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	PROLOGUE

	EARTH – October 25th, 2057

	 

	 

	“This one might end up being a success,” the doctor told Michael Coleman with a smile at their morning briefing.

	Mr. Coleman opened the file on his wrist comp, and an image of patient William Galvan popped up. His eyes were closed in sleep, a mop of brown hair combed away from them. Scrolling past the image, Mr. Coleman looked at Will’s brain activity charts. A part that had previously only been functioning because of The Realm was now working on its own.

	“The patient’s parents contacted the nurse yesterday to inform me that he had twitched. The time was documented as 12:25PM. You can see it on the visual relay.” Dr. Sanders nodded toward Mr. Coleman’s wrist comp.

	Clicking the display played back the video. The hospital had kindly taken the time to zoom in before submitting it to the patient’s file. Will’s mother had been holding his hand, so it was difficult to see the aforementioned twitch. It lasted less than a fraction of a second. One tiny movement that signaled the awakening of something inside of Will’s brain.

	Michael Coleman should have been thrilled. The first time he’d seen the medical miracle of The Realm resuscitating a previously dead portion of someone’s brain, he was over the moon. Surely, that meant the rest would be able to revive and heal. But that patient had died, and so had several others after him. It was too early to get excited. 

	“Keep monitoring him,” Mr. Coleman told Dr. Sanders, not sharing in his enthusiasm from this new turn of events.

	Once the meeting was over, Mr. Coleman retreated to his office to bring up Will’s profile on his work computer. There was a protocol for when something like this happened. The doctor would submit his report of improvement to the appropriate visual team at Radical Interactive, marking the time that the brain activity had been restored. Then the visual team would go back and retrieve the video of what was happening to the patient at that time. Typically, there was some correlation between the events, usually a discovery of new information that might lead the patient out of The Realm.

	Mr. Coleman hit the play button and leaned back in his chair, then he watched as the patient took on an oversized spider. The idiot blasted the spider directly in the face with an unpredictable spell and suffered the effects of backlash, setting himself on fire in the process. Agonizing pain from being burned alive had been what had triggered a part of his frontal lobe to awaken. 

	The kid was lucky not to have gone into cardiac arrest. Usually, death in the game equaled death in real life. This was not the type of event that Mr. Coleman had expected to see. Success was success, but there was something strange about this particular case. Mr. Coleman hit the replay button.

	Wait…isn’t this the same guy that…

	He stopped the video and scrolled through the rest of Will’s saved files. The visual team was required to keep a recording of anything notable: near-death experiences, instances where patients had contact with other patients, and events designed to put them on the path to leave The Realm. 

	Mr. Coleman’s mouth dropped open. Will had died three times in The Realm already. The first death was the only one where his real body had tried to give out. Mr. Coleman remembered it clearly now. He had gotten the call about a deceased patient and rushed over with the doctor to collect the implant before they wheeled the body down to the morgue.

	Miraculously, Will had revived shortly after they had pronounced him dead. Mr. Coleman watched the video of him drowning. Then he watched the video where Will had been attacked in the night by bats and shadowlings. His Stamina had run out before he had perished that time. 

	There was something similar about every instance of death. The patient didn’t seem to realize that he had died. For some reason, Will thought that all those notifications had just been a dream.

	Michael Coleman chuckled. “Damn, kid. You sure are lucky.”

	The fact that Will wouldn’t acknowledge his death was likely the only thing that had kept him alive. Every instance had resulted in him passing out in-game. Nothing had registered as the ultimate end.

	It should have made Mr. Coleman happy that Will was remarkably resilient. But instead, it made him scowl. Like a cat with nine lives, it was only a matter of time before Will’s luck ran out. If he kept being careless, one of his next deaths would be his last.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER ONE

	THE REALM – Day 90

	 

	 

	“The quickest way to level you up would be to do Bounty quests,” Azure told Janine, keeping his voice low. “And the safest way to do it would be to let Uden take the quests.”

	Concern was etched across the dwarf’s features. “We can’t tell him. Neither him nor Lonnell. I know that Lonnell has no intention of leaving Squall’s End, but you never know. Greed is a powerful thing. And on that same note, I don’t trust Uden. He cannot come with us.” Janine shook her head.

	Azure knew better than to disclose this monumental secret to the half-imp. If Uden found out that visiting each of the Gods might grant him one wish, there was no way they’d be able to stop him from coming along. Or worse, stabbing them in the back to claim the wish for himself if there was only one.

	“I know.” Azure nodded. “This has to stay between us. When we leave Squall’s End, I’ll just tell them that I want to take a break from magic school and offered to help you with your quest.”

	“That sounds good.” 

	Despite them hashing out the details, Janine still seemed unsure as to whether telling Azure about the wish had been the right move. Her eyes were distant, and stress made lines in her face.

	Azure didn’t know how to soothe her further, so instead, he said, “I’ll go check and see if Uden and Lonnell are in their room. We can pick up a Bounty quest tomorrow. I’m sure that Lonnell will be thrilled with the idea.” He stood, leaving the dwarf alone with whatever thoughts and fears were plaguing her.

	No one answered when Azure knocked on the door to his friends’ room. More than likely, Lonnell had dragged Uden out on a quest. Last Azure had seen him, the half-imp was looking morose after having discovered that he hadn't been accepted to Hawking’s School of Land Magic. 

	“No dice,” he said once he returned to Janine at the tavern. “They must be out on a quest.”

	She sighed. “Well, I hate to waste time waiting around for them. I have to turn in a Monster quest at The Adventurers Guild tomorrow. If they’re not back by morning, I’ll probably take another one. I can’t even express how much I want to get the hell out of here.” Her eyes shifted around the tavern with disdain. 

	Azure mirrored her sentiment. His appreciation of the excitement that The Realm had to offer had worn off a while ago. After burning himself alive, it was pretty much gone. He was ready to trade his sword back in for a VR headset at a desk job. Being a beta tester for Radical Interactive may be boring, but at least he didn’t have to wake up every morning worrying that it might be his last.

	“You can wish us both back,” he told her, realizing that probably wouldn’t be cheating. Just because they might only get one wish didn’t mean it couldn’t be used on both of them. It’s not like they were headed to separate worlds.

	“I suppose I could.” 

	“I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to.” Azure sat across from Janine again. “Just say, ‘I wish for us to be sent back to our own world.’ Hell, I wouldn’t even care if I ended up in a different country.” 

	“Me neither.” Janine smiled. “Just to know that I could actually reach my sons. It’s easier to travel across a planet than between planets.”

	“I never even thought that we might be on a different planet.” Azure huffed softly. That didn’t make much sense, though. Neither of them had gotten here by rocket ship. It was likely another dimension. Or they were dead, as Janine had suggested before. If that were the case, would they really be able to go back?

	“Well, we won’t even know if it’s possible until we see Finborh. Hopefully, he’ll have all the answers.” The dwarf inhaled deeply. “But anyway, I should get to bed. It’s been a long day.”

	“I just woke up not long ago.” He frowned. “It will likely be a long night for me.”

	“Must be nice to be able to sleep all day.” She winked at him.

	“I needed this break to recover from what happened. I can honestly say that I don’t mind at all putting off that spider quest for as long as humanly possible. And hey, if what you said is true about the wish, then maybe I won’t even have to complete it.” Azure’s gaze went distant as unpleasant memories assaulted him. He wasn’t sure which was worse, recalling the giant hairy spider bearing down on him with its fangs or the fear he had felt when he realized that his Volatile Bolt spell had produced fire. “Yup, I hate it here.”

	“I wish I could say I thought we’d be able to go home soon, but I’m sure we’ve got a long journey ahead.” Janine took a final drink of the water in front of her, then stood.

	“Whatever it takes.” Azure gave her a look of determination.

	“Yes. Whatever it takes.” She nodded.

	Hoping that Uden and Lonnell would return, Azure hung out in the tavern for a few more hours. It was not to be, though. Knowing that there might be a way out of The Realm made him feel renewed, but he didn’t want to hold onto too much hope. His thoughts about The Realm had evolved so much since he’d first woken up in Manny’s barn. In the beginning, Azure had been certain that he had been doing a new beta for Radical Interactive. Their failed game had been called The Realm, after all. But as time progressed—as days and months passed, that thought had faded away into obscurity. If he were stuck inside of a video game, he would have died from dehydration and starvation long ago, his body unable to sustain constant gameplay for months on end. No…this was something else; he was convinced of it.

	Waiting for his friends to return was a bust. Azure hung out in the tavern until well past midnight before he finally retired to his room. With a sigh, he realized that his journey with Janine to see Finborh would likely be postponed for another day or two. Now that he had hope that there was a way back to his world, he felt antsy.

	Sleep didn’t come easily, and when it did, he overslept. Waking in a panic from seeing the light streaming in so brightly through the window, Azure wondered if he had missed Janine. He dressed hurriedly and went downstairs to the tavern, but she wasn’t waiting there for him, nor was she in her room when he went to check. Uden and Lonnell also hadn’t returned. 

	It must be close to noon, he guessed. Considering that the tavern had switched from serving eggs to a meaty slop, he couldn’t be far off. Azure ate and Analyzed people, wondering if it was worth waiting around for his friends. Janine had probably taken another quest and shipped off. If she had encountered Uden and Lonnell at any point during the morning, Azure was sure she would have come to retrieve him. 

	Now, he’d have to wait for her. He might also have to convince the brothers to wait for her, too. Uden probably wouldn’t be a problem, but Lonnell might be impatient. Hopefully, his greed for a good payoff would make him amicable. 

	After eating brunch, Azure decided to go to the market. More than likely, he wouldn’t be seeing his friends anytime soon. It wasn’t common for them to show up in the tavern at midday. If not for the fact that he had decided to take some time off, it wouldn’t have been common for Azure either. 

	He went to Zach’s stall and bought him out of alchemy supplies for Potions of Minor Healing for 3 gold, 3 silver, and 8 copper.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 13

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 65

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 91

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	Then Azure returned to his room, pulling out his mortar and pestle to spend the next several hours crafting potions. Starting with his Stamina at 100%, he was able to craft his largest haul so far. He was also able to level his Alchemy skill.




	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 6. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies! Alchemy supplies now cost 10% less to purchase.

	 

	Sweet! My first perk. That should save him at least a little money.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 32

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 27

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 6

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	By the time Azure had finished, the sun had nearly fallen over the horizon. He put away his mortar and pestle, his hands cramping from mashing up the herbs and his body weak from having expended so much Stamina. Azure was exhausted but not fully drained. It was a good stopping point, not that he could have continued without any additional empty vials.

	Ready for dinner, Azure headed down to the tavern. Relief swept through him when he saw Uden and Lonnell sitting at a table next to the bar. The half-imp was slumped over a horn of ale, his brother leaning toward him with a look of concern. Lonnell’s lips were moving, but Azure couldn’t tell what he was saying.

	“Hey guys,” he said once he had reached them.

	Uden leaned in, narrowing his eyes as if he didn’t recognize Azure, then jutted his head back. “What happened to your hair?!”

	“Burned it off.” Azure took a seat across from them.

	Lonnell raised an eyebrow. “That must be an interesting story.”

	“I’ll tell you all about it.” He inhaled deeply, keeping his eyes on the half-imp. It seemed that Uden was having a difficult time just sitting up, his body swaying back and forth ever so slightly. That must be why Lonnell was sitting next to him instead of across from him, trying to keep him stabilized. “I can’t tell if you’re good drunk or bad drunk.”

	“Bad,” the elder brother said at the same time that the half-imp declared, “Good.”

	Lonnell rolled his eyes.

	Azure was still confused. “So…which one is it?”

	“The best kind of drunk is drunk.” Uden lifted his horn to offer cheers to a beverageless Azure. 

	Lonnell quickly jerked the cup away from him before he could take another drink. “You don’t need any more.” 

	“Fine.” The half-imp narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Then I’ll just take yours.” He snatched Lonnell’s horn right out from under him and scooted a foot away to down the contents.

	Lonnell slammed Uden’s cup down on the table with such force that amber liquid sloshed out, covering the surface. “You’ve had enough!” When the barmaid began walking up to them, Lonnell quickly threw out his hand and said, “He’s cut off! Don’t serve him any more.”

	A look of trepidation took over her features, and she quickly backed away.

	“Come back!” Uden whined, making grabby hands at the barmaid, but she wasn’t about to go against the sterner brother’s wishes, coming around the other side of the bench to ask Azure what he wanted, all the while avoiding making eye contact with the inebriated half-imp. “Azure, you’re my best friend, order me another one.”

	“I’m your only friend,” Azure reminded him. “And no,” he said before telling the barmaid to bring him some supper. If they were going to pick up a Bounty quest tomorrow, then he didn’t want to start the journey with a hangover. They could drag Uden along. “So, what happened?” He gestured for Lonnell to explain as he took a seat across from them.

	“He’s been inconsolable since the Hawking’s thing.” Lonnell’s expression softened in sympathy. “I’ve tried to—”

	“Such bullshit,” Uden grumbled angrily.

	Lonnell shook his head and continued, “I’ve tried to convince him that there’s more to life than magic, but he won’t listen.”

	“It was the only dream I’ve ever had!” The half-imp threw his arms up. “I clearly can’t magically become a fucking human. No one is ever going to respect me unless I make them.”

	The way he said it made Azure think that perhaps Hawking’s had been right to refuse Uden entrance into their school. There was something unabashedly wicked in his tone.

	“There are other ways to make people respect you,” Lonnell told him calmly. “Become a great Adventurer. Work your way up the ranks. Gain the respect that you so desperately want.”

	The half-imp’s eyes had glazed over, and he was sulking over his empty horn again, clearly not listening.

	Lonnell turned his attention to Azure. “I took him on a Monster quest, hoping it would cheer him up. He likes killing things. But he just became reckless, agroing everything in the area to us at the same time like he had a death wish.”

	This was bad news. If Uden really was trying to kill himself, then this was no time to drag him into a dungeon where he could put all of them in danger. They couldn’t exactly leave him alone while they did the Bounty quest either.

	“Your brother is right. There is more to life than magic,” Azure backed Lonnell up. “Besides, it’s not like you can’t learn magic. You just can’t learn it from the magic schools.”

	“Do you see Ruthren anywhere around here?” Uden’s eyes volleyed around the tavern, mockingly searching for the merchant. “Because no one else has.”

	“I’m sure there are other,” Azure lowered his voice, “shady merchants about that would be willing to sell you black market spells.”

	“It will take me forever to collect all that I’d need to be a Grand Master Mage.”

	“All you have is time,” Azure reminded him.

	“You said it yourself,” the half-imp gestured at him in agitation, “several lifetimes. I don’t have several lifetimes. I only have one. Two, if you count what you guys did for me.” 

	“Two. Exactly,” Lonnell pointed out. “You shouldn’t waste the second chance we’ve given you.”

	“Oh, what’s the point?” Uden’s head swayed from side to side. “I wish you guys never would have brought me back from the dead.”

	Well, that’s certainly dark. And ungrateful.

	Azure sighed and sat back. “I was hoping you guys would be in better spirits. I talked to Janine yesterday, and she said she’s up for another Bounty quest. I’m pretty sure she left out on a Monster quest this morning, though, so if you want to go, we’ll have to wait until she gets back. We were hoping that Uden would be the one to pick it up, since it will make things easier.”

	Lonnell leaned across the table and lowered his voice so that Uden couldn’t hear him. “I don’t think he’s in any shape to go into a dungeon. It was hard enough for me to keep us alive when he went crazy earlier.”

	“You’re right,” Azure agreed.

	“And I can’t just leave him. He’s my brother. You know I’d usually be all over this, Azure, but now isn’t a good time.”

	Shit. Azure wondered how long it would take for Uden to recover. Telling him about the wish was the only way to make it happen instantly. While it was tempting, Azure probably trusted the half-imp even less than Janine did. There was no point in speeding up the process if it would only lead to them getting double-crossed later.

	The other option was to leave Uden and Lonnell behind and for Janine and Azure to take a Bounty quest on their own, but Azure had done enough Bounties to know that would be suicide. All that they could do was ride this out until Uden pulled himself back together, taking piddly low-experience quests until then.

	“If you fuckwads aren’t going to let me drink anymore, then I’m going to bed.” The half-imp pulled himself up from the table and stumbled away from them, not even bothering to look back.

	Lonnell seemed to deflate, holding his head in his hands. “I don’t know what to do, Azure. I can’t take him out in the field again. It’s too dangerous.”

	“We should give him a few days,” he suggested. “This is new news to him. He hasn’t had time to process it yet.”

	“I don’t feel like I can even leave him alone right now.” Lonnell’s eyes trailed after his brother. “Maybe I should follow him.”

	“Do what you’ve got to do.” Azure gestured absentmindedly, happy to see the barmaid on her way with his food.

	Lonnell stood and took off after Uden at a hurried pace.

	This threw a wrench into things. Until Uden cooled off, they wouldn’t be able to take a Bounty quest. It seemed like just another obstacle standing in Azure’s way of returning home. Whatever the case, it was something he’d have to deal with. 

	Maybe once Janine returned, they could all come together to support Uden with their camaraderie. In truth, Azure had no idea how to console the half-imp. Hopefully, all he’d need would be a few days to fall back in line. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWO

	THE REALM – Day 92

	 

	 

	The next morning, Azure awoke to the sound of someone rapping on the door to his room. Groggily, he opened one eye, then the other, before pulling himself out of bed. Whoever was on the other side was insistent. The knocks came with an urgency that made Azure quicken his pace.

	As soon as he opened the door, Uden forced his way into the room. “I’m staying here today. I can’t fucking stand to be around him one more minute. It’s like listening to a goddamn broken record.” The half-imp threw himself onto Azure’s bed and immediately laid down.

	“Good morning to you, too.” Azure sulked. Dealing with the bratty half-imp had been bad enough the night they’d found out he couldn’t attend Hawking’s. Wasn’t he supposed to be Lonnell’s problem now?

	Uden turned over onto his side, facing the wall.

	With a sigh, Azure took a seat on the floor. “You know, he’s only concerned about you.”

	“He can shove his concern. I have a hangover, and I don’t want a lecture. 

	If that’s what you plan to do, you can leave.”

	“You came to my room,” Azure reminded him. 

	The half-imp said nothing.

	Seconds later, there was more knocking on the door. Already feeling exhausted from the drama, Azure went to open it, predictably finding Lonnell on the other side.

	“Is my brother in here?” Lonnell poked his head around the corner. He tried to take a step inside, but Azure stopped him by placing a hand on Lonnell’s chest.

	“Let it go today. I’ll take care of him. I wasn’t planning on adventuring anyway. I need to wait for Janine.”

	Lonnell’s entire body seemed to relax, but the look of concern didn’t leave his face. “Are you sure? You can’t leave him alone. Not even for a second.”

	“I’m not going to kill myself, asshole,” Uden called to him from the bed.

	Azure gestured toward the half-imp. “See, he’s perfectly safe here.”

	Lonnell’s lips dipped into a frown as he met Azure’s gaze. “You know as well as I do that he’s a liar.”

	“I won’t let him out of my sight. I promise. Go quest or something.” Azure began to close the door on his friend, now understanding Uden’s annoyance with him.

	“I’ll be in my room if you need me,” Lonnell quickly told his brother.

	“Go quest. I’ve got this,” Azure said again before shutting the door.

	Uden turned over suddenly. “You see the type of shit I have to put up with.”

	“Your brother is just…concerned.” He walked over to sit in the chair in the corner of the room, still trying to wake up. 

	Several minutes of silence passed. Best case scenario, the half-imp would pass out, and Azure wouldn’t have to babysit him. Azure waited until his stomach began to growl, then stood to go to the tavern and have breakfast. Uden had rolled back over to face the wall, so Azure could only assume he was asleep. As soon as he opened the door though, the half-imp stirred. 

	“Are you going to the tavern?” he asked.

	Azure nearly cringed at the sound of his voice. “Yes. I need to eat breakfast and see if Janine has returned.”

	“I’ll come with.” Uden sat up and kicked his legs over the side of the bed. Almost the second he did, his hands went to his head. No doubt, he had one massive hangover.

	Janine was nowhere to be seen when they reached the tavern. They took a seat at one of the unoccupied benches, and Azure ordered breakfast.

	Uden ordered a horn of ale with his meal. When the barmaid looked at him for payment, he gestured toward Azure, “He’s buying.”

	Azure blinked a few times but ultimately ended up forking out the 2 coppers for the half-imp’s beer. 

	“I hope you’re not going to make this a habit,” he grumbled, then followed it up with, “I can’t even see how you’d want to drink right now.”

	“I have nothing better to do with my life.” Uden sulked.

	It was clear that he truly thought that. Once the first beer was quickly drained, the half-imp immediately ordered another, again on Azure’s tab. 

	“I’m cutting you off after this one,” Azure told him. “I may be your friend, but I’m not going to let you take advantage of me.”

	“Oh, don’t be a Lonnell.” Uden waved his friend’s discontent away.

	“I’m not being a Lonnell.” He rolled his eyes. “I may have said I’d watch you today, but that doesn’t mean I’m dropping all of my plans for you.” 

	“What plans did you have?” Uden couldn’t sound more unenthusiastic if he tried.

	“Well, we’re going to check Janine’s room after this. And if she’s not there, then I suppose…” he stopped himself. The loophole Azure had found where he could buy alchemy components cheap, make a bunch of Potions of Minor Healing, and then sell them at a higher price than the cost of supplies hadn’t been exposed to the brothers yet. Even though he doubted that Uden had the energy to do anything productive right now, including screwing him over, he wasn’t about to divulge his secret way of making easy money. 

	“Whatever you were going to say, I’m sure it’s horribly boring.” The half-imp flicked his wrist. “We should go to the pleasure house instead. I told you I owed you one, but I’m depressed right now, so you should pay for me instead.”

	“I’m not going to get you a,” Azure lowered his voice, “prostitute.”

	“You should get one, too. How long has it been since you last got your dick wet?” Uden’s eyes flashed.

	This was an uncomfortable conversation. While it was true that Azure hadn’t gotten laid since coming to The Realm, he still didn’t want to have to pay for it. The idea might have been more appealing if the half-imp hadn’t asked for Azure to fork out for him, too. It would be a good time waster.

	“I was thinking that we could go…” Azure searched his list of activities for something safe, “fishing.”

	“Don’t have a pole,” Uden quickly informed him.

	“Then how about we visit all of the merchants and see if we can’t find any black market spells?”

	“Now there’s a plan I can get behind.” The half-imp slammed his fist on the table.

	Azure sighed in relief, happy that he’d finally placated his friend. They finished their meal in near silence, then took off to explore Squall’s End. 

	The morning was long and not anywhere near as fun as Azure had hoped it would be. Thanks to his alcohol consumption, Uden wasn’t using much discretion in questioning the various merchants about their secret wares. When he mentioned black market spells, many of them shut down completely, refusing to do business with him any further.

	“You can’t just come out and say that.” Azure pulled him away from a particularly angry merchant. “You have to lead up to it. Maybe make up some sob story about Hawking’s not letting you attend magic school because they found your proficiency in magic too low. Then ask them if they have any secret wares.”

	Uden snorted. “Do you think they’d actually fall for that?”

	“Whatever the case, you need to ease into asking about the spells. Walking up to a merchant you’ve never met before and blatantly coming out and asking, with other people around, mind you, if they have black market spells, isn’t going to get you anywhere, even with the shadiest merchants.”

	“Oh, what do you know?” The half-imp swatted Azure away, continuing down the road to the next merchant.

	He shot Azure an annoyed look before engaging in conversation with the merchant, this time thumbing back to Azure and saying, “He’s looking for black-market spells. Got any?”

	Azure face-palmed before grabbing his friend by the shoulders and ushering him off. “Sorry to have bothered you,” he told the merchant. “My friend is very drunk.” 

	“What? I didn’t ask for me.” Amusement was plain in Uden’s voice.

	“We’re done for the day,” Azure told him firmly. “You’re going to burn all of your bridges before you have a chance to make any connections.”

	“Does that mean we’re going back to the tavern?” Excitement wove its way back into the half-imp’s tone.

	“No.” He sighed. “I’m going to take you to the pleasure house.” If only to be rid of you for an hour. Hopefully, it will take that long. 

	“Next best thing,” Uden said as he stumbled in the direction of the pleasure house. “Or perhaps it is the best thing. I can’t quite decide.” He hiccupped.

	Gods, get me through this day. Azure prayed to the heavens.

	The pleasure house looked discrete from the outside. It matched the red brick buildings around it with few windows decorating the front.

	When they walked through the door, the smell of incense about bowled Azure over. A mix of patchouli and sandalwood and trash made him want to take a U-turn, but at this point, he was committed. 

	There was nothing extravagant or lush about the inner décor. In fact, it looked much like a waiting room. Chairs lined the walls with a few whores lounging around lackadaisically, waiting for johns to come in. Both men and women, some were dressed plainly while others were more lavishly adorned. Their levels of attractiveness ranged from beer-goggles-couldn’t-even-make-me-want-to-fuck-this-person to supermodel. All of them perked up when the two men entered.

	A well-dressed older gentleman came around the corner, presumably the owner of the establishment, considering that he walked right up to them. He looked boxy, with a long face ending in a square jaw. His features were pointed, and he had small lips and narrow eyes that were so dark they were almost black. Shoulder-length carob-brown hair hung straight down past his ears, swooping out when it met his shoulders. He seemed sophisticated, but also a bit weaselly.

	“Good evening, gentlemen. What can I do for you?” His words were concise, giving an air of richness to his already articulate mannerisms.

	“I’m looking for someone for my friend.” Azure nodded over to Uden, who had already made himself at home by plopping down between a particularly buxom dwarven woman and an Asian fop.

	The well-dressed man smiled down at Uden. “It looks like he’s already found a few to his liking.” He turned his attention back to Azure. “And what of you? Ah, wait, don’t tell me.” A sly look took over his face. “I bet a man such as yourself would prefer something a bit more exotic. Eila,” he called toward the room he had come from.

	“That won’t be necessary.” Azure shook his head. “I’m only here for him…and to get prices.” He lowered his voice for that last part, feeling a bit awkward for asking. This was all new to him, and the environment made him a bit uncomfortable. Moans wafted down from the stairs. It was the closest thing to porn that Azure had experienced since coming to The Realm.

	A tall, dusky-skinned woman walked around the corner, her body wrapped in soft green silk that flowed as she moved, caressing every curve. Her curly hair was held away from her face by a gold headband. A million freckles covered her skin like so many stars, adding to her allure. Large brown eyes smiled at him warmly, betraying a look of purity and innocence that Azure never would have expected to find here. She was most definitely exotic and desirable.

	“You called for me, Paul.” Eila stopped by the man’s side, loosely draping her hands over his arms. “Oh!” The smile reached her lips when she looked at Azure. “You’re new.”

	“Yes, my dear.” Paul patted Eila’s hand. “And I have a feeling that you’re exactly what he’s looking for.” He turned his attention to Azure. “Am I right?”

	Azure gulped. Just having this sultry Goddess standing a few feet away from him was making his heart race and filling his head with visions of what they could be doing together if he paid the price. Not in a million years would he have expected to find himself so tempted. 

	“Perhaps we should discuss prices first?” He coughed, hoping not to sound cheap. “You’ll have to excuse my ignorance, but I’ve never been to a brothel before.”

	“Pleasure house,” Eila quickly corrected him. “That’s all we sell here.” Her eyes molested Azure, causing a shiver to roll down his spine. Whatever she was selling, he wanted it.

	It took everything Azure had to tear his attention away from Eila and redirect it back to Paul. “Prices,” he said again, hoping he sounded assertive.

	“My lovely here is the cream of the crop,” Paul informed him, petting Eila’s hand. “10 gold will get you the best hour of your life.”

	10 gold?! Azure’s mouth dropped open. There was no hiding his shock.

	Eila’s smile faltered, and Paul patted her hand before sending her off, easily able to read Azure. “Or perhaps you’d be more interested in one of our other offerings.” He gestured around, but Azure continued to follow Eila with his gaze until she was gone. Life was not fair. If he wanted her, it would cost him almost a third of his coin. This was highway robbery.

	Azure closed his eyes, trying to break the enchantment. Then he shook his head to be fully rid of it. “I’m just here for my friend,” he said, remembering why he had come.

	“Of course.” Paul put a hand on Azure’s shoulder, turning him to face where Uden was sitting and flirting. “4 gold for the pair.”

	Holy shit! 4 gold. Prostitutes cost more than spells!? What kind of a world is this?

	Azure quickly changed his mind. This had been a horrible idea. Absolutely horrible.

	“Uden, get up. We’re leaving,” he said to his friend, not about to shell out half a month’s worth of rent just so the half-imp could fuck his depression away.

	“No take-backs.” Uden scowled, refusing to move.

	“Perhaps you’d like just one of them?” Paul suggested, still trying to make a sale.

	“Not at those prices,” Azure blurted out before glancing over at Paul. “Apologies. I mean no offense, and it’s not that I can’t afford it. I just came in here…unaware, and that’s a lot of money to drop on someone else.”

	“There’s no price too great for a special occasion,” Paul told him with a smirk.

	“It’s not a special occasion,” Azure replied dryly.

	The brothel owner took a step closer and placed his arm around Azure’s shoulder. “I’ll tell you what, since you’re a first-time customer, I’ll give you a discount. My lovely Frida usually charges 1 gold, but I think I could drop it down to 8 silver, just for you.” He patted Azure’s chest much in the same way he had patted Eila’s hand when he’d subtly told her to shove off.

	Azure shifted his weight. 8 silver was much more reasonable. But if the dwarf was only worth 1 gold, then that meant the guy was worth 3 gold. He didn’t understand how that math worked out. Then again, the gigolo was dressed much better than the dwarf. The white shirt he was wearing had ruffles around the collar and sleeves and appeared to be made of a light, airy material. His dark-green pants were well-tailored, and the black loafers he wore reflected the flickering candlelight that worked toward creating a sultry ambiance.

	“You promised.” Uden pouted up at Azure.

	Azure’s expression went slack. “At no point did I ever make such a promise to you.”

	“So, what will it be, champ?” Paul’s grip tightened on Azure’s shoulder, drawing his attention back.

	“Fine,” he relented with a sigh. “This will buy him an hour, right?”

	The brothel owner let Azure go so that he could rummage through his Bag of Holding for the coin. “But of course. No more and no less. Unless, of course,” his gaze shifted over to the half-imp, “he finishes early. But you must know that I don’t reimburse for that.”

	“You stay in there for a full hour,” Azure told Uden pointedly as he handed the coin over to Paul. 

	“It was a pleasure doing business with you.” The brothel owner took the coin and patted Azure on the shoulder a final time. “If you change your mind, just let one of my beauties know.”

	“I’ll probably just wait outside.” Azure thumbed toward the door. 

	“Suit yourself.” Paul shrugged and disappeared into the back room.

	Frida stood and took Uden by the hand. The half-imp threw a wink back at Azure as he followed her up the stairs. All Azure could do was roll his eyes, giving the other prostitutes a final grazing look before leaving. 

	The first thing he did when he was outside was inhale a lungful of clean air. Azure hadn’t even realized how stuffy the pleasure house had been until he was back outdoors. All the incense was probably meant to mask the smell of sex. If that was the case, then it did a good job, despite how disgusting it was. 

	Hoping that Uden wouldn’t try to deceive him by sneaking out of the brothel, especially after he’d spent so much coin to get the half-imp laid, Azure went to Zach’s stall to see if he had restocked any Empty Vials.

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 88

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 35

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 21

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	With his business concluded, Azure returned to the pleasure house, leaning against the wall to wait and Analyze people as they came and went. It was a busy place. In just ten minutes of standing outside, two men had entered separately, both giving him a wary look. A few minutes later, Paul walked out to tell him he couldn’t stand there—that he was making the patrons uneasy. With a sigh, Azure retreated down the street, camping out in front of the cooper’s workshop instead. He tried not to glance in the direction of the brothel as a variety of men entered, only turning his gaze toward it when someone was leaving.

	After what seemed like an eternity, Uden finally emerged. He glanced from side to side, looking for Azure in a way that suggested he wanted to make an escape. That wasn’t happening, though.

	I’m not offering to babysit him again, Azure thought as he walked over.

	“I hope it was worth it,” he grumbled, still feeling like it was a waste of money. The half-imp probably could have fucked Janine again for free. 

	“You know what I need after that?” Uden threw his arm around Azure’s shoulders. The smell of sex clung to him, making Azure lean away.

	“To pay me back 8 silver,” he quipped.

	The half-imp ignored him. “A drink. To the tavern!” He pointed, practically dragging Azure along.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THREE

	THE REALM – Day 92

	 

	 

	Instead of going to the tavern, Azure diverted to the inn to knock on the door to Janine’s room. When she didn’t answer, he gave into Uden’s desires, just wanting to find an easy way to waste the rest of the day.

	“You’re paying for your own,” he told the half-imp, his voice full of warning. “I’ve already shelled out enough coin on you today.”

	“That’s because you love me.” Uden gave him a toothy grin.

	“The feeling is waning quickly.” Azure snorted. 

	He was so stressed out that he couldn’t resist ordering an ale for himself.

	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


		

	



	 

	“So, what happens after this?” Azure asked once the barmaid had taken their order and walked away.

	The half-imp inhaled deeply, puffing out his chest. “We could always go back to the pleasure house.”

	Azure rolled his eyes. “No. I mean beyond this.” He gestured irritably. “Beyond the drinking and the pleasure house and trying to get you and Lonnell killed.”

	“I did not try to get Lonnell killed,” Uden practically spat across the table.

	Azure lifted an eyebrow. “According to him, you kinda did.”

	“I knew what I was doing,” the half-imp insisted.

	“Yeah. Being reckless, as you always are. Agroing everything around you guys.”

	“He could handle it.” He waved the chastisement away.

	“But you couldn’t. And that’s the point here,” Azure told him.

	Uden deflated a little. “I was just trying to blow off some steam. What’s the harm in that? I mean, I hadn’t even wanted to go on the stupid quest anyway, but Lonnell had practically forced me to.”

	Azure didn’t really know what to say. He understood Lonnell’s concern for his brother, but he also knew how pushy he could be.

	The half-imp continued, “I mean, I had a hangover, for fuck’s sake. Do you really think I wanted to be fighting monsters with a hangover? Honestly, I figured that if I agroed them all, he’d have to deal with more of them, and I’d have to deal with less.”

	The barmaid placed their horns of ale in front of them, and Uden took a long pull from his. Azure could already see where this was going. Uden just didn’t want to feel or have to think about anything. There was little point in trying to stop him from drowning himself.

	“Well, you can’t go on like this forever. Eventually, you’re going to have to get your shit together and go on with life,” Azure told him.

	“Why? I mean, what’s the point?” The half-imp threw his arms up then let them drop down onto the table heavily.

	Again, the thought of telling Uden about the wish flashed through Azure’s mind, but he couldn’t betray Janine like that, much less himself. 

	“My entire life, I’ve only done what people have wanted me to do. Been what people wanted me to be. I came here…and I actually…” Tears formed in the corners of the half-imp’s eyes. “I actually thought it would be different.”

	Discomfort wove through Azure’s chest. He knew that Uden needed to get this out, but he wasn’t sure how to comfort him. He’d never been good at dealing with emotional people.

	“But it’s not different,” the half-imp continued. “Everything is the same here. Everyone is the same here.” He flattened his palm and gestured across the table, nearly knocking over their beers. “As soon as I got here, the first thing I experienced was racial discrimination. That fucking Adventurers Guild,” he pointed in the direction of The Adventurers Guild—the wrong direction, “tried to put me on the frontlines and get me killed. 

	“I had to resort to backhanded tactics just to survive. Not because I wanted to be perceived as bad, but because it was just what I had to do to survive, Azure. Do you even know what that’s like? To be dropped into a situation where people expect you to die, and you have to claw your way out of it.

	“Actually, I do,” Azure’s voice went deadpan. “You did that to me…back on Crescent Island.”

	A tear spilled down Uden’s cheek, and he turned away, his tone softening to almost a whisper. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry about that.”

	“Listen, Uden. Life sucks. For everyone. Not just you. Maybe a bit more for you because of the extra bullshit you have to deal with. But life just sucks.”

	“Then what’s the point?” The half-imp dropped his head to the table.

	Azure searched for the answer but came up empty-handed. “Maybe there isn’t one. Maybe life is just about getting through one day at a time, trying to find happy moments in the bleakness of it all.”

	“All I ever wanted was to be a mage.” Uden sat back up with a long sigh.

	“You can still be a mage,” Azure told him. “Maybe not a Grand Master Mage. Let’s be realistic. That would be damn hard even if you didn’t have all these other obstacles standing in your way. Hard and expensive. You’d have to travel all over The Realm, and you’d have to quest with probably every Adventurers Guild in The Realm just to be able to afford it. Hell, you’d probably be old and gray before you were even able to accomplish it. And what would you use all that magic for besides going on adventures anyway? It’s kind of cyclical, if you think about it.” 

	“I would use it so that no one would ever treat me unfairly again. It would make them respect me. Fear me.” 

	“I feared you plenty when we first met,” Azure chuckled.

	“You were a spineless little noob.” The half-imp smirked.

	“Yes, I was.” He nodded. “But then I got stronger.”

	“And I got weaker.” Uden’s lips sunk.

	Azure bent slightly to catch his attention. “But you can get stronger again. It’s just going to take some time and patience.”

	“Everything seems so impossible now. I didn’t realize that coming here…being here, would be so hard.”

	“I felt the same way when we got here,” Azure confessed. “But things have gotten easier as time has passed. I never thought I’d be able to afford magic school. Everything here is so expensive.”

	“It is.” Uden nodded in agreement.

	“And I don’t have an older brother to leech off of,” he teased. “Let me tell you, when Lonnell and I first landed on Squall’s End, shit was tough. At least you had a place to stay when you got here, people who had your back from the get-go. We had nothing. It sucked.”

	“Lonnell told me.”

	They sat in silence for several minutes, sipping their beer and eating the stew that was being served for lunch. When they were done, Uden ordered another beer, but Azure decided to cut himself off for the day. The more he drank, the worse his hangover would be tomorrow, and he hoped that maybe he could convince Uden to join them on the Bounty quest.

	“Get drunk with me. I’ll buy your next one,” the half-imp offered.

	“Can’t.” Azure held his hand out. “I want to be sober when Janine gets here.” 

	“Will you guys go on the Bounty quest without me?” Uden tried to drink the few drops left at the bottom of his horn before the barmaid brought him a new one.

	“I was hoping you’d want to come.”

	The half-imp shook his head. “I’ll be hungover tomorrow.”

	“It will just be walking. You and I both know that.”

	“Then why don’t you keep drinking?”

	“Because I don’t like walking in the heat with a massive hangover,” he confessed.

	“No one does.” Uden raised his new horn to Azure.

	“Seriously, though, maybe you should just go with the motion for a while, while you figure out what you want to do with your life. Going on the Bounty quest might give you some ideas. We actually did a really cool one at a haunted mansion a little while back. Lots of puzzles and ghosts and stuff.” He tried his best to make it sound appealing. “Besides, if you want to get stronger, you’ll need the experience.”

	“Maybe I can get strong enough to kill everyone at the magic school and take their spells.”

	“Don’t even talk like that,” Azure said curtly. It hadn’t sounded like Uden had been joking at all.

	Once the half-imp had finished his second beer, they retired to Azure’s room, where Uden promptly laid down on the bed to take a nap. That was fine with Azure. He could use a reprieve from the stress of dealing with his emotionally volatile friend. 

	Azure settled against the wall and pulled out his mortar and pestle. It made more sense to sit on the floor than in the chair since he could spread out his ingredients and have easy access to them. Time ticked by as the half-imp slept and Azure mashed up alchemy components, waiting for night to come in the hope that Janine would return from her quest.

	Once more, Azure leveled up his Alchemy skill. He also produced 76 potions, more than enough to fill his stock and finally have some extra to sell.

	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 7. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies!

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 37

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 26

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 13

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	When he was done, he woke Uden up so that they could go back downstairs to look for Janine. She wasn’t in her room, nor in the tavern, but they found Lonnell sitting at, what had become, their regular table. He smiled as they approached, but the half-imp didn’t seem to return the happy sentiment.

	“I figured you would have gone on a quest today,” Uden said a bit disdainfully as he sat next to Azure.

	“I told you I’d stick around in case you needed me.” 

	“I didn’t need you.” The half-imp turned his nose up to his brother.

	“It’s been a long day,” Azure interrupted their miniature spat.

	“Oh?” Lonnell said in interest.

	“This little shit spent the day draining my bank account.” He thumbed toward Uden. “Drinking and fucking the day away.”

	“Speaking of which.” The half-imp quickly ordered an ale, sloughing it off on his brother’s tab this time.

	Lonnell leaned in toward Azure to whisper, “How many has he had today?”

	“This will be five, I believe.”

	“Gah!” Lonnell threw his head to the side in anger. “You shouldn’t have let him drink so much.”

	Azure didn’t know how to respond. 

	“I’m guessing you made no progress with him.” Lonnell cast a look of disdain in Azure’s direction.

	“About as much as you did yesterday, I imagine. But at least he didn’t try to get me killed.” Azure forced a sarcastic smile.

	“I didn’t try to get you killed,” Uden grumbled to Lonnell.

	“Have you seen Janine around?” Azure changed the subject.

	“No.” Lonnell shook his head.

	He sighed. “She must have taken a longer quest. Oh well, the night’s still young. Maybe she’ll show up later, or in the morning.”

	But she didn’t show up later, nor in the morning. 

	Thankfully, Uden returned to his own room after their meal, though he showed up on Azure’s doorstep again bright and early, claiming he didn’t want to spend the day with his stuffy brother. Azure didn’t want to spend another day babysitting, so he told Uden that he was going off to complete the spider quest. It was supposed to be a lie until the half-imp said he’d come along.

	“This quest is very, very dangerous. If you’re going to agro everything to us, then I don’t want you coming,” Azure told him firmly.

	“I’m not going to agro everything to us. I’m over that.” The half-imp crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll probably just hang back and let you do all the work. Look for inspiration, as you suggested, or whatnot.” He lazily waved his hand in the air.

	Azure sighed. The thought of the unpredictable half-imp coming along on a quest that had almost cost Azure his life was a bit unsettling. He might not be so lucky this time around if Uden acted irresponsibly.

	“I think you should spend the day with your brother,” Azure suggested. “He’s really trying to help you.”

	“Listen.” Uden shifted his weight. “You’re both trying to drag me along on quests I don’t really want to go on, but it will be a lot less miserable going with you. Either that or I could just stay here. But who knows what kind of mischief I’ll get into.” His eyes rose to the ceiling.

	The manipulation tactic wasn’t going to work on Azure. “You know that if you stay, Lonnell is going to stay with you.”

	“Oh, come on, Azure.” The half-imp hopped a few times like a spoiled child trying to get his way. “Just let me come with you. I promise, I’ll stay out of your way.”

	“No offense, bro, but your promises don’t mean shit.”

	Uden quirked his head back. “Well, that’s awfully rude.”

	“It’s awfully true.” Azure moved away from the door to allow the half-imp to come inside. “But I suppose if you want to come along, I can’t stop you. Just don’t get us killed.”

	“I’ll try not to.” A grin spread across Uden’s lips. “You’re the best.” 

	Just then, a notification popped up.

	 

	Even after he had stabbed you in the back—multiple times—you still decided to treat Uden as a beloved friend, standing up for him when he couldn’t stand up for himself and taking care of him at one of his lowest points.

	 

	Your relationship with Uden has reached Level 3. Your relationship has been updated from Tolerable to Trusted. Uden knows you have his back and is even less likely to double-cross you than before, though you should still probably sleep with one eye open around him. Congratulations!

	 

	Azure had to stifle a chuckle. The last relationship update he had received about Uden had said that the half-imp would think twice before stabbing him in the back. Maybe this one meant he’d think three times before doing it. Whatever the case, Uden still couldn’t be trusted.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	THE REALM – Day 92

	 

	 

	“I need to pick up some supplies before we leave,” Azure told Uden, leading the way to the bowyer’s shop. 

	Thankfully, they’d avoided all major storekeepers in Squall’s End on their search for black market spells the previous day, so Azure didn’t have to worry about immediately being turned away. 

	The bowyer’s shop was on the left side of Squall’s End about midway down to the port. Various unstrung bows rested upon a crude wooden rack. A table in the corner was lined with crossbows. Between the two was a barrel filled with arrows. To the right of the table was a smaller barrel teaming with crossbow bolts. The scent of freshly carved wood filled the air with a pleasant scent as the two men entered and found the bowyer at work carving a new bow at the back of the room. He turned upon their entry, setting down his tools and standing to greet them.

	“What can I do you gents for?” The bowyer looked at Azure first, then at Uden. Azure wasn’t sure if he was imagining it or not, but the man’s friendly expression seemed to sulk a bit from seeing the half-imp.

	“I need a good bow and some arrows.” Azure quickly drew his attention back.

	A smirk lifted the corners of the bowyer’s lips. “I think I can help with that. Feel free to have a look around.” He gestured to his wares.

	Azure walked around and inspected each bow, one at a time.

	 

	
		
				Longbow


				Attack: 13

Range: 100

Durability: 50/50

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 5 kg


		

		
				Hunting Bow


				Attack: 10

Range: 50

Durability: 40/40

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.5 kg


		

		
				Short Bow


				Attack: 9

Range: 60

Durability: 40/40

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.5 kg


		

		
				Crude Bow


				Attack: 8

Range: 25

Durability: 25/25

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.5 kg


		

		
				Basic Crossbow


				Attack: 5

Range: 15

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 8 kg


		

		
				Crossbow


				Attack: 6

Range: 20

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 8 kg


		

		
				Crude Crossbow


				Attack: 4

Range: 10

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 8 kg


		

	



	 

	Due to their low attack stats, Azure wasn’t particularly interested in any of the crossbows. Besides, he’d already gotten used to shooting a regular bow, so there was no point in switching it up now. 

	He inquired about the prices of everything else that the bowyer had in stock, ultimately settling on the Hunting Bow for 2 gold and 4 silver. Of the types of arrows available, the bowyer only had bronze and steel, so Azure stocked up on steel arrows, purchasing 50 for 7 gold. It was a lot of money to spend, but now that Azure was less concerned about continuing to attend magic school, it wasn’t that big of a deal. Besides, he’d likely earn it back while they were doing Bounty quests to level up Janine.

	With that business concluded, Azure and Uden headed toward the gates of Squall’s End to begin their trip to the desert.

	On foot, the journey ate most of the day. Azure took his time, Foraging along the way. Once they’d reached the place where the forest began giving way to the desert, they backtracked a bit to start setting up camp. Wanting to make the most of what time they had left before bed, Azure used up the rest of his Empty Vials. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 10

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

	



	 

	Then he switched over to cooking, spending the next three hours roasting the pieces of raw boar he had leftover. By the time Azure was ready to go to bed, he’d leveled up the skill and produced 18 pieces of cooked boar meat. 

	 

	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.

	 

	For as exhausted as he was, sleep didn’t come easily. The memory of burning himself alive when fighting that last oversized spider was still fresh in his mind. The horror when Azure had realized his mistake. The pain of the flames licking all over his body. 

	There was no guesswork involved in what had gone wrong. He had been impatient. The safe strategy—the one he’d most definitely be sticking to tomorrow—was to send his summon out before him, then snipe the spider from afar with his bow. For a lower-level enemy, the oversized spiders had speed, size, and poison on their side. It wasn’t smart to engage one directly.

	While his newly cemented plan seemed failsafe, there was a new integer thrown into the mix. Uden. Though he said he was just coming to observe, the half-imp was unwaveringly unpredictable. 

	There was no way that Uden could take on one of the oversized spiders by himself, and if he agroed more than one to them, they’d be in serious trouble considering that Azure could only have one summon at a time. Bringing the half-imp along had been risky. Azure just hoped he hadn’t made yet another mistake.

	“Promise me that if you don’t plan on helping out, you’ll stay back,” Azure sternly told Uden the following morning while they were having breakfast.

	“Sure, sure.” The half-imp waved his concern away.

	“I’m serious.” Azure bore into Uden with his gaze.

	The half-imp snorted, looking annoyed. “I told you already, I didn’t tag along to cause trouble. I just want to stay away from my brother. He’s smothering.”

	Azure sighed and relaxed slightly. “I’m hoping to find one more oversized spider to complete the first half of my quest. I have a very specific way of dealing with them.” He laid out his plan. “I’ll send my summon out first to slow the spider down. It’s not strong enough to defeat it, but at least it will keep it away from us. Once I send it out, I will shoot the spider from a safe distance away. This particular enemy spits poison, so you don’t want to get too close. Having said that, if you’re interested in stealing some XP, you might be able to get in close enough to throw a dagger or two at it while it’s engaged with my summon. That’s if you’re even interested in doing battle. If not…just…stay away.”

	“Man, you really don’t trust me, do you?” Uden smirked.

	“No,” Azure replied pointedly. “I know you well enough not to trust you. On a related note, if you happen to see another spider in the vicinity while we’re engaged with the first one, don’t agro it. We will die.”

	“Thanks for the note on how to commit suicide.” The half-imp saluted him.

	Azure rolled his eyes. “I’m serious.”

	Uden blew out a puff of air. “Jeez. Would you give it a rest already? I don’t know how else I can get it through your thick skull that I didn’t come along to cause trouble.”

	“You can get it through my thick skull by showing me. Stay back. Follow my orders. Behave.”

	“Fine.” The half-imp’s voice rose with his irritation at the conversation. “Can we just do this already? You’re starting to make me wonder if I should have just gone with my brother instead.” He stood and kicked dirt on the last embers of their fire.

	Azure pulled up his World Map and looked for the overlapping circles, knowing that the closest one was where the spiders would be. Thankfully, it hadn’t disappeared when he’d killed spider #5. He wasn’t sure what he’d have to do if he failed this quest.

	They headed into the desert, not having to go very far before finding the first signs of life. 

	“That is one big snake,” Uden commented, pausing to marvel at the creature, easily as long as an 18-wheeler, slithering lazily across the dunes. 

	Azure quickly Analyzed the snake.

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Snake.

	 

	It was, thankfully, much weaker than he was. So weak that even Uden should be able to help without too much fear of danger. Though if there was one thing Azure had learned from the oversized spider, it was not to underestimate a lower-level opponent. That last spider had pwned him so hard. 

	The oversized snake was the same color as the sand, its body lined with slightly darker brown triangles. Weaving back and forth, the snake left an intricate pattern in the dunes as it went. For as long as it was, the monster was significantly shorter than the oversized spider had been, about as thick around as a keg. Azure knew the intimidation factor would come into play when it reared up and showed its standing height. 

	“Well, I need to kill five of these, too,” he told the half-imp, wondering why he hadn’t seen one of these snakes the first time around. Taking a step in front of Uden, Azure said, “Remember what I told you. We’re going to stick to the same strategy. You might not want to rush this one until we figure out if it has any special abilities.”

	Uden nodded, blessedly following Azure’s directions.

	Putting a bit of distance between them, Azure cast Grease, creating a pool of black muck on the floor a good six feet away from them. Then he followed the spell up with Greasy Summon.

	Now Uden’s attention was drawn to the summon, his mouth popping open as he took in the magic with awe. A twinge of guilt filled Azure as he realized that he was basically unintentionally rubbing the half-imp’s inability to go to magic school in his face, but Uden hopefully understood that Azure wasn’t going to withhold his use of magic around the half-imp just to placate him. 

	If Azure was lucky, this wouldn’t trigger Uden into acting out. He would know soon enough.

	Not wanting to waste a moment of the summon’s usefulness, Azure sent it to attack. Then he unshouldered his bow, nocked an arrow, and loosed it into the side of the snake’s body. 

	There it is, he thought when the beast reared up. 25 feet of sheer terror cast a shadow across the sand, ready to strike out. Azure thanked the Gods that they were twice that distance away. 

	The snake charged toward them until it met with Greasy, who quickly diverted the monster’s attention. Immediately, it struck forward, sinking its fangs into the ball of goop. 

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Snake delivers 55 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	It pulled back with a seemingly disgusted hiss, its fangs covered in grease. Venom leaked from their tips to clean them off.

	While Azure nocked another arrow, Uden came running around from behind him. 

	And there that is. Azure rolled his eyes, having seen this coming from a mile away.

	He ignored the crazy half-imp, aiming for one of the snake’s eyes this time. It was a more difficult shot with the monster’s head weaving back and forth, preparing for its next attack. When it dove at the summon again, Azure missed, his arrow sailing over the serpent’s head.

	Uden’s attack was more body-centered. Surprisingly, he gave the snake’s raised portion a wide berth, going for an easier target that the monster couldn’t cover while its dangerous half was busy battling the summon. His dagger sank into the serpent’s side, but it wasn’t enough to do it in. 

	The summon attacked at the same time that the snake did, the only damage registered that, that the monster had delivered. 

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Snake delivers 55 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	A final arrow aimed at the point where the snake’s body began to lift from the ground was enough to finish it off. Its raised portion landed directly on top of the summon, causing it to explode back into a puddle of grease beneath the downed foe.  

	 

	Defeated Level 11 Oversized Snake. 66XP rewarded.

	 

	“That wasn’t so bad,” Uden said as he went to retrieve his dagger.

	“No, it was not,” Azure agreed, doing the same for the two arrows buried in the snake’s body. 

	He felt driven to retrieve the arrow that had sailed over the monster’s head, but he didn’t trust the half-imp not to loot the body while he was gone. Taking out his Loot Automizer Pendant, Azure pointed it at the dead serpent. The body began to glitter the color of sand and then shrank down into an orb no bigger than his palm. When he picked it up, the orb melted away into something smaller still.

	 

	You have received the following item:

	 

	
		
				Snake Egg


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.2 kg

Uses: Food. Can be used in recipes. Restores +10 SP if eaten.


		

	



	 

	Azure’s eyes widened as he stared down at the egg. It was the first food item he’d come across that restored Stamina. He wondered how much it was worth but didn’t care enough to sell it.

	After Azure placed the egg in his Bag of Holding, they moved on, trudging through the hot desert sand in search of spiders. The two Adventurers walked for a good fifteen minutes before seeing another snake on the horizon.

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Snake.

	 

	While Azure was happy to come across another weak foe, he was beginning to worry that maybe there weren’t any more oversized spiders in the area. 

	Using the same method as before, Azure deployed another Greasy Summon. At least, Uden had enough sense to wait for the two to be engaged in battle, Azure thought as he watched the half-imp run from behind him again once the summon and the snake had met up.

	This time, when the snake reared, it spit at the summon, much like the oversized spiders had done. The attack carried the same results. 

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Snake delivers 55 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	Greasy Summon has been poisoned and will lose 6 Health per second for the next 6 seconds.

	 

	“Be careful. It spits poison,” Azure warned Uden. 

	The half-imp seemed to be taking these fights seriously, playing the cautious card and not going anywhere near the snake’s raised portion. Collectively, they were able to kill it within a few strikes, both earning experience.  

	 

	Defeated Level 11 Oversized Snake. 66XP rewarded.

	 

	The summon survived this time, and Azure sent it a reasonable distance away from them to explode once its lifespan had run out. It didn’t even reach its destination before expiring.

	“Why did you send it away?” Uden asked.

	“Because it only has a three-minute lifespan. Once that runs out, it explodes into a grease puddle,” Azure explained.

	The half-imp nodded, and they turned their attention back to their fallen foe. 

	“I know that I haven’t landed a killing blow yet, but I could really use the loot.” Uden shifted his weight as he watched Azure lift the Loot Automizer Pendant from his chest.

	Azure paused and glanced over at him. “Do you even know what to take?”

	“No.” The half-imp shook his head. “But it doesn’t take much to find out. Just dismantle the body until a notification comes up that you got something.”

	He thought for a few minutes. In truth, Azure more than understood the struggles of being poor in The Realm. Right now, he was still pretty well off. The only thing he really needed was the venom sack.

	“I’ll tell you what,” he said finally. “I’ll give you a 50/50 split. But if a venom sack comes up, I automatically get it.”

	Uden nodded, not about to argue the fairness of the deal. “I could try to extract the venom sack, if you’d like,” he offered. “But that would mean I’d get the next two.”

	“I’m fine with that.” Better to have an absolute success than to keep wasting the charges of his Loot Automizer Pendant. It hadn’t worked so well with the spiders.

	The half-imp got to work butchering the body while Azure sat on the sidelines, sweating in the desert heat. He was impressed by how meticulous Uden was. It took a little less than fifteen minutes before he walked up to Azure with a proud smile on his face and a large kidney-shaped organ in his blood-soaked hands. With far less care than he’d taken extracting it, he tossed the item at Azure’s feet. “Here you go.”

	Azure picked it up.

	 

	You have received the following item:

 

	Oversized Snake Venom Sack


	Item Class: Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.4 kg

Uses: Quest item.








 

“You da man!” he told the half-imp as he placed the venom sack in his Bag of Holding.

	“If we’re not in a hurry, then I’m going to see if I can find anything else.” Uden turned from him to go back to the mutilated body.

	“We’re not in a hurry. Not really.” Azure rested back on the sand, staring up at the sky.

	A little less than a half-hour later and Uden was done digging through the snake’s remains. He returned to Azure with a frown, wiping his bloodied hands on his trousers.

	“What else did you find?” Azure asked as he stood.

	“Not much, for as big as that thing was.” He looked back at the snake with disdain. “I was hoping to get an egg like the one you’d found, but no dice. Maybe it’s something you can only get with that pendant.” The half-imp nodded at Azure’s Loot Automizer Pendant.

	“So…what were you able to get?” Azure pressed him for details.

	“A fang and some snakeskin,” Uden told him. “Hopefully, it will be worth the effort.”

	“I imagine that skin from a snake that big has to be worth something,” he said as they continued on. 

	“I’m not going to hold my breath. Snakeskin is pretty common.” 

	“So, does that count as two things for you and two things for me?” Azure smirked at him. “Meaning that I get the loot from the next kill?”

	“No.” The half-imp shook his head. “We’re counting enemies, not number of items looted. I only got more because I was willing to put the work in. I don’t have one of those lazy pendants.” His eyes fell to Azure’s pendant once more. Though he sounded irritated, there was greed behind his gaze.

	“If the skin and fangs aren’t worth much, then I’d rather keep my hands clean.”

	“Says the guy who can actually go to magic school. Don’t you need all the coin that you can get?” Uden pointed out.

	As if only waiting for them to finish up their looting before making an appearance, an oversized spider crested one of the dunes in the distance before they were even a few yards away from the mangled corpse of the oversized snake. Azure immediately felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.

	 

	Level 11 Oversized Spider.

	 

	Even though the spider was a significantly lower level than him, seeing it still filled Azure with dread. The one that had nearly done him in was only a level higher. Azure’s entire body went rigid, and his feet seemed glued into place.

	“I know I said this about the snake, but that is one big spider,” Uden mused. “Still, it’s hard to believe that one got the best of you. I’m not usually one to shoot compliments, but you’ve become a much better fighter since we first met.”

	“Same strategy,” Azure said, completely focused on the battle ahead. “Stay back this time. I’m not kidding.”

	The half-imp raised an eyebrow at him. “It can’t be that dangerous.”

	Not wanting to argue further, Azure cast Grease. The sooner they got this over with, the better. This was the last oversized spider that he needed to slay to extract a venom sac. He didn’t plan to engage any more after it.

	Casting Greasy Summon, Azure enacted his plan, sending the summon to attack while he nocked an arrow. Of course, Uden didn’t listen to him. He rushed right in after the summon, hanging back a bit until the two were engaged.

	Because of his nerves being on the fritz, Azure’s aim wasn’t as good. His arrow struck true the first time but missed the second. The spider attacked the summon with a vicious fervor, landing hit after hit. 

	Despite its large body size, Uden seemed to be having just as much bad luck with his attacks, missing his first throw thanks to the spider rearing up to spit at the summon. 

	On the spider’s third successful attack, the summon exploded, slowing the monster with its greasy remains. The oversized spider turned its attention to the next closest enemy. Uden. Knowing about its poisonous spit, the half-imp retreated several steps. Rearing up onto its hind legs, the spider spit at him anyway, its range farther than both heroes had expected. One quick jump to the side and Uden avoided being hit.

	While it was ignoring him, Azure took the opportunity to land the killing blow, striking the spider in its abdomen with an arrow.

	 

	Critical Hit! Defeated Level 11 Oversized Spider. 66XP rewarded.

	 

	“See, that was only slightly more difficult than the snakes,” Uden said as he walked up to the corpse of the spider to retrieve his daggers.

	“That’s easy for you to say. You haven’t been almost killed by one. Mind seeing if you can get the venom sack out of this one as well.” He gestured to the dead spider.

	“I could try, but even with its size, spiders are more delicate than snakes. It’s easy to ruin insects.”

	Thinking back on it, the half-imp was right. Azure had crushed plenty of beetle carapaces before he’d been able to fulfill the quota for his Chelmsmont Hole quest for Hawking’s. “Maybe I should just take the head.”

	“For as much as I would love to see if I can take the fangs, you’re probably right.”

	Azure took out his Black Dagger and cut the head from the body, scowling as gooey spider blood coated his blade. Sometimes, the gore bothered him. Other times, not so much. Perhaps having the Loot Automizer Pendant was turning him into a priss who didn’t like to get his hands dirty. Whatever the case, it couldn’t be helped this time around if he didn’t want to have to fight any more oversized spiders.

	Since he was already filthy, Azure walked around to the back of the spider and wrenched out its Urticating Hairs. Then he backed away from the body. “Apparently, you can get Spider Silk and Sharp-Fringed Moss from these too, but I’m not sure how to loot it. If you want it, it’s all yours.”

	“I might give it a try.” The half-imp pulled a dagger from his belt and stepped in to start working on the spider’s corpse.

	It took Uden about fifteen minutes to figure out where the Spider Silk was housed. An additional ten minutes of rooting around in the body produced no further items. As Azure watched the half-imp work, he realized that bringing him along hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. His need for money was taking a lot of the guesswork out of what Azure could loot from these bodies without the use of his pendant…should he care to put in the work.

	Once the spider was fully dismantled and stripped of everything that Uden could find, they continued on. The next foe the Adventurers encountered was another spider. Azure was ready to pass it by, but Uden stopped him.

	“I need to save my Mana for the snakes,” Azure told him. It was only partially true. He would need 90 Mana to finish off the last remaining oversized snakes to fulfill his quest, and he currently had 320 Mana left.

	The half-imp quickly called his bluff. “You know, the best way to get over your fears is to face them.”

	Azure rolled his eyes. “That hardly seems relevant considering that we just killed an oversized spider.”

	“If you’re not scared, then killing this one shouldn’t be that difficult either.”

	“It’s level 13.” He nodded toward the spider, having already Analyzed it. “Higher than the ones before. A greater risk.”

	“And you’re level 15, so it should be easy for you,” Uden pointed out. “Besides, you have all of those spells to help you keep your distance.” His eyes flashed mockingly.

	“We don’t need to kill it. It’s getting late, and I want to finish this quest before nightfall,” Azure told him firmly. 

	“Getting late? Psh. It’s barely after noon.”

	“I don’t want to fight it,” he admitted finally.

	“Well, I do. And if I fight it alone, I’ll die. So, you better save me. Won’t you save me, brother?” Uden started backing up toward the spider with a devious smirk.

	Pain in my ass. Azure shook his head.

	The half-imp wasn’t going to give him a choice. As Uden jogged toward the spider, Azure was forced to expend more Mana creating a Greasy Summon. 

	Well, at least he seems to be in better spirits, Azure thought as he watched the half-imp fearlessly engage the monster several levels higher than him. It would have been suicide if Azure hadn’t been there. Despite the danger, Uden seemed to be making a game of it. He taunted the spider, causing it to rear up and spit at him. Clearly, he already had its battle strategy figured out, dodging the blast of poison with ease and moving aside so that the summon could engage the arachnid directly. 

	The fight went smoothly, with Uden and Azure raining projectiles down on the monster while the summon kept it occupied from the front until the spider defeated it. Its feet now covered in grease, the arachnid switched strategy, aiming its own projectile attack at the agile half-imp. But he was too on-guard to let a splash of poison land anywhere near him, mostly keeping the oversized spider distracted while Azure made the killing shot from afar.  

	 

	Critical Hit! Defeated Level 13 Oversized Spider. 78XP rewarded.

	 

	“See, easy!” Uden told him, retrieving his daggers and then digging into the spider to loot it. 

	“Yeah, easy…” Azure agreed far less enthusiastically. He knew now that the half-imp would not be letting a single enemy pass by them. The day would be filled with battle until either Azure fulfilled his quota or Uden’s Stamina ran out, whichever happened first.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	THE REALM – Day 94

	 

	 

	By some miracle, the desert seemed to have run out of oversized spiders. On the downside, it took the rest of the day to find and slay three more oversized snakes. They seemed to be widely spread out in the second circle on Azure’s map. 

	The very next foe they encountered, a level 11 oversized snake, surprised them when it immediately wrapped around Azure’s summon and squeezed it until it exploded. With the summon quickly defeated, the snake went head to head with Uden. While he was able to avoid its initial spitting of poison, he was too slow to escape being wrapped up in its scaly coils. Luckily, Azure was quick with his bow, putting the monster down before it was able to squeeze Uden to death, though he did lose a good amount of Health. That was enough to make him hang back further from their next two foes.

	Wanting to save time, and curious about if he’d get any unique items that Uden couldn’t procure from simply butchering the bodies, Azure used his Loot Automizer Pendant on the two snakes that he’d laid claim to, extracting the following items.

	 

	You have received the following items:

 

	Snake Tail


	Item Class: Common


Quality: Average

Weight: 1.2 kg

Uses: Crafting.




	Large Snakeskin


	Item Class: Common


Quality: Average

Weight: 0.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.








 

Using Azure’s pendant on the first snake showed Uden that the tail was lootable on the next one. It also made them both aware that it was easy to miss lootable parts of a creature if you didn’t know what to look for. They could only imagine what they’d left behind on the spiders, but Azure had no interest in backtracking or seeking out live ones to kill.

	By the time they’d slain the last snake needed for Azure to complete his quest, the sun began dipping over the horizon. Just to be safe, Azure crafted a torch to light their way back to the forest, not that the half-imp needed it. 

	Oddly, the heat had been the most exhausting thing about the day, and Azure was happy to feel the temperature dropping as the sun disappeared. While things had gone smoothly in regards to fighting all the monsters, the quest had been more miserable than he had anticipated. Azure was glad that it was over.

	“I’m going to return to Hawking’s tomorrow to make an appointment to turn my quest in,” he informed Uden as they made camp for the night.

	“Then I suppose we’ll part ways once we reach the road leading to Hawking’s.” Came the predicted response. 

	“Are you sure you’re going to be all right traveling on your own?” Azure asked.

	The half-imp was busy moving rocks around in the dirt with a stick.

	“Yeah. I’ll be fine.” His voice was monotone, not very convincing.

	Azure pulled what was left of the uncooked boar from his Bag of Holding, trying his best not to ‘smother’ Uden with his concern. “I don’t mind walking back with you.”

	The half-imp sighed and tilted his head back to look at the darkened sky. “I’m not going to lie, watching you cast spells today was a bit hard. I see you doing what I’ve always wanted to do, and it makes my soul ache.”

	“You have a soul?” he quipped.

	Uden turned an eye in Azure’s direction. “You were able to bring me back, weren’t you? I don’t think that would have been possible if I didn’t have a soul. Too bad those assholes at Hawking’s couldn’t see that.”

	“I’m not sure if that would have helped your case or hurt it,” he confessed. “I doubt they’d take very kindly to the use of necromancy.”

	“It was life magic that brought me back, not necromancy,” the half-imp corrected him.

	“True.” Azure nodded while skewering a piece of raw boar on a spit.

	“I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I did do a lot of thinking today,” Uden continued. “I know I botched my shot at getting a lot of the merchants in Squall’s End to trust me, but I don’t really feel bad about it. Most of the merchants we approached, I’ve seen around before. I really need to be focusing on traveling merchants. But more than that, I need to figure out how to get my hands on spells on my own. That’s why I’ve decided to wait around for Ruthren. 

	“I know you guys haven’t seen him, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t passed through Squall’s End. You’ve been questing a lot, so you easily could have missed him.” He paused for a moment. “I’ll probably stick around the port for a while, so I don’t miss him. Maybe see if I can meet some other traveling merchants there. Use a bit more…tact.” A smirk made its way across the half-imp’s face.

	The obvious question was, what if he doesn’t ever show up? But Azure wasn’t about to throw doubt into Uden’s mind now that he seemed stabilized. 

	“I think that’s a good idea,” he said finally. “And what about when you find Ruthren?”

	“I’ll ask if I can travel with him. Perhaps become his apprentice.”

	“I don’t think merchants like competition.” Azure placed the first piece of meat over the fire and waited for the sweet aroma of cooked boar to fill the air.

	“I’ll think of something to say to him to make him let me tag along. I’m tenacious like that.” Uden smiled. 

	That was the truth.

	The scent that Azure had hoped for made a brief appearance before the boar began to turn black. Hurriedly, he tried to remove it from the fire before the damage was done, but cooking in The Realm didn’t work that way. It was too late.

	 

	
		
				You have cooked:

Burnt Boar


				Uses: None. You wouldn't feed this to a troll you were trying to kill. Because the troll would know you were trying to kill it and would likely kill you instead.


		

	



	 

	Thankfully, now that his skill was higher, Azure saw more successes than failures. Out of the 35 pieces of uncooked boar that he had left, 20 were edible. He wouldn’t have to worry about food when he was traveling for a while.

	Azure still felt a bit apprehensive about letting Uden return to Squall’s End on his own the next day. The half-imp was nothing if not deceptive. Still, Azure and Lonnell couldn’t keep him under their thumb forever. Uden had a new goal, and if he was sincere, then it was important to let him pursue it. Azure was mostly convinced. Following the shady merchant around did seem like something the half-imp would enjoy. 

	Travel went much faster once Uden and Azure parted ways. Summoning Flicker, Azure made it to Hawking’s in a fraction of the time it would have taken on foot. When he arrived, he promptly made an appointment with Mareike for the next morning, then took off back toward Squall’s End, catching up with Uden about two miles outside of town. He walked his mare next to his friend until the summon ran out, then they continued the rest of the way on foot.

	I suppose I didn’t need to worry about him after all.

	Upon arriving in Squall’s End, they first went to check and see if Lonnell was in his room. Finding it empty, they retired to the tavern for the remainder of the evening.

	“Buy me a beer. I’ll pay you back tomorrow,” Uden said to Azure as the barmaid walked up to them.

	Azure narrowed his eyes at his friend. “You can’t possibly tell me you don’t have 2 coppers left to your name.”

	“That is not what I told you.” The half-imp grinned. “I told you to buy me a beer.”

	“None for him.” Azure waved dismissively at Uden before ordering a drink and a meal for himself.

	“Hey! That’s not very friendly of you.” The half-imp scowled, calling the barmaid back before she had a chance to walk away. He pulled 2 coppers from the bag at his hip and paid her.

	“I knew you had money.” Azure gave him a sly smile.

	“You suck.”

	“No, you suck the coin right out of my bag.”

	“I will suck for the coin out of your bag.” Uden winked at him, to which Azure rolled his eyes.

	The barmaid returned shortly with two horns of ale, and they raised their cups in cheers to the future, whatever it might hold.

	Drink after drink came to their table, but not for Azure. Even though he didn’t seem devastatingly depressed anymore, the half-imp was still taking down alcohol as if nothing had changed, claiming that he didn’t need to be sober to wait at the docks.

	Azure had always found it annoying babysitting drunks. If he was sloshed right along with them, he never noticed how irritating they became. But when he was sober, he could barely stand being around them. Uden was no exception. When he wasn’t poking fun at Azure, he was busy grumbling about how he wanted to kill everyone who had oppressed him. 

	Just when Azure’s patience with the half-imp had run out and he was preparing to leave, Janine walked into the tavern. Mixed relief rushed through him, half because he was happy to see her and half because he was more than ready to offload Uden on someone else for a while. 

	“Hey guys,” she chirped as she walked up to them, her eyes glued to Uden. 

	“Hiya there, babe!” The half-imp reached across the table to grab her hand as soon as she sat down.

	Janine visibly tensed but didn’t pull away. “Is he drunk?” she asked Azure as if Uden wasn’t even sitting in front of her.

	“Very. But boy an I glad to see you.” Azure smiled.

	“I know. It’s been a long past couple of days. I’m glad we’re all finally together.”

	“Well, we’re not all together…”

	“Where’s Lonnell?” Janine glanced around the tavern.

	“Don’t know.” Azure shrugged. “He wasn’t in his room when we got here.”

	“They haven’t been staying together?” Janine looked at Uden.

	Leaving out the part about the pleasure house, Azure retold the story of how Uden had been rejected from magic school and what it had done to him. Of course, just thinking about it all made the half-imp’s anger flare again. When he claimed loudly that he was going to burn Hawking’s to the ground, Azure decided it was time to take him to bed, but Uden wasn’t having it, continuing to make a ruckus until a large burly man walked up and threatened to throw him out.

	“Throw me out! Just like everyone else does!” The half-imp stood, his arms flailing at his sides.

	“I’ll be right back,” Azure told Janine apologetically before quickly rounding the table to grab ahold of his friend to escort him out of the tavern. “I’m sorry about this,” he said to the guy who had made the threat. “He’s had a rough week and is very drunk. This won’t happen again.”

	“Don’t tell me what to do. I can fight my own fights!” Uden tried to struggle out of Azure’s grasp. Even with the Strength increase from having 3 beers more than Azure, Azure still overpowered the half-imp.

	It wasn’t until they were near the door that Uden stopped trying to pull away and fell in line. “Fuck that guy! And fuck this tavern! Your ale tastes like pig piss!” He spat on the floor to further get his displeasure across.

	“That’s enough,” Azure said firmly, giving the half-imp’s arm a final yank toward the door.

	“They’re assholes, Azure. They’re all assholes. The entire world is full of assholes,” Uden continued to complain as they walked toward his room.

	“Give me your key.” Azure held out his hand.

	“I want to go to your room.” The half-imp crossed his arms over his chest.

	“Lonnell isn’t even here right now. You can sleep off the alcohol in peace.” He opened and closed his palms a few times.

	“Fine, fine.” Uden slapped the key into Azure’s palm.

	Once the door was open, Azure promptly shoved the half-imp inside, then tossed the key after him and shut the door.

	When he had walked a few feet back down the hallway, he heard the door opening again. The hair on the back of Azure’s neck stood up, and he felt his entire body tense.

	“Azure,” Uden called to him.

	“What?” he barked in irritation.

	“Send Janine when you’re done with her.”

	Azure didn’t respond, he just kept walking, so fed up with the half-imp that he could barely stand to be in the same building as him.

	Luckily, when he returned to the tavern, Janine was still there. She had ordered a beer while she waited but appeared to be nursing it slowly.

	“Well, that was certainly entertaining,” she said as he sat back down, her eyes widening for effect.

	“Fuck’s sake. You have no idea how much shit I’ve had to deal with since the Hawking’s thing.” 

	“If that was a glimpse, then you have all my sympathies.” Janine took a long pull from her ale.

	“I have half a mind to order another beer.” Azure looked to the barmaid but didn’t call her over.

	“Do you think he’ll be good enough to pick up a Bounty quest tomorrow?”

	“Even if he is, I don’t think we should get one until Lonnell is here, too. I don’t know where he went, so I don’t know when he’ll be back. Also, I have an appointment at Hawking’s tomorrow to turn in my magic school quest.”

	She sighed. “It seems like we suck at coordinating.”

	“It’s just because we’re all impatient,” he admitted. “How’s your leveling going?”

	“Slowly, but it’s still going.” Janine took a sip of her beer. “I don’t think the impatience is that bad. At least, we’re making progress and doing it in a safe way. Bounty quests just make it happen quicker, but there’s so much more of a risk.”

	“I suppose.” Azure was beginning to suspect that she didn’t really care for the idea of taking Bounty quests. “Uden is going to be hanging out at the port for a while, so he should be easy to find from here on out. All we’re really waiting on is Lonnell.”

	“Well, if he doesn’t come in tonight, then I’ll probably go ahead and take another quest tomorrow since you’re going to Hawking’s. I know we just talked about being impatient, but there’s no point in wasting time. Progress is progress. Better to spend our time productively than to waste it waiting on each other. We’ll all meet up eventually.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SIX

	THE REALM – Day 95

	 

	 

	Lonnell never showed up that night. 

	Wanting to circumvent the possibility of running into the half-imp, Azure didn’t even bother going to the tavern for breakfast. Instead, he headed to the nearest merchant to sell the few items he’d collected from the oversized spider quest, then walked to the edge of Squall’s End and summoned Flicker to start toward Hawking’s.

	He arrived half an hour early and was forced to wait around outside until Mareike was ready for him, which wasn’t until an additional thirty minutes past their appointment time. Not surprisingly, Azure found her lounging in her office behind a cluttered desk, looking spacy as always. 

	“Done.” He slapped the quest paper onto the desk in front of Mareike. Then he dug into his Bag of Holding for the two venom sacks. 

	“Oh, Azure.” She smiled up at him. “I hadn’t realized you were here.”

	“I’ve been here for a few minutes now. Are you all right?” He offered her the venom sacks, not wanting to put them on her desk because they had a sticky feel to them and might leave a stain behind on whatever papers he laid them on.

	Marieke didn’t reach out to take them. “Yes. Just remembering things…”

	Whatever her inner musings were, they were no concern of his. Azure just wanted to gain the experience from this quest and then pick up the next, though he certainly didn’t feel like he was in any hurry.

	Since Mareike didn’t seem to want to touch the venom sacks, he placed them on the floor next to her desk, then took a seat across from her, slouching down. 

	As per usual, it took Mareike several minutes to locate her stamp. Azure didn’t even bother helping her, mentally exhausted from spending so much time around difficult people. Today, he just wanted to try not to stress out about anything. 

	The stamp made an appearance, and Mareike stamped the word ‘Complete’ on Azure’s quest paper, prompting a notification to appear.

	 

	Congratulations! Magic School Quest: Size Does Matter has been completed.

	 

	Those were the biggest spiders and snakes you’ve ever seen, and extracting their venom sacks was no easy task. Hopefully, with the required items turned into the magic school, the professors can find a way to shrink these monsters back down to size. For your efforts, you are rewarded 300XP.

	 

	“I want the Transmute spell next,” he told Mareike, then waited patiently while she shuffled through the papers on her desk looking for the spell scroll. It wasn’t a particularly exciting spell, but Azure hoped he wouldn’t have to battle too many monsters, if any, for the quest he’d receive after he learned it.

	Once she’d found the scroll, Mareike placed it in front of him. The parchment was a deep royal purple. On the front, in gold ink, was an image of a lump of ore next to a stack of coins. Azure could only assume that it was supposed to represent gold for gold. Picking up the scroll brought up its information. 

	 

	
		
				Spell Scroll: Transmute


				Quantity: 1/1

Weight: 0 kg

Mana Cost: 10

Range: Items in hand

Cooldown: Three Minutes

Magic Class: Enchanting

Uses: Transform a piece of gold ore, silver ore, or copper ore into coins of equal value.


		

	



	 

	“Are you ready?” she asked.

	When Azure nodded, Mareike turned to the wall behind her and said the magic word to open the secret room. They stood and entered together, Azure taking his place inside of the circle drawn on the floor in purple chalk. 

	“Which triangle?” he inquired of where to place his hand. Azure had already knelt and set the scroll on the floor in the middle of the circle.

	Mareike pointed in response, and Azure confirmed the correct triangle before flattening his palm inside of it. If he put his hand in the wrong triangle, he would explode. That seemed to be a detail that the professor of enchanting took far too lightly.

	Closing his eyes, Azure began to feel the magic stirring beneath his hands. Absorbing this particular spell felt closer to learning land magic than the other enchanting spells had. The scent of crushed rock filled his nostrils. It lasted for but a moment before it was replaced by the smell of metal, primarily that of copper—like taking a handful of pennies and burying his nose in them.

	Something warm flowed through Azure, then. His blood turned into hot liquid, moving from one hand, up his arm, through his chest, then down the other arm to the hand laid in the triangle. There was a lump forming beneath it. At least, that’s what it felt like. The build was ever so slight, nearly imperceptible. Azure just knew that he was creating something—that something was changing within him. 

	Words came to his mouth unbidden. “I am one, and I am all. What I am made of belongs to all of the elements. I will give myself to create, and my creations shall be a part of me.” And then the sensation dissipated into nothing, and he knew the magic needed to turn ore into coins.

	 

	Congratulations! You have learned the enchanting spell: Transmute. No merchant around to trade in ore for coins? No big deal. You can now make the exchange yourself.

	 

	Hooray! Azure thought sarcastically, wondering when he’d actually ever need to use the spell. If he weren’t just trying to kill time until he and Janine went on their quest to find Finborh, he wouldn’t have felt heartbroken about never learning the spell. It’s not like he was trying to become a Grand Master Mage like Uden was. As far as Azure was concerned, there was no real point in learning useless spells.

	“Congratulations! One more spell to go.” Mareike clapped her hands together.

	Azure offered her a weak smile as he stood. “What quest do you have for me now?”

	It didn’t take Mareike anywhere near as long to find the new quest sheet as it had for her to locate the stamp and the spell. She slid it over to him, barely making it halfway across her desk before stopping. Azure had to lean forward to retrieve the paper the rest of the way.

	 

	
		
				Magic School Quest: Ore for Coins


		

		
				Thanks to our lovely professor of land magic, Elise Smith, the dwarves of The Motionless Mountains are willing to allow us to excavate one of their retired mines. Journey to Ponoisle Mine and bring back 5 raw pieces of ore to Transmute in front of Professor Mareike. 

 

Difficulty: Very Easy

Success: Transmute 5 raw pieces of ore in front of Professor Mareike

Failure: Cancel quest

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	“Even though this is a super easy quest, it will require some additional equipment,” Mareike explained while Azure read over the paper. “If you don’t already own a pickaxe, then you’ll need to buy one from the school store.”

	And I bet they’re expensive, Azure thought as he rolled up the quest sheet and placed it in his Bag of Holding. “The Motionless Mountains,” he parroted what he had read. “That sounds pretty far off.” From what Azure knew, there weren’t any mountains around this part of Patheana. Then again, he hadn’t expected to encounter a desert either.

	“It is a ways away,” Mareike admitted. “The fastest way to get there would be to use teleportation prisms. But you also already have the Summon Mount spell at your disposal if you don’t want to spend the coin.”

	Azure dreaded pulling up the location on his map. This was sounding like another costly quest. 

	“There’s nowhere closer to harvest the ore?” he asked as he stood to leave.

	She tapped her cheek as she thought for a moment. “No, but there are a few other ways to get it. Sometimes, students bring extra back and sell it to the school store. Traveling merchants also have it from time to time, but they typically end up selling it to jewelers. 

	“Unfortunately, there aren’t any jewelers around here. The closest I can think of is in Noseon.”

	“What about Astral Mine? That’s much closer.” Azure remembered the mine from a quest he’d done for The Adventurers Guild.

	Mareike shook her head. “Picked clean. Besides, I’ve heard it’s infested with trolls now.”

	Azure sighed. That must mean that nothing had been done about the trolls since he’d gotten Thavis Firstfall to give up the map to the mine. He was admittedly a bit disappointed.

	“I suppose I should find out how far away these mountains are before I start complaining.” Azure paused for a moment to pull up his World Map, then hissed when he saw that the location was marked smack dab in the middle of Patheana. 

	Once again, it was too long of a journey to make, especially when Azure wanted to stick around for whenever Janine had finished leveling up. Even if he road Flicker all the way there and back, it would take him at least nine days, and that was if he traveled nonstop. He would either have to suck it up and buy more teleportation prisms or find another way to get his hands on some raw ore. Thankfully, if worse came to worse and the prisms were a necessity, he already had enough coin to afford them. But it would eat into his savings drastically, and the need to take on another Bounty quest would become more pressing. 

	“Let me see what the school store has,” Azure said with a sigh as he stood. “I’ll try to be back soon.” 

	Azure took his leave and made his way to the school store. The blonde bookworm who had been working the counter previously had been replaced by an enthusiastic young man with a bowl cut. He welcomed Azure jovially as he entered and immediately asked if there was anything he needed.

	Azure had planned to walk around and browse, but it cut a lot of time off being able to go up to the counter and quickly find out if the store had the items he required.

	“Um, yeah. I need to get prices on all the different types of ore you have and the cost of a pickaxe,” he told today’s storekeeper.

	“You must have just gotten the Transmute quest.” The guy smiled broadly at Azure.

	“Uh…yeah.”

	“I knew it!” The merchant pounded his fist on top of the counter, clearly overjoyed that he’d guessed correctly. 

	“Well, friend, sorry to tell you that we don’t have enough ore for you to complete the quest, but we do have a few pieces.”

	As soon as he’d finished speaking, a window with a list of the requested items popped up.

	 

	
		
				Starter Pickaxe


				Attack: +7-9

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 45/45

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 12 kg

Uses: Mining. Spends 1 Durability for each item mined.


		

		
				Copper Ore


				Quantity: 1/1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains copper. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

		
				Silver Ore


				Quantity: 1/1

Item Class: Uncommon

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains silver. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

		
				Gold Ore


				Quantity: 1/1

Item Class: Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains gold. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

	



	 

	The man leaned over the counter. “You should know that nothing here is cheap.” He gave a sympathetic frown. “The pickaxe costs 10 gold. The copper ore is 1 gold, 5 silver. The silver ore is 2 gold, 5 silver. And the gold ore is 7 gold, 5 silver.”

	“Good grief.” He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Shouldn’t the copper only cost copper and the silver only cost silver?”

	The merchant shifted his weight. “That’s what they’d sell for. But this is magic school, everything is ridiculously expensive.” He straightened and held his hands out to his sides as if making some grand announcement. 

	“No kidding,” Azure grumbled under his breath. “Let me think about this for a minute.

	Once more, he found himself in a place where completing the quest just wasn’t financially feasible at the time. Buying the Starter Pickaxe and two Teleportation Prisms would cost him 24 gold, which was 2 more than he currently had. On the other hand, buying up the store’s inventory would cost 11 gold and 5 silver. Still a lot, but significantly less than making the trip to The Motionless Mountains. That didn’t fill his quest requirements, though. If he couldn’t find any additional ore in Squall’s End, Azure would still have to journey to the mine. Either that or wait around until someone sold more ore to the school. 

	If prices of ore in Squall’s End were comparative to Hawking’s, Azure would still be screwed. It would cost him even more than making the trip. There was no winning this one monetarily.

	A headache built in Azure’s skull as his frustrations mounted. Every single time he thought he didn’t have to worry about money anymore, magic school threw a monkey wrench into his security.

	I won’t be around here much longer. I won’t even ever be using this spell anyway, and I don’t need the one that comes after it either.

	With a long-suffering sigh, Azure decided against purchasing anything from the school store.

	“Sorry, mate. Not today.” He tapped his knuckles on the counter twice, sending the buy screen from his vision.

	The merchant frowned again, though the disappointment didn’t reach his eyes. “I understand. Good luck out there.”

	Azure turned and walked away, leaving the school to head back to Squall’s End. He’d spend the day visiting the various merchants to see what he could find, though he didn’t feel very hopeful about it. Raw ore wasn’t something that most merchants would keep around. It was likely more valuable already smelted into bars. But that wasn’t Azure’s quest, to transmute bars into coins. He needed the ore in its purest form.

	The day was long and mostly unrewarding. Encountering the merchants that he’d hit up with Uden a few days prior was uncomfortable. Some refused to do business with him on the spot, even after he’d told them he was looking for legal goods. He realized now that dragging the half-imp around town to search for black market spells had been a mistake, one that might have potentially cost him this quest.

	Resentment filled Azure as he approached the docks. Thankfully, Uden was nowhere to be seen, but that begged the question, where was he? Azure quickly decided that he didn’t care. 

	He approached some of the sailors and asked if they might have some raw ore to sell. Most of them seemed annoyed by the interruption, and the few that did answer gave him a short no. Surely, one of these people had come from somewhere that raw ore could be mined.

	With nothing better to do, Azure did what Uden had claimed he was going to do. He hung out around the docks, watching ships come and go, approaching everyone who landed in the hopes of not having to ditch the quest. If he wasn’t able to find the ore he sought…Azure wasn’t sure what he would do. Wait for the whole gang to come together at the tavern? Take a quest at The Adventurers Guild to earn more coin?

	Thinking about all his hardships lately was putting him in a bad mood. He only wished that Janine was as eager to leave this place as he was. To leave The Realm. Having kids on the outside, you’d figure she would have been patient enough to wait for everyone to come together so that they could take a Bounty quest and speed up the process of getting her to level 15.

	That was an oxymoron, Azure huffed at himself. Wait to speed up. Janine was out questing because she didn’t want to wait. She probably felt that every moment spent sitting on her ass was a moment lost. Now that Azure thought about it, he wasn’t sure what was right anymore.

	Last boat, he told himself as he watched a cog sail in with the setting sun. By the time it reached the docks, the lanterns around Squall’s End were being lit.

	Azure took a deep breath and approached the ship’s captain, who promptly passed him off to a dwarf named Burrand who looked every bit the seafaring pirate with black cavalier boots, an eyepatch, and a gold tooth. Azure tried not to stare at the tooth as he gazed down at the squat man and asked if he knew if anyone had brought raw ore back from their voyage.

	“Aye, lad,” the dwarf said, sounding a strange mix of irritated and excited. 

	“Well, are you willing to sell it?” Azure mentally crossed his fingers.

	Burrand looked past Azure to his captain, who was engaged in conversation with another of their shipmates. He seemed eager to join in on whatever the two were talking about. “Just a minute, lad.” The dwarf brushed past Azure to continue toward the captain.

	It seemed that the conversation was getting heated. Voices were rising. Azure thought to follow but remained planted, watching the drama unfold from several yards away. Moments later, swords came out, and there was a full-on melee happening right before his very eyes. 

	Wanting to keep a safe distance, Azure backed up toward the water, watching as the captain and Burrand made quick work of their shipmate, with the captain landing the killing blow, driving his rapier through the man’s gut. Azure couldn’t help but grimace away from the violence. He’d seen a lot of killing in The Realm, yet little taking of human life. It unsettled him and made him reconsider dealing with the pirates.

	Azure forced himself to stay put as the two men finished up their business looting the corpse and talking before Burrand finally returned to him. 

	“What was it ye wanted, lad?” The dwarf glanced up at him for a minute before remembering. “Ah yes, ore. Ey have gold ore, but et’s gonna cost ye a pretty price.”

	More extortion, Azure thought dryly before asking, “How much?” and hoping that Burrand wouldn’t be pissed off if he refused.

	“6 gold each.”

	Oh. Wow. Not bad at all compared to what Hawking’s was going to charge me. If that was a hefty price, then Azure wondered how much gold ore actually sold for at the market.

	“How many do you have?” he asked hesitantly.

	“3. Take em’ or leave em’? Ey don’t have time ta haggle.” Burrand looked past Azure to where the corpse was being dragged toward the water by some of his shipmates. They threw the now naked body into the sea without so much as a remorseful backward glance. These guys were brutal.

	Buying them will put me over budget, but I definitely don’t want to piss this guy off. “I’ll take one,” Azure decided finally. “That’s all I can afford right now,” he added quickly, a half-lie.

	They made the exchange of ore and gold, and then Burrand turned and walked back onboard the cog. 

	 

	
		
				Gold Ore


				Quantity: 1/1

Item Class: Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains gold. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

	



	 

	Azure exhaled a breath he hadn’t even known he’d been holding, just happy that the exchange was over. He walked hurriedly toward the tavern, wanting to get away from the pirates as quickly as possible. There was a sinking feeling in his chest, and he wasn’t sure if it was because he felt like there might still be danger lurking about or that, despite the price of the ore being cheaper than Hawking’s, he’d still gotten ripped off. Whatever the case, the deal was done, and he couldn’t take it back. Now, he just needed four more pieces of raw ore to complete his quest. 

	All the negative feelings faded away when Azure found Lonnell supping inside the tavern. Azure took long strides over to sit across from his friend.

	“Welcome back,” he said a bit too enthusiastically. Now they could finally take a Bounty quest. 

	“Thanks,” Lonnell replied distractedly, his eyes shifting toward the door. “Where’s Uden?”

	Oh shit. He really is gone. Azure knew this would fall back on him. Though involuntarily, he had been assigned babysitting duty to watch over the unstable half-imp. Letting him wander off on his own had led to this epic fail that would likely throw another monkey wrench into the plans of taking on a Bounty quest soon.

	How to answer this without seeming irresponsible or like a bad friend. “I don’t know. He told me he was going to look for Ruthren.”

	Lonnell’s expression pinched. “Do you mean that he left Squall’s End?”

	“I don’t know,” Azure confessed, his excitement from seeing his friend quickly waning. This was definitely going to be a problem. “When I saw him yesterday, he said he was going to be hanging out by the docks since Ruthren uses the port here to go to Crescent Island.”

	“I should go to the docks then.” Lonnell stood suddenly.

	Azure shook his head. “I was just there. And he wasn’t.”

	He sighed, lowering himself. His head turned away, Lonnell’s gaze went somewhere distant. “I have to find him. He can’t survive on his own.”

	“He’ll be fine,” Azure insisted, even though he didn’t know if it was true or not. “You can’t stay on top of him all the time.”

	“He’s in a bad place right now, Azure,” Lonnell chastised him.

	“He was fine when I last saw him. He had a plan.” This conversation was quickly becoming unpleasant. Again, Azure saw exactly why Uden didn’t want to stick around his stuffy older brother. “Maybe he met up with Ruthren and took off somewhere. I don’t know. But you can’t baby him forever.”

	“I’m not babying him. I’m just concerned.” He frowned. “He’s my little brother. It’s my job to worry about him. If you had siblings, you’d understand.”

	Azure wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be a low blow, but he wasn’t feeling it. 

	“Janine and I still want to do a Bounty quest,” he changed the subject.

	“Then go for it.” Lonnell waved him away irritably.

	Azure sulked. “We need you to come, too.”

	“I’m not coming until I find out where my brother is,” he growled.

	“I already told you.”

	“No. You told me that he may be with Ruthren. That doesn’t mean he is. Uden may be reckless, but I doubt he’d leave Squall’s End without so much as leaving a note behind for me. He’s not that heartless. He’d know I’d worry about him.” Lonnell’s eyes settled on the plate of food in front of him as if he wasn’t even sure he believed his own words.

	Azure regretted letting the half-imp go off on his own. They were at a standstill.

	“Where’s Janine anyway?” Lonnell asked.

	“I don’t know. Probably on a quest. I haven’t checked her room yet.”

	“Kind of hard to go on a Bounty when not all of us are here,” he said a bit mockingly.

	“That’s what I’ve been working on these last couple of days,” Azure sighed, “but everyone seems insistent on going off on their own and not waiting around.”

	“And you’re no different. You’ve been gone all day, too,” Lonnell pointed out.

	“I suppose you’re right.” Azure deflated. He was beginning to feel that this was never going to work out unless they all agreed to stay put.

	“If he doesn’t return tonight, I’ll go looking for him tomorrow,” Lonnell said exhaustedly before his eyes lifted to meet Azure’s gaze. “Will you come with me?”

	Bitterness welled up inside of Azure, swirling around like poison. Uden had been nothing but trouble since they brought him back from the dead. “No. Hawking’s assigned me yet another stupidly expensive quest. If I plan to complete it, I need to make more coin. I can’t exactly do that sitting around here.”

	It felt like there was no point in trying to get the group together anymore, and he was tired of stressing out about it. Surrendering to the futility of it all, Azure decided that he’d spend the remainder of his time questing for The Adventurers Guild until he could either afford to complete his magic school quest or Janine reached level 15 on her own.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	THE REALM – Day 96

	 

	 

	Azure turned his key into the inn the following morning and then headed to The Adventurers Guild. It felt like it had been forever since he’d last taken a quest on his own. He certainly didn’t miss the lines. Getting there just thirty minutes after The Adventurers Guild had opened put him behind four people in the E line, a solid one-hour wait.

	“It’s been a while,” Mel, the E line clerk, noted, barely looking up from the quest sheets in front of him. “I’m assuming you’re not here for a Bounty quest today.” His gaze volleyed across the room, searching for Azure’s companions for a moment, before returning to the papers.

	“Nope. I’m flying solo today,” he admitted.

	“Then, this is what I’ve got for you.” Mel pushed three sheets of paper in front of Azure. 

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Kobolds in Training


		

		
				A group of kobolds has built a den outside of the previously peaceful village of Flatbarrow. The kobolds have been sending their fighters in training to slay any humans that wander too far into the forest. Killing some of theirs should send the message that it’s time for them to relocate or face eradication. 

 

Designation: E

Type: Monster

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 4 days

Success: Kill 5 Training Kobolds

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 5 silver, 1 Quest Point, Spiny Warhammer

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Hides for Clothes


		

		
				Shirley Shearman, our resident tailor, is running low on kobold hides. She doesn’t care where you get them from as long as there are ten. Please collect them and turn them into The Adventurers Guild.

 

Designation: E

Type: Gathering

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 6 days

Success: Collect 10 Kobold Hides 

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 7 silver, 1 Quest Point, Black Leather Cloak

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: An Escort for Honor


		

		
				The troll problem in Tradebreach has now spilled over to Brittlebreach. Fearing for their safety, the men of Brittlebreach are requesting an escort for their women and children to the longhouse in Squall’s End to stay temporarily until the threat can be dealt with. 

 

Designation: E

Type: Miscellaneous

Difficulty: Medium

Deadline: 5 days

Success: Escort the women and children of Brittlebreach to the longhouse in Squall’s End

Failure: Part of the escort dies or cancel quest

Reward: 9 silver, 1 Quest Point, 1 Small Skill Token, Vial of Weak Poison

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	“I feel like you’re doing this to me on purpose.” Azure slid the two kobold quests back toward Mel, annoyed that he wasn’t allowed to take both since they were related to one another.

	The clerk shrugged, his expression deadpan. “We have a lot of issues with kobolds in this area. Kobolds, wasps, trolls, gnolls, and goblins. That’s what the largest majority of our quests end up being about.”

	“So why not pair them together?” He pressed the issue.

	“Supply and demand. Lots of Adventurers, only so many quests,” Mel told him before irritation began to seep into his voice. “Now, which one do you want?”

	Azure immediately pushed the Miscellaneous quest back to Mel. “Not that one.” Out of all the different quests he’d taken in video games in the past, his least favorites ranked as follows: stealth quests, timed quests, and escort quests. If Azure didn’t have to take them, he wouldn’t. Also, this was the first Miscellaneous quest with a higher difficulty level. Seeing that it was a Medium, Azure would most definitely be encountering trolls. Putting himself in danger when he might be close to finding a way out of The Realm didn’t seem very smart. “I guess I’ll take this one.” Azure pulled the Monster quest closer. He wouldn’t get as much experience from it as the other two, but at least it shouldn’t take him long, and any experience was better than none.

	“Excellent. Now move along.” The E line clerk waved him away like a pest.

	Azure took the quest and headed toward the door. Once he was outside, he brought up his World Map to find Flatbarrow. It was a little more than an hour’s ride away. With any luck, he could complete the quest and be back in Squall’s End before nightfall. 

	Before leaving town, Azure went to one of the merchants and purchased a small bottle of oil, just in case he did end up needing to build a fire later that night.

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				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.


		

	



	 

	


Then he walked outside of Squall’s End and summoned Flicker to start heading toward Flatbarrow.

	As the quest difficulty implied, the kobolds in the area were no match for Azure. All ranging between level 10-13, he made quick work of the ones wandering around solo, not even bothering to use any magic, instead just sniping them with his bow from afar. He took down three of the five training kobolds that way. 

	The other two were paired up, posing more of a challenge. As soon as he shot the first one from behind, the other Stealthed itself and hid. From there, a game of cat and mouse ensued. After about ten minutes of sneaking around the forest trying to catch the kobold unaware, Azure decided to cast Grease followed by Greasy Summon, as a distraction. He commanded the summon to sludge its way around the forest, creating an oily surface that should slow any kobold dumb enough to step into it. Three minutes later, the summon exploded into a puddle of grease.

	It was a wasted effort. The kobold wasn’t stupid enough to step in the grease, the spell only serving as an annoyance that Azure had to avoid as well. Eventually, he threw caution to the wind, sloughing off his Stealth ability to ast Woodflesh to stand in the middle of a clearing in the forest, so he could use himself as bait.

	It worked.

	A few minutes later, two kobolds came charging out from opposite sides of the forest. Azure drew his Bergen’s Glaive and swung it in a large arch to keep them at bay. They gave pause, and he used the opportunity to back up toward the trees, hoping that there weren’t any kobolds behind him. He could barely afford to glance, but a glance wouldn’t be enough to detect any enemies that might be Stealthed.

	The melee with the two kobolds was arduous, mostly due to their caution. Without any weapons besides their claws, they were at a disadvantage against the reach of Azure’s sword. Their intelligence showed through in their strategy, though. One would fake an attack, and while Azure would swing to counter, the other would try to slip in from the side and land a blow. As soon as Azure figured this out, he turned the tables by casting Dirty Move, blasting the closest kobold in the eyes with dust. The kobold now caught off guard and blind, Azure lunged forward and ended it by burying his Bergen’s Glaive deep into the creature’s chest. 

	 

	Critical Hit! Defeated Level 11 Training Kobold. 88XP rewarded.

	 

	Azure half expected the other kobold to retreat into the forest, but it rushed in and swiped at him from the side, landing a blow across his back that pushed him into the kobold he’d just slain. 

	 

	Level 13 Training Kobold delivers 65 damage.

	 

	Hissing in pain, Azure jerked his sword out of the dead kobold and pushed its body away before turning toward his attacker. The kobold jumped back, hopping from foot to foot like a boxer. It seemed enraged by the fact that Azure had killed its comrade.

	Azure watched the counter on his Dirty Move spell decrease. He just needed to keep the kobold close until the cooldown period passed. At such a close range, there was no way the creature would be able to avoid getting hit. 

	Perhaps realizing his plan, the kobold began to back off, but Azure wasn’t about to let it get away. He swung his sword in a flurry of attacks. It was all the monster could do to dodge.

	Finally, three minutes had elapsed. Azure dropped his sword to his side to cast the spell. The kobold, seeing an opening, dashed in with its claws, hoping for a killing blow, but Azure’s casting was faster. Taking a faceful of dirt, the kobold coughed and staggered. Its attack still hit, but with much less force. 

	 

	Level 13 Training Kobold delivers 32 damage.

	 

	It clawed into Azure’s chest, more catching itself from losing its balance than an actual attack. Then it pushed itself away, hoping to retreat before its foe was able to run it through. No such luck. The kobold cried out as Azure drove his Bergen’s Glaive all the way through it, severing the creature’s spine. Its body stiffened for a moment, then went lax, falling to the forest floor. Azure let it slide from his sword and pile in a heap at his feet.

	 

	Critical Hit! Defeated Level 13 Training Kobold. 104XP rewarded. 

	 

	TRING!

	 

	Congratulations! You are now Level 16! 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. 

	 

	Taking a few moments to catch his breath, Azure glanced back before leaning against the tree behind him, then hissed from his injury and straightened himself again. For as much as he wanted to sit down and rest for a while, Azure didn’t trust that there weren’t more kobolds in the area. He’d already gone over his limit of five for the day.

	Spoiled by his Loot Automizer Pendant, Azure used it to loot 5 of the 6 kobolds. 

	 

	You have received the following items:

	 

	
		
				Kobold Phalanges


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Quantity: 2/2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Hide


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 2.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Fang


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.3 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

	


	
 

	From the last kobold, he took everything he knew of value that wouldn’t take too long to loot.

	 

	You have received the following items:

	 

	
		
				Kobold Fang


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.3 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Phalanges


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

	


	 

	 He tried to take the ears too, but apparently, the ears on this particular type of kobold weren’t worth anything.

	To Azure’s surprise, he was able to finish up the quest and make it back to Squall’s End a little past midday. Wanting to turn in the quest before The Adventurers Guild closed, he filed into the E line, which was blessedly close to empty. It only took thirty minutes to reach the front, the time of which he spent checking out his character sheet and assigning his points.

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 16, 3% of the way to next level

Health: 313 / 360 (420) 

Mana: 0 / 360 (420)

Stamina: 340 / 330 (410)

Vitality: 20 (6)

Intelligence: 20 (6)

Strength: 17 (8)

Agility: 14 (5)

Dexterity: 15 (6)

Charisma: 11 (5)

Luck: 15 (2)

Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 22% of the way to next level

Stealth Lvl 4; 45% of the way to next level

Analyze Lvl 12; 72% of the way to next level

Cooking Lvl 7; 64% of the way to next level

Alchemy Lvl 7; 71% of the way to next level

Foraging Lvl 12; 72% of the way to next level

One-Handed Weapons Lvl 9; 58% of the way to next level

Tracking Lvl 2; 85% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 63% of the way to next level

Fishing Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level

Drinking Lvl 2; 55% of the way to next level

Land Magic Lvl 3; 80% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 4; 82% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	Looking at everything he’d spent today in terms of Health, Mana, and Stamina, Azure still felt like he needed more Mana, so he decided to place all three characteristic points into Intelligence. 

	With that done, Azure turned his attention to his skills. It was tempting to want to level up Archery again. Now that he was using magic more frequently, it seemed that he was becoming primarily a long-range fighter. But at 22% percent progression already, it felt like a waste to upgrade the skill. He decided to save his skill leveling ability for later. 

	Reaching the counter, Azure sat his quest sheet on top of it. Mel stamped the paper with the word ‘Complete,’ and a notification popped up. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: Kobolds in Training has been completed.

	 

	The kobolds near Flatbarrow have received the message loud and clear. From now on, they will leave the citizens of the village alone. You have earned 5 silver, 1 Quest Point, and 240XP. You have also received the following item:

	 

	
		
				Spiny Warhammer


				Attack: +5-7

Type: One-Handed Weapon

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 6.0 kg


		

	



	 

	Azure picked up the weapon and put it in his Bag of Holding. While he did, Mel placed three more quest sheets in front of him.

	“No, thanks. I think I’m good for today,” Azure told the clerk as he walked away.

	If he were very lucky, he’d find the whole gang together at the tavern tonight. If he weren’t so lucky, maybe he’d at least earn enough money from selling his items to be able to complete his magic school quest. And if his luck was complete shit, he could just return to The Adventurers Guild in the morning. The sun wasn’t anywhere near setting, though, so Azure had time to find out if option #2 was even viable.

	He ventured to Zach’s stall to sell his wares. All the kobold parts plus the weapon he’d claimed from The Adventurers Guild earned him 14 gold and 5 silver, definitely enough coin for him to finish his magic school quest. But Azure had more to sell than just that. With a surplus of Potions of Minor Healing in his inventory, he decided to offload all of the Poor quality ones, earning an additional 25 gold and 2 silver. Azure was rich again.

	Happy to have found his Alchemy exploit a success, he bought up what supplies Zach currently had available for 3 gold, 5 silver, and 3 copper.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 17

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 81

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 98

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	With that done, Azure checked the tavern before returning to the inn to purchase a room for the night for 4 silver. Hopefully, he’d find his friends at the tavern tonight, and they could take a Bounty quest tomorrow. He didn’t want to risk renting a room for an entire week if it would just end up being a waste of money.

	Once the transaction was complete, Azure went up to his room to craft potions until he ran out of empty vials. His efforts produced the following:

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 17

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

	



	 

	Not a single Poor or Good quality potion. Azure was a bit surprised, but he certainly wasn’t going to complain. With a few fingers of daylight left, he rushed back downstairs to sell more potions to the nearest merchant, earning back 1 gold and 5 silver. Selling the Average quality potions taught him that the Poor quality ones were worth 1 silver less. That probably also meant that the Good quality potions were worth 1 silver more. He would keep his Good quality supply until they stacked up past 99 in his inventory. With as few as he seemed to produce, that would likely take a while. 

	The sun was finally beginning to set when Azure went to the tavern for dinner. On tonight’s menu was some type of roasted mystery meat with a side of mashed potatoes drenched in gravy that was so dark and thick it could have been tar. Azure never dared to ask what the protein was. It was no secret that the cooks would serve up whatever they could get their hands on, rat being frequently used since they needn’t go far to acquire it. For being a filthy port town, Squall’s End was relatively free of vermin.

	Azure supped and waited, holding off on ordering a beer until he knew what tomorrow would bring. After a few boring hours, Lonnell strolled in with his brother in tow. 

	“You’ve been easy to find lately,” Lonnell pointed out as he sat across from Azure. 

	Meanwhile, Uden rounded the table to sit right next to Azure.

	“I’ve been waiting for all of us to get together,” Azure confessed. “Now, all we need is Janine. Maybe you should go to her room and see if she’s there.” He glanced over at Uden.

	“Why would I care if she’s in her room?” The half-imp gave him a blank look.

	“Because then we can pick up a Bounty tomorrow.”

	“I don’t care about the Bounty. I already told you my plan,” Uden said before waving over the barmaid.

	He’s impossible. Azure fought the urge to shake his head. Fine. We don’t need him. Janine will probably level up on our next Bounty if she picks it up anyway. Then we can leave here immediately after completing it.

	“Are you still on board, at least?” Azure turned his attention to Lonnell.

	“You know I’m always up to make coin as long as I know he’s safe.” Lonnell nodded toward his brother.

	Briefly, Azure wondered where Uden had been, but then he decided that he didn’t care. 

	“Well, let me go see if Janine is in her room. I’d really like for us to grab a Bounty soon.” Azure stood to leave.

	He had little hope as he walked back to the inn. If Janine were in Squall’s End, she most likely would have showed up at the tavern by now. Needless to say, Azure wasn’t surprised when no one came to answer the door. 

	A bit disappointed, and not in the mood to be anywhere near Uden, Azure decided to return to his own room instead of going back to the tavern. In the morning, he’d head to Hawking’s and figure out how he wanted to go about completing his magic school quest. Whatever he did, he wanted to make sure to be at the tavern every night. They all had to meet up there eventually, and now that Uden was out of the equation, there was one less person to worry about corralling together.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	THE REALM – Day 97

	 

	 

	Janine didn’t show in the tavern for breakfast the next morning, and Azure didn’t bother waiting around. He ate and then summoned Flicker to ride to Hawking’s, once more trying to figure out which would be the cheapest course of action to take to complete his quest. 

	It would cost 24 gold to buy a Pickaxe and some Teleportation Prisms to go to Ponoisle Mine and mine the rest of the ore that he needed. Since he had already purchased one piece of Gold Ore from Burrand at the port, Azure only required four more to complete his quest. Last time he went to the school store, they had three. It wasn’t enough.

	Upon reaching Hawking’s, Azure first went to the school store to see if anyone else had sold ore. The same enthusiastic young man was operating the counter, and he smiled when he saw Azure walk in.

	“I’m guessing you’re back for that ore.” He tapped his fist on the countertop.

	“You have an excellent memory.” Azure slowed as he drew closer to the counter.

	The man raised his arms to encompass everything around them. “With these outrageous prices, not too many people come in here unless they need Teleportation Prisms or have stuff to sell.”

	“I bet people would get a better deal by selling in town,” Azure mumbled.

	“Probably. But students are lazy.” He shrugged.

	Taking a deep breath, Azure asked, “Did you happen to get in more ore while I was gone?”

	The clerk leaned on the counter. “Someone bought up the silver, but the gold is still here, and someone else turned in 2 copper.”

	That was good news. 

	“Give me your prices again,” Azure said.

	“It’s 7 gold, 5 silver for the gold ore and 1 gold, 5 silver each for the copper ore.”

	Azure did some quick math in his head. It would cost him 10 gold to buy the rest of the ore that he needed. Even with the 6 gold he’d already spent on the gold ore he’d obtained from Burrand, it was cheaper than making a trip to The Motionless Mountains. 

	He dug the coin out of his Bag of Holding and handed it over to the clerk. The man slid the coin off the table into another bag, then reached under the counter for a small box. Opening it revealed the ore. He dumped it out onto the counter for Azure to collect what he had purchased. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Copper Ore


				Quantity: 3/3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains copper. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

		
				Gold Ore


				Quantity: 1/1

Item Class: Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Contains gold. Can be smelted for crafting.


		

	



	 

	“There you go. Too bad you’re one short for the quest.” The clerk frowned, proving once more that he had an impeccable memory.

	“I found a piece of gold ore in Squall’s End,” Azure told him. “I’ll be good to go after this.”

	His eyes widened in surprise. “Lucky find. Mind if I ask which merchant you got it from and how much you paid? I’m sure some of the students here would love to know about a cheaper alternative to the school store that’s close by.”

	Azure wasn’t sure if he should give away his secret, just in case he might ever need ore again. But then he figured he wouldn’t be around the area much longer, so what did it hurt. “I didn’t get it from a merchant. I bought it at the port from a pirate who had just sailed in.”

	“Ohhh.” The man’s face pinched. “Dangerous business, dealing with pirates.”

	“No joke. I got the pleasure of watching him murder a man with his captain just before the transaction.”

	The clerk hissed between his teeth. “That sounds rather intense.”

	“Honestly, mining the ore is probably safer.” But he didn’t want to waste time on that. The risk had been worth the reward. It was still early. If he was lucky, he might even be able to catch an appointment with Mareike before the end of the day. “Well, nice chatting with you, but I best be off.” Azure excused himself, heading for the door.

	The clerk waved to Azure before he disappeared.

	Feeling hopeful, Azure visited Miss Ogden to make an appointment with Mareike. The receptionist looked as enthusiastic to see Azure as ever, which was to say not at all. Upon his request, she shifted a few papers on her desk before informing him that Mareike wouldn’t be available until the following morning. Withholding a frown, Azure summoned Flicker and headed back to Squall’s End, going directly to Zach’s stall to buy more alchemy supplies. He cleaned the merchant out for 2 gold, 8 silver, and 3 copper. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 69

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 23

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 65

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	Then he returned to the inn to purchase another night’s stay and head to his room to spend the rest of his day crafting potions.

	Throughout the day, he leveled his Alchemy skill once and was able to craft 69 Potions of Minor Healing of various qualities. 

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 8. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies! 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 43

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 13

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 13

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	Azure was able to catch one of the merchants before he packed up for the night, selling everything but the Good quality potions for a total of 26 gold and 7 silver. Money would definitely no longer be a concern for him as long as he could easily purchase the ingredients for the potions from Zach. 

	Completely exhausted and with his hands covered in blisters from laboring for over five hours with the mortar and pestle, Azure retired to the tavern for the afternoon, figuring he’d earned himself a beer. 

	 

	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


		

	



	 

	Apparently, no one had turned in meat to the tavern, because dinner ended up being vegetable soup. It wasn’t very filling, but Azure decided not to bust out a piece of his cooked boar and insult the cook. With very little filler in the soup, the heel of bread served alongside it had to make up the difference.

	Azure carried on drinking and Analyzing people as they came and went, though Squall’s End seemed fresh out of new faces. It was a slow, boring afternoon that bled into an even more insufferably boring night.

	By the time Uden finally walked into the tavern a good few hours after the sun had set, Azure was ready to leave.

	“Where’s your brother?” he asked with little concern as to what the half-imp had been doing all day.

	“He left out on a quest this morning,” Uden informed him.

	Azure said nothing more, standing to go check Janine’s room.

	“Won’t you sup with me?” The half-imp turned as Azure began walking away.

	“No. I already ate.” He didn’t even look back.

	Janine wasn’t in her room, but the night was still young. Azure ping-ponged back and forth between his room and Janine’s every thirty minutes or so to no avail. He was so bored that he wished he had a book to read. If Lonnell had been around, he might have borrowed one. But if Lonnell had gone on a quest this morning, it was unlikely he’d return until the following day. 

	Once the moon was high overhead, Azure gave up waiting on Janine and went to sleep.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER NINE

	THE REALM – Day 98

	 

	 

	Azure arrived at Hawking’s bright and early for his appointment with Mareike the next morning.  

	“How were the mines?” she asked with a lazy smile.

	“I didn’t go,” he confessed as he pulled the pieces of raw ore from his Bag of Holding.

	“The school had enough for you?” her voice rose ever so slightly.

	“No. I found the last of what I needed in Squall’s End.”

	“That’s surprising. But I suppose dwarves from The Motionless Mountains do come and go from there thanks to the port. Not that dwarves particularly enjoy sailing. Most of them hate it,” she informed him. 

	“What do I need to do now?” Azure fidgeted with the pieces of ore, lining them up in a row in the small space he’d created on Mareike’s desk by pushing some of her papers aside.

	“Just hold a piece of ore in your hand.” She held out her palm to demonstrate. “Close it. And picture the ore turning into coins.” Mareike closed her eyes, and a small hum escaped her lips.

	“All right.” He picked up one of the pieces of copper ore. It was better to experiment with the less valuable ore first.

	Azure closed his eyes, then his hand, feeling the unevenness of the ore, the small jagged edges and bumps from being unrefined.

	“Now, smooth it out with your mind,” Mareike told him.

	He tried to picture the conversion in his head. It happened in quick succession repeatedly, but there was little action in his hand. The first thing Azure noticed was that his palm was beginning to sweat. Heat poured down his arm, making the ore feel slippery. Then slowly—very slowly—slower than it seemed worth the effort, the ore began to melt. At least, he thought it was melting. The inside of his hand was damn hot, yet somehow, he could stand it. The metal and rock seemed almost alive as it began to separate. Particles of dirt and stone faded into nothing. The copper itself began to move and transform. It felt as though Azure was holding a handful of frantic ants that had metamorphosed into slugs trying to escape the pressure doing its best to hold them in place.

	Eventually, they firmed up and stilled. A smell of summer heat and metal filled Azure’s nostrils for a moment, and he knew that the process was now complete. Opening his eyes and his hand, he saw 5 copper coins in place of the ore.

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 5. This skill allows you to bring the elements into you to create something new or change the things around you. Continuing to level up this skill will unlock the ability to learn more spells of the same magic type. 

	 

	What a rip-off. Considering what he’d paid for the ore, Azure was well in the red.

	Though the process of converting the ore into coins was easy enough, he still believed the spell to be useless. He did the same with the next four pieces of raw ore, producing a total of 5 gold and 1 silver.

	“Good job!” Mareike praised him by clapping.

	Azure felt that her time would have been better spent searching for his next spell scroll rather than staring at him. He knew she didn’t have it ready. Successfully transmuting the first piece of ore should have told her that he’d be able to complete the rest.

	Azure pushed his quest paper over to her. Then he placed the coins into his Bag of Holding while she looked for her stamp. By some miracle, they finished the tasks at the same time. Mareike stamped his quest paper with the word ‘Complete,’ and a notification popped up. 

	 

	Congratulations! Magic School Quest: Ore for Coins has been completed.

	 

	No matter where you are, you won’t have to worry about finding a merchant to turn your raw ore into coins. You have earned 240XP.

	 

	“Now, I believe your last spell is…” Mareike’s voice trailed off questioningly.

	“Summon Familiar,” Azure reminded her.

	“Ah, yes. That was it.”

	He sat back for the five minutes it took her to locate the last spell scroll, content that his time dealing with the airheaded professor would soon be over. Even if he did eventually continue to learn magic, he’d hopefully never have to deal with her or anyone like her again. She wasn’t a horrible teacher, just not very attentive and completely unorganized. Their personalities just didn’t mesh well.

	Finally, Mareike located the spell scroll and handed it to Azure.

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Spell Scroll: Summon Familiar


				Quantity: 1/1

Weight: 0 kg

Mana Cost: 20

Range: 6 feet

Cooldown: Ten Minutes

Magic Class: Enchanting

Uses: Summon your own personal animal familiar. Familiar will remain summoned for 10 minutes. Familiar grants a +5 damage boost to your magic attacks. You cannot have more than one summon at a time.


		

	



	 

	Unrolling the scroll, Azure gazed down at the image of a rabbit in white ink. “Will my familiar be a rabbit?” he asked. It kind of made sense that whatever he summoned would be a prey animal since it wouldn’t actually be involved in battle.

	The professor of enchanting cocked her head to the side. “Not necessarily. Your familiar should be an animal that resonates without your soul.”

	“So, what should I expect?” Azure raised an eyebrow.

	“I’ve seen everything from cats to griffins, mighty bears to small, delicate butterflies.”

	He wanted to argue that butterflies were insects, not animals, but it wasn’t worth having a discussion over it. Azure just hoped that he was able to summon something better than that. It would be embarrassing to be in the heat of battle, cast the summon, and have something as fragile and dainty as a butterfly appear on the field.

	“So, I have no control over this whatsoever?” he clarified.

	“None,” she replied curtly.

	With that said, Azure took the spell scroll, and they entered the secret room behind Mareike’s desk a final time. She pointed to where he needed to place his hand, and he knelt with the scroll, making the connection.

	Azure closed his eyes as the magic began to seep into him. Absorbing this spell felt much the same as Summon Mount had. He could feel the knowledge of creating life flowing through him. 

	When the time came, he spoke the words to solidify the spell within his soul, “I am one, and I am all. What I am made of belongs to all of the elements. I will give myself to create, and my creations shall be a part of me.”

	The boom of thunder that came afterward was still startling, but Azure didn’t lose his balance this time. 

	 

	Congratulations! You have learned the enchanting spell: Summon Familiar. Your familiar will aid you in battle, boosting the power of your spells. 

	 

	With that done, they returned to Mareike’s desk for her to present him with his final quest of the semester. Azure sat across from her once more, wondering what his familiar would be, itching to try the spell out. Of course, he’d get no benefit from it unless he used his Volatile Bolt spell, which he had no intention of doing. He just wanted to see what his animal was.

	Finally, after what seemed like a short forever, Mareike found an appropriate quest and slid it toward Azure. Pulling it closer, he leaned over to look at the details. 

	 

	
		
				Magic School Quest: The Dangers of Travel


		

		
				Glarouk Shadowbraid is a traveling merchant who often supplies Hawking’s with unique books gathered from other parts of Patheana. Unfortunately, his trade route takes him between Tradebreach and Brittlebreach, which are currently suffering a troll problem. For his safety, Glarouk has requested an escort to help him pass the affected area unmolested.

 

Difficulty: Medium

Success: Escort Glarouk Shadowbraid past Tradebreach and Brittlebreach

Failure: Glarouk Shadowbraid dies or Cancel quest

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	Another escort mission. Gah! Why?

	“I don’t want this one.”

	“Why not?” Mareike pulled the quest paper back and read it over again.

	“Because I don’t have time to do it right now, and it sounds important,” he lied.

	“Well, this is all I have available for now. Now that you have a full arsenal of novice enchanting spells, I’m sure you can handle a few trolls.” She gave him a reassuring smile.

	That wasn’t why he didn’t want to take the quest, though. 

	“I will be leaving Squall’s End soon. If you give this quest to me, it likely won’t get finished until long after the troll problem in Tradebreach and Brittlebreach has been dealt with. If you really want an escort for this man, you’ll give this quest to someone else,” he reiterated more firmly. 

	Mareike frowned. “I’m sorry, Azure. Either you take this quest, or you’ll have to wait for another one.”

	“Then, I’ll wait.” He stubbornly crossed his arms over his chest. Finishing up his semester of enchanting magic wasn’t a priority right now anyway.

	Mareike didn’t seem pleased when Azure took his leave sans the quest, but there was nothing she could do to stop him. Azure was frustrated as well. Life in The Realm had been unnecessarily stressful ever since that oversized spider quest.

	The day was still young, so he decided to hit up The Adventurers Guild, hoping to find a quest that would be quick and easy to complete. The line was insufferably long, six people deep, and as soon as Azure saw it, he had half a mind to turn around and go to Zach’s stall to buy alchemy supplies instead. Despite his mental bitching, he filed in, Analyzing people as he waited.

	Finally, after an hour and a half of time wasted, Azure reached the front of the line. Mel, studious as ever, had several quests waiting for him on the counter.

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Goblins at Ybher Ruins


		

		
				Goblin Excavators have recently been spotted digging around Ybher Ruins. We’re not sure what they’re up to, but it can’t be good. Please take care of the problem before they desecrate this holy site. 

 

Designation: E

Type: Monster

Difficulty: Very Hard

Deadline: 4 days

Success: Kill 10 Goblin Excavators

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 1 gold, 2 silver, 7 copper, 2 Quest Points, Rusty Broad Sword

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Hides for Clothes


		

		
				Shirley Shearman, our resident tailor, is running low on kobold hides. She doesn’t care where you get them from as long as you bring her ten. Please collect them and turn them in to The Adventurers Guild.

 

Designation: E

Type: Gathering

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 6 days

Success: Collect 10 Kobold Hides 

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 7 silver, 1 Quest Point, Black Leather Cloak

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Exploring the Unknown


		

		
				Sailors have recently discovered a new island and are looking to put an exploration crew together. There’s no telling what spoils you might find. 

 

Designation: E

Type: Miscellaneous

Difficulty: Easy

Deadline: 14 days

Success: Board the Nautilus for a 7-day voyage to The Sharp-Peaked Island

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 2 gold, 9 silver, 8 copper, 1 Quest Point, 1 Small Skill Token, Jade Earring

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	“This is the same quest as last time.” Azure pointed at the Hides for Clothes quest.

	“No one has taken it yet,” Mel replied nonchalantly.

	Azure noticed that the other two quests paid better, especially the Miscellaneous quest. But it was long, and he didn’t want to spend more than a day on a quest, nor did he particularly want to have to board another ship if he didn’t have to.

	The goblin quest looked interesting, but with a difficulty of Very Hard, there was no way he was going to risk taking it on on his own. If he was dumb enough to do that, then he might as well take a Bounty quest.

	“Do you ever get…” he hesitated, wondering if it was a stupid question, “Easy difficulty Bounty quests?”

	“Sometimes. But they’re few and far between. Why? Do you want to see a Bounty, too?” Mel sounded annoyed.

	“If you have an Easy one, I wouldn’t mind.” Azure immediately wanted to bite his tongue. He didn’t have time to take on a Bounty quest. 

	“I don’t,” Mel said dryly. “Now, which one do you want?” He tried to rush Azure along.

	Bemoaning the fact that it didn’t pay as much as the other quests, Azure pulled the Hides for Clothes quest closer. “I think I’ll take this one.”

	“Excellent.” Mel looked past Azure and immediately called, “Next!”

	What an ass, Azure thought as he walked away.

	When he was standing outside of The Adventurers Guild, Azure pulled up his World Map. He fully expected to see a location pinpointed or at least a few overlapping red circles, but there was no indication of where he should go to find the Kobold Hides.

	I suppose she really doesn’t care where I get them from. 

	If Azure wanted to be really lazy, he could probably buy the hides from a merchant around town. After having sold a Kobold Hide in the past, he had a pretty good idea of how much they would cost, somewhere in the ballpark of 2 silver each. Buying them instead of hunting for them would put him 1 gold and 3 silver in the red. That was assuming he could even find enough for sale to fill his quota. 

	The only place where Azure knew that kobolds might be wandering around was outside of Flatbarrow. With so much time left in the day, it didn’t hurt to ride over there and see what he could find. As long as he was back by nightfall to check the tavern for his friends. This quest wasn’t particularly urgent anyway. If he didn’t complete it today, he could always finish it up tomorrow if Janine hadn’t returned yet.

	With that in mind, Azure headed to Garion’s smithy to have his Loot Automizer Pendant repaired, then he left Squall’s End for Flatbarrow.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TEN

	THE REALM – Day 98

	 

	 

	For all the work he’d done trying to send the kobolds in the area a message, there were still plenty wandering about. Azure killed the first, a level 11 training kobold, before he even remembered to try casting his Summon Familiar spell. 

	He stood over the body and wove his hands in the intricate pattern needed to bring forth his familiar. Before him, he watched in wonder as the dirt and air and particles of blood from his own body formed together to create the small creature at his feet. Seeing its size before it had even taken shape made him fear it would be something weak. Whatever it was, it was black as pitch and only stood halfway up to his knee. After a moment, Azure began to recognize feathers, and within a matter of seconds, a crow squawked to life. 

	Well, that’s rather disappointing. He couldn’t help having wanted a giant cat or a dire wolf, something ferocious that would spark fear in the hearts of his foes, even if the creature couldn’t attack. Then again, something small and swift made more sense if the animal’s only purpose was to aid in his magic.

	Azure mentally commanded the crow to fly up onto his shoulder. He turned his head to the side, gazing into the bird’s black eyes. It screeched loudly into his ear, at which he immediately told it to remain silent. The crow cocked its head to the side questioningly but didn’t make another sound.

	“What should I call you?” Azure said to the bird only a second before the answer came to his mind. “Crowley. You will be Crowley from now on.”

	The crow flapped its wings twice in response, causing Azure to shy away from it slightly. When it settled again, he activated his Analyze ability. 

	 

	
		
				Name: Crowley

Race: Summon

Level: 5

Health: 25


		

	



	 

	Since it has Health, then I guess it can be killed. In one hit, by the looks of it. Should I ever use it for its intended purpose, I should probably keep it hidden in the trees.

	For now, there was no fear of the summon dying. Azure wanted to save his remaining Mana for the ride back to Squall’s End. To do that without having to eat any Blue Mushrooms, he could only spend 20 more Mana, which was the equivalent of one buff, one summon, or two uses of Dirty Move. He wanted to avoid using magic, if at all possible.

	Azure debated traveling with Crowley perched on his shoulder, but he realized that the next time he needed to draw his bow, the bird would have to fly away and would likely alert his enemies of his position, so Azure dismissed the crow to do as it pleased until ten minutes were up and it would disappear.

	With that experiment over, he continued his hunt, keeping Stealthed as he went. 

	Throughout the day, he found four training kobolds traveling solo and the others moving in pairs. The ones off by themselves were much easier to dispatch, typically going down from one to two shots of his bow. Even when he missed the first time, they didn’t get very far. 

	In pairs, the kobolds provided a bit more of a challenge. Azure would take the first one down with his bow. Then the second one would either run away, sending him on a wild goose chase through the forest, or charge him and engage in melee. With so many levels below him, they didn’t stand a chance. What damage Azure sustained in close range combat was minimal, and he was able to kill ten kobolds before it got so late that he thought it best to head back.

	Unfortunately, he didn’t meet his quota. After using his Loot Automizer Pendant on nine of the kobolds and butchering the tenth himself, he ended up with the following loot.




	 

	
		
				Kobold Fang


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.3 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Phalanges


				Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Brick of Crude Bronze


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.0 kg

Uses: Smelting.


		

		
				Kobold Hide


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 2.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Quantity: 3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

	



	 

	If he wanted to get this over faster, Azure would need to buy the rest of the hides to complete his quest from the merchants in town, but until he met up with Janine or the deadline on the quest approached, there was no need to rush. 

	Azure returned to Squall’s End, arriving after the merchants had already packed up for the night. With nothing else to do, he stopped by the inn to purchase another night’s stay, then headed to the tavern for dinner and to wait for his friends. 

	It was another long boring night with no one showing up but Uden. Once more, Azure worked to avoid him, leaving as soon as the half-imp arrived and then diverting to knock on the door to Janine’s room before returning to his own. 

	In the morning, he went back to the blacksmith to have the durability on his Loot Automizer Pendant renewed again. Then he sold his wares, aside from the Kobold Hide, for 9 silver and 1 copper. It was a meager haul, but some coin was better than none.

	Worried that he might be cursed with another boring night, Azure then headed to Zach’s stall and bought all the alchemy supplies he had for making Potions of Minor Healing for 2 gold, 8 silver, and 8 copper.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 79

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 62

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 19

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	Then Azure returned to Flatbarrow to rinse and repeat.

	It was another long day of slaughter. Counting on his Loot Automizer Pendant only gave Azure nine chances to acquire the hides that he needed, and that just wasn’t going to happen in a day. 

	Frustrated with his progress, Azure butchered the first kobold he killed, trying specifically to loot its hide. There was a marked difference between the pelts and the hides. While the pelts were still covered with tufts of fur, the hides were stripped clean and looked processed and ready to be made into clothing. Azure wasn’t sure how he was supposed to accomplish this.

	Dismantling the kobold produced the typical items.

	 

	
		
				Kobold Fang


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.3 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

		
				Kobold Phalanges


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

	



	 

	Azure took the pelt and stripped it of the tufts of fur. It still didn’t look like the hide in his inventory, but bringing up the item details showed that it had, in fact, changed. 

	 

	
		
				Ruined Kobold Pelt


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 2.5 kg

Uses: Crafting.


		

	



	 

	“Well, shit.” Azure tossed his Black Dagger down, the blade sticking in the dirt. He definitely wouldn’t be getting a hide this way. There must be something that he needed to do to the pelt to turn it into a hide—a skill that Azure didn’t yet possess. The only thing he could hope for was that his Loot Automizer Pendant would do the work for him. As it was, he was beginning to think he’d be better off just buying the hides in town. Otherwise, this might take the entire six days allowed to complete the quest, if not more.

	Whatever the case, Azure was in it for the long haul. If he didn’t get many hides today, he might admit defeat and spend tomorrow in town shopping for the rest. 

	The kobolds seemed a lot more spread out than the prior day. Also, there were more traveling solo, which Azure liked. On his very next kill, he received a level-up notification.

	 

	Congratulations! You are now Level 17! 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. 




	 

	With such weak enemies around, Azure didn’t bother taking the time to allocate his points or see what skills could be leveled. It was something he could spend time on when he returned to Squall’s End. For now, he wanted to kill eight more kobolds and see how many hides he could collect. There was no point in killing more than nine if he couldn’t craft the hides on his own.

	Having fewer enemies to slay made for a shorter day. Battle went much as it had the day before, with Azure relying primarily on his bow with the exception of the one kobold who was brave enough to face him in close combat. 

	Using his Loot Automizer Pendant on the remaining nine kobolds produced the following loot. 




	 

	
		
				Kobold Fang


				Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.3 kg

Uses: Crafting


		

		
				Kobold Phalanges


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg

Uses: Crafting


		

		
				Kobold Pelt


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 3.5 kg

Uses: Crafting


		

	



	 

	No hides at all.

	Azure was beyond frustrated, cursing the quest as he rode back to Squall’s End. His only solace was in the fact that he had leveled up again. He wasn’t so happy about that as much as he was that it meant Janine should have reached level 15 by now. If she wasn’t there already, she should be close. That meant they probably wouldn’t even have to take another Bounty quest. Whatever monsters they encountered on their way to Finborh should be enough to do the trick. No more waiting for Lonnell. All Azure needed to do now was find Janine, and they could be on their way. 

	With that in mind, he spent the rest of the afternoon scouring Squall’s End for the rest of the kobold hides he needed to complete his quest. There was no point in setting out again. 

	He found what he needed from one of the traveling merchants and bought the nine hides for 1 gold and 8 silver. Then he sold the rest of his wares for 3 gold, 8 silver, and 9 copper, giving him a profit of 2 gold and 9 silver.

	With a few slivers of light left, Azure headed to The Adventurers Guild, hoping he could turn the quest in before they closed, but the E line was six people deep, which meant that he probably wouldn’t make it on time, so he headed to the blacksmith instead to have his Loot Automizer Pendant repaired a final time. 

	“Do you think you could teach me how to fix this myself?” Azure asked as he watched over Garion’s shoulder. 

	Whatever the blacksmith was doing didn’t seem too complex. He filed down a bit of the pendant here and banged on it with his hammer there. Of course, Azure couldn’t see the intricacies of his work, but still.

	Once the pendant was repaired, the blacksmith handed it back to him with a large inhale of breath. “I’m afraid you’d have to be pretty advanced in jewelry crafting to be able to repair something like this. Magical items are more complex than simple pieces that have nothing but monetary value. 

	“Also, I’m not qualified to teach jewelry crafting. You’d have to go to Noseon for that.”

	Azure took the pendant and looked it over. “I don’t want to learn jewelry crafting. I just want to learn how to fix this particular pendant.”

	Garion shook his head. “You have to have a certain level in jewelry crafting to be able to do it. Until you learn jewelry crafting and level the skill up, there’d be no point in even trying.”

	That was disappointing, but Azure supposed it didn’t matter much in the grand scheme of things. Once he was traveling with Janine, he wouldn’t need to use the pendant thanks to her bestiary book. If he busted it out at all, it would likely be due to laziness. The pendant was a convenience, not a necessity.

	“Well, thanks for your help...and the information.” He raised the pendant to the blacksmith before taking his leave.

	With nothing left to do, Azure went to the inn to purchase another night’s stay. Hopefully, this would be his last in Squall’s End. Then he retired to his room, sitting on the bed to pull up his character sheet. 

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 17, 47% of the way to next level

Health: 420 / 370 (430) 

Mana: 130 / 400 (460)

Stamina: 330 / 340 (420)

Vitality: 20 (6)

Intelligence: 23 (6)

Strength: 17 (8)

Agility: 14 (5)

Dexterity: 15 (6)

Charisma: 11 (5)

Luck: 15 (2)

Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 45% of the way to next level

Stealth Lvl 4; 50% of the way to next level

Analyze Lvl 12; 87% of the way to next level

Cooking Lvl 7; 64% of the way to next level

Alchemy Lvl 8; 86% of the way to next level

Foraging Lvl 12; 72% of the way to next level

One-Handed Weapons Lvl 9; 58% of the way to next level

Tracking Lvl 2; 85% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 77% of the way to next level

Fishing Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level

Drinking Lvl 2; 55% of the way to next level

Land Magic Lvl 3; 80% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 5; 74% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	Running out of Mana continued to be a problem, so he placed two characteristic points into Intelligence and one into Vitality. Looking at his sheet now, it seemed like he was more geared toward being a mage than anything else. That kind of bothered him, but he did enjoy the safety of being physically distanced from his enemies.

	Next, Azure turned his attention to his skills. There was still nothing close to leveling up, so he decided to hold his skill leveling ability back yet again.

	Closing his character sheet, Azure settled on the floor and pulled out his mortar and pestle. For the next two and a half hours, he crushed and mixed ingredients together to make Potions of Minor Healing, leveling up his Alchemy skill once and producing thirty potions of various qualities.

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 9. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies!

	 

	Azure was tempted to immediately level the skill again, but with as much as he’d been doing Alchemy lately, he figured it would level on its own again soon enough. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 14

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 14

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	When he was ready for a break from making potions, Azure put his equipment away and headed downstairs to the tavern for dinner. On the menu tonight was some type of grilled bird and a small side salad. He picked at the meat, which happened to be particularly dry and flavorless, as he Analyzed people and waited for Janine to arrive. 

	About an hour later, Uden showed up, which Azure took as his cue to leave. When he stood and tried to pass by the half-imp, Uden stopped him with a hand placed firmly on his shoulder.

	“Are you avoiding me?” There was no beating around the bush. The half-imp didn’t look hurt. More inquisitive.

	“No. I’m just tired,” Azure lied.

	“Because it seems that every time I show up, you leave.” He frowned.

	“That’s because every time you’ve shown up, I’ve already been here for hours.” Another lie. 

	“Still, you’d think you could at least hang out for a bit. What else do you have to do?”

	“Sleep.” The string of fallacies continued. Even if Azure wanted to, he wouldn’t pass out until he was relatively sure that Janine wouldn’t be coming back for the night. It would be at least another few hours of ping-ponging between his room and hers and crafting potions in the interim.

	“You’re becoming as boring as Lonnell.” Uden huffed, removing his hand from Azure’s shoulder to allow him to pass.

	Azure didn’t deign to reply. It wasn’t worth arguing about.

	He continued to the inn and made a detour to Janine’s room. When he knocked on the door, he didn’t expect a response. Azure was about to turn away when he heard heavy footsteps approaching. Freezing in place, his heart alighted with the thought that this would finally be it. They could start making plans to leave Squall’s End.

	But when the door opened, it wasn’t Janine on the other side. A monster of a man, seven feet tall and broad as a barrel, gazed down at him with a furrowed brow. “What do you want?” The gruffness in his voice suggested that Azure was interrupting something. 

	“Is Janine here?” Azure tried to peer around the man, but the girth of his body blocked the room from view.

	“Who’s Janine?”

	His head jutted back in confusion. “The dwarf that’s been staying in this room.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just rented this room today.”

	A realization hit Azure like a ton of bricks, the gravity of which was so intense that his body actually wavered for a second. His eyes went wide and blank as he stared through the man. 

	Janine had left him behind.  


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	THE REALM – Day 99

	 

	 

	“I’m sorry to have bothered you.” Azure’s voice was as somber as a grave, and he walked away from the room like a ghost floating down the hallway. 

	A mix of emotions stabbed at his chest. He felt betrayed, hurt, and angry. All this time, he’d been trying to get everyone together for a Bounty quest so that Janine could level up and they could leave Squall’s End faster. When she wasn’t around and he was off on his own, days ticked by endlessly. All he could think about—all he looked forward to—was the day that they began their journey to find a way to leave The Realm.

	Of course, he had understood her concern that there might be only one wish, but Azure had been sincere when he said she could have it. He had no one to go back to on Earth. And while life here sucked, he wasn’t a big enough dick to deny a mother the right to be with her children. Azure thought that Janine had trusted him when he told her that he just wanted to come along to find out if there was a way for them to both go back, but it was evident that the trust hadn’t extended both ways.

	Clearly, she hadn’t just been impatient to level. She’d purposely been trying to lose Azure, avoiding him in a similar fashion to how he’d been avoiding Uden. It made him feel like shit.

	Part of him wanted to go back to the tavern and info dump to Uden. Another part of him wanted to start out on the journey on his own. Maybe he could beat Janine to Finborh. Then he could wait there, saving the wish for her, to show her that she had been wrong not to trust him. But the biggest part of him just wanted to go to bed and hope that this immense feeling of betrayal passed by the morning. It felt like someone had taken a melon baller and carved deeply into his chest. The sheer gravity of the betrayal weighed him down. 

	Azure opted for the third option, trudging back to his room to sleep early. After lying on the bed staring up at the ceiling for several hours, he came to the conclusion that he’d still make the trip. In the morning, Azure would turn in his quest to The Adventurers Guild. Then he’d ask around about where to find Finborh. 

	Would it really be so easy to find a God? He wondered. Did they stay in one place or travel around? Would he have to do some crazy quest to summon him? There were a million questions. Now that he thought about it, Azure wished he would have spoken to Janine more about what they would be up against—what he would now be up against alone. Damn, did he ever want to beat her there. And he could now that he had the Summon Mount spell. He would ride day and night if he had to. Whatever it took.

	Determination lightened Azure’s mood as he turned over onto his side and closed his eyes. In the grand scheme of things, this was just a minor setback. He would catch up to Janine…or pass her. 

	Knowing that he had a speed advantage and that his day would mostly be spent traveling, Azure slept in the next morning. When he awoke, he packed up his belongings and headed downstairs to turn in his key to the innkeeper. 

	The innkeeper, whose name Azure had learned long ago was Bryson, placed his hand on top of the key. Strands of stringy white hair fell in front of his pale blue eyes. He was surprisingly young for having a full head of white hair, Azure guessed somewhere in his late thirties. 

	“You know that if you turn this in now, you’re just going to be back to pick it up again later tonight.” Bryson gave him a polite smile.

	“Not today.” Azure shook his head. He was about to turn away but then figured this was as good a place as any to start his search for Finborh. He opened his mouth for a second, trying to think of what to say, then closed it before opening it again. “The dwarf who was staying here, the one who was renting the room for favors. Janine Cossey,” he clarified further. “Did she happen to say where she was going when she left here? Or which direction she was headed in?”

	The man’s friendly expression instantly wilted, and a look of sympathy took over. Now he seemed to be the one struggling to find words. “Janine died,” he said softly.

	All the unpleasant negative emotions Azure had felt last night did nothing to prepare him for hearing those words. The melon baller had turned into a shotgun, blowing a hole in his center so deep that it penetrated all the way through his very being.

	“She died?” was all he was able to choke out. “Like…died?” Azure knew he sounded stupid, but he just couldn’t believe what he had just heard. It could not be real. Surely, he’d misinterpreted. 

	“Yes.” Bryson lowered his gaze. “It is such a shame. The Adventurers Guild came to inform me yesterday.” 

	“The Adventurers Guild,” Azure parroted with a bit more malice. A thousand thoughts flowed through his mind then. None of them pleasant.

	Clearly, he had gotten it all wrong.

	Perhaps Janine had been even more eager to level up than he had given her credit for. Maybe she tried to take on a Bounty on her own and had bitten off more than she could chew. 

	“Did they give you any more information than that?” he asked before he let his mind wander too far.

	“No. I’m afraid not.”

	“And her body? Her belongings? Where are they?” Part of him needed to see to make sure this was even real.

	“I don’t know. Most of what she owned, she had on her when she died. The rest, The Adventurers Guild collected. I imagine they’ll turn it in to her family.”

	She has no family here.

	Interrupting his thoughts, Bryson said, “If you want to know more, you’ll have to go to The Adventurers Guild.”

	“Thank you,” Azure replied, though he certainly wasn’t happy for the information.

	Taking a deep breath, he walked out of the inn and headed to The Adventurers Guild. Breakfast could wait. This was far more important.

	Each step was filled with impatient purpose, stunted when he saw that the E line was six people deep. Everything in Azure wanted to push his way to the front, but he knew that all he’d earn would be a chastisement. Mel could be sympathetic at times…but not that sympathetic. Dying in the line of duty was a large possibility for an Adventurer. Death was probably something that the clerks dealt with on an almost daily basis. Their job was not to console the grieving friends and families of the Adventurers. Their job was to keep the lines moving as if nothing had happened at all.

	Azure waited for his turn, but his nerves shook his body. He tapped his foot, Analyzed the few people he’d never seen before, and fidgeted to try to pass the time, but the line moved like molasses under the weight of what he had to ask. 

	It was almost noon before Azure got his turn. He placed his quest paper down on the counter and then dug through his Bag of Holding for the kobold hides, speaking at the same time. Multitasking was difficult when he felt so emotionally cloudy, but Azure knew that Mel was not a patient man.

	“Janine Cossey, the dwarf that I was partied with for the past two Bounty quests, the innkeeper told me she’s dead. Is it true?” He glanced at the clerk as he placed the hides, one at a time, on the counter.

	Mel’s look of annoyance at the fact that Azure was clearly stalling faltered, and his voice softened. “Yes. My condolences for your loss.”

	“How did she die?” Azure got straight to the point. He knew he didn’t have much time to ask everything he needed.

	The clerk snorted in disdain, his eyes shooting over to the Open Quests board on the wall near the door to The Adventurers Guild. “It was James Bower and his despicable Bower Boys. You’d think as we slowly kill them off, they’d stop killing us off and move on.”

	Azure was too busy processing what he’d heard to listen as the clerk rambled on about the nuisance that the Bower Boys had been to the people of Squall’s End and the surrounding area. When he had first seen the Bower Boys quest, Azure had been terrified of running into them. With few possessions and a desperate desire to attend magic school, he couldn’t afford to lose what he’d earned. At one point, he’d even elected to leave his coin at the inn. But as Azure continued to travel the area and didn’t hear any accounts of run-ins with the Bower Boys, he grew braver. Over time, he had forgotten that they were a threat at all except for when he looked at the Open Quests board and saw their Bounty still posted. 

	“What did you do with her body and her belongings?” Azure asked his final question.

	Mel licked his lips and shook his head. “There wasn’t anything on her when they found her. The Bower Boys stripped her bare.” He shifted with discomfort.

	“Do you mean to tell me they…” his voice trailed off.

	The E line clerk nodded solemnly and then sighed. “They typically leave low-level townspeople alone after they rob them. But Adventurers…They don’t deal with Adventurers kindly. Especially women. Gods, Azure, I’m sorry to be the one telling you this.” For the first time ever, Mel seemed genuinely empathetic. There was no rush to his words—no sense that he was just going to drop this information on Azure and then shoo him off. 

	Azure was so angry that he was shaking, but still, he steeled himself. “Her body. What did you do with her body?” His words were punctuated. Now he was the one who sounded impatient, but he couldn’t help it. He was doing everything he could just to hold himself together.

	Returning to his more professional disposition, Mel said, “As far as we know, she didn’t have any family around here. None that we could track, at least. When that happens, we send the bodies of dwarves to The Motionless Mountains. That’s where most dwarves who come here are born. Even if they’re not, there’s a registry in The Motionless Mountains that keeps an account of all dwarves born in Patheana. They should be able to locate her family and notify them.”

	“She doesn’t have any family here,” Azure said under his breath, grieving the fact that his friend was lost to him. 

	Mel was back to business, picking up his stamp to imprint the word ‘Complete’ on Azure’s quest sheet.

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: Hides for Clothes has been completed.

	 

	You have collected the necessary items. They will be delivered to the client. You have earned 7 silver, 1 Quest Point, and 255XP. You have also received the following item:

	 

	
		
				Black Leather Cloak


				Defense: +1

Agility: +2

Dexterity: +2

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.0 kg 


		

	



	 

	The leather was supple and light, though the tailoring of the cloak was a bit plain. Azure equipped it immediately.

	“Would you like another quest?” Mel asked, one hand placed upon the stack of quests he had to dish out to Adventurers. 

	It was clear he understood the grieving process—that Azure might want to take some time off from questing to deal with the loss of his friend.

	“No. Thank you.” Azure walked away from the counter, making a beeline for the Open Quests board.

	Sure enough, there it was. Dead center.

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Defeat The Bower Boys


		

		
				Outlaw James Bower has brought his despicable Bower Boys to Squall's End. They've been robbing people along the various roads leading into the city. These menaces need to be dealt with...permanently. Find them, kill them, and bring James Bower's severed head to The Adventurers Guild as proof that the deed has been done.

 

Designation: D

Type: Bounty

Difficulty: Very Hard

Requirements: Character Level 40 

One-Handed or Two-Handed Weapons Skill Level 47

Agility 44

Deadline: 7 days

Success: Kill all 6 members of The Bower Boys

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 11 gold

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	Azure noticed that the reward had gone back up from 8 gold and 8 silver to 11 gold. It had gone down when one of the Bower Boys had been slain. Perhaps Janine’s death had made it increase, considering that she wasn’t even hunting for the Bower Boys. Whatever the case, the money didn’t matter. The quest requirements were still too high for him to claim it. Even with a full party, they didn’t stand a chance. 

	Azure turned to the room and pointed to the quest, raising his voice loud enough so that everyone could hear. “I will add 10 gold to the reward for anyone who takes and completes this quest right now.” 

	“You can’t do that!” Mel called back to him. “All rewards need to be submitted to Quest Submission.” He only sounded slightly annoyed.

	Azure scowled, not wanting to waste his time. When he had said right now, he had meant it. He wasn’t about to submit the money to Quest Submission, then wait for however long it took for someone to be brave enough to claim the quest.

	“I’ll do it,” a heavy bass said from the middle of the D line. The man who stepped out of line to claim it was impressively muscular. Even Azure felt intimidated as he walked over to take the offer.

	Dusky skin contrasted against a matching set of armor so light in color that it had to be made of platinum or mithril. A giant buster sword was strapped to his back, looking like it weighed a hundred pounds. If anyone could take down the Bower Boys, Azure was pretty sure it was this guy.

	“The 10 gold you offered now, the rest when I complete the quest,” the man said.

	“Credentials.” Azure wanted to be sure that this guy didn’t just look the part.

	 

	Shane Garside has asked to join your party. Will you accept?

	 

	Azure thought yes, and the prompt disappeared. He wasn’t sure what he had expected. Perhaps to see more information on Shane than was usually available, but all he got was the same that he’d always seen when he looked at a party member’s character sheet.

	 

	
		
				Name: Shane Garside

Race: Human

Level: 40

Health: 600 / 600  

Mana: 530 / 520 (530)

Stamina: 680 / 680


		

	



	 

	 “Take the quest, and I’ll give you the coin.” Azure nodded to the board.

	Shane ripped the Bower Boys quest from the board with a swift jerk while Azure dug into his Bag of Holding for the gold. Once he placed it in Shane’s hand, the man disbanded from him and turned to walk away.

	“How will I know that you completed the quest?” Azure called to him.

	“Check in with The Adventurers Guild every few days. They’ll let you know,” Shane said over his shoulder before disappearing.

	Azure sighed, feeling like a weight had been lifted from him. That was the quickest 10 gold he’d ever spent, and he didn’t regret it for a second. The one thing he did regret was that he wasn’t strong enough to take on the Bower Boys by himself. It seemed like cheating to use someone else to get his revenge. This was beyond his capabilities, though.

	With that done, Azure had to figure out what to do next. He felt completely frazzled and depressed. Part of him wanted to try to figure out how to retrieve Janine’s body. In all honesty, he and Bryson were probably the closest to family that she had in The Realm. She deserved a proper burial as was fit her Christian religion. 

	He needed more information—needed to find out how she had gone to The Motionless Mountains, whether by cart or Teleportation Prisms. Azure wasn’t even sure if Teleportation Prisms worked on corpses. When Valerio Smyth had used one, his dog Max had automatically teleported with him. Maybe it worked the same way for inanimate objects. It felt strange and disrespectful to think of Janine that way, but that’s exactly what she was now. 

	Azure glanced back at the E line. Mel would be pissed if he stepped back in to inquire about how they planned to transport Janine. When he thought about it, though, it made more sense to use Teleportation Prisms. Carting her to The Motionless Mountains would take days. Unless they had some way of preserving her body, it would likely begin decomposing during the trip. Thinking about it was unpleasant.

	Maybe he should just leave it be. While Janine was from Earth, she now belonged to The Realm. He could only hope that the dwarves of The Motionless Mountains would be respectful of her body. 

	Feeling mentally defeated, Azure pulled himself in the only direction that his feet agreed to go in. He went to the tavern.

	Food and ale were placed before him, but he wasn’t hungry. The desire to drown everything that he was thinking and feeling caused him to gulp down his beverage. Now that he’d gotten over the initial shock of discovering that Janine had died, guilt filled him for ever thinking that she would betray him. 

	When he had drunk so much that he could no longer sit up straight, Azure ate what bits of food he had room for in his ale-filled belly, then he stumbled back to the inn to purchase a week this time. 

	“I was right. You did come back,” Bryson told him with a soft smile.

	“I need to sleep,” Azure half-slurred, half-whispered as he placed 2 gold and 4 silver on the counter.

	Then he went up to his room and did just that.  

	When he awoke a few hours later, the pounding in his head helped to stave off some of the negative emotions plaguing him. But it wasn’t enough. Azure returned to the tavern to drink himself into oblivion once more. 

	While he didn’t particularly care to look for his companions, he was surprised when he saw Lonnell enter the tavern. Lonnell walked up to greet him, weary but without the emotional burden of knowing he’d lost a friend and comrade.

	“Had enough?” He tapped one of the three empty horns sitting in front of Azure. 

	Azure had been ordering his next beer before he’d even finished his last.

	“The news clearly hasn’t reached you,” he replied a bit bitterly, as if the whole world should have heard about Janine’s death by now.

	“What news?” Lonnell raised an eyebrow as he sat.

	“Janine’s dead,” he tried to sound pointed, but the words just came out of his mouth malformed.

	Lonnell’s expression pinched even more. “What do you mean she’s dead?” He shook his head. “I mean how?”

	“Fuckin’ Bower Boys.”

	“Bower Boys,” he parroted distantly, as if he didn’t remember them.

	“Yeah. James Bower. Gang of thieves.” Azure made a grand gesture into the air. “They…” his voice trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to say what they’d done to her. “I hired someone to take care of them,” Azure said instead.

	“Hired someone?” Lonnell quirked back slightly. “Isn’t that the whole point of the quest being posted on the Open Quests board?”

	He ordered an ale when the barmaid arrived. 

	“I added 10 gold to the Bounty.” For half a second, Azure felt like he’d bankrupted himself, but then he remembered that he still had 60 gold left. Damn. He was so drunk that his memory was starting to lapse. Too bad the alcohol wasn’t taking away the memory of what had happened to his friend.

	“10 gold.” Lonnell’s eyes widened. “That’s a lot of coin.”

	“I can’t kill em’,” Azure said as a wave of sleepiness suddenly came over him. “Quest requirement is level 40. I’m still a ways away.”

	“We all are,” he commented. “Well, that’s a bummer.”

	While Lonnell’s expression had changed, he still didn’t look anywhere near as upset as Azure felt. Again, anger surged to the forefront.

	A bummer? That’s more than a bummer. That’s completely fucked up. Completely horrible. Did you miss the rape part?

	Azure felt like the words were coming out of his mouth, but they weren’t. Perhaps it was better that way. He didn’t need the added negativity of fighting with his friend.

	“They took her body to The Motionless Mountains,” he said, just to make conversation.

	Lonnell remained silent until the barmaid brought his drink over. Then he raised his glass. “To Janine.”

	“To Janine.”

	They clinked horns, and Azure drained the contents of his. He felt nauseous, but he wasn’t sure if it was because of everything he was feeling or because he’d passed his drinking limit long ago.

	Uden showed up a few minutes later, finding his brother scarfing down a meal while Azure leaned over his empty horn staring at the wood of the table.

	“What’s wrong with him?” He thumbed to his friend.

	“Janine died,” Lonnell told him somberly.

	Hearing it brought Azure back to life. He felt like shit and needed to go lie down, but he wasn’t sure he had the mental capacity to get his body working. Using what coherency he had left, Azure tried to stand but ended up falling onto the bench before he was able to get a leg over it.

	Lonnell stood, and Uden rushed around the table to grab ahold of his friend before Azure toppled over completely. “I’ve got him.”

	“I think he needs to go back to his room.”

	“I need ta piss first,” was the last thing Azure remembered saying before everything went black.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	THE REALM – Day 102

	 

	 

	Another dose of physical pain to cover up the psychological scarring.

	Azure awoke in his bed, staring at the wall. Just opening his eyes caused needles to plunge into his brain. Existence was pain in so many ways. Tears came to his eyes unbidden, the emotions of everything he’d been through since coming to The Realm swallowing him like a wave. For the first time in a long time, he felt utterly and completely alone. He wanted to believe that none of this was real—that it had all been a bad dream—that he’d woken in his bed at home on Earth. But the wooden walls didn’t lie. His apartment had cream-color painted drywall. This was not his room in his shitty little apartment. This was an even less luxurious place inside The Realm. This was his new life—his prison. A life he was beginning to believe he’d never get used to.

	Azure cried silently, not daring to turn and see if Uden was in the room with him. Vaguely, he remembered the half-imp trying to help him stand. That was about the time that he’d lost all capacity to care for himself.

	He finally mustered up the strength to roll over with a groan. Azure was admittedly a bit surprised to see Uden sitting by the window gazing outside. The half-imp had never been partial to the light, but now it seemed that he was soaking it in, his expression contemplative.

	Uden turned his attention to his friend and smiled. “Good morning, sunshine.”

	It was evident by the pallet laid out on the floor that the half-imp had spent the night. There was also a bucket next to Azure’s bed filled with vomit. The smell of it made him wretch, sending stomach acid shooting up his throat to add to the bucket’s contents. 

	Uden wrinkled his nose but approached nonetheless, sitting on the side of the bed to rub Azure’s back. “Get it all out.”

	“You are…nurturing,” Azure said awkwardly as soon as he’d finished hurling and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. Apparently, the half-imp had taken his chainmail off sometime in the middle of the night. All of Azure’s armor was piled up in a corner of the room.

	“Not hardly.” Uden laughed. “But I hate owing favors. You did the same for me, so…” His eyes widened, and then a grin spread across his lips as he looked at Azure. “Tell me, did you have to hold my dick when I pissed, too?”

	Azure pushed away from him. “Ugh. You’re disgusting.”

	“Hey. It was either that or you pissed down your leg. As it was, I couldn’t save your boot in time.” He glanced over at where Azure’s boots were sitting next to his armor.

	“I suppose I should thank you,” Azure grumbled before laying back down. The world was less miserable on his back.

	“Thank me? Oh, you wouldn’t dream of it,” the half-imp teased.

	“You’re right. I wouldn’t.” He crossed his arms over his eyes to block out the sun. “I wish it were night.”

	“Well, if you’re not going to die,” Uden stood suddenly, “then I’m going to head back down to the docks to wait for Ruthren. I’ll come back tonight and check on you.”

	For several moments after the half-imp had left, Azure thought that the silence was a blessing. But then unpleasant thoughts and memories came creeping back in.

	Azure tried to force himself back to sleep to no avail. He was trapped in a hell of depression. Fits of silent crying plagued him off and on throughout the day, spurred by the alcohol working its way out of his system. He spent a good three more hours retching the emptiness in his stomach into the bucket. The sun was starting to set on the horizon before he finally felt well enough to try to hold down some food.

	Dragging himself to the tavern was a true labor. Putting on his boots confirmed that he had pissed on at least one of them. The smell was definitely there. Briefly, Azure wondered if Uden had done anything to him in his sleep, but then he let the thought pass. Aside from a bump on his head and a bruise on his arm where the half-imp had undoubtedly ripped him up from the floor, Azure felt unmolested. 

	Once he was seated at the tavern, the barmaid placed a bowl of porridge in front of him. While he wasn’t particularly excited about the meal, it was one of the better ones to help settle his stomach. Watching everyone around him drink worked as a countermeasure, however. This was one of those times when Azure wished there was a restaurant in Squall’s End that didn’t serve ale. But this was it.

	It felt like it took hours for him to get down the bowl of porridge. Azure would take a few bites, his stomach would turn, he’d stop and stare at the table for a few minutes, and then he’d try again. By the time he finished eating, Uden was making good on his word to come check on him. 

	The half-imp walked over and sat across from Azure. “Feeling any better?”

	“I’m not lying in bed anymore, am I?” Glancing up at the Uden hurt.

	“No. I suppose you’re not.” Ignoring Azure’s weak stomach, the half-imp ordered an ale whenever the barmaid walked over.

	“Considerate,” Azure muttered under his breath.

	“Would you like one?” Uden offered, knowing full and well that Azure would decline. “Janine was more your friend than mine, after all.”

	“You’re a snake,” Azure told him, though venom didn’t reach his voice.

	“You say to the man who helped you last night. Lonnell would have left you lying on the tavern floor.” The half-imp looked down at his nails.

	“No, he wouldn’t have.” He rolled his eyes. If anything, Lonnell was the more responsible one.

	“Whatever the case, you survived the night, thanks to me. You should be more grateful.”

	Azure sulked slightly, wondering if Uden now felt like Azure had after he’d helped him through getting over being rejected from magic school. It was strange and a bit interesting to see their roles reversed.

	“Janine is dead. What does it really matter in the grand scheme of things?” The half-imp waved his hand dismissively. “You’re just going to continue sticking around here and toiling away until you complete all of your magic school classes. Nothing has really changed.”

	It bothered Azure how heartless Uden sounded. The half-imp still had no idea that Azure planned to leave Squall’s End, and Azure wasn’t about to let Uden in on his secret. “I suppose you’re right,” he said a bit blankly.

	Out of consideration for the aid that he’d offered the night before, Azure sat with the half-imp while he finished eating. Then he retired to his room. Tomorrow, he’d go to The Adventurers Guild to see if Shane had made any progress on the Bower Boys quest. After that…Azure wasn’t really sure what he would do.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	THE REALM – Day 103

	 

	 

	It was nice that there was a deadline for the Bower Boys quest. That way, Azure knew when he could expect it to be completed. Shane had 7 days to finish the quest. Briefly, Azure wondered why an Open Quest would even have a deadline. The quest had been sitting on the board for a lot longer than 7 days.

	With nothing else to do, he woke up when he pleased, grateful that the horrible hangover had passed. There was still a numbness inside of him from knowing that Janine was gone, but it was dulling slowly. For that, he was also grateful. Thinking about it hurt, so he did his best not to.

	By some miracle, the line at The Adventurers Guild was short. Azure only had to wait behind one person before reaching Mel.

	“You bounced back quickly,” the E line clerk said with a soft smile.

	“I’m not here for a quest.” Azure stopped him before he could start lining up quest papers on the counter. “I’m here to find out if Shane turned in the Bower Boys quest yet.”

	“He has not.” Mel shook his head. 

	“Thanks. That will be all.” Azure waved back to him as he walked away.

	His time might have been better spent taking on a quest, but Azure didn’t feel like putting in the work. He was good on money, for now, so questing wasn’t particularly important. Spending it would make him feel a little better. While shopping wasn’t his standard go-to for dealing with depression, Azure knew that it released dopamine in his brain, especially if he was shopping for something that he really wanted. But there was nothing in The Realm that he really wanted.

	Azure passed a good portion of the day by browsing the various shops in Squall’s End. He bought an apple from a woman selling fruit. It had been a while since he’d tasted the sweetness of it. For as much as he hadn’t been overly fond of fruit on Earth, here it was like having candy.

	Once he’d finished the apple, Azure went to the bowyer to restock his supply of arrows. The man chatted with him about how Azure enjoyed his new bow before making the transaction. While Azure was certain he’d run across other merchants as he traveled Patheana, he wanted to be sure he was well stocked, so he coughed up 11 gold, 4 silver, and 8 copper to bring him up to 99 steel arrows. The bowyer seemed overjoyed by the large sale.

	Azure stuffed his quiver with arrows, then placed the rest that wouldn’t fit into his Bag of Holding. Since each arrow was good for two uses, he shouldn’t need to buy anymore for a while.

	The next merchant Azure visited was Zach. He sold the man 14 Average quality Potions of Minor Healing and 14 Poor quality potions for 12 gold and 6 silver. Then he bought up what alchemy supplies he could to make more, though he wasn’t sure he’d get to using them before he left Squall’s End. Not that it mattered. Potions of Minor Healing probably sold for the same amount all over The Realm.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 71

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 67

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 37

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	 Azure parted with 3 gold, 1 silver, and 5 copper for the components. Then he continued on his way, not giving pause again until he approached the pleasure house.

	The thought crossed his mind that there were other ways to improve his morose mood. It didn’t take much consideration. Azure’s options for how to spend the rest of his evening had been whittled down to crafting potions, drinking at the tavern, or this. Without another moment of hesitation, he turned toward the pleasure house and walked inside.

	Frida, the dwarven woman that Uden had bedded, was lounging around in the waiting area, but the rest of the offerings were new. Two women, one with curly auburn hair held up in a bunch on top of her head and the other with smooth blonde tresses, sat chattering in a corner. As soon as Azure entered, they quieted themselves and straightened, their breasts rising to full height bound in tight corsets. The dresses they wore spoke of pure luxury. Azure could only imagine that they were expensive. For as beautiful as both women were, though, he had his mind on another prize.

	“Eila,” Azure said the second that Paul rounded the corner. “I want Eila.”

	A broad grin spread across the brothel owner’s lips. “I knew you were a man of good taste from the moment I first laid eyes on you,” he said before calling back for the sultry Goddess.

	She came around the corner like a cat, one long slender leg moving in front of the other. Today she was draped in a golden dress that looked straight from Greece. Her dark skin contrasted beautifully with the shimmering fabric, each peek as she stepped forward, driving Azure’s lust for her.

	“I had hoped you’d return.” Eila pressed her body against Azure, immediately getting a response.

	He knew it was probably a lie. She was paid to pretend. But he would be pretending too, so what did it really matter. 

	Azure handed Paul 10 gold, and then Eila took his hand and led him upstairs for an hour he would never forget.

	Time passes too quickly, Azure thought with a satisfied sigh as he headed back to the inn. Almost as soon as the thought came to him, he realized it was an oxymoron. All Azure wanted was for James Bower and his Bower Boys to meet their demise as soon as possible. But that hour had definitely gone by too quickly. By the time it was over, he had half-considered spending another 10 gold to be lost in the fantasy that the pleasure house provided for a bit longer. 

	His hedonism had its limits, though. There was no way to tell how much money he’d need to have saved back to complete the journey to Finborh once he left Squall’s End. At least, Azure now felt a little less depressed. It had been worth every copper, even if the relief didn’t last for very long. 

	Wanting to recoup some of the money he’d spent, Azure sat in his room and began working on crafting Potions of Minor Healing. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 37

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 19

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 4

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	He toiled into the late evening, until his hands ached and he was exhausted from the labor. Then Azure put away the potions he’d crafted and headed down to the tavern for dinner.

	There was a different feeling to going to the tavern than there had been in days past. Tonight, he wasn’t waiting for anyone. Azure didn’t care if Lonnell or Uden showed up. He wasn’t looking for them. The pressing need for having his companions all together had passed. Once the Bower Boys quest was complete, Azure would leave Squall’s End. Alone.

	He ordered an ale and supped on a meat pie. The food tasted particularly delicious today; Azure told the barmaid to praise the chef. Similar to how he had felt after burning himself alive, it was another day where he appreciated every moment that he still breathed. The air smelled crisper, doing tedious work hadn’t been quite so boring, and the feel of Eila beneath him—though there had been no emotional connection between them—had been more exquisite than any woman he had ever held before. Life just meant more to him today than it usually did. It seemed to be a feeling unique to The Realm, and though he enjoyed being mindful of every little thing that he typically took for granted, the frequency of which it had been happening made him yearn for his dull old life back on Earth. As soon as Azure finished eating, and drinking his ale, he headed back to his room to get to bed early.

	Due to sleeping so early, he woke before the sun had risen. For having gotten an early start, there was a line of Adventurers waiting outside of The Adventurers Guild for it to open. Unfortunately, it seemed that most of the people who had been waiting ended up in the E line. Azure stood around Analyzing the unfamiliar faces until a notification popped up.

	 

	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. 

	 

	It took a little over an hour before he finally got his turn. Azure stepped up to the E counter, half expecting Mel to tell him that the Bower Boys quest hadn’t been completed yet. What he hadn’t expected, was this… 

	“Shane Garside is dead,” Mel told him plainly. There was more accusation in his voice than sympathy, as if Azure had been the cause.

	“What?” His mouth dropped open.

	“James Bower and his Bower Boys strike again.” The clerk sighed heavily.

	“But he qualified for the quest.” Azure felt shocked to his core. 

	“If you don’t believe me, see for yourself. The quest is back on the Open Quests board.” Mel pointed at the board.

	“You can’t be serious.” He didn’t want to believe that the Bower Boys had claimed the life of yet another Adventurer. And this time, it kind of was his fault.

	“Do you want to take a quest? If not…” The clerk looked at the line of Adventurers waiting behind Azure.

	Azure filed out of line, his jaw hanging slack as he tried to process this new information. The Bower Boys hadn’t been defeated. What was worse was that someone else was dead because of them.

	Shane Garside had been strong. At level 40, he had been decked out even better than Sir Nash Thornton had been. That buster sword had looked like serious business. If he couldn’t kill James Bower, then who could?

	Each step was wrought with emotional weight as Azure carried himself over to the Open Quests board. Seeing the Bower Boys quest pinned to it yet again felt like a nightmare. They were just men, but at this point, the Bower Boys seemed more like Gods. Why were they so undefeatable?

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Defeat The Bower Boys


		

		
				Outlaw James Bower has brought his despicable Bower Boys to Squall's End. They've been robbing people along the various roads leading into the city. These menaces need to be dealt with...permanently. Find them, kill them, and bring James Bower's severed head to The Adventurers Guild as proof that the deed has been done.

 

Designation: D

Type: Bounty

Difficulty: Very Hard

Requirements: Character Level 36 

One-Handed or Two-Handed Weapons Skill Level 43

Agility 40

Deadline: 7 days

Success: Kill all 5 members of The Bower Boys

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 11 gold

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	There’s one less, Azure noticed. He managed to kill one of them. Somehow, that had made the Character Level requirement go down, but it was still higher than Azure qualified for. 

	It was selfish—maybe even a waste of money—but he wasn’t going to give up. “I’ll add 10 gold to the reward for this quest for anyone who claims and completes it right now,” Azure called to his fellow Adventurers again.

	“Gods damn it, Azure! You know you can’t do that.” Mel’s face pinched in annoyance.

	Azure ignored him. “There are only five Bower Boys now. 21 gold is a lot, even if you have to split it with your party,” he said to the room.

	Few heads even turned in his direction. Between the D, C, and B lines, there were only 8 Adventurers. 5 in the D line, 1 in the C line, and 2 in the B line. The A line was empty.

	When no one answered his call, Azure raised the bar. “Make that 15 extra gold. I’ll give 15 extra gold to whoever completes this quest.”

	A woman walked through the door leading to the back workings of The Adventurers Guild. Azure had seen her before but had never spoken to her. She wore a scowl on her face as she took long strides toward him.

	“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the woman said in a voice that was strictly business. “I understand that you’re upset, but you’re causing a disruption.”

	Anger surged inside of Azure. Was she really going to kick him out when he was just trying to get this one quest completed? Adventurers were dying left and right because of the Bower Boys.

	“Why isn’t this a quest that you offer to them?” He gestured irritably to the Adventurers standing in the D line. “The Designation has been reduced from C to D. Doesn’t that mean it should have cycled through the D line before being placed back on the board?”

	“It did,” the woman assured him. “And now it’s back on the board again.” She gestured to the quest.

	“Adventurers are dying,” Azure emphasized.

	“Adventurers die every day. If you can’t handle that, then don’t be an Adventurer. If you can’t handle watching your friends die, then don’t be friends with Adventurers,” the woman said firmly.

	Damn. She was a stone-cold bitch. There wasn’t even an ounce of sympathy on her face. The woman seemed too young to be so heartless, somewhere in her late 20s. Her long black hair was cut into bangs in the front. Brown eyes set behind round-framed glasses displayed a soul as hard as steel.

	“I will find someone to take this quest,” Azure insisted almost spitefully.

	“Well, you won’t do it here or you’ll have your membership revoked,” she shot back. “If you want to add to the reward, get in the Quest Submission line. Otherwise, get out.” The woman pointed to each place respectively. 

	Azure’s jaw tensed. He wanted to spit venom at her, but now wasn’t the time to vent his frustrations. Restraining himself from an outburst that was just on the surface, Azure glanced over at the Quest Submission line. It wouldn’t take anything for him to turn in the money, but it irritated him that there was no way to tell when the quest would be completed. He wanted it done yesterday. That’s why he had personally paid someone to do it. That had been a bust, though, and Azure was still left waiting.

	With one last glaring look at the woman, who he now assumed to be the office manager, he turned and stalked out, making a beeline for the tavern. Surely to God, there were some brave Adventurers there that would be willing to take on this quest. 

	With the same determination as he’d shown at The Adventurers Guild, Azure made his way to the middle of the room. Then he crawled on top of a table and whistled to get everyone’s attention. All eyes turned toward him, and the patrons grew silent as they waited for his announcement.

	“As some of you may or may not know, there have been a group of thugs wandering around Squall’s End lately known as the Bower Boys. There’s a quest posted about them on the Open Quests board at The Adventurers Guild. They have claimed the life of a dear friend of mine as well as several other Adventurers. Right now, the reward for completing the quest is 11 gold. I will add 14 more gold to that to bring the total up to 25 gold for anyone willing to go to The Adventurers Guild with me right now, claim, and complete the quest.”

	Most of the people listening turned their attention back to their meals. A few eyes lingered on Azure, some seeming more interested than others.

	“Would we get the 14 gold before or after the quest is completed?” one man asked.

	“Before.” That was the enticing factor, the thing that was meant to motivate someone to take the quest. Azure expected it to be enough to cause several people to jump at it, but no one moved.

	After a short while, everyone settled back into ignoring Azure.

	“Is no one interested in earning extra coin?” he asked the room a final time, regaining a few sets of eyes that quickly looked away.

	There was his answer.

	Feeling defeated, Azure climbed down from the table. Perhaps turning the coin into The Adventurers Guild was the only way to make this happen. He sat and sulked, going over his options. Discontentment from the way he’d been treated at The Adventurers Guild still coursed through him. Determined to find someone to take the quest, Azure decided he would stay in the tavern all day, waiting until this batch of patrons left and another batch came to take their place. Then he’d make the announcement again. He’d do this all day if he had to.

	The day was long and fruitless. Each time Azure stood on the table, it was with less hope and vigor. Many of the patrons seemed annoyed by his attempt, and several told him to take his coin to The Adventurers Guild and go about this through the proper channels. When he explained things to them, their sympathy rose, but Azure felt like a broken record repeatedly elucidating why it was that he was so fervent about having the quest completed as quickly as possible.

	Night came, and with it, the remainder of his hope seeped away. The day had been a waste. It was enough to make him want to drink himself blind. But drinking would only cause him to be less productive the following day, and his sole focus was on making sure that someone took the quest. 

	This wasn’t working, though, and Azure knew it. He needed to come up with another way to attract Adventurers. Perhaps add more money to the reward? 25 gold was already a lot. Maybe tomorrow he’d try raising it to 30. Surely, someone would bite eventually.

	But what if no one did? Would turning in the same amount of gold to The Adventurers Guild garner faster results? Azure didn’t know anymore.

	The frustration of the day had been taxing. After finishing his dinner, Azure climbed back up onto the table to make his last announcement for the night. Those who had heard him before rolled their eyes and returned to their own business. Those who hadn’t, spared him but a moment of their attention before doing the same. 

	Feeling like there was no point in lingering any longer, Azure stood to leave. He was halfway to the door when Uden and Lonnell walked in. Part of him wanted to continue to his room, but another part wanted to vent and blow off some steam.

	“How are you holding in there?” Lonnell patted him on the shoulder.

	“Poorly,” he admitted. “No one will take this damn quest.”

	“What quest?” Uden asked as they walked back to the table where Azure had previously been sitting.

	“The Bower Boys quest,” he replied irritably.

	“I thought you’d hired someone.” Lonnell raised an eyebrow.

	“They killed him.” Azure slapped his hand down onto the table. “Would you believe it? I hired a level 40 dude that looked like a tank, and the fucking Bower Boys killed him.”

	“Well, looks can be deceiving.” Lonnell gave a slight shrug.

	“Take me, for example,” Uden piped up. “I don’t look like much, but I’m one hell of an assassin.”

	They both ignored him.

	After a few silent moments, the half-imp continued. “Why don’t we do it?”

	“Do what? Go after the Bower Boys?” Lonnell asked.

	“Yeah. Why not?” Uden looked from his brother to Azure.

	“Because the quest Requirement is level 50,” Lonnell informed him.

	“Level 36,” Azure corrected him. “The guy I sent was able to kill one of them. There are only five Bower Boys left.”

	“That’s still too high for us. Almost as high as the three of us combined,” he pointed out.

	“Yeah…”

	The discussion was dropped, and the three Adventurers once more fell into silence. Azure retired to his room shortly after, feeling like there was nothing else that could be done but submit to the rules of The Realm and turn in the extra coin for the reward to The Adventurers Guild, hoping that it would be enough to make someone step forward and take the quest. Whatever the case, he wasn’t leaving Squall’s End until he knew for a fact that the Bower Boys had met their demise. 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	THE REALM – Day 105

	 

	 

	The trek to The Adventurers Guild the following morning felt like a slog of defeat. Azure wasn’t sure why it bothered him so much to conform. This was the way of the world that he lived in now. If he upped the reward, hopefully, more Adventurers would be eager to bite.

	He scowled as he caught sight of the office manager walking around behind the bay of windows. She was none the wiser to his presence though, disappearing after a few moments.

	The Quest Submission line was long, with six people ahead of Azure. When he finally reached the counter, he was greeted by a cheery woman with long white hair. Apparently, she was the only person working at The Adventurers Guild who didn’t hate her job.

	“I need to add 14 gold to the reward for the Bower Boys quest,” Azure told her a bit coldly as he dug into his Bag of Holding for the coin. “Do you take a fee out of that?”

	“No.” She shook her head. “Any additional rewards are added to the bottom line.”

	“Good.” He paid the woman and then moved over to the E line to grab a quest from Mel. Waiting for someone to take the Bower Boys quest would drive him crazy. He was better off spending what time he had left in Squall’s End productively. 

	“I see you finally fell in line,” Mel said a bit smugly, gazing past Azure at the Open Quests board.

	“Don’t sound so happy about that,” Azure replied shortly, then followed it up with, “What quests do you have?”

	There was no need for any conversation that didn’t relate to business. They both knew that. Maybe Azure really was falling in line. The world around him was making him callous and cynical.

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Escaped from the Circus


		

		
				The ship belonging to a traveling circus has capsized off of Restless Bay. They were able to recover most of their animals, but one particularly ferocious beast managed to escape. Unfortunately, it’s too vicious to be taken alive. Track down and slay the escaped Abysstree before it has a chance to hurt anyone. The creature is strong against melee weapons but weak to magic. 

 

Designation: E

Type: Monster

Difficulty: Medium

Deadline: 7 days

Success: Track and kill the Abysstree

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 1 gold, 3 silver, 2 Quest Points, Aged Stockwhip

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: I Need Fireweed


		

		
				Business is booming at the atelier and Jasmyne Swailes has orders that need to be filled but not enough alchemy components. Collect 10 Fireweed and turn them into The Adventurers Guild.

 

Designation: E

Type: Gathering

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 5 days

Success: Collect 10 Fireweed 

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 6 silver, 1 Quest Point, 5 Empty Vials, and 1 Potion of Minor Life

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Ink for a Quill


		

		
				Enno Berkeley is writing another book on fishing. His concentration is of the utmost importance to create a masterpiece that rivals his competitors. He’s been holed up on his property and needs someone to bring him some ink to complete his manuscript.

 

Designation: E

Type: Miscellaneous

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 3 days

Success: Procure a bottle of Black Ink and take it to Enno Berkeley.

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 7 silver, 1 Quest Point, Book: Fishing Patheana (Autographed Edition)

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	The Gathering quest was excessively easy. Fireweed grew all around outside of Squall’s End. Azure could probably complete the quest before the end of the day. 

	He wasn’t sure where he would be able to procure a bottle of Black Ink from. Fishing Patheana could be useful to have, but Azure doubted he’d be doing much more fishing in the near future. The fact that the book was autographed might make it a pricey item worth selling, but he really didn’t want to have to deal with the fisherman after the plagiarism incident.

	Though it was the most difficult of the quests presented to him, Azure was tempted to take the circus quest. He’d never heard of an Abysstree before, and he could only imagine that it was some type of ent. The Aged Stockwhip offered as a reward sounded interesting. If it was anything like his Black Barbed Whip had been, it should have some good stat boosts. That added to the intrigue the quest held. But his success hinged on his ability to track the creature. Azure’s Tracking skill was only at level 2. Tracking down a monster that he knew nothing about when his tracking skill was so low seemed a bit daunting. 

	Ultimately, impatience and laziness made him pull the Fireweed quest over. Mel tried to wave Azure off in his usual dismissive manner, but there was no need. As soon as Azure had placed the quest in his Bag of Holding, he was gone.

	He left Squall’s End and headed diagonally through the forest toward Roselake. Had he been able to take on two quests at once, Azure might have picked up the Enno quest to kill two birds with one stone. It still irked him to see two quests so well aligned with one another yet only be able to take one. He’d eventually get used to it, though. Or hopefully, he’d leave The Realm and wouldn’t have to.

	Azure’s thoughts were everywhere as he searched the forest for herbs, picking up anything he came across along the way. The land felt unusually barren, which only added to the tedium of the task. He had to travel farther than he would have liked, not that there was any danger in that. Now level 17, he was quite a bit stronger than most of the monsters that lurked just outside of the town. 

	It took nearly two hours for Azure to collect the required amount of Fireweed, leaving him plenty of time to turn the quest in. There was no one in the E line at The Adventurers Guild, which made the process go even faster.

	Mel looked annoyed that he’d returned so quickly. “That didn’t take you very long,” he muttered before stamping the word ‘Complete’ on the quest paper and then walking away to retrieve Azure’s reward. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: I Need Fireweed has been completed.

	 

	You have collected the necessary items. They will be delivered to the client. You have earned 6 silver, 1 Quest Point, and 255XP. You have also received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Minor Potion of Life


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg 

Traits: Increases max HP by +20 for 5 minutes


		

		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

	



	 

	“Do you still have either of the other two quests you offered me earlier?” Azure asked before the E line clerk had a chance to spread new quests out before him.

	“Which quests were those? I see so many Adventurers that it’s hard to remember.”

	“The Enno Berkeley and the Abyseetree quest,” Azure reminded him.

	Mel hummed as he shuffled through the stack of papers on his desk. “I do still have both.”

	“I’ll take the Enno Berkeley quest next, then.” Roselake wasn’t very far away. Depending on how difficult it was to procure the Black Ink, he might be able to finish this one today, too.

	“I didn’t offer you the Enno Berkeley quest, now did I?” The clerk narrowed his beady eyes at Azure.  

	The rude response didn’t even phase Azure. He’d come to expect as much from the moody E line clerk. “Won’t the quest just cycle through again? If no one picks it, then it will eventually end up on the Open Quests board. I doubt that would make Enno very happy.”

	Mel rolled his eyes. “This quest is far too easy to end up on the Open Quests board. Someone will pick it.”

	“Or you could give it to me now and get it out of the way. For someone who doesn’t like to waste time, arguing about something so trivial doesn’t suit you.” Azure smirked.

	With a long-suffering sigh, the E line clerk pushed the quest toward Azure. 

	“Thank you, sir.” His smirk turned into a smile as he rolled the quest sheet up and placed it in his Bag of Holding. “Now, if you could just tell me where I can procure some Black Ink, I’ll be on my way.”

	“The General Store should have some,” Mel grumbled and then shooed Azure off.  

	The General Store did have some, and the price was 2 silver and 4 copper, cutting into Azure’s profits. He imagined that there was some other way to come by the Black Ink, but he didn’t feel like putting in the time to do the research. 

	Azure left Squall’s End and summoned Flicker, making the trip in about fifteen minutes. Since he knew precisely where Enno lived, he didn’t have to search around for the location. 

	Once more, Azure found Enno standing on the lakeside with his fishing pole in his hand. He reminded Azure of an NPC, parked in the same place doing the same thing day in and day out. The man came to life when he saw Azure coming, though. Enno had smiled initially, but once recognition hit him, his face relaxed, and then his lips drooped into a soft frown. 

	“I assume you came to deliver my Black Ink,” the fisherman said tensely.

	“I did.” Azure rummaged through his Bag of Holding for the bottle of ink.

	“You’ve grown since I last saw you,” Enno mentioned as he reeled in his line.

	“Have I? It hasn’t been that long.”

	Though civil, the conversation still felt awkward.

	“Have you been able to get much fishing in?” the fisherman’s tone lightened slightly as he segued into his favorite topic.

	“I have, actually. I’m level 3 now.” Azure handed the bottle over. “I was able to pull some pretty cool things from the water, including this sword.” He pointed to the Bergen’s Glaive strapped to his back. 

	“It’s a fine sword,” Enno noted before thumbing back to his house. “I’ll go get the voucher that says you’ve completed this quest. Wait here.”

	The fisherman left Azure standing on the bank of Roselake. Azure looked out over the water, admiring the view. Hues of red and pink from all the roses circling the lake painted it picturesque. It had been a while since Azure had seen it. Not since he filled the requirements of his Prerequisite Quest for The Adventurers Guild. 

	It took about five minutes before Enno returned and handed over a slip of tan paper. On the top, in small print, were the words Squall’s End Adventurers Guild Voucher. Below that, in much larger print, was the word ‘Completed’ followed by the fisherman’s signature scrawled in cursive. Azure took it and placed it in his Bag of Holding.

	“You didn’t happen to run into a man by the name of Goddart the Godfish while you were out fishing, did you?”

	So, he is going to bring it up.   

	Azure shifted in discomfort but tried not to let it reach his face. “No.”

	“Strange.” Enno scratched the stubble on his chin. “Did you show my book to anyone while you had it in your possession?” There was a hint of accusation in his tone.

	“No,” Azure replied with a slight air of defensiveness.

	The fisherman pursed his lips, seemingly lost in thought.

	 “The Adventurers Guild asked me the same questions already,” he informed Enno. “They told me that this Goddart guy seems to have plagiarized your book. How many people knew you were writing the book?”

	“A couple,” Enno admitted.

	“Well, word travels in small places like this.” Azure looked toward the village of Roselake. “Wouldn’t it stand to reason that word may have gotten around to him? If he’s your rival, and you have a less than friendly rivalry, then it would make sense for him to try to one-up you by writing a book of his own and publishing it before yours came out.”

	“All those that I told about the book were trusted friends besides you.” He eyed Azure skeptically.

	“But that’s not true,” Azure kept his voice even. “You submitted the quest to The Adventurers Guild. That means that everyone who works at The Adventurers Guild knew about the book. Do you know and trust everyone who works at The Adventurers Guild? Because I’ve worked there for a while now, and I don’t.”

	“Well, no…” Enno hesitated, “but they’re sworn to secrecy when it comes to quests.”

	“So was I,” Azure reminded him. “I know for a fact that most of the people who work there aren’t happy with their job. Some of them might even be a bit resentful. In the grand scheme of things, with something this important, you should probably be a bit more careful about who you trust.”

	Enno’s head jutted back. “If you can’t trust The Adventurers Guild to get stuff done in secrecy, then who can you trust?”

	The way he said it made The Adventurers Guild sound more like a den of assassins. 

	“Trust yourself and your closest friends. Sometimes, if you want something done, you have to do it yourself. I know that you wanted an unbiased opinion on your book, and I gave you that. Your book didn’t pass hands while it was in my possession, but The Adventurers Guild didn’t have me give it back to you afterward. I’m not sure how long it took for you to pick the book back up, but there was time for it to switch hands between the time that I turned it in and the time you got it back. Maybe think about that.”

	If there was a skill for deception, Azure was pretty sure he would have just leveled up. That was a long string of lies to cover up his mistake. 

	“That’s true.” Enno nodded. “While I’d like to say this puts my mind at ease, now I feel I have bigger worries. Be that as it may, I thank you for all the work you’ve done to help me.” The fisherman held out his wrist.

	Azure clasped it and gave it a firm shake. “Anytime. Good luck with your next book.”

	“I fear Goddart will beat me to the punch again now that The Adventurers Guild knows that I’m writing another.” Enno frowned.

	“Then, you better write fast.” Azure winked at him.

	The two men parted ways with Enno carrying his fishing pole back up to the house. Fishing would be behind him until he could get his second book finished. Now that he had the Black Ink he’d requested, nothing was holding him back.

	Azure returned to The Adventurers Guild to turn the voucher in. He almost couldn’t believe that he was able to complete two quests in one day. Learning enchanting had been one of the best decisions he’d made since coming to The Realm. If only he could take more magic classes without having to finish the last quest for enchanting.

	Feeling ambitious, Azure wondered if he’d be able to take and complete a third quest before The Adventurers Guild closed for the night. By the time he reached the E counter, though, there were only about two more hours before it closed. At best, he’d be able to complete the quest but not turn it in. 

	“Done,” Azure said proudly as he placed the signed voucher on the counter in front of Mel.

	“You’re on a roll today.” The clerk eyed him with unmerited suspicion before grabbing his stamp. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: Ink for a Quill has been completed.

	 

	Enno Berkeley is grateful for the delivery. Now he’ll be able to complete his book without further delay. You have earned 7 silver, 1 Quest Point, and 255XP. You have also received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Book: Fishing Patheana (Autographed Edition)


				Durability: 1/1

Item Class: Extremely Rare

Quality: Epic

Weight: 0.7 kg

Uses: Map


		

	



	 

	Ohhh. Epic Quality. The book had to be worth a lot. Azure carefully placed it in his Bag of Holding. He could decide whether to keep it or sell it later.

	“Give me another.” Azure opened and closed his palm.

	Mel lined up three more quests on the counter. “Let me know if you want to look at a Bounty. We have plenty.”

	“Will do. But not right now. I’m looking for something quick.” He was determined to challenge himself to finish another quest today. 

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Black Wolves Near the Tenth Shrine of Finborh


		

		
				A pack of black wolves has been attacking those who visit the Tenth Shrine of Finborh. Please take care of the problem so that people may go to worship there in peace.

 

Designation: E

Type: Monster

Difficulty: Very Hard

Deadline: 7 days

Success: Kill 8 Black Wolves

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 4 gold, 2 Quest Point, Vendor Bait Rune

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: I Need Giant Wasp Wings


		

		
				Jasmyne Swailes, our resident alchemist, needs ten Giant Wasp Wings to complete some of her potions. Please collect them and turn them into The Adventurers Guild.

 

Designation: E

Type: Gathering

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 5 days

Success: Collect 10 Giant Wasp Wings 

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 6 silver, 1 Quest Point, 5 Empty Vials, and 1 Potion of Minor Healing

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Potential Hostiles


		

		
				A group of orcs has made camp near Harmony Coastline. We’re worried they may be thinking about sailing to Crescent Island and causing trouble. Sneak into their camp and find out what they’re up to. Be careful, though. The area is also infested with shipwreck skeletons.

 

Designation: E

Type: Miscellaneous

Difficulty: Medium

Deadline: 7 days

Requirements: Stealth Level 8

 Orcish Language

Success: Find out what the orcs are doing and report back to The Adventurers Guild

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 4 gold, 2 silver, 8 copper, 2 Quest Points, Onyx

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	“Well, this is definitely a mixed bag,” Azure noted, a bit disappointed with the selection. “I don’t even qualify for this one.” He pushed the Potential Hostiles quest back toward Mel.

	Currently, his level in Stealth was only 4. Even if he used both of his skill leveling abilities on it, it wouldn’t bring him up to level 8. He also didn’t know how to speak Orcish.

	While the reward for the Black Wolves quest looked interesting, the difficulty of Very Hard turned Azure off completely. He’d have to gather a party for the quest, and he just didn’t want to make time for that.

	“This is a repeat quest.” He pointed to the Giant Wasp Wings quest. The only difference was that the difficulty had diminished from Easy to Very Easy, probably because the wasps were such a lower level in comparison to him now.

	“Yes,” Mel admitted. “Jasmyne always needs supplies for her alchemy.”

	While he wasn’t particularly pleased about it, Azure said, “I guess I’ll take this one then,” and then pulled the Giant Wasp Wings quest closer.

	“Hey,” the E line clerk called to Azure as he began to walk away.

	“What?” He cast a look over his shoulder.

	“Aren’t you happy?”

	That was an odd question. “Why would I be?”

	“Someone picked up the Bower Boys quest.” Mel gestured to the Open Quests board.

	“Really?” Azure immediately piped up.

	“Yeah. Go check it out.” The E line clerk smiled as if he had just given Azure an amazing gift. It was a strange expression for him.

	Grateful for the info but a bit creeped out by the smile, Azure walked over to the Open Quests board. Sure enough, the Bower Boys quest was gone.

	Success! He thought. The extra coin had been a good motivator. Relief flushed through Azure. Soon, he could put this nightmare behind him and leave Squall’s End.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	THE REALM – Day 105

	 

	 

	It took Azure a little over half an hour to reach Red Road on horseback. But to his dismay, there was only one level 3 giant wasp buzzing around in the field near the road. Azure made quick work of it with his bow, took its wings, then ventured into the forest to try to find more. 

	Wandering through the forest produced four more giant wasps, all of which were easy one-hit kills. 

	After defeating them, Azure boomeranged back to the field and found that four additional giant wasps had emerged while he had been scouring the forest. On his very next kill, he received a notification. 

	 

	Congratulations! You are now Level 18! 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. 

	 

	There was no time to allocate his characteristic points. The sun was beginning to set, and Azure would have to return to Squall’s End soon if he wanted to avoid traveling at night.

	Just one more giant wasp to go.

	With a long-suffering sigh, Azure ventured back into the forest. Thankfully, he didn’t have to go far before running into another giant wasp. The forest seemed to have respawned them in spades.

	He slew the final wasp needed to complete his quest and then walked back to the road to summon Flicker and return to Squall’s End. Before he reached the town, he was rewarded with another notification. 

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 6. This skill allows you to bring the elements into you to create something new or change the things around you. Continuing to level up this skill will unlock the ability to learn more spells of the same magic type. 

	 

	The Adventurers Guild had long since closed, so Azure went to the tavern for dinner before returning to his room. Once he was settled, he brought up his character sheet to see the progress he’d made. 

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 18, 4% of the way to next level

Health: 440 / 390 (450) 

Mana: 220 / 430 (490)

Stamina: 315 / 350 (430)

Vitality: 21 (6)

Intelligence: 25 (6)

Strength: 17 (8)

Agility: 14 (5)

Dexterity: 15 (6)

Charisma: 11 (5)

Luck: 15 (2)

Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 52% of the way to next level

Stealth Lvl 4; 50% of the way to next level

Analyze Lvl 13; 3% of the way to next level

Cooking Lvl 7; 64% of the way to next level

Alchemy Lvl 9; 87% of the way to next level

Foraging Lvl 12; 81% of the way to next level

One-Handed Weapons Lvl 9; 58% of the way to next level

Tracking Lvl 2; 85% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 6; 82% 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 3; 80% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	Azure was tempted to level Enchanting or Analyze again, but he used both skills so frequently that they would probably level quickly on their own. He sighed, considering saving the ability back yet again. That would make three times that he’d be able to level a skill if he wanted to. 

	Turning his attention to his characteristic points, Azure didn’t really feel like he was lacking in anything, but he wasn’t sure how long the journey to Finborh would take, so it might be a good idea to increase his Mana as much as possible so that he could use his Summon Mount spell continuously. Doing the math, Azure could travel a little over 110 miles a day with the Mana he currently had, which was about 4 hours. If he could bring that up to 8 hours, that would be ideal.

	Figuring that he needed more Mana than anything else right now, Azure placed all three of his characteristic points into Intelligence.

	With a little bit of time left before bed, he sat on the floor and took out his alchemy equipment. He was able to produce 20 potions and level his Alchemy skill once more before it was time to go to sleep.

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 10. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies! 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 15

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 4

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	The following morning, Azure woke up bright and early to head to The Adventurers Guild to turn in his quest. 

	“Good morning,” Mel greeted him, waiting for Azure to extract his quest paper and the Giant Wasp Wings from his bag and hand them over.

	“You seem chipper.” Azure gave him a wary look.

	“I’m really not.” The clerk’s seemingly suspicious expression faltered into his more typical displeased disposition. “It’s been an odd morning.”

	“How so?” He doubted he’d get an answer, but it would be rude not to ask.

	“You’re about to see.” Mel stamped ‘Complete’ on Azure’s quest paper, then took the Giant Wasp Wings to the back before returning with Azure’s reward. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: I Need Giant Wasp Wings has been completed.

	 

	You have collected the necessary items. They will be delivered to the client. You have earned 6 silver, 1 Quest Point, and 270XP. You have also received the following items:

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

	



	 

	As Azure was placing the items in his Bag of Holding, the E line clerk slid a single quest paper in front of him. “Enno Berkeley showed up on my doorstep early this morning. He wanted to submit a quest to The Adventurers Guild but refused to go through the proper channels. He also requested you specifically to take it.”

	Azure’s eyes fell to the quest paper. 

	 

	
		
				Secret Quest: Find the Mole


		

		
				Enno Berkeley insists that vengeance will be his! He requests your assistance to sniff out the mole in The Adventurers Guild so that he or she may be served a proper punishment.

 

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 7 days

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 10 gold, 5 copies of Book: Fishing Patheana

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	Oh shit! Was the first thing that crossed Azure’s mind. He hoped that his shock hadn’t reached his face.

	“This isn’t an Adventurers Guild quest,” Azure quickly pointed out.

	“Lower your voice!” Mel hissed at him, looking about. When he was sure that no one was listening in, he continued, “I know it’s not. It’s a Secret Quest. That means that no one but the three of us can know about it.”

	It dawned on Azure that Enno must have paid the stuffy clerk a small fortune to deliver this to him. Mel did not strike Azure as the type to go out of his way to help anyone out of the kindness of his heart.

	None of that mattered right now, though. Azure absolutely could not take this quest. If he accepted it, who knew what would happen. It might automatically complete itself and give him away. There was no way he was going to risk that. But if he didn’t take the quest, it would look highly suspicious. 

	“How am I supposed to know who it is?” Azure whispered in agitation.

	“I thought it was you,” Mel confessed. “I mean, only a handful of people here handled the book, and we’re all sworn to secrecy.” 

	“Harassing the employees of The Adventurers Guild could jeopardize my standing within the organization. He should know that I can’t take the quest. Besides, shouldn’t this matter be handled internally?” Azure refused to even touch the piece of paper.

	The E line clerk thought for a minute. “Well, he specifically requested you, but if he trusted me enough to deliver this quest, then I suppose I should be able to take it, too. 

	 “It’s important that The Adventurers Guild remains a place of honesty and integrity. I’m sure that I can convince Monika to let me administer Truth Serum to everyone who handled the book. The only problem is procuring it…” Mel tapped his chin.

	This was sounding worse and worse for Azure by the minute. Inside, he was panicking. If he got caught, he’d lose his membership to The Adventurers Guild. Should he reach Finborh and find that there was no way out of The Realm, he’d be doomed to a life of monotonous tasks just to survive. More than likely, he’d have to become an alchemist. 

	Still, he didn’t want to be labeled as a betrayer by a large organization. That could be damaging to his reputation. At the least, he’d need to move away from Squall’s End and start a life someplace new. 

	“What’s the issue with procuring the Truth Serum?” Azure asked, searching for anything that might save him.

	“It requires a high skill level in Alchemy to make. Jasmyne, for as much work as she does around here, isn’t at that level yet. The closest place with a Grand Master Alchemist is Noseon.

	“Unfortunately, it’s too far away for me to post retrieving the serum as a quest. Adventurers Guilds are regionally governed, and Noseon has its own. We don’t usually cross borders. This is a matter of security, though, so I might be able to get it approved. Even if I can, depending on the way of travel, it could take up to three weeks for the serum to arrive here. Not to mention the fact that the serum is incredibly expensive. I imagine that only an A Rank Adventurer would be willing to take on a quest like that, and it would have to come with a hefty reward.”

	Three weeks should be plenty enough time for Azure to be out of Squall’s End. “Still, I think this task is better suited to you than it is to me,” he told Mel.

	“Maybe,” the E line clerk agreed. “But you’d have to take the Truth Serum as well, if I’m able to procure it.”

	“Of course. I don’t see that being an issue,” Azure lied. If all went as planned, he’d be long gone by then.

	“All right.” Mel sighed. “I’ll talk to Enno within the next day or so and see if he’d be fine with us handling it in this manner. I’m sure you’ll still be coming around, in case he’s not.” He eyed Azure as if he thought Azure might take flight at the first chance he got. The E line clerk wasn’t far from the truth.

	“Please kindly remind him that while I’d love to take the quest, I feel that it would be a conflict of interest,” Azure told him. “I think that your way of going about it would be better. Making people take the Truth Serum, there would be no doubt about who the guilty party is.”

	“That’s true.” Mel nodded. “In that case, would you like to look at another quest for now?” His gaze shifted to the stack of quest papers waiting to be dealt out.

	Azure shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt.”

	The E line clerk took the first three from the top of the stack and laid them out. 

	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Shadowbrood in the Cave


		

		
				A local villager has reported that a shadowbrood has moved into a cave near his house where his children like to play. He’s requesting its removal.

 

Designation: E

Type: Monster

Difficulty: Medium

Deadline: 6 days

Success: Kill the Shadowbrood

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 2 silver, 1 Quest Point, 10 Forlorn Arrows

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Welcoming the Nobles


		

		
				In preparation for Lord Blakemore’s arrival, the leaders of Squall’s End have decided to prepare a feast. One of Lord Blakemore’s favorite local delicacies is fried Milk Waybread. Unfortunately, you can only get the fruit to make it with on Crescent Island. We’ll need twenty to satisfy his lordship’s party.

 

Designation: E

Type: Gathering

Difficulty: Easy

Deadline: 3 days

Success: Collect 20 Pathenian Plantains 

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 10 gold, 1 Quest Point, 5 Empty Vials, and 1 Fried Milk Waybread

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	
		
				Adventurers Guild Quest: Adventure on the Beach


		

		
				Lord Blakemore is paying a visit to Squall’s End. His young niece and nephew will be in tow, and he needs to find a way to occupy them while he tends to his business. He is requesting an escort for them to the beach outside of Squall’s End so that they may be entertained while he’s busy with more adult-related duties.

 

Designation: E

Type: Miscellaneous

Difficulty: Very Easy

Deadline: 3 days

Success: Protect Gabriele and Laurenzia Morton from dangers on the beach

Failure: Cancel quest

Reward: 5 gold, 6 silver, 6 copper, 1 Quest Point, Crude Chain Coif

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	“Damn. 10 gold for a gathering quest.” Azure’s eyes bulged.

	“When the quests involve nobility, they typically pay more,” Mel informed him.

	“That’s a tight deadline, though. You can’t even get to Crescent Island and back in 3 days.”

	“Not without Teleportation Prisms,” the E line clerk agreed. “To be honest, I’ve been offering this quest to everyone, hoping that someone from Crescent Island would have a Teleportation Prism to get back home. Is it safe to assume that’s not you?” He looked at Azure.

	“That is safe to assume.” Azure nodded, causing Mel to pull the quest away. “So, my choices are a babysitting quest or fighting this monster. Any relation to shadowlings?” He remembered the masses of black nothingness that had attacked him on the road to Squall’s End. The feeling of one passing through him had been absolutely horrible. It was something he’d never forget.

	“Yes. Shadowbrood are their bigger, meaner cousins. They can inflict fear and are notoriously hard to kill. Only life magic works against them.”

	Azure’s brows fell as he gazed at the E line clerk. “Shouldn’t that be on there as a Requirement?”

	Mel leaned over the paper. “Oh, you’re right. This must have slipped through in error.”

	He shifted his weight. “That’s a pretty big error. An Adventurer could get killed over a mistake like that.”

	“My apologies.” The E line clerk pulled the quest away, then returned his attention to Azure.

	For several seconds, Azure just stared at him.

	“What?” Mel asked irritably.

	“Aren’t you going to offer me another? I clearly can’t take that one.”

	“How am I supposed to know that you don’t know life magic? If you don’t know it, then you can’t take the quest. It’s as simple as that. It doesn’t mean that I can’t offer it to you, though.”

	“Why offer a quest to someone who can’t take it?” Azure argued.

	“Do you really think it’s possible for us to document every time an Adventurer gains a new skill or levels up an old one?” he spat back. “There are way too many Adventurers. We don’t have time for that.”

	Even though he was annoyed with the conversation, Azure saw the man’s point. “Well, that just leaves this then.” He hesitantly reached out for the babysitting quest but then stopped himself. “You know what, I think I’ll take a pass today. I really don’t feel like escorting a bunch of spoiled snot-nosed brats that will probably give me hell all day.”

	Mel’s mouth dropped open, completely appalled by how Azure was willing to speak about nobility in public. “You should mind your words,” he warned.

	“Whatever.” Azure dismissively waved the clerk’s offense away. “I’ll be taking my leave now.”

	As he was heading toward the door, Azure noticed the black-haired office manager posting sheets of paper on the Open Quests board. He walked up behind her, content to see the empty spot where the Bower Boys quest had once been. There were still a few more days before it should be completed. Though Azure felt a bit more crunched for time now that Mel was going to try to take over Enno’s Secret Quest, he could still afford to wait.

	She tacked the final quest into place in the spot where the Bower Boys quest had been and then turned around, startled to see him standing there, though recognition didn’t make it to her face. The woman dropped her gaze and moved past Azure to go through the door that led to the back of The Adventurers Guild. He watched her go with a twinge of bitterness, though his ill feelings were quickly fading. After all, she had just been doing her job. There had been nothing personal about her rushing out to shoo him away from causing a disruption in The Adventurers Guild.

	With a soft sigh, Azure turned his attention back to the Open Quests board. He hadn’t looked at it for anything other than the Bower Boys quest for a while. Since Mel hadn’t offered him a suitable quest, perhaps he’d find one here, though Azure doubted that many Designation E quests ever made it to the board. 

	Naturally, his eyes first went to the spot where the Bower Boys quest had once been. Then his jaw unhinged. 

	There it was in all its former glory, completely unchanged. The Bower Boys quest had once more found its home.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	THE REALM – Day 106

	 

	 

	A mix of sickness and panic welled up inside of Azure. He had been in a bit of a rush to see the quest completed before, but it had been self-imposed. Now, he was really on a time crunch. Whether he wanted to or not, Azure would have to leave Squall’s End before the Truth Serum arrived. 

	With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, Azure pulled the quest from the board and got back in line. As he waited for his turn, his mind raced, trying to find a solution to his problem. 

	Now that the Bower Boys quest was back on the board, who knew how long it would be before someone picked it up again. It could be today or a month from now. Even if someone did claim it, there was no guarantee of completion. If Mel was able to find an Adventurer who had Teleportation Prisms connected to Noseon, then Azure might only have a week left in Squall’s End. 

	He could only see one solution to the problem, and it was one that had an extremely high probability of getting him killed. Still, Azure refused to leave Squall’s End without getting justice for Janine’s murder, even if it meant losing his membership to The Adventurers Guild.

	An hour passed before he reached the E clerk, who definitely looked annoyed to see him again.

	“Change your mind?” Mel half-asked, half-griped.

	“What happened?” he demanded, slamming the quest sheet down onto the counter. “Yesterday, someone had taken this quest. Did they die, too?”

	The E line clerk’s expression went slack. “No. They canceled.”

	Azure breathed out a sigh of relief, but it was stilted by the fact that the quest was still waiting to be resolved. “I know that I’m only Rank E, but is there any way that I can claim this quest?” 

	Mel adjusted his glasses as he looked down at the quest. Then he sighed. “I’m sorry, Azure, but I can’t. The level difference is too great. That would be suicide.”

	“I’m aware of that,” he replied firmly.

	“I still can’t.” The E line clerk shook his head, looking somewhat sympathetic.

	“Listen,” Azure sucked in a breath for patience. “I just need to know their location. I can take the quest, see where they’re at on the World Map, then cancel.”

	“With this type of quest, it doesn’t work that way.” Mel tapped the quest paper. “If we knew where they were hiding out, it would be easy to eliminate them. The Bower Boys move around every week or so. That’s one of the things that’s made them so hard to kill.”

	Azure screwed his face in frustration. “Well, can you at least give me an idea of the level of each of the Bower Boys. Surely, The Adventurers Guild knows at least that much.”

	Mel thought for a moment. “Last time anyone saw James Bower and lived to tell about it, they reported him being level 38. The weakest member of the Bower Boys is around your level. The rest range somewhere in between. They could all be higher now, though.”

	“Do you have the names of the other ones?” Azure continued to press for information.

	“I’m afraid not.”

	“And what about their attack style? Do they use magic?”

	The E line clerk sighed again. “Azure, you can’t seriously be thinking about going after them yourself. You will die.”

	“I have friends.” Azure remembered Uden’s offer to help. Hopefully, Lonnell would fall in line too.

	“The weak half-monster and Lonnell?” Mel raised an eyebrow. “Remember that your fourth party member is dead,” he said a bit harshly, “and I doubt you’ll be able to find someone crazy enough to be your fourth with such a weak core. Unless you can find some higher-level friends, I’m afraid that it’s impossible.”

	“Just tell me what you know, Mel,” Azure said firmly.

	The E line clerk straightened himself, and his jaw tensed. “I think only one of them knows magic. The rest are very cloak-and-dagger. They are thieves and assassins, after all.”

	“Thanks. That’s all I needed to know.” He rapped his fist on the counter twice before turning around.

	“Hey,” Mel called back to him.

	“Hm?” Azure looked over his shoulder.

	The E line clerk was holding up the Bower Boyers quest. He half-expected Mel to tell him good luck, but instead, he said, “Pin this back on the wall on your way out.”

	With a nod, Azure took the quest and placed it back in its spot on the Open Quests board. He felt different looking at it this time than he had before. The words he’d told Enno passed through his mind. “Trust yourself and your closest friends. Sometimes, if you want something done, you have to do it yourself.” He was about to take his own advice. 

	Azure headed down to the docks, hoping to find Uden there. The half-imp was sitting on the edge of the concrete wall dividing the ocean from the town with his feet dangling over the side. He seemed to be staring out into the distance, and there was an oddly serene expression on his face.

	“I’m surprised you’re not bored to death,” Azure said as he walked up.

	“Oh, I am.” Uden barely looked startled, glancing down at Azure’s feet before his eyes trailed up to his face. He lifted a hand to shield them from the sun.

	“I’m also surprised you’re not worried that someone would try to push you in.” If Azure didn’t currently need the half-imp’s aid, he definitely would have done it for funsies.

	As if reading his mind, Uden said, “I’m surprised you didn’t push me in.”

	“The thought did cross my mind,” he admitted, lowering himself into a crouch next to his friend.

	“So, what brings you here? I doubt you’d come unless you needed something from me.” The half-imp returned his gaze to the sea.

	Azure sighed, staring out over the waves. In the distance, dark clouds sat over the water, heavy with rain. A cool breeze blew, sending a soft spray in their direction. It smelled like salt and shit, and Azure was a bit disgusted to know that they weren’t far from where the privy dumped into the ocean. 

	“We should go to the tavern. It’s going to start raining soon.” Azure stood.

	“Ships don’t stop sailing just because it rains. I’ll wait here a bit longer.” Uden seemed transfixed by the waves patterning the distance.

	Azure peered across the ocean. “I see no ships coming. There’s nothing worth waiting for.”

	The half-imp sighed before looking up at Azure. “What do you want, Azure?”

	“I want to go after the Bower Boys,” he said finally.

	“Has the level Requirement dropped?” 

	“No.” Azure shook his head.

	“Then we can’t do it.” The half-imp turned forward again.

	“The Adventurers Guild won’t let me officially claim the quest, but they can’t stop me from going after the Bower Boys on my own.”

	“It’s level 36, yeah?”

	“Yeah.” Azure dropped his gaze to Uden. The wind was whipping his ebony hair back away from his face, putting his overly pale skin on display. He reminded Azure of a snake or a creature that had crawled from the depths of the sea. 

	“Then it’s suicide,” the half-imp commented a bit somberly.

	“I can’t wait any longer. I need to take care of this now.”

	Uden turned to him again. “Why? Why do you have to take care of it now? If you wait, someone will eventually claim the quest. I know you want to see justice for Janine’s death, but getting impatient won’t do you any good.”

	Azure sighed, wondering how much of the truth to disclose. “I need to take care of it now because I have to leave Squall’s End.”

	“You what?” His words had caused the half-imp to twist his whole body. “You’re leaving Squall’s End? Why?”

	Azure hesitated. “I did something. It was a mistake, but unfortunately, it’s bad enough to get me kicked out of The Adventurers Guild.”

	Uden's eyes widened. “You were kicked out of The Adventurers Guild?!”

	He tried to think of how to explain this without revealing all the details. “Not yet. But it’s coming. I have…days, maybe a few weeks. Whatever the case, the truth of what I did will surface, and I’ll be forced to leave anyway.”

	“So, how bad was it exactly?” The half-imp smirked, clearly entertained.

	“Not as bad as I’m making it sound. Not as bad as anyone finding out that we took Gaia’s Staff and used it to bring you back to life instead of turning it into The Adventurers Guild.” He narrowed his eyes slightly at Uden, playing the guilt card. “But it’s along the same line. I lied about something that I did that I shouldn’t have done. Mel is going to post a quest to acquire Truth Serum, then administer it to everyone involved in the incident, including me. Since I lied, I’ll end up disclosing the truth, and my membership to The Adventurers Guild will be revoked.”

	The half-imp’s smirk faltered. “Consequences of your actions, I suppose.”

	“But not really fair this time around. I wasn’t aware that I wasn’t supposed to…” the explanation dropped from his mouth. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. The important thing is that my time here is limited, and I need to kill the Bower Boys before I’m caught. If I lose my membership to The Adventurers Guild here in Squall’s End, I can’t reapply at any of the other ones. I’ll be permanently banned. I can’t allow that to happen. Therefore, I have to leave town before I can get caught.”

	Uden sighed. “That definitely sounds like a bad predicament. Still, there’s not much that the two of us can do. We’re not strong enough to complete the quest.”

	“I know.” Azure frowned. “I was hoping to get Lonnell on board too and recruit a party that would help us. The Bower Boys have killed countless Adventurers. Surely, a group of us together can defeat them.”

	“I’m not sure how you expect me to help. I haven’t even reached level 10 yet. I’m probably a one-hit kill for most of the Bower Boys,” the half-imp confessed, his expression sulking as he realized his weakness.

	“Perhaps. But you’re stealthy and conniving. For your part, I need you to ask around and find out where the Bower Boys are. Maybe pretend like you want to join them. Since you have a dark affinity, it wouldn’t be suspicious. Besides, you clearly haven’t been Adventuring for a while. I’m sure you can come up with a convincing story.”

	Uden nodded slowly. “I could probably do that. But information can be an expensive trade, and I have no coin to wager. Besides, it would probably still take me days to gather the information you seek.”

	“It might take me days to form a party,” Azure said. “Whatever the case, I’m willing to risk the time.”

	“That doesn’t solve the other problem.” The half-imp pulled himself to his feet finally.

	“I can get you coin. How much do you think you’ll need?”

	The two men faced each other as they stood on the waterfront.

	“How much do you have? Information like that won’t come cheap, especially if someone feels they’re risking their life to give it.”

	Azure gazed into Uden’s eyes, trying to find the greed there. More than likely, the half-imp would pocket a good amount of the coin for himself. Azure supposed it came with the risk and was a worthwhile loss. Still, he didn’t want to leave Squall’s End completely broke.

	“Let’s see how much coin I can get you.” He placed a hand on Uden’s back and steered him toward the nearest merchant.

	Azure was able to trade his excess Average and Poor quality Potions of Minor Healing for 34 gold and 5 silver. Once the transaction was complete, he gave 30 gold to Uden and kept the rest for himself. Then they moved on to the tavern to escape the incoming rain. 

	The tavern was already filled with patrons wanting to avoid the storm. It was a good time for Azure to make his plea for help. 

	There were no tables left, so Uden sat at the bar and ordered a drink. While Azure was tempted to join him, he didn’t have time to loiter around. With more determination than ever before, he stood at the back of the tavern and called everyone’s attention.

	Dozens of men and women, and none of them brave. Azure thought to himself. His throat ached from raising his voice over and over again to no avail. The Adventurers who had heard his last pitch offering more gold for someone to claim the quest were no more enthusiastic about banding together to defeat the Bower Boys. What new customers came into the tavern only gave him but a moment of their attention before turning away again.

	“You should sit and have a drink with me,” Uden urged him. “I’ll buy,” he said with a smirk.

	“With my money,” Azure huffed as he stood next to his friend since there were no more empty bar stools.

	“Does it really matter where the coin comes from?” the half-imp teased. “Let me treat you, for once.”

	 “That money is better spent on the task at hand,” Azure grumbled, annoyed that Uden was already wasting the coin he’d been given.

	The tavern door opened, and Lonnell walked in, shrugging off a heavy cloak he’d been wearing to keep the rain off. It had done a poor job. Beads of water rolled down his face and dripped from his hair. He wiped his eyes with the back of his arm, looking a bit disoriented as he made his way toward them.

	“Oh look, a drowned rat,” the half-imp teased.

	“Oh look, a lazy time-waster,” his brother threw back.

	“I’ll have you know that I recently became employed,” Uden announced proudly.

	“Keep your voice down about it,” Azure warned. There was no telling if any of these people knew the Bower Boys. Now that he thought about it, it was probably a bad idea for them to be seen together. From tomorrow on, they’d need to meet up discreetly.

	“Oh? Well, I’m glad you’re not wasting your time at the docks anymore. I’m beginning to think Ruthren died,” Lonnell said dryly.

	“Azure has decided that we’re going to take on the infamous Bower Boys,” the half-imp declared in a loud whisper.

	Lonnell’s brow pinched as he turned his attention to Azure. “Did the quest drop down to a Designation E?”

	“No.” Azure shook his head.

	“Then…” the elder brother drew out the word, waiting for an explanation.

	For the next several minutes, Azure explained his predicament to Lonnell. He also went over his plan to get Uden to find out where the Bower Boys were hiding.

	“This is irresponsible.” Lonnell crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll have no part of it, and neither will you.” He threw a pointed look at his brother.

	“You can’t tell him what he can or can’t do.” Azure stood up for the half-imp.

	“I can when I know he’s doing something that will cause his death,” Lonnell insisted. “You want to get him killed for what? Do you think that Janine would really want to see you put yourself in harm’s way just to avenge her death?” 

	“They didn’t just kill her, Lonnell,” Azure reminded him. 

	“The fact remains the same. This is a suicide mission. I’m sure she wouldn’t want to see you throw your life away,” he said firmly. “I won’t let my brother be a part of it.”

	“Uden volunteered,” Azure pointed out.

	Lonnell turned to his brother, and the half-imp shrugged in response. “I’ve got nothing better to do. And besides, he’s paying me.”

	“You can stick to your plan and wait on the docks for Ruthren.” Lonnell’s nostrils flared.

	Uden didn’t react to his brother’s rising frustration. “You just said that you think Ruthren died. That implies you think I’m wasting my time waiting for him.”

	Lonnell’s eyes rolled up into his skull for a moment. “It’s better to potentially waste your time than to end up getting yourself killed.”

	“He’s not even going to engage in direct combat,” Azure told him. “I just need him to do some reconnaissance.”

	“And what if he gets caught?” His jaw tensed. “Are you going to rush in and save him?”

	“I won’t get caught,” Uden assured him. “No one is as stealthy as me.”

	“You say that, but you’ve only dealt with weaklings up until now. These are trained thieves. I’m sure that their Stealth and Tracking is higher than yours.”

	“But is their Luck and deception?” The half-imp raised an eyebrow.

	Lonnell shook his head. “He,” he pointed to Azure, “clearly has a death wish. But you,” Lonnell turned his attention back to his brother, “I don’t know why you want to do this?”

	“Maybe because I’m bored. Maybe because it sounds like fun infiltrating a group of baddies so much more dangerous than I am. Whatever the case, I’m tired of sitting at the docks. Right now, I’m just wasting my life and my talents.” Uden gestured into the air absentmindedly. “Besides, I can still hang out around the docks during the day and do reconnaissance at night. It’s actually an easy job, if you think about it.”

	“It’s dangerous,” Lonnell insisted, “and I don’t want you doing it.”

	“You’ve made that perfectly clear,” the half-imp told him with a bit of annoyance, “multiple times. But I’m not a child that you can boss around. And I’m not just doing this for the money. 

	“Believe it or not, I want to help. These Bower Boys are a danger to all of us. By doing this, I can effectively protect you even though I’m currently much weaker than you are. Ever since Janine died, I’ve worried every time you’ve left out on a quest. Knowing that they’ve been dealt with will help to put my mind at ease.”

	This shocked both Azure and Lonnell. Uden was notoriously selfish. It was incredibly rare that he actually wanted to do something to help someone else. But there was no question that he had brotherly affection for Lonnell. That had been apparent back on Crescent Island when he’d sacrificed his life to save Lonnell from The Dark One. It seemed so long ago that Azure had forgotten that the half-imp was capable of putting someone else’s safety before his own.

	Lonnell opened his mouth but then closed it again, lost for words. The three men shared silence for several moments before Lonnell was finally able to speak. “I don’t like this,” he grumbled before adding a bit louder but in a steady tone, “Being a lower level, I’m no use on the melee front, so I’m out.”

	They didn’t argue about it further. Azure understood why Lonnell didn’t want to help. It was an incredibly dangerous quest. Not only that, but he had Bronna to think about. They’d never be able to realize their dream of marrying and buying a farm if he threw his life away. After all, this really was a suicide mission.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	THE REALM – Day 109

	 

	 

	Days passed. Azure had practically forgotten his urgency to leave Squall’s End in the wake of his recruitment duties. Spending his time at the tavern trying to convince Adventurers to join his cause proved to be fruitless. Only the super drunk ones seemed to be interested, but they changed their minds as soon as sobriety hit them. 

	Eventually, he decided to switch posts and stand on the docks, hoping he might be able to pay off one of the pirates that sailed into port to join his party. Most of them seemed more dangerous than the Bower Boys, threatening him for bothering them. The others were too busy, having sailed in to complete some sort of business before they needed to cast off again.

	Frustrated and out of options, Azure returned to his room to think. When nothing immediately came to him, he sat on the floor and pulled out his mortar and pestle so that he wouldn’t feel like his time was being completely wasted. He ground herbs until his hands ached, his mind searching for solutions to his problem. 

	The biggest issue was the fact that he had to leave Squall’s End soon. If not for that, the easiest path to completing the quest would be to level up until he was strong enough to accept it. Who knew how long that would take, though? Besides, Azure didn’t want to have to stick around Squall’s End any longer than necessary, even without Enno’s Secret Quest speeding him along. He needed to know if there was a way out of The Realm, and if so, pursue it. It was his sense of honor that was keeping him here. Azure wanted justice for Janine even more than he wanted to leave The Realm. Getting it had become an obsession, and despite the possibility of staying too long and potentially losing his membership to The Adventurers Guild, he wasn’t going to stop until he achieved his goal.

	A knock on the door startled Azure from his thoughts. He was so busy concentrating that he nearly dropped the vial he had been pouring a potion into. Quickly corking it and setting it aside, he stood.

	Cracking the door, Azure found Uden on the other side. They’d been going out of their way not to be seen together ever since they’d last spoken. It wasn’t difficult to do. Azure typically took his meals earlier in the day, while Uden didn’t retire to the tavern until late at night. The half-imp rarely dropped into the tavern for lunch, and he tended to sleep in late almost every day, so they didn’t see each other for breakfast either.

	 “I’m assuming you have news for me,” Azure said, making it sound like he was asking for a password.

	Uden pushed the door aside to enter. He wore a serious expression, concern etched in his features. “I do have news.” The half-imp pivoted to face Azure once he was inside. “Close the door. The walls have ears.”

	Azure didn’t need to be told twice. The door was half closed before Uden had even turned around.

	“How goes your quest to recruit Adventurers?” the half-imp asked.

	Azure sighed, disappointed in himself even though it wasn’t his fault. He had made every effort to recruit people to their cause. “Not so well.” 

	“No one bit, huh?” Uden didn’t seem the least bit surprised.

	“It seems like everyone is either too scared or too busy.”

	“And with good reason.” The half-imp walked over and sat down on Azure’s bed. “The Bower Boys swore they’d target anyone who joined your cause.”

	Azure’s breath stuck in his throat. Being too low of a level to face the Bower Boys on his own, he honestly hadn’t expected to garner their attention.

	“You’ve fucked up by being so loud about your plans.” Uden frowned.

	“That’s now beyond clear.” His eyes flashed, still in shock that news of his intentions had traveled so far. “Is that all you came to tell me? Do I need to watch my back now?”

	“No, that’s not all I came to tell you. But I don’t know how much the rest will help.” There was something solemn about his tone.

	“So, on with it?” Azure gestured for him to continue.

	“Of the Bower Boys that remain there is Court Harrington, level 28, an Apprentice Air Mage. He sneaks into Squall’s End twice a week to see a woman named Franziska at the pleasure house. Freidhelm Noonan, a level 20 rogue with a gambling addiction. He dons a cloak of concealment and meets up with other unsavories at a secret room near the docks to gamble after every score. Sesto Bradley, a level 17 cleric, never leaves James Bower’s side. A staff-wielder, much like Lonnell. Tasso England, a level 20 battlemage specializing in necromancy. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to find out his proficiency in it, but I do know that his job is to guard their hideout. Unless the Bower Boys are on the move, he can be found there.”

	“That is a wealth of information.” Azure was thoroughly impressed.

	“Yes.” The half-imp nodded. “And there’s one more Bower Boy.” His eyes flicked up to meet Azure’s. “Me. I’ve been sent to kill you.”

	Azure instinctively reached for his Black Dagger, placing his hand on it but not drawing it. The relationship update between them had said that Uden was even less likely to backstab him, but that hadn’t eliminated the possibility. Still, the half-imp was several levels lower than Azure. A frontal assault wasn’t a very smart move. If need be, Azure should be able to one-hit kill him.

	Uden’s expression went slack as he stared up at Azure. “Really?”

	“You just said you came to kill me.” 

	“If I were going to kill you, I would have done it already.” The half-imp’s eyes finally fell away from Azure’s. “And I most certainly wouldn’t do it here.” His hand went up to his chest. “I’m hurt that you still don’t trust me.”

	Azure shrugged slightly, but he didn’t relax. If there was one thing that he knew about Uden, it was that he liked playing games. While he wanted to believe that the half-imp wasn’t there to kill him, Azure just couldn’t fully convince himself.

	“You need to leave Squall’s End now, before it’s too late,” Uden warned. “There’s a target on your back now. If I don’t kill you, one of the other guys will.”

	“And if you don’t kill me, then what happens to you?” He nodded, keeping his distance.

	The half-imp sighed. “I will have to leave, too. I was kind of hoping we could leave together. Tonight. That’s basically why I came.

	“We both fucked up. You for being a loud idiot,” he looked at Azure as such, “and me for getting in too deep. I should have suspected they’d ask this of me to gain their trust. I would have.”

	“Did anyone see you come here?” Azure inched toward the window to look outside. Light streamed in, painting the ground beneath them where the people of Squall’s End moved to and fro about their business. 

	“It’s broad daylight. Of course, people saw me come here.” Uden rolled his eyes. “I doubt they think I came here for you, though.”

	Azure stepped away from the window and pressed his back against the wall, finally relaxing. There was a chance that the half-imp might want to leave with him tonight to draw him into a trap, but Azure had a feeling that wasn’t the case. Against his better judgment, he decided to trust Uden.

	“Damn. Things are just getting worse and worse,” he muttered. First, Janine had died. Then the next person he’d hired to take the quest had died. Then the Enno quest had popped up. And now the Bower Boys were trying to silence him. Azure had effectively backed himself into a corner. “How long are they giving you to kill me?” he asked.

	“I have a week. If I can’t get it done in a week, they will,” Uden replied solemnly.

	Azure’s head bobbed slowly. Now he had even more to think about. The likeliness of anyone being brave enough to take the Bounty and complete it within a week was slim to none, especially with the Bower Boys warning everyone away. It seemed that Azure only had one choice, and he didn’t want to accept it. What was worse was that he’d put Uden in danger, too. Now he felt responsible for the half-imp’s safety. If he did leave Squall’s End prematurely, it would only be right to take Uden along.

	“Seven days,” he mumbled, scratching his chin, the wheels in his head cranking past sound logic.

	“I doubt they’d chase after us,” Uden told him. “They just want to be rid of you. I doubt they see you as anything more than an annoyance.”

	“How often do they score?” Azure cut through the half-imp’s rambling.

	Uden thought for a moment. “Once every few days, at least.”

	“And do you know where their hideout is?”

	“I have a general idea but not an exact location.” The half-imp pulled his feet up onto the bed to sit cross-legged. “Why does it matter?”

	“Seven days, five Bower Boys,” Azure said to himself, falling deeper into his own insanity.

	“What are you thinking?” Uden bent slightly to get his attention.

	He snapped back to. “Only James Bower and this Court Harrington are in the impossible zone for me. But three of the five Bower Boys regularly part from James Bower’s side, it sounds like. How much does this Franziska woman care about Court Harrington?”

	“Wait.” Uden’s brow pinched, and he tucked his head down slightly. “You’re not thinking about…”

	“I am,” Azure confessed. “If we pick them off one at a time…”

	“It would still be impossible,” the half-imp insisted. “James Bower is level 39, Azure. That’s more than twice your level. Even if you could land a few hits, it wouldn’t be enough to kill him.”

	“Even a level 1 monster can kill a level 50 Adventurer if the conditions are right.” He thought back to his encounter with the bats.

	“Those conditions are incredibly slim.” Uden gave him a skeptical look. “And besides, you’re comparing monsters to humans. That’s like comparing apples to oranges.”

	“I’m moved by your concern for me, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m doing this with or without you, even if it kills me.” 

	“It will kill you.” Uden gave him a pointed look before standing.

	“We’ll see. I thank you for the information.” He led the half-imp to the door.

	Uden turned to him. “I’ll stick around for a few more days to see if you come to your senses. But then I’m gone.”

	Azure held out his hand for them to clasp wrists. “Best of luck to you, then. Thanks for not trying to murder me.”

	The half-imp looked down at Azure’s extended arm, then snorted before turning away and seeing himself out.

	With a heavy sigh, Azure shut the door and walked over to sit on the bed. It was clear who he needed to target first. Though the second-highest level, Court Harrington should be the easiest to get to. 

	There were a few ways to approach the situation. Azure could camp outside of the pleasure house and wait. But he had no idea what Court Harrington looked like, which was definitely a problem. Unlike with monsters, Analyzing people didn’t tell Azure their names, only their threat level. At level 28, he would definitely show up as red. That would narrow things down a good bit, but there was still the potential for Azure to make a mistake.

	His other option was to confront Franziska. Not knowing the extent of her relationship with Court was another issue. If she was in love with him, then she’d be unlikely to betray him. If Azure asked about Court and that was the case, it wouldn’t take much for the Bower Boys to figure out that Uden had told Azure about the man’s whereabouts. After some contemplating, Azure decided that some risks would have to be taken if he wanted to get the job done. No matter which way he spun things, Franziska seemed the best place to start.

	Checking his funds, Azure wondered how far 26 gold would get him. There would be the fee for Franziska’s time. Then, if everything went well, he would likely have to pay even more to buy her silence. The coin he currently had didn’t seem like enough.

	Trying to be patient, despite this new time crunch, Azure moved to the floor to finish crafting the last few Potions of Minor Healing that he still had ingredients for. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 24

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 16

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 10

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	With that done, he gathered everything together and headed to the nearest merchant, selling his excess potions for 18 gold and 4 silver. It would have to be enough for now. Azure thought to go to Zach’s stall to purchase more ingredients, but he couldn’t afford the loss of coin.

	Instead, he went to the pleasure house, hoping to set his plan in motion. 
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	Getting to Franziska proved to be a bit daunting. Azure’s nerves were on edge as Paul quizzed him about why he wanted Franziska over Eila. Hadn’t he enjoyed his time with the chocolate beauty? She was decadent and refined and far more of a man like Azure’s taste, Paul said, trying hard to sell her. Azure figured she didn’t get many clients because of her exorbitant price, but he could be wrong.

	There were three scantily clad women lounging in the waiting area. The pastel silks that covered them were barely strips of fabric and practically see-through. They giggled and made eyes at Azure from a distance, waiting to be selected.

	“Variety is the spice of life,” Azure told Paul.

	“Perhaps you’d fancy a small discount instead. I know you love Eila. Since Franziska is currently indisposed, I can offer you a 1 gold discount on one of the best hours of your life,” Paul spoke as smoothly as a snake slithering silently through the grass.

	“Apologies, but I have my heart set on Franziska. I’ll return for Eila some other time.” He stood firm. 

	The brothel owner smiled. “Unfortunately, Franziska just went back with a customer. It will be a while before she’s back out. Until then, may I interest you in one of the other services we offer here.”

	“Other services?” Azure cocked an eyebrow.

	Paul’s gaze flitted past Azure to the girls. “Galiana can do wonders with her mouth. 2 silver for as long as you last. And Honey is very good with her hands, if you know what I mean.” He winked. “That will only cost you 1 silver.”

	Honey, a buxom blonde with curls cascading down her back, made her hand into a circle and moved it up and down slowly while giving him a come-hither look. Azure quickly averted his eyes. The sheer sexuality of this place was a bit overwhelming sometimes. He needed to stay focused.

	“No. Thank you. I’ll save my…” Azure searched for a less crude word but came up empty-handed, “load for Franziska.” Damn, did it ever feel awkward saying that.

	“Can I interest you in a drink, then?” Paul gestured to the private room that he had come from. “That’s free of charge if you pay in advance. An hour with Franziska will cost you 3 gold.”

	“And I’ll gladly pay it.” Azure dug into his Bag of Holding for the coin as he followed Paul into the room.

	The back office was much more extravagant than the waiting area. Sofas with shiny green upholstery that had a subtle swirling pattern were set against each wall. Eila had draped herself across one of them, her long limbs exposed. She was spread out and comfortable, reminding Azure of a cat lounging on a windowsill.

	“Away with you for now, my love.” Paul patted one of her naked calves gently, sending her into the waiting room with the other girls. She raked Azure with her gaze as she walked past, filling him with the memories of their night together, awakening his body and causing cravings that shouldn’t even be a concern right now. 

	“Sit.” Paul gestured to a mahogany chair that sat opposite the one behind his desk.

	As Azure rounded the chair, he noticed the exquisite carpentry of the set. In his world, the desk and chairs would easily cost over $1,000. This was some boss-level shit.

	“It must pay well to be the owner of a pleasure house,” he noted aloud.

	“It’s not without its benefits.” Paul reached for a crystal wine decanter set atop a silver platter on the edge of his desk. Then he filled the two matching goblets and handed one over to Azure. “Have you ever had Zashoucorian wine before?”

	“I have not.” Azure stared down at the glassware, watching the candlelight refract off its faceted surface.

	Wine, it seemed, was a rare thing in The Realm. The drink of the wealthy.

	“Look into the glass.” Paul gestured with his own. “If you look close enough, you can see the magic used to produce it. It’s quite exquisite, but if you haven’t tried it before, it might seem a bit harsh on the pallet. I save this wine for my most discerning customers.”

	Hesitantly, Azure raised the glass to eye-level, peering into the blood-colored liquid. As Azure slowly turned the goblet, he noticed something strange. Streaks of orangey-red rose up from the bottom of the glass like bubbles. It was as if a small fire was burning inside. Azure touched the glass to see if it was hot, but it felt room temperature.

	Paul chuckled. “It’s not hot to the touch, but it will warm your insides. Try it,” he urged.

	Despite all his niceties, there was something about the brothel owner that rubbed Azure the wrong way. He was too friendly. Azure couldn’t help but distrust him.

	He waited for Paul to drink first, but the brothel owner was staring at him intently, waiting to be amused by his reaction.

	“You have me scared,” Azure confessed with a nervous laugh. “I’ve never seen wine like this before. It looks more like a potion than a drink. You go first.” He flicked his unoccupied hand toward Paul’s glass.

	“Are all of you Adventurers so distrusting?” Paul smirked. “I’m a pleasure house owner, not an assassin. You should really travel more.” He raised his glass to Azure before taking a swig of the liquid inside, then smacking his lips loudly. “That will burn the hair right off your balls.”

	Azure chortled at the joke and relaxed a bit. “Apologies. I’m from a small village on Crescent Island, and I’m not used to such things. When I see fire dancing in a glass, I instinctively think of magic. Most wouldn’t be so bold as to drink something like that without seeing someone else go first. At least, not those of us who have any sense.”

	“And you are a sensible man,” the brothel owner continued to stroke Azure with complements. “But, as you can see, I am perfectly fine.” He held his arms out to his sides. “Now, you can safely take your turn.”

	Azure peered into the glass once more, watching the orange flames lick the surface and dissipate. He began to lift the goblet to his lips, then paused and raised it in thanks to Paul first.

	This might kill me, but what else can I do.

	It was near impossible to hide his continued reluctance, but still, Azure brought the glass to his lips and sipped the beverage. Heat invaded his mouth, beginning the second the liquid hit his tongue. The orange flames crawled across his pallet, scorching momentarily before leaving behind a strong taste of cinnamon and grapes with the tiniest hint of orange. For as strange of a sensation as it caused, the flavor was quite pleasant.

	“It’s good, yes?” Paul’s face split into a toothy grin.

	Azure nodded. “That is pretty good,” he admitted before taking another drink.

	“Now,” the brothel owner sat back in his chair, “tell me about your interest in my Franziska.”

	“My interest?” The conversation caught Azure off guard. He wasn’t quite sure what Paul was asking.

	“Yes. You seem adamant about having her. Why?” The tiniest hint of suspicion snuck into his voice.

	“She was recommended to me.” Azure gazed down at his glass, swirling the liquid inside.

	“Oh, don’t do that.” The brothel owner reached forward to stop him. 

	It worked.

	“Why not?” Azure’s eyes shot back up to meet his.

	“Fire wine is very combustible.”

	“Fire wine?” Azure parroted. “I thought you said this is Zashoucorian wine.”

	Paul’s head quirked back slightly. “You’re not very well educated, are you?”

	It was the first insult Azure had ever heard the man say, and he felt a bit taken aback by it.

	“Zashoucor is the fire country. Zashoucorian wine is also known as fire wine,” the brothel owner explained.

	“Oh.” Azure suddenly felt stupid. “I didn’t know.”

	“The process of making it is very delicate. They put the fire in the wine, but the two don’t mix. You know what happens when alcohol mixes with fire?”

	It felt like a trick question, but Azure nodded slowly anyway.

	“Kaboom!” Paul roared, making a grand gesture with his hands so suddenly that Azure flew back in his chair. The brothel owner guffawed at Azure’s reaction, laughing until tears formed at the corners of his eyes. “Ah. You’re too easy.” He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his shirt and dabbed the tears away.

	Azure scowled at Paul until he had recovered.

	“Who was it?” he asked suddenly.

	“What?” 

	“Who told you about my Franziska?” The brothel owner got back to business.

	Azure thought fast. “Some guy at the tavern. I didn’t get his name. I was pretty deep in my cups that night. I just remember him saying that I’d never experience anything better.”

	Paul harrumphed. “He’s clearly never had Eila.” Then he waved into the air absentmindedly. “Don’t take the word of lesser discerning gentlemen.”

	“Is she bad?” It sure seemed like the brothel owner was trying to keep him from her.

	Paul’s head jutted back as if he was surprised by the question. “No. None of my girls or boys are bad. I don’t keep inferior-quality whores.”

	“Is there a reason you wouldn’t want me with her, then?”

	“Of course not. You are welcome to any of my girls…or boys,” the brothel owner replied, but there was no friendliness to his words.

	Silence passed between them for several seconds, the only sounds that of the girls talking quietly in the other room. Soon, footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs.

	Paul leaned to peek around the door, and Azure twisted in his chair. A blur of a red-headed woman in a green dress passed. Her face was turned away from them as she continued speaking to the man she was escorting. 

	“Ah, there she is now,” Paul said in an uncharacteristic whisper. He relaxed back into his chair and steepled his hands on top of his desk.

	Moments later, they heard the front door to the pleasure house open and close, and Franziska entered the room.

	Compared to the other women that Azure had seen in the brothel, Franziska was a bit full-bodied, with wide hips and a thick bosom that threatened to spill out of the top of her dress. The corset she was wearing seemed like it was struggling to keep her all in. Long red hair flowed down her back, held up and away from her face in braids to reveal larger-than-life blue eyes. Like the rest of her, her lips were full, looking perfectly kissable, as well as made to do other less PG things. Her cheeks were dotted with freckles, giving her a youthful appearance. Azure definitely found her beautiful, but it was a different kind of beauty than what Eila possessed. Where Eila looked refined and cultured, Franziska looked like she might have been plucked from a farm. There was something very girl next door about her, but with a bit of spice.

	“Franziska, this is Azure,” Paul introduced the two. “He has personally requested you.”

	“Salutations, Lord Azure.” Franziska picked up the corners of her skirt and bowed deeply before him. 

	“I am no lord,” Azure quickly corrected her.

	“Of course, you are, my lord. Everyone who takes refuge in my chambers is a lord in their own right.” She winked at him.

	Paul stood and walked to Azure’s side, urging him up. “Have fun, you two. An hour can be fleeting.” He patted Azure on the back, sending him to follow Franziska.

	Much like Eila had done, Franziska took his hand and led him to the stairs. Nervousness welled up inside of Azure as he trailed behind her. This was dangerous, he realized, already having second thoughts. The way that Paul had treated him had been suspicious. Perhaps the joke was on him, and he was ascending to his death.
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	“How do you want me, my lord?” Franziska was on her knees in front of Azure, keeping his legs spread with her palms. She moved them up and down his thighs, causing his mind to blank from time to time.

	He reached into his Bag of Holding and pulled out 3 gold, then held it up to her. 

	Franziska gave the coins a confused look. “You already paid downstairs, my lord.”

	“That was for him.” Azure nodded in the direction of the stairs. “This is for you…to buy your secrets and your silence. Will it be enough?”

	Her sexy expression fell away, and she sat back on her calves. “That depends on the secrets and what I must be silent about.”

	Azure sucked in a breath. “The name Court Harrington. How much is that worth to you?”

	Fear flashed across Franziska’s delicate features. That look alone told Azure that the air mage wasn’t a beloved friend or lover.

	“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” she said rigidly, falling away from him further. 

	“You’re a bad liar,” he said, then patted the bed. “Sit with me. The services I meant to buy today require your tongue, but not in the way you think.”

	Franziska carefully rose from the floor and sat beside him, looking around the room as if she were seeing it for the first time. There was no opulence, just a bed, a dresser, a nightstand, and a chair in the corner. Azure could have mistaken it for a standard hotel room in his own world if not for the beauty by his side.

	“Court Harrington,” he said again. “He comes to you on occasion, yes?”

	“How many of those gold coins do you have?” Franziska leaned over Azure as if he might be hiding some more coins on the other side of him.

	“Enough.” Having no idea how much it would cost to get the information, Azure wasn’t sure if he was lying or not.

	“And what will you do with this information, should I give it?” She eyed him warily.

	“I’m going after the Bower Boys,” he replied unabashedly, which earned him an incredulous laugh.

	“Many have tried and failed.”

	“But I won’t,” Azure assured her.

	“What level are you?” Franziska looked him up and down, not even pretending to be impressed.

	“It doesn’t matter. A level 1 monster can take down a level 50 Adventurer under the right circumstances,” he spoke the same words he had told Uden.

	“But the Adventurer will win, 50 to 1,” she shot back.

	“You don’t strike me as a stupid woman.” Azure grinned at her quick wit. 

	“A stupid woman wouldn’t cross the Bower Boys.” Franziska moved as if to take the coin, then placed her hand on top of Azure’s. “You keep your coin. I’ll keep my life. Now,” she stood, “unless I can put your coin to some other use, I believe we’re done here.”

	Azure’s head hung low for a moment as he thought. “You know, if there’s anyone who could help me kill Court Harrington, it’s you.”

	“Look around.” She turned from side to side. “No fighter stands before you, just a simple whore trying to make it in a harsh world.”

	“But sex has more power than you could ever realize.” He looked back up at her. “He trusts you. Makes himself vulnerable around you.”

	“Court Harrington is a mage. He’s never vulnerable. That information will cost you 1 gold.” Franziska reached forward and tried to snatch one of the coins from Azure, but he drew back before she had a chance.

	“I knew that already.” The slightest smirk reached his lips. Then he reconsidered, holding out one of the coins to her. “For pretty much admitting that he comes to you, which I also already knew. Why else would I be here?”

	“Who told you?” She fixed him with a gaze that was a mix of anger and fear.

	“People talk.” Azure relaxed back. 

	“But I never told anyone.” Her eyes fell away from him as her thoughts began to wander.

	“I have a plan, but it will require your assistance,” Azure tried to bring Franziska’s attention back to him. “I need for you to disable Court next time he comes to see you.”

	“Disable him?” Her head jutted back. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

	“Have you ever heard of BDSM?” Azure raised an eyebrow.

	The next several minutes were spent first explaining what BDSM is and then telling her his plan. Franziska would sneak Azure in through the back door before Court arrived to meet with her, then up to her room. Getting Azure past Paul and the other girls would be a challenge, but she assured him it would be doable with the right amount of compensation. Once inside, he would hide under the bed and wait for her to bring Court up. Then there would be more waiting as Franziska put on a sexy charade, introducing Court to the wonderful world of female domination, something he likely hadn’t experienced before and would hopefully be excited about. The success of the plan relied heavily on how much Court trusted Franziska. He would have to be comfortable enough with her to allow her to tie his hands behind his back. That part would be imperative if Azure didn’t want him casting spells. If there was one thing that Azure had learned about magic during his time in The Realm, it was that most, if not all, spells required the use of some kind of hand gesture.

	Franziska made no promise that it would work. While Court had been requesting her company consistently for the past several months, he had also treated her cruelly. She pretended to care for him despite it all, but the man was clearly no stranger to the way of whores. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be able to sniff out the treachery in her actions.

	Once Court was safely tied up, Azure would reveal himself and take care of the rest. 

	To put his plan into motion, it cost Azure 20 gold total, including what he had already given Franziska. She claimed that half of that was to buy the silence of her colleagues. Azure didn’t really care where the money went as long as she was sincere about working with him. He knew how to earn it back anyway, and he would have plenty of time to do that while he was waiting for the sun to set the following day.

	Their initial conversation didn’t consume the entire hour, so Azure left early with a smile on his face. Paul came out to greet him before he was able to make his way to the door. It was a bit disconcerting to know how involved the man was in his business. Getting past him twice tomorrow would probably be even more challenging than tricking Court. 

	“How was she?” Paul walked toward Azure with arms outstretched. “Was it everything you’d hoped it would be?”

	“Everything and more. Thanks again for a wonderful hour. I shall return.” Azure turned to him and clasped wrists.

	“Always nice to have your patronage.” The brothel owner smiled before letting Azure go on his way.

	There was a mix of excitement and fear coursing through him with every step he took toward the tavern. By the time Azure had arrived, the fear had usurped his excitement. All the negative and dangerous what-ifs played through his head. He could have just paid Franziska for a quick death. For all Azure knew, she could have run downstairs and told Paul all about his plan as soon as he left. Azure had a pretty good hunch that the Bower Boys had the brothel owner in their back pocket. The only thing giving him hope was that Franziska’s story about the physical and sexual abuse might be true. He just hoped that it was a big enough motive for her to help him.

	Whatever the case, he didn’t feel safe anymore. Generally. And telling someone other than Uden his plan only compounded that. 

	Dinner was meatloaf with gravy. It was one of Azure’s favorite meals that the tavern made, and he couldn’t even taste it. Every cell in his body was on high alert, his eyes jumping from face to face, seeing who was watching him—who might be whispering about him. Of course, Azure had given lots of people reason to whisper lately. He had basically publicly challenged the Bower Boys with his adamant attempt to recruit a party to go after them. And they were powerful enough to have been able to snuff out any hope of that.

	Now, Azure felt isolated and alone. Everyone gave him a wide berth as if they might get caught in the crosshairs of the Bower Boys just by being around him. Not even Uden was willing to help him. 

	Am I stupid to not leave Squall’s End right now? I could go tonight and put this all behind me. Continue mine and Janine’s dream of reaching Finborh and finding out the truth about the wish. Lonnell was right. Janine would not want me doing this. Someone will kill the Bower Boys eventually. It doesn’t have to be me, and I don’t need to be here to see it. 

	But even as he thought all of that, Azure knew he wouldn’t be able to force himself to leave. He had set his plan in motion, and he was convinced that if he could take out Court Harrington, the rest of the Bower Boys should go down easily. 

	So much could go wrong. He could be just throwing his life away. If a level 40 badass like Shane Garside couldn’t take down the Bower Boys, then why should he think that he could.

	Because this is personal. I’m not doing it for money or fame or glory. I’m doing it for revenge, one of the strongest motivators in the entire universe.

	And while Azure knew that he wouldn’t stray from the path of revenge now that he was on it, he also knew that he had to tread carefully. Plan well. Work efficiently. Think smartly and factor in all the variables. But most importantly, he just had to survive the night. 
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	Not trusting that Franziska wouldn’t immediately rat him, Azure decided it was best to forgo his room at the inn. Instead, he parked next to the docks for a long and sleepless night of watching ships sail in. 

	He wasn’t just changing locations. Uden had told him that Freidhelm Noonan gambled with a bunch of other unsavories near the docks, and Azure didn’t know of much more unsavory men than pirates. Their lust for gold and debauchery should eventually lead him to this secret room that Uden had been talking about. 

	Knowing better than to stay out in the open, Azure Stealthed himself and hid behind some barrels. Everyone who landed at the port seemed to cut straight through the city toward the inn or the tavern. None diverted. Azure wasn’t sure if they could detect him or were just being cautious. The latter of the two made more sense. This secret room probably wouldn’t be very secret if they headed straight toward it as soon as they left their ships.

	Briefly, Azure considered following some of the pirates, but that seemed like a good way to get himself killed. Instead, he stayed put, hoping that he’d see something out of the ordinary. 

	No secrets revealed themselves as the night passed. By the time the sun began to rise, Azure felt absolutely exhausted. Still, there was much to do before he could rest, starting with buying more alchemy supplies. Paying Franziska had cost him a great deal, but it would be worth it if everything panned out as planned.

	Aside from the fact that Azure would likely need a sizeable amount of coin to gamble with if he did manage to gain access to the secret room, he also needed to do some shopping. Carrying out a feat as great as singlehandedly taking out the Bower Boys would require special equipment, some of which he wasn’t even sure existed or would be accessible to him. Whatever the case, Azure would scour the town for anything he thought might be useful. But first, he had to make some money.

	Azure waited for Zach to arrive and open shop. The merchant smiled at Azure upon seeing him, though it didn’t reach his eyes. Not wanting to be a nuisance for bothering Zach when he was ill-prepared, Azure helped him set up his stall before discussing business. Zach seemed appreciative of the help, and they made small talk while they worked, the task taking less than half an hour.

	“As you can probably guess, I need everything you’ve got,” Azure told him.

	“Unfortunately, I have a shortage of vials today. Jasmyne came and snatched up most of my supply yesterday,” the merchant informed him.

	Azure opened up the buying interface and frowned.

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 14

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 84

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 97

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	14 Potions of Minor Healing wouldn’t get him much coin, but every little bit helped right now. Not wanting to overspend, he purchased all 14 vials as well as 8 Red Mushrooms and 4 Garlic for the sum of 4 silver and 2 copper.

	Feeling it would be worth his coin, and wanting a safe place to rest during the day, Azure returned to the inn, purchasing one night’s stay and making sure that he was put in a different room than before. Then he spent a little over an hour turning his empty vials into full ones. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 6

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 6

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 2

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	Once that was done, Azure went to the cobbler’s to sell his extra potions and buy some new boots. There was no point in sneaking around if he could be identified on sight. Though his new Black Leather Cloak concealed most of his armor and weapons, Azure’s feet could still be easily seen beneath it. The cloak had a hood to obscure his face from view, but he had been seen wearing it around town since he’d first received it, so he hoped he’d be able to find something to swap that out with as well, though he probably wouldn’t be willing to if it reduced his stats. Right now, Azure needed all the Agility he could get, and the Black Leather Cloak gave him +2.

	Cristopher smiled upon seeing Azure, his hand going up to his dark stringy hair and rubbing across his scalp. “Your hair is starting to grow back.”

	“Yeah.” Azure glanced up, not that he could see his hair. Aside from when it had initially happened, he barely remembered or cared that he had become bald whenever he’d set himself on fire.

	“How are the boots working out for you?” The cordwainer pointed to Azure’s Large Patchwork Boots.

	“They’re good.” He nodded. “But I am looking to procure another pair.”

	“One more set of Large Patchwork Boots, coming up.” Cristopher turned to retrieve the boots, but Azure stopped him.

	“I want something different this time. To switch things up,” he added quickly, so as not to make the cordwainer think that he didn’t like the boots he was currently wearing.

	“Well then, take a look around and tell me what catches your fancy.” Cristopher gestured to his stock.

	 

	
		
				Small Cloth Sandals


				Defense: +1

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.4 kg 


		

		
				Cloth Sandals


				Defense: +2

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.5 kg 


		

		
				Small Leather Boots


				Defense: +3

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 2.0 kg 


		

		
				Large Leather Boots


				Defense: +4

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.0 kg 


		

		
				Fur Lined Boots


				Defense: +4

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 2.5 kg 


		

		
				Large Patchwork Boots


				Defense: +4

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.0 kg 


		

		
				Small Rawhide Boots


				Defense: +3

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.0 kg 


		

		
				Large Rawhide Boots


				Defense: +4

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 21/21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 4.6 kg 


		

	



	 

	Unfortunately, there was nothing Azure hadn’t seen before.

	Reluctantly, he asked, “You wouldn’t happen to have some extra special items? Perhaps something too expensive to display in your store window?”

	“Why do you ask?” the words came out with hesitation equal to Azure’s.

	“Because I’m specifically looking for boots that give an Agility boost,” he confessed.

	Cristopher’s expression hardened as he thought for a moment, tapping a finger against his chin. “How much coin do you have, including what I just paid you for the potions?”

	“26,” Azure replied honestly. He trusted Cristopher. The man was kind and honest. 

	Cristopher nodded, then held up a finger. “Wait here.”

	He walked over to a bag sitting in the corner of the room and extracted a pair of boots. As he turned, Azure realized that the boots weren’t like any he’d ever seen before. The vamp looked to be made of soft tan leather, and there were silver chains going all the way up the shaft, which extended a few inches over the ankle.

	Cristopher paused before handing them over, “These cost 15 gold and 5 silver and, unfortunately, the price is non-negotiable. That’s the best deal I can give you on them.”

	Azure nodded in understanding before taking the boots.

	 

	
		
				Crude Chain Boots of Weak Haste


				Defense: +6

Vitality: +1

Intelligence: +1

Strength: +1

Agility: +10

Dexterity: +6

Charisma: +2

Luck: +1

Spell: Weak Haste

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 10/10

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.8 kg

Traits: +2% resistance to Fire, +1 resistance to Disease, +1% resistance to Magic, +1% resistance to Poison 

Requirements: Level 10

Uses: Gives the wearer the ability to cast Weak Haste. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Weak Haste grants the wearer a 15% increase in speed for 5 minutes.


		

	



	 

	His mouth dropped open. This was the first piece of armor Azure had seen that granted a spell. He hadn’t even thought that such things existed in The Realm.

	“I’ll take them.” The words left his mouth without hesitation, and he handed the boots back to Cristopher to dig in his Bag of Holding for the coin. 

	Purchasing the boots was a no-brainer. Not only would they add +10 to his Agility, but the Weak Haste spell was invaluable.

	They made the trade, and Azure put the Crude Chain Boots of Weak Haste into his bag. For as much as he wanted to wear them, he needed to keep them a secret for now.

	“You’re not going to put them on?” Cristopher gave him a confused look.

	“They’re a gift for someone,” he lied, just in case someone asked around. It was better to be safe than sorry.

	“Mighty expensive gift. Is it a lady friend you met at The Adventurers Guild?” The cordwainer waggled his eyebrows.

	“Uh, yeah.” Azure shifted his gaze.

	Cristopher sighed deeply, and his eyes hazed over a bit with memories. “I used to woo Owe with such gifts when we first met. She always used to get excited when I brought her a particularly exquisite piece of armor or a new weapon. Some women don’t like flowers much.” He shrugged as the moment of recollection passed.

	“I’m sure she’ll love them,” Azure said a bit awkwardly before thanking the cordwainer one last time and taking his leave of the shop.

	Once outside, Azure sucked in a large breath of air, letting the weight of his purchase hit him. While he didn’t regret buying the boots, they had cost him more than half of the coin he had at his disposal. There was a possibility that he’d have to sell more potions—the ones he had wanted to keep—to procure the rest of what he needed.

	Questioning whether or not he should buy anything else, Azure’s feet carried him to the local tailor. Her shop was on the northeast side of Squall’s End, one of the very few shops he hadn’t visited yet. Upon stepping inside, he saw everything from breeches to exquisite dresses hung on display racks lining the walls. The walls were painted a royal purple with a black fleur-de-lis pattern, which gave an ambiance of wealth. Lamps sat atop small tables in all four corners of the shop, further illuminating it despite the large windows in the front of the building allowing ample light in.

	The tallest woman that Azure had ever seen came walking out of the back room attached to the shop. Easily over 6-feet tall, her skin was almost as pale as the white, dramatically tapered hair framing her face. A strong scent of flowers wafted into the room with her. It wasn’t an unpleasant scent, but like most things about the shop, a little too much. Despite the myriad of colors surrounding them from all the various women’s garments, Shirley wore a simple blouse and breeches in earthen tones, though the clothes were, no doubt, high-end. Her features were mostly angular, with a pointed chin, narrow nose, and lips so thin that they were practically just lines on her face, but her eyes were dark blue and overly large, like two nebulas trying to take up the rest of the space and balance it out.

	Shirley greeted Azure with a smile that about made the pink of her lips disappear entirely, and her large eyes got even bigger as she noticed what he was wearing. “I remember that cloak. You must be the bloke who took on my quest for Kobold Hides,” she said in a voice tinged with a British accent, the tone of which was soft and airy. Overall, Azure found her to be an incredibly bizarre human.

	“It’s excellent craftsmanship.” He pinched the top of the cloak next to the hood.

	“Your name, good sir?” Shirley bowed her head slightly.

	“Azure,” he replied.

	“Mm.” She nodded, as if pleased by his response. “And I am Shirley Shearman, local tailor and clothier extraordinaire.” She held her arms out with a flourish. 

	Azure wondered if this entire conversation was going to be overdramatized. The woman seemed every bit as eccentric as the finery around her.

	“What can I do you for, Sir Azure?”

	“Just Azure,” he corrected her quickly before continuing. “And I was wondering if I could look at your cloaks.”

	Her friendly expression dropped for a second. “Does the one you’re wearing not suit your needs?”

	Everyone around here is so easily offended, he thought briefly.

	“It’s not that. I’m just looking for something a little more…concealing.” Azure hoped she’d catch the implication in his words. Having his own cloak of concealment would be super sweet.

	“Feel free to browse what I have available.” She touched Azure gently on the shoulder to guide him in the direction of the cloaks. 

	 

	
		
				Leather Cloak


				Defense: +4

Type: Medium Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.0 kg


		

		
				Soft Leather Cloak


				Defense: +4

Type: Medium Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 2.0 kg


		

		
				Polar Bear Hide Cloak


				Defense: +5

Type: Heavy Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.5 kg 

Traits: +15% resistance to Cold


		

		
				Wolf Hide Cloak


				Defense: +3

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.5 kg 

Traits: +4% resistance to Cold


		

		
				Kobold Hide Cloak


				Defense: +6

Vitality: +5

Type: Heavy Armor

Durability: 7/7

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 3.5 kg 


		

	



	 

	“Are there even polar bears around here?” He arched an eyebrow.

	“No.” Shirley shook her head. “That one’s an import. It’s expensive.”

	Azure didn’t care to ask how much it cost. The only cloak on the list that caught his eye was the Kobold Hide Cloak, but even that really wasn’t what he was after. Remembering how Cristopher had pulled the boots from his bag, Azure was fairly certain that all merchants had a cache of secret items that they only sold to their most favored customers. Unfortunately, Azure didn’t have a relationship with Shirley yet, but it still didn’t hurt to try and see if she would reveal her secret stash.

	He decided not to beat around the bush any further. “I’m looking for a Cloak of Concealment.”

	The tailor’s face pinched slightly, and Azure could tell that she was put off by his request. “Why would you want something like that?” 

	“I have a quest from The Adventurers Guild that requires it.”

	She snorted. “Those types of cloaks are only used by thieves and miscreants. You shan’t be able to get me to believe such a lie.”

	If there was a favor attribute, Azure was confident that his with Shirley had just gone down. The way she looked at him had changed. In the blink of the reveal of his desire, her disposition had transformed from friendly to suspicious.

	“Apologies. In truth, I’ve taken on a quest that’s above my level, and I’m looking for any type of advantage that I can get.” Azure decided to try the honest approach. 

	“I don’t care.” Shirley crossed her arms over her chest.

	With a sigh, Azure surrendered the idea of seeing any hidden items. “How much is the Kobold Hide Cloak?”

	“6 gold,” she shot back shortly.

	He ran his hand over the cloak, wondering if it was made from the same hides that he’d procured for her. Whatever the case, at this point, it would be a bad idea to leave empty-handed. “I’ll take this.” Azure pulled the cloak from its hanger.

	Shirley held her palm out for the coin, looking like an angry mother. When Azure handed it over, her upset disposition seemed to soften somewhat.

	“Now, if that will be all.” She gestured to usher him out.

	With his head bowed low, Azure made his way to the door. The briefest thought crossed his mind to visit the armorer or to browse Garion’s smithy for better weapons, but the exhaustion of having stayed up all night was finally getting to him. Instead, Azure went to the general store to buy a few sundry items he thought he might need, then he returned to the inn, throwing himself onto the bed for a nice long sleep. His last thought was of wishing that alarm clocks existed in The Realm.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	THE REALM – Day 110

	 

	 

	Azure awoke many hours later, sitting up with a start, his head pivoting toward the window. Fear of oversleeping gripped his chest like a vice. But when he saw the sun still struggling to stream through the window, he relaxed. 

	Thank the Gods, I didn’t oversleep.

	Almost as soon as relief swept through him, it was replaced by the anxiety of what he had to accomplish tonight. Once he walked into the pleasure house, there would be no going back. If Franziska had ratted him out, he would undoubtedly perish. And if he froze and couldn’t bring himself to carry through with killing Court Harrington, then he wouldn’t get another chance. 

	Up until finding out about Janine’s death, Azure had been adamantly against killing humans. But this was different; this was justice. That still didn’t mean he could hope to accomplish the task without psychological scars. 

	Many of his military friends back on Earth had PTSD from having to kill. This probably wouldn’t be much different. The thing was, though, that Azure didn’t have to kill. There was still time to run. He could just not show up, take what few belongings he possessed and leave Squall’s End. Azure thought about it as he changed into his new cloak and boots. He thought about it as his feet carried him to the pleasure house, taking the least traveled route and Stealthing himself whenever possible. Azure thought about it even when he lightly knocked on the back door of the pleasure house to get Franziska’s attention, and when she opened the door and sneaked him inside. It was all he could think about as the other girls distracted Paul in his office while Franziska led Azure up the stairs to the room where she was to take Court Harrington. By the time he was securely hidden beneath the bed, it was too late to back out. This was happening. 

	Azure tried his best to relax, lying on the cold floor, staring up at the wooden slats that held the mattress suspended. His heart drummed so heavily that he could feel it throughout his entire body, beating the floor and threatening to burst through his chest at the same time. A million different scenarios raced through his mind on repeat. How things could go wrong. If Franziska messed up. If she ratted him out. If she couldn’t convince Court to allow her to tie him up. If Court somehow figured out that Azure was under the bed. 

	Almost as soon as Franziska had Azure settled, she went downstairs to wait for Court. Time passed endlessly while he laid there, trapped with his thoughts. His body buzzed with stress, the thought of flight peeking around his consciousness every so often. But then he heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and Azure knew he’d have to steel his nerves if he hoped to get through this. 

	He couldn’t see the man who entered the room with Franziska, but he spoke with an odd Southern drawl. There wasn’t much conversing between the two before he began making demands. The bed sank as he sat on it, the slats a mere centimeter from Azure’s face. His eyes widened briefly from fear of being crushed. If Court felt something beneath the bed, Azure would surely be caught. Luckily, there was just enough room to keep that from happening.

	“Let’s try something different tonight.” Franziska sauntered up to him.

	A new fear raced through Azure. If they both climbed onto the bed, he’d definitely get crushed.

	“I’m not interested in different. It’s been a long day,” Court said a bit gruffly.

	She pouted, making a soft whining sound. “Oh, but I’ve been so looking forward to this. I planned something special, just for you.”

	“Oh really?” The thought of being special seemed to have caught his interest.

	“It’s a new technique I learned. Comes all the way from Fufraburg.” Franziska purred.

	“Fufraburg, huh?” Court huffed.

	“It’s the sexual capital of the world,” she said, as if to remind him. 

	“And where did you learn this technique?” his words came out with spite. Clearly, he thought she’d learned it from another man.

	“I heard it from a new girl that Paul is thinking about taking on. She dropped by earlier and was telling him what she could offer. I was eavesdropping.” Mock innocence filled her voice.

	“Eavesdropping, huh? Naughty.”

	The bed shifted as Court wrapped his arms around Franziska.

	“Wouldn’t you like to be the first to see this technique in action?” She tinted her tone with excitement.

	“It depends on the technique,” he paused, “and if you promise not to use it on anyone but me.”

	It was quickly becoming obvious that Court felt some measure of possessiveness over Franziska. If she was able to play into his desire for exclusivity, this just might work.

	“Well, it’s important to see if you like it first.”

	“So, what is this technique anyway?” Court gestured for her to explain.

	“It would require quite a bit of trust on your part.” For the first time since their interaction began, uncertainty seeped into Franziska’s voice.

	“Oh?”

	“The technique is a fantasy roleplay. You would have to allow me to tie you up and blindfold you. Then, I could do whatever I wanted to with you. Of course, you would really be the one in control the entire time,” she quickly added. “If there were certain things that you want me to do to you, then you could most certainly make a request. But the whole point of the technique is to experience a new type of sensation with sensory deprivation.”

	“Sensory deprivation,” Court parroted. “What’s that?”

	“Since you wouldn’t be able to see, you should be more sensitive to touch. That’s the theory, at least.” Franziska gave a little shrug.

	“I don’t really like the idea of being tied down,” he said with obvious discomfort. “How about we try it on you first?”

	“Well, half of the appeal of the fantasy is role reversal. Giving up control.”

	“But I like to be in control,” Court said firmly.

	“It’s just for fun.”

	“Doesn’t sound very fun to me.”

	Oh shit, she’s losing him. Azure really didn’t want to be stuck under the bed while they had sex only to see his chance at killing Court Harrington slip away. If Franziska couldn’t get Court to allow her to tie him up, Azure would have to come up with a new plan. Quickly.

	“Why don’t you take off that dress, and we’ll get down to business.” Court urged Franziska on.

	She made the same whiney pouting sound as before, reminding Azure of SkekSil from The Dark Crystal. It wasn’t a seductive noise by any means. “Please, Court. You know I think you’re special. I really wanted to do this with you. Maybe make it just our thing. Besides, it wouldn’t be exciting with anyone else. No one is as much of a man as you.” Franziska sat on the bed next to Court, and it sunk the last centimeter needed to have the wooden slats pressing against Azure’s face. He turned his head to the side to weather the pressure. “Just give it a try…for me. If you don’t like it, I’ll untie you. Five minutes.” She held up her hand, her fingers outstretched. “If you can’t get into it, I won’t ever ask you to do it again.”

	“Hmm.” There was a period of silence before he spoke again. “All right. Five minutes. But whether I like it or not, I get to tie you up afterward and do whatever I want to you. And if I don’t like it, I’ll make sure that you don’t like what I do to you either.” There was a twinge of a threat to his words.

	“Deal,” she said, dropping all sexy pretense.

	Azure would have sighed in relief if it wouldn’t have made a sound. As it was, he had to do everything he could not to inhale when Franziska stood. The pressure of the bed on his body had been keeping him from taking a full breath.

	His heart picked up its rapid tempo once more, and he prayed to all the Gods that Franziska remembered the directions he had given her. If she wasn’t able to tie Court’s hands behind his back, it would be a problem. The mage would be able to cast as long as he could weave his hands, and Azure didn’t remember what all of the air spells could do.

	As if to quell his mounting nerves, Azure heard Franziska say, “I need you to put your hands behind your back.”

	“Why?” It sounded more like a grunt than a word.

	“Because I need you completely helpless. Besides, I need to be able to get to these bits.”

	Azure was glad he couldn’t see what was going on. Hearing the blatant moaning was bad enough. 

	After a few moments, the bed compressed again as Franziska crawled onto it to tie Court’s hands behind his back. Azure tried not to groan as the wooden slats pressed into his body. If he were lucky, they wouldn’t leave marks behind. 

	Finally, after what felt like another lifetime, Franziska crawled off of the bed again. 

	“Done,” she said proudly, which was Azure’s cue to make his move.

	“What happens now?” Court asked.

	“Now, just try to relax.” Franziska sounded more excited than sensual. “It will all be over soon.” Her voice darkened.

	Those words, coupled with the scraping of Azure’s armor against the wooden floor as he struggled to crawl out from under the bed, were enough to alert the mage that something was wrong. No amount of Stealthing could cover up that noise.

	Azure wished that Franziska had kept her mouth shut, but there was no taking the words back now. 

	“What’s going on?” Court’s tone was filled with alarm as he began to struggle. “Untie me right now.”

	Azure pulled his Black Dagger from his belt the second he was on his feet. 

	Court Harrington looked like a squirming worm on the bed. Realizing he still had the use of his legs, he kicked them over the side of the bed to stand, but Azure was behind him in an instant. It occurred to Azure to say some words—perhaps voice his reason for doing this—but a mixture of adrenaline and an overwhelming fear that he’d pussy out kept his lips sealed shut. He didn’t think; he just acted, gripping Court firmly around the chest with one arm and sliding the sharp edge of his Black Dagger across his throat with the other.

	The blade seemed to slip off of Court’s skin as if trying to cut through metal. Blood was drawn, but not enough to sever arteries or his windpipe. What was worse was that Azure had underestimated the mage.

	For a moment, all Azure could see was the color orange. His body grew stiff, and a yellow icon with white bolts appeared in the corner of his vision with a timer above it. 

	 

	Level 28 Court Harrington delivers 65 damage. You have been inflicted with shock. You will be unable to move for the next 10 seconds.

	 

	Court wiggled out of Azure’s grasp and turned around. There was a red line across his neck, but the wound barely looked skin deep. All Azure could do was stand there frozen in place and watch as the mage backed up into the chest of drawers.

	“You’re dead when I get free! Dead!” he yelled.

	Not good. Azure could see out of his peripheral vision that Franziska was frozen with fear. He wanted to tell her that she needed to silence Court, but his mouth wouldn’t move.

	Ten seconds felt like a lifetime. Before it had time to expire, Court rushed forward and headbutted Azure, knocking him to the floor.

	 

	Level 28 Court Harrington delivers 35 damage.

	 

	Blessedly, the stockings that Franziska had bound Court’s hands with were holding well. By the time Azure had regained his ability to move, Court was leaning against the wall, rubbing the side of his head against it to get the blindfold off.

	Knowing that he needed to finish this quickly, Azure drew his Bergen’s Glaive. While his Black Dagger had barely made a scratch, his other weapon had much better attack stats. Azure drove the point toward Court’s neck, but the mage moved to the side just quick enough to avoid being skewered. 

	Azure cursed under his breath as he realized that the tip of his Bergen’s Glaive had become lodged in the wall. 

	Court charged him again, and both men went falling over onto the floor. Instead of attacking him further, Court began to roll. It wasn’t until he was facing away from Azure that Azure realized what he was trying to do. If he could touch Azure, he could harm him.

	Abandoning his sword where it had fallen, Azure went for his Black Dagger again. He narrowly avoided Court inching back toward him, rotating his body to escape being touched. Azure gripped the mage’s head with both hands, practically curling around it so that he couldn’t wiggle away. Then he began sawing at his throat.

	It took everything in Azure to withhold a war cry. As it was, he was pretty sure that those downstairs and in the adjacent rooms had heard the scuffle. More than likely, it was only a matter of seconds before Paul came upstairs and they were discovered.

	Despite his skin’s rocklike resistance to the blade, it finally began to give way. Court Harrington screamed as Azure sliced through his vocal cords and esophagus. After what felt like an eternity of sawing, the screaming turned into a gurgle. Still, Azure didn’t stop until Paul reached the top of the stairs and peered into the room. Azure was covered in blood, his hands so slick that they were losing their grip on the dagger. Court’s body was twitching violently now, but there was no notification of his death, so Azure wasn’t about to let go.

	“What have you done?!” Paul's eyes grew wide as he rushed to Court’s side and dropped to his knees.

	He immediately started weaving his hands, and a blue glow began to surround them. Azure was both amazed and panicked that Paul knew magic. Either he was about to attack Azure or heal Court, neither of which would be good.

	“No!” Franziska cried out, practically throwing herself at Paul to knock him over. He warded her off with a hard backhand, but the precious seconds that she had bought Azure were all that he needed to finish the job. 

	The gash in Court Harrington’s throat relinquished its final bit of lifeblood, and his body stilled on the floor. 

 

	 

	Defeated Level 28 Court Harrington. 252XP rewarded.

	 

	Azure sat back, panting. The smell of copper filled his nose, and when he finally looked down at the ruin he’d made of Court’s neck, bile welled up into his mouth. He leaned over and retched, emptying the contents of his stomach onto the floor.

	I just killed someone. Not killed. Murdered.

	The thought barely had time to pass. There were too many other things going on that demanded his attention. Franziska was leaning on one shoulder a few feet away, her hand up to her cheek where Paul had struck her. Paul was just staring at the body, his eyes wide in disbelief. He was the first to recover, shock turning into anger as his gaze moved to pierce Azure.

	“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?!” he spat before turning his attention to Franziska and barking, “Go close the door. We can’t let anyone else see this or know what has happened.”

	She was on her feet in an instant, following orders. Franziska closed the door, then stood with her back pressed against it. 

	 “He was a murderer,” Azure said as he wiped the vomit from his mouth with his Kobold Hide Robe.

	Paul ignored him, his neck snapping back to look at Franziska. “If you wouldn’t have interfered, then I could have saved him. You’ll die for this.”

	Azure reached over for his Bergen’s Glaive, expecting to have to kill the pleasure house owner as well. “You will not lay a finger on her,” he said threateningly as he pulled himself to his feet.

	“I won’t have to,” Paul snarled. “You’re both dead. Maybe we all are.”

	“He was unkind to me.” Franziska’s voice went small as she hugged herself. “Someone had to stop him.”

	“In my brothel!?” Paul tried to suppress the uptick in his tone, but it didn’t work very well. A vein in his neck bulged from the pressure of containing himself.

	If the setting wasn’t so tense, Azure might have been amused that the pleasure house owner finally caved and called his own establishment a brothel. Everything seemed stripped bare in those moments, though.

	“No one has to know he died here,” Azure interjected.

	“Everyone will know,” Paul insisted. “This is the only place in Squall’s End that he ever comes. The Bower Boys will know that he was here.”

	“But they don’t have to know that he died here,” Azure said again. “I will take the body. I had planned to take it all along.” Hopefully, that would be possible with his Bag of Holding.

	“Do you think I’m not going to turn you into them?” Paul raised an eyebrow.

	Azure brought his sword in front of him. “Let me see you try.” He knew from having Analyzed the brothel owner earlier that Paul couldn’t take him on.

	Paul waved at Azure in annoyance. “Oh, put down your sword. That’s not what I meant. I meant that I’m going to tell them that you killed him.”

	Azure relaxed a bit. “That’s fine. They’re already after me, so I don’t really care.”

	The brothel owner glared at him. “You should care. Once they mark you, you’re dead.”

	“I don’t care about me.” Azure shook his head. “Only her.” He pointed his sword at Franziska. “What will it cost to buy her safety.”

	“More than you have.” 

	“Why?” Azure’s head jutted back. “It would be easy enough to lie. Just say that I sneaked in and hid under the bed. No one has to know her part in it.”

	“They will kill her just for being around when he died.”

	“Then say he didn’t die here. I assume he comes in the back, the same as I did. Who is to say what happens in dark alleyways?” When Paul didn’t respond, Azure continued, “Protect her for me for a week. If you don’t hear news of the deaths of the rest of the Bower Boys, then send her away.”

	Paul huffed. “Do you really think that you can kill the Bower Boys? Many a lot stronger than you have tried.”

	Hearing that from multiple people was beginning to sound like a broken record.

	“And most haven’t accomplished what I have tonight. I just killed Court Harrington,” Azure gestured to the corpse at his feet, “a man nearly twice my level. It should have been impossible.” 

	“You used cheap tricks.” Paul continued to glare at him. “Don’t think the same will work on James Bower.”

	“For as much as I’d like to divulge my plans, you can understand why I don’t trust you. You were knowingly allowing this man patronage here. For all I know, you’ll send word to the Bower Boys about what happened as soon as I leave here.”

	“If I think it will save my ass and my business, I will,” Paul admitted.

	“Well, if you do, make sure to let them know that Azure Galvan is coming for the rest of them.”

	A bitter chuckle left the brothel owner’s lips. “You say that with confidence now. You won’t be so cocky when they torture you to death. I’ve heard that their methods are quite unpleasant.” The hint of a smile reached his face, as if it pleased him to think of Azure being tortured to death. 

	Azure ignored him. “You can have everything on Court’s body as payment for keeping her safe until the week is up.” He nodded toward the body.

	“Think you’ll make up the difference with the big reward that The Adventurers Guild is offering?” Paul snorted. “You’re not going to live long enough to see it.”

	“You’re right. I’ll never see the reward,” he admitted. “I’m Designation E—too low to be able to take the quest. This isn’t about the reward; this is about revenge. James Bower killed someone precious to me, and I’m not going to stop until I see the crows feasting on his eyes.”
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	While Paul agreed to take the loot from Azure’s kill in exchange for his silence in Franziska’s involvement, Azure still didn’t trust the man. Before he left, he took Franziska off to the side and told her to get out of town. He wanted to give her more coin, but Azure barely had enough to restock his alchemy supplies, and he’d need to buy more to make and sell potions if he hoped to be able to gamble once he gained entry into the secret room. She thanked him for his concern but seemed uncertain about what she’d do next. 

	Azure stuffed Court’s naked body into his Bag of Holding. The brothel owner had taken every scrap of clothing he had on him. He also told Azure to never come back.

	Azure summoned Flicker and traveled through the night to dump the body in The Dreaded Flatlands. The irony in the name was that the landscape wasn’t flat at all, comprised almost entirely of rolling dunes. Not trusting his ability to take on the desert creatures in the dark, Azure dropped the body off just inside of its boundaries, hoping that one of the oversized critters would eat it. Then he made his way back to the forest and built a fire, planning to camp there until daybreak.

	He laid on his back and stared up at the stars, but sleep wouldn’t come. Every little noise made Azure paranoid. If it weren’t for the fact that the fire kept monsters away, he would have snuffed it out because it gave away his position. Beyond that concern, every time Azure closed his eyes, he saw Court Harrington’s exsanguinated throat. Never before had he thought himself capable of such brutality. Everything he had done had been in the moment. When the man’s throat wasn’t easily slit, he had become desperate to find an end to the situation. The result was blood and torn flesh, like an unskilled butcher hacking away at a piece of meat. While Azure had washed his hands in a basin before leaving the pleasure house, the smell of blood still clung to his skin and clothes. 

	He wasn’t sure if he wanted to brave another day at the inn tomorrow, though he doubted that the Bower Boys would be bold enough to saunter into Squall’s End in broad daylight. Generally, Azure just didn’t feel safe anywhere anymore. It was disconcerting, especially since he was alone. In most other dangerous situations, Lonnell and Uden would have had his back. Not now, though.

	Azure frowned, thinking about the mess he had gotten himself into. Life in The Realm seemed to get worse and worse with each passing day, but it had mostly been his own fault. So many mistakes he’d made—so many stupid decisions. Realistically, he probably wouldn’t survive until the end of the week. 

	He tossed and turned, consumed by thoughts until the sun began to rise and he knew it was time to return to Squall’s End. Though he had planned to, Azure didn’t bother going back to check on the body to see if it was still there. Sometime in the middle of the night, he had stopped caring if it was found. What would it really matter anyway? Squall’s End would rejoice that there was one less Bower Boy. And the Bower Boys would only feel compelled to rise against him sooner.

	The ride back to Squall’s End was riddled with paranoia. Every person in the distance was immediately perceived as a threat until Azure was able to Analyze them. He breathed a sigh of relief when he finally saw the gates of the town.

	More exhausted than he realized, Azure trudged to Zach’s stall to see what alchemy supplies he had for sale. Outside of The Dreaded Flatlands, Azure had changed back into his old cloak and boots, which had helped to remove some of the scent of blood. Although there was barely a speck left on him, he could still smell it as strongly as when he had clutched Court Harrington’s head tightly in his arms. 

	“You look like shit,” the merchant said as soon as he walked up. “Long night?”

	“Longer than any before it,” he confessed.

	“I hope you spent it with a woman in your arms.” Zach winked at him.

	I spent it with someone in my arms, he thought, though his brain was too foggy to formulate a witty response. Instead, he said, “I hope you’ve had time to restock and that Jasmyne Swailes hasn’t had the chance to get to you before me.”

	The merchant chuckled but said nothing to indicate one way or the other. Azure didn’t discover the truth until he opened the buying interface. 

	 

	
		
				Empty Vial


				Quantity: 53

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Alchemy Component


		

		
				Red Mushroom


				Quantity: 81

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +10 HP if eaten


		

		
				Garlic


				Quantity: 60

Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +15 HP if eaten


		

	



	 

	“I’m in good supply today,” Zach said finally.

	Deciding to be conservative, Azure bought all the Empty Vials, then 53 of everything else. Thanks to his discount, it only cost 2 gold, 8 silver, and 6 copper, leaving him with 1 gold, 8 silver, and 2 copper to his name. All he needed right now was enough for room and board at the inn where he could work on his Alchemy in private. He’d earn back the coin he’d lost, plus more, in the afternoon, whenever he sold the potions that he was able to create.

	With that business concluded, Azure returned to the inn, looking over his shoulder the entire way. Even if they weren’t, it felt like everyone was staring at him now that he’d killed someone.

	Once more requesting an entirely different room, Azure took his key, making sure that no one saw him enter the room. Then he sat on the floor and pulled out his alchemy supplies, keeping his Black Dagger drawn and resting on the floor beside him, for all the good it would do him if someone did decide to burst into the room and attack.

	Despite his heavy eyelids, Azure crafted potions until well past noon, working a bit slower than usual.

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Alchemy has reached Level 11. There are many uses for potions. Hone this skill to heal yourself in battle and thwart your enemies! 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 21

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 30 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 17

Item Class: Common

Quality: Poor

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 25 HP


		

		
				Potion of Minor Healing


				Quantity: 15

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 35 HP


		

	



	 

	When he was done, Azure placed the completed potions in his Bag of Holding, the task far more laborious than it should have been. He only had 90 Stamina points left, and boy, did he ever feel it. Just thinking about leaving the room to sell off his excess potions made his body seem extra heavy. But he couldn’t sleep yet. If he did, he’d most certainly slumber past when the merchants closed their shops for the night.

	Using all his willpower, Azure pulled himself to his feet and left the inn to find the nearest merchant, selling his excess potions for 17 gold and 3 silver. It didn’t feel like enough. There might be a fee to get into the secret room, and who knew how much it would cost to gamble. With a long-suffering sigh, Azure pulled 71 Average quality Potions of Minor Healing from his Bag of Holding and offered them to the merchant. Now that he had a sufficient supply of Good quality potions, he didn’t feel too insecure about parting with the majority of his Average quality ones. As long as he had 100 healing potions total in his inventory at all times. 

	Selling the potions brought in an extra 35 gold and 5 silver, more than enough for Azure to feel secure moving forward. He thanked the merchant and then dragged himself back to the inn. Caution made him take the time to prop the one chair in the room under the door handle just in case someone managed to pick the lock. Better to be safe than sorry, he thought as he drifted off to sleep.
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	Azure awoke to darkness. While it was a bit alarming not knowing what time it was, the night would probably be more his friend than his enemy in locating Freidhelm Noonan. Donning his new garb, Azure worked his way behind the various hovels and shops to make his way toward the port, Stealthing himself and doing his best to keep hidden from passerbys. He started on the right side of the town, and when he saw a lack of people, walked back, then moved down the left side. The results were lackluster. Knowing that potential dangers lurked in the dark, most people kept to the lamplit main streets, avoiding the back alleys. Azure wasn’t sure if he was being brave or stupid. Whatever the case, the few people who did pass by also soon slipped into the shadows, trying to conceal their misdeeds. 

	This wasn’t working. 

	After a few hours of circling the town like a buzzard waiting for a carcass to land on, Azure gave up and went back to sitting by the port, watching for ships on the horizon, though there wasn’t much to be seen in the near pitch blackness. Considering his results from the previous night, it felt like an incredible waste of time. 

	As the hours passed, he began to grow skeptical of his ability to defeat all five Bower Boys before Mel’s Truth Serum was delivered. Even if he was kicked out of The Adventurers Guild, it didn’t mean that Azure needed to stop hunting the Bower Boys. But that would not be ideal.

	Finding the secret room in any decent amount of time seemed improbable, especially when none of the miscreants around Squall’s End would easily give themselves away. With a heavy sigh, Azure realized that he couldn’t keep doing this. Not only was he not making progress, but every night he spent in Squall’s End, he increased the amount of danger he was in. There were still four Bower Boys left, and it wouldn’t be long before they came after him. If he couldn’t continue to cull their numbers, then it was better to run than die for nothing. For as much as he hated it, this was quickly becoming like the Rescue the Goblins’ Thralls quest back on Crescent Island—a task that he should be smart enough to wait to undertake until he was stronger. Or perhaps an even wiser thing to do would be to use the wish, if it did exist, to defeat the Bower Boys. Kill all four remaining flies in one blow.

	Yes. That’s what he’d do. Instead of going home, he’d selflessly change his goal to saving what people here that he could. And if the wish didn’t exist, then at least he could grow stronger while he traveled to Finborh so that completing the task wouldn’t be so difficult when he returned. Perhaps by that time, he’d drop off the Bower Boys’ radar. 

	Mentally exhausted and frustrated with his lack of progress, Azure called the night a bust. He decided to make his way around the town one more time before finding somewhere safe to spend the next few hours before the sun rose. With morning approaching, any chance of running into Freidhelm Noonan had probably passed long ago.

	Not expecting anything, Azure Stealthed himself once more to traverse the dark alleyways near the walls of Squall’s End. When he was close to completing his search, he was rewarded with a notification.




	Congratulations! The skill: Stealth has reached Level 5. This skill allows you to move silently about your enemies without them noticing. Attacks while in stealth mode will now deal 5% more damage.

	 

	The text seemed to work more as a distraction than anything else. Azure would have been happy to see it if not for the fact that he caught a glimpse of someone familiar fading into the shadows up ahead. He quickly dismissed the notification and cast Weak Haste. 

	Having an item that granted a spell was different than casting one with the Mana from within. The magic didn’t belong to him; it belonged to his Crude Chain Boots of Weak Haste, completely separate from his body. All he had to do was think about activating the spell to make it happen, casting it on himself instantly. 

	He had first used the spell when leaving the pleasure house to dispose of Court Harrington’s body. Thinking about casting it had caused energy to surge from his boots up his legs. Azure’s calves and thighs had bulged as they propelled him forward at a much quicker pace than he naturally would have been able to obtain. It was slightly disorienting seeing everything rush by him faster—almost like he was moving too fast—but he soon got used to it and even liked it. 

	Using the spell in the darkness was even more disorienting as he traveled toward someone he could no longer see. In a matter of seconds, his body collided with something hard. There was an oomph on both ends, and then the sound of metal being drawn from sheaths. The two combatants matched blades before bouncing off one another, their identities revealed.

	“Uden,” Azure said in a whisper.

	 “What the fuck!?” came the heated reply, the half-imp’s chest heaving.

	“What are you doing sneaking around here?” His voice went serious.

	“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Uden stepped up to him, both daggers still drawn.

	“I’m trying to find that secret room you were talking about. I killed Court Harrington last night. Now, I’m after Freidhelm Noonan,” he rattled off the details as quickly as possible, trying to instill both fear and admiration in the half-imp. In truth, Azure wasn’t sure whether to trust him or not. He also didn’t know if the Bower Boys had discovered Court’s death yet. There could be a high price on his head, and Uden might be greedy enough to go after it.

	“You killed Court Harrington?” Disbelief showed in his tone.

	Azure nodded.

	“But he has 10 levels on you.” The half-imp’s face twisted with skepticism.

	“I told you I would get it done,” he replied evenly.

	“This isn’t the place to discuss such things.” Uden sheathed his daggers finally and then grabbed Azure by the arm to pull him further into the shadows. They both Stealthed as they moved toward the wall.

	Realizing that he had no idea where the half-imp was taking him, Azure stopped. “Where are we going?”

	Uden turned back to him. “Away from here.”

	“Where’s the secret room?” There was no time to mess around. “Where’s Freidhelm Noonan?”

	“He’s still back there.” The half-imp nodded back from whence they’d come. “But he’s about to be done. It’s not safe for you here.”

	Azure drew a hand up to his chest in mock gratitude. “Your concern touches me, but I came here for a reason.”

	“To die?” Uden whispered between clenched teeth before taking a step closer. “If Freid stays until the gambling is over, he’s not the only nasty thing that will belch forth from that room. You may think you can handle him, but you can’t handle them all.”

	“I can try,” he insisted, holding steady.

	Uden rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t give me that hero bullshit. While I don’t know how, you probably just got lucky killing Court Harrington. These guys…” He shook his head.

	“So, we wait,” Azure said simply. “We wait until he leaves. Then we wait until he’s separated from the rest. And then we strike.”

	“I am not going against the Bower Boys, Azure. I’ve already told you too much.”

	“It’s them or me. Whose side are you on?” Azure’s grip tightened on his Black Dagger. He didn’t want this to turn into a fight—he really didn’t—but if Uden truly was his enemy, then it couldn’t be helped. Out of all the things he’d thought about regarding dealing with the Bower Boys, having to fight the half-imp had never been one of them. Azure had always thought that Uden would be smart enough to stay out of his way, but the half-imp was nothing if not a wildcard. Greed and self-preservation were both large motivators for him.

	“I’m a neutral party.” Uden crossed his arms over his chest.

	“If someone else picks up the Bower Boys quest from The Adventurers Guild, who do you think is the first Bower Boy they’re going after? You’re weaker than the rest of them by a landslide,” Azure pointed out.

	“That’s why I’m leaving town tomorrow. And you should, too.” 

	“We can end this tonight,” he said with determination. “If we can kill Freidhelm Noonan, then there will only be three Bower Boys left.” 

	“Unlike you, I’m not stupid enough to go against someone who has 10+ levels on me.”

	“I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking you to point out Freidhelm to me. I’ll do the rest. If you want to leave town after that, fine. I’m not going to try to stop you. Just do this one last thing for me.” When Azure stopped speaking and Uden hesitated, he continued, “Think of Lonnell. Every Bower Boy that I kill means a greater chance of his survival if they do decide to attack him while he’s questing.”

	“They won’t attack Lonnell,” the half-imp told him. “They know that he’s my brother.”

	“And what about when you leave town? Don’t you think they’ll immediately go after him to get back at you?” There was another long pause as Uden thought about what Azure was saying. “Whether you like it or not, you’re in this every bit as deep as I am. By joining up with them, you’ve roped even Lonnell into this, and I bet he doesn’t even know.”

	The half-imp’s expression went slack, telling Azure all he needed to know. Lonnell was completely in the dark about Uden having joined up with the Bower Boys.

	“This is your fault,” Uden muttered before raising his voice slightly. “You’ve gotten us all killed.”

	“We’re not dead yet. And we won’t be if you just trust me.”

	Azure had lost the half-imp when he’d reminded him of the danger that Lonnell was in. Now, Uden was focused entirely on how to protect his brother. “We need to get Lonnell in on this. There’s not really any other choice.”

	“We can do that tomorrow. I can take care of this now. Do they know that Court is dead?” Azure tried to redirect his attention.

	The half-imp shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so. It wasn’t spoken about at the table tonight.” 

	“Good. Then Freidhelm shouldn’t suspect any danger. Show me where the secret room is. We don’t have to go in. Then point Freidhelm out to me when he exits.”

	“He’ll Stealth himself as soon as he leaves,” Uden reminded him.

	“Will you be able to see him before then?” It would be a problem if the half-imp couldn’t. How were they supposed to track someone invisible?

	“It wouldn’t matter either way.”

	“And why is that?” Azure furrowed his brow.

	“Because he’ll go to the tavern once the gambling is done.” The slightest smile alighted Uden’s lips as he watched Azure’s eyes bulge.

	“The tavern? Here in Squall’s End?” He couldn’t hide his surprise.

	“Did I stutter?”

	“Then what’s the point of the bloody Cloak of Concealment if he’s just going to waltz right into the most public place in town?” Azure threw his hands up. 

	Th half-imp chuckled. “You don’t know how the Cloak of Concealment works, do you?”

	“Clearly not. Having the word ‘conceal’ in the name sounded pretty obvious, but I guess I was wrong.”

	“The Cloak of Concealment isn’t like the Cloak of Invisibility. It doesn’t make you disappear. Instead, it skews your identity whenever anyone Analyzes you. Basically, it generates a fake character sheet that conceals the real one. Everything is changed from your name to your stats to even your skills. Of course, your stats don’t really change; it’s just a mask.”

	“But wouldn’t people recognize his face?” Azure still didn’t see how the item would be useful.

	“Yes. But Freid has had the cloak since before he came to Squall’s End. The Bower Boys kill everyone who sees his face when he’s involved in the robberies. No one in Squall’s End knows his true identity…except for me.” A toothy grin lit up Uden’s face.

	So, it’s basically like having a fake ID. 

	Relief flushed through Azure. For several minutes, he had thought that finding Freidhelm Noonan would be an impossible task, but this news had turned everything around. It was crazy to think that Azure never would have been able to accomplish this without Uden. Even crazier still that Azure had probably run into Freidhelm at the tavern before and never even known it. How many Adventurers and townspeople shared a drink with the man only to be murdered by him later? The thought was infuriating and only made Azure want to kill him more.

	As if to give voice to Azure’s thoughts, Uden said, “He hangs out in the tavern sometimes and listens in on peoples’ conversations, finds out who has riches or which Adventurers just scored a rare item. That’s how they pick who to target, half the time.”

	“That’s unforgivable,” Azure said softly. 

	Was that why Janine had been targeted? Perhaps Freidhelm had heard her talk about her bestiary book at one point. Or maybe he’d overheard her and Azure discussing the wish. They could have apprehended her to try to get the details, then killed her for keeping her silence.

	“Have you…” Azure hesitated for a moment before forcing himself to continue, “have you spoken to them about why they killed Janine?”

	“I don’t dare bring it up,” the half-imp confessed. “Showing any type of emotional tie to any of you besides Lonnell would be foolish.”

	“That’s true.” He nodded. They stood in silence for several moments before Azure spoke again. “Well, I guess we should head to the tavern, then.”

	“Yes,” Uden agreed, “but you should not come inside with me. Our best chance of getting this done is for you to wait outside. I’ll walk out of the tavern with him. That’s how you’ll know who he is. Then I’ll continue with him outside of Squall’s End. There will be no need for us to hide since no one knows his true identity or suspects me of being a Bower Boy. We’ll walk out of Squall’s End together, and he should allow me to accompany him until the point that James Bower has instructed him to split off from me in order to continue to keep the location of their hideout a secret. 

	“In truth, it’s no longer a secret. Freid got wasted one night, and I had to practically carry him to the entrance of the lair. I wasn’t allowed within view of it, but I was close enough to be able to discern its location. I’m not sure if James Bower knows that I know yet or not. Freid told me to keep it a secret that I went with him that far, adding a threat at the end, and he hasn’t brought it up since.” Uden sneered.

	This was all more good news to Azure. All except that he’d have to wait outside while the half-imp went in to share drinks with Freidhelm. It was yet another point where he could end up getting betrayed by Uden. If there was one thing that Azure had learned since their encounter with the Dark One, it was that the half-imp would throw Azure under the bus if it meant saving his brother. From this point on, everything hinged on whether or not Uden actually believed that Azure could follow through with killing the rest of the Bower Boys.

	They stalked through the shadows until they were an inconspicuous distance from the tavern. Before the half-imp had a chance to emerge and part ways, Azure stopped him. 

	“I’m counting on you not to betray me again.” Boy, did that ever sound stupid. How many times had Uden stabbed him in the back thus far? And yet here Azure was again, naively willing to put his faith in a guy who had proven to be nothing but disloyal.

	Uden simply nodded before wordlessly walking away.

	I bet that as soon as we get outside of town, they’ll both turn on me. Killing Freidhelm Noonan will be difficult enough without the added annoyance of Uden.

	Azure needed a plan. One that didn’t hinge on the half-imp doing the right thing. Stealthed and hidden, there’d probably be no way for Uden to tell if he was still waiting in the same spot when they emerged from the tavern. And he wouldn’t be. Azure wasn’t about to let the half-imp catch him unaware by knowing his position.

	He waited until Uden had disappeared inside, then left the shadows to find a different hiding spot. All the while, he thought about how someone would die tonight. Maybe multiple someones. 
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	Azure slipped into the darkness three buildings down from the tavern, sticking to the wall that would allow him the best view of Freidhelm and Uden when they passed while still concealing his location. He would not wait until they got out of town. That was too risky. Remaining in Squall’s End would give Freidhelm fewer places to hide if Azure missed his first shot. Azure was familiar with the town; he was less familiar with the forest surrounding it. If Freidhelm managed to make it to the tree line, it would be easy for him to lose Azure in the darkness.

	Standing between the buildings, Azure’s heart pounded in his chest. The memory of Court Harrington’s ruined neck was all too fresh. So much blood. Knowing that he was about to take another life made Azure’s stomach churn. Doubt would have crept into his mind if he wasn’t already committed. That one brutal murder had started a domino effect, and they wouldn’t stop falling until James Bower was dead. 

	An undistinguishable amount of time ticked by. While he waited, Azure decided to use his saved skill leveling abilities on Stealth since the skill had just leveled and he felt like he had been using it a lot lately. 

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Stealth has reached Level 6. This skill allows you to move silently about your enemies without them noticing. Attacks while in stealth mode will now deal 6% more damage. 

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Stealth has reached Level 7. This skill allows you to move silently about your enemies without them noticing. Attacks while in stealth mode will now deal 7% more damage. 

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Stealth has reached Level 8. This skill allows you to move silently about your enemies without them noticing. Attacks while in stealth mode will now deal 8% more damage.

	 

	He held his bow in his hands, arrow nocked, ready to draw back when the opportunity arose. Every passerby made Azure’s grip tighten for a few seconds until he realized it wasn’t his mark. Uden would be the giveaway.

	How long does a man need to drink? He began to wonder. Surely, outlaws had a high alcohol tolerance. And perhaps Freidhelm had won big time during his last gambling match. Maybe he was buying rounds for the entire tavern. Doubtful, when bandits were all about taking money, not sharing it.

	Finally, after what seemed like entirely too long, Uden passed into Azure’s field of vision. The half-imp was moving at barely more than a snail’s pace with a short man tucked under his arm. A slurred song fell from the man’s lips, the pitch rising and falling at unusual intervals. Azure was surprised that he hadn’t heard them coming.

	 

	“There once was a lass

	Twas nothing but ass.

	I gave it a slap 

	As I watched her pass.

	She turned, and she scowled.

	Oh my, was she tall.

	And that’s when I realized

	Twas no lass at all.”

	 

	Assuming that the drunk man was Freidhelm, he was, unfortunately, on the left side of Uden, which hindered Azure from getting a clear shot from his hiding spot.

	The drumming in Azure’s chest increased, beating like an accelerated war drum as he waited for just the right moment. His right bicep ached as he pulled back and held the bowstring for a period of seconds that blurred into pain. He activated Focus, zooming in just enough to make Freidhelm’s head appear larger but also so that he wasn’t disoriented by following a moving target.

	The two bandits continued down the well-lit street together, passing the buildings that Azure was standing between without so much as a suspicious sideways glance. And that’s when Azure stepped out of the shadows.

	He’d been holding the draw on his bow for so long that his arms were beginning to shake. When Azure loosed, he didn’t even wait to see if he’d hit his target, dropping his Hunting Bow to the ground and gripping his Black Dagger to come in from behind. It wasn’t until the dagger was secure in his hand that he was able to fully take stock of the situation.

	Freidhelm was folded over, holding the side of his head. The arrow had grazed him deeply, scratching through his skin and flesh down to the skull but not piercing through it. Uden had immediately jumped to the side, his eyes wide as he tried to quickly piece together what had happened. As soon as his gaze landed on Azure, he knew what the plan was.

	Sobriety came to Freidhelm like a punch to the gut. The second he realized he’d been assaulted, he looked to the half-imp for aid. After all, whoever had attacked him clearly knew his true identity and would probably be after both Bower Boys. It was time for Uden to pick a side.

	Azure wasn’t going to wait. Adrenaline had already made Freidhelm forget his injury and draw his dual daggers. He crossed them to block Azure’s first stab at the hilt. Crimson blood painted the man’s face, though most of it was concealed in shadow thanks to the cloak being pulled up. 

	Both men jumped back, perhaps anticipating that the other was about to lunge for another attack. That’s when Uden rushed in, planting two daggers in Freidhelm’s side and then dashing away just as quickly. 

	The half-imp had chosen a side.

	Azure might have been proud of him if it had been a killing blow. As it was, Freidhelm barely crunched over to the side before recovering from the injury. At least, he was distracted. He spat a curse at Uden, which left the perfect opening for Azure to charge in again.

	This time, the rogue wasn’t fast enough to block. Azure’s blade sliced across his forearm. Though the man was good at protecting his vital organs from the front, he wasn’t so great at defending against two foes at once. Seeing an opening, Uden rounded Freidhelm and plunged both of his daggers into the man’s back. Freidhelm arched like a cat stretching, a pained gasp escaping his curled lips. Involuntarily puffing out his chest left plenty of vulnerable spots exposed. Brushing Freidhelm’s injured arm aside, Azure made a backhand slash across the rogue’s stomach as hard as he could. Blood poured from the wound like a dam breaking apart in sections. Freidhelm dropped both of his weapons, wrapping his arms around his stomach instead. It was clear that the fight had left him. Both attackers stepped back as they watched the drunk, injured man stumble over toward the wall. A glance at the wound revealed Freidhelm trying desperately to keep his entrails within him. They bulged out through his fingers like fat sausages. He was barely able to take five steps before falling to his knees, the magic of gravity making the weight of his descending intestines too much to bear. They fell out of him with a wet slurp. Freidhelm groaned before slumping forward, his hands still on his innards. His fingers twitched, and then his body relaxed with a groan and a final exhale.    

	 

	Defeated Level 20 Freidhelm Noonan. 160XP rewarded.

	 

	Both men stood next to the corpse, panting and staring down at it for several moments. The smell of copper surrounded them, making the contents of Azure’s stomach bubble with disgust. He imagined his own entrails and the journey that his last meal was taking back up them. A second later, he gagged, though nothing came out.

	“Holy shit, we did it. We fucking did it.” Uden’s hands were in his hair, clawing it back away from his face. His green eyes were large as he gazed down at Freidhelm’s body with wonder. Not the slightest trace of revulsion marred his features, not even when the smell of excrement wafted up with the scent of blood.

	Alcohol shits are nasty.

	Azure gagged again. This time, his stomach gave up a few chunks of stew mixed with yellow bile. Before he had even recovered, the half-imp was kneeling beside Freidhelm, digging through his pockets.

	“We need to drag the body away before anyone sees it,” Azure managed to get out.

	“Yeah.” Uden nodded. “You’re right.” His eyes shifted from side to side before he grabbed Freidhelm beneath the arms and began dragging him into the shadows like a wolf spider carrying prey to its den.

	It amazed Azure how the half-imp handled death so casually. They had both just murdered a man in cold blood, and Uden was treating his corpse like any other monster. One minute, they were walking and talking together. The next minute, Freidhelm was just something to be looted.

	Once concealed by darkness, the half-imp continued his looting. Azure could barely see, and his paranoia grew with every passing second. If he could so easily hide in the shadows with Stealth, then so could someone else. Who really knew if anyone had witnessed the murder.

	“I just want the cloak. You can have everything else,” Azure told Uden as he watched the half-imp unfasten the cloak from around Freidhelm’s neck.

	Uden paused for a moment, raising an eyebrow at Azure. “How about I take the cloak, and you have everything else?” He gestured to spoils that Azure couldn’t make out in the darkness.

	Azure shook his head. “This was my plan. I get the cloak.”

	“I helped to kill him, too,” the half-imp quickly argued. “I could have just as easily turned on you.”

	“And that’s why I’m letting you have everything else.”

	“With this cloak, I can cover up that I’m half imp. That means I can take it to other magic schools and get admitted. I need it more than you do.” Uden pulled the cloak from Freidhelm’s lifeless body. 

	The reveal of the man beneath, made Azure’s heart wrench in his chest as his eyes fell upon the youth he’d just laid waste to. Friedhelm couldn't have been older than eighteen. “He was just a kid,” he muttered, feeling like a monster.

	“So he was.” The half-imp shrugged and flung the cloak over his shoulders. “What do my stats look like now?”

	Azure couldn’t tear his eyes away from the boy that they’d just slain. He had narrow features and a mop of light brown curls. Thankfully, his eyes were closed in death, and his expression was absent a look of excruciating pain before he had died. Still, Azure felt completely unsettled by what he was seeing. Had he known that Freidhelm was so young, would he have been able to go through with killing him? There was no way of knowing now.

	“I think I’m going to be sick again.” Azure stumbled over to the wall, bracing himself against it as he let his body retch the remainder of its contents onto the floor.

	“There, there, buddy.” Uden was beside him in an instant, patting Azure on the back.

	Azure couldn’t force himself to look back. Guilt was eating him alive. Freidhelm wouldn’t have even graduated high school yet in Azure’s world. He hadn’t even begun to live. More than likely, Freidhelm had just taken a bad path—made a wrong choice. At that age, he probably wasn’t past the point of redemption. But now…

	Tears came to Azure’s eyes unbidden. What have I done? He thought over and over again as he began to cry. This was worse than killing Court Harrington. This would undoubtedly haunt him for the rest of his life.

	“Hey,” the half-imp said to get his attention, then firmed his voice. “Get ahold of yourself.”

	But all that Azure could think about was the life he had ended too soon. Had he made the right choice? How much of a part had Freidhelm played in Janine’s rape and murder? Maybe he hadn’t even been there at all. Azure hadn’t gotten all the details.

	“I can’t…” he began to say, shaking his head, not even knowing where the sentence was headed.

	Whap!

	A stinging sensation momentarily seared Azure’s cheek.

	Uden grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “Stop it! Stop being a little bitch and get yourself together. Sometimes, people have to die. If it wasn’t him, it was going to be you. Don’t think he would have been crying over your corpse if the roles had been reversed.”

	Azure sniffled, sucking up his unstable emotions.

	“It won’t be long before someone walks by and finds us with this body. We need to figure out what to do with it.” The half-imp turned away from Azure, gazing back down at the corpse a few feet away.

	Uden was right. They needed to take Friedhelm’s body and get the hell out of this alleyway as quickly as possible.

	“Put him in my Bag of Holding.” Azure unfastened the bag from his waist and handed it to his friend. There was no way he’d be able to handle Friedhelm’s body without crying or getting sick again, even if what Uden had said rang true.

	The half-imp quirked his head back. “You do it. You’re stronger. I’ll hold the bag for you.” He took the Bag of Holding from Azure.

	Azure shook his head vehemently. “I can’t. I’ll get sick again.”

	Uden placed his hands on Azure’s shoulders once more, trying to bring him back to. “You have to.”

	“You dragged the body over here.” He gestured to the corpse.

	The half-imp shifted his weight, glancing away. “I had adrenaline on my side then. I’ve since tired.”

	“I’m the one low on Stamina!” Azure pointed to himself.

	“And whose fault is that?” Uden turned his nose up at Azure. 

	Gathering up his remaining strength, Azure sighed. They didn’t have time to argue about this. “Fine. Hold the bag.”

	Even approaching Friedhelm’s body made Azure’s eyes water.

	He may have been a kid, but he was a monster. You have to believe that. But even as he chanted that mantra in his head, tears still fell as Azure did the best he could to drag, push, and shove the teenager’s lifeless body into his Bag of Holding. When the remainder of Freidhelm’s intestines fell out, and Azure was forced to scoop them up with his hands, he almost vomited again. The only thing that kept him from it was not wanting to deal with the additional mess. As it was, covering the large pool of blood that had been left behind was going to be a bit tricky.

	Once the body was secured in his Bag of Holding, Azure cast Dirty Move several times to cover the blood trail with dirt, trying to erase it completely. Then he and Uden returned to the inn, hoping that Lonnell was there and that they could find some safe refuge for the remainder of the night.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	They found Lonnell safely asleep in his bed. Unfazed by the fact that they’d just killed a man, Uden decided that the best way to wake his brother was by jumping on him and clapping his hand over his mouth.

	Lonnell awoke with a start, a muffled scream on his lips. He struggled until Azure pulled Uden off of him. The half-imp tumbled onto the floor, and Lonnell stood and immediately grabbed his staff, brandishing it threateningly at his attacker. That’s when Uden burst into a fit of laughter.

	“You should see the look on your face right now!” he cackled. 

	“What in the…” Lonnell slapped a hand to his forehead. His chest heaved from stress. “You’re not funny!” He shook his finger at the half-imp before setting his staff down. 

	“We just killed Freidhelm Noonan,” Uden declared proudly as he straightened himself and sat cross-legged on the floor.

	Lonnell raised an eyebrow. “Who is that?”

	“One of the Bower Boys,” Azure informed him less enthusiastically. Every time he thought of Freidhelm, his chest tightened.

	Lonnell’s mouth fell open, and for a moment, he didn’t speak. Caught somewhere between shock and still being half-asleep, it took him a while to process the information. “You killed one of the Bower Boys?” His gaze volleyed from Azure to his brother, his voice full of skepticism.

	“Well, one of the weaker ones,” the half-imp muttered, shifting his weight and looking away.

	“And I killed Court Harrington the night before last,” Azure said. In hindsight, that death was less grisly. At the time, it had been one of the worst things that Azure had ever experienced. But now, Court’s face has been replaced by Freidhelm’s. “There are only three Bower Boys left.”

	Again, it took Lonnell a minute to speak. He simply stared blankly through the wall before reanimating. “Congratulations. I mean, what else do you want me to say?”

	“I’m not sure,” Azure confessed. “But we need to go after the rest of them now.”

	Lonnell closed his eyes and pinched his brow. “Wait. You woke me up…for this? I already told you that I don’t want to be involved.”

	“You’re already involved.”

	“How?” His eyes flew open, and there was a touch of anger in his tone. “By association with you?”

	“No. By association with him.” The smallest smirk curled Azure’s lips as he nodded toward Uden.

	“What are you talking about?” Lonnell said before turning his glare on his brother. “What is he talking about?”

	The half-imp tapped his fingertip on the wooden floor, avoiding Lonnell’s piercing gaze. “Technically, it’s all his fault.”

	“All your fault for what?” Lonnell was growing more impatient by the second. 

	“I didn’t make you join the Bower Boys,” Azure shot back.

	“You what?!” There it was. The pinnacle of the raised voice.

	“I didn’t know it would get this bad.” Uden shrugged.

	“Oh, come on.” Azure rolled his eyes. “How could you not?”

	The room sat silent for several moments before Lonnell spoke again. “So, let me piece this together. You joined the Bower Boys to help him.” Lonnell pointed from his brother to Azure. “Then you killed two of the Bower Boys, and now they’re going to be after all of us unless we finish them off.”

	Azure hummed. “That sounds about right.”

	A long-suffering sigh left Lonnell’s lips. “I hate you both so much right now.”

	“I know.” Azure cowered slightly but quickly recovered to start laying out his plan. “Uden knows where their hideout is. Well, he’s got an idea of where it is. Apparently, they leave a level 20 battlemage to guard it.” He looked to the half-imp for confirmation.

	Uden gave him a quick nod.

	“They don’t know that Court Harrington and Freidhelm Noonan are dead yet, but they’ll figure out that something is up in a few hours when Freidhelm doesn’t return from gambling. I say we go find their hideout, then hide nearby until James Bower and Sesto Bradley leave for the day. If Tasso joins them, even better. Then we can sneak in and lay a trap for when they return. If Tasso remains at the hideout, the three of us together should be able to take him down.” Azure took a deep breath. “The only problem is that I'm dangerously low on Stamina, so I’ll need to rest up before we go.” 

	“I think you’re missing the bigger problem entirely.” Lonnell looked at him incredulously.

	Azure furrowed his brow in confusion. “What do you mean?”

	“What levels are they? Do you even know?”

	“Sesto is level 17, and Tasso is 20. James Bower is level 39,” Uden told him.

	“And what levels are we?” Lonnell sounded more critical by the moment.

	Azure hesitated. “Well, I’m level 18.” He glanced over at the half-imp.

	“I just hit level 10 after helping you kill Freid,” Uden informed him.

	“And I’m level 13. Both of us,” Lonnell gestured between himself and his brother, “could not take down one Bower Boy on our own. I don’t know how you could possibly expect us to take down three together. And none of us will be able to kill James Bower. It’s literally impossible.”

	“That’s not true.” Azure shook his head. “Court Harrington was level 28, and I was able to kill him by myself.”

	Lonnell’s eyes bulged, the words stolen from his throat as he recovered. “How?”

	“I sneaked into the pleasure house and had his favorite whore tie him down. It was easy after that.” Well, maybe not easy, but he needed to make this sound easier than what it would likely be. There were no more people to aid them in getting this accomplished. No more dirty tricks that Azure could pull besides sneaking into their hideout and lying in wait. Even then, it could all go south.

	Reading his mind, Lonnell said, “It won’t be that easy with James Bower. You both know that.” 

	“Well, we have to try, or we’re all dead,” Azure told him pointedly.

	“No, we’re not. We can still run.” Lonnell stood to begin packing up his belongings as if it were their only choice.

	“And you don’t think they’ll just go after Bronna once we’re gone.”

	“We’ll take her with us.” He didn’t even pause for a moment.

	“But would her family be willing to come, too? Cristopher is already established here. They’d have to leave everything behind.” Azure gestured in the direction of the cordwainer’s shop. “And Owe could give birth any day now. Do you really think she’s in any condition to be fleeing Roselake right now?”

	Lonnell stopped finally. Standing next to the bed, his shoulders slumped as he sighed deeply. “You guys have really made a mess of things.” Defeat rolled through his voice. “I suppose it’s them or us.”

	“That’s the spirit,” Azure tried to give him encouragement.

	“I think Azure can handle the rest of the Bower Boys. He’s already done what most others couldn’t,” Uden added thoughtfully. Azure was surprised by the praise.

	“That’s not what I meant.” Lonnell shook his head, looking frustrated again. “I meant that it’s the people we care about or us. If James Bower is able to kill us, then maybe he’ll leave Bronna and her family alone.”

	Now it was the half-imp who rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t be so dour.”

	“Uden is right,” Azure piped in. “If you go in with that attitude, then we’ll never survive this.”

	Lonnell sat down heavily on the bed. “How else am I supposed to feel about this? We’re outmatched, and your plan isn’t much of a plan.” 

	“I won’t really be able to form a better one until we get inside their hideout.”

	“And if we do, then we’ll be trapped,” Lonnell pointed out.

	“If I can’t come up with anything once we’re inside, then we can always leave and regroup. As long as we’re not in Squall’s End, it will be harder for them to find us.”

	Lonnell pressed his eyes shut, and his jaw tensed. The room filled with silence once more as he thought about what he wanted to do. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get this over with. I didn’t expect to die today, but if that’s what fate has in store for me, then so be it. I regret ever finding you in the forest.” The look he gave Azure was pure resentment.

	The comment would have stung if Azure wasn’t so preoccupied with other worries. At some point soon, he’d need to sleep. With his Stamina so low, there was no way he could take on foes much higher than his own level without depleting it quickly.

	“We can’t leave just yet,” Uden spoke up from the floor.

	“Why not?” Azure glanced down at him, watching the half-imp stand.

	“There are some…items that I need to procure before we leave. It shouldn’t take me very long, but you should rest up until then.” 

	Azure rolled out his bedroll once Uden had taken his leave. Even if he was only able to get in a few minutes of sleep, every little bit counted right now. He’d need as much of his Stamina as he could regain for what was to come.

	If Azure got an hour of sleep, he was lucky. The half-imp returned and was hurriedly urging them out of the room. Azure was so groggy that he could barely process what was going on, but soon they were outside of Squall’s End, following Uden toward an unknown location. 

	As soon as they were out of sight of the city, the half-imp diverted toward the forest, not stopping until they were hidden behind the tree line. There, he turned to them and began digging through his bag. The number of vials of various colors that he extracted was staggering. 

	“Here,” he said, passing vials to Lonnell and Azure in no particular order. Immediately, Azure’s vision began to fill with notifications. 

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Potion of Visibility


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.8 kg

Uses: Allows the target to see invisible creatures for 15 minutes. Can be drank or used topically.


		

		
				Potion of Heal All


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 100% of your HP.


		

		
				Potion of Heal All Mana


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 100% of your MP.


		

		
				Potion of Heal All Stamina


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Heals 100% of your SP.


		

		
				Potion of Reveal Hidden


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0 kg

Uses: Allows the target to see hidden doors and traps for 15 minutes. Can be drank or used topically.


		

		
				Potion of Minor Increase Stamina


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.4 kg

Uses: Increases your Stamina by 10% for 5 minutes.


		

		
				Potion of Minor Increase Agility


				Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.4 kg

Uses: Increases your Agility by 10% for 5 minutes.


		

	



	 

	Azure’s eyes bulged at the list of potions, none of which he’d ever heard of before. “Holy shit, there are so many.”

	Lonnell looked equally shocked but also very suspicious. “Where did you get all of these?”

	“I broke into the alchemist’s shop and took everything useful that would fit in my bag,” Uden confessed unabashedly.

	“You what?!” Lonnell began to chastise his brother.

	Azure was distracted by other things. “Why are you giving him more than me?” He noticed that the half-imp was handing his brother fistfuls of potions while Azure had only received one of each.

	Uden paused for but a second. “Because he’s my brother, and because we’re both several levels lower than you. We need them more.” His face lit up suddenly, as if a thought had hit him, and he began to dig in his bag again. “But here are some other items that I owe you from the Freidhelm kill, since I’m keeping the cloak.”

	The half-imp placed the two small items in Azure’s hands.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Fishbone Necklace


				Agility: +2

Durability: 1/3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.1 kg 


		

		
				Pirate’s Cord


				Defense: +4

Vitality: +25

Intelligence: +2

Strength: +2

Type: Belt

Durability: 6/7

Item Class: Uncommon

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.5 kg

Requirements: Level 20

Traits: +4% resistance to Disease, +4% resistance to Poison


		

	



	 

	Woven seaweed comprised the Pirate’s Cord. It was dry but somehow sturdy and not flaky. Azure would have been excited to get a belt, especially with the awesome stats that this one had, if not for the fact that he wouldn’t be able to equip it until he leveled up two more times.

	“They’re both valuable items,” Uden informed him with a smile. “At least worth as much as the Cloak of Concealment.”

	The necklace was made of tiny pointed bones. It looked incredibly fragile. “It only has a remaining durability of one.” Azure was reluctant to put it on, lest it break the first time it snagged on something.

	“Then you better get it repaired next time we’re in town,” the half-imp said. “Now, let’s continue. Shall we?” He walked away from his two companions without another word.

	There was no stopping to forage along the way. Not for Azure or Uden, at least. Lonnell bent to grab any herbs that they passed while he could, but neither of the other two men slowed down for him. It was clear that their concern for completing the mission was far greater.

	They stopped in a patch of forest some three hours away from Squall’s End. After traveling blindly through the woods for so long, Azure was utterly lost. Pulling up his map showed that they were in a small area to the Southwest tucked between Squall’s End and Roselake. Azure was sure that he’d been in this exact same place before, though he didn’t remember when.

	“It should be around here,” Uden told them. “You guys Stealth yourselves and stay here. Stay hidden. If I happen to get caught while looking for the hideout, I should be able to talk my way out of it.” To Azure’s surprise, the half-imp unclasped the cloak and practically shoved it into his hands. “Hold this. I’ll be back as soon as I find something.”

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Cloak of Concealment


				Defense: +1

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 29/32

Item Class: Extremely Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.0 kg


		

	



	 

	Extremely rare. Of course, it was. Briefly, Azure wondered if he had been wrong to relinquish the cloak to the half-imp.

	He placed it in his Bag of Holding for safekeeping, then leaned against the tree that he was hiding behind and tried to formulate a plan while they waited for Uden to return.

	Half an hour passed before the half-imp finally came back. He took cautious steps around the grove, whispering their names until they emerged from hiding.

	“Did you find it?” Lonnell asked impatiently.

	“Yes.” Uden gave a short nod. “It wasn’t as close as I had thought. About a quarter mile to the west. Didn’t think I was going to find it for a few minutes there. Oddly, the entrance looks like it belongs to a dungeon.” 

	“A dungeon,” the words rang hollow in Azure’s throat. A dungeon meant multiple levels, monsters, things that would slow them down, and plenty of opportunities for the Bower Boys to catch them unaware and easily slaughter them. “Did you happen to go inside?” he asked.

	The half-imp quirked his head back. “Are you crazy? Tasso knows that I’m not supposed to know where the entrance is. Not until I kill you, at least.” He gave Azure a strangely disdainful look.

	“It wouldn’t have been smart to go in alone,” Lonnell mirrored what his brother had been thinking. “Besides, it would have given away our position. I think the best thing that we can do is wait until they come out.”

	Azure nodded in agreement. “Maybe one of us could stand watch near the entrance, then come inform the others once the Bower Boys leave.”

	“Or return,” Uden commented with wariness. “There’s no way to tell if they’re actually inside right now without going in.”

	“Take us to the entrance,” Lonnell told him.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	They stood before an innocuous-looking boulder. Well, not technically right in front of it, but somewhat hidden in the forest several yards away staring at it. Again, Azure thought that he’d been there before—seen that same rock before.

	“That’s it.” Uden’s eyes were glued to the boulder.

	“I don’t see it,” Lonnell commented.

	“There’s an opening on the other side that goes into the ground,” the half-imp told him. 

	“So, it is a dungeon,” Azure mumbled, his anxiety beginning to spike.

	Of course, James Bower wasn’t going to make it easy to get to him.

	“We should definitely wait until they come out,” Lonnell said.

	“Agreed,” Uden nodded. “I think it’s best to wait back there.” He pointed away from the main road leading to Squall’s End. “Once they leave, they’ll most likely make a beeline for town or one of the nearby villages, which means they’ll be traveling toward where we are now. If they passed by, I doubt we’d be able to remain unseen.” 

	“That’s probably smart,” Azure agreed.

	They walked to the area that Uden had indicated and parted ways, each finding their own tree to Stealth behind. While he waited, Azure drank his Potion of Heal All Stamina. Watching his Stamina bar refill completely, filled him with energy. Azure felt so much better that he cursed himself for not drinking the potion sooner. 

	He also dug into his Bag of Holding and began eating Blue Mushrooms to restore his Mana. If the Bower Boys did come out of their hideout swinging, he’d need to be able to cast spells freely. It could mean the difference between life and death.

	Just as Azure was stuffing into his mouth the last of the mushrooms that he needed to fully restore his Mana, they heard muffled voices coming from the direction of the boulder. Azure spit out what he’d been chewing and activated Stealth.

	Two men emerged from the hole in the ground, immediately Stealthing themselves as soon as they had surfaced. It happened so quickly that Azure barely caught a glimpse of them. They kept their voices so low that it wasn’t long before the forest fell into silence again.

	Time ticked by as the Adventurers waited until it was safe. Birdsong resumed in the wake of the Bower Boys leaving the area, complemented by the occasional chirping of an insect. No one dared to move for about fifteen minutes. 

	Uden was the first to break from his spot. Azure saw him cautiously step away from the tree that he had been hiding behind.

	Within a matter of seconds, the Adventurers had regrouped. 

	“Where’s the third one?” Lonnell asked, his eyes volleying around the forest as if he expected the final member of the Bower Boys had turned invisible and was scouting around for them as they spoke. 

	“Probably inside. Like I said, Tasso guards the hideout, but I honestly had expected to find him outside of it. That’s why I hadn’t wanted you guys to come along when I was searching for the entrance,” Uden explained.

	“Let’s go!” Azure said with a look of determination.

	“Not yet.” The half-imp stopped the heroic charge toward the dungeon. “I’ll take my cloak back now.” He held out his hand expectantly.

	Once Azure returned the cloak, two notifications popped up.

	 

	 Lonnell Namud is requesting to join your party. Will you accept?




	Uden Namud is requesting to join your party. Will you accept?

	 

	He quickly accepted.

	 

	Lonnell Namud has joined your party.




	Uden Namud has joined your party.

	 

	“Will your name change once you have the cloak on?” Azure wondered aloud.

	“Wait and see.” Uden’s eyes flashed with amusement before he pulled the cloak over his shoulders and fastened it into place. 

	Azure watched as the half-imp’s name instantly altered to Lothair Roscoe. “Oh, wow.”

	He couldn’t resist pulling up Uden’s character sheet.

	 

	
		
				Name: Lothair Roscoe

Race: Human

Level: 10

Health: 280 / 200 (280) 

Mana: 230 / 230 

Stamina: 240 / 240


		

	



	 

	“Very cool.” Azure barely remembered what the half-imp’s stats had been before. It was a bit disappointing that the level of his new identity was still so low. “Could you change it again if you wanted to? Does it change every time you put the cloak on?”

	“We don’t have time for this,” Lonnell said irritably. “Are we going to sit out here and chat until they return, or are we going in?” Not bothering to wait for a response, he led the way into the dungeon.

	Azure and Uden shared a glance before following Lonnell.

	Once inside, the familiarity of a dank underground dungeon took over. The smells of dirt and mildew permeated the air, but there was also a twinge of rot. About thirty feet across and with a fifteen-foot ceiling, the walls were hard-packed earth. Torches sat in sconces affixed to the walls every ten feet or so. While the floor was well lit, they still couldn’t see very far into the dungeon thanks to there being an overabundance of spiderwebs crisscrossing their path, many of which were so thick that they were almost opaque.

	“This does not bode well,” Azure mumbled. 

	As soon as he said it, they heard skittering.

	All three men drew their weapons in unison, grouping together to face whatever threat the dungeon provided. They waited, eyes dancing from web to web, expecting to be assaulted. Shadows moved behind the furthest webs that they could make out, but the monsters came no nearer. 

	“What makes a web like that?” Azure whispered to no one in particular.

	“Qhirok’saq widows, I think,” Uden whispered back.

	“Keersack widows,” Azure tried to parrot, butchering the name.

	“Qhirok’saq,” the half-imp repeated.

	“Queersack.” 

	“You’re missing the ‘ok’ part.” Lonnell cast an annoyed glance in his direction.

	“Qhirok’saq.” Azure smiled. “Hey, I think I got it this time.”

	“There are bigger things to worry about right now,” Lonnell spat.

	“So, what exactly do we need to worry about with these? They don’t seem to be approaching.” Azure loosened his grip on the hilt of his sword.

	“Their webs are super sticky. They probably won’t approach until we touch one.” Uden also seemed to relax a little.

	“I’ve come to a point where I fucking hate spiders,” Azure confessed, thinking back to the oversized spiders. “We should just burn them out. I’m sure that their webs are flammable.”

	“But that means we’d have to go outside again,” Uden reminded him.

	“Yeah, but if Tasso England is hiding somewhere in here, it would most definitely flush him out.”

	The three men stared at each other for a few moments, silently debating the plan. 

	After a moment, Lonnell shrugged. “I’ve got nothing better.”

	“At this point, I think it’s safer being outside,” Azure commented. “If James Bower and Sesto Bradley return while we’re standing here, we’ll be trapped. I’m pretty sure these webs are here to keep anyone from going any further.” 

	“Yeah,” the half-imp sighed. “Fine. Burn them.”

	Azure and Uden stood back while Lonnell picked up one of the torches and rested the flame beneath the first set of webs. They caught easily, the fire quickly licking up the silk strings and spreading. Smoke billowed forth slowly, the ceiling high enough to catch most of it as it rolled above their heads racing for the surface. They all realized at the same time that the smoke was filtering outside and could easily work as a signal to lure James Bower back to his hideout.

	“Shit!” Uden cursed, his eyes following the smoke outside before they shot over to Azure. “Do you have any water spells? We have to put it out, now.”

	“No,” Azure replied, but even as he did, he rushed forward with his hand raised.

	Dirt shot forth from his palm, fighting to squelch the angry flames threatening to consume the cave. For the first time, Azure felt the force of his Mana pouring into his Dirty Move spell as he tried to extend it for as long as possible. The cave was a plethora of noises from the crackling of the fire, the hisses of spiders retreating further into their den, and the sound of dirt rocketing against the cavern ceiling, chipping away at its integrity. By some miracle, the spell worked. The fire hadn’t spread too far so as not to be contained. Crisis averted.

	“Damn. I really thought the dungeon would have contained the flames,” Azure confessed.

	“Me, too,” Uden agreed, “though I wasn’t 100% certain.”

	“We have to leave,” Lonnell said in a panic, backing up to the entrance even though the threat of the fire had abated.

	“We can’t leave. We have to press on,” Azure told him.

	“Do you think that James Bower didn’t see that?” Lonnell pointed in the direction of the entrance. “They haven’t been gone for very long. They could be back at any time.”

	Azure’s chest tightened as he thought about what his friend was saying. Lonnell was right. There was a very real possibility that James Bower had seen the smoke. With nothing else of note in the area, he would know that it was coming from his hideout. And even if he hadn’t seen it, perhaps Sesto had. Two sets of eyes made it twice as likely that the smoke hadn’t gone unnoticed.

	“We can’t leave,” Azure repeated firmly. 

	If they left, they would lose this chance, and he was certain that it was the only chance they’d get. Knowing that their hideout had been discovered, James Bower would probably move it. It was highly doubtful that the Bower Boys would trust Uden anymore after Freidhelm Noonan had disappeared while in his presence. Hell, they’d probably kill him the next time they ran into him. This was their one shot at getting this done.

	“He is going to murder us when he gets here, Azure.” Fear rang clear in Lonnell’s voice.

	“He will murder us if we don’t get this done right now,” Azure countered. “Do you think he won’t come after us once we leave here?”

	“We have a better chance out there than in here.” Lonnell shook his finger at the entrance.

	“Do we?” Azure cocked an eyebrow. “They will be together out there. Right now, there’s a high probability that Tasso England is alone somewhere in here.” He pointed deeper into the dungeon. “We can get to him, and we can kill him, and then there will be one less Bower Boy to worry about.”

	“Not if they kill us first!” Lonnell practically yelled, then closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not doing this, Azure. I’m not. I know that you want justice for Janine. But this is crazy. I’m not going to die here for some lost cause.

	“You think that because you dirty tricked your way into killing two of the Bower Boys that you can somehow take on the rest face to face. Your fluke successes have made you arrogant, and that’s going to get all of us killed. You may not have anything to live for, but I do.” Lonnell tucked his fists into his chest. “When I came here, all I wanted was to earn enough coin to buy a farm and marry Bronna. And now you’ve gone and… Tch. You know what, never mind. I’m out.” He pivoted on his heels to leave.

	“You can leave, but they’re still going to come after you,” Azure reminded him.

	“They can’t come after me if I’m not around,” Lonnell said softly before looking at Uden. “You should come, too.”

	A moment of silence passed before the half-imp shook his head. “No. I’m staying.”

	Azure was surprised by this. If anyone had the highest probability of dying, it was Uden. 

	“Then I’ll see you in the next life.” Lonnell’s expression turned melancholy, and he dropped his gaze to the floor before exiting the dungeon.

	“He’s right, you know. We’re going to die today,” Uden said as soon as his brother was gone.

	“We will if you keep thinking like that.” Azure turned back toward the spiderwebs. “We need to get through these webs as quickly as possible.”

	There was no time to waste. James Bower could be on his way back to his hideout at this very moment. They had to make it to Tasso England before he returned. 

	“Lead the way.” The half-imp gestured deeper into the dungeon, as if Azure needed an invitation. “My daggers won’t be much use in here. Neither will your sword. We need to keep them away from the webs. Duck under them where we can.”

	Azure took the advice, ducking under the remnants of burnt spiderwebs in their way. As they approached the unscorched webs, the shadows of the Qhirok'saq widows darkened. It was as if the spiders knew that the threat of the fire was gone and that another threat was soon to approach. The sound of their skittering made Azure’s skin crawl, but it didn’t stop him from pressing on.

	The webs were everywhere. It was difficult maneuvering his sword and himself through them. Whenever Azure’s blade first touched one of the webs, it stuck, though a strong pull was enough to dislodge it. Unfortunately, the force just sent it falling into another web.

	“Shit,” Azure cursed.

	Detecting that prey was caught in one of their webs, the first of the spiders made an appearance, crawling upside down over a wall of web. Short and compound, its abdomen was about the size of a basketball, its overly fuzzy legs pressed close against its body to navigate the tight spaces between the webs. There was no signature red hourglass that marked widow spiders in Azure’s world. This spider was solid black, all the way down to its eyes. In fact, it was such a deep shade of black that its body almost seemed to blend in together as it moved.

	It paused to size up its foe, and Azure did the same, quickly activating Analyze.

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow.

	 

	“It’s weak,” Azure called back to Uden, grateful. Even the half-imp should have no issues defeating these enemies.

	“Good to know.” Despite that new bit of knowledge, Uden stayed close behind Azure.

	The spider seemed to acknowledge the level difference as well. It chittered at him for a few seconds, then withdrew behind the web. Azure watched as the widow stopped next to the shadow of another spider. They seemed to be communicating, which was disturbing. After a moment, both spiders retreated.

	“It looks like they ran away,” Azure noted, finding that strange for a dungeon monster.

	“I wouldn’t count on it,” Uden replied warily.

	They battled their way through sticky web after sticky web. Each time Azure’s sword got caught, he’d have to spend several seconds prying it free. Every single occurrence was a struggle. There was no method or tactic to be found to get the webs to release his weapon with ease.

	More than anything, the number of spiderwebs was an annoyance. Azure was just happy for the brief breaks where the sconces were. The spiders were smart enough not to build their webs anywhere near fire. But that was part of the problem—these spiders appeared to be somewhat intelligent.

	“Is there anything else I should know about these…queer spiders?” he gave up on trying to pronounce the name correctly.

	Azure half expected Uden to chuckle at his fail, but the half-imp was laser-focused. “They’re pack hunters. Seeing that you didn’t look like easy prey, they will probably ambush us up ahead.”

	“Oh, goodie.” Sarcasm was strong in Azure’s voice.

	Once they’d crested the latticework of webs that had slowed their procession, they met with a wall of solid web. This one looked different from the others, thicker. At least, there was no sign of spiders on the other side.

	“Great,” Azure muttered.

	Uden stepped up beside him. “It looks like there’s no other choice; you’ll have to hack through it.”

	“Or we could just use our hands. Breaking it apart that way might be easier,” he suggested. It definitely seemed easier to pull his hands free from the web than his sword.

	“I don’t like this.” The half-imp’s gaze slowly raked the spiderweb, as if he was looking for something.

	“Why?” Azure glanced over at him.

	“All of those spiders had to have gone somewhere.”

	It was a good point. Still, they had no choice but to press on. As it was, the spiderwebs had slowed them down considerably, and the ones that they’d destroyed had created an easy path for James Bower to follow them through.

	Azure began to sheath his sword when Uden stopped him with a touch on the shoulder. “Hack through them. Trust me on this.”

	He sighed but decided to listen to his friend, holding his sword in front of him in preparation to swing it mightily into the wall of web. Irritation filled him from the knowledge that it was just going to get stuck. This sucked.

	“Let’s get this done,” Azure grumbled as he approached the web, slashing with all his might in the hopes that maybe the centrifugal force would be enough to disintegrate the webs in his path like he’d seen in some anime shows. No such luck. Anime physics did not apply here. He swung into the web, and it gradually slowed his sword until it stopped and stuck there.

	“Fuck my life,” Azure groaned as he pulled his Bergen’s Glaive with all his might, hoping to free it.

	Uden stood back several feet, watching from a distance as Azure struggled to liberate his sword. Azure had to turn his back to the web, tugging and using his entire body weight until it finally unstuck. Beyond the wall of web, just past the next set of sconces, was another identical wall. 

	Azure groaned. 

	“I think the hole is big enough for us to pass through,” he said, looking across to the next web.

	“Ladies first.” Uden gestured for him to continue.

	Azure did just that, squeezing his body through the hole he’d made. The transition did not go smoothly. Both his hands and his feet got caught in the web. A firm push from the half-imp set him free, though he stumbled and nearly fell into the next web.

	Uden poked his head through the hole, his neck twisting as he looked around. When his gaze met the ceiling, sheer horror filled his eyes. Azure had never seen an expression of such fear on the half-imp’s face before, and it was soon revealed why. Uden retracted his head, separating them between the wall of web. The second he did, Azure saw several spiders move to the edges of the ruined web, working quickly to repair it. At almost the same time, black fell all around him. Azure screamed as he was covered in spiders.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage.




	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	The notifications rained in front of Azure’s vision in time with the stinging of fangs piercing through his armor. All he saw was a mass of legs and fur as he flailed. For a moment, complete hysteria gripped him, but it quickly washed away with the desperation of the situation.

	When the spiders had landed on him, Azure had been caught completely off guard and had dropped his sword. Freaking out had caused him to retreat a few steps before falling. Now, he was prey from the torrent of basketball-sized insects that were surprisingly light.

	How many of them there were? He couldn’t tell. All he knew was that there were a lot. Hissing and chittering and biting. The only other thing that he could hear was the sound of Uden calling his name, but that was distant.

	Azure groped around the floor blindly, trying to ignore the onslaught of pain. The spiders were crawling over each other, some squabbling amongst themselves to take a stab at him. 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage.




	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage.




	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	The stings were so numerous, but not concentrated on any specific part of his body. Just anywhere that the spiders could reach. He could hear fangs clanking against his armor—places where they couldn’t get through. Azure was grateful for that. Otherwise, he’d probably already be dead. 

	Finally, after what seemed like a black blur of pain and emptiness, Azure’s fingers reached the hilt of his Bergen’s Glaive. He pushed his body forward to grasp it, then used all his strength to swing wildly without rhyme or reason. His blade connected, as did his arm, with bodies. So many bodies. A high-pitched screech, coupled with a notification, told him that there was one less foe to contend with. 

	 

	Defeated Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow. 49XP rewarded.

	 

	 The reward seemed inconsequential, especially when another spider quickly filed in to take the slain one’s place. It was clear that once the group of spiders had laid their trap and Azure had stumbled into it, they no longer feared the level difference. In a strange way, it reminded Azure of his fight against the Bower Boys. Overpowering a much stronger foe wasn’t impossible as long as you planned accordingly. 

	“Azure. These fucking spiders,” he heard Uden curse to his left. In his peripheral vision, the half-imp’s Health bar remained at 100%. The spiders had purposely separated them and were working on taking the stronger enemy down first.

	In the briefest glimpse of space between the spiders, Azure could see Uden hacking away at the web wall with his daggers, but one of the widows on the inside was repairing any damage as soon as it was made. Azure was entirely on his own. 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage.




	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	He swung his sword wildly again, managing to knock some of the spiders off of him. Another notification popped up. Another foe dead. 

	 

	Defeated Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow. 49XP rewarded.

	 

	Still, they came, the casualty a minor setback. 

	Azure did his best to scoot away. The widows didn’t fear his sword, but he knew that there was something else that they did fear. 

	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage.




	 

	Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow delivers 35 damage. 

	 

	His retreat didn’t stop them from coming. Groping blindly, Azure used the wall to brace himself as he stood. He swung his sword one more time, somehow managing to kill two spiders with one blow. Then he reached for the torch in the sconce, bringing it close to his body in the hopes that it would scare the widows away. 

	 

	Defeated Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow. 49XP rewarded.

	 

	Defeated Level 7 Qhirok'saq Widow. 49XP rewarded.

	 

	The bites were finally taking a toll. Azure was weak and shaky. A few more hits, and he’d be done for. To add insult to injury, he held the torch a bit too close and ended up singeing his face, costing him 5 more Health. The pain almost made him drop the torch, but instead, he brandished it away.

	It did the trick. What spiders that had been swarming all over him scurried for the web, the wall, the floor, and the ceiling, forming a circle around Azure, preparing to attack again as soon as the time was right. He doubted they would wait long. One step away from death’s door, Azure could barely keep standing. He was thankful that the wall was behind him. Otherwise, he would have fallen and become easy prey.

	Uden was still stabbing away at the webbing that separated them. The spider repairing the wall hadn’t even paused when Azure had grabbed the torch.

	No longer covered in creepy crawlies, Azure took a few seconds to assess the situation. There were seven spiders left, six of which were waiting for him to fumble. They had him trapped between the two webs, and Azure was certain that there was no way that Uden could get to him. Even if Azure managed to kill the spider fixing the web, another would likely move in to take its place. 

	With only 51 Health points left, he desperately needed a healing potion, but both of his hands were currently occupied—one with the torch and the other with his Bergen’s Glaive—so he wasn’t able to dig into his Bag of Holding to retrieve one. 

	Feeling like he had no other option, Azure inched his way toward the web that the half-imp was still relentlessly trying to cut through. He kept his eyes on the spiders, making sure that they weren’t approaching, and flailing the torch at them when they tried. As soon as he was within arm’s reach of the web that separated him from Uden, he reached out to set it on fire.

	“Get back,” he warned.

	The middle of the web stopped caving in from the half-imp’s fruitless stab attempts. As the flames began to lap up the silk like a hungry beast, the spider that had been repairing the web retreated to the ceiling with its brethren. Sound filled the dungeon as the widows hissed at the flames in protest, fleeing toward the other web. Azure thanked all the Gods for their fear.

	“Azure,” Uden said with uncharacteristic relief, stepping through the flames that were now falling from the ruined web like burning red raindrops. He rushed to his friend’s side, then pushed Azure behind him. “Heal up. I’ll hold them off while I can.”

	With a solid wall of web behind them, it was the spiders that were now trapped. Uden pulled out his daggers and went to work. The widows wouldn’t approach the still-burning web, but the fire was eating through it fast and would soon be out. When that happened, the spiders would likely turn brave again.

	Azure wasted no time digging into his Bag of Holding. He downed 11 Good Quality Potions of Minor Healing, thankful that he had so many. 

	By the time Azure had recovered, Uden had taken down one of the spiders. It lay on its back before the next wall of web with its legs curled in the classic dead spider pose. One of the half-imp’s daggers stuck out of its side, and lime-green blood oozed from the wound. Several of Uden’s daggers were caught in the web in various places where spiders must have once been. Thankfully, he had a seemingly endless supply.

	“Motherfuckers are fast,” the half-imp told Azure as he rejoined the battle.

	“Hopefully, not too fast for this.” Azure pulled his bow over his shoulder and nocked an arrow. 

	They needed to clear out the rest of the spiders quickly. With the fire nearly extinguished, the widows were beginning to get brave again, creeping closer with each passing second. 

	For the next several minutes, they tackled what was left. Uden hadn’t been kidding, the spiders were pretty good at anticipating their attacks and dodging. As time passed, Azure’s anxiety grew. They were so fixated on the widows that they couldn’t really pay attention to what was behind them, and that was dangerous. Casting backward glances every few moments slowed down their progress in defeating the spiders, but they eventually got the job done. 

	“I thought that James Bower would have made it back here before we got that done,” the half-imp muttered as he moved forward to reclaim his weapons.

	“You and me both,” Azure agreed. 

	There was no time to loot the bodies. They needed to make it to Tasso as soon as possible, and time wasn’t on their side.

	“I’m going to burn it.” Azure picked the torch back up and moved toward the web wall, barely glancing at Uden for approval.

	The half-imp simply nodded, and Azure set the web on fire.

	A mix of relief and fear filled Azure as the web gave way to reveal a dirt wall with an opening that led to a set of stairs going down. They had reached the next level, which meant that there might still be a long way to go. 

	At the bottom of the stairs was a door. Not knowing what was on the other side didn’t bode well with Azure. He exchanged a glance with Uden, both of their faces set in wary apprehension.

	“We won’t know until we open it.” The half-imp gestured to the handle, just as eager to move on as Azure was. 

	This felt like a video game speedrun. They were trying to make it through the dungeon as quickly as possible, not resting and barely taking time to think. The difference was that this wasn’t a game, and they had no idea what lay ahead. 

	Azure took a deep breath as he wrapped his hand around the handle and turned. The first sight that greeted him was that of two doglike creatures sitting in the middle of an otherwise empty round room. They stood upon seeing him and began to emit a sound somewhere between a growl and a low gurgle. 

	Granite grey, the creatures stood about the same height as a Doberman, with thick shoulders that tapered off to a thinner backside. Their muzzles were pointed, with long white whiskers coming off the sides of their faces. Black eyes the size of marbles were set before oblong ears. Their skin was leathery and dry, marred in some places by deep scratches and chunks of missing flesh. Each thick appendage ended in a stubby paw with large black nails. Spikey bone fragments jutted out of their backs every foot or so, and they had no tail to speak of.

	Azure activated Analyze to see what they were up against.

	 

	Level 14 Necrotic Flesh Hound

	 

	He passed the information on as he unshouldered his bow.

	“Well, that means that I’ll be sitting this one out.” Uden stared at the hounds, which stayed where they were.  

	“Like shooting fish in a barrel.” Azure nocked an arrow and drew back.

	“Except that won’t work until you step into the room,” the half-imp said.

	“Why not?” Azure glanced over his shoulder at Uden.

	“Dungeon barriers. Remember the dawnslayer? The reason they aren’t bothering to attack is because the door protects them from you, even if it’s open,” Uden reminded him. “If you try to shoot, there’s a high probability that your arrow will disintegrate on contact with the invisible barrier.

	“A few feet won’t make much of a difference. The distance is still good enough.” Azure boldly stepped through the door, keeping his sight set on the hound on the right. As soon as he passed through, he fired, hitting it square in between the eyes.

	Three things happened then.

	First, the necrotic flesh hound that Azure had shot died. 

	 

	Critical Hit! Defeated Level 14 Necrotic Flesh Hound. 112XP rewarded.

	 

	Next, its buddy charged forward to attack, completely unfazed by the death of its comrade.

	And third—and probably most importantly—the ground beneath Azure’s feet erupted into green spikes of liquid that immediately emitted a gas that burned the flesh beneath his armor and filled his nostrils with the scent of chemicals. A notification flashed before his eyes. 

	 

	Poison Spike Trap delivers 100 damage. You have been poisoned. You will lose 1 Health per second for the next 30 seconds.

	 

	Azure cursed, sidestepping to remove himself from the cloud of poison. Knowing that he couldn’t pause, even for a moment, he began nocking another arrow. Unfortunately, he also stepped on another trap. 

	 

	Dex Drain Trap delivers 100 damage. Your Dexterity has been reduced by 2 points. This status will remain in effect for 1 hour.

	 

	It felt like Azure was being electrocuted feet-first. For a second, the bottom half of his body was paralyzed. There was no moving away from the trap as it did its damage and zapped 2 Dexterity points from his stats. The distraction and loss of Health were far worse than the trap’s effects. 

	“Don’t move again,” Uden warned from the door, not that it would be an issue at the moment. Azure couldn’t step away even if he tried.

	Thankfully, he still had full mobility of his arms. By the time the second necrotic flesh hound lunged at him, his feet were working again, and he was able to step aside after loosing an arrow into its open mouth, taking a risk and moving back to where the poison spike trap had detonated. 

	Luckily, his logic had been sound. Having already been set off by his initial entrance into the room, the trap now seemed expended. 

	Though the hound appeared vicious, the fact that its jaws didn’t hinge widely like most predators made it less threatening. While Azure’s aim was a bit off, the arrow still did the trick. It penetrated the flesh hound’s soft pallet and went all the way through the back of its head. Having planned to land on Azure with its attack, the monster didn’t calculate for him successfully dodging. The flesh hound hit the wall with a high-pitched whimper, its body crumpling over. It lifted its head to look at Azure, and for the briefest of moments, he thought it would attack again. But then its black eyes turned milky grey, and its form relaxed in a heap. 

	 

	Defeated Level 14 Necrotic Flesh Hound. 112XP rewarded.

	 

	“Well, that was unexpected.” Azure kept his eyes locked on the corpse mere feet away from him, fearful that it might reanimate. Upon closer inspection, it looked like one of the nightmarish creatures you might find in a zombie game. Azure doubted that it was ever alive at all.

	“If Tasso didn’t know that there were intruders in here before, he definitely does now,” Uden said a bit bitterly while he dug through the bag at his hip.

	Both traps had produced a resounding boom when Azure had stepped on them.

	“It couldn’t be helped,” Azure replied as he dug into his own bag for Potions of Minor Healing.

	“Yes, it could have been,” the half-imp replied with a sigh, extracting a vial of purple liquid and uncorking it. “We should have anticipated traps. The fact that there were only two foes in this room was too suspicious.”

	“Maybe you’re right…” he reconsidered. “They weren’t particularly strong foes.”

	“I don’t think they were meant to be.” Uden downed the contents of the vial. As soon as he did, his eyes flashed purple for a second before returning to normal. “I think they did exactly what they were supposed to do, act as a distraction so that you’d set off the traps when you entered.”

	While Azure hated to give credit to the enemy, it was smart planning. He had no doubt that Tasso England had heard the commotion. There would likely be no sneaking up on him. Azure would finally have to face one of the Bower Boys head-on. 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	It soon became clear that the potion that Uden had drunk was a Potion of Reveal Hidden. While Azure downed 8 Average Quality Potions of Minor Healing, Uden pointed out where the rest of the traps were. Without the ability to disarm them, the Adventurers would have to avoid them as they made their way across the room.

	Again, there was no time to waste. The opening to the next floor was directly across the room, but there was also another path that they could take. An innocuous-looking door stood a few yards to the right of the way leading down.

	“Let’s go.” Azure urged Uden toward the stairs. The quicker they got to Tasso, the less time he’d have to prepare for their arrival. Besides, Azure knew from other dungeons that the door likely led to a chest or some other source of treasure. For as tempting as it was to divert, there was no time for that right now.

	“Wait.” Uden caught him by the cloak.

	“What?” Azure spun on his heels. “Is there another trap? Did you forget to mention one?”

	“No.” The half-imp’s gaze fixed on the closed door. 

	“Then what is it? We don’t have time to dally.” He furrowed his brow. 

	“We should check out that room.” Uden pointed to the door.

	“We don’t have time to go treasure hunting.” Irritation seeped into his voice.

	“No. That’s not why.” 

	“Seriously, dude. We need to get to Tasso as quickly as possible.”

	“Think about it. Why would there be traps in this room specifically?” The half-imp glanced at Azure for a fraction of a second.

	“Because Tasso is probably on the next floor.” His heartbeat increased from the thought. Though he was admittedly afraid, adrenaline would push him onward. It was too late to turn back now.

	“Tasso wouldn’t be able to hear the traps go off if he was on the next floor. In dungeons, the spaces between floors are well-insulated.”

	For the first time, Azure turned his attention to the door. “Are you saying that you think Tasso is in there?”

	Uden nodded. “It’s a high probability.”

	“Then why didn’t he come out when the traps went off? It’s obvious that we initially didn’t know where the traps were. I stepped on two of them. If there was a sea of traps between us and that door, then wouldn’t it have made sense for him to come out while he had the advantage. He’s a battlemage, so he probably has long-range magic,” Azure theorized.

	“Why over-exert himself when you’re likely to just move on to the next floor, wasting potions along the way?” Uden pointed out.

	“But a regular Adventurer entering this dungeon would have checked the door anyway because they care about treasure.”

	“And a regular Adventurer, having expected that there would probably be a chest in that room, would not be prepared for an immediate attack.” The half-imp began to paint a picture that actually made sense to Azure.

	Azure nodded slowly, his feelings about the door changing as he perceived the possible threat inside. If they just kept going without checking the door, they could be wasting time. Every minute spent in this dungeon mattered, and they had to do things right if they wanted even a sliver of a chance of making it out alive.

	“So, let’s assume that Tasso is on the other side of that door. Waiting,” Azure thought aloud. “As soon as one of us opens it, he’ll likely attack. In fact, he’s likely already prepared for us to try to enter. He’s still two levels higher than me, which means he can one-shot kill me.”

	“You clearly didn’t think this through very well.” Uden’s expression sulked. “Did you really think they wouldn’t have solid defenses in place to protect their hideout?”

	In all honesty, Azure had been so determined just to get here that he hadn’t considered the challenges he would face once he was inside the hideout. Then again, he hadn’t expected it to be in a dungeon either.

	“Maybe we don’t have to go in.” He quickly tried to form a new plan. “Is there any way that we can move the traps?”

	“No.” The half-imp shook his head. “I can detect them thanks to the potion, but I can’t move them. There’s a specific skill for dealing with traps, and I haven’t even activated it yet. If I were to touch one, it would just detonate.”

	 “I was hoping that we could use them to turn the tables on James Bower,” Azure muttered.

	“Well, that’s not going to happen,” Uden replied. “Besides, even if you were able to move the traps, Tasso would emerge when James arrives, and it would be two against three. Even with the slight advantage, we wouldn’t have a chance. All of them can one-shot kill me,” he reminded Azure.

	“True.” Azure wanted more time to think, but there wasn’t any. “Then I guess I’m doing this. Head on. Face to face. No more hiding in the shadows.”

	If he overthought it, he wouldn’t follow through. Pushing all of the fear and apprehension out of his mind, Azure approached the door.

	Uden quickly caught him by the shoulder, drawing his attention back to him. “Remember, if you die, I die, too.” The words came out with more stark seriousness than anything the half-imp had ever said before. It wasn’t meant to be a deterrent, but a reminder of how dire the situation was. There were two lives on the line here, not just one. 

	Azure put his hand on top of Uden’s, feeling the brotherly bond between them. “I can’t promise that I won’t die, but if it looks like things aren’t in my favor, just run. At least, try to save yourself.”

	“No.” The half-imp shook his head. “I made my choice. I am with you until the end in this.”

	Azure’s heart swelled. For the first time, there was no doubt in his mind that Uden was sincere. If Azure went down, they would go down together.

	“All right.” He exhaled deeply and squared his shoulders. “Let me cast a few spells, and then let’s see what fate has in store for us.”

	Azure went down the line, casting everything that he thought would be useful. For the briefest of moments, he was torn between summoning his familiar to give him a boost in magic or using Grease and then summoning a Greasy. If it came to a life or death situation, Azure would cast Volatile Bolt, despite the possible consequences of spell backlash. The thought that he might have to resort to that frightened him. Any element that shot forth from his fingertips would devastate a small space. It was not a spell meant to be cast indoors.

	Ultimately, Azure decided that it was smarter to have a third party member, even if it was weak and only temporary. If Tasso was on the other side of that door, he did not want to be the first person going through it.

	The time limit on his spells made the situation all the more stressful. There was no more time to think, plan, or consider once he began casting. As soon as he was done, he would have to open the door.

	For his last spell, Azure cast Woodflesh, wishing that he could cast it on Uden, too. That wasn’t an option, though. The moment he felt the hardening of his skin complete, he nocked an arrow and then nodded for the half-imp to open the door and then get out of the way. A level 9 Greasy stood in front of him as a shield. If Tasso immediately rushed forward to attack, he’d get swallowed in the sentient grease being. That would be the best-case scenario. Slowing him right away would give Azure an advantage.

	Uden opened the door as quickly as his body would allow. Sensing immediate danger, Greasy surged forward, meeting with a skeleton. A spike of grease shot forward to pierce the undead’s bones while the skeleton stabbed through the summon with a pike at the same time. And just like that, the battle was on. 

	 

	Critical Hit! Level 10 Summoned Skeleton delivers 60 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	The immediate melee worked as a minor distraction. While Azure’s eyes were fixed on it, he barely had time to react to the arrow sailing in his direction. Catlike reflexes were the only thing that saved him, an automated response to the recognition of danger, causing him to bob to the side only a fraction of a second before the arrow would have hit its mark. Of course, that’s when he noticed the man standing at the back of the small room. He had long blonde hair that hung around his shoulders untethered. The top half of his body was covered in mail, and he wore, what appeared to be, a long, tattered brown and red skirt below that.

	By the time Azure loosed his arrow, the man was already nocking a second. He dodged easily enough, barely even glancing up to avoid the incoming projectile. 

	Shit. We had the same plan. Send a summon first, then go ranged. The problem is that his summon is stronger and will outlast mine. 

	As if to confirm that, another notification popped up in Azure’s vision. 

	 

	Level 10 Summoned Skeleton delivers 50 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	Azure had stopped watching the two summoned beings fighting. He needed to keep his full attention on Tasso. There was no time to Analyze the man, but Azure had no doubt that he’d found who he had been looking for. Thank the Gods they hadn’t passed up this room. Uden had already proven to be invaluable. If Azure had traveled into the dungeon alone, he would have barely taken note of the door and just continued through the dungeon, wasting his resources and Stamina.

	The two men danced about for several moments, firing arrows at one another to no avail. With only the doorway allowing them line of sight, they both had easy cover from the projectiles. Azure couldn’t help but get the feeling that Tasso was just buying time until his skeleton killed Greasy. As it was, the summons were blocking the door with their fighting, keeping the two human foes apart. That presented another problem. When Greasy died, he would erupt into a grease puddle, putting another obstacle between them.

	 

	Level 10 Summoned Skeleton delivers 50 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	Knowing that he needed to act quickly, Azure sent a mental command for Greasy to attack Tasso instead of the skeleton. It sludged its way through its enemy to make a beeline. Though it coated the skeleton with grease, which was a good thing, it didn’t make it very far. Not anywhere near as far as Azure had needed it to. 

	With a final thrust of its pike, the skeleton ran Greasy through, causing Azure’s summon to explode. Grease plastered against the nearby walls like liquid bomb shrapnel, but it fell short of Tasso’s feet, causing him no harm. What was worse was that the skeleton didn’t expire from the blast. It turned and gave Azure a toothy grimace. At least, that’s what Azure thought he saw. The bones couldn’t really contort into a facial expression, but he swore that the skeleton was silently mocking him—telling him that Tasso had just won.

	Not knowing what else to do, Azure turned his attention to the much closer danger now lumbering toward him. He dodged a final incoming arrow before readjusting his aim to shoot the skeleton through its right eye. Thanks to Greasy slowly chipping away at the monster’s Health, it went down in one shot. 

	 

	Defeated Level 10 Summoned Skeleton.

	 

	Azure was surprised when he received no experience from the kill. The summon must be an extension of Tasso, and thusly not worth any experience. That seemed like a bit of a rip-off, but there was no time to ponder the logistics of it. 

	When Azure looked back at the battlemage, he was terrified to see an open tome floating in the air before the man, seemingly suspended by swirls of black and purple smoke. Tasso had used the distraction to start casting a spell, and there was no time to stop him.

	A loud clap of thunder drew Azure’s attention to the roof of the cave. Angry red clouds had gathered from the void above him. Uden pressed himself against the wall, trying to avoid whatever was about to happen. There was only one option for Azure. He ran for the open door, but not before the air filled with the combined scent of fresh rain and pennies, and large red droplets began to fall from the clouds.

	 

	You are bleeding. You will lose 5 health every second for the next five seconds.

	 

	Red coated his helmet, running over it to drip onto the ground into quickly gathering pools of blood. Though Azure was well armored, the blood seeped into the holes that the spiders had made, reaching his skin beneath. He felt no adverse side effects from it and imagined that it was much like being cut yet not knowing it. Often, you could be injured and not feel the pain until you saw the actual injury. Whatever the case, he was losing Health now. What was worse was that the rain had caught him right before he’d reached the grease. Planting his feet in it, he was now slowed as well.

	“You are one stupid son of a bitch,” Tasso told him with a cocky smirk.

	The levitating book had completely vanished. Or perhaps Tasso had put it away. Azure hadn’t gotten to see. All he knew was that it was gone now, and Tasso was reaching over to take up a pike that had been resting against the wall out of Azure’s line of sight.

	He’s so fucking right, Azure thought for a fraction of a second. At over ten feet long, Tasso had an advantage with the pike thanks to its much greater reach than Azure’s sword. Now that Azure was slowed, there was no way he could win this fight hand to hand.

	Abandoning the notion of close-range melee, Azure raised his hands and began to cast. By the time Crowley appeared, Tasso was already taking lumbering steps toward him, his pike outstretched, a victorious smile plastered on his face. The second the crow formed from the void, Azure began to cast again. If the situation hadn’t been so desperate, he might have been impressed by the fact that the bird immediately began attacking Tasso without so much as a mental command. Perhaps it felt Azure’s fear coursing through it—his fight or flight response clearly set to fight.

	The brief distraction made Tasso drop his defense just as Azure ordered Crowley to get out of the way. Azure wasn’t sure what he was more afraid of, meeting his demise by Tasso’s pike when he’d already come so far or what was about to happen. 

	This feeling was different than any of the other times that Azure had cast the Volatile Bolt spell before. He felt it as a rumbling in his very soul, a rumbling that ran down his legs with the speed of lightning, then spread out equally quickly toward Tasso. The battlemage lost his footing as the earth beneath his feet was torn asunder. As soon as the magic left him, Azure looked around in a panic. Large stones and clumps of dirt fell from the ceiling as the room began to cave in. Crowley was almost instantly buried.




	Defeated Level 6 Crowley.

	 

	Azure would have been buried too if not for strong arms wrapping around his waist and pulling him out of the room before it completely caved in. 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	“I guess it was a dire situation,” Uden muttered with a hiss. Half of his Health had dropped in an instant when a piece of the ceiling had fallen on him during his plight to save Azure, causing him to trip and crushing his legs under the rubble.

	“Hang on. I’ll dig you out,” Azure said as he launched himself at the rocks burying nearly half of Uden’s body. All the while, all he could think about was that he hadn’t received a notification about Tasso’s demise. That meant he was still alive somewhere within the room. Or maybe he wasn’t even in the room anymore.

	Shortly after Azure had stepped in to avoid the blood rain, he had noticed something else in the room, another object to his far left. A tall mirror had sat propped against the wall, but it hadn’t looked like a regular mirror. Beneath the surface swirled black and deep purple mixed with iridescent colors. It only took Azure a fraction of a second to realize that it was probably a portal. There had been no time to focus on it, though.

	The last thing that Azure remembered was Tasso heading for it when the walls began to cave in, though he didn’t see if the battlemage had actually reached his destination. Whatever the case, the mirror had probably broken in the collapse.

	Uden covered his cries of pain by downing healing potions as Azure unburied him. It appeared that he had swiped quite a few of those from Jasmyne’s as well.

	“Well, this is all fucked now,” he grumbled once his legs were free. “You didn’t kill him, and we probably don’t have time to dig him out.”

	“I think he escaped,” Azure confessed with a foreboding feeling in the pit of his stomach. If the battlemage had made it out, they were in deep shit. “We have to check, though. We have to know.” He continued picking up rocks and moving them out of the way.

	“How could he have escaped? There was nowhere for him to go.” The half-imp pulled himself to his feet.

	“There was a mirror in the room. I think it was a portal.” It was taking all of his strength to move some of the larger rocks aside, and he didn’t feel like he was making much leeway. Azure cast a quick, irritable glance in Uden’s direction. “Help me.”

	“We don’t have time.” The half-imp shook his head.

	It was a poor deterrent. Azure kept digging, flinging detritus behind him. A trap went off a few feet away. One of the rocks he had thrown had detonated it. Roots rose from the ground, wrapping around the offending rock and crushing it into pebbles. Azure paid little mind to it and continued digging. He recognized that the desperation of the situation had caused him to be reckless, but he didn’t care. He needed to finish this.

	“Azure, it’s no use. You won’t get to him before James Bower arrives,” Uden told him, keeping his voice calm. “And if he did manage to escape, he’s probably already trying to figure out how to get back here and kill us. You’re just wasting time.”

	“You’re wasting time by not helping me,” Azure barked back.

	The half-imp stomped forward, grabbing Azure by the shoulders and pulling him back so hard that Azure fell onto his ass. It was clear that Uden had run out of patience. His face was set in an expression somewhere between anger, frustration, and desperation. “Get over yourself. You’ve lost. You can’t do this. We can’t do this!”

	“I almost had him.” Azure tried to stand, but the half-imp placed his foot square on Azure’s chest and pushed him down again, leaning over him.

	“Stop it! We are going to die here if we don’t leave immediately. I’ve humored you up until now—even had hope that we might win. But that’s gone now. 

	“If you saw what you say you saw, then that portal was probably the entrance to their hideout. Their real hideout.”

	“That’s why we have to get to it.” Azure struggled against Uden’s weight, but the half-imp wouldn’t let him up.

	“Portals are fragile. The cave-in likely destroyed it. That was our one chance to get to their hideout and stage a coup, and you ruined it by being careless with your magic.” He didn’t move his foot until Azure stopped struggling. “You need to face the facts. You’re outmatched. They’re onto you now. They will be coming for you. Our best chance of success is to leave town, get stronger, and then come back and face them when we’re ready. When we’re really ready. Not just driven by the emotions of trying to avenge a friend. You can’t get justice for Janine’s death if you’re dead, too.”

	“Someone else might finish them off by then. I don’t have time,” the words flowed from Azure’s lips like a babbling stream.

	The half-imp crouched down next to his friend. “Does it really matter who does it as long as it gets done? It doesn’t have to be you. Not long ago, you were standing in the tavern begging people to take on the quest.”

	“And no one did, and now it falls to me,” he replied stubbornly.

	 “You killed two of the Bower Boys. The quest will be easier for whoever comes next. It doesn’t have to be you. You’ve just made yourself believe that.”

	“I can finish the rest.” Azure stood, dusting himself off.

	“You need to face the facts.” Uden gave him a serious look. “The two times before, you just got lucky. And yeah, you probably could take down Sesto Bradley on your own. But James Bower will be by his side. And now, so will Tasso. And they won’t fall for your bullshit trickery anymore. They’ll see you coming a mile away.

	“You had an advantage. You lost it. And if you keep pushing, you’re going to die.” He heaved a sigh and shook his head. “I can’t do this with you anymore, Azure. I wanted to. I really did. But there’s too much against us now. I’m sorry, but if you want to commit suicide, then you’re on your own.” His words didn’t faze Azure’s determination at all. It’s what he said next that struck a chord. “I am going to leave this place.” Uden gestured around them. “Leave Squall’s End. And when I get stronger, I’ll come back and avenge your death.” And with that, he turned and began to walk back toward the stairs leading up.

	For several seconds, Azure just stood there, his chest rising and falling from a mixture of stress and exhaustion as a million insane thoughts ran through his head. In truth, he had no idea what he would do now. His chance of success had hinged on the Bower Boys not being able to see him coming. With Tasso having escaped, everything would soon be exposed. Azure had learned from his dealings with the pleasure house that the Bower Boys had connections everywhere. There would likely be nowhere for him to hide in Squall’s End. He was now marked for death, and all his friends were marked with him.

	Uden was right. Azure had already failed. His short bout with Tasso had shown him that he had, in fact, just gotten lucky with the other Bower Boys. Even without knowing that he was coming, Tasso had been well-prepared. He wasn’t just some dumb monster that fought on instinct. The man had planned exactly what he would do if someone found that room. If magic hadn’t been involved, he would have easily slain Azure. Killing Tasso might have been impossible without Uden’s help. If only that stupid mirror hadn’t been there. If only Tasso hadn’t had a way to escape.

	Azure glanced from Uden to the stairs leading down to the next level. They might already be trapped. James Bower and Sesto Bradley could be making their way toward them at this very moment. Their other path would undoubtedly harbor some horrible monster that would slow their progression to the surface. This was a mess.

	“Why are you going that way?” He called to the half-imp before he could disappear up the stairs.

	Uden turned to him and shed his Cloak of Concealment, folding it up and sticking it into his bag. “Well, for one, I can’t handle whatever is down those stairs on my own.” He nodded toward the next level. “And for two, if I run into James Bower, I’m totally going to rat you out. Say that I saw you coming this way and followed you here. Who knows? Maybe he’ll spare me. It’s not like Tasso saw me with you. For all he knows, you came by yourself.”

	A smirk crossed Azure’s lips, and he dropped his gaze to the floor for a second before looking back up. Classic Uden. In this case, though, he couldn’t blame the half-imp. Azure had pretty much brought him here to die.

	“And what if I decide to come with you?” he asked.

	Now it was the half-imp who was smiling. “Then I guess we’ll die together.”

	Of course, most of the spiders had respawned on the next floor up, but both Uden and Azure knew their game this time. They would not be taken unaware again. 

	Uden stayed to the rear as Azure ducked beneath the webs that he could and smashed his way through the ones he couldn’t. Again, they were racing against the clock, both silently praying to all the Gods that they didn’t run into the Bower Boys. When they reached the inevitable wall of web that was meant to block their path and lay a trap, Azure didn’t hesitate to burn it out. The spiders, having not expected the Adventurers to be so bold, fled away from the flames. As soon as the first wall was burned away, Azure and Uden went to work slaying the spiders with ranged attacks. Since the widows were trapped beyond their first web, it was a bloodbath. Easy experience for them both. 

	Azure defeated most of the spiders, earning him 539 experience. Enough to level him up.

	 

	Congratulations! You are now Level 19! 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. 

	 

	He pushed the notification away, wishing he had gotten it whenever he had slain the necrotic flesh hounds. If he had just been one level higher, maybe he would have been able to defeat Tasso, and they wouldn’t be in this mess.

	Azure couldn’t change the past, though. He could only push forward. 

	After wading through the dead spider corpses to set the second web ablaze, Azure glanced back at Uden. They were so close to the entrance. It would suck if James Bower was waiting for them on the other side of the web. As soon as that thought crossed his mind, he grabbed Uden by the shoulder and quickly walked him against the wall.

	“What are you doing?” The half-imp furrowed his brow at Azure from being manhandled, but Azure’s gaze was fixed on the web as it burned open to reveal what was on the other side. Nothing but the entrance to the dungeon.

	“Just being cautious,” he said, not explaining himself further as he let Uden go and continued toward the light.

	“It would be shit luck if they were out there waiting for us,” the half-imp mentioned. 

	“Let’s just hope that our combined luck does the trick.” It would be the most amazing stroke of luck if the Bower Boys weren’t nearby. 

	Azure unshouldered his bow and nocked an arrow but didn’t draw back as he continued to stalk forward with Uden at his heels. The half-imp had his weapons drawn as well. If they were about to die, then they would go down fighting.

	Even after only being in the dungeon for a few short hours, the light blinded Azure. Any chance of him getting a good shot in would have been robbed from him the second the sun’s harsh rays worked as an ally to the Bower Boys. He almost expected to feel the pain of an arrow or a blade running straight through him. It wasn’t until Azure was standing outside that he realized Uden hadn’t followed.

	He scanned the forest first, finding it blessedly free of foes, before turning back to the dungeon’s entrance. For a few seconds, he only saw darkness, but then the half-imp emerged, keeping his voice low. “Just run right out into the open like a moron, will you? Don’t bother Stealthing to check for danger first.” He threw his hands up at Azure. “You really do have a death wish.”

	Azure ignored the chastisement, though Uden was undoubtedly right; he was being incredibly reckless. Maybe it was the lack of sleep that was causing him to behave so irrationally. Potions might restore his Stamina, but they didn’t restore Azure’s mental clarity when he hadn’t slept in forever. 

	“We have to get out of here,” he muttered.

	“Then let’s go.” The half-imp started back toward Squall’s End, but Azure’s feet remained planted.

	“We can’t go back to Squall’s End. They’ll find us there.” He took a few steps to grab Uden by the arm, then began dragging him in the opposite direction.

	“Let go of me. I need to go check on Lonnell.” The half-imp pulled out of his grasp but followed along, nonetheless. “Where are you going?”

	“If Lonnell is smart, he did what he said he was going to do and went to Roselake to get Bronna and her family. If Tasso didn’t see you, then they should be safe until the Bower Boys realize you’re missing. That should buy them some time.”

	“That doesn’t answer my question.” Uden slowed his pace. 

	Azure was traveling at a speed walk, trying to put as much distance between them and the dungeon as he could as quickly as possible. The further they got from it before the Bower Boys returned, the better. 

	“We’re going to Grayreach,” he responded finally.

	“Grayreach?” The half-imp paused for a second, screwing his face. “Why are we going there?”

	“Because I have a quest there.” 

	“Well,” Uden jogged to catch up to him, “you should know that you’re going in the wrong direction.”

	Finally, Azure stopped, halting so abruptly that the half-imp nearly ran into him. He’d been in such a hurry that he hadn’t even bothered to bring up his map. When it filled his vision, he saw that Grayreach wasn’t anywhere to be seen and immediately panicked. Perhaps he had waited too long to accept the quest, and the town had been wiped out by cultists.

	Hurriedly, Azure fished through his Bag of Holding for the bottle he’d found on the beach with the quest inside. With a bit too much force, he tapped the paper out of the bottle and into his palm. A notification immediately popped up.

	 

	
		
				Quest: A Fate Worse Than Death


		

		
				Cultists have taken up residence in Grayreach. Children are disappearing in the middle of the night with no explanation. The people are afraid. Come to Grayreach and investigate the disappearances.

 

Difficulty: Very Easy

Success: Meet up with Udele Stanley

Failure: Die

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	He sighed in relief that the quest was still available and immediately accepted it without a second thought. Then he brought up his World Map to see if Grayreach was now on it. It was, but it would be a few days journey by foot. Hopefully, the Bower Boys wouldn’t want to follow them that far.

	“Let’s go,” he said as he rolled up the piece of parchment and placed it back in its bottle before putting the whole thing back in his Bag of Holding. Redirecting himself to the southwest, Azure quickened his pace once more, determined to walk until his legs couldn’t carry him any further or night fell, whichever came first.

	The half-imp didn’t seem to want to keep up, slowing every once in a while, as if he was hesitating. Soon, he was several yards behind Azure, causing him to stop. 

	“What is wrong?” Azure enunciated each word with his frustration. For all they knew, the Bower Boys were on their tail.

	“My brother…” Discomfort was woven into Uden’s voice. “This doesn’t feel right.”

	Azure took a few steps back in his direction. “We are going to die if we go back.”

	“No.” The half-imp shook his head. “You would die. Lonnell and I would be fine for as long as it took us to get out of Squall’s End.”

	“What are you saying?” 

	Uden firmed his tone. “I can’t just abandon my brother.”

	Azure sighed, pulling off his helmet to rake his fingers through the stubble of his hair. He didn’t have time to argue. “Then go back.”

	“Azure,” the half-imp’s expression drooped with remorse, “I know I said I’d be with you in this until the end, but—”

	Azure held his palm out to stop Uden from speaking further. “You don’t have to explain. Just go.”

	Without so much as a backward glance, the half-imp turned and started jogging back in the direction of Squall’s End.

	Azure was completely alone.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTY

	THE REALM – Day 112

	 

	 

	On horseback, it took Azure almost four and a half hours to arrive at Grayreach. As he approached, the forest began to grow less dense, giving way to a seemingly dying landscape. The trees were sparse and starved for water. The land around them was dotted with low-growing shrubbery, offering little cover for rabbits and the small dog-like predators that hunted them. 

	A good hour of the journey was spent in darkness. Azure hated traveling in unknown territory with only a torch, but he felt much safer on Flicker’s back. If there was one good thing that had come from Uden abandoning him, it was that Azure could now move faster. He highly doubted that any of the Bower Boys knew a spell that would provide them all with swift transport. Unless they stole some horses, of which there were exceptionally few in The Realm, he should have bought himself at least a few days worth of time. 

	The village was much bigger than Azure had anticipated—larger than any village he’d seen on the mainland up until now—spotted with various buildings. He’d even go as far as to say that it had almost reached town status. But there were no walls protecting it nor guards standing watch to keep the riffraff out. Azure was more than a little excited when he located an inn. 

	The room that he rented was tiny compared to the one he’d had in Squall’s End. A single bed was pushed up against one wall with a chair right next to it. That was where the space ended. Shaped like a rectangle, the wall started again next to the chair, providing only a narrow path to get to the bed. It reminded Azure of a jail cell, but he was just happy to have a safe place to sleep for the night. 

	After propping the chair beneath the doorknob—just in case—Azure threw himself onto the bed. He was asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.

	There was no telling how long he slept because there was no window with which to gauge time. All Azure knew was that he woke feeling tired, though not the type of tired that comes from not sleeping enough. It was more like he had slept too much. There was a heaviness to his body that told him he should just keep sleeping, but his brain was not about to allow that.

	Gone was the sense of urgency that had kept him moving ever since killing Court Harrington. The Bower Boys were miles removed from him now. He could afford to take a few moments to regroup himself. At least, he hoped he could. Whatever the case, he was still inside a locked room, so no one would be able to get to him for a while.

	Sitting up, Azure brought up his character sheet. Despite having leveled a while ago, there had been no time to assign his characteristic points before. Making sure that he was safely out of the Bower Boys’ reach had been his utmost priority.

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 19, 9% of the way to next level

Health: 460 / 400 (460) 

Mana: 530 / 470 (530)

Stamina: 440 / 360 (440)

Vitality: 21 (6)

Intelligence: 28 (6)

Strength: 17 (8)

Agility: 14 (5)

Dexterity: 15 (6)

Charisma: 11 (5)

Luck: 15 (2)

Skills: Archery Lvl 10; 74% of the way to next level

Stealth Lvl 7; 6% of the way to next level

Analyze Lvl 13; 15% 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; 88% 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 3; 97% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 6; 70% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	It pained him that his Two-Handed Weapons skill was so close to leveling. Azure had been attempting to hoard back his skill leveling abilities to use on it up until he had decided that Stealth was more important. Now that he wasn’t hiding in the shadows anymore—for now, at least—it seemed that leveling his weapons’ skills was more important. Choosing to wait yet again, he put that decision out of his mind and focused on assigning his characteristic points instead.

	Though weak enemies singularly, the Qhirok’saq widows had almost killed him, so Azure immediately threw a point into Vitality. Running out of Mana continued to be a problem while Azure traveled, so he tossed another point into Intelligence as well. Hopefully, things would eventually level out like they had with his Stamina. 

	He was tempted to throw a point into Agility, but remembering the Weak Haste spell that his Crude Chain Boots of Weak Haste allowed him to cast made him give pause. While they affected his speed, they didn’t do much for his other movements. It would definitely be nice to be able to draw his bow or dodge an incoming projectile faster. If he did decide to go after the Bower Boys again, every little bit of extra swiftness would matter. Pondering it but a moment longer, Azure chose to put his last characteristic point into Agility. Then he closed his character sheet and pulled the bottle out of his Bag of Holding, tapping the opening against his palm to force out the piece of parchment. Once it was unrolled, he read the contents.

	 

	To whoever finds this letter,

	 

	My name is Udele Stanley, and I fear that there are foul deeds afoot in Grayreach. There are strange sounds coming from the cemetery at night and several children and law officials have gone missing. One of the children was my younger sister, Devondra. I have seen shady people lurking about; I'm almost certain that they're cultists. Everyone is too scared to investigate, but I'm not. The only problem is that I'm not a fighter.

	Our village is too poor to pay someone to come look into this threat, so I'm hoping that this message will make it into the hands of a charitable hero. Please come to Grayreach and help me solve this mystery. Many lives depend on it.

	 

	Sincerely,

	Udele Stanley

	 

	“Udele,” Azure whispered the name before rolling the parchment back up and sticking it in the bottle.

	Now that he was here, should he really take the time to complete the quest, or should he just keep running? If the Bower Boys did decide to come after him, they’d likely only be three days behind. 

	Whatever the case, Azure needed to get stronger. The two easiest ways to do that were to kill monsters and to complete quests. Azure hadn’t seen any strong monsters on his way. Nor had he even seen signs of strong monsters. Just rabbits and dogs. None of them Analyzed above level 5. That wouldn’t give him much experience. Not enough to make a difference, at least. And everything was either hidden or in the process of hiding. There weren’t large groups of anything out in the open.

	Azure sighed. He’d put off the quest for a while now. It was a miracle that it was even still available. There was probably no harm in checking out the situation in Grayreach. Worst case scenario, he could always run again if need be.

	After gathering his belongings, Azure left the inn. The sun was shining brightly overhead, painting the grim little town in light. Most of the buildings were one-story structures made of grey wood. Many of them were already in a state of decay, with rotting planks and holes punched in places. Few of the buildings had glass in their windows. 

	The villagers looked equally drab, seeming to dress in garb that matched the overall color scheme of the village, dingy browns and dusty greys. Azure wondered if the town was named after the buildings and fashion or if it was just a coincidence. Whatever the case, Udele hadn’t been kidding. This place was rundown.

	Scanning his surroundings, Azure saw a few merchant carts set up. A few being only two, one of which was right in front of the tavern. Being the best place to gather information, Azure thought he’d start there. The cart next to the tavern was barren of items and appeared unattended. Azure paid it little mind as he walked inside.

	While drinking had been a merrymaking event in Squall’s End, everyone in this particular tavern sat hunched over their cups and were mostly silent. Those who did talk spoke in whispers. An air of gloom hung heavy in the room. The bartender didn’t even bother looking up when Azure entered.

	Azure strode to the bar, rapping on the countertop twice to get the bespeckled man’s attention. With all the enthusiasm of someone who had just worked a 12-hour shift, the bartender tiredly hobbled over and asked Azure what he wanted. Sympathy filled Azure as he noticed the bartender’s bum leg, but he quickly banished it to focus on what he was here for.

	“Udele Stanley. Does she still reside around here?” he asked.

	“She’s in the cemetery,” the bartender responded, the pleasant expression he’d tried to muster faltering at Azure’s request.

	“Where’s the cemetery?”

	“If you travel south, the main road forks to the west just outside of town. Follow that down a ways. You can’t miss it,” the man replied before pouring himself a drink. “Would you like something for your journey?” 

	“You make it sound far.” Azure watched the man shoot back two ounces of amber liquid.

	“How long is the road to death?” came the morose response.

	It was almost like he was asking Azure how long a piece of string was. Azure couldn’t help but feel that there was some hidden connotation behind the phrase.  

	“Is Udele Stanley dead?” The question left his mouth with still firmness. If she was, he wasn’t going to waste his time looking for her.

	For a moment, the bartender didn’t speak. He seemed stuck in time, staring forward blankly. But then he reanimated, grabbing the bottle again to pour himself another drink. “No, but she probably wishes she was.”

	Well, that was certainly dark. Azure thought about asking more questions but felt that he owed it to Udele to hear the answers from her. Whatever horrible thing had gone on here, he partially felt responsible for not arriving sooner. It had been a very out of sight, out of mind quest. The lives that went on here in desperation hadn’t even been a blip on his radar when he was in Squall’s End. Now, Azure wished he had thrown the bottle back into the ocean after he’d found it so that someone else could have picked it up and completed the quest before things had gotten so grim. It was clear that the village was under some sort of duress that had only gotten worse since Azure had first picked up the bottle. 

	Azure thanked the bartender and took his leave. Once outside, he turned to the south and was surprised to see a familiar face. The cart that had been sitting empty before was being stocked by none other than Ruthren, the merchant that Uden had been waiting for. 

	“Ruthren?!” The shock in Azure’s voice couldn’t be contained.

	“Who’s asking?” The man said gruffly before turning. When recognition hit him, his hard demeanor faded away and was replaced by friendliness. “Azure? Is that you? It can’t be. You’ve gotten so much stronger. Bring it in here.” Ruthren held out his arms, then crushed Azure in a bear hug when he stepped into them. After a few moments of awkward embracing, he let Azure go.

	“Where in the hell have you been?” Azure rubbed his ribs where he was pretty sure that Ruthren had bruised him. While there hadn’t been a drop in his Health, that hug had sure hurt.

	“Here and there. Around.” The merchant shrugged nonchalantly.

	“Uden has been waiting for you on the docks in Squall’s End forever.”

	“Uden?” Now it was Ruthren who looked surprised. He quickly lowered his voice, glancing from side to side to see if anyone was listening to them. The streets were barren besides the only other merchant set up in town—a woman who seemed to be keeping to her own business, rearranging the wares on her cart. “But we buried him.”

	“Long story short, we were able to resurrect him,” Azure said, not wanting to get into the gritty details. “More importantly, why haven’t you been to Squall’s End?”

	Ruthren spat on the floor. “Fucking gang of ruffians has been hanging out near there. You might have heard of them. The Bower Boys. They about robbed me blind the last time I tried to go into Squall’s End. The only reason they didn’t kill me was because I used to run with the leader’s old man.”

	“Yeah. I know of the Bower Boys,” Azure replied almost distantly. It upset him that they seemed to touch everyone he knew. 

	“Anyway, I haven’t been back since. Got ears around to tell me when they’ve been dealt with. Until then, Crescent Island is on its own. Not that it matters much. Uden was my best customer. But you say he’s here now. That brings a smile to my face.” The merchant smiled in demonstration. “Speaking of which, where is the little scamp?”

	Azure took a deep breath. “Well, he kind of joined up with the Bower Boys.”

	The friendly expression that Ruthren had been wearing contorted into anger in an instant. “What?! You’ve got to be shitting me. I know he liked doing bad things, but even that seems beyond him.”

	“Well,” Azure dragged the word out, rubbing the back of his neck. While he was happy for this reunion, he definitely didn’t want to piss the merchant off. “That was kind of my fault. You see, I’ve been after the Bower Boys. I needed him to gather intel for me, but he ended up joining up with them instead. To get me more information, of course,” he quickly added. “Anyway, it’s all a big mess. I managed to kill two of the Bower Boys before the others found out. Now, I’m on the run. Uden went back to Squall’s End to make sure that Lonnell is safe.”

	“So they found him out then?” the merchant grunted.

	“No. Not yet. But I imagine it’s only a matter of time.”

	 

	“Is he supposed to meet up here with you?” Ruthren looked past Azure down the main road, as if he expected to see the half-imp coming.

	“I don’t know. He knows I’m here, but I’m not sure if he’ll come and bring Lonnell.”

	“Well, whatever he decides to do, I hope he stays safe. I can’t believe that boy would escape death only to put himself in another bad situation.” The merchant shook his head. “And I can’t say I’m pleased with you either.” He narrowed his eyes at Azure. “You can’t beat James Bower. He’s got twice as many levels on you.” 

	“That’s why I’m here,” Azure said a bit bitterly. He hated being reminded of all the mistakes he had made. In hindsight, maybe he never should have messed with the Bower Boys, but he was proud of what he’d accomplished so far. It was further than anyone else had gotten and lived to tell about it.

	“Well, I’m glad you’re okay.” Ruthren clapped him on the shoulder. The gesture was a bit too hard. Azure’s body jostled under the weight of the man’s hand until he pulled it away.

	It suddenly occurred to Azure that the merchant might have items that he couldn’t procure elsewhere. Running into Ruthren here had been a stroke of good luck. Now that he wasn’t piss poor broke, maybe Azure could buy some weapons or spells that would give him an advantage in the fight ahead.

	“You wouldn’t happen to still have the Steal spell that you were going to sell to Uden, would you?” Azure asked first. It wasn’t a spell that he needed, but he wanted to buy it anyway in case Ruthren left Grayreach before the half-imp showed up. He could always sell it to Uden later. At a markup, of course.

	“No. I sold it a while back.”

	Azure lowered his voice, even though there wasn’t really anyone around to hear him. “Then you wouldn’t happen to have any other…secret, forbidden, illegal items that I could peruse, would you? You’ll be happy to know that I’m not broke for once,” he said with a grin.

	“That does indeed make me happy.” Ruthren returned the smile in kind. “What exactly are you looking for?”

	“Spells. Weapons. Armor. Anything. I’ll take any advantage I can get against the Bower Boys.”

	The merchant’s smile quickly turned into a frown. “You get the notion that you’re going to kill James Bower out of your head right now. I know his lackeys are weaker, but even if you kill them all, you won’t be able to take him down. Promise me, Azure. Promise me that you won’t throw your life away. He only robbed me. There are worse injustices in the world than that.”

	“He raped and killed one of my friends,” Azure said without missing a beat. “I will have vengeance.”

	The merchant stilled, looking contemplative for a moment. Then he sighed and walked to the back of his cart, sorting through it for a few items. “This is what I have."

	As Ruthren laid the items out, a notification popped up.

	 

	
		
				Spell Scroll: Battle Chant


				Quantity: 1/1

Weight: 0 kg

Mana Cost: 5

Range: All Party Members

Cooldown: Three Minutes

Magic Class: Battle

Uses: Increases the Strength and Dexterity of party members by +5 for as long as the caster chants.

Requirements: Percussion Instrument


		

		
				Florance’s Blade


				Attack: +20-114

Spell: Strength Siphon

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 42/42

Item Class: Extremely Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.5 kg

Uses: Gives the wielder the ability to cast Strength Siphon. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Strength Siphon steals 3 Strength points from your foe and gives them to you for a duration of 5 minutes. Must be level 30 to cast.


		

		
				Scorpion Dagger


				Attack: +3-28

Spell: Scorpion Sting

Type: One-Handed Weapon

Durability: 1/1

Item Class: Uncommon

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.6 kg

Uses: Inflicts the target with Scorpion Sting. Consumes item. Scorpion Sting inflicts your target with poison, causing 5 damage initially on top of the weapon’s regular damage and 1 additional damage per second for the next 30 seconds.


		

	



	 

	“This is a bard spell,” Azure muttered with a bit of surprise as he read through the Battle Chant scroll. Never had he seen a traveling minstrel in The Realm. It had never been a popular class in most of the games he’d played back on Earth. Apparently, that carried over here, too. 

	While he could see the usefulness of the spell, Azure definitely wasn’t a sit back and watch type of guy. It might be a good spell for Uden to know eventually, especially since he was a much lower level. The thought of the half-imp sitting cross-legged banging on drums in the middle of battle made Azure smirk. No, Uden wouldn’t stand for that, even if it did make him useful in situations where he’d otherwise be useless. Azure decided to leave the spell for one of Ruthren’s other customers.

	Next, Azure picked up the Florance’s Blade. It was sleek in design and light in his hands compared to his Bergen’s Glaive. The black leather-wrapped hilt felt nice against his palm. The crossguard was a rose gold color, and though there was no intricate detailing to the sword, it still looked elegant with its long, polished steel blade.

	“I guess I can’t cast the spell until I’m level 30?” It was part a question and part a statement.

	“Aye. The spell is useless to you until you’re level 30. But it’s still a damn fine weapon.” Ruthren looked the blade up and down as if he didn’t want to part with it.

	“Yeah. It has the best attack stats of anything I’ve seen so far. Though I must admit, that’s quite a range in the damage.” Even at its lowest range, the Florance’s Blade could inflict more damage than Azure’s Bergen’s Glaive. He wanted it. “How much?”

	“85 gold,” the merchant replied.

	Azure hissed. It pained him that he couldn’t afford the sword. 

	Ruthren chuckled and, noticing the social queue, immediately reached forward to take the Florance’s Blade from Azure. “Too rich for your blood, eh?”

	“I want it. I just can’t afford it right now.” Saying he wanted it was a bit of an understatement. Azure hadn’t wanted anything more since he’d discovered that The Realm had Bags of Holding. It had taken him a while to be able to afford one, but he had eventually made that dream come true. If Ruthren would just hold onto the sword for him.

	As if reading his mind, the merchant said, “First come, first serve, lad.”

	“You held onto the Steal scroll for Uden,” Azure protested.

	“Not many people want something like that. Blades like this,” his eyes raked the sword a final time before placing it back into his bag, “are in incredibly high demand. You’re lucky I even had it to show. I acquired it not long ago. It will be sold before the end of the week.”

	It felt as if Azure’s intestines were being twisted. His desperation for the Florance’s Blade was akin to a limited time only sale. If only he had a way to make money around here quickly. It was doubtful that completing the A Fate Worth Than Death quest would earn him an extra 36 gold, but perhaps the value of the items taken from the cultists would add up to close to that. The thought that taking life was now tied to greed made Azure sick. If he continued to think like that, then he wasn’t much better than the Bower Boys. Whether he liked it or not, Azure had to accept that he may lose out on the sword

	“Goddamnit. One step forward, two steps back.” He stared at the bag on Ruthren’s hip longingly. When the merchant began to put the Scorpion Dagger away, Azure rushed to stop him. “Whoa. I never said I wasn’t interested in that.”

	The merchant raised an eyebrow at him. “If you can’t afford the sword, then you definitely can’t afford this.”

	Even though Azure wasn’t particularly interested in a one-time use weapon unless it was priced reasonably, he was still curious about the cost. “It’s not an extremely rare item. It can’t possibly cost more than the sword.”

	“Only about twice as much.” Ruthren finished shoving the dagger into his bag and pulled the strings to close it.

	Azure’s mouth dropped open, and his head quirked back. “190 gold for a one-time use item? That seems outrageous.”

	“I don’t make the rules, kid. I just profit off of them.” The merchant gave him a toothy grin that quickly faded when he realized that there was no profit to be made from Azure. “It looks like you’re leaving empty-handed.” 

	“It would appear that way.” He frowned, still thinking about the sword. “If I could just find a quick way to earn money…”

	“Then we’d both be happy campers.”

	The thought of walking away without the Florance’s Blade made Azure sick to his stomach. He suddenly realized that there were a lot of things in his inventory that he no longer needed. 

	“I think we might still be able to do business,” he said.

	“Oh?” Ruthren’s tone rose with interest.

	“Yeah. Let’s see if we can make this happen.”

	The next several minutes were spent with Azure pulling items from his Bag of Holding and inquiring about their prices. He sold his Black Leather Cloak for 9 gold and switched back to wearing his Kobold Hide Cloak. That cloak gave him better stats anyway. No longer needing to conceal his identity in the shadows, there was no point in keeping both cloaks when his need for the sword was more pressing. 

	Azure also sold his Large Patchwork Boots for 7 silver and 5 copper. It wasn’t a lot, but every little bit helped. Now that he had the Crude Chain Boots of Weak Haste, he didn’t need those anymore either.

	Unsheathing his Bergen’s Glaive, Azure gave it a look of sentiment. He remembered how excited he’d been when he’d first pulled it from Roselake and how afraid he’d been that the original owner of the sword might come to claim it. The sword had its own backstory, and it was the first truly nice weapon he’d ever owned. The thought of parting with it hurt his soul, but the truth of the matter was that he’d no longer need it if he had a better sword. Closing his eyes, he handed it over to Ruthren for assessment. 

	“This is a nice sword,” the merchant admitted, grumbling something else under his breath as he inspected the blade for defects. “Three gold.”

	It was the same price that Garion had offered Azure back in Squall’s End. Though he wasn’t sure why, Azure had hoped he’d get more money from Ruthren—that perhaps he knew less about swords and would value it higher since it was a Legendary item.

	“Why so low?” he pressed.

	“Legendary or not, this is a low-level item. Don’t get me wrong, it’s on the highest tier of low-level items, but it’s still not that great. No stats boosts. No spells. And the penalty to Agility is really what kills it. Do you still want to sell it?” The merchant began to offer it back to Azure.

	“Yes,” he said quickly. “I’m pretty sure I’ll sell everything I have to get the Florance’s Blade.”

	“That’s my kind of customer.” Ruthren’s face blossomed into a smile. “Now, what else do you have for me, because we still have a ways to go before you can afford it?”

	After examining the rest of his armor and accessories, Azure realized that there was nothing else on his person that he wanted to sell. Now, it was time to turn his attention to the few random items he’d been hoarding back. He pulled the Cave Parsley and Sharp-Fringed Moss from his Bag of Holding, not expecting much. More than likely, he’d have to part with items that he actually didn’t want to sell next. That’s when things would start getting really painful.   

	The price that Ruthren offered for the herbs about made Azure’s eyes pop out of his skull. 12 gold and 5 silver for the Cave Parsley and 10 gold for the Sharp-Fringed Moss.

	“Why are these worth so much?” Azure asked, staring at the plants in awe. They didn’t look like anything special. 

	“These are rare alchemy components,” the merchant informed him.

	“What are they used for?” 

	“I don’t know. I’m not an alchemist.” Ruthren shrugged. 

	Briefly, Azure wondered why the merchant had never gotten into alchemy. It was such an easy way to make money. Part of him wanted to share the secret, but a greedier part of him liked the fact that Ruthren popped up every once in a while with rare items. If he got the man to switch his career, that might not be the case anymore. 

	“Well, I certainly don’t need them.” He eagerly parted with the items for coin, wishing he would have spent more time harvesting Cave Parsley. At least, he knew where he could get more. 

	With those transactions finished, Azure counted out the coin needed for the sword. The thought of being broke again after the purchase wasn’t very appealing, but he could always earn back some coin by selling more potions when he returned to Squall’s End.

	“85 gold,” Azure said, his butthole puckering a bit as he handed over the coin. As soon as Ruthren began pulling the weapon from his bag, Azure made grabby hands for it.

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Florance’s Blade


				Attack: +20-114

Spell: Strength Siphon

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 42/42

Item Class: Extremely Rare

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.5 kg

Uses: Gives the wielder the ability to cast Strength Siphon. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Strength Siphon steals 3 Strength points from your foe and gives them to you for a duration of 5 minutes. Must be level 30 to cast.


		

	



	 

	“Yesss,” he hissed with excitement before giving the sword a few cursory swings. While he currently couldn’t use the sword’s full potential, he would eventually grow into it.

	Azure thanked the merchant and parted ways, traveling south toward the outskirts of town. He paused where the road forked, realizing that his stats had shifted around with the unequipping of old items and replacing them with new ones. Curious, Azure opened his character sheet to get a look at how he was now balanced.

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 19, 9% of the way to next level

Health: 460 / 410 (530) 

Mana: 530 / 480 (550)

Stamina: 440 / 360 (450)

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; 74% of the way to next level

Stealth Lvl 7; 6% of the way to next level

Analyze Lvl 13; 21% 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; 88% 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 3; 97% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 6; 70% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	Getting better and better all the time, he thought smugly as he closed his character sheet and took the path to the west. 

	The desolate landscape gave the advantage of sight but not much else. There were few places that anyone could hide and plan a coup. Being a targeted man, Azure found comfort in that. The eeriness of the sparse dead forest around him still kept him on edge, though.

	It wasn’t long before Azure came upon the cemetery. Close to fifty graves marked an otherwise empty landscape. Dirt circled the crude gravestones with scant bits of grass growing between them.

	In the middle of the cemetery, a young girl sat crumpled over one of the graves, both arms outstretched across it. Long white-blonde hair obscured her face, falling past it and meeting with the recently disturbed ground. Her forearms were skin and bones, her sackcloth garments tattered and filthy. She looked like a beggar, her hair unbrushed and her pale white skin smeared in places with dried dirt. Fearing that she might be an undead, Azure activated Analyze and discovered that she was no threat. 

	“Udele?” he said the name softly, slowing as he approached.

	The girl’s hair flew back behind her as she turned her head quickly, revealing eyes so dark that they were almost black and so big that they seemed larger than should be possible on a human being. Tears streaked down the filth on her face, creating alabaster paths. Her chest heaved for a moment but then seemed to relax even though she didn’t recognize him. She said nothing but simply stared at Azure, either not having the strength to stand or not caring enough to do so.

	Worried that he might scare her off, Azure stopped to dig the bottle out of his Bag of Holding. It wasn’t until he held it up that she finally spoke.

	“That’s my letter.” Her voice was like windchimes, her accent strange and foreign, smooth but unlike anything he’d heard in his own world. A second after the surprise had lit up Udele's face, melancholy came to replace it as she cast her gaze down on the grave. “But I’m afraid it’s too late for them.” She petted over the tombstone lovingly.

	“Who is them?” Azure asked before taking a few steps forward. It didn’t seem like she would run from him, but he still didn’t want to cross too far into her personal space.

	“My parents,” Udele said without looking up at him, then softly added with a sniffle, “They’re dead because of me.” 

	“I’m sorry.” Azure crossed his hands in front of him and bowed his head respectfully. “And your sister?”

	She shook her head. “Gone as well. A sacrifice.”

	Azure’s heart broke for Udele. If only he’d gotten here sooner. Before, he had never thought about the consequences of his inaction. But now, he was seeing them for the first time, and it made him feel like a horrible human being. Had it really been so important for him to make money that he was willing to sacrifice these lives for it? Maybe he really was no better than the Bower Boys.

	Azure knelt next to the grave. He read the names on the tombstones. Osen and Mostraa Stanley. They might still be alive if he had only acted sooner. 

	“Do you have anywhere to go now? Relatives that you can stay with?” Azure asked.

	Udele nodded, but then she said, “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. I do not want to live in the place where others disappear. I shall wait and disappear as well.” Her eyes seemed to glaze over, and she looked distant for several seconds.

	“So, the cultists are still here?”

	“Yes,” Udele turned to him, “but everyone is too afraid to fight them. They sacrifice people to strengthen their bond with Luuq. Anyone caught sniffing around in their business disappears… Except for me.” Depression came over the small girl like a rain cloud. “I lost everyone I loved for my meddling.”

	Azure stood, saddened by the fact that Udele had lost her family because of his latency, but thankful that he could still do something so that others didn’t have to face the same kind of suffering. “We can still stop them. Or I can.” It was clear that Udele was too weak to handle anything on her own.

	She sniffled. “Killing them will not bring back the souls they’ve stolen, but we must rid Grayreach of them nonetheless.” Udele seemed to revive, raising her head to gaze up at Azure. “I am not a fighter, but I do know some Life magic. I will help you however I can.”

	Azure offered Udele his hand to help her stand. She weighed next to nothing. Just shy of four feet, Udele looked almost like an otherworldly creature, her body so thin that she appeared sickly. He couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been starving herself ever since her parents had died. Either that or maybe she was a half-breed like Uden. He wasn’t entirely sure.

	Ignoring his curiosity about her race, Azure turned his attention to the task at hand. “First, we need to find out where they reside.”

	“I already know. I can take you,” Udele told him excitedly. “One good thing about being so small is that you often go unnoticed. Until you don’t…” her voice trailed off for a moment. “But I’m fast, and the one time they did see me, I was able to run away before they caught me. That’s when they went after my parents.”

	“I will avenge them for you,” Azure assured her. “Just show me where the cultists are.”

	She forced a smile as she looked up at him. “Thank you, Adventurer. May I have the name of our brave hero?”

	The compliments made Azure’s stomach turn, especially since he felt partially responsible for her grief. He didn’t feel brave at all. Lazy. Blind. Whatever the case, he deserved no praise.

	“It’s Azure. Azure Galvan,” he told her, unable to return the smile in kind as he thought about his own shortcomings.

	“Well, Azure, like most dark creatures, the cultists only come out at night. We should probably go stake out the catacombs and prepare for nightfall.” 

	Just then, a notification popped up. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: A Fate Worse Than Death has been completed.

	 

	You have met up with Udele Stanley. Unfortunately, you were too late to save her family. You have earned 190XP.

	 

	As soon as Azure read the notification and dismissed it, another popped up.

	 

	
		
				Quest: Destroy the Blood Pact


		

		
				Udele Stanley knows where the cultists are taking their victims. It is up to you to stop them from destroying any more lives. Will you free Grayreach from their clutches?

 

Difficulty: Easy

Success: Defeat all 3 cultists

Failure: Die

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 


		

	



	 

	Azure didn’t even have to think about his decision. If his need to gain more experience wasn’t driving him, his guilt for having waited so long to do this would have. 

	He turned to Udele and offered her a soft smile, though he knew it would bring her little, if any, comfort. “Let’s go put an end to this.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	THE REALM – Day 113

	 

	 

	While the catacombs weren’t far away, the area around them was surprisingly wooded. Azure didn’t trust it. Anytime there was such a change of scenery, it probably meant that there was a dungeon nearby. 

	Clearly, the catacombs were a dungeon.

	The only comfort he took was in knowing that the Difficulty of the quest was Easy. That meant that even if he was dealing with a dungeon that contained scores of monsters, they should all be fairly unproblematic.

	Udele had insisted on coming with him. After the cultists had murdered her family, she desired her own brand of revenge. Though Udele knew she wasn’t a fighter, aiding Azure in defeating the cultists would give her some sort of psychological relief. Understanding how she felt, he decided to allow her to party with him as long as she promised to stay a safe distance away from the fighting. The last thing Azure needed was to have to protect her, but he also knew that she needed this.

	 

	Udele Stanley has joined your party.




	 

	As soon as they were partied together, he couldn’t resist the urge to bring up her stats. 

	 

	
		
				Name: Udele Stanley

Race: Human

Level: 9

Health: 180

Mana: 180

Stamina: 240


		

	



	 

	He was surprised by the fact that she was human, but more than that, by the fact that she was a magic user who hadn’t invested any additional points into Intelligence. Perhaps Udele was like Janine had been and just didn’t know any better about point allocation. Or maybe she didn’t use her spells frequently enough to merit the additional Mana. 

	“So, what spells do you know?” he whispered to her as they hid in a small grove of trees a few yards away from the catacombs. 

	“Shh. We need to be quiet.” Udele kept her eyes glued to the entrance. 

	Upon their arrival, she had convinced him that they should wait until the cultists either emerged from or descended into the catacombs. Though it seemed like a waste of time when he was strong enough to go down there on his own and take care of business, it did make sense in regard to keeping Udele safe. Besides, Azure didn’t really know what lurked within the catacombs. It could be like the Bower Boys hideout, full of traps, or like other dungeons that he had been in before, full of puzzles. Neither were fun to deal with. Still, Azure was very much aware that time was ticking regarding the Bower Boys potentially catching up with him. If the cultists didn’t appear soon, he’d have no choice but to go down into the catacombs, either with or without Udele.

	They stayed Stealthed, barely moving, barely speaking. The sun went down, and a chill took over the land. As if to add to the creepy ambiance, a strange fog began to roll in. Nighttime insects chirped almost deafeningly loud. With little foliage to hide in, Azure could see them creeping about on their spindly legs. 

	It wasn’t long before bats could be heard as well, coming out from their caves to feast on the nightly buffet of insects. Dread filled Azure at the thought of having to deal with them. Without a torch, he might as well be part of the meal. Despite the blues of the darkening skies descending into raven black, the bats seemed to leave them alone, though he could still make out their shadows swooping down to snatch up the occasional bug. It provided Azure with minimal entertainment as they waited in conversationless silence.

	A few hours after the sunset, voices could be heard coming from the north. Soon, torchlight followed, and Azure could see a procession of four people, three humans tailed by a dwarf. Though their faces were illuminated, the rest of their bodies were largely concealed by darkness. Azure had expected the cultists to be wearing black robes, but they looked like Adventurers to him, each donning their own unique garb. The fourth member of the party appeared to be a young woman in a white nightgown. There was a gag in her mouth and a piece of cloth tied around her eyes. Her nostrils flared as she walked in silence between two of the cultists, tears causing wet spots to seep through her blindfold. She made no noise besides the shuffling of her naked feet as she stumbled in line with her captors.

	“Is it really necessary fer us ta keep doin’ this?” the dwarf in the back asked in a Scottish accent. “Surely ta Luuq, he’s had enough souls fer a while. This is just excessive.”

	“You know that the lord is always hungry,” the man at the front of the procession hissed. “He will let us know when he’s had his fill. Now stand guard while Laciann and I continue on. Since the blood pact seems to bother you all of a sudden, you can miss out on the gains this time around. Hopefully, that will make you come to your senses.”

	To Azure’s surprise, the dwarf didn’t object. He remained silent as he followed along behind the prisoner and disappeared into the catacombs. 

	Once the procession was gone, Udele came out of hiding. “We should follow them right away,” she said, practically jogging toward the entrance with no fear or caution.

	“Hey, wait up,” Azure called after her, hoping she wouldn’t be so reckless once they got inside.

	Thankfully, she stopped at the entrance. He wanted her behind him when they proceeded inside, just in case things turned violent quickly. Just to be sure she wouldn’t rush in, he grabbed her by the arm and turned her toward him. “We need to wait so that there’s space between them. If we follow now, we’ll have to face all three of them at once. All of them Analyzed as blue to me, but their collective strength could be more than we can handle. If we wait, the dwarf will break off from the rest to guard the entrance, and we’ll be able to fight him alone,” Azure explained. “Do you happen to know the layout of the catacombs? It would be helpful.”

	“No.” Udele shook her head. “My parents forbade my sister and me from entering it. It’s almost strange to think that I’m going in there to avenge them,” she said thoughtfully.

	It wasn’t the answer he had wanted, but Azure was used to entering dungeons blindly. 

	They waited ten minutes before he finally signaled for Udele to follow him. Azure unshouldered his bow and nocked an arrow, his heart pounding as he took the stairs two at a time. The adrenaline coursing through his veins was mostly spurred on by the thought of taking human life again. These people had not wronged him, yet he knew they’d caused unspeakable harm to others. Was it really his place to be the one to dish out justice?

	It was too late to reconsider now. The bottom of the stairs revealed a long hallway, and the dwarf was standing at the end. As if he had heard them coming and was waiting for them, he loosed a crossbow bolt in Azure’s direction. Instinctively, Azure jumped out of the way. The cry of pain he heard behind him told him that Udele had not.

	“Shit,” he cursed. 

	The dwarf was quick, using the wall of the chamber behind him for cover. Knowing that he didn’t have much time to act, Azure reshouldered his bow to scoop Udele up in his arms, but she was already on her feet, her eyes wide with terror. She ran up the stairs screaming and then immediately disappeared from his party menu, but not before he saw that that one hit had cost her more than 80% of her Health.

	Confused and not sure what to do, Azure ran after her. By the time he reached the top of the stairs, Udele was a good several yards away from him, heading back toward the cemetery. She was too fast to catch up with unless he used Weak Haste. 

	Azure remained planted for a few seconds. Should he run after Udele and make sure she was all right or continue after the dwarf? If he ignored the dwarf now, he could regroup with the other cultists and the element of surprise would be lost. The three of them together might be a problem. Azure couldn’t allow that to happen.

	Knowing that he would potentially regret the decision he had made for the rest of his life, Azure continued down the stairs. He would deal with the psychological repercussions of his carelessness after he got this done. As morbid and horrible as it was for him to think, keeping Udele alive had never been part of the quest.

	Another crossbow bolt came sailing at him when he reached the bottom of the stairs. By some miracle, the dwarf had been brave enough to stick around. 

	Casting Weak Haste, Azure planted his heels into the ground and rocketed toward the end of the hall. Startled by how quickly his opponent was moving, the dwarf tried to load another bolt, but his thick fingers fumbled, and he failed before Azure had a chance to reach him. 

	What was worse for the dwarf was that he didn’t appear to have a melee weapon. Azure drew his sword, and the dwarf backed up and tried to load the crossbow again. Attempting to shoot him at close-range was ineffective when Azure’s Weak Haste was still activated. Besides, the dwarf was clearly frightened by facing a much stronger opponent with a sword, and his aim wasn’t steady. Guilt tugged at Azure’s heart that he was about to kill this man who was ill-prepared to fight him, but the cultist had made his choice long ago. 

	Closing the distance while the dwarf went to reload after a missed shot, Azure raised his sword high above his head. Bringing his blade down on the dwarf’s skull would give him a quick and merciful death. 

	Instead of continuing to reload the crossbow, the dwarf used it to shield himself, holding it above his head and crying out, “Stop! Please. Have mercy!”

	The blade began to descend, but then it slowed to a halt before making light contact with the crossbow. The dwarf cowered away from the tap. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you when you’ve killed so many innocent people?” Azure growled at him.

	 “I didn’t mean ta,” the dwarf said, trembling. “I didn’t know what I had gotten inta. Newton lied ta me—lied ta us—and by the time I figured it out, it was already too late. He told us that by doin' tha sacrifices, we would be able ta learn necromancy without having ta travel ta Tha Deathlands. But tha only thing that tha blood o tha victims does is bolster our base stats fer a while. And it doesn’t last. Tha sacrificin' is endless, and I’m done with it. Here, take this. It’s tha only weapon I have, and it will help ya ta defeat Laciann. She’s a magic caster.” He shoved his crossbow at Azure.

	 

	You have received the following items: 

	 

	
		
				Crossbow of Weak Fear


				Attack: 21

Spell: Weak Fear

Range: 20

Durability: 74/100

Item Class: Uncommon

Quality: Average

Weight: 1.0 kg

Uses: Every bolt fired from this crossbow is automatically charged with the Weak Fear spell. Consumes 1 Durability per use. Weak Fear causes the target to run from the archer screaming for a duration of 1 minute. 


		

		
				Bronze Crossbow Bolts with Quiver


				Quantity: 12/15

Durability: 1/1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Weight: 0.4 kg


		

	



	 

	That explained why Udele had run away screaming. It also meant she’d probably be back soon. That was somewhat of a relief, though Azure secretly hoped that she’d stay topside. She’d already proven to be nothing but a liability.

	“Newton is your leader?” Azure asked as he replaced his Hunting Bow with the Crossbow of Weak Fear. Though the range on it wasn’t as great, it did more than twice the damage. Plus, it had the spell automatically enhancing every arrow he fired out of it. This one weapon could turn the tables in his fight against James Bower. 

	“Yes. He’s from Tha Deathlands. Said that he’s a disciple o Luuq and that Luuq personally told him ta spread necromancy across Patheana. Now, I’m not so sure that’s true after all tha lies he’s already told us.” The dwarf frowned.

	Azure had no interest in the sob story. “So, Newton is a necromancer?”

	“No.” The dwarf shook his head. “He’s a knight. Apparently, he has no affinity fer magic o any kind. Luuq told him that if he spread necromancy ta enough people, that he would be blessed with the knowledge of a Grand Master Necromage. That is why he recruited us in tha first place.”

	“Sounds awfully fishy to me.” Azure scratched his chin.

	“Aye. I wish I woulda seen it before gettin’ involved.”

	 “And this Laciann, what spells does she know?” He pressed for more information.

	The dwarf hummed, thinking for a minute. “Well, I ain’t seen her in battle yet, but I think she might know a healing spell an Spirits o Frost.”

	“Spirits of Frost?” Azure quirked his head back. “That doesn’t sound good.”

	“Aye. Tis a powerful water spell. Ya don’t want ta get hit by it.”

	“Does Laciann also feel forced into this?” 

	Knowing the answer would be a good indication of whether he might be able to talk her out of fighting. The dwarf had folded easily enough the second that he suspected his life was in mortal danger.

	He shook his head. “She wants nothin' more than ta learn all types o magic, but she’s been banned from all magic schools fer…well, that ain’t my business ta tell.” The dwarf shifted uncomfortably. “Whatever tha case, I doubt she’s willing ta die fer it.” 

	“Well, if I don’t have to kill her, then I won’t,” Azure said before his eyes shifted to the large coffin in the middle of the room. 

	It was a small room, with crumbling stone walls and flooring. Urns of various sizes and materials decorated niches in the walls, illuminated by torches lit in sconces that had been placed there by the cultists. But the focal point of the room was the grey stone coffin. 

	“Anything good in there?” Azure nodded down to it.

	“We don’t disturb the dead,” the dwarf replied, sounding a bit offended.

	Killjoy, Azure thought, then followed it up with killjoy AND hypocrite.

	“So, you don’t disturb the dead, you just make more of them.” 

	“I ain’t proud of it,” the dwarf lowered his voice, scratching in the dirt with the toe of his boot.

	“Well, you’re free to go. I can’t guarantee I’ll show your friends the same mercy, though,” Azure confessed, staring at the entrance to the next room.

	“Aye. I suppose none of us deserve mercy. Ya may be able ta talk down Laciann, but I doubt Newton can be saved. He’s a violent one.”

	“Thanks for the information.” Azure offered him a nefarious grin. “Now, you better get out of here before I change my mind.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	THE REALM – Day 113

	 

	 

	Laciann had heard the scuffle. She was waiting for Azure in the very next room, a gigantic room filled with rows of coffins. The way they were spaced out made an excellent defense for a ranged attacker. 

	“So, the little whelp was finally able to get help, was she?” The woman gave Azure a catlike grin. 

	She must have been in her late 50’s. Laciann wore baggy blue pants and a long-sleeved blouse, her attire unlike anything Azure had seen in The Realm before. Oddly, her accent wasn’t foreign at all. Azure wondered if her garb might be synonymous with water mages, as it looked very flowy and easy to move in, but that was only an uneducated guess. Her salt hair was held back in a strange-looking hat that reminded Azure of a squished muffin. It matched the rest of her attire perfectly. In her hand was a long white staff with a crook at the end. 

	Azure could only assume that she was talking about Udele. “I only wish I would have gotten here sooner.”

	“Shall we dance, then?” she said in an almost singsong voice.

	“We don’t have to. This doesn’t have to go down like that.” He gave her the chance to surrender. 

	“But of course we do, dear. I haven’t had a dancing partner in so long.” Luciann sounded mockingly regretful.

	She made a symbol with her fingers, and a gust of wind blew forth from them. As swirls formed in the air, they began to crystallize. It was as if a blizzard was blowing violently in Azure’s direction, and he had to duck behind one of the coffins to avoid being hit by it. The wood cracked against the pressure, slamming into his back. Coldness surrounded him, making Azure shiver. He was surprised that he didn’t earn a status effect from it.

	She can’t cast back to back unless she has multiple spells. The dwarf made it sound like she only has two, Azure thought before reemerging from behind the coffin with the crossbow in hand. When he shot a bolt at her, Luciann didn’t even bother trying to dodge. She didn’t need to. The bolt didn’t make it very far. 

	“Pathetic.” A haughty laugh escaped her lips, and then she tutted at him. “But you know that if you want to dance, you’re going to need to get closer.”

	Azure cursed under his breath. Getting closer to that Spirits of Frost spell was definitely not something he wanted to do. He could imagine how miserable taking a direct hit would be. Unfortunately, though, she was too far away for any of his spells to reach her besides Volatile Bolt, and Azure just wasn’t going to risk using it. The spell seemed to often have some kind of negative repercussions. It wasn’t worth the risk. 

	Instead, he took the time to swap out his bows again, which was regrettably more time than it took for Luciann to be able to cast again. Azure was fumbling for an arrow when the blast of icy wind came sailing toward him. He dove to avoid being hit, the arrow he had been holding clattering to the floor. A few seconds too slow, he felt the first bite from the spell. 

	 

	Level 17 Luciann Bentley delivers 36 damage. 

	 

	“Burrr.” Azure made the classic horse noise. That small blast of chill was so cold that the sound had involuntarily followed. It felt like frozen nails had raked across his back and bottom, leaving a trail of frostbite in their wake. 

	“Now that’s a bit more action,” Luciann said with a laugh. “Dance for me, dear.”

	“I’ll dance for you,” Azure grumbled as he nocked an arrow behind one of the coffins before going up onto his knees to shoot over it.

	Luciann turned to the side to avoid being hit, but the arrow still pierced through the fabric of her blouse. She scowled at the hole it left behind, then turned to Azure with arms outstretched as if she were ready to cast another spell. Instinctively, he ducked, unable to understand how she was able to cast again so quickly. 

	He drew another arrow while he waited for the spell to pass, but his hand went up a little too high and caught the blast.

	 

	Level 17 Luciann Bentley delivers 24 damage. 

	 

	The sting of the cold was so bad that it paralyzed his arm for a moment, causing him to drop the arrow. Desperate to warm himself, he drew his hand into his body, blowing hot breath on it. Even though the spell wasn’t doing a ton of damage, it was definitely making him give pause. Whenever any part of him was hit by it, getting warm was all that he could think about after.

	“Are you just going to stay behind there all day. Why don’t you come out and play?” the last word left her lips with a violent lilt. 

	As soon as his hand had recovered, Azure scrambled for the arrow, desperate to take another shot before Luciann got a chance to cast again. Thinking that he had time, he knelt and looked over the coffin, anticipating that she hadn’t moved from her safe spot at the other end of the room. The second Azure popped up from his hiding spot, he was blasted directly with the Spirits of Frost spell. 

	 

	Critical Hit! Level 17 Luciann Bentley delivers 81 damage. 

	 

	All Azure saw were crystals of ice racing toward his face, then his vision filled with white and pain lanced through his entire body. His muscles and skin stiffened, and he was unable to move. The force of the blast bowled him over, and he clattered to the floor like a statue, frozen solid. It felt like he was trapped in that state for minutes, but it was really only seconds. All the while, all Azure could think of was the pain and the immediate drop of almost a quarter of his remaining Health. The spell was no joke.

	As soon as the intense feeling of discomfort faded away, fear surged in to take its place. Luciann had probably gotten closer while he was immobile. If she could cast the spell back to back and get close enough to him, she could easily defeat him. 

	Crawling to the edge of the coffin that he’d fallen behind, Azure peered around to see where Luciann had gone. To his surprise, she was still standing in the exact same spot as before. Either she was stupid or didn’t feel threatened by him in the least. Whatever the case, keeping stationary had been a mistake.

	Trying to shoot her with his Hunting Bow wasn’t going to work on its own, even if he now had the range. Luciann was pretty much playing a game of Whac-A-Mole with him. Anytime he surfaced, she would cast the spell. By the time the area had warmed enough for him to look over the coffin, Luciann would be ready to cast again. She had him at a stalemate. 

	But Luciann wasn’t the only one who knew magic. Azure had a plan.

	He stayed low and cast Grease. Then he followed it up with Greasy Summon, immediately commanding Greasy to stay as low as it could.

	 

	Congratulations! The skill: Land Magic has reached Level 4. This skill allows you to harness the power of rocks, dirt, and the native flora and trees to aid you in battle. Continuing to level up this skill will unlock the ability to learn more spells of the same magic type.

	 

	There was no time to be proud of himself. Azure quickly brushed the notification away.

	“I see you,” Luciann said in a singsong voice. “You think you’re so clever, trying to change our dance.”

	Despite the summon flattening itself as much as possible, it couldn’t avoid a direct blast from the spell. 

	 

	Level 17 Luciann Bentley delivers 71 damage to Greasy Summon. 

	 

	Once the blast had passed over his head and hit the summon, Azure stood and loosed an arrow at Luciann. Factoring in that she likely hadn’t moved, Azure calculated where she would be and went for a headshot. To his surprise, she had climbed up onto one of the coffins to get a better vantage point of where he was hiding. It didn’t matter much, though. The arrow hit dead in the center of her stomach.

	“I am clever, bitch,” he said triumphantly as he watched her fall backward from her perch.

	Celebrating his victory wasn’t an option until she was dead. For being a lower level than him, Luciann was dangerous. Whatever dark rituals that she and the other cultists had been performing had probably bolstered her magic. Azure needed to finish this quickly.

	He wove through the coffins as quickly as he could to get to her, shouldering his bow while he went and then drawing his sword. When he finally reached her, Luciann was lying on her back, casting a healing spell on herself. Blood had pooled around the wound, creating a crimson circle over her stomach. Blue fog hovered over it, appearing to slowly be pushing the arrow out and healing the injury at the same time. Luciann grunted in pain, trying her best to maintain the spell until she realized that Azure was upon her. Then she adopted the same pleading look that the dwarf had.

	“It appears you’ve conquered the ballroom, my dear,” she said with a hiss of pain interspersed between words. 

	“It was a good dance,” Azure nodded, “but now it has to end.”  He raised his sword above her chest, point facing down. 

	“Wait!” Luciann held one hand out to him and cowered away from the blade. “You wouldn’t deny an old woman the last few years of her life, would you?”

	Azure gave pause, his sword still poised for the kill. Court Harrington and Freidhelm Noonan hadn’t begged. They had both fought to the death. Seeing the fear in this woman’s eyes though…it tugged at the very fibers of Azure’s humanity and what he thought was right.

	Sensing his weakness and apprehension, Luciann raised her other hand. When Azure saw them come together and the frost begin to form, he plunged his blade down into her heart. Luciann's eyes widened in shock, and a gout of blood shot out of her mouth, splattering her chest and Azure’s sword.

	Azure shuddered as sickness overtook him. And when he saw the notification pop up announcing his victory, he turned away and wretched from the sheer emotional weight of watching the life leaving Luciann’s eyes. It didn’t feel like a victory at all.

	   

	Defeated Level 17 Luciann Bentley. 153XP rewarded.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	THE REALM – Day 113

	 

	 

	Even though she was a deceased foe, Azure couldn’t force himself to strip Luciann naked for her items. He doubted he would have wanted her clothes anyway. Instead, he searched her pockets, which only contained 9 coppers, and he took her staff. 

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Cultist’s Reveal Staff


				Attack: +1-2

Spell: See Invisible

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 3/3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Epic

Weight: 0.4 kg

Uses: Gives the wielder the ability to cast See Invisible on themselves or a chosen target. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. See Invisible allows the affected to see otherwise invisible creatures for a duration of 30 seconds.


		

	



	 

	The staff was useless as a weapon, but he could see its efficacy in other applications. Azure had hoped that if it were magical at all, it would have housed the Spirits of Frost spell that Luciann had been flinging at him, but no such luck. He placed the staff in his Bag of Holding for safekeeping.

	The door that Luciann had been guarding led to a set of stairs. Once Azure was done looting her body, he took the stairs down, keeping an arrow nocked to the string of his Hunting Bow, just in case. He’d learned from his battle with Luciann that the crossbow wouldn’t do him any good if the next room he entered was as massive as this one and Newton was a good ways away. The last thing he wanted was to end up in another stalemate.

	At the bottom of the stairs, the catacombs opened into a large round chamber. Six coffins circled another coffin in the middle, the head of the coffins pointing to it. There was nothing special about the center coffin aside from the fact that the female hostage was lying on it and draped in a crimson sheet. Newton stood in front of her, his back facing her with his longsword’s blade resting against the ground and his arms crossed over the pommel. It was clear that he had been waiting for Azure, and he didn’t seem eager to attack.

	“A master of death approaches,” he said in an impressed tone. 

	Newton looked to be around Luciann’s age, with a bald pate and gray whiskers groomed neatly on his chin and above his upper lip. A gnarly looking red scar extended from above his left eye, diagonally reaching across his skull. It looked like someone had tried to cleave his head in half and failed. The armor he wore appeared to be expensive. Thick red plates covered his shoulder and right side, though the left side was lacking. Beneath it all was a thick leather garment that matched his armor in color. Though he Analyzed as easy to Azure, he looked like a man of great power. 

	“Let the girl go, and there won’t have to be any more death,” Azure told him.

	Newton smiled and shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. You see, my powers wane. I used to be weak like you, but Luuq granted me the gift of enhancements in exchange for blood.”

	“That’s not what you told them.” He nodded back toward the stairs.

	“Ah. So, one of them spoke. Urahdonn, I bet.” Newton didn’t seem the least bit upset. “He never had the heart for this kind of power.”

	“Well, it didn’t get them very far. Urahdonn has fled, and I just killed Luciann.” The cockiness in his voice bothered him, but it was still there. Azure wanted to make his foe fear him. 

	“They were weak compared to me.” Newton straightened himself finally. “You won’t find me as easy to defeat, and I certainly won’t be persuaded to spare this girl.” He gestured back to his prisoner. 

	She made no sound, just simply laid there like a doll.

	“There’s only one way to find out.” Azure drew back his bowstring and let it sail. 

	With expert skill, Newton raised his blade and deflected the incoming arrow. Then he charged at Azure.

	Not going to happen, Azure thought, shouldering his bow and then holding out his hand to cast Dirty Move. Newton’s bravado worked against him. He didn’t see the spell coming, and he didn’t have time to dodge it. Nor did he have any countermeasure for the 10 seconds of blindness. As soon as the dirt hit his eyes, he fell back. It was all the distraction that Azure needed to draw his Florance’s Blade and drive it into the man’s chest.

	His ribcage gave resistance, but Azure pushed through until the two foes' faces were less than a foot apart. Newton gasped, trying to retreat from the sword piercing him, but Azure followed until the cultist lost his balance and fell over. The longsword he’d been holding dropped from his hands, and he clutched the blade skewering him instead.

	“You…” he tried to cough out, staring at Azure with wide, crazy eyes, “are a master of death. A child of Luuq.”

	As he began to expire, red smoke rose up from the floor. Azure had no clue what was going on, so he moved back. His sword still lodged in the man’s chest, he unshouldered his bow in preparation for whatever was to come. 

	The smoke circled around Newton. Azure couldn’t tell if it was leeching life out of him or something else was happening. All he knew was that the man’s skin was beginning to dry out and cave in. It looked absolutely horrific, but Newton showed no signs of pain. Instead, he stared up at the ceiling, a gnarled smile on his face.

	The smoke around Newton thickened until Azure could barely see him. Then it flew from him, creating a ball of nearly solid matter that sailed toward Azure so quickly that he didn’t know what to do besides loose an arrow straight at it. Hitting nothing, the arrow continued through the ball toward the other side of the room. Smoke invaded Azure’s face, forcibly jetting up his nostrils and taking up all the space in his lungs. It tasted like blood and smelled strongly of patchouli. Azure was consumed and blinded by it. The only thing he could see besides red was the torrent of notifications being displayed before him.

	 

	Defeated Level 18 Newton Icedust, Priest of Luuq. 180XP rewarded.

	 

	Since you killed Newton Icedust, Priest of Luuq in a dark ritual circle, powers from his life essence have temporarily been transferred to you. You have gained +3 Vitality, +8 Intelligence, +7 Strength, +9 Agility, +6 Dexterity, and +8 Luck for a duration of 1 month.

	 

	You have been marked by Darkness. Positively aligned creatures will now see you as a threat and attack you on sight. This status effect will last for a duration of 1 month.

	 

	When Azure’s vision began to clear, he saw a new status effect icon in his peripheral vision. The black skull with red eyes against a red background was perfectly opaque with no signs of a countdown timer. Azure shook his head to clear away the lingering confusion, wondering what in the hell had just happened. Then he reread the notifications one at a time before dismissing them all. While the temporary stat boosts were nice, it appeared that he had royally fucked up. Azure could only surmise that what had just happened to Newton was supposed to have been what had happened to the girl, and Azure had reaped the benefits of performing a blood sacrifice within the circle. Unknowingly, he had turned himself into a cultist. 

	The damage already done, Azure didn’t know what else to do besides release the hostage. He would deal with the repercussions of the negative status effect later. For now, he just needed to complete the quest.

	The girl didn’t stir until Azure was right upon her. Strangely inanimate up to that point, she turned to him with a start as if she could sense him approaching.

	“Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you,” Azure said soothingly as he pulled the blindfold from her eyes, but she still stared up at him as if he were some monster ready to snatch the very breath from her lungs. As soon as he removed the gag, she voiced as much.

	“Stay away from me!” She tried to wiggle away from him, but it was no use because she was tightly bound beneath the sheet.

	Ignoring her irrational fear of him, Azure pulled the sheet from her, tossing it onto the floor before he unsheathed his Black Dagger and began cutting her bonds. The moment she could struggle free, she did, jumping off of the coffin on the opposite side of him and taking a defensive stance.

	“I told you that you have nothing to worry about. Would I have freed you if I just planned on killing you after?” Azure held up his hands to show her he meant no harm.

	“I sense great evil in you,” she said, the words almost visible as they left her lips. There was a vibration in the air, one that sailed straight from her mouth to his ears, throwing Azure off-balance and making him feel dizzy. Before he could recover, she ran away, heading up the stairs as quickly as her bare feet would carry her. 

	Azure didn’t try to stop her. He simply stood there, blinking, confused for several minutes. What had just happened? Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. She was now free, and she hadn’t caused him any trouble. Though Azure was still disappointed in himself for not coming to Grayreach’s aid sooner, he was proud that he’d managed to save at least this one soul.

	Turning to where Newton lay on the floor, Azure noticed that his armor had vanished. All that was left was a dried-up husk of a person, the bones shriveled up with the rest of him. At least his sword was still intact.

	Azure knelt to take up Newton’s sword, receiving a notification when he did. 

	 

	You have received the following item: 

	 

	
		
				Giant Longsword


				Attack: +11-28

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 5/39

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good

Weight: 6.0 kg


		

	



	 

	There was nothing special about the sword. Disappointing, for Newton being the boss of the dungeon. 

	As soon as Azure had picked up the sword, a piece of the wall crumbled away to reveal a door. Azure knew it led out of the dungeon, and he was more than happy to take his leave after placing the Giant Longsword in his Bag of Holding.

	The door led to a tunnel that opened up to the ground above a few yards away from the entrance to the catacombs, which hadn’t disappeared upon his exit. Udele was waiting there with a young man. Both of them turned their attention to Azure as soon as they saw him ascending from the tunnel, and Udele ran over to greet him. Azure was both surprised and happy to see that the arrow had been removed from her chest and the wound completely healed. The man seemed less eager to join them, approaching at a steady walk.

	“You made it out alive! That must mean you defeated them.” Excitement ran rampant in Udele’s voice.

	“I did.” Azure nodded and smiled.

	Her expression sulked for a moment. “But it came at a cost.”

	“What do you mean?” he asked hesitantly.

	“Jehane. She told me what happened. You killed Newton in the ritual circle, trading her life for his and completing the ritual. You were infected with Darkness.” Udele’s large eyes grew sad.

	“It's no big deal.” Azure pulled off his helmet and raked a hand through his hair. 

	“Did you do anything bad down there?” Udele asked apprehensively.

	“Besides killing those that needed to be killed? No,” Azure replied, feeling his heart drop, though he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because it sounded like she was accusing him of something. 

	“Darkness causes you to do horrible, unspeakable things,” she emphasized. “That’s why Jehane ran from you. That’s why she wanted to get as far away from you as possible. But she cast a spell on you, before she went, to try to lessen the effects. You should be okay for a while, but you’ll want to find a way to dispel the status as quickly as possible,” Udele explained.

	“Oh.” Now, the way that he had reacted to Jehane's words made sense to him. “You’ll have to thank her for me.”

	“I am glad that the cultists are dealt with but sorry that you had to suffer as a result,” Udele said sympathetically. “I wish that I had something to offer you as payment, but as you see, I don’t have anything to give.” A nervous laugh escaped her lips as she held her arms out to show him her tattered clothing.

	Just then, a notification popped up. 

	 

	Congratulations! Quest: Destroy the Blood Pact has been completed.

	 

	You bravely entered the catacombs and defeated the cultists there, breaking their blood pact with Luuq. The citizens of Grayreach no longer have to fear their nefarious intentions. You have earned 285XP.

	 

	“Don’t worry about it.” Azure waved her concern away. “I picked up some interesting items from the cultists. That’s payment enough.” He offered her a smile.

	“If our town healer was around, she might have been able to dispel the status effect for you,” Udele said in thought, “but unfortunately, the cultists killed her a while back.”

	“Like I said, don’t worry about it.”

	“Oh,” she piped up, ignoring him, “but I do know of a witch who might be able to help. She knows all sorts of magic, but she’s also a bit cranky and distrusting, and she moves around often.”

	 

	
		
				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? 


		

	



	 

	“Before you even think about accepting that, I need to finish my quest,” the young man at Udele’s side spoke up finally.

	“And you are?” Azure looked at him questioningly.

	The guy couldn’t have been older than eighteen, tall and lanky, but well armored, with a shortsword on his hip and a buckler strapped to his back. He had long stringy orange hair and pale skin smattered with freckles. When Azure Analyzed him, he didn't show as a threat. 

	“My name is Harlan Copeland,” the young man said with a voice that sounded like it was still cracking from puberty, “and I’ve been sent by The Adventurers Guild to fetch you at Melchior Blakemore’s request. He said you’d know what it’s about.”

	Azure nodded slowly. Shit, the Truth Serum must have come in. I didn’t expect to be followed all the way out here. Half of the reason why I left Squall’s End was to avoid this. 

	“I can’t go back right now.” Azure shook his head. “Dispelling this status effect is more important.”

	“The trip back to Squall’s End will take less than a week. And who knows, maybe Jasmyne will have something that can help you,” Harlan argued.

	Even if the alchemist did have a potion to cure him, Azure couldn’t forget the fact that he’d be heading back into the Bower Boys' territory. They would definitely come after him if he returned to Squall’s End.

	“It’s not safe for me there right now. I killed two of the Bower Boys, and now they’re after me.” 

	 “I’m sorry for whatever you’ve gotten yourself into, but this is my quest, and it has a deadline. I only have five more days to get you back to The Adventurers Guild before the quest expires, and I don’t want to have to take another strike. This will be my second one.”

	Silence filled the space between them as both men fell into thought. Azure analyzed the boy again, not with his ability, but with his eyes. A melee between the two probably wouldn’t last long.

	I could kill him. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about this. As long as I got him a good ways away from Udele and the village, no one would see. Then I could either leave him for the monsters to eat or bury him in an unmarked grave.

	“I sense a great evil in you,” Jehane’s voice echoed, causing a wave of dizziness to crash over Azure.

	As if sensing his dark thoughts, Udele placed a hand delicately on Azure’s arm. “Go with him. It’s only a few days. Then you can go back to doing whatever you need to. You’re smart and strong. I’m sure that you’ll be okay.” When he looked down at her, she gave him a sweet smile that did help to soothe him somewhat.

	The truth of the matter was that while Azure desperately didn’t want to go back to Squall’s End, he also didn’t want to have to kill this guy to keep from it. Harlan was innocent—a man just doing his job. If Azure murdered him, regardless of his motive, he’d be no better than the Bower Boys.

	“Fine,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “Let’s go.” Azure motioned for Harlan to follow him as he stomped away.

	“Thanks again!” Udele waved to them. “You have been a true blessing of Finborh.”

	Part of him wished he could take the small woman with him. He would need a ray of sunshine in the dark days to come, lest the new evil incubating inside him take over. She had called him strong, but there was no way to truly tell if he was strong enough to withstand this. When Azure had first thought about killing Harlan, it was unquestioningly the most logical course of action.  


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	THE REALM – Day 113

	 

	 

	It seemed that the further away they got from Grayreach, the stronger the Darkness took hold of him. With their silent steps, all Azure had were his thoughts to keep him company, and they most certainly were not good. He was constantly having to talk himself out of turning around and attacking Harlan. Even if Azure hadn’t been infected, the thought would have passed through his mind, if only for a moment. But now, he was absolutely obsessed with it. It seemed like the solution to all his problems. 

	If Harlan suddenly disappeared, Azure could take the quest to get rid of the status effect, offering him some relief. He wouldn’t have to worry about running into the Bower Boys in Squall’s End. Hell, for all he knew, he was marching to his death. Wasn’t life in The Realm all about survival of the fittest? Kill or be killed? If he killed Harlan now, then wouldn’t he be saving himself? Even with the stat boosts from the dark ritual, Azure wasn’t strong enough to kill James Bower. 

	But then he thought that maybe he should keep the status effect until that was done. It drove him to want to kill. There would be no hesitation when the two of them were finally face to face. Azure would act on his new killer instinct. 

	The frustration building inside was giving him a headache. It bothered Azure that he didn’t know how much of his thoughts were his own and which ones were spurred on solely by the status effect. He felt like a hypochondriac. Maybe they were all his own thoughts but he just couldn’t tell. 

	“So, you killed two of the Bower Boys?” Harlan broke the silence, jogging to catch up with Azure. The entire way so far, Azure had been at a speed walk. All he wanted was to get to Squall’s End and be free of this inconvenience.

	“Shut up and get behind me.” Azure waved him back.

	“Geez,” the kid snorted, “I was just trying to make conversation.”

	“Well, don’t. I’d prefer to pretend you don’t exist,” Azure hissed at him.

	Damn. This status effect is turning me into a real asshole.

	Respecting Azure’s wishes, they traveled on in silence. Harlan stayed a good few yards behind Azure as they walked. The whole time, Azure never looked back to check if he was still there.

	When the sun began to set, they stopped to make camp for the night. As soon as the fire was built, Azure passed right out and slept like the dead, awakening completely refreshed. 

	He looked over at Harlan, who was busy cooking a rabbit on a spit, and there was no immediate thought to harm him. Azure was so surprised by this that he had to check to make sure that the status effect was still there. It was. Then why didn’t he feel the urge to violently murder the kid?

	After the two men broke camp, they continued to travel in silence. For all the horrible things Azure had been thinking the day before, he mostly felt normal today. He wasn’t entirely sure what was up with that, but he was grateful. The sun shone overhead, casting fingers of light down through the trees. Now that the scenery had changed from the desolate landscape around Grayreach to the lusher greenery that led toward Squall’s End, Azure felt rejuvenated and positive. 

	Perhaps he could use the status effect as an excuse not to take the Truth Serum. Surely, Mel would believe that having evil boiling deep within him might skew the results. Truth Serum must be awfully expensive, so they wouldn’t want to waste it. Azure could agree to come back as soon as he had dispelled the status effect. Since he would know that Mel had the Truth Serum, there would be no reason for The Adventurers Guild to send anyone after him again. He could simply disappear once he’d completed the quest to dispel the status effect and not have to worry about it anymore.

	As far as the Bower Boys were concerned, if Azure could slip in and out of town quickly, they’d be none the wiser. If he played his cards right, everything should be able to be resolved without issue. He had it all planned out.

	With a new outlook, Azure apologized to Harlan and tried to make pleasant conversation. Apparently, the damage had already been done, though. The foul mood hanging over the young man was not likely to dissipate no matter how nice Azure was to him. If Azure didn’t know any better, he’d think that Harlan now saw him as an enemy. Or at the very least, regarded him in the same manner that Azure had the Asshole Knight. 

	Azure just shrugged it off. It shouldn’t matter to him anyway. In a few more days, they’d be free of each other.

	They avoided the main road when they could, taking game trails as they wove toward Squall’s End. As they got closer to the town, the forest grew denser. It wasn’t uncommon to hear the rustling of a deer or other critter. Azure mostly ignored them, keeping a steady clip to try to reach Squall’s End as quickly as possible. Even though he felt leagues saner than he had the day before, he still wanted to make haste in ridding himself of the status effect.

	Perhaps focusing so much on just getting to Squall’s End was a bad thing. Maybe his desperation to move with speed had made him careless. And maybe Harlan was too green to sense the dangers in the forest around them. Whatever the case, they were both taken unaware when two men stepped out from the forest to block the game trail they’d been traveling down.

	Azure didn’t recognize either of the men, but the one on the right was wearing a huge shit-eating grin.

	“Well, well, well. Look what we have here, boys,” the man said through a set of perfectly white teeth.

	Boys? Was there more than one?

	A rustling sound behind Azure caused him to turn. The second that he did, his heart dropped to his feet. Uden and Tasso England were standing directly behind him. That meant that the two guys in front of him were…

	“Azure Galvan, just the man I’ve been looking for,” said James Bower. 

	 

	The adventure continues in book six. Coming soon...


To further support this author, please post a review after you finish reading this book.
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	1. Phoenix Grey's Mailing List:https://www.subscribepage.com/TheRealmBetween5

	Sign up to learn when the next installment of The Realm Between is coming out.

	 

	2. The Realm Between's Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/TheRealmBetweenLitRPG

	 

	3. Phoenix Grey's Reader Group:

	https://www.facebook.com/groups/PhoenixGreyReaderGroup

	 

	4. Phoenix Grey's YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjxdU4nqGlBTLX05tjPq1sw
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Azure's end of book stats:

	 

	
		
				Name: Azure

Race: Human

Level: 19, 51% of the way to next level

Health: 530 / 410 (530) 

Mana: 550 / 480 (550)

Stamina: 450 / 360 (450)

Vitality: 22 (12)

Intelligence: 28 (7)

Strength: 17 (9)

Agility: 15 (18)

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; 22% 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; 90% 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; 3% of the way to next level

Enchanting Lvl 6; 72% of the way to next level

Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum

Adventurer Rank: E


		

	



	 

	Lonnell's end of book stats:

	 

	
		
				Name: Lonnell Namud

Race: Human

Level: 13

Health: 280 (390)

Mana: 220 (320)

Stamina: 320 (370)


		

	



	 

	Uden's end of book stats:

	 

	
		
				Name: Uden Namud

Race: Half-Human, Half-Imp

Level: 10

Health: 240

Mana: 210

Stamina: 230


		

	



	 


End of Book Shit

	 

	Hey guys and gals,

	 

	Holy shit! The Evil Within was by far the most difficult book of the series for me to write so far.

	A large part of my frustration was trying to turn the impossible into the possible. Azure is clearly too low-level to take on most of the Bower Boys, and I spent days pouring over ways to make it a realistic accomplishment for him. Despite the book being outlined, so much changed during writing it. Volatile Bolt struck again, turning a scenario I had planned completely upside down. Damn those dice rolls. Lol 

The Evil Within lost almost 10% of the original manuscript during editing. If you have been following along on Patreon, it might feel like you read a different book when you grabbed the retail copy.


	The cliffhanger in this book will lead into big changes in the next one. I’m really excited to start writing the main quest, and I hope that you guys are excited to read it.

	 

	Much love,

	Phoenix Grey
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	I want to take the time to give a special thanks to Tyller James and all my other awesome Patreon supporters.

	 

	You can sign up for my Patreon and follow my books as they’re being written here: https://www.patreon.com/TheRealmBetween
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Get this free book when you sign up for my mailing list. This offer is exclusive to my mailing list subscribers.
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	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: http://www.subscribepage.com/TheRealmBetween5

	






To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

	








Other LitRPG Groups



	 

	

You should also check out these other Facebook Pages and Groups



	
LitRPG Books 
LitRPG Forum 
LitRPG. Fantasy. Sci-fi

	 

	 

	 






Recommended Series




While you wait for the next book in The Realm Between to come out, you should check out these awesome series.




Arcane Kingdom Online

by Jakob Tanner




Endless Online


	

by M.H. Johnson




Eight-Bit Bastards


by Joshua Mason




Tower of Gates


by Paul Bellow




The Land


by Aleron Kong
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