There were at least a dozen Adventurers either preparing to enter or recovering from being in the dungeon.  
 
    “Ah, well, I told you this place was special.” 
 
    “Because it’s a training ground?” Azure arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “For more reasons than that. I suppose I should explain before we enter.” The archer pivoted to face them. “This is the perfect training ground for many reasons. For starters, like with most dungeons, the difficulty of the monsters within will increase with each level.  
 
    “Once we enter the dungeon, there won’t be a way out without going back the way we came until we reach level 10. Once we reach level 10, we will fight the boss monster there. Once we defeat it, a door leading to the surface should appear. This dungeon is special because it has a memory.” 
 
    “A memory?” Uden quirked his head back. 
 
    “Yes,” Jin continued. “Right now, we’re looking at a simple wooden door.” He pointed at the suspended door, which was made of plain brown wood. “Once we defeat the boss on level 10, the door will change. The dungeon saves our place so that we can re-enter at level 10 and continue our descent. This is so Adventurers can leave to resupply and recover before they continue on.” 
 
    “That’s convenient.” Azure’s head bobbed, impressed. “But with so many people entering and exiting the dungeon, won’t we run into other people?” 
 
    A group of Adventurers had already come through the door just since Jin had been explaining the dungeon to them. Meanwhile, a second group was preparing to enter. 
 
    “No.” The archer shook his head. “Any party that enters the dungeon together is taken to their own area of the dungeon. While it’s one thing that makes this dungeon great for leveling up, it also makes it incredibly dangerous. Once you enter, no one else can come into the same area. So if you run into trouble, no one from the outside can come save you.” 
 
    Azure felt his stomach turn from that bit of news. Though he’d never needed to be rescued from a dungeon before, the thought that it was an impossibility in this one was unsettling. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he said as he cast his gaze to the now ominous door while the second group of Adventurers proceeded through it. 
 
    “You said party,” Uden pointed out. “That means you’ll have to party with us if we’re to proceed together.” 
 
    “That is correct.” Jin nodded, and a notification popped up.  
 
      
 
    Jin Umewraek is requesting to join your party. Will you accept? 
 
      
 
    Azure accepted immediately and almost as quickly pulled up the archer’s stats. He was certain that Uden was doing the same. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Name: Jin Umewraek 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 12 
  Health: 250  
  Mana: 175 
  Stamina: 245 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    There was nothing unusual at all about the archer’s character sheet aside from the fact that he was surprisingly weak. 
 
    “Your name isn’t Uden? Is that just a nickname?” Jin asked the half-imp. 
 
    Azure had completely forgotten about Uden’s Cloak of Concealment. 
 
    “No.” The half-imp shook his head. “Uden is my real name. I’m wearing a Cloak of Concealment.” 
 
    “Hm. Interesting.” The archer scratched his chin. “So it just changes your name?” 
 
    “All of my stats are fake,” Uden explained. 
 
    Seeming to have quickly lost interest in the half-imp’s true identity, Jin turned back to the Neverending Dungeon. “From what I remember, the floors should be short. We can probably get through one or two tonight before we have to stop and make camp. We will definitely have to take shifts sleeping, though. Ideally, we should try to clear about 10 floors a day, if we can.”  
 
    “How far down do you think we’re going to have to go?” Azure asked, feeling his fear of what was to come increasing. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the archer confessed. “We definitely won’t be getting a valuable monster core from the first boss, though.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Uden shifted his weight. “The first boss will likely be weak.” 
 
    “If you guys are ready.” Jin gestured toward the door. 
 
    “If you think we’ll clear 10 floors a day, then why not wait and start tomorrow.” Azure tried to stall. “We won’t sleep restfully if we end up spending the night in the dungeon.” 
 
    “There shouldn’t be anything on at least the first five levels that any of us couldn’t handle if we were soloing the dungeon. Besides, these bedrolls you had us buy should help us to recover quickly.”  
 
    While Azure didn’t regret suggesting the purchase, he saw now that the advantage the bedrolls provided had turned the archer into even more of a workhorse. There would be no rest for them now.  
 
    “I’m ready.” Uden stared at the door with a look of determination. 
 
    “I’m not, but I suppose we don’t have much of a choice,” Azure said with a sigh. 
 
    Jin’s head tilted slightly. “I just told you that the monsters will be weak. What’s there to be afraid of?” 
 
    “Dying,” Azure admitted. “I don’t know how many Very Hard quests you’ve been on, but for me, they have a history of not turning out so well.” 
 
    “Azure, this dungeon will be easy for all of us for the first ten levels. And if it’s not, I’ll protect you.” The archer placed a hand on Azure’s shoulder. “You know this.” 
 
    Azure wanted to feel reassured. No doubt, Jin would go above and beyond to save his life if he could. But the truth of the matter was that Azure was likely the strongest member of their party now, unless Uden’s false stats ended up hiding some great boosts brought on by armor. The half-imp never seemed to waste money on upgrading his gear, though, and since he hadn’t done much Adventuring since being revived, he hadn’t picked up many new items. 
 
    For the first time ever, Azure hoped that Uden was stronger, because if he wasn’t, Azure would end up being the tank of the group, and that would put him directly in harm’s way. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 242 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Opening the door revealed a portal of swirling of colors. Azure was disappointed that they couldn’t see what awaited them on the other side, but he supposed that should be expected. This was a special dungeon, after all, and didn’t seem to keep to the same rules as other dungeons. 
 
    They stepped through the door with Jin in the lead. His bow was already in his hand, unsure of what they might encounter. Uden followed behind, and Azure took up the tail.  
 
    It was a bit disorienting seeing the swirl of colors rushing toward him as he stepped through it, but he already knew it was safe from having watched other people enter the portal before them. As soon as his face was through, the scenery changed, giving way to a large square room that smelled of blood. His gaze was immediately drawn to six short humanoid creatures standing in an uneven row at the back of the room guarding a door. Each one looked identical to the next, with long features, big blue eyes, and short white hair pushed back behind pointy ears. All of them were naked, save either a pouch tied around their waste of a random piece of armor. Though with decidedly male visages, they were all sexless, looking more like dolls than people. As soon as the party emerged through the door, the creatures attacked, their fists raised. Azure barely had time to Analyze one. 
 
      
 
    Level 0 Gallseeker. 
 
      
 
    Level 0? Azure had never seen a level 0 anything in all his time in The Realm. Even the first rabbits he’d encountered had been level 1. Jin hadn’t been kidding; this was truly a noob floor. Azure wondered if the creatures could even do any damage. They attacked with no weapons other than their fists, letting out strained cries as they raised them and charged. 
 
    As Jin loosed an arrow into the forehead of the gallseeker on the far left, Azure drew his Zweihander of Vengeance. Guilt raced through him as he watched his companions slaughter the creatures with gusto. With the enemy being humanoid and clearly having no chance of survival, Azure had apprehension about attacking. As one of the gallseeker’s reached him, and Azure raised his blade to swing it down on the creature’s head, he realized he just couldn’t do it. 
 
    The gallseeker beat at Azure’s armor with its fists, the blow feeling as light as marshmallows being tossed against him. 
 
      
 
    Level 0 Gallseeker delivers 1 damage.  
 
      
 
    The gallseekers moved so painfully slow that the hits didn't even come in rapid succession. Before Azure knew it, he was surrounded by the last two remaining of the six. They beat on him in slow percussion. 
 
      
 
    Level 0 Gallseeker delivers 1 damage.  
 
      
 
    Azure lowered his sword and placed a palm on the wide space that was one of the gallseeker’s forehead, easily holding it back. The gallseeker beat the wind in front of it like a small child that didn’t understand it should be going for the hand instead of the assailant that was too far away to reach. 
 
    “Are you waiting for it to suck your dick, or are you going to kill it?” Uden raised an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Azure looked at Jin. “They’re practically harmless.” 
 
    The archer had walked over to the wall to the left of the entrance and was reading elven text carved into it. “Apparently so. This is something new…” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Azure asked a moment before registering the text. Reading it brought up a notification. 
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Kill all enemies. 
 
      
 
    “This must be what we have to do to get the next door to appear,” Jin said before turning back to Azure. The gallseeker that Azure wasn’t holding back was still beating away at his legs.  
 
      
 
    Level 0 Gallseeker delivers 1 damage.  
 
      
 
    “This just seems cruel.” Azure frowned down at it.  
 
    “I don’t think you have a choice. Just remember that these monsters were put here for us to kill. They were generated by the dungeon,” the archer told him. 
 
    That did make Azure feel a little better about what he had to do.  
 
    He let go of the gallseeker’s forehead to allow it to come at him and sheathed his Zweihander of Vengeance.  
 
      
 
    Level 0 Gallseeker delivers 1 damage.  
 
      
 
    Grabbing one of gallseeker’s by the head, he quickly snapped its neck.   
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 0 Gallseeker. 5XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The other had no reaction to its friend’s death. Azure tried to pretend that they were unfeeling as he did the same to the one still attacking him. There was no point in dirtying his blade on enemies so weak.   
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 0 Gallseeker. 5XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know why they call them gallseekers?” Uden asked as he knelt to loot the corpses. 
 
    “No. Why?” Azure wasn’t really interested in the answer, but conversation would help distract his mind from the unmerited cruelty he had just performed. 
 
    “Because after they kill you, they eat your gallbladder.” The half-imp quickly stripped his gallseekers of their items. 
 
    “I don’t think these things are capable of killing anything.” Azure knelt and did the same. 
 
    The first gallseeker had a pouch around its waist. Inside, Azure found 3 silver and a piece of Uncooked Human Flesh. That didn’t exactly make him feel any more intimidated by the creatures. The second gallseeker was wearing ringmail gloves. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Uncooked Human Flesh 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ringmail Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure was surprised that the Defense stats on the Ringmail Gloves were the same as his Black Wolf Gloves. He definitely hadn’t expected to get so nice of an item off of a level 0 monster. It also made him feel like maybe he had wasted his money purchasing a full set of armor from Long Journey Armory. 
 
    “This is actually a decent item,” he said, holding up the Ringmail Gloves for his companions to see. 
 
    “This is a pretty loot friendly dungeon,” Jin informed him. “That’s another reason why you see so many people here, and why I think that this is where we’ll be able to find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    All three of them had ended up with their own pair of Ringmail Gloves. While both Jin and Azure had also acquired Uncooked Human Flesh, Uden had found a Vial of Human Blood in his other gallseeker’s pouch.  
 
    When Jin saw the half-imp sliding the gloves into the bag on his hip, he asked, “Why don’t you put them on?” 
 
    “Makes it hard to throw daggers,” Uden replied, not even pausing what he was doing. 
 
    The archer nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Now that the fighting was done—if you could even call it that—Azure was able to get his bearings better. The room was fairly large and rectangular in shape. In the far left corner, dried blood stained the burnt-orange stone floor. Along the wall to the right was a line of human remains, bones that had been there so long they were practically bleached white. Azure wondered who they belonged to—who could possibly be so weak as to get killed by a level 0 monster whose only weapons were its fists.  
 
    “Was that it for this floor?” Azure asked, looking to the door at the back of the room. 
 
    “I doubt it.” Jin led the way across the room. “Most, if not all, of the floors in this dungeon should have a treasure chest of some kind. 
 
    “Well, after what we’ve encountered here, I’m not exactly shaking in my boots over what’s probably on the other side of that door.” Uden cast a glance back at the corpses of the gallseekers they were leaving behind. 
 
    He was right to reserve his fear for deeper levels. Opening the door revealed a long narrow hallway. A few feet shy of the door, another level 0 gallseeker stood, this one holding a rapier. At the back of the hall, guarding a treasure chest, were three more, two unarmed, but the one in the center was also holding a rapier. The door to the next room was halfway down the hall, but getting to it wouldn’t be easy as the floor was caved in all the way around it. 
 
    Jin had put his bow away when he’d realized that killing the gallseekers was a waste of arrows, but he quickly unshouldered it again to take care of the armed gallseeker coming straight for them. A loud thwack echoed through the hall as he nailed the gallseeker right in the forehead, causing it to topple over. Once that was done, he immediately set his sights on the armed one at the back of the room. It went down just easily. 
 
    “You guys are up,” he said as he moved out of the way. 
 
    The other two gallseekers stayed where they were, ever guarding the chest. They simply crowded in next to their fallen comrade. 
 
    It was another bloodbath, with neither Azure nor Uden breaking a sweat or having to put much effort into killing the remaining foes.    
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 0 Gallseeker. 5XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Again, Azure felt a pang of guilt. Even though Jin had tried to convince him that these monsters were put here for him to kill, it just didn’t seem right.  
 
    Both of the gallseekers were wearing armor. Azure ended up with another pair of Ringmail Gloves, while Uden inherited a Ringmail Skirt.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Ringmail Gloves 
  
       	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The half-imp did not equip his item, complaining to the archer, when he asked, that the metal in it would just slow him down. It made sense to Azure, but he was beginning to wonder what exactly Uden would be willing to equip and if he’d get to see the half-imp swap out his gear at any point during this dungeon crawl. 
 
    With the bodies looted and the items stored, the three men turned their sights on the chest at the back of the room. Once brown, the wood had greyed with age, having no type of varnish to protect it.  
 
    Azure had learned his lesson about mimics long ago. This innocuous-looking chest could easily be a monster in disguise. He drew his Zweihander of Vengeance and slid it between the gap of the lid, popping it open with a quick upward thrust. The chest wasn’t locked, and the force he used was a bit too much, sending the lid flying back to hit the wall behind it, then ricocheting off and slamming back shut. It was enough to let them see that it was empty.  
 
    “What in the hell were they even guarding?” Uden gestured at the chest irritably. 
 
    “Who knows,” Jin said, “I’m sure the real chest is in that room.” He set his sights on the door leading to the room they hadn’t explored yet. 
 
    “But how do we get to it?” Azure approached the caved in flooring. 
 
    It was only 5 feet across to the door. They might have been able to jump the distance if there had been enough room to get a running start. Peering down, Azure could see that the drop was about 10 feet. The real issue was the three-foot spikes coming up from the bottom, strategically spaced to impale anyone who might fall in. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” the archer said before glancing over at Azure, “but you’re probably not going to like it.” 
 
    He was right. Azure didn’t like his plan, which consisted of dragging the corpses of the gallseekers over to the hole and tossing them in to create a makeshift bridge that they could walk across. Of course, Uden was absolutely delighted by the idea. 
 
    The only godsend was that the gallseekers hadn’t let loose their bowels when they had died, so the only smell that the men had to contend with was that of blood. Though Azure had seen plenty of carnage since coming to The Realm, his stomach still turned as the bodies squished beneath his feet. It was an unsteady walk, Jin making it first with surprising balance. He helped the other two across by offering his arm to stabilize them. Azure’s nerves were frazzled by the time he was on the other side. 
 
    “I don’t like this dungeon already,” he complained. 
 
    “No one likes any dungeon. That’s why they’re dungeons,” Uden countered.  
 
    “Let’s move on. We can’t be much further from the next floor.” Jin was focused on business, his hand already on the doorknob. 
 
    On the other side of the door was another rectangular room the same size and shape as the first. A row of tables separated them from their foes, four more level 0 gallseekers. There were no other doors, which meant this had to be the last room before the floor to the next level would appear. 
 
    Two of the gallseekers held rapiers; the other two were unarmed. A chest sat nestled in the far left corner of the room. It was clearly in better shape than the other one had been, with bronze banding and wood that showed no signs of age or wear.  
 
    As before, Jin took out the armed gallseekers with his bow and left the other two for Uden and Azure. Azure was quick to notice the inequality of the experience division. He wanted to say something about it but decided to hold his tongue until they finished the next level. Perhaps the archer had only been hoarding the kills because the gallseekers were armed. With the monsters so low level, it seemed like almost a petty thing to squabble about, but it felt like every little bit of experience counted now that Azure had lost so many levels. 
 
    The killing spree continued as the three men made their way to the back of the room. As soon as the last of the gallseekers was slain, part of the stone wall fell away to reveal a set of stairs—access to the next level. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 0 Gallseeker. 5XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t ready to descend yet, though. Following the same pattern, the men looted the bodies first before continuing to the chest. Azure’s gallseeker was wearing a pouch. There was no money inside, but he did get an item.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Uncooked Human Flesh 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Uden ended up with another pair of Ringmail Gloves. For being naked everywhere else, the gallseekers sure did seem to place importance in protecting their hands.  
 
    With the looting concluded, the men set their sights on the treasure chest. 
 
    “So, who gets what’s inside?” Uden stared at it greedily. 
 
    “I say we go alphabetically. Azure can have this one; I’ll take the next, and so on and so forth,” Jin replied. 
 
    “Ohh, I like this idea.” The half-imp rubbed his palms together. “That means I’ll get the better items.” 
 
    The archer turned toward Uden, his voice dry. “That’s not what it means.” 
 
    It sure sounded that way to Azure. “How about we rock, paper, scissors for it?” he suggested. 
 
    “No.” Jin shook his head. “We should divide everything evenly.” 
 
    “We outvote you,” the half-imp pointed out. “Now open the chest and collect your crap.”  
 
    Azure sighed, annoyed that he couldn’t win this one. Perhaps the item wouldn’t be too crappy. If the Ringmail Gloves were any indication of what he might find, it was safe to hope for something decent.  
 
    “Well, here goes nothing.” He held his breath as he tried to use his sword to open the chest. Being in a better condition than the previous one, there was less space for his blade to slip in. The chest would not give into him so easily. 
 
    “It’s not a mimic, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Jin told him. 
 
    “How do you know?” Azure eyed the chest suspiciously. 
 
    “I promise it’s safe.” 
 
    “You open it, then.” Azure gestured petulantly toward the chest. He would not make the same mistake twice.  
 
    “Fine,” the archer said with a long-suffering sigh before bending over to open the chest. 
 
    The top flipped up without any hint that the chest might suddenly decide to animate and attack. Inside was a torn piece of paper. Azure knew to be disappointed even before he picked it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Torn Note 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Quest Item 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Whatever was written on it was mostly chicken scratch that didn’t make any sense. A few of the letters had been circled. 
 
    Just my luck, Azure thought.  
 
    Hearing Uden burst out into a fit of laughter didn’t make him feel any better.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 242 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The half-imp was still clearing tears from his eyes as they walked down the steps.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs was a door. The three men readied themselves before Jin opened it. When he did, they were surprised to find the room empty. It was smaller than the previous two rooms, only about 20 x 20 feet. Placed haphazardly in the middle of the room were two bear traps. Next to one of the bear traps was a skeleton, the bones old and brittle. A closed door at the other side of the room promised passage into the next area.  
 
    Knowing better than to step into a seemingly innocuous-looking room in a dungeon, the three men turned their attention to the ceiling, which seemed to stretch on into miles of darkness with no end in sight.  
 
    “Well, that doesn’t bode well.” Uden gave a tired sigh, his grip tightening on his daggers. 
 
    “Expect an aerial assault,” Jin said what they’d all already been thinking. 
 
    Azure read the carvings on the right wall aloud, “Condition of Completion: Kill all enemies. Looks like whatever comes down from there, we’ll have to kill all of them.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it shouldn’t be too difficult.” The archer kept his gaze to the ceiling. “On the count of three.” 
 
    He counted down, and on three, they stepped into the room. Almost immediately, a familiar sound came pouring from the ceiling, the beating of wings quickly descending upon them. 
 
    “Oh, fuck my life,” Azure said as he cowered slightly before taking a few wide side steps to put distance between himself and his friends. 
 
    “Fucking bats,” Uden shared his sentiment. 
 
    “What’s wrong with bats?” the archer asked only a moment before he got the answer to his question. 
 
    Like a black tornado, the bats circled the perimeter of the room as they flew down toward the adventurers. Then they divided to conquer the group. They were so small and there were so many of them that the men couldn’t possibly hope to come away completely unscathed. What was worse than the tiny drop in Health each bite caused was the damage to Stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    The reason why the bear traps were in the room quickly became apparent as the men flailed around, trying to get away from the bats while also trying not to step on the traps. Thankfully, none of them were distracted enough to get too close, but the bats were definitely disorienting. 
 
    This was a foe Azure had faced many times before, though, so as weak as they were, he felt he had a slight advantage. Aiming just right, he was able to slay two bats with one blow of his sword a few times, and once he had killed most of the swarm attacking him, he moved on to help his friends. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Jin proved to be rather useless against the small invaders. After realizing he wouldn’t have much luck with his bow, he switched to his blades, but even duel wielding, he was missing more times than he was hitting.  
 
    Uden was a bit more efficient, also having experience with the annoying critters, but even he didn’t come anywhere near to reaching Azure’s body count. 
 
    Killing 27 bats gave Azure a total of 216 experience points. It also gave him the much-awaited notification:  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 13! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics (Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level.  
 
      
 
    “Congrats!” Jin patted him on the back once the fighting was over. 
 
    “Thanks!” Azure was surprised that neither of his friends had leveled up during that. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to assign all of my stuff really quick before we move on.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Uden was already kneeling to loot the few bats he had slain of their wings.  
 
    Azure brought up his character sheet to see what needed improvement.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 13, 10% of the way to next level 
  Health: 352 / 220 (380) 
  Mana: 290 / 250 (300) 
  Stamina: 75 / 195 (235) 
  Vitality: 11 (27) 
  Intelligence: 14 (19) 
  Strength: 9 (13) 
  Agility: 7 (17) 
  Dexterity: 7 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 8 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 7; 20% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 0% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 12; 28% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 13; 95% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 15; 54% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 3; 90% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 2; 0% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As predicted, having enough Stamina was already an issue. Despite Azure’s pride over defeating the majority of the bats, it had taken a lot of effort for him to do so. Neither of his friends was anywhere near as badly off in that department. In fact, he’d probably need to rest after this level. Not wanting it to continue to be as much of a problem going forward, Azure deposited all three of his characteristic points into Strength.  
 
    Seeing how low all of his skill levels were still hurt Azure’s heart. So much progress…just lost. Unlike before, though, he now knew what was important—what needed to be leveled and what didn’t. Despite his better judgment over what had happened the last time he’d decided to save back his skill leveling ability, Azure chose to wait and use it the next time that his Two-Handed Weapons skill leveled naturally. 
 
    Closing his character sheet, he looked down at the mountain of small black and brown bodies at his feet. It would take about fifteen minutes to loot all of them.  
 
    As if reading his mind, Jin said, “Leave them. They’re not worth much, and we still need to finish clearing out this level.” 
 
    It seemed a bit unfair that the archer would chastise him but not the half-imp. Uden had already finished looting his share of the bodies, but that was beside the point.  
 
    “Are we going to stop after this level? My Stamina is down quite a bit,” Azure pointed out what he was sure his entire party could see. 
 
    “Yes. I think that’s for the best. If there are more bats ahead, this will take longer than I predicted.” Jin stared at the door. 
 
    Azure grunted at the dead bats, torn between still wanting to loot them and being fine with leaving them behind. Every little bit of coin counted, but it wasn’t like he wasn’t currently well off. Besides, there would be better loot later in the dungeon, he hoped. 
 
    “Let’s move on.” The archer took the lead, heading toward the door. 
 
    The next room was much less mysterious about what lay in store for any who chose to pass into it. Shaped like an octagon, there were four sarcophagi in the center of the room. Every other wall had its own door. The ceiling was still black, but not because it went on endlessly. It was absolutely covered with bats. 
 
    That’s a whole lot of nope, Azure thought as he reached around Jin and grabbed the door handle to close the door.  
 
    “This is not feeling like a level 1 dungeon anymore,” he confessed. 
 
    “There are likely undead in those sarcophagi,” Uden spoke of his own concerns. 
 
    “Did you not see how many bats are on the ceiling?” Azure gestured, though the bats were no longer in sight. 
 
    “Yes.” Jin nodded. “This might be a problem.” 
 
    “This is a problem,” Azure insisted. “I can kill a max of 30 before my Stamina runs completely out. More than likely, closer to 20. That does not count if things start coming out of those sarcophagi.” 
 
    “Uden and I are both okay on Stamina. We can take the lead.” 
 
    “Do you think those bats care who is in the lead?” Azure pointed toward the ceiling in the other room again. “It’s not like they move single file. You’re not going to be able to protect me.” 
 
    “Then just try to conserve your Stamina.” 
 
    “And what? Get eaten alive?” His frustration mounted with every second. “In case you missed it, they shave off Stamina with every bite.” 
 
    “I know that.” The archer matched his irritation. 
 
    “Blast them with a spell,” Uden spoke up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Both men turned to him. 
 
    “We could probably take out most of them with Azure’s Volatile Bolt spell,” he suggested. 
 
    It had been so long since Azure had used his magic that he’d practically forgotten he had it. 
 
    “That might work.” He bobbed his head, grateful for the suggestion. “I could cast Greasy Summon, too. That would divert some of the bats from us to the summon.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me.” Jin looked from Uden to Azure. 
 
    And so, it was set. Despite his lower Stamina, Azure would go first, cast his spell, and then the others would follow behind. He wanted to back out of the room after, just in case he got swarmed, but Jin wasn’t so sure that the bats in the room they currently occupied wouldn’t respawn once they left. Azure had to just hope that the second part of his plan worked to divert some of the bats away from him. 
 
     Jin counted down again, and on three, Azure burst through the door like a kid pretending to be a cowboy, his legs in a wide arch, his finger-gun cocked. Mana flowed through him as he cast the spell that had backfired on him almost as many times as it had been successful. This time, he was less worried about the consequences. That was…until he felt the rumbling in his soul.  
 
    “No. No. No. No. No. No. No.” The words fell from his lips in rapid succession, and he tried to draw back his Mana, but it was too late. 
 
    The rumbling ran down his legs and spread out across the dungeon floor, ripping the ground asunder. Stone scratched across stone as the lid of one of the sarcophagi started sliding open from falling into a rent in the land. Another one cracked in half. Azure didn’t get to see much more than that because the bats descended from the ceiling in an angry flurry. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    “Shit!” He stomped the ground as it moved beneath his feet before making a retreat into the other room and closing the door behind himself. Blessedly, the bats weren’t able to follow. 
 
    “What was that?” Jin asked, clearly surprised. 
 
    Specks of dirt fell upon them as the carnage in the other room settled. 
 
    Azure pressed his back against the door, upset by the waste of Mana. 
 
    “Did you cast the wrong spell?” the archer pressed. 
 
    “No!” Azure practically barked at him, then controlled his tone, though the frustration was still there. “That fucking Volatile Bolt spell. It always casts the wrong damn element for the situation.” 
 
    Uden grunted. “The same thing happened when we went after Tasso England.” Realizing that Jin didn’t know who that was, he explained further. “He was one of the nasties when you found us. We cornered him in a dungeon and Azure cast Volatile Bolt. The room he was in caved in, but he was able to make his escape through a portal. It was a damn mess.” 
 
    “That spell doesn’t seem very good.” A frown was clear in the archer’s voice. 
 
    “It’s more of a problem than it’s worth, most of the time,” Azure confessed. 
 
    “Well, at least you get the chance to try again,” Jin told him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Azure narrowed his brows. 
 
    The archer opened the door, and to Azure’s surprise, the room had completely reset. It was like he had never stepped into it at all. Dozens of bats, now calm, covered the ceiling. The sarcophagi sat perfectly preserved where they had been before. There were no remnants of Azure’s spell left behind. 
 
    Azure felt an extreme sense of relief from seeing the scene before him. 
 
    “Whenever your spell cool down is over, you can try again,” the archer said reassuringly. 
 
    Azure nodded, and they waited for a few more minutes to pass before he took a deep breath and stepped through the door again. With far less confidence than before, he pointed his finger-guns at the bats, just hoping for something other than the land element this time. Literally, anything else would do the job. 
 
    The rumbling sensation traveled down Azure’s arms, and he was stuck standing there while the bats descended angrily upon him and the spell took its course. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Bat delivers 1 damage and drains 1 point from your stamina.  
 
      
 
    Once more, he retreated back into the other room, panting and cursing. 
 
    “What are the fucking odds?!” Azure held his hands up to the heavens. “Like, is this going to eat all of my Mana before I get a success.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Jin chastised him. “You have plenty of Mana left.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s broken?” Uden suggested. 
 
    “If I get land again, I’m going to assume so, and we’re just going to have to change our strategy.” Azure crossed his arms over his chest, completely fed up with this dungeon and their situation. He almost couldn’t believe that this was a level 1 floor. While the level 0 floor had been laughably easy, things had taken a giant leap. 
 
    “Take a few breaths. Don’t get flustered.” The archer patted him on the back. “If you allow yourself to get worked up, you’re only going to make mistakes when we’re able to get in there.” 
 
    I feel like I’m already making mistakes, Azure thought, but he wouldn’t voice it. Perhaps having his progress in Enchanting halved was what was making his Volatile Bolt spell do the opposite of what he wanted. It was as good of an explanation as any. 
 
    Three more minutes passed before Azure was able to cast the spell again. He tried his best to calm himself, knowing that Jin was right. The situation was just so damn frustrating, though, that it was difficult not to be upset by his consistent failures. 
 
    “You’ve got this.” The archer gave him a vote of confidence before sending Azure back into the room with all of the bats. 
 
    I’ve got this, Azure parroted, trying to steel his nerves.  
 
    He took a deep breath and pointed his fingers. The bats began descending the second he stepped foot into the room. Azure just expected to feel the sting of their tiny teeth biting into him. It blew his mind that no matter how much armor he wore, they always seemed to hit. 
 
    He waited for the expected rumbling that would tell him the spell just wasn’t going to cooperate, but this time, Azure felt warmth rushing down his arms. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” he cried out triumphantly as a gout of flames shot forth from his fingers. 
 
    Digging his heels into the ground, Azure used the spell like a flamethrower, taking out as many of the bats as he could mid-flight, then pointing the rest at the ceiling until the capabilities of the spell were expended. The air filled with screeches of pain as bats fell from the sky like giant fiery raindrops. Watching the body count flash in front of his eyes was way more satisfying than Azure could have ever imagined.   
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The spell was so effective that there were barely any bats left by the time he was done. 52 kills! 
 
    Azure moved aside and let his friends finish up the rest. For all the frustration and pouting he had done, he now wore a look of grim satisfaction. He had turned a seemingly difficult situation into something easy. This felt more like a level 1 floor now. 
 
    Though the men kept a watchful eye on the sarcophagi, the lids never moved. Each one was made of chiseled stone, and the lids depicted the person inside as they had looked in life, lying with their arms crossed over their chest, their eyes closed.  
 
    “I bet there’s something good in these,” Uden said, changing his stance. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything in them the first two times I destroyed them,” Azure told them. 
 
    “It could still be dangerous. I think we should leave them.” The archer erred on the side of caution.  
 
    “I say we open them.” Uden cast his vote. 
 
    Azure was on the fence at first, but greed quickly won out. “I agree with him. How about we open them, and you stay ready with your swords in case something nefarious happens to be inside?” he suggested to Jin. 
 
    “That works.” The archer took a few steps away and raised his blades. 
 
    Uden and Azure went for the sarcophagus to the far right first. For all of their grunting and straining, the lid would not budge. It wasn’t long before Jin was lowering his guard. 
 
    “They came off when I cast Volatile Bolt. You guys saw that, right?” Azure stood back from the sarcophagus, panting. 
 
    “Maybe they’re not meant to come off,” the archer said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” Uden wiped the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Should I cast Volatile Bolt in here again?” Now that Azure felt that they couldn’t physically pry the lids off of the sarcophagi, his curiosity about what was inside had doubled. 
 
    “No. You could end up just destroying the room and resetting everything.” Jin’s voice was full of disapproval. 
 
    “I wonder if there’s a mechanism to open them in here.” The half-imp turned his attention to the walls. 
 
    “Or in one of those rooms.” Azure nodded to the various doors. “There sure are a lot of them.” 
 
    “You guys are really obsessed with treasure,” the archer said dryly. 
 
    “That’s what we’re here for, isn’t it?” Azure raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I doubt whatever is in those coffins is worth all the trouble or wasted time.” It was clear he was ready to move on. 
 
    “Eh,” the half-imp returned to them, “for as much as I love loot, he’s probably right. Let’s just keep going. If we find a way to open them, we do. And if we don’t, we don’t.” 
 
    Azure was surprised. Typically, Uden cared about loot more than he did, but Azure understood just wanting to finish the dungeon. He was already sick of it, but it would be a long time still before they were out. 
 
    Gesturing to the sarcophagus they had failed to open, he said, “I just don’t want this to come back and bite us in the ass, maybe literally.”  
 
    “Whatever the case, we can’t get them open right now,” Jin pointed out. “There’s no point in worrying about it until it becomes something to worry about.” 
 
    “Fair.” Azure cocked his head to the side. 
 
    Uden inhaled deeply, looking around the room. “So which door do we enter next?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” The archer followed his gaze. 
 
    “Maybe go from left to right?” Azure suggested. 
 
    “Wait.” Jin walked over to one of the doors and traced his finger over the wood. 
 
    “What is it?” Azure went to join him, quickly noticing what the archer was looking at. A capital A had been lightly carved into the door with a blade. 
 
    Uden had already moved on to the next door. “This one has a B on it.” 
 
    As they continued on, they found that the other two doors had a C and D carved into them, respectively.  
 
    Azure took out the note he had collected from the treasure chest on the previous floor. Sure enough, the letters that had been circled were A, B, C, and D, though in a variety of uppercase and lowercase. He hoped it didn’t make a difference.  
 
    The order of them was C, B, A, and D. 
 
    “I wonder if we need to go through in order,” Azure mumbled. 
 
    “That’s probably the best bet,” Jin said. 
 
    “I wonder if this will make those sarcophagi open.” Uden looked back at them. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” The archer took a deep breath as if he wasn’t looking forward to checking the rooms. 
 
    “So C first.” The half-imp’s gaze traveled to the door marked with the letter C. 
 
    “Yeah. C first.”  
 
    Jin opened the door to reveal a long empty room with another endless ceiling. They all knew what would be coming if they stepped inside. 
 
    “Do we have to?” Uden whined.  
 
    “More importantly, should we all be going in? Won’t this room reset?” Azure’s eyes walked over the myriad of crispy bat bodies on the floor behind them. 
 
    “If this part of the dungeon is directly connected to what happens in the sarcophagus room, then I don’t think it will,” Jin replied. 
 
    “You don’t think it will,” the half-imp emphasized. “I don’t know if I want to bank on that. One of us should stay out here, just in case.” 
 
    “It might be for the best,” Azure agreed with him. 
 
    Jin glanced up at the black void that was the ceiling of the next room. “I’m not sure how many bats are going to come down from there, but I feel like Azure’s Volatile Bolt spell is the best chance we have of clearing it out quickly. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m getting tired.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just camp in here for the night and tackle the rest of the dungeon tomorrow,” Azure suggested, knowing that he felt more exhaustion than the other two from his Stamina being so low. 
 
    “No.” The archer shook his head. “I want to at least get through this floor tonight. We still have a long way to go.” 
 
    Both Jin and Azure stared at Uden, waiting for his opinion on whether they should proceed or stop. When he realized they were looking at him, he animated. “Oh. You want me to decide. Well, I always err on the side of laziness.” 
 
    Azure gave an inward sigh of relief before he remembered that it was his life at stake if they slowed down too much. With inner discontent, he gave in to the archer’s wish to press on. “No. We should keep going until my Stamina drops to like…30 or somewhere around there.” 
 
     “I thought we were doing majority rules on this one.” The half-imp frowned. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” Azure confessed wearily. “I want to clear this floor, too.” 
 
    “Fine.” Uden huffed. “Let’s just get this done.” 
 
    Stepping into the room, Azure fired up Volatile Bolt. This time, air shot forth from his fingers in a tornado that blew the bats back up toward wherever they had come from. Many of them couldn’t survive the pressure, but far more endured than had withstood the fire element.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 1 Bat. 8XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Azure was able to retreat before taking damage.  
 
    13 bats fell from the sky like fleshy shrapnel. Uden and Jin had to dodge them as they prepared for the survivors to attack.  
 
    Azure no longer felt jealous that Jin had killed so many of the gallseekers. On this floor, he was racking up the majority of the experience.  
 
    By the time they’d cleared the room, the archer had leveled up. Congratulatory pats on the back were given, but they were quickly distracted by the sound of stone scraping against stone. 
 
    All three men turned toward the sarcophagi. The one closest to them was sliding open of its own accord. With bated breath, the men waited for an undead to rise and attack them, but no bleached bones or emaciated bodies reached out to claim their newfound freedom. 
 
    Since Azure was already standing in the room, he cautiously approached first, his Zweihander of Vengeance at the ready. At any moment, they expected something to come out of the sarcophagus and attack, but it never happened. Upon reaching it, Azure found a skeleton resting peacefully. 
 
    “Where’s the loot?” Uden complained, brazenly reaching into the sarcophagus to search through the bones. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Jin shifted his weight as he watched the half-imp defile the remains.  
 
    “If it tries to rise, I’ll just punch it to death,” Uden replied irritably before ripping the skeleton’s head off and throwing it at the archer. 
 
    Jin deftly dodged to the side. “What the hell, man?” 
 
    “You worry too much.” The half-imp smirked. 
 
    Azure had to refrain from rolling his eyes at Uden’s childishness. “That was disappointing,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    The half-imp used the side of the sarcophagus to help him stand. “Well, I guess it’s time to see what’s behind door number two.” 
 
    The room marked with a B was a mirror image of the one before with one exception. Tucked in the far left corner was a treasure chest. Azure hoped that whatever was inside was as disappointing as the note he had received. If it wasn’t, he might complain that he was entitled to the spoils. 
 
    Water shot forth from Azure’s fingertips this time around, and he ended up soaked from not moving away fast enough. It couldn’t really be avoided. What goes up must come down, and as soon as the torrent of water rocketed into the sky, he had no choice but to continue to occupy the room until one of his comrades entered, lest the room reset itself. As a consequence, Azure took 24 backlash damage from his own spell. 
 
    The bats looked pitiful as they came to rest on the floor, literal drowned sky rats. Azure was able to kill all but two with the water element, mainly because after it fired from his fingers, it had ballooned, covering most of the ceiling. He wasn’t sure how he had managed it.  
 
    Uden took out the last few bats with his daggers. Jin didn’t even need to pitch in to help.  
 
    With that done, they approached the chest. The archer opened it without hesitation, having none of the same fears of mimics that Azure did. What lay inside was a silver wand with a talon affixed to the end. While Azure didn’t consider himself a mage, he was still jealous that the archer had managed to get something that appeared to be actual loot. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “An item of great value,” Jin said as he took a moment to look the wand over.  
 
    “You suck. All I got was a shitty note.” Azure slapped his Bag of Holding with the back of his hand. 
 
    “It’s helping to get us through this floor.” There was the tiniest hint of amusement in the archer’s voice. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Azure continued to grumble as they left the room. 
 
    As soon as they did, another sarcophagus scraped open. Again, they found nothing but inanimate bones inside, but at least they knew they were still making progress. 
 
    Following the order of the letters on the note, the next two rooms were as empty as the first. Bats descended from the open ceiling, and Azure blasted them with magic before Uden and Jin stepped in to finish the rest off. Azure had to endure one more misfire of land with his Volatile Bolt spell, but eventually, they got the job done. 
 
    When room A was conquered, the third sarcophagus opened, revealing more bones. They held their breath when the last sarcophagus opened and were pleased to find a set of stairs inside—the entrance to the next level. 
 
    “We should definitely stop now,” Uden said as he cleaned the blood off of his daggers onto a cloth. 
 
    All three of them were dangerously low on Stamina. 
 
    “Yes. We’ll camp here for the night. Hopefully, the bats won’t respawn as long as we’re in the room,” Jin said. 
 
    “I am so tired.” Azure found a clean spot to roll out his bedroll near one of the walls, but he knew he wasn’t done for the night. Still hungry for loot, he spent the rest of his waking moments combing through the charred bat bodies for ones that still had their wings intact. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but it did make him feel better to get at least something for all his effort. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Bat Wing 
  
       	  Quantity: 8 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    They slept in shifts, with Azure keeping watch first since he ironically had the most Stamina thanks to switching from using his weapons to magic. As he watched his comrades sleep, all he could think about was how quickly the dungeon had become challenging. If today was any indication of how long it would take them to traverse the various levels, it might be over a month before they’d find a Rare item worth 5,000 gold. Azure just hoped he had that kind of time.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 243 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, the three men descended the steps. The stairwell was lit with sconces every few feet. It was pretty standard for dungeons that were illuminated. What wasn’t normal was seeing natural light at the bottom. Fresh air wafted in, and when they reached where the sun touched the stairs, Azure’s entire world turned upside down. Literally. 
 
    One second, he had been walking down steps, the next second, he was walking up them. 
 
    “Oh my God. That’s so disorienting.” He stopped to hold his head for a moment. 
 
    “That was…unexpected,” Jin mumbled before adding, “We should keep going.” 
 
    The stairs led up to an opening in the earth. Upon surfacing, they saw another confusing sight. They had arrived in, what appeared to be, a small seemingly abandoned village. Several huts stood in the middle of a clearing, two on each side, and a much larger one in the back. Brambles grew in their path to the larger hut, placed with no rhyme or reason. 
 
    “What is this place?” Uden asked when they had finally fully emerged and were standing out in the open. “This isn’t like any dungeon I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but don’t let your guard down.” Jin already had his bow in hand.  
 
    Almost as soon as he said it, they heard a skittering sound. The overgrowth shook, and spiders the size of rottweilers came pouring out from behind the brambles. Each one had an irregular-shaped body, jagged and worn, like a large boulder. Their legs were spindly, and they had no eyes or pincers. Azure knew better than to not feel threatened by them. He quickly activated his Analyze ability to see what they were up against. 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rock Spider. 
 
      
 
    The name was well-suited. Each spider was pretty much just a boulder with legs.  
 
    “Get ready,” Jin called to his friends before loosing an arrow at one of the approaching spiders. To his dismay, his arrow ricocheted right off the spider’s body. “Projectiles won’t work,” he informed Uden only a second before the half-imp threw a dagger that ended up missing because of the distraction. 
 
    “No,” Uden scowled at him, “your dinky arrows won’t work. We don’t know about my blades yet.” He pulled two more from the holster on his hip, but the result of the attack was the same as it had been for the archer. 
 
    The spiders were almost upon them, their spindly legs carrying them quickly over the flat terrain. That meant Azure was up next with his Zweihander of Vengeance. He let out a battle cry as he swung his blade down onto the nearest rock spider’s body, expecting to cleave it in half. The torso was exactly what it appeared to be—solid rock, at least a good two feet thick. It hit the ground with a loud thud, the spider’s legs arching inward from the weight. But the stone itself did not give besides being marred by the edge of Azure’s blade. As soon as he lifted it, the spider righted itself and counterattacked, which consisted of throwing its body towards him and smashing his toe.  
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rock Spider delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Ow. What in the hell kind of monster is this?” Azure hopped around on one foot for a second before recovering himself. 
 
    His friends were enduring similar injuries as the four attacking spiders went for their feet and shins.  
 
    Jin had already switched to his swords and, despite all his efforts, was making no leeway in killing the spiders attacking him. Uden was mostly dodging where he could and cutting off a spider leg here and there. It wasn’t until he had five of the spider’s eight legs hacked off that it crumpled to the ground and didn’t get back up. 
 
    “Did you kill it?” Azure asked, even as he saw the spider’s other legs still trembling with the effort to stand. The distraction was enough to merit him a boulder to the shin.  
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rock Spider delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Damnit!” He kicked the spider only to injure himself for another 5 points. The spider’s body swayed on its legs slightly, but it quickly steadied and prepared to attack again. “These things suck,” Azure complained. 
 
    “No. I didn’t kill it, but at least it can’t attack me anymore.” The half-imp sounded equally annoyed. 
 
    “Go for the legs. We’ll figure out how to kill them later.” Jin switched tactics, working to incapacitate the two spiders attacking him instead of killing them. 
 
    Within a short amount of time, all four spiders were just flailing torsos on the ground. Azure might have felt sorry for them if they didn’t hurt so damn badly. He was sure his legs were covered in bruises. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting.” The half-imp noted that there was no blood left behind on his blades. Not even ichor. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re still not dead.” Azure nudged one of the boulders with his foot. Now immobile, the spiders seemed completely harmless. 
 
    “How do we remedy that?” Uden knelt next to one of the spiders, looking it over for weaknesses. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Jin scratched his chin, his head bent toward one of the spiders. 
 
    “Too bad none of us have a pickaxe.” Azure leaned on his sword, out of ideas. 
 
    “I actually do.” The archer began digging into his Bag of Holding. 
 
    Moments later, Azure and Uden were standing back while Jin took a swing at one of the rock spiders’ bodies. The point of the pickaxe struck with a loud clank, and shards of rock went flying as the body broke into pieces. What parts had legs attached animated for a fraction of a second as the legs twitched in their final throes of death. 
 
    “Hm. That seemed to work.” Jin bobbed his head. 
 
    “Well, do you want to take turns?” Azure stepped back over, his gaze dancing to the other three spiders. 
 
    “Nope. You got most of the experience on the last floor. These guys are mine,” the archer replied almost giddily before getting to work killing the rest of the spiders. 
 
    Uden moved next to Azure to whisper, “This hardly seems fair. You guys are killing everything. I hope you haven’t teamed up to do this so that I won’t get to talk to Finborh.” 
 
    Azure quirked his head to the side and eyed the half-imp. “I get that you don’t trust him, but do you really think I’d do that to you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Uden gave a weak shrug. It was evident that he was seriously contemplating his answer. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Azure patted him on the shoulder. “Your time will come.” 
 
    “Yeah. I suppose,” the half-imp responded half-heartedly. 
 
    When Jin was done killing the rest of the spiders, he turned his attention back to them. 
 
    “Anything to loot?” Uden redirected his focus. 
 
    “Doubtful. They’re just rocks and legs.”  
 
    “We should keep going. That already took longer than it should have,” Azure said, still thinking about how much of a time suck this dungeon was turning out to be. 
 
    “Yeah,” the archer agreed. “We still don’t know the conditions of this floor.” 
 
    “Or if this even is a floor.” The half-imp cast his gaze to the sun, shielding his eyes from its powerful rays.  
 
    “We won’t know for sure until we explore some more.” Jin began leading the way to the first hut on their right since it was the least obscured by shrubbery. 
 
    The huts seemed primitive in design, the outsides completely round and made of mud and sticks and stones. Topping them off were pitched straw roofs that looked like they might blow away if a strong wind passed by. Oddly, there were no windows at all, but each had a wooden door. 
 
    The first of the huts had a large fallen tree blocking the door. It took all three of them to move it out of the way, their eyes scanning around cautiously in case the tree had been laid there as a trap to distract them. No more enemies came to attack, though. 
 
    With the obstacle out of their way, Jin knocked on the door, then listened to see if he could hear anyone inside. 
 
    “I think it’s empty, bro,” Uden said, his eyes flat. 
 
    It was kind of silly to expect anyone to be inside when there had been a big tree blocking the entrance. 
 
    “Better to be safe than sorry.” The archer shrugged before pushing the door open. 
 
    The inside of the hut wasn’t as dark as Azure had expected it to be. Fingers of light cut through the dilapidated ceiling, illuminating the fairly small space. A barrel sat turned on its side to the far right of the room. The only other thing inside was two more rock spiders. 
 
    Azure and Uden went to work cutting off their legs, and Jin finished them off with his pickaxe. With that done, they turned their attention to the spoils. 
 
    The barrel was empty, and whoever had lived here before must have been in a hurry, because they had left 2 coppers on the floor when they had fled. Jin let Azure and Uden divide them amongst themselves. 
 
    Despite the lack of anything notable in terms of loot, they did find one more thing of value. Etched in the muddy wall near the door were the terms of success, which confirmed that this was a floor of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Kill 15 enemies. 
 
      
 
    “Six down, nine to go,” Jin said with a hint of relief. 
 
    “That’s only if the spiders count,” Uden pointed out. 
 
    “An enemy is an enemy. Let’s go.” The archer motioned back toward the door. 
 
    Before they’d even stepped outside, they saw another rock spider waiting for them. This one seemed particularly pissed off. It reared up on its hind legs before charging forward, only to be quickly struck down in the same manner as its brethren. 
 
    “Eight more to go,” Jin corrected himself as they made a beeline for the hut across from them.  
 
    The path was clean and unhindered by obstacles. 
 
    Inside, they found two more empty barrels, two more spiders, and two more copper coins. Now that they’d gotten the hang of things, this floor seemed like a cakewalk. They dispatched of the enemies and followed the sharing pattern. Jin got one of the copper coins and Azure the other. 
 
    When they left the hut, another angry rock spider came to greet them. It was struck down just as easily as the one before. 
 
    The path to the other three huts was obscured by a mix of brambles and bear traps. It was a wasted effort, though, because there was a small gap just large enough for a body to fit through next to the hut on the left. Jin went through first, followed by Azure, then Uden. What they saw on the other side made them give pause. 
 
    The entrance to the much larger hut at the back of the village was being guarded by rock spiders. Unlike the others that the men had encountered thus far, these did not charge or even move from their posts when the men came into view. 
 
    “Do you think we should go in there first?” Uden asked, eyeing the spiders warily. 
 
    “We only need to kill five more to complete this,” Jin reminded him. “There’s no point in putting ourselves in unnecessary danger.” 
 
    “So we kill those four, then see what’s inside,” the half-imp continued. “You know the chest is going to be in there. Why would it be in one of the smaller huts?” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” the archer admitted. 
 
    “Plus, they’re clearly guarding something. That’s why they haven’t attacked yet.” 
 
    “So I guess we take out these and go into the big hut first, then?” Jin looked to Azure for confirmation. 
 
    “Fine by me.” Azure readied his Zweihander of Vengeance for more leg cutting. 
 
    “Let’s get to it, then.” The archer nodded toward their enemies. 
 
    For being the protectors of the larger hut, the rock spiders stationed in front of it didn’t put up any more of a fight than their less obligated counterparts. The three men had them all slain in a matter of minutes, the door to the hut no longer protected.  
 
    Jin pushed the door open to lead the way inside and immediately stopped. Directly after the entrance was another pit of spikes that prevented them from going any further. 
 
    Azure peeked over his shoulder to see what was inside the hut. Against the back wall to the far left was a treasure chest. To the right of it was a massive nest of spider eggs taking up about a third of the room. Three more rock spiders stood in front of it, protecting their brood. 
 
    “This is what they were guarding,” Azure said a bit solemnly. 
 
    He hated that this dungeon was making him feel like a villain. On the first floor, they’d slaughtered the practically helpless gallseekers. Now, on this floor, they were murdering a bunch of spiders that were just trying to protect their unborn babies. 
 
    “A good blast of fire should take care of them,” Uden suggested unabashedly. 
 
    “And set this whole hut ablaze, including your treasure chest,” Jin pointed out. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that.” The half-imp frowned. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to be stacking bodies again.” Azure turned his attention to the pit on the floor.  
 
    At least this time, the bodies wouldn’t squish under his feet when he walked over them. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that will work this time,” the archer said with a sigh. 
 
    “Why not?” Azure narrowed his brow. 
 
    “Their bodies got broken up when I hit them with my pickaxe. The fragments are too small. They’ll likely just fall through the gaps in the spikes.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” Uden turned to retrieve the pieces of one of the dead rock spiders.  
 
    Moments later, he returned, his arms full of fist-sized rocks. Jin took one of the larger pieces and threw it into the pit. It cracked the point off one of the spikes, then clinked as it made its way down to the bottom of the pit. 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Azure noted aloud. 
 
    The half-imp threw the rest of his armful into the chasm. The few boulder fragments did nothing to pad their way across the dangerous spikes. 
 
    With that option removed, the three men began looking for other solutions.  
 
    “We could jump across,” Azure suggested.  
 
    Like the pit before, this one was also only about 5 feet across.  
 
    Jin turned to him. “Are you sure you’d be able to accomplish that? I’m probably the only one of us with enough Agility to do it. And even if I was successful, I’m fairly certain the spiders will all attack once I’m on the other side.” 
 
    “What makes you think you have better Agility than me?” Uden widened one eye at the archer. 
 
    “Just a hunch,” Jin replied wryly.  
 
    “Well,” Azure looked for a solution outside, “how about we cut some of these brambles and pad the pit with them?” 
 
    The half-imp snapped his fingers, bringing all of their attention to him. “I know, we can—” 
 
    “The log we moved,” the archer cut him off. “Let’s go get that.” 
 
    Uden scowled at his backside as they made their way back to the first hut to get the log they had moved earlier. Carrying it back with all of the brush and traps in their way was a bit of a pain as they tried to force it through the small space they had found between the first hut on the left and the overgrowth, but they eventually accomplished the task. Working together, they brought the log to the pit, then slid it across to create a makeshift bridge. 
 
    “Now, let’s see how good your balance is?” Jin said to Azure before going first, moving across the log with the grace of a cat. 
 
    Knowing that the spiders would likely attack as soon as they were on the other side, Uden was close on his heels, his balance also impeccable. Azure, on the other hand, thought he might have been better off jumping. He had to hold both of his arms out for stability, and they flailed from time to time when he thought he might fall, each foot placed carefully. 
 
    Of course, the spiders did attack the second that Jin had crossed over, and he and Uden quickly engaged them in a melee. By the time Azure made it to the other side of their makeshift bridge, there was only one left.  
 
    “Well, that sucked,” he said, looking back at the log. But it hadn’t sucked half as bad as when the floor gave out from beneath them, and they all fell through.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 243 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure might have been embarrassed by the amount of screaming he did if not for the fact that his comrades were right alongside him crying out their surprise and panic. The floor had opened into a long narrow slide of a tunnel. Down, down, down they went. With nothing to grip onto, they had no choice but to tumble one after the other until the tunnel leveled out and opened into a cave. Azure stopped first only to be slammed into by Uden and then Jin. He endured a whopping 25 damage from the impact.  
 
    Unfortunately, there was no time to recover. Before Azure even had a chance to get his bearings, a mass of angry brown fur, claws, and teeth came roaring toward him.  
 
    “Oh, holy shit!” He heard Uden call out before another one of the beasts gripped ahold of his ankle and started dragging him off. 
 
    Azure had his own problems to deal with. The monster, which soon became recognizable when staring it straight in the face, had grabbed Azure’s arm, its powerful jaws biting through his armor and causing pain to race through his muscles. 
 
    “Gah!” he cried out from the tearing of flesh as the creature flailed its head, tossing him to the side like a ragdoll.  
 
      
 
    Level 4 Grizzly Bear delivers 20 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure’s immediate thought upon seeing the bear’s level was that they had skipped a floor. His next thought was that maybe they had fallen into a trap and were still on the same level. But his most pressing thought was…how in the hell do I get this grizzly off of me? 
 
    He didn’t have to answer that question. The bear let him go, and a moment later, it mewled in pain as an arrow entered one side of its head, the point protruding through the other side just before the arrow lost its velocity. 
 
    Jin was on his feet, ready to save the day. Being the last in their tumble pile, he was the only one who had managed to escape the immediate assault of the four grizzlies. He was able to take down the one attacking Azure plus one more with his bow before the final bear reached him, and he had to change tactics. 
 
    The grizzly that had Uden was dragging him toward a pit in the ground. Azure thought he needed help until he saw the half-imp pull out two daggers and stab the bear in the sides of its head with a mighty war cry. Feeling death upon it, the grizzly released him, stumbled a few feet to the side while shaking its head, and then fell over with its last exhale of breath. 
 
    The bear that had reached Jin went up on its hind legs, filling the cave with a roar that echoed off the walls. Jin rushed forward, plunging his dual blades into the grizzly’s chest only to have it fall on him. Azure watched his Health bar dip, but not enough to cause concern. Vanquished, the bear didn’t move, and Azure and Uden had to come help roll the creature off of the archer. 
 
    Jin sat up, panting. “Well, that was unexpectedly intense.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Azure grumbled as he took the moment of calm to survey their surroundings. 
 
    It appeared that their trip down the tunnel had let them out into a cave system of sorts, though there were definitely manmade elements to it. For one, sconces on the walls provided lighting. There were places where the cavern walls had been sanded smooth, and two spike pits had been placed in seemingly random locations, one several feet to their right and the other in the far left corner where it couldn’t really hurt anyone unless some blind idiot happened to stumble into it. Across from where they had fallen was a door. 
 
    Looking around, Azure found the writing on the wall that told them the floor’s success conditions, which meant that they were definitely on a different floor. 
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Kill all enemies. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if we’re on the next floor if we fell into a trap that took us deeper,” Azure said.  
 
    “I think we’re on the next floor.” Jin stood and dusted himself off. 
 
    “The bear I fought was level 4,” Azure pointed out. 
 
    “Mine, too,” Uden added. 
 
    “Both of the ones that attacked me were level 3. Just because some of the monsters are a higher-level doesn’t mean it’s a higher-level floor,” the archer informed them. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d even call those monsters. Just animals.” Azure’s gaze fell to the corpse of the bear that had attacked him. 
 
    There was nothing special about it—nothing that would have classified it as a monster. The grizzly could have come straight from his own world. It was intimidating in size, with a long snout and massive paws. Though he was grateful that it wasn’t, Azure somehow felt like the creature should have been a higher level. In his world, they likely wouldn’t have survived that attack. 
 
    Azure took off his left armplate to examine his wound, hissing from the movement. The bear’s teeth had cut all the way down to the bone and shredded a good bit of muscle. He quickly drank a healing potion to alleviate the pain.  
 
    Uden did the same, finding that standing was difficult due to his leg injury. While none of them had taken a life-threatening amount of damage, the consequences of the battle were hindering their mobility. 
 
    “This has to be the suckiest dungeon I’ve ever been in,” the half-imp complained while he tried putting his weight on his now healed ankle.  
 
    “That immediate drop certainly wasn’t expected,” Jin said. “It must have happened because we cleared the conditions of the other floor.” 
 
    “Maybe we should stake ourselves to the floor next time that’s a condition,” the half-imp suggested, only half-joking. 
 
    “Perhaps,” the archer half-heartedly agreed. “But for now, we should worry about completing this floor.”  
 
    Azure rolled his shoulder back once his arm had been healed, and he reaffixed his armplate. “Let’s go.” He led the way to the door. “If the pattern of this dungeon keeps repeating itself, then we should only have bears to worry about on this floor.” 
 
    Jin and Uden stayed back with their ranged weapons ready as Azure opened the door. It led into a hallway choke-full of grizzly bears. There were so many of them that they began spilling out of it. Having not expected that they could do that—move from one room in the dungeon to the next—Azure stumbled back. 
 
    He let out a surprised, “What the hell?” before the first bear swiped at him with its massive paw, effectively knocking him to the side. 
 
      
 
    Level 5 Grizzly Bear delivers 25 damage. 
 
      
 
     Jin put the bear that had attacked Azure down with an arrow to the head. Its body fell in the doorway, effectively blocking it for the minute they needed to prepare themselves while the other grizzlies tried to figure out a way to get around their dead comrade. 
 
    “How many?” the archer called to Azure as he righted himself. 
 
    “Too many,” Azure replied, realizing a second later how dramatic that sounded. 
 
    With the door blocked, the other bears had to work to climb over the felled grizzly. It gave the party plenty of time to take care of them, creating a pile of corpses that completely blocked the door from other bears exiting. 
 
    Azure stabbed one through the head while it tried in vain to push its way through, and Jin put an arrow in a third bear that was pressing to get out the other side. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 4 Grizzly Bear. 32XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “I thought they couldn’t cross the boundary between rooms,” Uden verbalized what they were all thinking. 
 
    “I thought so, too,” the archer admitted. “But this is a special dungeon.” 
 
    “I don’t like its specialness,” the half-imp complained. 
 
    “I think we blocked them in.” Azure’s eyes scanned the doorway. 
 
    The bears on the other side roared and pawed at the bodies of their dead companions, but they couldn’t make purchase through the door. 
 
    “That’s a relief.” Uden let out a sigh before narrowing his gaze at Azure. “So how many is too many?” 
 
    “The hallway is full of them,” Azure replied. 
 
    “Numbers.” The half-imp gestured irritably. 
 
    “I don’t know. I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    “Well, how big did the hallway look to you?” Jin asked. 
 
    Azure shook his head. “I didn’t get to see the whole thing. All I could see was an endless sea of brown fur.” 
 
    “Endless.” Uden snorted. “I can’t tell if you’re making this sound worse than it actually is.” 
 
    “If you want to have a look, then be my guest.” Azure swooped his hand toward the door. As if to prove that it was a dangerous suggestion, one of the grizzly bears stood up on its hind legs and peered at them over the pile of bodies, letting out a discontented grunt. 
 
    “The fact remains that we need to get through them to proceed.” The archer sounded exhausted by the idea.  
 
    “Kinda hard to do when we can’t get through the door,” Uden pointed out. “Moving those dead bears isn’t going to be fun.” 
 
    An idea popped into Azure’s mind. “Maybe we don’t have to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jin turned toward Azure. 
 
    “We should be able to attack them from out here.” 
 
    “I suppose I could just shoot the ones dumb enough to look at us.” The archer’s gaze went to another bear trying to peer over the bodies. 
 
    “No. That’s not what I meant.” Azure shook his head. “Let me create a summon and send it in. The summon will be half my level. At level 6, it should be able to handle every bear in there.” 
 
    “Not when there are so many,” Jin countered. 
 
    “I know, but that’s okay. I can recast the spell every 10 minutes. It might take a bit of time, but at least that way, we should be able to safely whittle their numbers down.” 
 
    “If two level 5 bears attack a level 6 summon, the summon will likely die before it manages to kill even one of them.” Uden did the math. 
 
    “It’s worth a try.” Azure shrugged. 
 
    “Might as well.” The archer agreed. “It won’t cost any Stamina, and you’re good on Mana.” 
 
    “Might as well.” Azure nodded. “Besides, wherever the summon dies, it will leave a grease puddle which will slow the remaining bears.” 
 
    With them all in agreement, Azure cast Grease and then followed it up with Greasy Summon. The sentient blob came to life and waited for instructions from its master. Azure quickly ordered it over the wall of corpses to attack the other bears. Within seconds, they could hear the grizzlies roaring angrily, riled up by the new intruder. Now, all they could do was wait. 
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Level 5 Grizzly Bear delivers 25 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon. 
 
      
 
    Greasy Summon defeated Level 3 Grizzly Bear. 24XP rewarded.  
 
      
 
    Level 5 Grizzly Bear delivers 25 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon. 
 
      
 
    Level 5 Grizzly Bear delivers 25 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon. 
 
      
 
    Greasy Summon has been defeated. 
 
      
 
    “That worked better than I thought it would,” Azure admitted. 
 
    “Indeed.” Jin nodded, clearly pleased. 
 
    “One down, but how many more to go?” Uden was still skeptical of the plan. 
 
    “By all means, have a look.” Azure gestured to the doorway. “Whatever bears were close to my summon should be slowed anyway.” 
 
    “I think I will,” the half-imp replied with a harrumph before walking over to climb the mound of dead grizzlies.  
 
    He was just able to balance and see over the corpses before a bear popped its head up in the open space and roared so viciously that it blew his hair back and made him fall.  
 
    Azure rushed forward to catch him. “Were you able to see anything?” 
 
    The half-imp regained his balance, shaking out of Azure’s grip, a look of discontent on his face. “I only saw two more bears. Certainly not an endless amount.” 
 
    “The hallway is narrow. The bears are enormous. When you can’t see anything but fur, it does look like a lot of enemies,” Azure argued. 
 
    “Whatever.” Uden threw his hands up into the air. “Just do your magic bullshit so we can get through this and move on.” 
 
    The archer and the half-imp stood in silence as Azure cast again. As soon as the blob had emerged from the grease puddle, Azure sent it over the mound of bears to attack. Again, they waited for the results. 
 
      
 
    Level 5 Grizzly Bear delivers 25 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Greasy Summon defeated Level 5 Grizzly Bear. 40XP rewarded.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Grizzly Bear delivers 15 damage to Greasy Summon.  
 
      
 
    Greasy Summon defeated Level 3 Grizzly Bear. 24XP rewarded.  
 
      
 
    Just to be safe, they listened for a few additional minutes before they got to work moving the bear blockade out of the way. The grizzlies were heavy as hell, and Azure felt well exhausted once they were done, though his Stamina was no worse for wear. 
 
    After they had access to the hallway, the men had the grease puddles to contend with. Between that and the bodies of the remaining six bears, they had created a nice, frustrating obstacle course. 
 
    Bones littered the floor—the remnants of Adventurers past who had probably opened the door without realizing that the grizzlies could come and go through it. A battered chest lay dumped over at the far end of the hall. The wood was marred by bear claws, and the hinge was broken, making the chest look like another defeated foe with its mouth hung open. They didn’t need to approach it to know that there was nothing inside.  
 
    “I hope that isn’t the only one on this floor,” Uden grumbled before turning his attention to the two unopened doors in the hall, one on each side of it. “Which one do you guys want to tackle first?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” Jin stepped up beside him. “We have to clear all enemies on this floor, which means we have to go into both of them.” 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t.” The half-imp sighed. 
 
    “You pick a door, Azure.” The archer turned to him. 
 
    Azure chose the door on the left. Because it was his choice, he was also made to go first. 
 
    He opened the door to reveal a small teardrop-shaped room. Two bears lazed at the back of it, but they quickly stood from the intrusion. A spike pit helped to separate the men from the grizzlies, but it appeared to be half thought out. Someone who rushed into the room would have fallen directly into it, but there was still space to get around it on the left. 
 
    The bears had been huddled around a chest, which appeared to be intact. Uden’s mood instantly improved upon seeing it. 
 
    Knowing that the fastest way to take care of the grizzlies was with ranged weapons, Azure moved out of the way and allowed Jin to step inside. The archer was able to fell both bears before they figured out how to get around the pit. It was the easiest battle of the floor so far. 
 
    With that done, the three men made their way to the back of the room. Uden’s fingers were already wiggling with greed before they reached the chest. He didn’t hesitate to throw the lid open, impatient to see his prize. Inside was a silver ring. The half-imp placed it on his finger, and they moved on.  
 
    The last of rooms was the largest by far. Octagonal in shape, it allowed plenty of space for the four bears that resided within. This time, there was no spike pit to separate the beasts from the door. The men had to quickly slip inside and ready themselves for the angry torrent of teeth and claws.  
 
    There were three pillars for cover, helping them put distance between themselves and the attacking grizzlies, but there were also two spike pits they had to watch out for. Instead of bones, the ground was littered with papers. They looked worn and covered in dirty paw prints, the parchment yellowed with age. 
 
    Jin was able to kill the first of the bears with an arrow before the other three found their way to them. Then, it was a one-on-one battle, each man having their own grizzly to contend with.  
 
    Azure spotted another chest during the fray. The excitement from thinking he might get some actual loot was almost enough to make him lose focus on the enemy in front of him. Sensing the distraction, the bear swiped at Azure’s sword, knocking it away and nearly out of his hands, but he quickly corrected his mistake, redirecting his attention and finishing the grizzly off by planting his blade right between its eyes.  
 
    For a moment, Azure didn’t think it was enough. The bear swiped at him a final time, causing him to jump away, before its eyes rolled to the back of its head, and it fell. Blood oozed from the wound as he pulled his sword free, and he could see the tender pink of brain matter. The sight of it might have disturbed Azure if his mind hadn’t been instantly drawn back to the chest. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 3 Grizzly Bear. 24XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Out of respect, he waited until his friends were done finishing off their foes before they regrouped at the chest. Azure took a deep breath as he flipped the lid open. The corners of his lips dipped into a frown when he saw what was inside. Lying at the bottom was a silver three-pronged device about the size of Azure’s fist. Not wanting to spend time guessing what it was, he picked the item up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Silver Talon 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Quest Item 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” He wanted to throw it back down into the chest. 
 
    “It looks like a key of sorts.” Jin took the item from Azure and turned it in his hands. 
 
    Uden burst out laughing. 
 
    Azure turned on him. “You, shut up. This isn’t funny. It’s infuriating.” 
 
    “It’s hilarious to me.” The half-imp brushed a tear from his eye. 
 
    Jin was already walking around the room, trying to find a use for the talon. He stopped at one of the pillars. “It looks like it goes here.” 
 
    Uden and Azure joined him to look at the three indentations in the pillar that appeared to match up with the points of the talon. The archer pressed the talon into place, but nothing happened. He hummed in response before pulling it away. 
 
    “Check the other pillars,” he commanded before handing the talon back to Azure and then leaning over to start gathering the papers from the floor. 
 
    “Fucking puzzles,” Azure grumbled as he went to examine one pillar while Uden walked over to check the other. Sure enough, there were indentations in both. 
 
    The archer passed out the papers he’d gathered, about fifteen to each person, and they spent the next thirty minutes sorting through them until they had figured out the order of the pillars. It was mentally exhausting and only fueled Azure’s frustration. Wasn’t the door to the next level supposed to just open after they’d killed all the enemies? This was bullshit. 
 
    When activated in the correct order, Azure was able to place the talon into the indentations, and a stone circle would appear and turn, much like a doorknob. After the third and final pillar had been activated, the sound of stone scraping filled the room as part of the wall moved away to reveal a set of stairs. 
 
    “I wonder what fresh hell we’ll find on the next level,” Uden said, mirroring what they were all thinking.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 243 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A door awaited them at the bottom of the stairs. Not knowing what was on the other side was daunting. Azure had quickly decided he didn’t like all of these doors.  
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Jin said with a sigh as he opened the door. 
 
    The room was empty, or at least, it seemed that way at first. There were no enemies inside, but at the back of the room, on a small elevated stage, stood an oblong portal, the inner workings swirling and black, like oil. Behind that, writing was scribbled on the wall, but they couldn’t make it all out past the portal. On the right and left walls of the room were doors, but access to both was blocked by pit traps with no way around.  
 
    “What is this?” Azure asked only a second before he felt his Zweihander of Vengeance wrenched from his hand. 
 
    There was a collective gasp as all three men lost hold of their weapons, the black void sucking them in. For as strong as the pull had been, there had been no wind otherwise. It was as if the portal was a magnet for their weapons only. 
 
    “This can’t be good.” Fear was apparent in the archer’s voice, and he backed up a step, bunching in with his comrades. 
 
    It wasn’t good. As soon as the portal had finished devouring their weapons, it belched forth a creature that none of them had ever seen or heard of before. Only knee-high, the quadruped had sickly-looking green skin covered in a thick layer of dark-green algae. A bulbous black nose protruded above two buck teeth. Floppy ears were set back behind piercing red eyes. Thick paws supported its weight beneath spindly legs. Its body was lean but not emaciated, and it had a long tail that ended in a point. Azure thought it looked a little bit like a dog…if the dog had come straight from hell. Analyzing it revealed its true name. 
 
      
 
    Level 10 Loot Eater. 
 
      
 
    Azure didn’t have time to despair that his brand new sword was gone because the creature charged at them, snarling with a strange gurgle. 
 
    Although the set that had been in his hands had been sucked into the portal, Uden hadn’t lost all of his knives. He placed himself between the beast and his comrades and threw two daggers in the monster’s direction. The first caught its ear and made it whimper. The second struck it in the eye, exploding it in its socket. Red bile fell onto the ground and made a sizzling sound, smoke rising as it quickly dissipated into the ether.  
 
    He rushed forward with two more daggers drawn and stabbed the loot eater in both sides of its head. The creature screeched before ultimately succumbing to death.  
 
    The half-imp pulled away with a hiss of his own, flicking his hand. Blisters were forming where the loot eater’s blood had splashed onto him, and Azure could see that a tiny amount of his Health had been lost.  
 
    “Its blood is acidic,” he confirmed, then gave the corpse a puzzled look as it began convulsing. 
 
    Not knowing what was happening, Uden moved back to regroup with his friends. Though supposedly dead, the Loot Eater had reanimated. Its body shuttered, its mouth opening wide. While it didn’t move forward, the loot eater seemed alive enough that they were all on guard. After a moment, it began to vomit. Sizzling bile spilled forth from its open maw, and then they saw something with a silvery sheen. 
 
    Very slowly, Azure’s Zweihander of Vengeance was birthed from the creature’s mouth. Azure wanted to rush forward and pull it free, but Jin held his arm out to stop him. They all waited to see what would happen next. Several seconds later, the sword lay on the floor, fully intact, in front of the loot eater. The creature fell on its side before the weapon and lie still, the remaining light fading from its eyes. 
 
    “Holy…” Azure didn’t even know what to say. He was taken back by everything that had just happened.  
 
    “There’s no time to be shocked or impressed. Go retrieve your sword.” The archer lowered his arm for Azure to proceed forward. 
 
    Azure advanced with caution—one eye on the Zweihander of Vengeance, the other on the portal. Whatever corrosive acid was in the creature’s saliva appeared to have faded away from his sword, because when he picked it up, his glove didn’t sizzle from the contact. The second his hand was on the hilt of his Zweihander of Vengeance, though, another loot eater emerged from the portal. 
 
    Now being the closest to the portal, Azure was ready to cut their foe down when it came through. He stepped to the side, barely giving the loot eater a chance to emerge before cleaving its head clean off its body. 
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 4. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    Azure immediately leveled up the skill again with his saved ability.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 5. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. Two-Handed Weapons now do 20% more damage.  
 
      
 
    Not expiring immediately, the monster whipped its body around, spraying acidic blood as it did. Some landed on Azure’s boot, the corrosive liquid eating all the way through his armor.  
 
      
 
    Level 6 Loot Eater delivers 8 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch! Ouch! Ouch!” He hopped away, half-inclined to pull the boot off for relief, though he knew there wasn’t time. 
 
    The body convulsing like the previous one until it had vomited out Uden’s daggers. Then it settled in death. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 6 Loot Eater. 42XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “We need to figure out a way to close that portal.” Jin stared at the portal. The snout of another loot eater was already peeking through. 
 
    “Got any suggestions?” Uden righted himself after picking up his daggers, ready for battle. 
 
    “Azure, can you read the writing on the wall?” the archer asked. 
 
    Azure turned his attention from Jin to the half-imp. With another loot eater emerging from the portal, he wasn’t sure if he should be helping Uden or stepping away to read the wall. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” the half-imp gave him reassurance. 
 
    Moving around the portal, Azure paused to scan the writing. Instead of being crudely etched, it was carved out in elegant cursive, the words in Elvish. 
 
    “Conditions of completion,” he called back to his friends. “Close the portal. Kill all enemies.” 
 
    “Close the portal,” Uden scoffed before engaging the newly materialized enemy. “How in the hell do they expect us to do that?” 
 
    “There’s nothing in this room that’s helpful. I bet the solution is in one of the other rooms.” The archer’s gaze darted from door to door. 
 
    “But how are we supposed to get to them with a constant influx of enemies?” Azure walked back over to help with the never-ending inflow of monsters. 
 
    The half-imp had already taken care of the latest loot eater, which had effectively puked out Jin’s bow.  
 
    They were all relieved to have their weapons back, hoping that the torrent of monsters would stop now. No such luck. As soon as the body of the last loot eater had settled from death, another appeared from the portal.  
 
    “This is a problem.” Tension was clear in Uden’s voice. 
 
    There were no downed logs to put across the spike pits, and it would take at least a dozen of the small loot eaters to make a sufficient flesh bridge. Even so, there was the danger of the spikes piercing through them and spraying corrosive blood everywhere. It wasn’t worth the risk.  
 
    “This is a problem,” the archer parroted, seeming to be searching everywhere for the solution.  
 
    They fought as they thought, one loot eater after another, taking turns with the killing, hoping to come up with an idea. After the one that had spit up Jin’s bow, the loot eaters began dropping random items. At first, both Uden and Azure had been excited about this, but the loot eaters didn’t vomit up anything of great value.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Clock Gear 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    On Azure’s very next kill, he leveled up.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 14! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics (Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level.  
 
      
 
    It took almost no thought to know that he wanted to level up his Two-Handed Weapons skill again.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 6. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    Jin and Uden gave him a weak congratulations, both lagging behind in levels now. Celebrating Azure’s progress was of little concern when they were all busy toiling over how to get to the blocked doors. All of them were beginning to hope that the loot eaters would drop some key to shutting the portal, but it didn’t appear to be happening. 
 
    Grasping for straws, Azure suggested, “I could use my Volatile Bolt spell to try to destroy the spike pits.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that would have a favorable conclusion for us,” the archer argued. “Lightening and fire won’t do anything. The Earth element could potentially tear this whole room asunder. The water element could drown us out.” 
 
    “I think I can control my Mana enough for that not to happen.” But even as Azure said it, he wasn’t sure.  
 
    “Do you have any better ideas?” the half-imp barked at Jin, clearly tired of the torrent of loot eaters. 
 
    “No. I don’t,” the archer admitted dryly. 
 
    “Then I say, let’s let him have at it.” Uden nodded insistently. 
 
    “It’s the only option we’ve got, at the moment,” Azure said.  
 
    For some reason, Azure felt drawn to the room on the right, so he went to the spike pit blocking the door to it first. He mentally rolled up his sleeves before pointing his finger gun at the pit, hoping he was capable of controlling his Mana.  
 
    Azure silently prayed for the earth element. If he could just break some of the spikes at the bottom of the pit or cause it to cave in, they might be able to safely cross. 
 
    By some miracle, he felt the rumbling travel down his arms. It was difficult to know how much Mana to expend, and even more so actually controlling it. No matter how much he tried to suppress his magic, the rumbling grew stronger and stronger until the earth shook at his feet and began to crack. 
 
    “Azure,” the half-imp called to him, sounding like the beginning of a chastisement, but no more words came out as he struggled to keep his balance. 
 
    “I can’t control it, guys,” Azure confessed as the stream of magic shot forth from his fingers. 
 
    Sediment rained down from the ceiling as the very room shifted on its foundation. Stone cracked and fell from the walls in front of Azure, landing in the pit. A rent in the earth created a seemingly bottomless chasm where the spikes had once been, but it only covered a small fraction of the ground. When the dust finally settled, a path of fallen stones had been laid across the pit in one corner. His plan had worked. 
 
    “That…gave me anxiety,” the archer admitted, clutching his chest. “There were several times when I thought we’d have to retreat from this room and start all over.” 
 
    Both he and Uden had backed up toward the door, just in case. 
 
    “Let’s go through the door before more of those things spawn.” The half-imp led the charge, practically pushing past Azure to get to the now accessible door. 
 
    The effects of Azure’s spell seemed to transcend the main room. In the next room, chunks of the ceiling had fallen and produced piles of debris. It created an obstacle for the five loot eaters that were inside to get to them. Blessedly, there wasn’t a portal that spit out even more. 
 
    A treasure chest sat nestled in one corner of the room. Having no claim to it, Azure could not care less. He was sure that there was something wonderful inside—something he’d undoubtedly be jealous of. For all the work he’d been putting in in this particular dungeon, it felt like he was getting ripped off. 
 
    “Let’s divide and conquer,” Jin said as he nocked an arrow to his bowstring and shot down one of the approaching loot eaters.  
 
    “Divide and conquer,” Azure parroted with far less enthusiasm. 
 
    “Don’t hog all the kills.” Uden stepped in front of him, practically forcing Azure to focus on only one enemy. “We need to level up too, you know.” 
 
    He was right, of course. Up to this point, Azure had taken out most of their enemies. It was time for him to step back and let his comrades get experience. The thought of engaging the loot eaters with their acidic blood wasn’t exactly thrilling anyway. The small injuries from blood splatters were more annoying than anything else—something he could easily do without.  
 
    He stabbed the loot eater that was attacking him through the skull, giving it a quick death and trying to minimize the blood spray. It seemed like their bodies were pressurized, though, and he barely avoided getting more of the acidic red liquid on his foot.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 12 Loot Eater. 84XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Once he removed his blade from its head, the loot eater convulsed and coughed up the loot it had been hoarding inside. A green bottle rolled out of its mouth and stopped against the toe of his boot.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Bottle of Mead 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.3 kg 
  Uses: Relaxes your senses and allows your tongue to flow freely. 
  Effects: Increases Charisma by 3 points for one hour 
  Decreases attack of all weapons and magic by 20% for one hour 
  Decreases Agility, Dexterity, Intelligence, and Strength by 3 points for one hour 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    This might be good for later, Azure thought as he placed the Bottle of Mead in his Bag of Holding, though he didn’t know how much he trusted alcohol belched out of a monster’s mouth, especially one with corrosive bodily fluids.  
 
    Once the rest of the loot eaters were vanquished, the three men made their way around the rubble to where the chest was. It was Jin’s turn to open it, and Azure knew he wouldn’t even be able to pretend to look happy for the archer if he ended up with another awesome item. When Jin lifted the top of the chest, though, what lay at the bottom appeared to be a long smooth stone with symbols etched into it. He picked it up, squinting at the angular markings. 
 
    “What is it?” Azure asked, feeling selfish relief once he realized that it was probably a quest item.  
 
    “A quest item,” the archer confirmed. “This language is unknown to me. Can you read it?” He passed the stone around, but none of them could make out what it said. 
 
    “Great,” Uden grumbled. “It probably tells us how to close the portal.” 
 
    Jin didn’t bother to pocket the stone, but instead kept it in his hand as he turned to leave the room. 
 
    By some miracle, the main room was blessedly empty of additional monsters. They all expected it to be short-lived, but the surface of the portal remained a stagnant swirling black. The stone in the archer’s hand pulsed neon green, the color vibrating out away from the stone. He lifted it so his companions can see. 
 
    “I think it’s affecting the portal.” Jin looked from the stone to the portal. 
 
    “Maybe it closed the portal just by being in the room with it.” Azure hoped. If nothing else was coming out if it, then it was the only thing that made sense.  
 
    “It doesn’t look closed to me.” The half-imp shifted his weight, his eyes never leaving the portal. 
 
    “Then perhaps it just deactivated it,” Azure suggested. 
 
    “Deactivated isn’t closed,” Uden pointed out. “We won’t complete the floor until it’s closed.” 
 
    “Or perhaps we’re meant to walk through it once we’ve cleared this floor.” The archer cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “The portal is black because this is dark magic at work. I would not recommend walking through it,” the half-imp informed them. 
 
    “Well, whatever the case, we’re not done with this floor yet. We still have one more room to clear. Once that’s done, we can worry about this portal.” Jin set his sights on the door to the room they hadn’t yet explored. 
 
    “True.” Azure followed his gaze. “I suppose we’ll use the same tactic as before?” 
 
    “We may not need to.” The archer shook his head. “There was lots of rubble in the other room. We can use it to fill in the pit.” 
 
    “But that takes time,” Uden argued. “Besides, the room might reset when we re-enter.” 
 
    “It might,” Jin agreed, “but it’s better than risking the spell. We got lucky that Azure summoned the earth element right away. And even more lucky that the entire room didn’t cave in around us. The risk of moving the rubble seems smaller.”  
 
    “And more time consuming,” the half-imp pointed out. 
 
    Jin hesitated, “Yes, but better safe than sorry. What do you think, Azure? You’re the one whose life is hanging in the balance.”  
 
    Azure took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. On the one hand, getting through the dungeon as quickly as possible was to his benefit. On the other hand, Volatile Bolt was unpredictable, and they had gotten lucky that worse hadn’t happened when he had cast it. He wasn’t so sure that would be the case the second time around. 
 
    “Let’s try going into the other room first. If the enemies respawn, we’ll kill them, then carry what rocks we can back to the pit. I doubt it will be enough—” 
 
    “It won’t be,” Uden cut him off. 
 
    “Well,” Azure glared at the half-imp to silence him, “I was going to say that if they respawn, we should kill them and then resort to my spell.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Jin said. 
 
    The half-imp said nothing, which they took as him agreeing to the plan.  
 
    Having decided on their course of action, the men traversed the rocky bridge to renter the room they had just come from. Luck seemed to be on their side as the room did not respawn the dead loot eaters.  
 
    For the next twenty minutes, they went back and forth carrying armfuls of rocks and rubble to the spike pit that blocked their way to the next door. Even with a good amount laid down, what they were able to bring over barely covered the spikes at the bottom of the pit. 
 
    “This doesn’t look so good.” Uden surveyed their work. 
 
    “We probably would have been better off with me using my spell,” Azure agreed. 
 
    “Well, it’s done now. Best to tread carefully.” The archer stubbornly insisted they still try walking over it. 
 
    “You know, those rocks are going to compress when we step on them,” the half-imp said to him as if he was an idiot. 
 
    “Walk light,” Jin replied with a twinge of amusement before stepping down into the pit. Deftly, he maneuvered between the spikes on tiptoes until he had reached the other side, turning with a flourish, the bottom of his robe billowing around his legs. “Who is next?” 
 
    “You and I may be able to make it over this, but I doubt ol’ lead foot over here will.” Uden thumbed back to Azure. “He’s about as graceful as a bull in an apothecary.” 
 
    “Stop talking and start walking.” Azure gave him a gentle nudge, annoyed that his friend didn’t have faith that he’d make it across safely. The archer had sure made it look easy. 
 
    Skirting the spikes a bit faster than Jin had done, the half-imp made it to the other side without incident. “Come on, lead foot. Don’t trip,” Uden called back to Azure with a smirk. 
 
    Azure took a deep breath. He’d be embarrassed if he was the only one who didn’t make it across unscathed. 
 
    Very carefully, Azure put one foot down on a rather large, sturdy-looking rock. It shifted under his weight, but he was able to get his balance and leave the ledge. On his next step, he wasn’t so lucky. Azure had planted his heel on a mound of rubble between two spikes—the same mound that both Jin and Uden had safely stepped on, mind you. It caved from the combination of his body weight and armor, and he ended up ankle-deep, his hands flailing forward to catch himself. One landed directly on a spike, the point penetrating his armor and going all the way through his hand. 
 
      
 
    Spike Trap delivers 35 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure cried out in pain. 
 
    “You stupid idiot with your stupid expensive heavy armor.” The half-imp about fell over laughing. 
 
    Jin was the only one concerned. He reached out as if to help Azure, but it was no use. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Azure screamed, his hand still impaled. 
 
    “Just rip it off…like a Band-Aid. It will only hurt for a second,” the archer offered his suggestions and sympathy. “Then quaff a healing potion.”  
 
    “This fucking pit!” Azure continued to rage. “This was a horrible idea! You should have just let me use magic!” 
 
    “You’re almost across.” Jin ignored his chastisement. “You just need to get through this.” 
 
    “You don’t have a fucking spike sticking out of your hand.” He shot back. “Gah!” 
 
    Azure silently counted to three and then pulled his hand from the spike. The pain seared all the way up his arm, and blood dripped from the wound as if he had hit an artery. 
 
    With far less care than before, he stomped through the rest of the rubble to make it to the other side before digging into his Bag of Holding for a Potion of Minor Healing. Even as he drank it, he was pissed off at the archer. Once they had seen how little covering there actually was for the spike pit, they should have all come to an agreement together about whether or not to traverse it. But no, Mr. Agile had decided it would be fine, practically forcing Uden and Azure to follow. Azure would not be making that mistake again. If he felt like something was dangerous, he wouldn’t just follow his friends blindly into it. 
 
    “You’re okay.” Jin patted Azure on the back as he finished guzzling down the potion.  
 
    “Don’t touch me!” he growled, wiping his mouth on the back of his armplate before opening and closing his hand a few times. 
 
    The wound had mostly healed, but he could still feel the torn muscles and ligaments beneath his skin trying to repair themselves as the potion worked its way through his bloodstream. 
 
    “You should just rest while we take care of whatever is in this room,” the archer offered, but Azure didn’t want the pity party, nor did he want to lose out on any experience. “Here. Hold this.” Jin handed the stone over to him before continuing, “It’s probably best that it stays in this room while we know it’s keeping the portal deactivated.” 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Stone of Kwendal 
  
       	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  Uses: Quest Item 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “We don’t know that,” Azure shot back. 
 
    The stone pulsed in his hand, causing an unsettling feeling. His gaze fell to it, and Azure knew it was connected to the portal in some way, though he couldn’t tell if it was actually keeping the loot eaters from entering their world. Dark magic was definitely at work. 
 
    “Just stay here,” the archer said calmly before following the half-imp into the other room. 
 
    Azure let out a long-suffering sigh, surrendering to Jin’s orders. Compared to his friends, he didn’t really need the experience anyway, and this would give him a chance to assign his characteristic points. 
 
    Listening to the sounds of melee in the other room, Azure opened his character sheet. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 14, 7% of the way to next level 
  Health: 307 / 230 (390) 
  Mana: 220 / 260 (310) 
  Stamina: 215 / 235 (245) 
  Vitality: 11 (27) 
  Intelligence: 14 (19) 
  Strength: 12 (16) 
  Agility: 7 (17) 
  Dexterity: 7 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 8 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 7; 20% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 0% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 12; 75% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 13; 95% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 15; 54% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 2% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 3; 37% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Uden and Jin had proven time and time again that Agility was important. In his heavy armor, Azure pretty much moved with the grace of a rock, despite the stat increases he received from the armor. Out of bitterness, he threw a point there. The other two, he placed respectively in Strength and Intelligence.  
 
    By the time he was done, the fighting had stopped, and the room had gone silent. Azure leaned over to see his friends standing over a chest at the back of the room. Vanquished loot eaters lay all around them. He turned back around, not caring what was inside. 
 
    A few moments later, the men emerged from the room. Uden wasn’t bragging, nor was he smiling, so whatever had been in the chest couldn’t have been anything great. 
 
    Azure handed the Stone of Kwendal back to Jin before gesturing to the pit. “You guys go first. I’m going to blow this shit up after you cross.”  
 
    “Don’t do that,” the archer said in the way of chastisement. 
 
    “I don’t think you can stop me.” Azure gave him a pointed look. 
 
    “Fine.” Jin sighed, making it across the pit with as much elegance as before. 
 
    The half-imp hesitated.  
 
    Azure looked at him. 
 
    “Actually…I’m with you on this one. While my Agility is pretty high, it’s not worth risking getting hurt. Besides, I don’t want to be on that side when you cast your spell.” Uden smirked at the archer. 
 
    Azure hadn’t even thought about that. If they weren’t all on the same side, someone could easily end up getting hurt. 
 
    “Fuck!” he grunted before forcing himself over the ledge. 
 
    By some miracle, Azure made it across the pit without falling and busting his ass, but there were a few times when he had almost lost his balance.  
 
    The half-imp practically skipped after him, mocking the fact that Azure had a difficult time with the terrain. 
 
    “Well, we killed all the enemies.” Jin kept his gaze on the portal. “Now, we just have to close the portal.” 
 
    “But how do we do that?” Azure asked, relieved now that they were all across the pit safely. 
 
    “No idea.” The archer shook his head. “Let’s look around the room for clues.” 
 
    They spent the next thirty minutes carefully examining all the walls and stones in the floor to no avail. There were no indentations where the stone fit. No secret writing on the walls. 
 
    Uden found a loose stone in the floor, but when they lifted it, the only thing beneath were spiders and millipedes. They quickly dropped it back into place. 
 
    “Well, this sucks!” the half-imp announced once they’d exhausted all of their options. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Jin admitted with a sigh. 
 
    “So…what do we do?” Azure asked, looking from Uden to the archer. 
 
    “The only thing I can think of is that we’re supposed to walk through the portal,” Jin suggested again. 
 
    “Out of the question.” The half-imp shook his head. “This thing is bad magic. It leads to a bad place. I can feel it.”  
 
    “I don’t think we have any other choice.” The slightest hint of despair reached the archer’s voice. 
 
    “We definitely can’t go back.” Azure turned in the direction of the stairs. “Even if we go up one floor, we’d have to climb that tunnel.” 
 
    “And everything would respawn,” Jin reminded him. “Besides, we have to keep going.” 
 
    “Kind of difficult to do that when there’s no clear path forward,” Uden grumbled irritably. 
 
    “Maybe we should just think for a while.” The archer sat on the floor. 
 
    “Or I’ve got a better idea.” The half-imp looked down at him, his face set in an expression that Azure couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “Are you going to suggest that we link hands and try to go through to see what’s on the other side.” Jin tried to guess what Uden was thinking. 
 
    “No. Give me the stone.” The half-imp reached down and opened and closed his palm. 
 
    “Why? What are you going to do with it?”  
 
    “Just give it to me.” It was clear that Uden’s patience was running thin. 
 
    The archer hesitated for a moment before handing it over. No sooner than he did, the half-imp wound his arm back and threw the stone into the portal. Azure’s mouth fell open like his jaw had broken. 
 
    “What have you done!” Jin was on his feet in an instant. Not just on his feet, but also up in Uden’s face like there was about to be a fight. 
 
    “Uden, you—” Azure was about to join in on the chastisement, but then they all heard the portal warble. 
 
    Turning their heads to face it, there was a ripple from where the Stone of Kwendal had passed through. First, it was the same neon green as the stone. The next ripple turned the portal a pure shade of blue. All sense of nefarious intentions left the room, and the men felt a sense of relief wash over them.  
 
    “The portal has been purified. Now, we can pass through it,” the half-imp announced proudly. 
 
    Jin’s head sulked, though they couldn’t tell if it was in shame or relief. “I was about to kick your ass,” he confessed 
 
    “Oh,” Uden chuckled, “I most certainly would like to see you try it. A little rough and tumble might lead to me tearing that robe off of you.” He winked at the archer. 
 
    Jin shook his head. “Maybe you’re not so useless after all.” 
 
    “Still an asshole, I see.” The half-imp gave him a snide grin. “I knew you wouldn’t let me throw the stone in unless I was 100% sure it would work, so I figured I wouldn’t bother asking.” 
 
    “It was a risk, but a good one.” the archer admitted. 
 
    “I’m just glad we can get the hell out of this room,” Azure said.  
 
    “Shall we proceed.” Uden gestured for them to head to the portal. 
 
    Jin lead the way, Uden followed behind, and Azure took up the tail. 
 
    Even though the half-imp had told them that the portal was now safe, Azure still felt uneasy about going through it. Ignoring the warning signs blaring in his skull, he followed his friends as they stepped through one at a time. 
 
    Well, I guess I didn’t learn from that damn pit trap, Azure thought to himself when he emerged in a room full of enemies…completely alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 243 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of rot was almost enough to make Azure vomit. It was like every creature on Earth and in The Realm had died in this room all at once. If walking blindly into a room full of enemies wasn’t bad enough, a notification flashed in front of Azure’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    You have been Cursed. You have one hour to clear this level or you will die. 
 
      
 
    If nothing had added a sense of urgency to getting through this floor before, that certainly did. The one-year time-crunch he was under to help Jin retrieve the Land Stone no longer seemed so pressing.  
 
    There was no time to waste but too many enemies to get through with even the smallest semblance of swiftness. What was worse was that they were all humanoid. 
 
    It was as if Azure had been ported into the middle of some secret ritual. Three men in red robes stood in a line in front of him some ten feet away, seemingly awaiting his arrival. Each had a rat by their side. They might have looked human if not for their dark blue skin, stark white hair, and pointy ears. Azure Analyzed one, curious about their race. 
 
      
 
    Level 6 Necrophyte. 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys, sorry to just drop in like this,” he said awkwardly, hoping to talk his way out of a fight. Though the necrophyte’s appeared to be weak, three against one evened the odds. 
 
    In response, he felt something nip at his ankle, followed by a notification.  
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rat Familiar delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure looked down to see one of the rats attacking him. Realizing that it didn’t belong to the three awaiting necrophytes, he checked his peripheral vision and discovered two more necrophytes flanking his sides. 
 
    As if given a silent order, the rest of the rat familiars rushed forward as well. 
 
    “If you could call off your little buddies,” Azure tried to kick one away, “we could talk this ouuuuuuu!” 
 
      
 
    Level 3 Rat Familiar delivers 15 damage. 
 
      
 
    The silence of the necrophytes confirmed their ill intentions as their minions continued to attack.  
 
    Aside from the squeaks of the angry rats, the room was eerily silent. Soon, the rustling of Azure’s armor and the sound of his sword joined them as he worked to fight the rodents off. 
 
    It wasn’t a difficult task. Retreating did not seem to be on their agenda. He sliced through the first one’s skull with ease, giving it a quick death. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 2 Rat Familiar. 
 
      
 
    Killing the rodent seemed to piss off its master, though, and Azure felt a sense of alarm as he saw one of the necrophytes weave its hands to form a spell.  
 
    Tripping over the rats made dodging almost impossible. A burst of purple energy shot out at Azure, striking him in the shoulder.  
 
      
 
    You have been infected with Necrophyte Fear. You will be irrationally terrified of all Necrophytes and their summons for a duration of 12 seconds. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Azure blinked the notification away, the spell set in. The small brown creatures nipping at his feet no longer seemed like an annoyance but the most horrifying things he had ever laid eyes on. Uninvited wails of panic escaped his throat, and he lifted one foot to avoid them, then jumped to the other, before looking behind himself to find a quick exit from the room.  
 
    To Azure’s dismay, the portal he had come through was no longer there. A cement wall stood where it had once been. In contrast to the rest of the weathered stones that composed the wall, it looked like the portal had literally been blocked off. Azure didn’t know what to make of it.  
 
    Despite there being nothing to go through, he clung to the wall in a pitiful attempt to escape the rats to no avail. Four of them were on him now, each taking a piece out of his boot whenever they could.  
 
      
 
    Level 3 Rat Familiar delivers 15 damage.  
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rat Familiar delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    The sting of their chiclet teeth only amplified his fear of them. They were, Azure thought, absolutely putrid with their black beady eyes and long dirty-looking tails. 
 
    Twelve seconds passed while he was trying to scramble away. The spell wore off with an incredible sense of relief. Azure felt every muscle in his body relax all at once as the rats became less frightening. Unfortunately, it wasn’t to last. Just as Azure had gotten his bearings about him, he saw another necrophyte winding up to hit him with another spell. 
 
    Azure jumped over the rats to dodge, not getting very far in his heavy armor. He landed on one of the rats’ tails, which made it elicit an ear-piercing screech of pain. Again, he was just in reach of the burst of purple energy.  
 
      
 
    You have been infected with Necrophyte Fear. You will be irrationally terrified of all Necrophytes and their summons for a duration of 12 seconds. 
 
      
 
    With the rats now behind him, the necrophytes became the new point of fear. They looked demonic with their expressionless faces.  
 
    His gaze shot to the left and right. He had to get out of this room or he was going to go crazy. Blessedly, there were two doors, each on the opposite walls, though he had no idea where they would lead to. It wouldn’t matter, as long as it got him away from the necrophytes and their horrible rats. His fear of them was so strong that he didn’t even care about the treasure chest at the back of the room—the one that should be his. The monsters could have it. 
 
    Desperate to escape, Azure sprinted for the door to the left. He might have gone for the one to the right instead, but it was blocked by rubble, as if his spell had transcended levels and brought part of the ceiling down here as well. Azure knew that the dungeon was corralling him in the direction it wanted him to go, but he didn’t care. 
 
    As soon as his hand touched the door handle, the spell wore off again. He enjoyed a moment of respite, thankful that the necrophytes didn’t seem to be able to inflict any damage. That’s what the rats were for, though.  
 
    When Azure’s wits returned to him, he only had seconds to think before one of the necrophytes began to cast again. The rats were already nipping at his feet, creating an annoying distraction. 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rat Familiar delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    If Azure ran out of the room now, he’d just have to return later. He was pretty sure that clearing the floor meant killing all of the necrophytes, though he didn’t see any writing on the walls to tell him the completion conditions for this level. Perhaps that had been the notification’s job this time. Whatever the case, this room would eventually be unavoidable. 
 
    As Azure kicked at one of the rats, he debated on the best course of action. Killing the rats while he had his sanity might be the smartest move. That way, he wouldn’t take anymore damage, and he wouldn’t have them running around his feet tripping him up whenever the neophytes cast their spell. On the other hand, finding a way to avoid Necrophyte Fear now seemed more important. Azure had almost no control over himself whenever it took effect. His one and only objective was to escape the rats and neophytes. 
 
    For the first time since Azure remembered, he wished he had a shield. Even when he had carried one, he had almost never used it, finding it cumbersome. He had never really refined his technique with sword and shield, which was part of the reason why he favored two-handed weapons so much. Now that he was dealing with magic that debilitated him, finding a way to block seemed of paramount importance. 
 
    But perhaps he didn’t need a shield after all. 
 
    Deciding to give his idea a try, instead of dodging out of the way whenever one of the necrophytes cast its spell, Azure held his blade up flush in front of him, trying his best to use the width of it as a shield. The spell energy hugged the blade before moving around it and hitting Azure directly in the chest. And that was it, he kicked one of the rats away with a pathetic scream of despair and disappeared out the door. 
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    You have been Cursed. You have one hour to clear this level or you will die. 
 
      
 
    Jin knew he shouldn’t have trusted the half-imp. Now, they didn’t know where in the hell they were. And what was worse was that Azure was missing. 
 
    The status effect was of little concern to him. There was no doubt in the archer’s mind that they would be able to clear the level within an hour. For as threatening as the status notification was meant to be, this was still a low-level floor. Completing it within an hour was well within the realm of possibility, but that didn’t mean they could afford to be lazy about it. As with the dungeon as a whole, the faster they could get through this level, the better. 
 
    Jin checked his peripheral vision and noticed that Azure’s stats weren’t greyed out. That meant he had to be on this level somewhere. There was no point in panicking. They’d likely end up in the same place eventually. What was more important right now were these creatures in front of them. 
 
    Spread out around the room, they looked kind of like dead elves, but their ears weren’t anywhere near as long and pointy. The archer immediately recognized them as undead—some species that had been reanimated by magic. Their red robes warned him that they were probably spell-casters. 
 
    “They are going to cast soon,” he informed Uden. “Do what you have to to dodge.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.” The half-imp was already on guard with his blades raised. 
 
    “We should finish them quickly. Show no mercy.” Jin nocked an arrow to his bowstring. 
 
    “This is one of the rare times that I enjoy your company more than Azure’s,” Uden said with a smirk, more than ready for the bloodbath that was about to ensue. 
 
    The room was square with nothing for the necrophytes to take cover behind. Their rat summons might have been able to hide behind the few piles of rubble on the floor from where parts of the ceiling had caved in, but that wasn’t on their agenda. Their entire purpose was to attack, but the archer refused to allow them to get near. 
 
    The next ten minutes were spent slaughtering the rats and their masters. Jin had been right about the necrophytes ability to cast spells. Having crazy high Agility, both he and the half-imp were able to dodge all of the purple bursts of energy, even when multiple necrophytes were casting at once. 
 
    The archer hogged most of the kills, defeating four out of the five necrophytes in the room. It was crucial to him to stay several levels above Uden and even a few levels higher than Azure, just in case. That hadn’t been working out so well thus far. Perhaps he should consider learning magic. There were some situations where it was a necessary evil, but it had always been important to Jin to only focus on one or two combat skills so that he could maximize his gains.  
 
    Luckily, the half-imp was too stupid to see what the archer was doing. When he barked an order for Uden to focus on the rats, he did, even though he got no experience from them. Letting the half-imp kill most of the rats still made the entire fight seem like a joint effort. 
 
    When it was all said and done, bodies littered the room. As Uden was crouching down to loot the necrophyte he had slain, Jin considered putting an arrow in the back of his head. Now would be the perfect time to do it. Azure wasn’t here to stop him. But if they needed to return to this room, it would be obvious that the half-imp had not been murdered by one of the necrophytes, and Azure likely wouldn’t believe a lie about Uden stepping in the way of one of the archer’s arrows. Not that it was improbable that the half-imp would make such a dumb move. It was, however, improbable that Jin would fire so carelessly. Over the months they’d been traveling together, he’d demonstrated his expert aim and control more times than he could count. 
 
    No, this wasn’t the perfect time to kill Uden after all. The archer sighed inwardly. 
 
    Back when Jin had rescued Azure from death, he had hoped that the half-imp would have been eaten by something while he was floating almost dead in the water. That would have been the best scenario. Then, there wouldn’t be any blame on him. But Uden had proven to be resilient.  
 
    They could afford to keep him around for a while longer, but eventually, he would need to die. Hopefully, the archer could make Azure see that when the time came. 
 
    For now, they needed to focus on finding Azure and completing this level, and not necessarily in that order. Considering that the portal had disappeared, there would be no way off of this level until they met its conditions, which were scrawled across the back wall. As a reward for not gaining as much experience, Jin allowed Uden to loot all of the bodies while he went to read it.   
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Kill all enemies. 
 
      
 
    Pretty standard. 
 
    Now they needed to decide which door to go through next. There were two in the room they were in, on opposite walls from each other. It was possible that Azure could be in one of them. Jin thought to call out to him, but there was likely a sound barrier between rooms. 
 
    “Where should we go next?” he lazily asked the half-imp. 
 
    In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter. They would need to clear both rooms anyway.  
 
    Uden looked up from the body he was looting and grunted. “Don’t care.” 
 
    “A lot of help you are,” Jin mumbled under his breath, rolling his eyes before deciding on the door to his right. “When you’re done looting,” he said a bit irritably. 
 
    The half-imp paused for a moment, looking the dead necrophyte he had been looting over before moving onto the next one. Instead of stripping it, he simply removed an amulet from around its neck and continued on. It took a few minutes for him to finish looting the rest of the bodies before he was ready to go to the next room. 
 
    “No sense of urgency with your life on the line.” The archer snorted at him. 
 
    “My life is always on the line,” Uden countered, his expression serious. 
 
    Jin looked at the half-imp to be ready before he flung the door open. On the other side was a wide empty hallway some twenty-five feet long that took a sharp turn. A broken war axe lay on the floor at the end of it, and there was a pile of rubble to the left about ten feet away. Puddles of green sludge dotted the floor, but they didn’t completely block the path. The smell of something acidic mixed with that of death, a scent that had heartily permeated the previous room. 
 
    Though they couldn’t see past the turn in the hall, they could hear someone screaming. A moment later, Azure rounded the corner, followed by a mischief of rats. His eyes were wide and crazy-looking as he took long strides in their direction, his armor clanking with each hurried step. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Uden noted, preparing to take on the rats chasing his friend. 
 
    With far less urgency, a group of necrophytes walked into view, their faces expressionless. It was clear that they didn’t see Azure as a threat, though the new additions made them immediately go on guard. Two of the six raised their hands to cast a spell. 
 
    “Get behind us,” Jin said to Azure once he had reached them. 
 
    The crazed man needed no invitation. He passed by them as if they didn’t even exist, tears streaming down his face. It was one of the most pathetic things the archer had ever seen. 
 
    The tight space made it hard to avoid all the spell casting going on. Using it to their advantage, the necrophytes began to cast one after another. Though none of them were above level 6, this definitely raised their threat level. 
 
    Jin took the first necrophyte down with his bow.  
 
    Uden had to dodge several times to avoid being hit by the spell, so two of the rats slipped through. He turned to give chase, but at this point, he was closer to the neophytes, so it was smarter for him to go for them. They would have a disadvantage in close combat. 
 
    “Kill the neophytes,” Jin called to him.  
 
    “They cast fear,” Azure warned, having suddenly regained his senses. 
 
    He stepped up beside the archer. Seeing someone in his peripheral vision was jarring. Followed by a sting to his foot from one of the rats biting through his boot, and it made for the perfect distraction. Jin didn’t detect the purple bolt of energy racing toward him until it was too late. 
 
    For a moment, he didn’t understand what had happened. Rats had never scared him before. In fact, the archer had even had one as a pet at one point. But these rats were absolutely horrifying, their tales long and pointed like a weapon, their beady eyes bulging as if they might explode with puss. He screamed and retreated.  
 
    No trust remained that his comrades would keep him safe. The only option was to leave the room. As was always his prerogative, Jin had to save himself before all others. 
 
    Uden called to the archer to stop him, but he was too busy engaged with the necrophytes to take any type of physical action. Azure just moved aside to let him flee.  
 
    Not knowing what would be in the other room until he stepped in it was a bit of a risk, but at least the rats wouldn’t be right on his heels. Blessedly, the necrophytes and rodents that he and the half-imp had slain hadn’t risen from the dead as respawns. The thought was a bit ironic. Necrophytes were already dead. When they respawned, were they just undead over and over again? It didn’t bear a lot of thought right now.  
 
    The archer closed the door and put his back against it, his heart racing. A notification flashed in his vision that Uden had leveled up. Jin silently cursed the half-imp for catching up to him in levels. That was about the time that his fear wore off. 
 
    “Shit,” he said beneath his breath, charging back in. 
 
    Just as he was opening the door, the half-imp pushed past him, clearly affected by the spell.  
 
    “Monsters,” Uden said in a voice full of despair. 
 
    “It will be over soon,” the archer assured him before realizing the double meaning behind his own words. 
 
    Almost as soon as Jin was back inside, Azure got struck by the spell as well. At least, all of the rats were dead, and only four of the original six necrophytes remained. The archer was able to take down one more before he was overwhelmed by the purple blasts of energy. He rotated out of the room as Uden stepped back in.  
 
    “This is fucking miserable,” Azure groaned, clearly not interested in re-entering the room even after the effects of the spell had worn off.  
 
    Jin was too busy going out of his mind to pay much attention to his friend. 
 
    By some miracle, the half-imp hadn't been affected by the spell by the time the archer was able to go back into the room. He wasn’t making much progress toward dispatching of the last two necrophytes either. They cast in tandem, as if the spell had almost no cooldown time. It was all Uden could do not to be hit by it.  
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Jin growled between gritted teeth, more pissed off about the situation than anything else. 
 
    Two on two evened the playing field immensely. With the new distraction, both necrophytes could no longer focus on the agile half-imp. Jin shot one of the necrophytes right between the eyes with his bow, and Uden dashed in to stab the second one to death. It was better teamwork than the archer would have liked to admit.
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    Azure was embarrassed, to say the least. Not only had his friends pretty much had to rescue him, but he hadn’t been able to force himself to go back into the room after that last dose of fear. He knew that Jin and Uden were perfectly capable of handling the necrophytes on their own, and though it hadn’t gone smoothly, they had gotten the job done without much aid from him. Azure had, to his credit, killed the remaining rats. That had to count for something, right? 
 
    The archer barely paid Azure any mind when he re-entered. “Come on. We’ve already wasted enough time.” He stepped around the bodies and green puddles of ooze to lead the way down the hallway. 
 
    “Be careful of the poison,” Uden called back to Azure. “I stepped in it when I was fighting the necrophytes after you two pussies had left. Shaves off a good bit of Health.” 
 
    Once they’d rounded the bend in the hallway, they found it empty, a mirror image of the other side minus the rubble and poison puddles. Of course, Azure had already known that because he’d come from this direction. 
 
    “Did you portal into this room?” Jin asked, not slowing as he approached the door on the other side of the hall. 
 
    “No. I portaled into the next room.” 
 
    “What’s inside?” The question came out before Azure had time to answer it of his own accord. 
 
    “There were five necrophytes and a few rats,” he began to explain before he was cut off again. 
 
    “Did you kill any?” 
 
    “The rats, yes. The necrophytes…” 
 
    “Yeah, I get the picture.” The archer waved back to him for silence. “Is there anything else in the room we should know about?” 
 
    Azure thought for a moment. “There are two columns in the center of the room. It would be a good place to take cover once you enter. There’s a chest kind of between them but closer to the back of the room. The ceiling has caved in in a few places, but it shouldn’t really hinder mobility around the room.” 
 
    Jin nodded in approval of the explanation, then turned his attention to Uden. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    “I was born ready,” the half-imp replied.  
 
    “Let’s get this done. I’m going to take a guess that this level is circular. Hopefully, we’ll only have one room to go after we clear this one.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Uden agreed. 
 
    The archer and the half-imp slipped through the door one after the other. Though there was momentary hesitation in his step, Azure forced himself in behind them.  
 
    Chaos immediately ensued. Flashes of purple were already flying toward Uden and Jin as they scrambled to take cover behind the columns. The necrophytes weren’t about to let the men use the stone structures for cover, two already rounding the column that Uden was behind in opposite directions. Jin shot the necrophyte that tried to approach on his side, then turned to face a second attacker that was trying to get the drop on him. Before Azure had even seen what had happened, all three rats were dead. 
 
    The two necrophytes that had been closest to the right wall began casting spells in Azure’s direction. With no rats tripping him up, it was much easier to dodge, but he still couldn’t make any purchase toward his enemies. 
 
    The archer proved to be the most useful against their foes. He moved aggressively forward, meeting the necrophyte on the other side of his column before it had a chance to finish weaving its spell. An arrow felled it quickly, then he jumped out to help Azure with the other necrophytes. 
 
    When it was all said and done, Jin had slain four out of five of the necrophtyes while Uden had managed to kill one on his own. Azure’s kill count was a whopping zero. He hated this floor. It made him feel useless. 
 
    “You should let him have the chest since he did all the work.” The half-imp nodded toward the archer before kneeling to loot his own kills. 
 
    Azure couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. 
 
    “I killed most of the other enemies on the other floors,” he pointed out. “I think we’re even.” 
 
    “I don’t care about what’s in the chest.” Jin shook his head. “I only care about getting off this floor. We have less than an hour left before the Curse kills us. Grab your stuff, and let’s move on.” 
 
    Azure half-jogged, half-walked over to the chest and threw the lid open. He wholeheartedly expected to find something useless, and he wasn’t far off. Inside was the top half of a skull. Azure picked it up, frowning. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Necrophyte Skullcap 
  
       	  Defense: +3 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.0 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That definitely wasn’t going on his head. He tried to imagine who would wear such a thing, but then decided it didn’t deserve much thought. Azure placed the skullcap in his Bag of Holding and was ready to move on.  
 
    “What did you get?” Uden asked as they met at the door. 
 
    “Some crappy necrophyte skull.” His gaze fell to the amulets that the half-imp was getting ready to put in the bag on his hip. “What are those?” 
 
    “You’d know if you killed some necrophytes.” The half-imp gave him a cheeky smile. 
 
    “You sure have a lot of them.” Azure raised an eyebrow. “I’ll trade you the skullcap for one.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” Uden stuffed the five amulets in his bag. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” the archer said a bit irritably, not even waiting for them to be ready before he opened the door to the next room. 
 
    As Jin had predicted, the hallway that the door led into was very similar to the previous one they had been in. Three necrophytes waited for them on the other side with a rat summon, making it impossible for all three men to slip inside before the spell casting began.  
 
    Bottlenecked, the archer took a hit to the chest, which forced him to retreat, pushing the other two men back out the door. Once they were in the previous room, Azure grabbed him by the arms to get him to stop. Though Azure couldn’t see his face under the robe, he imagined that Jin’s eyes looked wild. He was panting from anxiety, pushing forward for a few seconds before realizing that the threat hadn’t followed him into the room.  
 
    “They’re too close to the door. We’re going to have to go in stabbing if we don’t want to get blasted,” the half-imp thought aloud. 
 
    Azure blew out a breath, still clutching onto the frantic archer. “I hate these necrophytes. I mean, there has been a lot of stuff in this dungeon that has sucked, but they’re by far the worst.” 
 
    “I’d suggest that we go around and see if we have better luck on the other side. If Jin is right, then the door that we didn’t go through where we portaled onto this floor should lead to the other side of this hallway. But I’m not sure if things would respawn as we backtrack, and I’m also not sure we have that kind of time.” Uden’s face was set with concentration. 
 
    They now had less than twenty minutes left before they all died from the curse. 
 
    “I don’t think going back is an option.” Azure shook his head. 
 
    “No. Going back isn’t an option.” Jin relaxed in Azure’s grip as the spell finally wore off. 
 
    “Then we bulldoze through,” Azure suggested. “I can go in first, maybe tackle one of the necrophytes before it has a chance to cast. If possible, I’ll try to stomp the rat with my boot. Maybe the distraction will be enough to give you guys time to stab the other two.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that will work. They’re expecting us now,” the archer pointed out.  
 
    “Are they?” The half-imp didn’t seem convinced. “This is a dungeon. When we close the door, whatever is in that room resets. Maybe their memories reset as well. At worse, they should be standing exactly as they were when we first entered.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have time to argue much about this.” Azure pinched the bridge of his nose. Knowing that they had so little time left was beginning to give him extreme anxiety.  
 
    “Fine.” Stress was apparent in Jin’s voice as well. “I don’t have a better plan, so we’ll go with yours. Just…maybe go in blade first.” 
 
    Azure awkwardly tried to position his sword, unsure about how to proceed. He held the blade straight up and flush with his chest. 
 
    “Remember, it’s us or them,” the archer told him, clearly not having any confidence in Azure’s ability to kill the humanoid-looking men. 
 
    “Us or them,” Azure parroted for Jin’s comfort. 
 
    “Now, get in there.” Uden reached forward and opened the door. 
 
    With a war cry that Azure had no idea where it came from, he charged forward, lowering his blade as he went. As soon as the door was open, the necrophytes began to weave their magic. Azure closed his eyes as he thrust his blade through the chest of the one in the middle. He also accomplished his goal of stepping on the rat, though he didn’t kill it. Instead, he had tripped over it, which helped him put his weight behind his Zweihander of Vengeance. It also made him nearly face plant as he lost his balance, dragging the necrophyte down with him. But at least he missed all the spell energy as the other necrophytes attacked. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 5 Necrophyte. 40XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Their surge into the room was not without casualties. Though the other necrophytes had been distracted, seeing Azure charge into them like an angry bull wasn’t enough to break their concentration as they cast. Uden jumped onto the necrophyte to the left like a crazy man, his dual blades plunged deep into its chest. Jin wasn’t so lucky. The necrophyte he had gone after had been able to release its spell energy, the bolt of purple slipping past the archer’s nonexistent defenses. Within a matter of seconds, he was screaming and retreating back out of the room. That gave the neophyte time to cast again, this time, setting its sights on Uden. 
 
    Azure saw what was going on, and there was no time to retrieve his sword before the spell would hit. Instead, he climbed up onto his knees, then threw himself at the necrophyte’s legs. It lost its balance, the spell barely whizzing past Uden’s shoulder.  
 
    By that time, the rat that Azure had stepped on had mostly recovered. It limped toward him, jumping and biting through his armplates with an angry squeak. 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rat Familiar delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure had bought Uden enough time to retrieve his blades from the chest of the necrophyte he had just slain and turn them on the one that was struggling to kick Azure off of it. The rat bit Azure one more time before the half-imp was able to make his killing move, first slashing through the necrophyte's hands as it raised them like a fleshy shield, then overpowering it and slitting its throat with his second strike. 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rat Familiar delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    Severed fingers fell on Azure’s head. It took him a moment to realize what they were before his stomach rolled. Blood rained down on him, but it was short-lived as the necrophyte teetered over. The rat summon perished with its master, disappearing into the ether of magic it had come from.  
 
    Azure was halfway through sighing in relief when he saw a burst of purple energy come from out of nowhere and strike Uden in the arm. The half-imp’s eyes went wild before he made a frightened sound and headed for the door. By that point, Jin was re-entering the hallway, but Azure wasn’t paying attention. His gaze had shifted to where the magic had come from. 
 
    At the back of the hall, where it took a dramatic curve, a line of necrophytes waited behind a makeshift barrier of poison puddles and rubble that stretched all the way across the width of the hallway. Though they could have climbed over the rubble, they didn’t seem interested in approaching. The one rat summon they had with them, however, thought well to make the trek. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake,” Azure grumbled as he watched the necrophytes weave their fingers. 
 
    It took almost every ounce of energy he had to roll out of the way of being hit by one of their spells. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” he growled as he saw Jin step into his peripheral vision. “Stand back,” Azure commanded. In his mind, he gestured with his hand to push the archer behind him, but he didn’t have time for that if he wanted to finish what he was doing before the necrophytes were able to hit him with their fear spell. 
 
    Sitting on his calves and pointing his fingers at the necrophytes, Azure summoned the Mana within him. He didn’t care what element came out. He was so done with these necrophytes that it wasn’t even funny. 
 
    “Azure, don’t,” Jin warned a second too late.  
 
    Azure wouldn’t have listened anyway.  
 
    A torrent of water erupted from the spell. His frustration from the situation was enough for him to pour all of his will into it. The gush immediately consumed the rat that had been sprinting toward him. Then it ate the purple blasts of energy that were also aimed at them. Finally, it filled the hall, washing away the necrophytes, diluting the poison, and flushing away the pile of rubble. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 2 Rat Familiar. 
 
      
 
    To Azure’s dismay, the spell hadn’t killed any of the necrophytes. 
 
    “We have to go after them before they can recover.” Jin ran past him, trading his swords for his bow. 
 
    Azure felt like an old man trying to stand in his heavy armor. The more he thought about his limited mobility in it, the less he liked it. All of the pieces weighed a lot. Hopefully, he’d eventually get strong enough to move in them with ease, but right now, that just wasn’t happening. 
 
    By the time Azure made it to his feet, Uden had re-entered the room. His eyes scanned the area for enemies and found none. Azure was too busy panting from the exertion of standing to talk, so he just pointed in the direction that the archer had gone. 
 
    The half-imp needed no further explanation, taking off at a run and disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Doing his best to jog, Azure followed behind. The rubble still presented a challenge, covering the floor in small rocks that rolled under his feet. Azure clutched onto the bend in the hall as he made the corner.  
 
    Luckily, his help wasn’t needed. Jin was already pulling his arrows from two of the necrophytes while Uden stabbed the last of them to death. Despite the archer’s warning, Azure had made the right move. His spell had allowed them to clear the hall far more quickly than if they had tried to melee it out.  
 
    “You killed one. Good for you,” the half-imp said almost mockingly to Azure as he stood over the body of the necrophyte he’d just slain. 
 
    “This should be the last of them.” Jin ignored him as he looked at the door leading into the next area. 
 
    “The curse status didn’t go away.” Azure noticed, feeling a new panic welling up inside of him. They had just under ten minutes now. 
 
    “Forget the bodies. We need to find a way out of here.” The archer grabbed Uden by the arm, practically dragging him along. 
 
    Azure had to jog to catch up to them. 
 
    Jin had been right. This floor of the dungeon was circular. When they opened the door, they ended up back in the room where the half-imp and the archer had originally portaled in. The room was blessedly empty of monsters, and there was now a hole in the wall where the portal had once been. All three men rushed toward it, relief flowing through them when they saw a set of stairs. 
 
    “Go, go, go,” Jin urged them on, and they ran down without a second thought. 
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    It must be nighttime now. These levels were taking them way longer than any of them could have anticipated. The Rare item worth 5,000 gold seemed a million miles away.  
 
    Unfortunately, there was no rest for the weary. The curse icon hadn’t disappeared until they’d reached the bottom of the stairs. With just minutes left, the men couldn’t afford to hesitate. But of course, reaching the bottom of the stairs meant immediately entering a new level, and as was too common for a dungeon, there were monsters waiting for them. 
 
    They had entered into another cave system, but this one was bizarre. Lush greenery covered the floor. Bushes grew in random locations, some thorny, some non-threatening. The room was large and mostly round. Instead of doors, there were two clear passages on opposite sides of the cave where the men could exit freely. A treasure chest sat next to the exit on the right. 
 
    At the back of the room was a cluster of red mechanical legs. As soon as all three men had stepped foot onto the floor, the cluster began to unravel, revealing two rows of what appeared to be five large mechanical spiders. Azure barely had time to Analyze one before they came clanking toward them. 
 
      
 
    Level 6 Clockwork Spider. 
 
      
 
    At least, the foes on this floor hadn’t increased in strength from the ones on the floor above. 
 
    Azure didn’t have much time to think about it. He drew his Zweihander of Vengeance as the spiders approached, ready to engage them in battle. 
 
    They were the same size as the rock spiders had been but looked a lot more like a traditional spider. Their legs were long and made of a copper-colored metal, each bend in them accompanied by a joint. They made a whirring and grinding sound as they moved, as if those joints desperately needed to be oiled. While the abdomen of each spider was made from molded plates of copper, the heads were round smooth orbs of yellow glass that glowed faintly. The clockwork spiders had no pincers, but each of their legs ended at a wicked point. There was little mystery to how they would attack, and even less when they reached the men. 
 
    Projectiles bounced off of their hard metal bodies, doing no damage. Jin barely had time to switch to his blades before the spiders had reached them, and he was seconds too late to avoid damage. He hissed in pain as a spiked spider leg stabbed into his foot before working to crawl up his body. 
 
    Only Azure was well-prepared for the attack, though he didn’t know that until he was engaged in combat. Seeing the new threat approach and his friends immediately take damage didn’t give him much confidence that he wouldn’t follow suit. 
 
    Using all of his strength, Azure cleaved his blade down on top of the spider attacking him. Its body hit the floor with a thud, padded by the carpetlike grass beneath. When it tried to rise, he moved his aim to the right, damaging the legs where they attached to the side of the spider’s body. Sparks shot out, and Azure could see wires connecting the legs to the body, many of them severed. Still, that wasn’t enough to down it. Likely not feeling pain because it was a machine, the spider still struck at him, stabbing through his boot with its good front leg. 
 
      
 
    Level 6 Clockwork Spider delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Damnit!” Azure pulled back his injured foot and stomped on the spider’s head with the heel of his other foot. The glass shattered, the light went out, and the spider lay still.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 6 Clockwork Spider. 48XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
     His friends were having less luck with their spiders, their Health quickly getting chipped away as they became overwhelmed. 
 
    Azure turned his attention to helping Uden. He grabbed one of the spiders that had managed to climb up the half-imp’s body and pulled it off. Both the archer and Uden were covered with pinhole wounds from the spiders’ spindly legs. They were so inundated that they didn’t even have time to reach for Potions of Minor Healing. 
 
    Azure threw the spider onto its back, then tried to use the stomping method again. This time, the spider’s smooth head slipped out from under his boot, and it continued to wriggle on the floor. Luckily, once the spiders were on their backs, they didn’t seem to be able to right themselves again, so Azure had plenty of time to change tactics, switching to his sword to chop away at the spider’s legs until it was a ruined mess of scrap parts.  
 
    Jin had managed to throw one of the two spiders attacking him onto its back, but he was still struggling with the other one. 
 
    “Cut off its legs,” Azure called to him as he went to dismantle the spider on the floor. “Or break its head if you can. That’s the only way I’ve been able to kill one.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” the archer replied, immediately followed by a pained grunt. 
 
    For the life of them, Jin and the half-imp couldn’t seem to get a handle on their remaining enemies. Uden tried his best to cut the spider’s legs, but it was difficult when he was having to keep the other legs at bay from stabbing him. The archer was eventually able to throw his spider onto the floor. When it ran at him again, he was on guard, slashing through the joints of one of its legs on the right side. The spider continued its assault, though, and soon it was back on him again. 
 
    Azure had to aid both of his friends one at a time, pulling the spider off of the half-imp first and holding it while Uden broke in its head with the butt of one of his daggers. Then he followed up the same method with Jin, though the archer seemed more reluctant with the smashing, and Uden ended up jumping in to crush that one’s head as well. 
 
    Taking turns, they used the stomp method with the last two spiders that were already on their backs and immobilized, with Jin killing one and Azure finishing off the other. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 7 Clockwork Spider. 56XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Good lord, that was miserable,” the archer complained as he rubbed at his wounds. Both he and the half-imp had lost over 100 Health in the short battle.  
 
    “At least we don’t have the curse to contend with anymore.” Uden did the same, though he didn’t sound like he actually felt they were that lucky. 
 
    “We should heal up.” Jin began digging through the bag at his hip for Health potions. 
 
    “Or take a break,” the half-imp suggested. 
 
    “Uden is right. I’m exhausted.” Azure gestured weakly in Uden’s direction. 
 
    “I am, too,” the half-imp agreed. “Besides, if we sleep now, we won’t be wasting healing potions.” 
 
    The archer paused, his head turned toward one of the openings that led into another room. “In case you guys haven’t noticed, there’re no doors here. It’s not safe to make camp.” 
 
    “Then let’s sleep on the stairs. I’m wiped.” Uden had wanted to point to the stairs, but his arms hurt too badly from all of the puncture wounds that penetrated down into his muscles. 
 
    “And take a chance of the curse status effect coming back? I don’t think so.” Jin shook his head. “Besides, if we leave this area, everything could respawn.” 
 
    “We won’t know until we try,” the half-imp countered feebly. 
 
    “I’m with Uden on this one,” Azure said with more conviction. “I’ve had it with this dungeon for today. I don’t care if the spiders respawn. At least, we know how to deal with them now.” 
 
    “And the curse?” the archer asked him. 
 
    “I’ll go back onto the stairs. You guys stay here. I’ll let you know if I get the status effect back,” he offered. 
 
    “Maybe it won’t come back until we’re all on the stairs,” Jin said. 
 
    “I really don’t fucking care at this point. You guys stay here or do whatever. I’m going to sleep.” Uden stalked off toward the stairs, leaving the others behind. 
 
    It was clear that he meant business. He wasn’t even the least bit interested in the chest that they now had access to with the threat abated. 
 
    “Azure, go after him.” The archer nodded toward the half-imp. 
 
    Azure narrowed his brow. “No. He’s right. We need to rest. We can deal with this tomorrow.” And with that, Azure turned to follow his friend. If Jin wanted to press on, he could do it alone. 
 
    “The clock is ticking for you, Azure,” the archer reminded him. 
 
    “Let it tick.” Azure threw his hand up. 
 
    He crossed the threshold and started up the stairs behind Uden. The half-imp had stopped about six steps ahead. Turning to Azure, he gave him a hopeful look. No skull and crossbones appeared in Azure’s peripheral vision. 
 
    “I think it’s safe,” Uden said with almost palpable relief, then immediately began unrolling his bedroll. 
 
    The steps were narrow, guaranteeing an uncomfortable night. They’d be lucky if they managed to get enough sleep to fully recover their stats. Whatever the case, some rest was better than none. 
 
    “I don’t understand how he can just keep going and going and going,” the half-imp complained as he settled on the floor. 
 
    Jin was still in the other room, disappeared out of their sight. Azure watched the archer’s Health bar to see if he had continued into one of the other rooms and began fighting. If need be, they would come to Jin’s aid, but Azure silently prayed that he wasn’t so hard-pressed to continue on that he forced them to follow along. 
 
    Blessedly, that wasn’t the case. The archer returned several minutes later, though he didn’t ascend the stairs. In his hand was a silver talon almost identical to the one that Azure had received on the first floor, but much smaller.  
 
    “Another quest item,” Jin told them, his hood bowed toward the talon. “This dungeon has an interesting condition of completion. I think you’ll both approve.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Uden grunted irritably, rolling over so that he no longer had to look at the persistent archer. 
 
    “What’s the condition?” Azure asked, since Jin was clearly fishing for them to ask the question. 
 
    “Loot all treasure chests.” Though they couldn’t see his face, a smile was clear in the archer’s voice. 
 
    “Huh?” Azure chuckled lightly. “How about that.” 
 
    The half-imp still didn’t seem interested. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do now?” Azure wanted to make it clear that neither he nor Uden was moving from their position on the stairs. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll sleep out here so that the spiders don’t respawn.” Jin turned his head as if searching for a spot on the floor. “I imagine it’s more comfortable than sleeping on the stairs anyway.” 
 
    “And if enemies come in from the other rooms?” Azure raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’ll rescue me. I know you will.” The smile was there again. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” Azure couldn’t hide the exhaustion from his voice. The archer was completely exhausting. 
 
    “Yeah. I am,” Jin said, then he disappeared out of sight again. 
 
    What was more irritating than the group being divided was that they hadn’t established a pecking order for keeping watch. Uden had promptly passed out, not giving two shits about anyone but himself. That left Azure with guard duty until he woke up. Now, he wished there were some kind of visual identifier to let him know if his party members were awake or asleep. He played with pulling up their stats, hoping to see something new, but they hadn’t changed besides what had increased from leveling up. Azure was annoyed, to say the least, but there was nothing that could be done about it. 
 
    Hours ticked by. On the stairs, Azure knew they were safe. It was only Jin that needed looking after. Despite all his efforts, nestled in his bedroll, Azure soon felt his eyes growing heavy. Though it was a cruel thing to think, he was over the archer being stubborn. Now that they knew how to kill the spiders, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal if they came back. Closing his eyes to sleep, Azure decided to leave Jin to his own fate. If the archer ran into any trouble in the middle of the night, it was his own fault.
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    “Wake up.” The words became a chant in Azure’s brain. Occasionally, they’d be accompanied by his name. They definitely got louder as time passed until he could no longer ignore their insistence.  
 
    Azure groaned back to life, opening one eye first, then the other. As soon as the crick in his back reminded him of where he was, he immediately went on guard. The voice that had been calling him belonged to Jin. 
 
    Turning his head to the side, Azure saw Uden still asleep. Then he shifted his gaze in the other direction and found the archer standing at the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t being attacked. He was just…standing there. 
 
    “It’s time get up. Wake Uden, please. He sleeps like the dead,” Jin said before turning away and walking out of sight.  
 
    Azure’s body involuntarily began to relax as relief flooded through him. He had been certain that he had been awoken because monsters were attacking. 
 
    The half-imp seemed equally grumpy when Azure awoke him. His expression was twisted with a mix of anger and exhaustion, his glare almost slicing.  
 
    “Go away,” he grumbled before rolling away from Azure and curling into the stair he was on. 
 
    “Hey. If I have to get up, then so do you.” Azure gently kicked him. 
 
    Uden let out a long-suffering sigh before declaring that he hated them both. Then he reached for Azure’s leg before he began walking down the stairs. “Hey. If he’s not going to come up here, then he can’t make us get up.” There was a twinkle of hope in his eyes. 
 
    Azure’s expression drooped. “No, but he can bitch until it drives me crazy. I know this sucks, but hopefully, we’ll make it to the tenth floor today and can get out of this place and rest for a while.” He wasn’t even sure if he believed his own words. The levels in this dungeon seemed to be getting longer and longer as they went. 
 
    The half-imp moaned and flailed a few times like a toddler pitching a fit before finally surrendering and sitting up. Expletives left his mouth one right after the other as he collected his things and prepared to meet Azure and Jin at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “How’d you sleep last night?” the archer asked Azure, trying to make casual conversation. 
 
    “Let’s not talk. Let’s just move on.” Azure gestured to the doorway to the left, since it was the closest. He wasn’t in the mood to converse. All he wanted was to finish the next few levels of the dungeon so that they could go back up to the surface. The fact that they had no idea how many more levels they’d have to endure before they obtained a monster core worth 5,000 gold was almost maddening.  
 
    They waited for Uden, who was still muttering angrily to himself when he finally joined them. Then they continued on in silence, their weapons ready.  
 
    The next room was circular and surprisingly small. Two clockwork spiders guarded a treasure chest at the back of it. A wall of brambles and bushes provided cover for them, dividing the room in half with only a small enough opening for the monsters to fit through. 
 
    Too tired to advance, Azure and the half-imp waited for the monsters to come to them. Dual-wielding, Jin rushed forward with far more fervor, taking on the first spider on his own. 
 
    The half-imp and Azure tag-teamed the other spider when it reached them, with Uden delivering the killing blow with the heel of his boot once the spider was incapacitated.  
 
    When the spiders were all dead, the three men made their way past the brush to where the chest lay almost hidden from sight. The gold banding molded over and around the wood made it look fancy, which helped to wake the half-imp up a bit more. There was no lock on the front, but opening it proved to be fruitless. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this thing?” Uden grumbled as he tried to pry the lid open to no avail. 
 
    “I think you need this to open it.” Jin pulled the talon from his bag. The points of it matched up with three notches embedded in the front of the chest where the lock normally would have been. 
 
    Uden took the talon from him and inserted it into the notches. A clicking sound indicated that the archer had been right. The seal on the lid loosened, and the half-imp was easily able to open it after that.  
 
    Inside was a brown leather pouch with a runic symbol branded into it. Uden picked it up, not looking very impressed. 
 
    “What is it?” Azure asked, expecting it to be a quest item due to the symbol.  
 
    “It’s just a bag,” the half-imp informed him before tying it around his waist. 
 
    “That’s a pretty good find,” Jin piped up, sounding unusually chipper. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Let’s just move on.” Uden led the way to the next area. 
 
    “He sure is grumpy this morning,” the archer noted as they followed him. 
 
    “You’re the only one who isn’t,” Azure countered. 
 
    “I just want to get out of here, the same as you guys.” Jin dropped the happy act.  
 
    “Then let’s make it happen.” Azure gestured for him to go first through the natural archway. 
 
    The next area was a long hallway with two more doorways. Smack dab in the middle of it were three clockwork spiders. Each man took on their own as the three spiders advanced to attack.  
 
    Compared to the previous day, fighting the spiders was formulaic and easy. Go for the legs to incapacitate them, then crush the glass head in. Their sharp feet still presented a challenge as they stabbed at the men, more so for the half-imp, who only had short daggers to work with, but they were able to get the job done with minimal injuries. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 7 Clockwork Spider. 56XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    With the spiders defeated, they had two more entryways to choose from. Since the rooms weren’t obscured by actual doors, the men could easily see inside to make their choice. 
 
    The doorway halfway down the hall led into a small square room. Two clockwork spiders guarded a chest in the far right corner. There was no shrubbery blocking the path. 
 
    Jin took the lead, charging in without hesitation and engaging both spiders until Azure and the half-imp flanked his side to deal with the second of the two.  
 
    Azure’s interest in the room was greater than the others before. This treasure chest belonged to him, and though he knew better than to hope, there was still a trickle of it running through him.  
 
    They dispatched of the spiders quickly enough, with Uden making the killing blow yet again. Azure might have grumbled about him stealing all of the kills, but at the moment, it didn’t matter much. The half-imp was still lagging a level behind, so Azure could understand his desperation to catch up to his friends, even if it was in an unfair way.  
 
    Instead of focusing on the inequity of their joint killing effort, Azure turned his attention to the chest. Like the one before, it required the archer’s talon key to open. Azure took the key and placed its claws in the notches, causing the chest to click as it unlocked. With that done, he handed the key back to Jin before flipping the lid up.  
 
    There was always the tiniest bit of adrenaline running through him when opening a chest, even if there might not be anything impressive inside. It quickly faded when he saw a Bat Wing at the bottom. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary about it, and when he picked it up, that was confirmed. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Bat Wing 
  
       	  Quantity: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Well, that was disappointing,” he confessed, though there was less disappointment in his voice than if he hadn’t expected to receive something practically worthless. 
 
    “Who puts a Bat Wing in a chest?” Uden complained right alongside him. 
 
    That was a bit surprising. Normally, the half-imp would have laughed at Azure’s misfortune. Perhaps he just wanted to keep complaining. 
 
    The clockwork spiders had respawned in the hallway once they’d left. Groaning at being slowed further, the three men attacked the threat with annoyed aggression. 
 
    “See. They do respawn. Aren’t you guys glad I didn’t sleep on the stairs with you last night?” Jin said once the melee was over. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Many thanks,” Uden replied in a blasé manner before leading them toward the next room. 
 
    The doorway opened into another long hallway that extended to the left, creating an L shape. Catty-corner to where they were was the entrance to the next area. They could have easily skipped the enemies in the hall and made a beeline for the other room without having to engage in combat. Perhaps they would have if there hadn’t been a treasure chest at the far end of the hall. The completion conditions of the level demanded that they reach it. 
 
     Unlike the previous rooms, the grass in this hallway was yellow and dead. Brush and brambles were scattered throughout it, none of which blocked their path to the end of the hall. Three clockwork spiders stood in a line toward the back of the hallway, though they weren’t directly in front of the chest. What was directly in front of the chest, however, was a stream of green bubbling poison. It immediately made Azure think that whatever was in the chest must be good. The chest was also long and thin—not shaped like the ones before it. Too bad it was Jin’s turn to loot. 
 
    “Spread out,” the archer ordered, taking note of the brushy obstacles in their way.  
 
    Despite the hallway being about ten feet wide, there wasn’t much room to swing a sword as large as Azure’s with all of them cramped so closely together. 
 
    Of course, all three spiders went for the man in the lead, which was Uden. He moved to the far left of the hall, sidestepping until he was wedged in between the spiders and a thorny hedge. It worked to divert the other two spiders to Jin and Azure, though they stopped at the archer, and Azure had to actively work to get the third spider’s attention. A few minutes later, and all three spiders were dead. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 7 Clockwork Spider. 56XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Now we have that to contend with.” Jin’s head bowed toward the poison. 
 
    “Not a problem.” Azure stepped up to it and held out his hands to cast his Dirty Move spell. In a matter of seconds, the poison puddle was covered in dirt and easy to traverse. “I had to do this for a Magic School quest,” he informed them. “It’s perfectly safe to cross now.” To prove himself, Azure went first. It was as if the puddle had never existed.  
 
    “Show off,” Uden grumbled at him, still holding onto lingering aggression, though it had now been close to an hour since they’d awoken. 
 
    “You can start imbuing arrows at any time now,” Azure countered with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t want to.” The half-imp walked over to the wall to lean against it while the archer claimed his prize.  
 
    “Some Grand Master Mage you’ll make.” Azure rolled his eyes. “Who ever heard of a Grand Master Mage who didn’t want to cast spells?” 
 
    “Who ever heard of a half-monster Grand Master Mage?” Uden replied under his breath with a twinge of bitterness. 
 
    The archer ignored their squabbling, continuing on to the chest. As with the ones before, it required the talon key. He used it before opening the lid to reveal a longsword that looked like it had seen better days. The blade was smeared with dirt and blood, and the leather wrapped around the hilt was worn from use.  
 
    Jealousy gripped Azure. “How do you keep getting all of the good stuff?” he couldn’t help but gripe. 
 
    “Luck of the draw, I suppose,” Jin responded absentmindedly before placing the sword in his bag and standing. “Let’s move on.” 
 
    It felt like the mantra of this level. Kill the monsters. Get the loot. Move on to the next room. 
 
    None of them argued.  
 
    The entrance to the subsequent area was blocked by another treasure chest. Enemies and poison puddles were spread out sporadically throughout the room, of which there were two of each. The men had to walk around the chest to engage in battle. Azure was confused by its placement, but this was a strange dungeon, so he figured he shouldn’t question it much. 
 
    Both of the spiders went for the archer, and Azure had to pull one of them off of him before Jin was able to focus solely on the other. Meanwhile, Uden dashed in to steal the kill once again, making Azure frown. For as easy as it had turned out to be, Azure hated this particular level. He just kept getting screwed, one room after another. Watching the half-imp open the chest to find a cool-looking battle axe only made Azure’s mood sour even more.  
 
    Eventually, they ended up back in the same room they had started in, this level also forming a circle. A new set of stairs had been revealed opposite from the former, which meant they had met the level's conditions. Not even caring what was on the next floor, Azure led the way down the stairs and into the unknown below. 
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    As they descended the stairs, rock walls gave way to wooden planks. The natural elements of the cavern system faded away until it looked like they were in a stairwell in someone’s house. The smell of timber and dust filled their nostrils. At the bottom of the stairs was a wooden door.  
 
    “I wonder what’s on this floor,” Uden muttered aloud, though it didn’t sound like he expected an answer from anyone. 
 
    “Who knows. We should be on guard.” Jin readied his bow. 
 
    “We’re always on guard,” Azure said dryly 
 
    “Who wants to go first?” The half-imp kept his gaze glued to the door, looking at it with distaste. 
 
    “I’ll go.” Jin pushed his way to the front. “Azure, you get behind me. Uden, take up the rear.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Uden shuffled around until he was behind Azure. 
 
    Jin flung the door open to reveal a large square room covered in stacked crates. At the back of the room, four heavily muscled humanoid creatures stood guard before the door to the next area, forming a semi-circle around a bear trap on the floor. They didn’t move from their positions as the men entered.  
 
    Azure quickly Analyzed one of the creatures to see what they were up against. 
 
      
 
    Level 8 Orc Bodyguard. 
 
      
 
    Standing eight feet tall and with blue-grey skin, the orcs looked to be 300 pounds of pure muscle each. Wide and stalky, their bodies were covered in black tattoos of perfectly symmetrical lines and swirls. Each meaty limb ended in an equally meaty hand or foot tipped with thick black claws. Wearing mostly just scraps of cloth to cover their genitals, the orcs were 100% intimidating with their faces set in a snarl, white tusks protruding from their lower jaws and pushing back their lips to reveal two rows of jagged teeth. Their ears were short and pointed, their eyes completely white. If the name hadn’t said otherwise, Azure would have assumed they were undead. They certainly shared many of the same characteristics with the necrophytes.  
 
    The fact that they weren’t charging forward gave Azure hope that they could be reasoned with.  
 
    After realizing that the orcs weren’t an immediate threat, Jin’s attention was quickly pulled to the writing on the wall to their right. Following his gaze, Azure read the level's completion condition. 
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Kill the Orc Bodyguards in the library. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, Azure realized that this wasn’t the library. It appeared to be a warehouse, though there was no indication as to what might be in the crates. 
 
    “Maybe we can reason with them,” he suggested, noticing that the conditions said nothing about killing the orcs in this particular room. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jin replied, though at least he hadn’t started shooting yet.  
 
    “Do any of us even speak orc?” Uden asked. He was already shifting his weight back and forth, preparing for the melee ahead. 
 
    “I don’t,” Azure informed them. 
 
    “We should just kill them,” the archer whispered.  
 
    Upon Analyzing the last of the orcs, a notification popped up in Azure’s field of vision.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 13. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.  
 
      
 
    Pushing it away, he stepped forward to address the orcs. “Greetings! We come in peace,” Azure lied. “We only wish to reach the library.” 
 
    The orcs looked at one another before turning their attention back to the men. For a moment, Azure didn’t think they were going to get anywhere, but then one of the orcs spoke.  
 
    “We can’t let pass,” it said in a deep, gruff voice that sounded strained, almost more like a choke than words, as if each syllable caused discomfort. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. 
 
    The same orc that had spoken pointed to his own chest. “Orc bodyguard.” 
 
    “Of course, he is,” Jin said. Azure could almost hear his eyes rolling. 
 
    Uden stepped up behind Azure and tapped him on the shoulder, though he kept his voice low. “You know we have to kill them, right? Like…there’s no getting around this. This is a dungeon, after all.” 
 
    The mockery in his tone made Azure’s expression droop.  
 
    “You guys have at it.” He tossed his hands up before walking away, not wanting to engage in fighting a creature that not only didn’t seem to be hostile but also was able to speak his language. 
 
    Azure didn’t even want to look back as one of the archer’s arrows whizzed past him and the half-imp rushed forward with his blades raised. It was a strange thing to think, but Azure felt mentally and emotionally defeated by this dungeon. It was everything he didn’t want to deal with.  
 
    As the battle raged on behind him, all he could think was that there had to be a better way to get an item worth 5,000 gold. Even if there wasn’t, there had to be someone else who knew the identity of the Keeper. Azure was pretty sure that whenever they reached level 10 of this dungeon, he was done with it.  
 
    The beartrap snapped shut on its rusted hinges, and a roar erupted from behind Azure. He checked his peripheral vision to make sure that it was one of the orcs who had fallen prey to the trap instead of one of his friends. With no large dip in either Jin’s or Uden’s Health, it was safe to assume that the enemy was on the losing end of things.  
 
    After a few more minutes, the room fell silent aside from the sound of the half-imp panting to catch his breath. The archer hadn’t even needed to switch from his bow to his swords.  
 
    Jin took long strides past Azure to open the door to the next room. It wasn’t until he and Uden had stepped inside it that Azure moved, turning to look at the carnage on the floor. Dead orcs lie before him, their bodies striped of what few possessions they had.  
 
    Soon, Azure heard grunts of labor from the melee in the other room. Instead of joining the fray, he decided to check the contents of the crates. Using his Zweihander of Vengeance to pry the lid off of one, he found salted pork inside. Knowing he didn’t have much time, Azure stuffed his Bag of Holding with provisions until he heard the next room fall silent. Then he invited himself in. 
 
    Four more orc corpses lie on the floor of an armory of sorts. There were racks against the walls that didn’t have doors. Of the four of them, only two held swords, one sword apiece. In the right corner beside the door to the next area was a treasure chest. A bear trap was situated in front of it, while a second bear trap blocked the door to the next room. Having navigated around the bear trap, Jin was busy opening the chest while Uden looted the bodies. Neither men paid any mind to Azure when he entered.  
 
    Feeling utterly ignored, Azure went to examine the swords while his friends went about their business. Even that made him uneasy, as he didn’t feel like he had any right to them. He approached one but didn’t pick it up. The blade was rusted and had several chips in it. It likely was of little value. 
 
    As soon as the archer had claimed the contents of the chest, he collected Uden to continue into the next room.  
 
    The bear trap in front of the door was too small to block it entirely, so they just walked around it, leaving Azure behind. Almost the second the men had entered, combat had ensued. Confident that his friends could handle the room on their own, Azure held back once more until he no longer heard the sounds of battle. Then he welcomed himself in.  
 
    This was the library. Rows of shelves of books created a zigzag walkway toward the back of the room. The path was free of traps. 
 
    Being a narrower room than the first two, there wasn’t a lot of space for enemies. Only two orc bodyguard corpses lie on the floor next to spilled books. Uden was already rifling through their belongings. Jin had traveled past and out of sight. Azure could only assume he was further ahead. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Azure stopped next to the half-imp. 
 
    “He’s looking for the door,” Uden informed him, not even looking up. 
 
    The half-imp seemed indifferent about Azure’s refusal to join the melee, though Azure could still feel a tension hanging in the air between all three men. It might have just been imagined. 
 
    “I found the door,” the archer called to them from somewhere ahead. 
 
    Azure waited with Uden until he was finished looting the bodies before they proceeded on to find Jin.  
 
    The archer was standing at a dead end where one of the bookshelves met the wall. There was no opening anywhere that indicated an exit to the next level. Jin was facing the bookshelf, but his head was turned toward his friends. 
 
    “Well, where is it?” The half-imp held his palms out. 
 
    Azure trailed behind him, staying a few steps back. 
 
    “It’s here.” The archer pointed to the bookshelf. 
 
    Uden stopped next to Jin and looked at the bookshelf. It seemed innocuous, with rows of various tomes and a few spaces where books were missing. 
 
    “Where?” The half-imp reached forward to pull one of the books from the shelf, but his hand just passed through it. “Ah, I see.” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose you wouldn’t see it without this.” Jin brought his hand to his face, reaching under the hood of his robe. When he pulled it away, he was holding a monocle between two fingers.  
 
    “I’m guessing you got that from the chest.” Uden raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Yes.” The archer nodded. 
 
    “Well, let’s carry on then.” Uden passed through the invisible door without a second thought. 
 
    “I hope you’ll be more useful on the next level,” Jin said to Azure before following the half-imp.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 244 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ninth floor. Only one more floor to go, and then they could return to the surface. Azure felt a great sense of relief from that.  
 
    Of course, the relief faded away when they reached the next level. As the three men proceeded down, the stairwell widened before opening into a large room. At the bottom, guarding the door to the next area, were five dark-skinned men in purple robes. All were human, and they immediately began casting spells. 
 
    Azure was only able to Analyze one of the men before their spells began to take form. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Necromancer Apprentice. 
 
      
 
    The necromancer in the front extended two fingers pressed together and made a wide circular motion with his hand. For a split second, there was a twinge of light, but it faded just as quickly as it had formed. 
 
    To the right of him, another one of the necromancers took a handful of bones from his pocket and threw them onto the floor. Pointing his fingers at the bones, they began to rattle and take shape until a full skeletal figure was standing before him. 
 
    Next to him, the third necromancer cupped his hands together and whispered into them. A green cloud began to form and quickly gain in size. Once it was as large as a basketball, he blew on it, sending it out toward the invading party. Uden ran right into it, earning a status effect. Both Jin and Azure were able to dodge, though. 
 
    The archer put an arrow in the fourth necromancer’s head before he was able to complete his spell. Uden reached his quarry just in time to get blasted with a second spell. 
 
    It was complete pandemonium as the necromancers continued to weave one spell after another. Feeling like he had no choice—these guys were definitely hostile and not interested in conversation—Azure drew his Zweihander of Vengeance and rushed forward to cleave the newly formed skeleton summon in half. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 9 Pet Skeleton. 
 
      
 
    The far greater threat was the necromancer that had been controlling it, though. While Azure was busy fighting the magicked pile of bones, the enemy had been busy casting his next spell. 
 
    This one required no gestures. The necromancer simply opened his mouth as if to speak, mouthing a few quick syllables. A sonic wave emanated through the air, reaching Azure’s ears with a boom that sounded like every horrific monster he had ever heard as a child wrapped into onto. 
 
      
 
    You have been infected with Fearful Sound. You will flee in terror from the source of the sound for a duration of 2 seconds. 
 
      
 
    It was clearly a weak spell, but it did the job to drive him away and buy the necromancer more time to cast something else. 
 
    Meanwhile, the necromancer at the front of the group moved his hands in another round circular motion. This time, there was a flash of purple that quickly disappeared. From what Azure could tell, he was simply buffing himself. That became even more apparent when Jin fired an arrow that slowed a foot short of the necromancer. The enemy was easily able to dodge to the side, avoiding the projectile. 
 
    While the buffing necromancer had the archer engaged in battle, the necromancer that had conjured the green cloud rushed forward, closing the distance between himself and Jin. He raised a hand to grab the archer. Confused, Jin tried to dodge to the side, but a grazing touch to his arm was all that was required for the enemy’s spell to take effect. The archer grimaced, and Azure noticed in his peripheral vision that a few points of his Health had been shaved off.  
 
    Almost as shocked as Jin had been, the necromancer that had attacked him was equally as surprised when Uden came up behind him and slit his throat with one smooth motion. He had finally dispatched of his original quarry and was ready to aid his comrades.  
 
    Azure had recovered and was running back toward the necromancer that somehow kept getting the upper hand on him. This time was no different. As soon as he was within five feet of the enemy, the necromancer raised his palm and spit a torrent of bile at Azure that managed to get in his eyes, despite the distance. An icon that looked like brown dripping mud appeared in Azure’s peripheral vision while everything else went black around him. 
 
      
 
    You have been infected with Blinding Sludge. You will lose 8 damage per second and be blind for the next 2 seconds. 
 
      
 
    A primal growl rose from Azure’s throat, and he swung his sword in the necromancer’s direction anyway, hoping that his memory served him right. Never before had he seen a group of men be able to cast so many different spells.  
 
    Despite his efforts, Azure struck nothing but air. If he had had his vision, he would have seen Jin shoot the necromancer in the throat with an arrow. The necromancer clutched at the shaft sticking out of its neck, fell back against the wall, then slumped to its death. 
 
    By the time Azure had regained his sight, there was only one necromancer left, and he was busy trying to hold off Uden. Apparently, the half-imp had been struck by another spell, because his Health was declining despite no immediate signs of injury. There was pure fury in his eyes as he hacked away at the necromancer’s magical defenses until he finally broke through, then viciously stabbed him to death. 
 
    “Mother. Fucker. Poison. Me,” he said in short choppy words with each downward swing of his blades. 
 
    Jin watched the half-imp for a moment before going to collect his arrows. Meanwhile, Azure wondered how far Uden’s Health was going to dip. Whatever the spell was, it had been powerful, shaving off 10 Health per second and still going. 
 
    “Oh Gods, I don’t feel so good.” Uden pulled his daggers out of the fallen necromancer and remained hunched over, resting his hands on his knees. Almost half of his Health had been depleted by that one spell. 
 
    “Maybe you should drink a healing potion,” Jin suggested with no hint of concern as he walked over to read the writing on the wall to the right of the stairs. 
 
    They had all been so busy fighting that they hadn’t had time to check out the level’s condition for completion until now. 
 
    The archer quirked his head back. “Well, that’s odd.” 
 
    “What is?” Azure took a few steps toward him, his eyes on the wall.  
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Find the Giant Diamond. 
 
      
 
    Hope welled up inside of Azure. “A giant diamond.” Maybe they wouldn’t need to go any deeper than level 10 after all. 
 
    “What’s this I hear about a diamond?” Uden joined them, a healing potion clutched in his hand. He guzzled it down as he read the writing on the wall. 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up.” Jin turned to Azure, his voice clipped. “I doubt we’ll get to keep it.” 
 
    The half-imp looked past the archer to Azure. “We can figure out a way to keep it.”  
 
    Azure nodded decidedly. Surely, a giant diamond had to be worth 5,000 gold. 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly not in here. We need to press on.” Jin turned his attention to the only door in the room.  
 
    The archer opened the door, and they flooded the next area with their weapons raised. Instead of a room, they appeared to be inside of a mine. Wisps of light hovered in the air, providing illumination in place of torches. 
 
    Using his normal shoot first ask questions later tactic, Jin shot at one of the hovering lights. It did not charge forward to attack. 
 
    Azure stepped into the room, getting a better look at it. Bear traps littered the floor, all of them set. In the far right corner—if it could be called a corner—was a treasure chest. Across for the door, a plaque was set in the wall. There was a deep indentation in it but nothing else. Against the wall next to the door rested three pickaxes. 
 
    Azure Anaylzed one of the floating blue lights to try and get an idea of what it was. 
 
      
 
    Level 9 Willowisp. 
 
      
 
    For being a creature, it had no real body. The willowisps were more a collection of energy, the light at the center of them so bright that it was hard to look at one directly. Monster or not, they didn’t seem interested in attacking. Even after Jin’s arrow sailed straight through one, it continued to bob about five feet in the air. 
 
    Uden tried his luck with his daggers, but the result was the same. His blades simply glided through the ethereal body of the willowisp. Even so, it didn’t bother to counterattack, simply moving a few feet away to hover.  
 
    The half-imp turned back to his comrades and shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe we’re not supposed to kill them,” Azure suggested, though he knew the idea wouldn’t appeal to his bloodthirsty party members. 
 
    “Perhaps not.” The archer lowered his bow. “That is not the completion condition of this dungeon anyway.” 
 
    “So, what now?” Uden asked as he watched Jin walk over to the pickaxes. 
 
    “Now, we dig.” The archer picked up one of the pickaxes and offered it to Azure. 
 
    “You guys go ahead.” Uden motioned for them to start without him. “I’m going to claim my prize.” He promptly headed toward the chest. 
 
    “I hope it’s another quest item,” Azure muttered under his breath bitterly.  
 
    That wasn’t the case. The half-imp ended up with a nice pair of leather gloves. Azure scowled at his good fortune but said nothing as he went to take a pickaxe from Jin. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Magic Pickaxe 
  
      	  Attack: +1-2 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: Unlimited 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.2 kg 
  Uses: Quest item. Will disappear once you leave this room. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Let’s take opposite sides of the room. We’ll cover more ground that way,” the archer suggested. 
 
    With nary another word, Azure got to work. On his very first strike, he received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! New skill learned: Mining Level 1. You can now use a pickaxe to mine rare gems and ore from the land. Who knows what treasures you might find! 
 
      
 
    Dirt and rocks fell from where he had struck the wall, each swing of the pickaxe deducting 5 points of his Stamina. Clink after click, Azure worked hard to level up the skill and unearth a diamond that would hopefully keep them from having to continue past level 10 in this dungeon.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Mining has reached Level 2. This skill allows you to harvest a bounty of treasures beneath the land’s surface. Continuing to level up this skill will unlock the ability to mine more precious gems and resources.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Mining has reached Level 3. This skill allows you to harvest a bounty of treasures beneath the land’s surface. Continuing to level up this skill will unlock the ability to mine more precious gems and resources.  
 
      
 
    The labor was arduous, and his arms felt weak and shaky long before he finally unearthed what appeared to be a diamond. A tremor of excitement ran through Azure when he dislodged it from the wall, but it quickly crumbled into glittery dust, and there was no notification that told him what was going on. 
 
    “What in the hell?” he muttered, looking to his friends to see if they were having similar luck. Both seemed hard at work. 
 
    With only 30 Stamina left, it was too risky to keep going. Azure set his pickaxe down and rested against the wall.  
 
    “This is impossible,” he grumbled, realizing that there was no way he could possibly descend to the boss floor with his current Stamina. 
 
    Seeing that he had stopped to take a break, Jin put down his pickaxe as well and took a few steps in Azure’s direction. “Any luck?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Azure shook his head. “You?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Every time I think I’ve found something, it disappears,” the archer confessed. 
 
    “Same here. I think this dungeon is messing with us.” Checking his peripheral vision, he could see that Jin’s Stamina was also dangerously low. Uden’s Stamina was heading in the same direction, though he still had a few swings to go before he met the level of exhaustion that his friends were experiencing. 
 
    “We should drink Stamina potions and keep going. The diamond has to be here somewhere.” The archer was already reaching into his bag for a potion. 
 
    “I’m afraid those are in short supply.” Azure thought about his stock. Currently, all he had on him for Stamina recovery was one Potion of Minor Stamina and a Snake Egg. 
 
    “You didn’t buy any when we were in Noseon?” Jin sounded absolutely shocked. 
 
    “Nope.” Azure shook his head. “They’re so damned expensive.” 
 
    “I didn’t buy any either,” Uden piped up, leaning on his pickaxe for a minute to catch his breath. Sweat dotted his brow, glistening an eerie shade of blue against his pale skin. 
 
    “You guys…” It sounded like the archer wanted to say something more, but he just shook his head, then sat down on the ground. 
 
    “I’m about spent, too,” the half-imp admitted, his arms shaking as he took back up his pickaxe and gave it a few more swings. 
 
    “What do we do if we don’t find it?” Azure walked wearily toward where Jin was sitting.   
 
    “I don’t know.” The archer let his head hang. 
 
    There was a sharp clinking sound followed by Uden’s voice. “Hey guys, I think I found something.” 
 
    Azure lent Jin a hand to help him stand, then they both carried themselves over to where the half-imp was as quickly as their tired bodies would allow. 
 
    It was barely discernable with the dark rock still cradled around it, but all three men could make out the glittering of a precious stone beneath the surface. Jin and Azure shared a look before going to retrieve their pickaxes to aid Uden in unearthing the discovery. 
 
    Though he was hardly any help, Azure contributed a final swing of his pickaxe to dig the diamond out. It was massive, about the size of a basketball, worth far more than a million dollars in Azure’s own world. This had to be enough to please the king! 
 
    “We did it,” he said with a mix of relief and laughter as he sat down in front of his friends. 
 
    Uden held the diamond up to one of the willowisps, watching the blue light glitter off its multifaceted surface. His eyes were full of greed. 
 
    “You might want to let me have that.” Jin gestured for the half-imp to hand the diamond over, clearly not trusting him. 
 
    For as much as Azure would have loved to hold the priceless gem, he just didn’t have the strength left. All he wanted was to sleep. It had been another long and draining day. 
 
    “It’s mine.” Uden clutched the diamond to his chest. “I found it. It’s mine.” 
 
    “No,” the archer quickly corrected him. “It belongs to King Algrenon. Or do you want Azure to die?” Accusation was strong in his voice. 
 
    The half-imp relaxed his grip on the diamond as his gaze shifted over to Azure, though he still refused to relinquish it to Jin. “Then I get to hold it until we get there.” 
 
    For as much as Azure wanted to trust Uden, he didn’t. The diamond was large enough to pay for every magic school class on the face of the planet. If the half-imp could make off with it, Azure was pretty sure he would.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the archer voiced his concern.  
 
    “I don’t either.” Azure backed him up, forcing himself to stand. “You should let Jin hold the diamond.” 
 
    “You should let Jin hold the diamond,” Uden mocked Azure before pulling the diamond away from them. “No. Fuck you guys. It’s mine.” 
 
    “If I have to kill you for it, I will.” Jin’s right hand went to the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “Oh, come off it,” the half-imp complained. “I just want to hold it for now. Can’t you guys let me have this little bit of joy?” 
 
    “No.” The archer’s voice was deadpan. 
 
    “I don’t have the energy to fight about this right now.” Azure shook his head and walked away from them. If they still had the strength to murder each other, then they could have at it.  
 
    “Then I have your permission to kill him?” Jin turned to Azure, causing him to stop dead in his tracks. 
 
    Azure twisted to look over his shoulder. “No. Of course, you don’t have my permission to kill him.” He couldn’t believe that the archer was serious. 
 
    “So bloodthirsty you are,” Uden chastised him. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Jin countered. “We don’t have time for this. Give me the diamond, or I kill you. It’s that simple. He has less Stamina than I do. I doubt he could stop me before passing out.” The archer nodded toward Azure. 
 
    Azure sighed. Though his arms ached horribly, he still forced himself to reach back for the hilt of his Zweihander of Vengeance. “Are we really going to do this right now? We’re all tired as hell.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t give up the diamond, then yes,” Jin replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    For a few brief moments, everyone was silent. The tension in the room could be cut with a knife. 
 
    Uden’s gaze shifted from Azure to the archer as he deliberated. Sure, Azure would defend him, but Jin had better Agility and more Stamina. He probably could outlast Azure in a fight right now. The half-imp would have to drop the diamond to join the melee. If he did that, one of the others might pick it up. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort to keep the diamond for himself, Uden hurriedly tried sticking it in his bag. Of course, the second he was distracted, the archer pounced on him. Azure joined the dogpile to wrench the diamond out of the half-imp’s hand. There was lots of grunting and struggling, but in the end, Azure and Jin prevailed, with Azure taking control of the diamond and Uden surrendering in an exhausted heap. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Giant Diamond 
  
      	  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Extremely Rare 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.2 kg 
  Uses: Quest Item 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I hate you guys,” the half-imp panted, glaring daggers at them. 
 
    “Yes, yes. We know you do,” Jin said like a parent talking to an irritated child. 
 
    Azure marveled at the diamond, but even understanding its value, he knew that his life was more important. He would turn it over to the king if that brought them one step closer to the Keeper. 
 
    “I would prefer to be the one to keep it,” the archer told him, “but I will trust it to you.” 
 
    Without another word, Azure placed the diamond in his Bag of Holding. 
 
    “I should have just escaped while I had the chance,” Uden grumbled from the floor. 
 
    “And where would you have gone?” Jin looked down at him. 
 
    Exactly. No door had opened to the next level. 
 
    Azure got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as his gaze shifted to the plaque on the wall and he noticed the size of the indentation. Only one thing would fit in there. 
 
    “We can’t keep the diamond.” He quickly pulled it back out of his bag. 
 
    “Because it’s the key,” the archer said as if he had known it all along. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.” The half-imp stood finally. “We’ve been able to keep all of the keys so far.” 
 
    Azure was just about to place the diamond into the indentation when Jin grabbed him by the arm. “Wait!” 
 
    Azure turned to him. “Why?” 
 
    “Because we can’t be sure what’s on the other side of that door. We aren’t prepared.” The archer shook his head. 
 
    Azure lowered the diamond, his eyes falling to it. Jin was right. None of them were in good shape after wasting most of their Stamina obtaining the diamond. 
 
    “So, what are you suggesting?” he asked. 
 
    “This level was clearly meant to put us at a disadvantage. I know that we’re tired and we all want to leave this place, but we can’t afford to make any mistakes right now. We should recover our Stamina before we proceed,” Jin told them. 
 
    “Well, Azure and I don’t have any Stamina potions. Not any that we can afford to waste, at least,” Uden pointed out. “It would be best if we made camp for the night.”  
 
    “For once, I agree with you.” The archer nodded. “We should rest up and open the door tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s still early, though.” Azure’s gaze drifted away to nowhere in particular. His desire to leave the dungeon seemed to trump all logic.  
 
    “I’ll take the first watch, since I have the most Stamina left,” the half-imp offered.  
 
    “I’m not sure I trust you,” Jin replied. 
 
    Uden rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, I promise I won’t kill you both in the middle of the night for the diamond.” 
 
    Azure put the diamond back in his bag. While he trusted the half-imp not to kill him, he didn’t trust Uden not to rob him. Luckily, Azure doubted that the half-imp could make it all the way back through the dungeon with the diamond on his own. Nor did he think that Uden could single-handedly take on the boss on the tenth floor. 
 
    The archer sighed. “Things have been awfully tense today between all of us. I’m sorry for my part in that.” 
 
    It was strange to hear Jin apologize. Azure guessed that the only reason why he was doing it was that he really did fear falling asleep around the half-imp. Just minutes ago, he had been threatening to kill Uden. 
 
    “It’s fine,” the half-imp responded. “Dungeons can turn the closest of friends into enemies, and we aren’t exactly the closest of friends.” 
 
    Despite them all coming to a roundabout apology for their bad moods and actions of the day, both Azure and the archer ended up sleeping with one eye open.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 245 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since they had gone to bed so soon, all three men were well rested before 6AM. To Azure, it was strange to voluntarily wake so early, but this dungeon had turned his whole world upside down. Despite his continued sickness of it, there was also a newfound relief that it would all be over today. Just one boss monster to go, and there should be a way to the surface. He couldn’t wait to breathe fresh, clean air and not have to worry about monsters anymore…at least, for a little while.  
 
    Upon waking, the first thing he did was check his Bag of Holding for the Giant Diamond. Azure felt a bit guilty doing it under the Uden’s watchful gaze, though he did half-expect the diamond to be missing. To make him feel even worse, the half-imp said, “See, I didn’t steal from you. Gods, you’d think you’d trust me by now,” as soon as Azure had located the diamond. Adding insult to injury, the Uden huffed and walked away, waiting by the plaque as if he could not wait to be out of the dungeon and away from his companions. 
 
    There was a tightness in Azure’s chest as he held the diamond up to the indentation. He was sure they all felt it. The thought of not getting the priceless gem back was almost sickening. 
 
    Uden must have felt it most of all because he stopped Azure before he was able to put the diamond in place. “You know, we could just take the diamond and go back the way we came.” 
 
    “Not possible.” Jin shook his head. “Remember that the portal that led us to level 6 disappeared. We can’t go back.” 
 
    The half-imp dropped his gaze to the floor for a moment while he thought. Then he animated again with a deep frown. “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” Taking a deep breath, Azure lifted the diamond and set it in place. 
 
    There was a rumbling sound. Stone crumbled from the ceiling as a wide square piece of the wall, plaque and diamond included, pushed in, then slid away, creating an opening that led to another set of stairs. Uden reached out to the diamond as it disappeared behind the wall, but his hands fell just as quickly, and he began looking for where he had left his pickaxe. 
 
    “Well, there it goes,” the archer said with a sigh. 
 
    “We can still get it back. We just have to chip through the wall,” the half-imp insisted as he took long strides toward his pickaxe. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to work that way.” Jin shook his head. “Even if we were able to get to the diamond, the door would likely just close once we removed it.” 
 
    “You never know until you try.” Uden returned and began picking away at the wall. Neither of his comrades rushed to join him. After a moment, he stopped, giving them an irritated look. “Are you going to help me or not?” 
 
    “Maybe if we attack it from the other side.” The half-imp ignored them, stepping through the door with his pickaxe. As soon as he did, the pickaxe vanished from his hands. “Gods damnit!” He stomped his feet. 
 
    Jin shook his head again and passed through the door as well. “Let’s just keep moving. There’s no point in crying over spilled milk.” 
 
    “This is more than just some spilled milk,” Uden grumbled at him. “This is our ticket to not having to come back to this dank-ass dungeon.” He gestured back to where the diamond had disappeared even while he followed the archer down the stairs. 
 
    “It’s lost to us. Get over it.” Jin gestured back at him irritably. 
 
    Azure wasn’t 100% sure that the diamond was lost, but he also wasn’t convinced enough to waste the Stamina trying to get it back. The last thing he wanted was to end up trapped in the dungeon even longer than necessary.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs was another portal. This one glowed and swirled with the same serene blue of the portal the had been purified by the Stone of Kwendal. They all sensed that it was safe to enter. 
 
    “Shit,” the half-imp cursed. “This is probably going to divide us again.” 
 
    “Probably. More advantage for the boss monster,” the archer agreed. “But it can’t be helped. Let’s go.” Without even waiting for them to continue the conversation or argue, he disappeared through the portal. 
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped open for a second, and Uden smirked at him. 
 
    “Nice fellow, you chose to join us.” The half-imp sneered in the direction of the portal before following behind Jin.  
 
    Azure still couldn’t believe that they hadn’t at least attempted to come up with a strategy before entering the next area. There was nothing to be done about it now, though. His friends were gone, and if he didn’t hurry, he may well be left behind.  
 
    “Shit,” Azure mirrored Uden’s sentiment before stepping through the portal. 
 
    Seeing the scenery instantly change was disorienting, as always. One minute, he was in a dimly lit small landing at the bottom of the stairs. The next, he was staring at four solid concrete walls. There was a five by five square room directly in front of him. Sitting on the very center of the floor was a small pale-green stone. On the back wall, carved into the concrete, were the conditions of the floor. 
 
      
 
    Condition of Completion: Complete the maze and kill the Lesser Minotaur. 
 
      
 
    “I fucking hate puzzles,” Azure whispered to himself.  
 
    If the lesser minotaur was somewhere in the maze, and his friends were also divided somewhere within the labyrinth, then there was a chance he’d run into the minotaur before he found them. Worst case scenario, he’d have to face it alone. As long as it was not much higher than his own level, he should be fine, but that wasn’t something he wanted to find out.  
 
    He would not raise his voice to call for his friends, not wanting to give away his location to the monster. Hopefully, Uden would be dumb enough to call for him. Azure doubted that Jin would be willing to announce his position either. Whatever the case, they would eventually find each other, or one of them would find the monster. He needed to get moving. 
 
    Fearing it was a trap but unable to resist, Azure walked toward the stone on the floor. His gaze shifted from side to side as he crouched to pick it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Aquamarine 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Nothing jumped out to attack Azure while he picked up the stone. No traps were sprung. He hummed to himself, impressed by the find, and placed the gem in his Bag of Holding. Maybe this floor wouldn’t suck so bad after all. 
 
    Upon standing, Azure turned back around. Surprisingly, the portal was still there. He had half a mind to step back through it to see if Uden and Jin had reconvened to talk about their whereabouts, but then he decided against it. Knowing the archer, he had continued on without a second thought. Azure should do the same. 
 
    There was only one way to go, so Azure started walking. Upon turning the corner out of the room, the path divided. Having no idea where either path would take him, Azure decided to go left. The path zigzagged like an inchworm for about fifteen yards before it split again. This time, though, he saw something that helped make his decision of where to go next easier.  
 
    The path before him led to a long hallway—quite a bit longer than if he took the other. In the middle of the hallway was a small black cauldron. Once again, curiosity spurred Azure to investigate, though he silently cursed himself for being attracted to every object he came across. Approaching with caution, he took slow steps until he was right upon the cauldron. Azure leaned forward to peer inside, finding it completely empty. Then he nudged it with his toe for good measure before picking it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Witch’s Cauldron 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Alchemy Component 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finding nothing particularly dangerous about the cauldron, Azure placed it in his Bag of Holding and continued on his way.  
 
    When he reached the next fork in the path, there was rock spider waiting for him around one of the walls. The enemy caught him off guard, rushing toward him and flinging its boulder body at him. 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Rock Spider delivers 10 damage. 
 
      
 
    More annoyed than injured, Azure drew his Zweihander of Vengeance and got to work cutting off its legs until all that remained was its torso. With no one around to hurry him along, Azure decided to take the time to try to kill the spider. Attempting to cleave it in half didn’t work. His blade made a loud clanging sound as it bounced off the hard stone torso. This job seemed to require a particular tool, and while Azure did want the experience points, he also didn’t want to waste anymore time on the spider than necessary. 
 
    He was grateful that killing all the enemies on this floor wasn’t a condition for completion. Otherwise, he’d have to wait for Jin and his pickaxe. 
 
    With the rock spider incapacitated, Azure now had another decision to make. Did he want to go right or left? Considering that the path to the right appeared to curl in on itself and would likely lead to a dead end, Azure went left. 
 
    The path curved two more times before Azure came upon a pile of human remains. Lying on the floor with its jaw open as if in a scream of pain, the skeleton was bleached white by time and naked aside from a small leather collar around its neck. Azure found it suspicious that the armor was perfectly intact and immediately suspected the skeleton of being on the verge of reanimating. Not wanting to take any chances, he sprinted up to it and broke it in half with his sword. The skull released from the body and rolled several feet away.  
 
    Ever cautious, Azure reached down and pulled the collar off of its neck. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Peasant Collar 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 7/7 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Traits: +1% resistance to Cold. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He looked the collar over. While the resistance to Cold was nice, it did not offer him as much protection as his Black Wolf Collar, so Azure decided it was better off stored for later and sold. Placing it in his Bag of Holding, he moved on.  
 
    At the end of the hallway, there was turn, and then the maze split again. The path to the right led back up toward where Azure had come from, but there was another turn not far after. The other path led down and then took a sharp turn in the other direction. Azure peered around the corner and saw a long hallway. At the end was another turn, but before that was a treasure chest. 
 
    Once more, greed spurred Azure’s decision. He reached the chest unmolested only to discover that it was locked. The lock broke off easily when he wedged his sword between the bolt and the latch. 
 
    Inside the chest was a pile of copper coins. Taking the time to count them before placing them in his Bag of Holding, Azure found 45. Not a ton of money, but definitely better than nothing.  
 
    With that done, he kept going, finding another sharp turn followed by a dead end. His efforts were not without reward, though. On the ground next to the wall was another gem, this time blood red. Azure immediately recognized it as a ruby. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Ruby 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    While Azure was happy to have found the gem, he was not happy to have to go back. More than likely, this would be the first of many times that he’d have to double back. Azure just hoped that he’d remember where he’d already been. There were little landmarks along the way—the empty chest, the skeletal remains that he’d destroyed—but they were few and far between. On top of that, more than half a day had passed since he had begun walking through the maze, and he didn’t feel like he’d gotten very far. 
 
    Azure backtracked to the last path he hadn’t taken. Then he followed it up. The maze twisted and turned for a while before it split again. One path continued forward, while the other led to a room that clearly dead-ended. Azure would have just kept going if there hadn’t been a vial of black liquid lying in the middle of the room. Of course, he had to check it out. 
 
    His caution subsiding since he hadn’t encountered any traps so far, Azure strode right up to the vial and picked it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Bat Repellent 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0 kg 
  Uses: When drank, will keep all types of bats up to level 10 from attacking you for 8 hours. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Could have used this several times in the past,” he muttered before sticking the potion in his Bag of Holding. 
 
    The maze continued in a snail pattern, making Azure quickly fear that he was going the wrong way. By the time it split paths again, it was late at night. The path to the right continued on. The path to the left led to another dead end room. Sitting in the middle of it was a small statue of an owl. Azure picked it up.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Owl Statue 
  
       	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He didn’t understand what was up with all of these random items lying around, but he wasn’t going to complain. Azure placed the Owl Statue in his Bag of Holding, then spread out his bedroll. The dungeon floor was cold, made of the same white concrete as the walls and ceiling. It reminded him of a prison cell. 
 
    Oddly, he didn’t feel very unsafe camping in the maze. Torches placed in sconces on the walls provided plenty of lighting, and he hadn’t run into any monsters other than the rock spider. More than anything, the level just seemed massive, meant to take a lot of time.  
 
    Despite a sense of ease, sleep did not come quickly, nor did Azure get enough of it. With no sun or moon to tell time, it could have been early in the morning or still very late at night. After an undetermined amount of time, Azure woke and continued on. 
 
    Unfortunately, the path he had been traveling down dead-ended again, though this time, there was another portal. For a few moments, Azure wondered if he had somehow gotten turned around, but this area didn’t mirror the one he had originally come from.  
 
    Faced with the choice of going back the way he had come and finding another path that he hadn’t yet taken or going through the portal, the portal seemed much more appealing. Besides, he wasn’t even sure if any of the other paths led anywhere. This might be the only way forward. Or perhaps the portal would take him straight to where the lesser minotaur was. There was no way to know until he stepped through.  
 
    Since the portal was blue, Azure thought it must be safe. Taking a deep breath, he said a silent prayer and entered it, waiting for the disorienting feeling to take hold.  
 
    Azure arrived staring at another wall. In fact, it looked identical to where he had first shown up when he had portaled into the labyrinth. He groaned, hoping he hadn’t been brought back to the beginning. Looking to his left, Azure realized that there was no immediate split, so he had to be somewhere else. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, he continued on, not looking forward to the day’s journey. Time was wasting, and who knew where his friends were. 
 
    Azure traversed the snail swirl of the maze before coming to a place where it split like T. To the right of the long hall, there was a piece of paper on the floor. To the left, nothing but more hallway.  
 
    Naturally, Azure went for the paper, picking it up to examine it. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Scroll of Gemology Transmutation 
  
       	  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Can be used to turn one precious stone into another random gemstone. This is a one-time use item.  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure honestly had no idea of the value of the stones he had collected so far. Perhaps this would come in handy when he went to sell them at the market. He rolled the scroll up and placed it in his Bag of Holding with the rest of the loot he’d collected so far. Then he continued on, coming to another T intersection shortly after. 
 
    A loot eater was waiting for him right around the corner. Azure drew his sword, but not before the loot eater was able to reach him and make an attack, biting his right leg at the shin. 
 
      
 
    Level 4 Loot Eater delivers 20 damage. 
 
      
 
    The loot eater made a high-pitched growling noise as it latched onto him. Azure stabbed down, right through its spine, severing it in half. Gasping from shock, the loot eater let him go, but not before it spit a bit of its vile blood onto his leg.  
 
      
 
    Level 4 Loot Eater delivers 1 damage. 
 
      
 
    The sting was brief and superficial. 
 
    Azure watched as the loot eater collapsed at his feet.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 4 Loot Eater. 28XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    It was a tiny amount of experience, in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    Azure removed his blade from the loot eater’s back, then waited for it to cough up whatever loot it had to offer.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Clock Gear 
  
       	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It was better than nothing. 
 
    Considering that the other path led straight to a dead end, Azure decided to follow the direction that the loot eater had come from. It wound around and split again. This time, both paths held something of interest.  
 
    Azure went to the right first, which concluded in another dead end. Mushrooms grew in abundance on the floor. For several seconds, he wasn’t sure if they were a trap or meant to provide sustenance for those who entered the labyrinth unprepared. Maybe they were even poisoned. Whatever the case, he didn’t care to find out. Instead, he diverted to the left, where in the middle of a long hall, he found a bow. 
 
    Excitement welled up inside of Azure as he approached and realized that this was no common item. Whatever wood the bow was made of was solid black. Veins of smooth stone ran through it, causing it to shimmer in the flickering torchlight. The bowstring was also black. Azure marveled at the weapon as he picked it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Obsidian Recurve War Bow 
  
       	  Attack: 280 
  Attack Bonus: +30 Fire Damage 
  Range: 100 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    This was far better than his Hunting Bow. It might even be better than whatever Jin was shooting. Azure was extremely pleased that he’d finally found an item of great value in this dungeon. Suddenly, everything he’d gone through seemed worth it. It was kind of funny how some good loot could completely change his mood and outlook. 
 
    With pep in his step, Azure continued on, turning the corner to run into another monster. The grizzly bear waiting on the other side of the bend looked just as surprised to see Azure as he was to see it. This was not a foe he had wanted to face one on one. Luckily, it was a good ten feet down the hall, which gave him a chance to reach for his new bow and give it a try. 
 
    The bear reared up on its hind legs to roar at Azure, allowing him a few extra precious seconds to strike. At close range, Azure wasn’t sure if picking the bow was smart, but the arrow sailed fast and true, entering the grizzly’s gaping mouth and penetrating its soft throat to come out the other end. A curdled cry rose from the bear as it began choking on its own blood, but it wasn’t dead yet. Landing back on all four paws, it stalked forward as if it were drunk, swiping at Azure. The lack of balance, and its quickly draining life, allowed Azure to retreat faster than the grizzly could pursue.  
 
    He shot it again, this time in the shoulder. Fur sizzled where the arrow had struck, sending the smell of burnt hair rising into the air. Azure figured it must be because of the fire damage bonus the Obsidian Recurve War Bow provided. 
 
    Crumbling forward slightly, the bear continued to press on with its three good legs. It took a third arrow, this one hitting right between the grizzly’s eyes, to put it down. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 3 Grizzly Bear. 24XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    A little past the bear, the hallway gave the option of either continuing on down it or turning to the left. Azure peered around the turn to the left to find another long hallway with a dead end and a gemstone. Although it took him further from finding his friends and the end of the maze, he detoured to pick up the loot. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Periodot 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The light-green gem sparkled in Azure’s hand. He pocketed it and quickly moved on.  
 
    Evening was coming again. Azure could tell by how tired he was. He had been walking all day, and still, there was no sign in sight of the end of the labyrinth. 
 
    As he was walking down one of the longer hallways, he noticed something different up ahead. The concrete flooring turned into tile for a patch of about fifteen feet. Contrasting with the plainness of the rest of the level, the tiling was colored and intricate. Dark-blue and black half-moons caressed a giant gold disc in the center. From what Azure could tell, the disc was made of actual solid gold. Greed welled up inside of him, but he wasn’t sure how to upheave the large round piece. It had to be as big as one of those kiddie swimming pools he saw in stores during the summer. 
 
    This level had been generous to him so far. Thinking that the disc could be nothing but another reward, Azure crossed the blue and black sea of tiles toward it without another thought. As soon as he knelt down and touched the gold disc, though, a bright golden light blinded him, and a notification appeared as he struggled to regain his sight. 
 
      
 
    Gold Trap activated! All coins currently in your possession have been claimed by the Neverending Dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Azure blinked a few times, unable to believe what he had just read. Sickness immediately began bubbling in the pit of his stomach. He had barely registered that he had regained his vision before he was reaching into his Bag of Holding to find his coins. Focusing on them, his fingertips touched the bottom of the slot they had been in. It was now empty. Over 170 gold gone in an instant! Azure wanted to vomit. 
 
    “No.” He continued to grope around in the bottom of his bag, praying that this was some kind of sick joke. “No!” his voice came out choked. 
 
    There was no way that the dungeon could have taken that much from him in an instant. Everything he had saved up…gone, just like that. It didn’t make any sense. He didn’t even want to try to wrap his head around it. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Azure stood and stomped on the gold disc. Then he spent the rest of the night trying to pry it out of the floor to no avail.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 247 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hope was beginning to fade away. The previous day, despite having found the bow, had come with a great cost when Azure had lost all his gold coins. Worse than that, he still had no idea where he was or how long it would be before he found his friends or the minotaur. He didn’t even care which came first anymore. All that mattered was getting out of the Neverending Dungeon. 
 
    Azure collected another gem on his way, this time a bloodstone, before coming to a T intersection. Down one hall, another grizzly bear waited for him. It was about as far down as the previous one had been, so he decided to try his luck with the bow again. This time, he shot it between the eyes on the first attempt. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Defeated Level 3 Grizzly Bear. 24XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The amount of experience was paltry, reminding Azure that he wasn’t making much progress in any way, shape, or form on this level of the dungeon. Since he had already walked several steps in the direction of the bear, he decided to continue on his current path, rounding the corner to find a long stretch of hallway ending at a dead end with another gem on the ground just before it. Luckily, there was an opening to a new route close to where he was, but he decided to go for the gem first before doubling back. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Amethyst 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The next hallway that he turned down had another mosaic display of tiles. This one looked like a tangle of green vines covered in thorns. Though Azure had learned his lesson from walking over the first set of colored tiles, he had nothing with which to cross this set safely. His only options were to risk walking across it or go back the way he had come. 
 
    The thought of turning around was exhausting, but not knowing what would happen if he stepped on the tiles was a good motivator. Azure had lost so much with that last mistake; he didn’t want to repeat it. 
 
    Backtracking to where he had encountered the last grizzly bear, Azure walked past its corpse and continued upward. Upon rounding the corner, he found a room with a small drum sitting in the middle of it. Much more cautiously this time, he approached the instrument, scanning the floor and walls for traps as he went. 
 
    The drum looked innocuous enough, its shell made of a dark-colored wood with tan leather stretched out over the batter head. A strap was woven around it for easy transport. 
 
    Azure tapped the top of it first, listening to the deep sound it made. Then, when he was certain it was safe, he reached down to pick it up. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Drum of Increased Percussion 
  
       	  Song: Turn It Up 
  Range: 100 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  Uses: When played in the presence of other percussion instruments, increases the power of their songs by 100%. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure marveled at the instrument, realizing that it was the first bard class weapon he’d come across. Could this even be counted as a weapon if it didn’t do damage? More fascinated by it than impressed with the drum’s ability, Azure placed it in his Bag of Holding, smiling as he thought about what bards might look like in The Realm.  
 
    Leading off of the small room was the longest hall Azure had seen inside the maze so far. If he didn’t want to walk all the way down it, another path branched off some ten feet away, then a second path some ten feet beyond that. He walked until he got to the first optional path, looking down it to see if there was anything of interest, but it was empty and took a sharp turn to the left. Continuing on, the second available option also didn’t offer anything besides more hallway that quickly turned. Azure decided he’d rather continue down the path he was currently traveling.  
 
    At the end of the long hall was a turn to the right. Upon making it, Azure came upon an eye floating in the hallway. It was about the size of his head. The entire thing seemed to appear from nothingness as if the air around him was blinking it into existence. 
 
    While the main body of the eye looked normal, aside from being super large, the iris had multiple rings, all made of different colored gemstones. Azure unshouldered his bow, but the eye did not attack. It simply remained stationary, floating in the air, much like the willowisps had.  
 
    Activating Analyze revealed the creature’s identity. 
 
      
 
    Level 10 Multifaceted Eye. 
 
      
 
     As Azure and the eye stared at one another, Azure couldn’t help but get the feeling that the eye’s iris was very valuable. Greed made him want to attack, but he had no idea what would happen if he did. Whatever the case, he did not feel safe to pass as long as the eye was there. 
 
    Hoping he wasn’t making a huge mistake, Azure nocked an arrow to his Obsidian Recurve War Bow and fired. Upon the arrow reaching it, the eye blinked out of existence, then came back to once the arrow had passed and ricocheted off the wall behind it. Despite Azure’s clear hostility toward it, the eye still didn’t attack. 
 
    “Hm.” Azure lowered the bow. Perhaps he should be using another weapon. 
 
    He shouldered the bow and unsheathed his Zweihander of Vengeance instead, charging the multifaceted eye with a battle cry that was completely unnecessary.  
 
    Instead of blinking out of existence, the eye simply moved out of the way of his swing. Though it never touched Azure, he immediately felt a bit weaker, and a notification flashed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Level 10 Multifaceted Eye delivers 5 damage. 
 
      
 
    It was such a small amount of damage, and Azure had never even seen the eye attack.  
 
    Taking a step away, he prepared for the monster to counter against his aggression, but it seemed content to stay in the middle of the hallway, reclaiming its position from before. 
 
    “What’s with you? Aren’t you going to fight?” Azure geared up to swing at it again. 
 
    Again, the eye dodged, Azure felt a faint weakness, and another notification appeared before him.  
 
      
 
    Level 10 Multifaceted Eye delivers 5 damage. 
 
      
 
    For the life of him, Azure couldn’t figure out how the monster was attacking him.  
 
    As soon as he was out of its way, the eye returned to its place. 
 
    More frustrated than injured, Azure decided to make a run past the monster. Sheathing his blade, he sprinted, giving the multifaceted eye a wide berth. Though it never moved nor touched him, he still felt the same weakness associated with a hit and saw the notification. 
 
      
 
    Level 10 Multifaceted Eye delivers 5 damage. 
 
      
 
    The one-sided melee was getting old. 
 
    Azure spun around to face the monster now that he was on the other side of it. Perhaps he needed to be behind it to gain any type of advantage. But the eye’s gaze had followed him. Still, it didn’t move—didn’t waver. It just watched, hovering creepily in the air.  
 
    Azure felt a chill race down his spine. For some reason, the eye was starting to give him the heebie-jeebies. Walking backward, Azure kept his gaze fixed on the monster as he put space between them. It did not give chase. 
 
    When he reached the bend in the hall, he took a large sidestep to disappear behind it, keeping one eye over his back until he had come upon another bend and was certain that the multifaceted eye wasn’t following him. 
 
    Unfortunately, the path dead-ended, which meant he would have to go back and pass the monster again. As if mocking his effort, there was a single copper coin on the floor where the path ended. Azure picked it up, giving the copper coin a disdainful look before going back the way he had come. 
 
    Proving that the eye hadn’t followed him, he did not encounter it again until he reached the hall where he had found it. There, it waited for him, hovering innocently in place.  
 
    Not even bothering to fight it, Azure attempted, once more, to run past. Again, he was assaulted by some invisible force. 
 
      
 
    Level 10 Multifaceted Eye delivers 5 damage. 
 
      
 
    It was best not to question what exactly the monster’s purpose was or why it only caused 5 points of damage. Azure was just glad it didn’t do more, and that it didn’t chase him. With no idea of how to defeat it, the eye could quickly wear him down if it had wanted to.  
 
    Wanting to save time, and hoping that he didn’t come upon another dead end, Azure took the nearest available route that he hadn’t gone down before. It was already growing late, and he would need to stop and rest soon. 
 
    The new path extended but ten feet before turning to the right. At the end of the hall was a small room with a potion lying on the floor. Just before it, another path to the right had been revealed. Azure walked all the way down the hall to collect the potion first. 
 
    This one was familiar to him. The shape of the vial and color of the red liquid inside practically gave its identity away. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Potion of Minor Healing 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Heals 35 HP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As Azure picked it up, he wondered if there were any Potions of Minor Stamina in the dungeon. Those would be particularly useful.  
 
    Exhausted from another long day of traversing the labyrinth, Azure made camp for the night. Again, he found sleep hard to come by, though he was able to get enough in to fully heal himself. After three days of being lost in the maze, he was beginning to lose hope that he’d ever find his friends. Perhaps he was trapped here forever.  
 
    That feeling only grew with each passing day. For six more nights, Azure slept in various halls of the labyrinth. Though the twists and turns and obstacles were beginning to all look the same, he did not come across the bodies of the enemies he had slain previously. That was just about the only thing that made him think he was still traveling down paths he hadn’t yet explored. 
 
    Eventually, his efforts paid off. Just before noon on the seventh day, he rounded a corner and began to hear voices. Familiar voices—the voices of his friends. 
 
    Spurring him to pick up the pace, Azure followed the sound, rounding a final corner to find Jin and Uden sitting in the middle of a large circular chamber. The lesser minotaur lay several feet away, already slain. From the smell of it, it had been dead for days. Across the room was a large archway with a blue portal. Azure could only assume it was the exit to the outside world. 
 
    Both men stood, but instead of looks of relief on their faces—though he could only see Uden’s—he was met by a scowl. 
 
    “It took you long enough,” the archer said, clearly irritated. 
 
    “I thought we were going to have to spend the rest of our lives down here waiting on you.” Uden backed up Jin’s discontent. Then his scowl softened into a smile, and he patted Azure on the back. “Glad you made it, buddy.” 
 
    Azure was panting from his efforts to find them. A myriad of emotions washed over him, but his sense of relief was the strongest, bringing tears to his eyes. He did his best to suck them up, not wanting to seem weak in front of the other men. “How long have you guys been waiting for me?” 
 
    “Days,” the archer replied, not sharing the half-imp’s happy sentiment that they’d finally all been reunited. 
 
    Seeing his fragile emotional state, Uden pulled Azure into an embrace, whispering to him, “If it makes you feel any better, it took me a good four days to get here. He made it in two. The minotaur was dead by the time I arrived.” 
 
    Azure pulled back, his eyes wide as he gazed at Jin. “You killed it by yourself!” 
 
    “I did.” The archer nodded. “‘Twas no easy task, but I got it done. I also extracted this.” He dug into his Bag of Holding, pulling out a baseball-sized brown marble that appeared to be alive for all the swirling going on inside of it. As if he didn’t care if it dropped and shattered, he tossed it to Azure. 
 
    The orb was heavy in his hands, carrying more weight than it looked. Its surface was smooth. 
 
    Peering into it, Azure saw images of men swinging swords and shooting bows, then falling one by one to the horns of the minotaur. They came in rapid succession—countless victories for the beast. Azure might have been able to watch endlessly, but a notification popped up, distracting him. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lesser Minotaur Core 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.7 kg 
  Uses: Necromancy. Used to Summon a level 10 Lesser Minotaur 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “This is its monster core?” Azure marveled at the orb. 
 
    “Yes,” Jin replied. 
 
    After staring into it for a few more seconds, Azure was finally able to pull his eyes away. “Why are they worth so much? If they’re only used for necromancy, and necromancy is illegal in most of The Realm, then I don’t see why anyone would want them.” 
 
    “Only boss level monsters carry monster cores inside of them,” the half-imp began to explain. “These are monsters that, despite their level, tend to have traits that make them more difficult for the average Adventurer to beat. Being able to summon and control them, even for a little while, makes them super dangerous.”  
 
    “It’s also a king’s duty to keep them out of the hands of necromancers,” the archer added. “Usually, the job of collecting them is left to higher-ranked Adventurers at The Adventurers Guild. Some kings even have special military divisions designated to collecting them. But beyond that, if you’ll notice, you can see the beast’s past conquests by gazing into its monster core.” He nodded down at the monster core to direct Azure’s attention there. “Being able to see how a monster moves and attacks gives future Adventurers a fighting advantage over it. Most monster cores end up in military vaults for study. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I fear this one won’t be worth much.” Jin walked up to Azure and took the monster core back from him. “At only level 10, there aren’t many Adventurers who couldn’t obtain this type of monster core, as is apparent by its Common item class.”  
 
    “So we did all this for nothing,” Azure’s voice trailed off as he thought about all the time they’d wasted. 
 
    “Not for nothing.” The archer shook his head. “We’ve unlocked deeper parts of the dungeon. The monster we seek is below.” 
 
    Tightness cinched Azure’s heart at the thought of being trapped for another ten floors. More than anything, he wanted to feel the warmth of the sun on his face and smell air not tainted by death.  
 
    “I vote we take a break before going deeper,” Uden said. “We’ve been in this dungeon for over a week. Besides, we’re not well prepared for lower levels. Azure and I need to trade in our loot and buy Potions of Minor Stamina.” 
 
    Jin sighed. “We’ve already wasted a lot of time. Gauging by how not smoothly these floors went, I estimate that it will take us about two months to obtain a worthy monster core. Time is ticking,” he reminded both of them. 
 
    “I don’t really care. I need to get out of here.” Azure took several steps toward the portal. “Will this thing even let us choose where we go?” 
 
    “Yes.” The archer nodded. “When you walk through, you should get a prompt asking if you want to continue on or go to the surface.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Azure kept walking. 
 
    “Wait! Where are you going?” Jin asked in alarm. 
 
    Azure paused for but a second, glancing back over his shoulder. “We outvote you. This conversation is over.” Then he continued, stepping through the portal without a second thought.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 255 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The prompt appeared, and Azure decided his next destination with ease. For as tiring as the dungeon had been, it hadn’t been all bad. At least, the last level hadn’t been all bad. Even though Azure had lost out on the experience from the minotaur, he had still managed to gain 128 experience points from everything he had killed, plus he’d collected 7 silver, 6 copper, and the following loot: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Potion of Minor Healing 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Heals 35 HP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Potion of Minor Healing 
  
      	  Quantity: 2/2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Heals 25 HP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Clock Gear 
  
      	  Quantity: 3/3 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Amethyst 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Aquamarine 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Topaz 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Turquoise 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
      
      	  Wand of Disarming Poison 
  
      	  Spell: Disarm Poison 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Gives the wielder the ability to cast Disarm Poison. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Disarm Poison renders any traps harmless that are capable of inflicting Poison. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Medicine Bag 
  
      	  Inventory Slots: 10 
  Weight Capacity: 5.0 kg 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Golden Chalice 
  
      	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Missing Stick 
  
      	  Attack: 0 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: This weapon misses no matter how you swing it. Children love it!  
  
     
 
      
      	  Disposable Lockpick 
  
      	  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Unlocks any chest.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The warm air hitting Azure’s face was a relief as he stepped out of the portal. Uden was right on his heels, but it took Jin a few minutes to follow behind.  
 
    The sun was high overhead, so they wouldn’t reach Noseon before nightfall, but Azure didn’t care much. He’d walk all night long if it meant getting to sleep in a bed when they did finally stop. 
 
    Despite the length of the journey, Azure did not feel weighed down by worries or time. Much of what the Neverending Dungeon had taken from him psychologically was being rejuvenated by the freedom of open space.  
 
    They lit torches as night descended upon them, trudging down the road until they reached the gates of Noseon. Though it was the middle of the night when they arrived, the innkeeper at Ancient Aegis Inn was happy to accommodate them. The men split a room, paying for an extra bed. Azure bemoaned the loss of coin, and more so the fact that he had to share a bed with the half-imp.  
 
    All three men passed out as soon as their heads hit the pillow, but the archer woke them as soon as the shops began to open. It wasn’t nearly enough sleep, and Azure found himself in a grumpy mood as they headed together to the nearest merchant.  
 
    The man was a scraggly fellow with unkempt whiskers. There was a scar over his right eye, which he squinted. His cart was laden with various items, proof that he was more of a flea market merchant than someone who specialized in anything. 
 
    Azure sold everything of value he had collected from the Neverending Dungeon besides the Disposable Lockpick, Obsidian Recurve War Bow, Bottle of Mead, and the few potions he had collected. He discovered that the Small Turquoise he had found was the least valuable of his gems at only 3 silver. Taking a risk, he decided to use the Scroll of Gemology Transmutation on it. 
 
    The merchant explained that he needed to wrap the gem that he wanted to transmute up in the scroll. Then when he unwrapped it, there would be a new gem in its place. Thankfully, no precision in folding was necessary. Basically, as long as he was able to make the gem disappear from sight inside the scroll, the transmutation would take effect. 
 
    Azure and his party members watched in anticipation as he folded the scroll around the Small Turquoise. For the magic taking place in his hands, he felt no change at all. It wasn’t until Azure had unwrapped the gem that he saw what the magic had borne. Nothing. The Small Turquoise hadn’t changed at all, but there was no longer any writing on the scroll. With a smirk, the merchant explained that sometimes the scrolls just worked that way—which was to say they didn’t work at all. 
 
    “That’s too bad.” The man tutted and shook his head. “The scroll in its unused state would have sold for one gold.” 
 
    Needless to say, it had been a colossal waste that had only left a bigger scowl on Azure’s face. Maybe he should be putting all of his characteristic points into Luck from now on, because he sure didn’t seem to have any as of late. 
 
    Altogether, Azure garnered 88 gold, 8 silver, and 5 copper. His friends cashed out similarly.  
 
    When all of the other trading was done, Jin pulled the monster core from his bag. Azure watched the grizzled merchant’s face for his reaction, but there was no sign of him being impressed. 
 
    The merchant rolled the core in his hand, gazing into it as if he’d seen a dozen just like it. Then he offered them 5 gold. 
 
    Azure’s heart sank to his feet, and he quickly turned to his friends. “Maybe we should take the core somewhere else. Surely, it’s worth more than just 5 gold. That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    The archer sucked in a deep breath. “I hate to say I told you so, but…” 
 
    “Don’t. Just don’t.” Azure held out his hand to stop Jin. 
 
    As if to prove the core wasn’t worth much, a young knight walked up to the merchant and asked if he had any low-level monster cores to sell. The merchant immediately began pulling cores from a shelf at the back of his cart and placing them on display before the knight. Most were around the same size as the one that Azure’s party had procured, though a few of them were quite a bit larger. There was even an identical lesser minotaur core in the lot. 
 
    “Hey!” Azure quickly tried to grab the knight’s attention. “How much would you pay for this one?” 
 
    The knight turned to him, looking the core over and humming.  
 
    “I usually sell lesser minotaur cores for 10 gold, but for today only, you can take this one back to the castle for only 7 gold!” The merchant held up the lesser minotaur core already in his possession to the knight to sway him back toward the cart. 
 
    “You were about to buy this one from us for 5 gold.” Azure’s eyes widened at the audacity of the merchant. 
 
    “Inflation,” the archer whispered to Azure from the side. 
 
    “I’ll take them both,” the knight said, “for 7 gold apiece.” 
 
    “You won’t get a better deal than that,” Jin told Azure. “We should take the money.” 
 
    “Surely, a necromancer would pay more,” Azure cast back between clenched teeth. 
 
    The knight’s expression hardened into disapproval as he practically ripped the core out of Azure’s hands and placed the gold coins in his palm. “Let me not hear you speak of such treason again, or you’ll be arrested.”  
 
    The archer quickly stepped up to Azure’s defense. “My friend spoke in frustrated jest. We just left the Neverending Dungeon. He is tired and did not expect these lesser cores to sell for so little. Please forgive him.”  
 
    “Do not make the mistake again,” the knight warned before collecting the rest of the merchant’s monster cores and then turning to head back to the castle. 
 
    “Sorry, kids,” the merchant said, though there was no sincerity in his voice. “I see cores like those just about every other day. New Adventurers turn them in, thinking they’re going to get rich. And to the greener ones, 5 gold is a lot of money,” he argued, seemingly with himself. “Now the big ones are worth a lot, but those come through here rarer. Most just get turned in directly to The Adventurers Guild.” 
 
    “Thank you. We understand.” Jin held his palm up, showing that he needed no further explanation. Then he turned back to his party, “I told you, if we want something of real value, then we’re going to need to go deeper into the dungeon.” 
 
    “How far do you really think we’ll have to go?” Uden asked, his eyebrow raised. “If that core was only worth 5 gold, the next probably won’t be worth much more. We might not even be able to reach a level deep enough to obtain a core worth 5,000 gold.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s a Very Hard quest. If it was easy, we’d have the item in hand already,” the archer reminded them. “I know that we’re all still exhausted, both physically and mentally. Let’s spend today replenishing our resources. Then we can have a nice dinner tonight, spend another night in the inn, perhaps in separate rooms, and tomorrow, we’ll head back to the Neverending Dungeon. I’m sorry, but one more night is all I can afford you.” He patted Azure on the shoulder, then walked off into the crowd. 
 
    “I’ll buy you an ale tonight,” Uden said before leaving Azure standing in front of the merchant’s cart processing the conversation that had just taken place. 
 
    Whether he liked it or not, he was going to be forced back into the dungeon. The thought made him absolutely ill. He wasn’t sure he could handle having to kill more humanoid creatures, psychologically deal with the spells that would undoubtedly cause a myriad of negative status effects, and the infighting that would come when one of them put in more effort than the others. More than anything, the Neverending Dungeon seemed designed to tear a party apart. 
 
    “Hey! Are you going to buy something, or are you just going to stand there?” the merchant called to Azure. 
 
    It was a clear sign that he needed to move along. For as many odds and ends as the merchant had, no Potions of Minor Stamina would be found in his collection of wares. Azure would need to go further into Noseon to begin his shopping. 
 
    He wandered through the streets almost blindly, a numbness crawling over his entire body. His mind swam with what-ifs, but his fate had already been decided for him. In the morning, he would return with his party to the Neverending Dungeon and have to face ten more levels of whatever horrors it decided to throw at them.    
 
      
 
    The adventure continues in book seven. Coming soon... 
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Phoenix Grey is the super secret nerd pen name of a USA Today bestselling author. She currently lives in San Antonio, Texas where she hermits away while working on books and playing video games. When she's not busy plotting her world domination, she can be found hosting game nights at the local comic book store or checking out the latest recommended anime. 
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    Phoenix Grey's Mailing List:  
 
    https://www.subscribepage.com/therealmbetween6 
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 Azure's end of book stats: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Azure 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 14, 46% of the way to next level 
  Health: 390 / 230 (390) 
  Mana: 270 / 270 (320) 
  Stamina: 245 / 245 (255) 
  Vitality: 11 (27) 
  Intelligence: 15 (20) 
  Strength: 13 (17) 
  Agility: 8 (18) 
  Dexterity: 7 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 8 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 7; 29% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 0% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 13; 18% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 13; 95% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 15; 54% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 23% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 3; 37% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jin's end of book stats: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jin Umewraek 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 14 
  Health: 280 
  Mana: 195 
  Stamina: 295 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Uden's end of book stats: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Lothair Roscoe 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 14 
  Health: 440 / 240 (440)  
  Mana: 390 / 270 (390) 
  Stamina: 360 / 280 (360) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   


  
 

 End of Book Shit 
 
      
 
    Hey guys and gals, 
 
      
 
    How about that Coronavirus? It’s crazy to think that we’re living in a time that will go down in history. Never could I imagine I’d live to see a pandemic!  
 
    Needless to say, there have been many changes and hurdles to overcome these past few weeks. Not just for me, but for all of us.  
 
    You would think that being locked down would make for some good writing time. On the contrary, the depression from social distancing made it difficult to even get out of bed some days. 
 
    Thankfully, I’ve adapted and am mostly back to normal. I hope everyone else is healthy and not going out of their minds with boredom. I am very blessed that work keeps me busy, so there’s never a lack of things to do. 
 
    This dungeon was especially hard on Azure since he doesn’t like the senseless killing of humanoid creatures. Knowing that he was in for ten levels made him feel trapped (probably how we all feel in our homes right now. Lol). It definitely took an emotional toll on all of our heroes, which showed a lot more in the bickering in the original Patreon version. 
 
    The path forward is pretty clear cut from here on out, but you can still expect lots of mystery and surprises ahead. As always, I hope you enjoyed this book. Be safe. Be sane. 
 
      
 
    Much love, 
 
    Phoenix Grey 
 
    


 
   
  
 



SPECIAL THANKS 
 
      
 
    I want to take the time to give a special thanks to Tyller James, Dennis Bigelow, and all my other awesome Patreon supporters. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



FREE BOOK 
 
      
 
    Get this free book when you sign up for my mailing list. This offer is exclusive to my mailing list subscribers.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Description
  
 
    One of the world’s top competitive gamers, Theo Robinson, has been invited to demo The Realm Online, Radical Interactive’s second attempt to delve into the VRMMORPG industry. Their first attempt had critics cringing at blocky graphics and less than realistic NPC interactions. Now, after over twenty years of marrying virtual reality and medical technology, Radical Interactive is ready to try again, and they have something really big in store.  
 
    
  
 
    But Theo Robinson has no interest in The Realm Online. A MOBA player, RPGs have never been his thing. The only reason he accepted the invitation was because of another secret project that Radical Interactive has been working on. Word has it they have been trapping people with brain injuries inside of The Realm Online. When Nancy Shelton, YouTube's most famous female Let's Player (and Theo's best friend online), got into a car accident and ended up in a coma, it was suspected that her consciousness had been ported into the game. Theo's quest isn't to demo The Realm Online but to try to find his friend. But will he even be able to look for her when the immersion is so intense that he forgets who he is?  
 
      
 
    Get it by signing up here: https://www.subscribepage.com/therealmbetween6 
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