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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 516 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Patheana was like Earth, then Sheidan was like a dream. The change in scenery was subtle at first. As they walked through the field on the borderland that signaled the crossing over into the new continent, Azure noticed that the lushness of the green grass dulled. It was not a loss of color from dying that he was seeing. Pastel hues took the place of bright pigmentation, and there was a slow but distinct gradient to the field.  
 
    By the time they had reached the forest beyond, even the texture of the grass had changed. It parted to the weight of Azure’s armor as if made of nothing at all. He had thought the feeling imagined at first until he reached down to stroke the grass and found it as light and flexible as a string blowing in the wind.  
 
    Azure tried his best not to seem surprised by this. None of his traveling companions perceptibly noticed the change in scenery at all. They simply pressed on, narrowed in on their destination. 
 
    There were many things that Azure had to adjust to as they ventured further into Sheidan. Instead of petals, about half of the flowering plants had featherlike blooms, reminding him of dandelions. They were also much larger than the flowers he’d seen in other parts of The Realm.  
 
    While the pastel landscape eventually became par for the course, everything seemed dulled in one sense or another. However, the lack of pigmentation did not cause a depressive effect. Instead, his surroundings produced a soothing, pleasant feeling. 
 
    Azure did his best to forage whenever he had the chance.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  673 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  61 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  54 Evergreen Frond 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases MP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  80 Belle Zedoary 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  39 Dyer’s Ink Plant 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +20 SP if eaten 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed that most of what he could forage in Sheidan had some use. Azure doubted he’d be selling much of what he’d gathered, especially the Dyer’s Ink Plant. Though it didn’t look particularly appealing—the only plant Azure had seen in Sheidan that was solid black—it restored almost as much Stamina as a Potion of Minor Stamina. 
 
    With two thin leaves at its base that folded over, the Dyer’s Ink Plant consisted of one long stalk that ended at a point. The first time Azure tried to eat it, he almost spit it out. Black licorice on steroids was the best way to describe the taste.  
 
    Princess Zadori had scrunched up her nose when she’d watched him munch on it while they were walking. His expression upon the liquid innards of the plant hitting his tongue had made her smirk.  
 
    “Doesn’t taste good, does it?” The princess’ expression was somewhere between sympathy and amusement. 
 
    Azure stuck out his tongue, wondering if it was black.  
 
    “That’s why people don’t usually ingest it in its natural form. They wait until it can be made into a potion,” she informed him. 
 
    The flavor lingered long after Azure had discarded the rest of the plant, and no amount of water seemed to wash it out. After about half an hour of taste bud misery, he decided that maybe it was worth forking out the coin for Potions of Minor Stamina instead. If Dyer’s Ink Plant was a component used to make them, it was probably worth a lot. Perhaps the tradeoff wouldn’t be so expensive. 
 
    Just from Foraging alone, Azure raked in a massive amount of experience, leveling the skill several times and earning another perk at level 20.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 19, 20, 21, 22. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. You now have a 5% chance of yielding two of the same item when Foraging. 
 
      
 
    The first time Azure saw the perk in action was a bit jarring. He had just harvested a False Weed, which was a mimic of other weeds around it. In fact, the only way Azure could identify one was by pulling up all the foliage around it as well and waiting to see if he received a notification of success. Once the message popped up, the False Weed would take on a yellowish tint to help him discern it from the other clumps of grass in his hand. The plant itself was thin, with a thick yellow bloom atop it. How the skinny stalk supported the weight of the flower, Azure would never know. It defied the laws of physics, as many things in The Realm did.  
 
    After brushing away the actual weeds from the false one, Azure watched as the plant began to split in his hand. At first, he had thought it alive—a monster in disguise—and had dropped it and stepped back. But by the time the False Weed had hit the ground, the process had completed, and it had divided into two plants. At that time, he received another notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have received a double yield. 
 
      
 
    Relief had flushed through Azure, and he had looked around, a little embarrassed when he noticed his traveling companions staring at him oddly. 
 
    The second time it had happened, it was far less shocking. For a while after, every time Azure harvested something, he waited with anticipation for the plant to split, a strange drop of adrenaline rolling through his veins. It was the same feeling he got when gambling, though this was a bit less exciting. 
 
    Birds seemed more abundant in Sheidan, their plumage almost unsettlingly colorful in contrast to the foliage around them. They were practically incapable of hiding in the branches. For the first few days of the group’s travels through the country of Life, Azure found his focus quickly diverted to the birds when he’d see one fly by or perched in a tree. 
 
    As for insects, Sheidan seemed to lack most of the creepy crawlies of Patheana, though there was no shortage of butterfly-like creatures that Princess Zadori informed him were called helioflies. Their wings glowed with the light of their color, either blue, red, or yellow. In the daytime, the illumination was so faint that it was barely perceivable, but at night, they were every bit as vibrant as the jumpywinks had been. Unlike the jumpywinks that flitted around carrying Mana throughout The Huge Wilds, the helioflies would find a choice flower to rest on, keeping stationary like living nightlights. The princess explained that each heliofly provided healing benefits relevant to their color to the creatures that consumed them. The red ones granted Health. The blue ones provided Mana. And the yellow ones were rich in Stamina. The amount of each was dependent on the size and age of the heliofly, and there was no way to tell how much a creature would receive until the heliofly was consumed.  
 
    “Should we start catching them and saving them for later?” Azure asked, now seeing the creatures as more of an item than a living thing. 
 
    Princess Zadori shook her head. “They will not survive in a bag. They are worthless dead, their properties rendered null within mere seconds of their expiry. Short of catching and eating them where they fly, they are of no benefit to humans. Monsters love them, though.” 
 
    Of which there were plenty. Without the hourglass of impending death hanging over Azure’s head rushing them along, Jin was less cautious about avoiding enemies. Often, he’d lead them straight into danger just for the experience.  
 
    That made the over 2,000 mile trip to The Crystal Forest where Dyasitet resided even longer as they hacked and slashed their way through Sheidan, defeating a variety of monsters that Azure had never seen or heard of before. They racked up an impressive amount of experience as they went, all leveling up several times and collecting a myriad of loot. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 18, 19, 20, 21, 22! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 92 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deer Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 87 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.8 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Rabbit Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 92 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Deer Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 4,785 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Boar Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 11,700 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mushroom Poison Extract 
  
      	  Quantity: 17 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Alchemy Component 
  
     
 
      
      	  Plant Poison Extract 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Alchemy Component 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Cloth Cap 
  
      	  Defense: +2 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 11/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Cloth Pants 
  
      	  Defense: +3 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 25/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.3 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Cloth Sandals 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 21/21 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blue Mesh Tunic 
  
      	  Defense: +8 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 14/21 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rune of Chance 
  
      	  Item Class: Rare 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Used to make Chance Spell Scroll 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rune of the Leader 
  
      	  Item Class: Rare 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Used to make Pathmaker Spell Scroll 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rune of Weak Haste 
  
      	  Item Class: Rare 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Used to make Weak Haste Spell Scroll 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iridium Ore 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Contains iridium. Can be smelted for crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bat Wing 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Loot. Sell for coin 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Azure never thought it would happen, but his Small Bag of Holding finally ran out of space with all the uncooked meat he had been collecting, so he eventually had to start selling the excess.  
 
    It seemed like a colossal waste of animal life for them to hunt for sport, but Azure could not stop the elf and the half-imp from doing it. Lonnell’s past chastisements went out of the window. When in Rome… 
 
    Azure was surprised to receive the runes as loot. They had dropped from lesser life elementals, existing at their very core. Each lesser life elemental could only cast the spell of the rune it contained within. As soon as Uden discovered that they dropped the runes, he made it a personal mission to collect them all.  
 
    All the hunting provided Azure with some additional gains. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 19, 20, 21, 22. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed.   
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Archery has reached Level 9, 10, 11. This skill allows you to use a bow and arrow to defeat enemies. Aim strong and true. 
 
      
 
    Hunting combined with using his skill leveling ability from leveling up brought his Two-Handed Weapons skill from 8 to 13. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 9, 10, 11, 12, 13. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    At level 10, Azure received the following perk: 
 
      
 
    Strong I – Using a Two-Handed Weapon now costs 10% less Stamina. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they had left The Welcoming Summit for Sheidan, Uden began utilizing the new spells that Finborh had given him. It made Azure all the more aware of his own magical abilities, so he tried to use spells more frequently in battle, causing him to increase his Land Magic by one level.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Land Magic has reached Level 3. 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. 
 
      
 
    And, of course, Azure frequently flexed his Mana in the evenings summoning Flicker to carry whoever was too tired from their travels to walk, which earned him several levels in his Enchanting skill. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26. 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.  
 
      
 
    At level 25, he received the following notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You now qualify to learn Apprentice level enchanting spells. 
 
      
 
    That would have been exciting news if Azure had any intention of going back to magic school. As it was, he was certain that his career as a mage was indefinitely on hold now that he was the Captain of the Royal Guard for Jin. 
 
    Princess Zadori, who had been handling all their cooking in Patheana, decided that the men should carry their own weight in that regard, so Azure got the chance to level up his Cooking skill as well. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 14, 15, 16. You have to eat to survive. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    In his spare time, which there wasn’t much of, he worked on Tanning hides. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Tanning has reached Level 5. This skill allows you to turn animal pelts into hides. You are now 12% more likely to create an Average Quality hide for your efforts.  
 
      
 
    Though Azure started crafting another Large Leather Cloak, he never seemed to be able to motivate himself to finish it. Hand sewing just wasn’t really his thing, even though the finished product sold for a fair amount of coin. 
 
    All-in-all, Azure was pleased with all the gains he’d amassed on their journey through Sheidan, which took them to the northeastern most edge of the country before reaching the sea. Once he’d distributed his characteristic points, his character sheet had fleshed out nicely.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Azure Galvan 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 22, 88% of the way to next level 
  Health: 560 / 400 (560) 
  Mana: 430 / 380 (430) 
  Stamina: 425 / 415 (425) 
  Vitality: 20 (36) 
  Intelligence: 18 (23) 
  Strength: 22 (26) 
  Agility: 8 (18) 
  Dexterity: 7 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 8 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 8; 44% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 30% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 18; 25% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 13; 95% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 6; 0% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 18; 54% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 70% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 8; 1% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 1; 40% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 2; 40% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 18; 9% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Tanning Lvl 4; 38% of the way to next level 
  Leatherworking Lvl 1; 50% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 588 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Crystal Forest was just that. About half a mile before they reached the border, Azure had noticed that all the flora leading up to the forest had tiny, sparkling crystals clinging to their stems and leaves. The crystals grew more numerous the closer they got, almost like a type of moss that consumes a tree until it kills it. However, even when the plants were completely covered in the crystals, they did not die, nor did they harden.  
 
    Touching one of the plants, Azure found it just as pliable as if it had no crystals on it at all. The tiny glittering particles felt like fuzz between his fingertips until he rubbed them together and they turned grainy, the glittery substance crumbling before disappearing into nothingness. 
 
    “What is this stuff?” Azure furrowed his brow. 
 
    Princess Zadori simply replied, “Crystals,” as if that was supposed to perfectly explain the phenomenon. 
 
    Soon, they noticed small nubs of crystal rising from the ground. Unlike the microscopic crystals dotting the plants, which were clear, these crystals had a light pink hue to them. They also made for difficult terrain. Shortly after Azure had noticed them peeking out beneath the foliage, he stubbed his toe on one. Not long after, they began increasing in size, and it became a game of dodging them while they walked. 
 
    Azure was happy when they grew tall enough to be easily seen and avoided, jutting out of the ground like beautiful spikes. 
 
    “Be careful not to fall on one. They’re sharp,” the elf warned, as if it was needed. 
 
    For fun, and perhaps to avoid the annoyance of walking around them, Uden took to kicking the crystals in his path, sending shards flying everywhere. The first time he did it was more for inquisitive reasons as he bent down to see if the broken crystal was worth anything. It wasn’t. The second time, he garnered chastisement from both Jin and Princess Zadori. 
 
    “Stop it!” she scolded him after the third crystal fell to the toe of the half-imp’s boot. “Don’t you know what those are?” 
 
    “Life crystals,” he replied, his face pinched as if he had expected the lecture that was about to come. 
 
    “They channel life energy to everything in The Realm.” The princess’ eyes volleyed to everything around them. “Every time you break one, a creature somewhere in The Realm dies.” 
 
    That immediately made Azure think of the saying that every time you masturbate, a kitten dies. He couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    In response, Uden promptly destroyed another crystal, which caused Princess Zadori to spin around and punch him in the shoulder. Her reaction was enough to make the half-imp finally stop when he realized he was actually pissing her off. 
 
    The crystals only grew taller as the party continued. Soon they were every bit as grand as the trees around them, signaling that Azure and his friends had entered The Crystal Forest. 
 
    “Be on guard. We are close.” The elf unshouldered his bow and slowed his pace. 
 
    “What does the owl see ahead?” Uden asked when Tiny Owl returned to alight on Jin’s shoulder after one of his rounds.  
 
    The elf shared a glance with the owl before stopping dead in his tracks. 
 
    They had expected him to announce the presence of a monster. There was always some epic monster before they reached one of the Gods for the first time. This one was to be a great moth-creature called Whitewind.  
 
    But it was not Whitewind that left Jin’s lips. The words he said produced even more dread than if he had said the monster’s name. “Noseon military.” 
 
    Uden sighed. “Guess we’ll have to skirt around them.” 
 
    The elf shook his head. “They are guarding Dyasitet. We will never reach her without going through them first.” 
 
    “So, you see her?” the half-imp said with excitement. 
 
    “She’s encapsulated in a chrysalis, suspended from a crystal tree,” Jin explained. “There are Noseon guards surrounding her. Rerdam is with them.” 
 
    Princess Zadori cast her gaze down and away. “That means my father has sent him to bring me back.” 
 
    Uden ignored her. “And what of Whitewind? Defeated already?” he asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “I don’t see the monster anywhere,” the elf replied. 
 
    Perhaps they arrived early, defeated it, and disposed of the body already,” Azure offered, equally hopeful that they wouldn’t have to deal with the monster that Princess Zadori had informed them could cast an abundance of spells. 
 
    Jin hummed. “There’s no way to tell. But that’s not important right now. What is important is getting to Dyasitet.” 
 
    “Without the Noseon military finding out,” Azure added. 
 
    The elf sunk slightly. “They already know we’re nearby.” 
 
    “What?” All three of his party members turned to him. 
 
    “How is that possible?” The princess’ eyes were wide as she searched his face for answers. 
 
    “Rerdam saw Tiny Owl. There isn’t enough cover for him here.” Jin reached up to stroke the owl’s head. 
 
    Tiny Owl leaned into his touch, looking like he was smiling contentedly, if an owl could smile. 
 
    “What are they doing now?” the half-imp asked. 
 
    “Waiting, more than likely.” Jin dropped his hand to his side, and the owl shook his head, puffing out his feathers. “They know we’re coming. They know we have to come.” 
 
    “We don’t have to come. We could go to one of the other Gods, then circle back here,” Azure suggested, not really liking his new plan. 
 
    The thought of all the time they’d wasted traveling through Sheidan pained him, but allowing Rerdam to take Princess Zadori back to Noseon wasn’t an option. They’d probably spend less time traveling to another continent than they would returning to Noseon to find some way to free the princess of her father’s shackles of overprotection. 
 
    Princess Zadori turned from them, sighing as she took a few steps away and gazed up at one of the taller crystals around them. The men watched her, confused by her sudden separation from them.  
 
    After a few silent moments, she pivoted. “No matter where we go, they will follow. For all we know, my father could have sent Noseon military all over The Realm to block our path to all the Gods. If I know him well, then he did. He is thorough like that.” Her eyes fell to the forest floor, her expression serious. “I’m afraid we will have to face them.” 
 
    “Surely, there’s another way.” Azure dreaded the idea of having to return to Noseon just as much as he had dreaded the thought of traveling to another God and circling back. “Perhaps one of us could create a diversion to lure the Noseon military away from Dyasitet while the rest of us speak to her.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting about Whitewind,” Uden sharply cut him off. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure if it’s already been defeated,” Azure shot back. 
 
    “No.” The princess held a hand up to stop their bickering. “This is the only way. I feel it in my soul.” 
 
    All the while, Jin had been watching quietly, assessing the best course of action. 
 
    “And what if they won’t let you go?” The half-imp narrowed his eyes at Princess Zadori. “Do we just kill them all?” 
 
    “Killing them isn’t an option,” the elf quickly interjected. 
 
    “It most certainly isn’t.” The princess scowled at Uden. “I have known Rerdam since I was a child. I would not allow you to murder him.” 
 
    As if you could stop him. Azure glanced at Jin. Luckily for Princess Zadori, the elf seemed to be on her side in this matter. 
 
    “If we kill these few, Noseon will only send more,” Jin clarified his position. It was not about sparing the old knight at all. 
 
    “And if they insist on taking her back?” Azure didn’t really want to think of that possibility, but it couldn’t be ignored. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” the elf replied firmly. 
 
    It was unsettling to Azure that Jin didn’t have a plan. He always had a plan. The thought of the unknown left a bad taste in Azure’s mouth. 
 
    “So, we’re just going to saunter right up to them, then?” The half-imp threw his arms out to his sides. “You know we may get arrested for kidnapping the princess.” 
 
    “I will not allow them to arrest you,” Princess Zadori said with authority. 
 
    Uden snorted. “I know you think you have all the power here, but they will take the king’s words over yours.” 
 
    “Do not be so sure of that.” She pierced him with her gaze. 
 
    “Whatever the case, this can’t be helped.” The elf shook his head. “We should let Zadori do all the talking and hope for the best.” 
 
    “And if the worst should happen?” Azure raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The air was pregnant with silence. Jin did not appear to have an answer, causing Azure to continue to worry. 
 
    “Let’s keep going.” The elf motioned for them to continue.  
 
    He and Princess Zadori led the way.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 588 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rerdam, such a pleasure to see you here.” The false sentiment in Princess Zadori’s voice was as thick as molasses. 
 
    All the Noseon guards straightened as Azure’s party walked through The Crystal Forest into view. Who knew how long they’d been waiting for the group to arrive?  
 
    Rerdam strode forward to meet them, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword in a non-threatening manner. The old knight looked grizzled by the passage of time, his white hair connecting with a short snowy beard. Otherwise, he appeared clean and well-kempt. His green cloak flowed behind him, the Noseon sigil of a powerful taloned bird with a crown upon its head set against a two-tone purple shield proudly displayed upon it. Azure thought he looked regal in his polished white steel armor. 
 
    “Princess Zadori. We wondered when you’d show up.” A knowing smirk pulled at the corner of his lips. 
 
    The princess stopped a few feet short of the knight and stood as stiff and straight as a board. “I suppose my father sent you to collect me.” 
 
    “You would suppose right.”  
 
    “You may return with my love for him, but you will not be returning with me.”  
 
    Rerdam tilted his head to the side. “Princess, I’m afraid you know that won’t do.” His tone was apologetic. 
 
    “I am not going back, Rerdam,” she said firmly. “I left of my own accord. This is my quest just as much as it is theirs.” The princess gestured back to her traveling companions. 
 
    He gave them a look of apprehension. “Regardless, I must return you to the castle. That is my quest.” 
 
    “Then I’m afraid we’re at an impasse.” 
 
    Azure had done his best to keep up with the conversation, but it was kind of hard when there was such a sight of splendor in the backdrop. Several yards away, a massive crystal tree stood. Unlike the thick crystals jutting up from the ground and those covered in the fine crystal dust, this tree looked like something made by a glass blowing shop. Its trunk was thick and translucent, having a greyish-silver tint to it. Light tried to pass through, but it barely made it to the other side. The boughs extended close to fifty feet in all directions. It would have cast plenty of shade if not for them being see-through. Though they looked fragile, each supported hundreds of tiny pink crystal flowers.  
 
    Azure was not sure what Jin had meant when he had said that he had seen Dyasitet hanging in a chrysalis, because multiple giant chrysalides were hanging from the tree, and none could be differentiated from the others. Each one sparkled like nacre, and veins of color and light pulsed inside.   
 
    Rerdam turned his attention to Jin. “And what say you, Your Majesty? Will you try to stop us if we take her?” 
 
    Princess Zadori stepped in front of the elf. “This is not his decision.” 
 
    “No.” The old knight shook his head, his expression hardening slightly. “It is your father’s.” 
 
    “If I may, princess.” Jin placed his hand delicately on her shoulder before moving to stand beside her and address Rerdam. “We have no intention of fighting you. What the princess says is true. She came to me requesting to join us on this quest, not the other way around. I never would have taken Princess Zadori if it was against her wishes. 
 
    “I respect King Algrenon greatly and did not mean to offend by spiriting the princess away in the middle of the night. But she knew that he would not let her leave otherwise. Knowing the king, I’m sure you understand why we did what we did.” 
 
    “This quest is bigger than all of us, Rerdam,” the princess added. “I fully understand the consequences of my choosing to accept it, both for myself and for the future of Patheana and all of The Realm. If you take me back to Noseon, I will just find a way to leave again. This is my destiny.”  
 
    Her conviction was so strong that no one in The Crystal Forest doubted her words. Returning Princess Zadori to Noseon would ultimately end up being a waste of time for all of them. 
 
    “Still,” Rerdam shifted his weight, “your father gave me his orders.” Even as he spoke, they could tell that he was caving into the idea of letting her go.  
 
    The old knight’s eyes moved from the princess to Jin to Azure to Uden. Despite the princess’ words and the fact that they had all made it this far together, there was distrust in his gaze. It seemed to progress the further down the line he went. 
 
    “These men treat you well?” he asked with the concern of a father. 
 
    “They have not let any harm come to me,” she replied in a calm, soothing tone. 
 
    Jin eyed Rerdam. “You understand that if I did, it would be the end of my quest as well.”  
 
    Azure wished the elf hadn’t said that. He had just made Princess Zadori sound like a tool. A means to an end. And perhaps that was all she was to him. Jin never showed her preferential treatment, even though she was also royalty. 
 
    The old knight hummed before dropping his gaze to the floor to think for a minute. “Then I suppose there’s nothing left to do here.” He spun on his heels to address one of his soldiers. “Rusan.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” The soldier took long strides toward his captain. 
 
    “We will stay and help them fight Whitewind. Then you will take the men back to Noseon and inform King Algrenon that I have decided to accompany Princess Zadori on her quest, to keep her safe.” 
 
    “But sir, that wasn’t our orders.” The words came out in a flurry, even after Rerdam had raised his hand to silence the soldier. 
 
    “I know.” He sighed. “But Princess Zadori is right. If we take her back now, she’ll just find a way to sneak off again.” His eyes twinkled in the princess’s direction. “I’m too old to have to repeatedly hunt down a stubborn princess.” 
 
      
 
    Sir Rerdam Richbrooke is requesting to join your party. Will you accept? 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, they were all grouped together talking about strategy. Whitewind lived in one of the chrysalides hanging from the crystal tree and would spawn the second that any of the chrysalides were touched. That was why the Noseon military hadn’t disturbed the area.  
 
    To be technical, there were multiple Whitewinds. In fact, most of the chrysalides contained an incubating moth monster.  
 
    Azure asked if they would all attack, but Rerdam assured him that only one fully formed Whitewind could exist in The Realm at any given time.  
 
    While they discussed how they would deal with the spell-slinging moth, Azure snuck a peek at the knight’s stats. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Rerdam Richbrooke 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 26 
  Health: 470  
  Mana: 350 
  Stamina: 480 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum, Ogre, Orc, Giant, Trollish, Common Gnome, Bugbear, Centaur, Knoll, Froglock, Kobold, Minotaur, Faun 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    His eyes bulged at the sheer number of languages Rerdam knew. Far more than the elf. He would definitely be a boon to their party.  
 
    The knight’s knowledge about Whitewind was also impressive. He informed them that the giant moth knew twenty-eight spells, of which Rerdam had memorized all but one. Most were buffs and heals. The ones they’d have to watch out for were Silence, Fear, Sleep, and Insanity. Whatever the case, it was eleven against one, so they should not have too difficult of a time defeating the monster.  
 
    Rerdam had brought two archers with him. The plan was to have them, along with Jin, Uden, and Princess Zadori, stay in the back. While the elf, the half-imp, and the two archers fired projectiles, everyone else would attempt to surround Whitewind and engage in melee.  
 
    With their plan in order, Rerdam sent Rusan to touch the nearest chrysalis.  
 
    Azure’s heart drummed in his chest as he held his Zweihander of Vengeance at the ready, still not knowing exactly what to expect. 
 
    The second that Rusan placed his hand on the chrysalis, it began to vibrate. He immediately fell back with the rest of the troops, and just in time, too. Mere moments later, the cocoon fell to the ground and cracked. The sheer size of it would have been enough to crush a man. 
 
    Fissures of light began to appear all over the chrysalis, though the light was soft enough to not be painful to look at. Steam seeped through the cracks, as if foretelling that they had just made a big mistake.  
 
    “Be ready!” Rerdam warned. His expression seemed carved from stone as he stared at the wonder with the concentration of a man that had seen so many strange things in his life that this did not faze him at all. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we attack now?” Azure asked, his eyes flitting between the cocoon and the knight as he rocked back and forth on his feet, his body fighting against the strong drive to will himself forward for the advantage. 
 
    A solid black clawed hand wrapped around one of the fissures in the chrysalis, the knuckles covered in shiny slime that seemed to change colors between cloud blue and pale pink depending on how the light hit it. Half a second later, the cocoon began to bulge, pulsing with the desire of the creature inside to escape it. Then, it exploded, sending chunks of soft, wet debris splattering all over the men on the front line. 
 
    Azure got a good coating. The sticky substance smelled like plastic, and it did well to blind him for several seconds. By the time he had wiped the gel-like muck away from his eyes, arrows were already whizzing over his head.  
 
    Whitewind stood before them in all its glory, a gold barrier protecting it from the incoming projectiles. If Azure hadn’t known that he was supposed to be afraid of the monster, he might have taken a few moments to marvel at it.  
 
    The creature stood 12 feet tall, a mixture of man and monster. Bipedal, two thin arms extended from its torso on both sides. Whitewind’s body had an almost triangular shape to it. Its head and chest were overly large, with two giant black eyes with moon blue pupils on either side and two long, fuzzy antenna extending back away from its face. White wings with dark blue tips flowed down its back like a glorious cape. Though thick white fur covered most of the monster’s body, its hands and feet were bare and solid black. Its feet culminated in thin, talon-like claws, and each of the four fingers on its hands ended in points as well. Three of its hands were already busy casting spells, while the fourth held an ethereal blue longsword which seemed to be made entirely of Mana.    
 
    As soon as the golden barrier disappeared, everyone rushed forward to attack. A mighty war cry broke forth from the Noseon soldiers, and Azure felt compelled to join in. Music from Princess Zadori’s flute fought to drown it out, the soft melody juxtaposed against the kinetic energy flowing around them. Almost as soon as the princess began to play, the blue orbs of Mana collecting in Whitewind’s hands were snuffed out. 
 
    One of the Noseon soldiers had just managed to reach the giant moth. Extending a hand, electricity shot from his fingertips, circling Whitewind in yellow lightning and causing the monster’s body to stiffen. Whitewind stood paralyzed for several seconds as Azure and the rest of the melee fighters surrounded the creature and began wailing away with their swords. It should have been a bloodbath, but for as fragile as the monster looked, it was surprisingly resilient. 
 
    As soon as the giant moth-creature had regained its mobility, Whitewind countered against the guard that had shocked it, its reach with the Mana sword extending past the physical boundaries of the sword itself and slicing the man completely in half. The guard groaned, his eyes growing wide just a second before his torso fell from his legs and he collapsed into a heap of body parts. 
 
    Realizing that Whitewind’s sword’s reach had no visible boundaries, Rusan lowered his weapon to cast Dirty Move, blinding the creature for a few precious seconds.  
 
    Azure was impressed that so many of the Noseon soldiers knew spells. It also made him glad that his party hadn’t had to fight them. Dealing with Whitewind was bad enough. Having to battle multiple casters would have been even more challenging. 
 
    Despite the monster being blinded, it still swung its sword at them, making Azure apprehensive about stepping in. He feared looking like a coward when all the Noseon soldiers seemed to be throwing caution to the wind with their aggressive attacks, but it was better to be a coward than dead. Azure had danced with death more times than he wanted to remember, and with so many people helping with the battle, he didn’t feel it was necessary to risk his life needlessly. Instead, he moved back and followed suit with the spell-slinging Noseon soldiers, putting down his sword for a moment to cast Grease, then following it up with Greasy Summon, replacing their fallen man. The summon immediately charged into battle in his stead. 
 
    One of the Noseon soldiers was the first to strike a blow that seemed to do any real damage to the winged creature. He thrust his sword forward, skewering Whitewind in the abdomen and causing red to bloom against its white fur where the blade was protruding. A high-pitched cry came from the monster’s open maw, so shrill and unsettling that half of the men lowered their weapons to cover their ears.  
 
    Whitewind swiped a clawed hand at the soldier in response, but he was able to jump back in time, abandoning his sword to the creature’s torso. With no hesitation, Whitewind pulled the blade from its body and thrust it at the soldier. He ducked, and it flew over his head, colliding with one of the crystals jutting from the ground and causing it to crack and collapse. The archers had to dodge out of the way to avoid being hit by the falling shards.  
 
    It was a reminder of how strong the monster was. Had the sword hit the soldier it was meant for, it probably would have run him right through and kept going out the other side like a bullet. Azure definitely did not want to have to endure a hit from the giant moth if he could at all avoid it. 
 
    The next spot of damage came from one of the Noseon archers striking Whitewind in the chest. While most of the projectiles seemed to be deflected by the monster’s thick fur, this one had somehow made it through. There had seemed to be nothing special about the arrow—no aura of magic surrounding it—but Azure couldn’t help but wonder if it had been imbued. With all the slicing he did with his Zweihander of Vengeance to no avail, there had to be some trick as to how the others were landing blows. Each hit Azure delivered seemed to only create a hairline cut, no matter how hard he swung his blade. Stabbing at the beast didn’t do much good either. Most of the time, his point just slid across its fur and deflected.  
 
    “Are you using magic?” he shouted to the soldier that was busy running to retrieve his sword.  
 
    The man did not reply. 
 
    Another round of Whitewind’s casting was quickly snuffed out by Princess Zadori’s song. She was doing well to keep the monster from flinging spells at them, which had been their greatest concern. At the moment, the biggest threat was the ethereal sword that Whitewind wielded. However, the creature appeared to mostly be using it to keep its attackers at bay. With so many soldiers coming at it from all sides, the giant moth seemed confused about where to direct its focus. 
 
    From what Rerdam had said, Whitewind mostly cast spells. With that ability taken away, it should not be so hard to defeat. If they could just get through its strange invisible armor…. 
 
    One of the Noseon soldiers rushed in to avoid Whitewind swinging its sword and sliced his own blade across the monster’s heel in a low blow. The giant moth screeched in pain and went down on one knee. Azure realized that if they could just take out the creature’s other leg, the battle would soon be over. At least, he had thought that until it finally spread its wings and took flight. 
 
    Curses left the grounded men's lips as Whitewind ascended above their heads and out of their reach. Now, the monster had the advantage.  
 
    The Noseon soldiers that did know spells switched to casting ranged ones. Azure did the same. However, a few of the soldiers were rendered completely useless, only able to take up a defensive stance as they watched and waited for the moth to swoop down and attack. And it wasn’t long before it did. 
 
    Targeting the closest person to it, Whitewind dove down and gripped the soldier around the arms, carrying him high up into the air before dropping him. Azure’s heart flew up into his throat as he listened to the man scream while he fell. In the heat of battle, there was no saving him. He hit the ground with a sickening crunching sound, blood leaking out from the chinks in his armor where his bones had splintered and broken through his skin. 
 
    Though several of the Noseon soldiers cast spells at Whitewind when it got close, the giant moth was deftly able to dodge. Since many of the spells had a short range, they were mostly used to keep the monster at bay. 
 
    To make matters worse, Greasy exploded in the middle of the battlefield, creating difficult terrain. Azure had hoped that the summon would have expired on top of the monster, slowing it down. Now that Whitewind had taken flight, the spell had only ended up creating another obstacle for them. With as little damage as Greasy did at half Azure’s level, he wondered if casting the spell had even been worth it. At any rate, there was no point in giving it anymore thought now. They still had a monster to vanquish. 
 
    One of the archers changed course, shooting at Whitewind’s wings instead of its body. After a while, he had torn enough holes in the moth-monster’s right wing that it seemed to be having trouble using it. Whitewind teetered to the side as it flew, looking like it might have to land at any time. Seeing this, the other Noseon archer followed suit, working to bring the monster out of the sky. 
 
    “Shoot it down!” Rerdam called back to those attacking with projectiles, directing Jin and Uden’s attention to the other wing. 
 
    With a much shorter range, the half-imp missed more times than he hit.  
 
    The only person in their party that seemed to actually be doing anything effective was Princess Zadori with her flute. Azure wondered if she tired of playing. Even if she did, she never stopped. 
 
    Whitewind swooped down toward Azure, causing him to jump and roll out of the way before the monster crashed to the ground.  
 
    Seeing the impending conclusion to the battle, another war cry erupted from the remaining soldiers as they closed in on the beast. Its once magnificent wings in tatters, it would not be able to take to the sky again.  
 
    Perhaps as a last mechanism of defense, Whitewind let out an ear-piercing screech. The sound was so loud that Azure could actually see the vibrations of it in the air. Once more, several soldiers dropped their weapons or stopped casting their spells to cover their ears.  
 
    Princess Zadori fainted, her flute falling from her hands as her body hit the floor. Rerdam’s attention was immediately pulled away from the battle, and he disengaged to go care for her, shouting over his shoulder that everyone else should continue to fight until the end. 
 
    It was difficult to pay attention to the battle when Azure was concerned about the princess, but they were so close to winning that he knew they couldn’t stop now. Besides, what aid would he really be able to offer that Rerdam couldn’t? 
 
    The rest of the Noseon soldiers were much more focused. They descended upon Whitewind like quick death, stabbing it with their swords on all sides. Azure joined in, screaming out his rage at the fact that the monster had hurt one of his party members. In its weakened state, whatever invisible protective barrier the giant moth previously had up disappeared. Though its skin was still incredibly tough, their blades were able to penetrate it, and the multitude of injuries was enough to fell the beast.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 30 Whitewind. 300XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    TRING! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 23! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    A lot was happening at once, and Azure’s attention was torn. Aside from the always exciting notification that he had just leveled up, behind him, Rerdam still hadn’t managed to rouse Princess Zadori. Azure would have rushed over if not for the fact that something even more distracting was transpiring in front of him. 
 
    Whitewind’s body began to glow, causing everyone around it to step away. The monster’s eyes were glued open in death, and the moon blue pools that were its pupils seemed to be expanding. Azure fell back with Jin and Uden, fearing that the creature might be about to explode. 
 
    Everyone looked on—everyone but Rerdam, who was intensely focused on the princess—as Whitewind’s pupils began to liquefy whatever part of the monster they touched. The land around it began to bow inward before the monster finally sunk into the ground, its liquid remains creating a pool of the same shimmering pink and blue gel that had leaked from the chrysalis. Soon, there was nothing left of the monster but a small pond filled with goop and a large opalescent orb sitting in the middle of it. 
 
    “Monster core,” Uden said greedily as if answering the question in Azure’s brain. 
 
    Jin turned to him. “We did not earn it.” 
 
    “The monster core will go back to Noseon.” Rerdam didn’t even glance at it before picking Princess Zadori up. 
 
    The rest of the men made way as the old knight carried the princess to the pool of glimmering slime and placed her in it. Immediately, her eyes began to flutter open. 
 
    “Rerdam?” she questioned before smiling at him. “Did we defeat it?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” He nodded, clasping her hand between his. “We defeated Whitewind, all thanks to you and your music.” 
 
    “I’m honestly surprised it worked. My level was so much lower.” She redirected her gaze to the men standing around them. “How many did we lose?” A sorrowful expression took over her face as her eyes flitted from the soldier that had fallen from a great height to the other that had been sliced in half. 
 
    Rerdam twisted around as if he might have lost count. Once he’d verified that no more lives were lost, he returned his attention to the princess. “Just the two, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Two too many.” She shook her head before standing. The slime rolled down her cloak like oil, leaving a sheen behind.  
 
    Rerdam offered her his hand to step out of the pool of liquified monster guts. Azure was still confused about why he had sat her in it in the first place. Whatever the case, it had worked to awaken her. 
 
    “Is anyone else hurt?” Princess Zadori turned to look at the men one at a time. “If you are, you should bathe in this Pool of Recovery.” She gestured back to the indentation in the ground. 
 
    And there was his answer. 
 
    Aside from the dead ones, none of the men were worse for wear. It seemed like the outcome of the battle was either you didn’t get hit at all or you died. There was no in-between. 
 
    With the princess playing the Song of Silence, Whitewind had never been able to cast any offensive spells, sticking instead to buffs in the few lulls where it was able to get a spell in. That, combined with there being so many fighters and archers, and it had been a relatively easy battle. At least, it certainly hadn’t felt as harrowing as the fight against the chaoscrackle had to Azure. Then again, the chaoscrackle hadn’t one-hit killed any of them.  
 
    Finding it gross, Azure did not want to get into the Pool of Recovery. All the remaining Noseon soldiers seemed keen for their turn, though. He and his party walked away to give the men privacy while they disrobed before going to soak in the healing glop. 
 
    “We appreciate your help with that battle,” Jin said to Rerdam as they stood behind one of the large crystals jutting up from the ground that blocked the Noseon soldiers from their view. 
 
    “Of course.” The old knight nodded. “I will always do whatever it takes to protect the princess.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Azure looked at her, “what happened back there?” 
 
    “I just became exhausted is all. It’s no cause for concern.” Princess Zadori shook her head. 
 
    “What’s important now is speaking to Dyasitet.” The elf seemed oblivious to everyone else’s concern for the princess. “We should get our first quest as quickly as possible and head out.” 
 
    The lines in Rerdam’s face tightened slightly. “I would like to bury the dead first. My men need time to grieve their fallen brethren. They can leave at first light.” 
 
    Jin turned to him. “Dyasitet will give them a far better burial than your men could. Save them the trouble, and send them off tonight. This place carries a haunted memory for them, anyway. They’ll psychologically heal quicker away from it.” 
 
    “Princess?” The old knight inquired about her thoughts on the matter. 
 
    Princess Zadori’s gaze shifted between Rerdam and Jin. It was evident to everyone around that having to choose between them made her uncomfortable. She was silent for several moments as she mulled over her options.  
 
    “Once they are done bathing, send them away,” the princess decided finally. “They have traveled far and fought hard, and I am sure they are looking forward to being home with their families. A burial by Dyasitet is a great honor that not many mortals are afforded.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Highness.” Rerdam bowed his head to her before pivoting to return to his troops. 
 
    A loud sigh left Princess Zadori’s chest as soon as he was out of sight. “I cannot help but feel guilty about this.” 
 
    “Why?” Jin asked. “You’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Those men who died…” she hesitated. “I knew them. They were good men. They deserve to be grieved.” 
 
    “A person can grieve no matter where they are. The body of the deceased does not need to be present.” When he noticed that his words weren’t soothing her, he changed tactics. “There are many a battle where men are not afforded the time to grieve, nor are the dead given such opulent burials.” He stared out into the distance as if recalling a memory. “Battles where men lose their lives on enemy terrain. Their bodies are heaped into piles and burned, their ashes scattered to the wind, their graves forever unmarked. Believe me,” his attention returned to her, “this is better.” 
 
    The princess sighed again, “I know you’re right. I am just not accustomed to seeing people that I know die in battle. Taking time to grieve feels almost like a duty.” 
 
    Uden stepped over and wrapped an arm around Princess Zadori’s shoulders. “If you need to grieve, I will take you to grieve.” He peeked behind the crystal to see if any of the soldiers were still indecent. When he was sure that the coast was clear, he led the princess to the deceased. 
 
    Azure quirked his head back as he stood in place with the elf. “Wow. That was rather human of him.” 
 
    Jin shook his head. “He’s probably just looking for an excuse to put his hands on her.” He paused for but a fraction of a second. “Let’s go to Dyasitet. The others can catch up.” Then he walked away toward the crystal tree, expecting Azure to follow him like the dutiful soldier he was.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 588 
 
      
 
      
 
    They weren’t sure which chrysalis the God resided in, so they decided to divide and conquer, touching each one, then waiting to see if anything happened. Before they began, Azure made Jin assure him that no more giant death moths were going to emerge. The elf seemed certain enough, but Azure still had his doubts. 
 
    The surface of the chrysalides felt strange, a thin layer of each sticking to Azure’s fingers as he drew them away. Light would pulse inside the touched chrysalis for a moment, but then it would fade.  
 
    As the saying goes, the third time is the charm. There was nothing outwardly different about this chrysalis than any of the others, but when Azure touched it, the pulses got brighter and brighter. Then the sheets of thin membrane began to peel away, each fallen layer revealing more light inside until Azure had to shield his eyes from it. 
 
    When the last layer fell, there was a sudden inaudible burst of light that shot through The Crystal Forest like a nuclear flash. Everyone within range had their attention drawn to it. 
 
    Slowly, the illumination faded enough that Azure could peek through his open fingers. Suspended in the air was the form of a giant woman, her arms crossed over her chest, her stomach swollen. The God’s eyes were closed, her face set in a serene expression as if she had been sleeping peacefully. She was completely nude, but unnaturally soft light blocked out all her sexual features. Long silvery-white hair flowed all around her, swirling upward as if carried by a wind that no one else was able to perceive. 
 
    As her eyes began to open, she dropped her hands to wrap around her stomach. The skin there was paper-thin, revealing all the fetus' inner workings protected inside, suspended upside down, cuddling its umbilical cord. Every vein and blood vessel was exposed.  
 
    Dyasitet’s pale blue eyes, contrasting against the stark whiteness all around them, drew all of Azure’s attention as she stared forward, taking no notice of her increasing audience. Some of the hair that had been swirling about her head came above it, circling into a halo. Then she slowly began lowering to the ground, one dainty toe touching first before the other followed, lending its support. 
 
    As soon as her heels were firmly planted, the light around the God faded immensely, though there was still enough left to know that she was a being of power. By that time, everyone had gathered around. Even Rerdam’s men, who had been busy mourning, seemed to have forgotten about their fallen comrades in the wake of Dyasitet’s arrival. Many of them knelt before her as if she were royalty.  
 
    “Who would awaken me from my slumber?” Her voice was as soft as winter snow. 
 
    Azure’s words caught in his throat.  
 
    Never one to waste time, Jin bravely stepped beside Azure. “We have come for the Life Stone.” 
 
    Very slowly, she turned her head to look at him. “You cannot take without giving. That is the balance of life.” 
 
    “We know. You have quests for us. What is our first one?” The elf made a circular gesture with his hand. 
 
    Azure’s mouth dropped open as he looked at his friend. The balls on Jin for being so impatient with a God.  
 
    Dyasitet gazed past him at the dead men, and her face took on a sorrowful expression before she regarded the rest of the Noseon soldiers. “You have lost much today in your quest to reach me. Know that the sacrifice of your men brought my awakening. There is a balance to all things in The Realm, and there cannot be new life without death. Though we are unalike in many ways, Luuq and I are different sides of the same coin. One cannot exist without the other.” 
 
    The elf seemed utterly bored as he listened to the God’s speech, though everyone else respectfully paid attention. 
 
    When she was done speaking to them as a collective, Dyasitet turned her attention to Azure. “The path to the Life Stone is fraught with many perils. Do you have the heart to do what needs to be done?” 
 
    Azure glanced to one side, then the other, not quite sure why she was addressing him directly. When Dyasitet didn’t turn her gaze away, he simply nodded, not knowing what else to say. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: Earn the Life Stone 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Life Stone is one of six stones needed to obtain the Ultimate Blessing. Dyasitet will only give the Life Stone to one who is worthy of it. You must appease the God of Life to earn her blessing. 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Meet the requirements to earn the Life Stone 
  Failure: Die or abandon quest 
  Reward: The Life Stone 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Three quests you will have to complete for me before I deem you worthy of receiving the Life Stone. With each, you must greatly consider the lives that you take. Remember, in Sheidan, there is always a balance,” she warned, making Azure think that if they took the wrong life, one of them would suffer the consequences. The thought was unsettling, especially since Jin was so trigger-happy.  
 
    “What is our first quest?” The elf pressed. 
 
    Dyasitet looked at him finally. “Your first quest will take you right outside the Kingdom of Raetha. Two main trade routes lead into the city. Both require crossing a bridge.  
 
    “A few years ago, a pair of troll sisters took up residence beneath the eastern bridge and began demanding a toll from those who crossed it. Though it was an inconvenience to the people of Raetha, the sisters did not charge an exorbitant amount, and they never caused anyone harm. When King Nheirded sent a man from The Adventurers Guild to investigate, he discovered that the sisters were sending coin and items to their impoverished village in The Deathlands, so King Nheirded, in all his benevolence, allowed the sisters control of the eastern bridge. 
 
    “However, a few months ago, for reasons unknown, the sisters split up, one manning the eastern bridge and the other working the western bridge. Both gradually began increasing the toll to cross the two bridges and even began robbing those unwilling to pay. 
 
    “King Nheirded is worried that it will only be a matter of time before possessions are not the only things they take. To make matters worse, their presence is messing up the local economy, with merchants being too afraid to attempt to traverse the bridges to enter the city. He had about had enough of the sisters and is considering hiring Adventurers to kill them. This is where you come into the picture,” she paused for a moment. “I want you to travel to Raetha and speak to the sisters. Your quest is to make them relinquish the western bridge peacefully.” 
 
    “And if they don’t want to go peacefully?” Jin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Under no circumstances are you to kill them,” Dyasitet replied firmly. “They have the best intentions at heart, but sometimes the heart becomes muddled by greed. I do not believe they are beyond saving.” 
 
    “But if they are?” Uden joined in with the elf in hinting that the easy solution would just be to kill them. 
 
    She furrowed her brow at him. “You have your quest. Do not disturb me again until it is completed.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: The Troll Toll 
  
      
 
       
       	  A pair of trolls have accosted both trade routes leading into the Kingdom of Raetha. Convince them to relinquish the western bridge before King Nheirded sends an Adventurer to take action against them.  
    
  Difficulty: Medium 
  Success: Relieve the western bridge of troll control 
  Failure: Kill the trolls or allow them to be killed 
  Reward: Another quest 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Before Azure could even accept the quest, Dyasitet wrapped her hands around her stomach protectively and began to rise from the forest floor, her body floating weightlessly. She closed her eyes, and Azure half expected her to somehow cocoon herself once more. The God stopped when she had achieved the same height where she had first been suspended. Then the light around her began to increase. At the same time, the bodies of the dead men began to glow as well. 
 
    Azure’s attention was torn, but he knew that he should watch Dyasitet instead. Everyone looked on in awe until the illumination was too much to bear. Just as they began to shield their eyes, there was another bright flash before the light completely faded. The God and the dead men had vanished. 
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Jin said with a sigh, not the least bit curious about where Dyasitet had gone. 
 
    Azure’s gaze volleyed around the forest. Many of the soldiers also looked confused about where the giant woman had spirited away. 
 
    Princess Zadori stomped over to them with a scowl on her face. “Are you sure that couldn’t have waited?” 
 
    “Fairly sure.” The elf didn’t catch onto her discontent, or if he did, showed no signs of caring about it. 
 
    “These men did not need to see that.” She threw a hand back toward the soldiers. 
 
    “Well, they have. And now, we can all be on our way.” His voice hardened a bit. 
 
    The princess took a step closer and whispered, “They will go back to Noseon with questions about the Life Stone. None of them have ever heard anything about the Stones of Blessing before.” 
 
    Jin glanced over at them. “Swear them to secrecy, then let’s go.” 
 
    Azure was a bit disappointed that the elf did not want to stay the night. Monsters did not roam in the sacred place where a God resided. That meant they could rest without the worry of being attacked. It was one of the few times that they could all be afforded a restful sleep. 
 
    But part of him also understood. Reaching the heart of The Crystal Forest hadn’t been anywhere near as exhausting or harrowing as skirting the watery mountainside to get to Finborh had been, and the fight with Whitewind hadn’t left any of them worse for wear. Their spirits and strength were still intact enough to continue on, even though Azure really didn’t want to. 
 
    “Can’t we just stay the night?” He tried his luck. 
 
    “No,” came the curt reply.  
 
    Princess Zadori and Rerdam each gave the Noseon soldiers a short speech before sending them on their way. Once the soldiers started walking back toward Noseon, the princess and the old knight regrouped with Azure’s party. Rerdam seemed equally unhappy that Jin had wanted to approach Dyasitet so soon. 
 
    “It was unwise of you not to wait,” he mirrored Princess Zadori’s thoughts on the situation. 
 
    “Do you trust your men so little?” Jin asked. 
 
    The old knight looked weary. “To protect Princess Zadori and diffuse some curiosity, I told them that only the Life Stone can revive the elven race. I also explained that the only reason she came with you is because she wants to see the elves brought back.” He cast a glance at the princess. “But some of those men are brighter than others, and some of the ones that aren’t don’t want to see the return of the elves. They’re scared of what that would mean for Patheana. I fear that despite my efforts, this reveal will cause trouble for us in the future.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Jin pointed out. “There’s no use in worrying about it now. It’s a long way to Raetha. We should get moving.” He turned from them, leading the way out of The Crystal Forest.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 651 
 
      
 
      
 
    The addition to their group changed things a bit. Though Rerdam could have traveled with equal expediency to the men, he spent much of his time coddling Princess Zadori, treating her with the same care as an overprotective father. When he saw her beginning to tire, he would make Azure cast Summon Mount until his Mana was depleted, then request that he drink potions to continue using the spell. After the sixth Blue Mushroom that Azure begrudgingly munched on, Jin told the old knight that if he wanted Azure to keep casting the spell, he’d have to provide the Mana potions to make it happen. It was a waste to use up the Blue Mushrooms just so Princess Zadori didn’t have to walk, something she’d been doing this entire time. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Jin and Rerdam began butting heads. 
 
    They argued over many things, from the elf’s desire to kill all the game they crossed to how he made them go out of their way to avoid all human contact. The old knight insisted that they stop avoiding settlements, saying that they all deserved the comfort of an inn every once in a while, though what he really meant was that Princess Zadori should not have to sleep out in the wild if it could be avoided. Luckily for Rerdam, both Azure and Uden yearned for the softness of a bed, so the elf eventually got outvoted on that one, despite his discontent and glaring at Azure like he was a traitor. Both Jin and the princess had cloaks that concealed their identities, so Azure didn’t see what the big deal was anyway. 
 
    Most small inns only had two beds per room. At first, the elf had insisted on sharing a room with Princess Zadori and Azure. Rerdam was appalled that Jin would make the princess room with him, concerned for her honor. Even after it was explained that that was how they had been doing things this entire time, the knight demanded that she had her own quarters. 
 
    “We will continue with our usual sleeping arrangements.” Princess Zadori channeled all of her authority into her voice. 
 
    “When King Algrenon hears of this, you can guarantee that he will be the last elf to ever walk the face of the planet,” Rerdam mumbled as he glared at Jin. 
 
    “Then King Algrenon better not hear of it.” The elf narrowed his eyes at the old knight. 
 
    “There is nothing going on between us. This is simply for my protection,” Princess Zadori asserted. 
 
    “Then I should stay with you instead,” Rerdam said firmly. 
 
    There was no question in anyone’s mind that the knight had only the purest intentions. However, Jin was unwaveringly stubborn. 
 
    “I would feel better if I can keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “She is my responsibility.” Rerdam pressed his fist to his chest. “If anyone is to share a room with her, it will be me.” 
 
    “There is an easy solution to this.” The elf finally decided. “Azure is my royal guard, but you are hers. We should all share a room together.” 
 
    Azure dreaded the thought of sleeping on the hard, wooden floor when there were perfectly good beds in other rooms, yet he knew better than to argue. Jin was his king, and Azure would not disobey him. 
 
    “That is an acceptable compromise.” Rerdam nodded. 
 
    “What about me?” Uden looked at all of them. 
 
    “You can sleep wherever.” The elf waved him away dismissively. 
 
    Uden harrumphed, a deep frown set on his face. 
 
    Even though Azure now had to share whatever cramped floor space was available with Rerdam, sleeping indoors was a welcome change. Entering small settlements meant that Azure could sell his loot and restock his supplies. And since every village had a tavern, it also meant enjoying a meal or two that wasn’t just flavorless cooked meat. Those were some of the best nights on their journey. 
 
    Rerdam catered to Princess Zadori’s every need, from cooking for her, which usually included cooking for everyone else too, to making sure she had the best sleeping spot at night, to telling her stories as they traveled. He was a fountain of information and would often spout facts about the local flora and fauna or regale them with tales of ancient battles that had happened in whatever region they were in. Azure found it all rather fascinating, and it definitely helped to make the time fly.  
 
    As with all long journeys, gains were made along the way. Between all the people, animals, and monsters they saw, Azure was able to level up his Analyze skill once. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 23. 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.   
 
      
 
    Most of the time when they’d come to a settlement, it was still early enough in the day that Azure could have an ale without feeling guilty about it, though he never had more than one, in case something unexpected happened. Rerdam told them that he only ever partook in alcohol at celebrations when he was not on duty, which were few and far between since he was King Algrenon’s Captain of the Royal Guard. Thanks to the uptick in alcohol consumption, Azure leveled up that skill as well. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Drinking has reached Level 2. There is no real benefit to this skill, but it definitely helps to make a hard day easier to bear. The higher your level in this skill, the more likely you're an alcoholic.  
 
      
 
    Hunting and slaying monsters was a regular part of their days, though with Rerdam in their party, they now did less hunting than Jin would have liked. Still, Azure was able to amass more pelts and meat than he could possibly need. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 19 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deer Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 3 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.8 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Rabbit Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 19 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Deer Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 165 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Boar Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 300 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Bronze Mask 
  
      	  Defense: +5 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 1/5 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The mask, he had acquired from a masked skeleton they’d found wandering about. Rerdam seemed impressed by the loot drop, saying that the Small Bronze Mask should be worth a good amount of coin. He was not wrong. Azure got 24 gold for it at the next settlement they came upon.  
 
    In their downtime, Azure practiced Tanning and Leatherworking, finally completing the cloak he’d been working on before they’d arrived at The Crystal Forest.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Large Leather Cloak 
  
      	  Defense: +2 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Bored of making cloaks, Azure asked Jin to teach him how to craft something else. Instead of instructing him in how to make additional clothing items, the elf decided to start schooling Azure in Woodworking, which made Azure immediately abandon Leatherworking, since constructing arrows seemed far more useful. 
 
    The process was simple but surprisingly lengthy. They would take the pelvic bone or shoulder blade of one of the animals they’d slain and let the insects eat away at it for a few days before it was clean. Then they would bash it into smaller pieces. It took about an hour to form the arrowheads into the right shape and size by grinding them against a large rock.  
 
    Collecting wood for the arrow shafts was a much easier task. Jin trained Azure to find the perfect saplings, cut them down, and strip them of their foliage and knots until they were smooth. That’s where the easy part ended. Each arrow shaft needed to be peeled of its bark, then covered in oil and held over a fire to make it more pliable so that it could be bent perfectly straight. The elf was a harsh judge, making Azure spend far more time on each arrow than he thought necessary. 
 
    Once that was done, it was time to fletch the arrows. 
 
    Luckily, birds were aplenty in The Realm, though most only gave 1 experience point when killed. Azure and Jin specifically required large primary flight feathers, of which every bird had twenty. It seemed like a good payoff. Each feather needed to be split down the middle vein, and most were large enough to make four pieces of fletching.  
 
    With all the necessary components collected, it was time to assemble the arrows. Doing so required three pieces of feather spaced out equally at one end of the arrow and affixed with animal sinew. At the other end, a notch was cut out to push the arrowhead into, then it was glued into place with resin made from tree sap and charcoal, and finally, secured with more animal sinew. 
 
    The very last step was to carve a notch at the other end where the arrow would be nocked to the bowstring. 
 
    As soon as Azure completed his first arrow, he received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! New skill learned: Woodworking Level 1. From crafting simple arrows to carving elaborate staffs, woodworking allows you to turn the very trees around you into powerful weapons. Impress your friends and bring death to your enemies with your creations. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Primitive Arrow 
  
      	  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jin explained that Primitive Arrows did less damage than other types of arrows, but that it was good to know how to make them when in areas where there were no vendors around. With Rerdam in their party now, Azure wasn’t worried that would be an issue anymore. 
 
    Despite the lengthy process, Azure found Woodworking far more therapeutic than any other type of crafting he’d done thus far. He wondered if he’d feel the same about other Woodworking projects. Unfortunately, the elf only knew how to craft arrows, so Azure would have to wait to learn more. 
 
    Hoping that the knight’s knowledge extended to crafting, Azure then turned his attention to Rerdam, but having spent most of his life in high society, the knight hadn’t needed to learn much beyond how to efficiently swing a sword.  
 
    Next, Azure set his sights on Princess Zadori, since he often saw her grinding up Alchemy Components, but she only had one additional recipe to teach him, which was how to make Potions of Minor Mana Restoration. The ingredients needed were Juniper Berries, a Blue Mushroom, and a Vial.  
 
    Neither Juniper Berries nor Blue Mushrooms were native to Sheidan. While Azure had plenty of Blue Mushrooms, he had to buy Juniper Berries if he wanted to concoct the potion. Outside of Patheana, they sold for double the price. Still, the Alchemy Components were cheaper than the completed potion, so it was worth spending the coin. 
 
    At the first settlement they came to after learning the potion, Azure bought 90 Juniper Berries and 90 empty vials for 4 gold, 8 silver, and 6 copper. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Juniper Berries 
  
      	  Quantity: 90 
  Uses: Alchemy Component, Restores +15 MP if eaten  
  
     
 
      
      	  Empty Vial 
  
      	  Quantity: 90 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Alchemy Component 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Between his newfound skill and recipe, Azure was able to level up his crafting skills a bit. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Woodworking has reached Level 2. This skill allows you to turn the trees around you into powerful weapons and beautiful creations of carved art and furniture. Under your knife, every new-fallen tree has a new future. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Primitive Arrow 
  
      	  Quantity: 19 
  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Since they were lighter than other arrows Azure was used to, it took a bit of practice shooting the Primitive Arrows. If they delivered less damage than others, Azure couldn’t really tell. Still, he decided to only use them for hunting. 
 
      
 
    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 Mana Restoration 
  
      	  Quantity: 31 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0 kg 
  Uses: Restores 25 MP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Potion of Minor Mana Restoration 
  
      	  Quantity: 26 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Restores 30 MP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Potion of Minor Mana Restoration 
  
      	  Quantity: 18 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Restores 35 MP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Potion of Minor Mana Restoration 
  
      	  Quantity: 15 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: High 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Restores 40 MP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Although he couldn’t get Blue Mushrooms and Juniper Berries from the land around him, there were plenty of other Alchemy Components in the area. Azure foraged whenever he could, leveling up that skill as well. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 23. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  129 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  1 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  5 Evergreen Frond 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases MP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  2 Belle Zedoary 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  4 Dyer’s Ink Plant 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +20 SP if eaten 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Since Azure didn’t really know what benefit there was to keeping the Belle Zedoary, he decided to sell it. Being a local herb, it was only worth 4 copper apiece. Still, every bit of coin counted. 
 
    As they traveled, Azure cast Summon Mount so much that he began to wonder if he should just start focusing on becoming a Master Enchanter.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 27, 28, 29, 30, 31. 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.  
 
      
 
    Next time Azure had a chance to get ahold of some Apprentice level enchanting spells, he definitely would.  
 
    Finally, after over two months of traveling, they reached their destination. The land near Raetha was relatively flat, mostly fields of wild grass dotted with a few trees. Tiny Owl had a difficult time hiding amongst them, so Jin had him stay back. 
 
    Approaching from the west, it made the most sense to first scope out the western bridge. As it so happened, by the time the bridge came into sight, there was a merchant with his cart about to cross it. The bridge was at least 100 feet long, with a shallow river running beneath it. Time had whittled the river down so that its banks left plenty of room under the bridge for creatures to dwell. 
 
    “Let us watch from here,” Rerdam urged, subtly throwing his arms out to the sides to stop the group from proceeding forward. 
 
    No one argued, all halting to silently stare as the merchant began crossing the bridge. 
 
    It was not long after he stepped foot upon it that they witnessed the troll emerging from beneath. She took hurried strides to climb the side of the hill and block the merchant’s path. The man seemed to seize upon seeing her, fear apparent in his eyes. Of course, it made sense to be scared. Over twice his size, the troll was wide enough to nearly block the way across, and she was holding an intimidating club.  
 
    All ashy skin and wrinkles, the troll reminded Azure of an old person that had been melted. While he couldn’t get a good look at her face since her back was to him, he imagined that her front wasn’t very nice on the eyes. Fuzzy black hair dotted her back in patches. The only clothes she wore were a loincloth and a crudely fashioned bikini top. 
 
    When they realized that they couldn’t hear the conversation well from where they were standing, Rerdam prompted them to move closer. 
 
    “Should we intervene?” Azure asked, feeling bad for the merchant. 
 
    “No.” The old knight shook his head. 
 
    By the time they were within earshot, the merchant was already digging in his coffer to pay the troll.  
 
    Irritated that they were too late to hear the interaction, Jin strode forward. The rest of the party scurried along after him. As they reached the bridge, the troll stepped to the side to allow the merchant to pass. Her beady eyes lit up from seeing a new group of travelers to shakedown. 
 
    Azure tried not to scrunch his face from the terrible smell. Despite living right next to a river, the troll clearly hadn’t bathed in days. Maybe even weeks. Flies buzzed loudly around her head, which was devoid of any hair besides a few wisps. If not for her saggy breasts being held up by the straining tattered bikini top, Azure would not have been able to tell she was female at all. 
 
    “Well ain’t et ma lucky day.” The troll put a hand on her hip before taking a large step to place herself in the path again. Her voice was low and scratchy, reminding Azure of an old woman who had lived through more than her fair share of scuffles.  
 
    The merchant gave Azure’s party a cautious cowered look as he hastily passed by.  
 
    “You’re about to feel less lucky,” Jin told her, making Azure immediately wish the elf had kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Though the troll looked to be made of mostly fat and skin, he was fairly certain that her massive arms could swing the equally massive club and sweep them all off the bridge with a single blow. 
 
    Luckily, the troll was not intimidated by the small humanoid at all. She continued to eye them greedily, then began to count. “One, two, four, five, six.” 
 
    “You missed three,” Uden informed her, equally as bold. 
 
    “There are five of us, ma’am.” Rerdam was far more polite. 
 
    Princess Zadori stepped forward, puffing out her chest. “We have been sent here by Dyasitet to inform you that you are to vacate this bridge immediately. Failing to do so will have dire consequences.” 
 
    The troll blinked at her for a moment, then burst into a fit of laughter. No one else found it funny, simply standing there staring until the troll had calmed down, which took a while. Apparently, the joke had been so hilarious that it merited her slapping her knee and wiping tears away. 
 
    “That’s a good one,” she said finally, curling her lips in as she nodded. “50 gold a piece if you want to pass.” The troll made a circular motion with her hand, signaling that the conversation was over. 
 
    Azure’s jaw dropped, and he mouthed ‘50 gold!’ to the half-imp. 
 
    “And what if we don’t feel like paying.” Jin stood his ground. 
 
    The troll’s expression darkened, and she smacked the thick end of her club against her palm. “Oh, I’ll make ya feel like payin’.” 
 
    “Doubtably.” The elf showed no fear, making Azure nervous. It seemed that Jin was already gearing up for a fight. 
 
    “What if we can’t afford to pay?” Rerdam stepped in. 
 
    The troll did not look the least bit sympathetic, though her gaze did dance from person to person before stopping on the small silver bracelet that Azure had bought Princess Zadori back in Dundan. “Oh, I’m sure ya can afford it. There’s more ways ta pay than just coin. We could start with that bracelet.” She pointed at it with her club. 
 
    The princess’ hand fell to the bracelet, and she rotated it as if she might take it off, then stopped. 
 
    “She’s not lying,” Azure said, tired of the bullying. “Dyasitet did send us here. You are to return to the eastern bridge with your sister or else face the wrath of King Nheirded. If you don’t relocate, he will send Adventurers to kill you both.” 
 
    The troll seemed surprised by this, her eyes widening for a moment. “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is as he speaks, ma’am,” Rerdam added. 
 
    Her brow fell as skepticism took over. “And why should ey believe ya?” 
 
    “We are not from here and have no reason to lie.” Princess Zadori narrowed her gaze. “We don’t even have a desire to cross this bridge.” She gestured to it. “We only came to deliver this information.” 
 
    “Well, in’t that mighty kind a ya.” The troll scratched her chin. 
 
    Feeling like they were finally getting somewhere, Azure bolstered the princess’ argument. “She’s right. We have no business in Raetha. Our only goal is to save you and your sister.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” the old knight interrupted, “Might you gift us with your name, miss?” 
 
    The troll seemed taken aback by the request. “Tis no gift, but ma name es Lota.” 
 
    “Lota,” Rerdam parroted. “It’s a fine name.” He smiled. 
 
    Lota didn’t know how to react. 
 
    They all stood in silence for several moments, no one really sure what to do next. 
 
    After what seemed like a lifetime, Lota spoke. “Ey still don’t know if ey can trust ya. Ifin ey had some kinda proof.” She scratched her chin again. 
 
    “Perhaps if we brought you a royal decree?” the old knight suggested. 
 
    “A royal decree?” Lota pinched her thick, hairless eyebrows together. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. It’s a document signed by the king. It would prove that what we’re saying is true,” Rerdam explained. 
 
    “That would do it.” Princess Zadori nodded, pleased with the suggestion. “Royal decrees cannot be forged, under penalty of death.” 
 
    “That does sound authentic.” Lota mulled over the idea. 
 
    “The only problem is,” the old knight hesitated, “we would need to cross the bridge to retrieve it.” He gazed past the troll toward Raetha. 
 
    “That is a quandary, now init it.” Lota shifted her weight, the slightest hint of a grin tugging at the corner of her lips. “Tell ya what, I’ll give ya a discount this one time. But ifin ya don’t return with that decree an ey see ya again, I’ll smash yer bones inta mush.” The troll beat the thick end of her club against her palm. 
 
    “Sounds fair to me.” Jin looked to the rest of his party for approval. 
 
    “We are not disingenuous, so I don’t see why not,” the princess agreed. 
 
    Lota puffed out her chest with satisfaction. “Then 25 gold a piece it is.” 
 
    “25 gold!” This time, the words did come out of Azure’s mouth. “That’s still highway robbery.” 
 
    “Take it or leave.” The troll shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “Take it,” Jin said firmly, eying Azure as he began digging into his bag for the payment. 
 
    “That is a bit steep for someone who is trying to help you.” Even Rerdam grumbled about the price. 
 
    Once they’d all paid the exorbitant toll, a quest notification popped up.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: A Royal Decree 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lota needs a bit more convincing before she’ll be willing to abandon the western bridge leading into the Kingdom of Raetha. Bring her a royal decree signed by King Nheirded saying that she must leave or face death, and she may be inclined to listen to reason.  
    
  Difficulty: Very Easy 
  Success: Bring Lota a royal decree 
  Failure: Fight Lota or fail to return 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Of course, they had to accept. It was the only plan they had.  
 
    Azure was happy to see that the quest difficulty was Very Easy. No doubt, King Nheirded wanted to rid the bridge of the troll with the least amount of force possible. Why he hadn’t already sent a royal decree to Lota was beyond Azure’s reasoning. At least, getting her to leave should be simple once they had it in hand. 
 
    He was also glad they’d get a bit more experience for their efforts. Doing quests that didn’t involve killing things slowed down his character growth. Most of the time, Azure didn’t really think about it. Fighting wasn’t his favorite thing, but he definitely liked leveling up, and that was the only way to do it without experience from quests. 
 
    Lota moved aside to allow them to pass, clinking the coins in her hand almost mockingly as they went. Both Uden and Azure wore scowls, but no one else seemed affected, more focused on the goal than their finances. 
 
    Whatever the case, they were past the bridge, and the Kingdom of Raetha lay ahead. Azure prayed it would not be as big as Noseon. With as urgent as Dyasitet had made the quest sound, he wasn’t sure they had that kind of time. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 651 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Kingdom of Raetha first appeared on the horizon as white towers. Azure was surprised at how different it was from Noseon. Where Noseon looked like a typical medieval kingdom, Raetha seemed stripped straight from a magical fantasy. Whatever stones they had used to construct the city had a faint glow, even under the full rays of the sun. Instead of square angles on the buildings, everything was rounded. There were even a few towers that Azure thought looked like giant dildos. He wanted to make a joke about them, but he was fairly certain that none of his comrades would understand. Sometimes, being the only person from Earth sucked. 
 
    There was a steep slope before they reached the gate, though everything else around the kingdom was flatland. Up close, the stonework was even smoother, like ivory. 
 
    The guards at the gate wore white steel armor, a heart embossed on the chest with intricate designs woven inside and around it. Much like the guards in Noseon, they stood like sentinels, not seeming interested in barring anyone passage into the city.  
 
    Raetha was blessedly a lot smaller than Noseon. The layout was simple: inns, then a large plaza, then shops, then residences, then military barracks, and finally, the castle.  
 
    There also did not seem to be as large of a social divide.  
 
    Most of the inhabitants of the city wore simple white tunics and trousers. Only a handful donned more expensive garments, though even those were subtle. There was no real flash of wealth anywhere, but there were also no paupers. 
 
    “There is a world of difference between this place and Noseon,” Azure commented as he watched a woman through a window in one of the residences brushing her daughter’s long golden hair. 
 
    “No Underland here,” Uden grunted, clearly displeased. 
 
    “Wealth is spread out around the country,” Rerdam explained. 
 
    “Are you saying there’s no poverty?” Azure asked. 
 
    “Not like you see in other countries. There is definitely a social divide. Peasants and nobles and the like. But you never hear about people in Sheidan starving or freezing to death.” 
 
    “The land of life is all about preserving just that,” Jin picked up the conversation.  
 
    They all expected him to say more, but when he didn’t, Princess Zadori jumped in in his stead. “The past kings of Sheidan decided to build Raetha small so that it would not cost so much to run the city and they could keep the wealth amongst the people. King Nheirded is quick to respond when his people are in need. Most of the taxes that are collected here go back to the people in some form or another.” 
 
    Azure’s eyes widened for a moment. “That sounds like the way everything should be run.” 
 
    The old knight hesitated. “I think it’s more of a cultural thing. Unlike in other countries, most wealthy Sheidans are very minimalistic. They get by on the least they can so they can help the less fortunate.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be able to tell by these garish houses.” Uden cast his glance to one of the ivory buildings. 
 
    “This is the only place in all of Sheidan where you will see opulent wealth,” Rerdam told him.  
 
    “Sounds like a fairy tale,” Azure snorted, unable to believe it.  
 
    If what they were saying was true, then why hadn’t the Sheidan system been adopted by all The Realm? But after a few moments of thinking, Azure remembered life back on Earth. Some countries clearly had superior systems of helping their people that were not replicated by other countries due to political and cultural beliefs. It seemed that both worlds were equally complicated. 
 
    They reached the steps leading up to the castle by late afternoon. It stood as a magnificent spire before them, reaching up to the heavens.  
 
    When they arrived at the entrance to the throne room, the great ivory doors were barred shut. A guard standing outside informed them that King Nheirded had already retired for the evening.  
 
    Looking up at the sun barely kissing the horizon, Azure felt it was a bit early. King Algrenon back in Noseon would definitely have still been seeing people. 
 
    “But it’s so early,” he complained. 
 
    “Because the people here help each other, there is less need for the king to be involved,” the old knight explained. 
 
    Jin sighed. “Well, it was worth a shot. I guess we’ll have to come back in the morning.” 
 
    “That just means more time to drink!” An ear-to-ear grin spread across Uden’s face. 
 
    That smile disappeared when he found out they had to pay 3 gold per night for a room. It turned into a downright scowl when he discovered that Raetha was a dry kingdom. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! How can you call this a tavern if there’s no booze?” he scolded the tavern wench. “You mean to tell me you don’t even have some sparkly fru fru alcohol back there?!” The half-imp gestured toward the kitchen.  
 
    “Don’t make such a scene.” Jin narrowed his eyes at Uden. “It’s not like you don’t have a ton of booze in your bag.” 
 
    The barmaid quickly pointed out a sign that said Drinking Not Allowed.  
 
    Uden slammed his balled fists down on the table, cursing under his breath before declaring, “This place sucks!” 
 
    The tavern wench glared at him as she walked away. In fact, everyone in Raetha that had seen the half-imp thus far had given him stink eye and a wide berth, not wanting to be anywhere near a darkly aligned creature.  
 
    “Should have stayed in Kigboldar.” There was zero sympathy in the elf’s tone. 
 
    “No kidding!” Uden huffed before sulking. 
 
    Once they’d finished their meal, the half-imp urged Azure to return to his room so they could have a drink. Initially, Azure had planned to stay with Jin and Princess Zadori, but the princess had requested that the elf take her on a leisurely stroll of the city, and Rerdam had insisted that he would be able to watch over the two on his own. Astonishingly, Jin had not demanded that Azure come along. 
 
    The interior of the rooms was all white. White wooden floors, white furniture, white walls. While the accommodations weren’t particularly lavish, they still had a somewhat expensive feel thanks to a décor style that varied so much from every other part of The Realm.  
 
    When Azure had first sat on one of the beds, it felt like he was sinking into a cloud. Pressing down on the mattress had left an imprint of his hand. This was the closest he’d come to seeing memory foam inside The Realm.  
 
    For lighting, each room was provided with two large lanterns that consisted of a glass dome filled with three small yellow will-o’-wisps. In the daytime, you couldn’t even see the will-o’-wisps inside. Azure had puzzled over how the lanterns actually worked since there was no place for a wick. Princess Zadori had chastised him when he’d tried to take one apart before launching into an explanation. Apparently, the will-o’-wisps were the souls of deceased light elementals, which was kind of morbid if you thought about it. 
 
    “It must suck to be trapped for all eternity in a jar,” he had mumbled, feeling bad for the will-o’-wisps. 
 
    “It is their duty to give light to Sheidan after they die,” the princess had said. 
 
    “So what happens when more light elementals die than are needed?” Azure asked, surprised that it wasn’t as bright as daylight in Sheidan all the time. If what Princess Zadori had said was true, there would eventually be an overabundance of will-o’-wisps. 
 
    “Only so many will-o’-wisps are allowed to exist in The Realm at any given time. Once a light elemental serves its time as a will-o’-wisp, its soul transcends to the beyond. In Sheidan, there is a balance to all things.” She sounded very much like Dyasitet had in The Crystal Forest. 
 
    Azure had just nodded at this, finally willing to accept the explanation. 
 
    “I’m surprised you forked out 3 gold for a room,” Azure confessed as he and Uden stood side by side looking down on the city from the window of the room that the half-imp had rented. 
 
    “There’s nothing for me here,” Uden replied with a bit of sorrow as he dug two very different bottles out from his bag and passed the skinnier one over to Azure. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bottle of Dwarven Wine 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.2 kg 
  Uses: Tastes like moldy grapes but will do the job 
  Effects: Increases strength by 5% for one hour 
  Increases attack of all axes by 5% for one hour 
  Decreases power and duration of all spells cast by 50% for one hour 
  Decreases Agility and Dexterity by 3 points for one hour 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “This stuff has some serious side effects,” Azure noted as he read the part about spells. Then he glanced at the shorter, fatter bottle in the half-imp’s hand. “What are you drinking?” 
 
    “Dwarven barley wine.” Uden held the almost black bottle up to him. “Doubles the hair on your balls for an hour. Makes your dick twice as thick. Really, it’s a waste to drink it with no women around.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Then why are you drinking it now?” Azure raised an eyebrow. 
 
    A grin spread across the half-imp’s face, and his gaze fell to the floor for a moment. “I’m just fucking with you. If there was really a drink that made your dick twice as thick, every bloke in The Realm would have a lifetime supply. This has close to the same boring effects as yours. I just picked it at random.” He quirked his head to the side. “Though I do have to admit, I did steal…I mean buy,” he quickly corrected himself, “an awful lot of dwarven booze when we were in Kigboldar.” 
 
    “I kind of wish I would have gotten to drink more of that dwarven ale while we were there,” Azure said as he uncorked his bottle. 
 
    “Yeah. You pretty much got screwed out of that experience.” Uden uncapped his barley wine and took a long pull. 
 
    The city before them looked magical. In the dark of night, the glow of the buildings was amplified. No lamplight was needed to illuminate the city, and since everything closed early, there was a stillness that caused a sense of peace. Azure thought it was a bit romantic. Just as the thought crossed his mind, he saw Jin and Princess Zadori step into view below. 
 
    The princess moved close to the elf. Jin tried to step away, but she quickly wrapped her arm around his. Rerdam tailed several yards behind them with a disapproving expression. Azure couldn’t help but grin, though the grin was soft and didn’t linger.  
 
    Unrequited love was a painful thing. Did Princess Zadori even have an inkling that she’d never be with the elf? Azure wondered if Jin’s feelings would change toward her if he couldn’t revive his race. 
 
    He turned to look at Uden. “Has there ever been such a thing as a half-elf?” 
 
    “Yes.” The half-imp nodded. “But they have been few and far between, and for good reason.” 
 
    Azure knitted his brow. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Half-elves are born sterile, and they don’t gain any racial abilities from their elven parents. To make matters worse, elves are such a proud people that they will not allow half-breed offspring to be raised in their cities. They have an extreme hatred of anyone who dirties their bloodline, so the elf parent typically ends up getting banished from all the elven cities, forced to live with the humans, which is particularly dangerous, especially for female elves. 
 
    “It’s also elven law to kill on sight any half-elves that approach the cities. And there is even a law that states that if an elf meets a half-elf in the wild, he can kill that half-elf without consequence. 
 
    “Humans are no kinder. There isn’t a single king in all The Realm that has passed a law protecting them.” 
 
    Azure frowned. “It doesn’t seem fair that they would be so hated for no fault of their own.” 
 
    “I agree,” Uden nodded, “and I sympathize. Generally, no half-breed is regarded kindly. Mixing races has always been taboo. But half-elves definitely have a harder lot. They’re typically skinny and frail, prone to catching illness easily. Even naturally, most don’t live past thirty. They just…shouldn’t be.” He solemnly shook his head. 
 
    Sorrow filled Azure’s heart, but he wasn’t exactly sure who it was for. There were no other elves besides Jin to create half-elves, and he clearly had no intention of doing so. No half-elves currently existed in The Realm, having last lived over a hundred years ago, perhaps longer than that. The only person Azure could still feel sorry for was Princess Zadori, but even that seemed wasted. Her pining over the elven king was a bit selfish. Surely, she understood what his duty was to his people beyond their return. An heir was something she could never provide him, and thus, her love for Jin had been doomed from the start. 
 
    “Tragic,” he muttered before turning away from the window. 
 
    “What is?” Uden stayed in place, gazing out over the city. 
 
    “I was just thinking about how the princess pines over Jin. It seems like a waste of time.” 
 
    “Oh, it is.” The half-imp grinned before his lips flattened into a line. “But she’s not the first. Elven men have been fetishized by human women since the beginning of time. Elves, in general, are perfection in the flesh. That was what the Gods intended them to be.” 
 
    Now it was Azure who smirked. “Well, at least he wears that cloak all the time. Otherwise, what you had said when we first discovered that he is an elf would be true.” 
 
    Uden laughed. “Yeah. I was sure I’d never get laid again. Why do you think I wander off without you guys so much.” He drained the rest of his bottle before pulling another from his bag, offering it to Azure first. 
 
    Azure shook his head, only halfway done with his wine. The half-imp shrugged and popped the cork on the bottle to continue drinking. 
 
    He finally moved away from the window, sitting on the bed heavily, his eyes to the floor. “No one can deny he’s attractive.” 
 
    The subject made Azure a bit uncomfortable. No doubt, there was an ambiguous beauty to Jin. His flawless milk-white skin. His long, silky hair. The fluidity to his movements. The authority in his voice. Azure could definitely understand why Princess Zadori was attracted to him. 
 
    “I guess he’ll have his choice of women when he’s reunited with his people,” Azure said, a bit jealous. 
 
    Silence settled between them for a while, and Azure was happy when the conversation moved on to something else. They spent the next hour talking about the harrowing obstacles they had faced so far and what might be yet to come. Then they diverted to guessing what Lonnell was up to, settling on the fantasy that he had obtained his land, married Bronna, and was living a dull, safe life. 
 
    Once Azure was done with the bottle of wine, he headed back to his room to wait for his friends to return. While he was tempted to sleep on one of the beds, he knew that his place was on the floor. That made him scowl, but he dutifully rolled out his bedroll all the same. 
 
    Someday, he would get his payoff for all of this. Or would he? If he was truly dead, then there would be no going back to Earth. Who knew if they would even survive long enough to collect all the Stones of Blessing? There had been a lot of close calls already. 
 
    Azure knew that thinking about it would keep him up all night, so he tried his best not to. Instead, he appreciated what little time he had left to spend alone, something that now seemed rarer than any treasure in The Realm. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 652 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were at the castle bright and early the following morning. Compared to the one Azure, Uden, and Jin had waited in to see King Algrenon in Noseon, the line was surprisingly short. Only two people were ahead of them, and they were both seen with expediency, the king agreeing to their requests for aid almost immediately. 
 
    As they waited, Azure took in the décor. The white walls of the castle were immaculately clean. Hung upon them every few yards were portraits of the royal family, which consisted of the king, the queen, and a various number of children. In the backdrop of the throne room, a giant glass window stained with multiple shades of blue depicted an image of Dyasitet cradling her stomach. For as opulent as the castle looked on the outside, there was a hominess to it inside. 
 
    King Nheirded sat atop an ivory throne, his form tall and lanky in a light blue robe patterned with white starbursts that seemed more fitting for a mage than a king. His snowy beard was thin and flowed almost to the floor, unrestrained by bands yet seemingly well-kempt. Atop his head were sparse wisps of white hair combed over a scalp speckled in brown spots like a robin’s egg. 
 
    By his side, the queen was generations younger, her form-fitting dress matching the color and patterning of her king’s garb. An infant sat on her lap, nursing on her exposed breast and clutching at a strand of his mother’s dirty-blonde hair. Her eyes were fixated on the child, though three more children of differing ages stood by her side, one in her late teen years—too old to belong to the queen. 
 
    Azure didn’t know what to do with his eyes. On Earth, it was still uncommon to see a woman breastfeeding in public, so naturally, his gaze wanted to be drawn to the queen, but he worried it would be perceived as offensive, so he tried his best to look at everything but her. 
 
    “Ah! Princess Zadori!” King Nheirded said with instant recognition, despite the fact that the princess was still wearing a cloak to conceal her identity. “To what do we owe this pleasure?” 
 
    “I am here on a quest.” She stepped up boldly, taking down the hood of her cloak. 
 
    “Where’s Al?” He looked from face to face as if he was expecting the Noseon King to also be wearing an enchanted cloak. 
 
    “He stayed in Noseon,” Princess Zadori replied a bit awkwardly. 
 
    The king’s blue eyes widened. “I’m surprised he’d let you come all this way alone.” 
 
    “She’s not alone.” Rerdam casually rested his hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    King Nheirded’s gaze shifted to the old knight. “I can see that.” Then he returned his attention to the princess. “So, what is so important that Al would send his only child instead of a raven?” The king’s expression turned inquisitive. 
 
    “I am not here by request of my father but by request of Dyasitet,” she clarified. 
 
    “Oh?” His curiosity grew. 
 
    “The troll blocking the western bridge. We require a royal decree to get her to relinquish control of it.” 
 
    “Is that all?” The king seemed a little disappointed. 
 
    Princess Zadori nodded. 
 
    “We were sent here to get her to leave the bridge peacefully.” Jin spoke up finally. 
 
    “And who are you?” King Nheirded turned his attention to the elf. 
 
    “He is no one of importance,” the princess replied a bit firmly, silencing Jin before looking back at the king of Sheidan. “Will you provide us with the decree? I’m afraid we’re very busy and cannot linger.” 
 
    He pursed his lips for a moment before responding, “But, of course.” Then he waved for one of his servants to bring him a piece of parchment. 
 
    Minutes later, they were walking down the castle steps with the royal decree in hand.  
 
    As soon as they had descended the stairs, the elf took the lead, his strides so long that the rest of his party struggled to keep up. It wasn’t until Princess Zadori went chasing after him with an apology that Azure realized the elf was upset. The princess and the elf bickered about authority and keeping Jin’s identity a secret until they had reached the gates of Raetha, with Princess Zadori ultimately winning. 
 
    The party arrived at the western bridge by midday. Standing just beyond it, they called out for Lota to appear for them, and she did, lumbering out from under the bridge. 
 
    Having taken the royal decree from Princess Zadori, the elf promptly presented the troll with it. As her eyes scanned the wording, a notification popped up in Azure’s vision. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: A Royal Decree has been completed. 
 
      
 
    You have met with King Nheirded and obtained a royal decree stating that Lota must relinquish control of the western bridge. Will it be enough to make the stubborn troll leave? For your efforts, you are rewarded 345XP. 
 
      
 
    Lota screwed her face when she reached the end of the document. 
 
    “As you can see, the situation is dire,” Princess Zadori said in an attempt to get a response. 
 
    The question in the notification he had received made Azure fear that there was about to be layers to this task. 
 
    Lota tugged on the sides of the decree as if to test the quality of the paper. “This does seem authentic.” She scowled. 
 
    “It is,” Jin assured her, impatience lacing his voice. 
 
    The troll shifted her weight and hummed, then muttered to herself, “Ey wonder how much longer ey have.” 
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid,” Rerdam answered. 
 
    Still, the troll seemed apprehensive. She mulled over her silent thoughts for a moment longer before finally declaring, “Ey cont leave jus’ yet. Ey have unfinished business here.” 
 
    “What could possibly be more important than your life?” The old knight raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Wait here.” Lota held out her palm before going back under the bridge. 
 
    Azure’s party shared a look, wondering what was happening. 
 
    A few minutes later, the troll reemerged, one of her meaty fists balled. When she reached them, she held out her arm but hesitated to open her hand. It seemed as if there was a conflict raging inside the troll, her expression shifting from one second to the next. Mostly, she wore a frown. 
 
    Finally letting go of whatever apprehensions she had, Lota exposed what she had been holding. “Ey need ya ta find a replacement for this.” 
 
    Inside her hand was a small brooch made of silver-white metal in the shape of a thistle. The stems and leaves curved in a beautifully intricate manner, but the bud at the end was broken off, laying separate from the rest of the piece.  
 
    Rerdam gasped upon seeing it. “That’s elven!” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Princess Zadori reached out to touch the brooch, but Lota pulled it away, closing her hand and drawing it up to her chest protectively. 
 
    Surprisingly, Jin had no reaction to the jewelry. 
 
    “Did you kill an elf to get that?” Uden joked, but no one found it funny. 
 
    “Ey wish ey had,” Lota confessed, making the joke now just seem morbid. 
 
    “How did you come by that? It is ancient and valuable,” the old knight pointed out what they had all already suspected. 
 
    “That’s none a yer concern.” Lota shook her head. “Ey just need it replaced. Ey won’t leave here until then.” 
 
    “Can you fix it?” Rerdam turned his attention to Jin. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. I never learned how to use a forge,” the elf confessed. 
 
    Rerdam’s face grew heavy with lines. “Only your kind would be capable of repairing such an item. Brooches like that are handcrafted and unique. I doubt anyone in all of The Realm has another one like it.” 
 
    “What if we had a replica created?” the half-imp suggested. 
 
    Azure’s eyes lit up. “That’s a brilliant idea!” 
 
    They all looked at one another before the old knight said, “I can’t think of anything better.” 
 
    Jin turned to Lota. “Give us the brooch, and we’ll find someone to make a replica of it.” 
 
    The troll jerked away from them as if worried they might set upon her to take the jewelry by force if necessary. “Ey won’t give et.” 
 
    Uden shifted his weight. “We can’t have a replica made if you won’t give us the brooch.” 
 
    “Ey said nuffin’ about repairin’ it or getting’ a fake. Ey said ey want a replacement.” Lota’s voice raised several octaves. 
 
    The elf shook his head. “That brooch is one of a kind. That means that there are no others like it. Finding a replacement would be impossible.” 
 
    The troll frowned, pulling her hand away from her chest to look down at the broken piece of jewelry. It seemed to pain her that her wish could not be fulfilled. After a few moments, her resolve hardened. 
 
    “You will replace it, or ey will not leave.” 
 
    “What you’re asking of us is impossible.” Rerdam furrowed his brow. 
 
    “He’s right,” Jin agreed. “The best we can do is make a copy of it. That is your only option.” 
 
    Lota sulked, her eyes returning to the brooch. Again, her face went through a series of sorrowful and worried expressions before she shook her head. “Ey can’t trust that a replica would work. Instead, bring me 1,000 gold. Then, I’ll leave.” She nodded decidedly. 
 
    “1,000 gold?!” Azure’s mouth dropped open, and he couldn’t stop the next words from leaving his mouth. “Haven’t you gouged us for enough already?” 
 
    The troll’s expression firmed. “1,000 gold. No less.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: A Brooch Worth a Fortune 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lota has come into possession of a rare elven brooch that seems to hold sentimental value to her. Unfortunately, it is broken. She will not take less than a replacement or what she believes to be the value of the brooch before she will consider relinquishing control of the western bridge. 
    
  Difficulty: Medium 
  Success: Find a replacement for the brooch or give Lota 1,000 gold 
  Failure: Deny Lota what she seeks 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “We’ve already paid you the sum of 250 gold,” Rerdam pointed out. 
 
    Lota shook her head. “Et’s not enough.” 
 
    Uden turned his attention to Princess Zadori. “Paying it should be no problem for you.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “Unfortunately, I did not bring much wealth with me, and my coin stores have been dwindling since I began journeying with you lot. Remember, I have not been taking in much loot, so I’ve been doing more spending than replenishing.” 
 
    Realizing that they were getting nowhere, Jin commanded, “Empty your pockets, all of you. Maybe if we pool our resources.” 
 
    But even combined, they could not make the amount. Between the five of them, they had just over 500 gold, with Azure contributing nearly half. 
 
    “Will you take 500?” the elf offered, but the stubborn troll would not budge. 
 
    “1,000. No less,” she restated. 
 
    “How about 750, considering what we’ve already paid you?” the old knight pressed. 
 
    “1,000,” Lota parroted, firm in her decision. 
 
    Uden sighed. “We’ll have to kill a lot of monsters to make up the difference.” 
 
    “And we don’t have time for that,” Jin added, scratching his chin. 
 
    They stood in silence for several moments, all pondering how to come up with the money. As they did, the elf’s eyes shifted from person to person, assessing their belongings. 
 
    “I know how we can come up with the coin quickly,” he said to them, “but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 652 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jin had been right. Azure didn’t like his plan. And as they traveled back to Raetha, he mumbled his discontent under his breath.  
 
    Soon, they were standing in front of a merchant, offloading the things they felt they didn’t absolutely need to survive. Each of them had to sell 100 gold worth of items, which Azure thought was unfair since he had already contributed 199 gold to the pot.  
 
    Why was everyone else around him so damn poor?! He never saw Jin or Rerdam spend money. Uden was the only one whose lack of wealth was understandable. The half-imp drank and whored away just about everything he earned. 
 
    When it was finally Azure’s turn to sell things, he tried to make the best of a bad situation. In truth, he was carrying a lot of stuff he probably didn’t need. He started with the Fireweed and Wild Onions he’d been hoarding back, which earned him 3 gold, 2 silver, and 6 copper. Next, he parted with all but 99 of the False Weed he had collected. That netted him 15 gold, 4 silver, and 7 copper. After that, he turned his attention to all the pelts in his inventory. There was no doubt that there would be plenty of time to replenish his supply through hunting later.  
 
    Azure was incredibly disappointed to discover that rabbit pelts only sold for 2 copper each, but deer pelts went for 1 silver, 3 copper apiece, a sizeable difference. He sold 156 rabbit pelts for 3 gold, 1 silver, and 2 copper. Then he sold 106 deer pelts for 13 gold, 7 silver, and 8 copper. That brought him up to a grand total of 35 gold, 6 silver, and 3 copper. There was still quite a disparity to make up. 
 
    Now, Azure had to move on to selling the things he hadn’t really wanted to, starting with his remaining Alchemy Components. Since he still had plenty of Health potions, Azure decided to relinquish the rest of his False Weed, which only brought in an additional 2 gold, 1 silver, and 8 copper. Sighing, he pulled out all his Betty Leaf and Evergreen Frond, trading it in for 2 gold, 6 silver, and 7 copper. 
 
    Azure groaned when he realized how short he still was. There was absolutely nothing else he was comfortable selling, but he had no other choice. Tired of going through his items, he tried to make up the difference quickly. Even though wearing it would have given him a full-set bonus, Azure seldom sported his Black Wolf Half-Helm because it was so damned ugly. Wondering if he would regret selling it, he pulled it out of his Bag of Holding and handed it over to the merchant. As he did, his fingers itched to draw it back, but what was the point of keeping something he didn’t like and rarely used. The merchant offered him 28 gold for it, and Azure reluctantly took the sum, even more begrudging that it hadn’t gone for more.  
 
    After that, parting with items seemed easier. No longer caring about using them as templates for his crafting, Azure offloaded the Large Rope Belt, Large Cloth Kilt, Large Leather Cloak, and Torn Tunic that Jin had given him. In this situation, the elf would understand, so Azure didn’t feel guilty about it. For the combination of clothing, he received 14 gold, 2 silver, and 1 copper. 
 
    He sold his Rusty Axe for 3 silver and his Hunting Bow for 1 gold, 2 silver. 
 
    Riffling through the rest of his belongings, Azure found the Pirate’s Cord he’d been holding back until he was a high enough level to equip it. Looking at its stats again, he was amazed that he’d forgotten about it. That ended up getting tied around his waist, granting him +25 Vitality, +2 Intelligence, +2 Strength, +4% resistance to Disease, and +4% resistance to Poison. Rediscovering the item almost made the pain of selling so many things less noticeable. 
 
    Needing only 16 more gold, Azure relinquished 16 Potions of Minor Mana Restoration, which went for 1 gold each.  
 
    When he’d finally acquired 100 gold, he sighed in relief. By far, this had been the most draining merchant visit ever. Just seeing his items stacked up on the vendor’s cart made him feel a great sense of loss, his eyes lingering on his Black Wolf Half-Helm. What was worse was that for all he’d just sold, he was about to be completely broke again once they paid Lota, with only 5 silver and 7 copper left to his name.  
 
    None of them felt very good about the transaction. Princess Zadori had had to sell the bracelet Azure had bought her, as well as most of her wardrobe of fine dresses. Rerdam was practically naked, having parted with all his armor and only keeping his sword. Uden wasn’t much better off. All his stat-boosting gear went into the pile as well as what few potions he possessed. Only Jin seemed no worse for wear, able to come up with his share by selling a handful of high-value items he had in his bag. 
 
    Both Azure and Uden glared at the elf, feeling that he probably could have made up the 500 gold difference on his own. As they walked back toward the western bridge, they grumbled about it. Jin didn’t respond one way or another, which only deepened their suspicion. 
 
    “I swear to all the Gods, if that troll doesn’t leave that damn bridge after this, I’m going to kill her myself,” Uden threatened. 
 
    “This is quickly getting annoying,” the elf mirrored the half-imp’s bad mood about the situation. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” Azure quickened his pace to walk beside Jin, “what are we going to do if she keeps putting us off?” 
 
    “Knock her out and drag her back to The Deathlands.” Uden cast a disdainful glance to the east. 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” the elf surprisingly agreed.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before they reached the bridge. Lota climbed out from under it, and they presented her with the coin she had requested. She pursed her lips for a moment before a pleased expression took over her face. 
 
    A quest notification popped up, signaling that they’d fulfilled the requirements. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: A Brooch Worth a Fortune has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Many sacrifices were made to acquire enough gold to satisfy Lota. Rare items were sold, and perhaps even some that will be needed in the future. There is no way to know what lies ahead. In exchange for your coin, you are rewarded 575XP. 
 
      
 
    Azure thought he’d rather have the coin. It seemed a lot harder to come by than the experience points. 
 
    “This will do jus’ nicely.” Lota jingled the coins in her hand. 
 
    “Then you’ll leave now,” Jin stated firmly. 
 
    The troll looked from the coins to the elf. “Yes…” she hesitated. “If my sister will have me back.” 
 
    Jin cocked his head slightly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ey need ya ta do me one more thing.” Lota shifted her weight from one foot to the other before speaking again, “Ey need yas ta go ta tha eastern bridge an ask Paze if she’d be willin’ ta meet with me.” 
 
    Uden visibly deflated. They all felt another quest coming on. 
 
    “That wasn’t the deal.” The elf’s expression was solid.  
 
    Lota looked at each person one at a time, her mouth moving as if she was counting or speaking to herself. Then her eyes fixed on Jin again. “Seein’ as hows ey’s bigger, ey think ey make tha deal.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” The elf clenched his teeth. 
 
    Rerdam immediately stepped forward to defuse the situation. “We have done a lot for you already, ma’am. You can understand why my friend here is upset. But there’s no reason to resort to violence.” He gave Jin a sharp glance before returning his attention to the troll. “You must understand that this situation is dire. King Nheirded will not wait forever to send Adventurers here. 
 
    “Now, I know you don’t think we look like much, but King Nheirded is not a stupid man. He’s already had Adventurers scout you out and will make sure to send people capable of getting the job done. It’s best you leave peaceably.”  
 
    After about a minute of consideration, Lota finally shook her head and said, “Ey have ta speak ta Paze first.” 
 
    The old knight let out a sigh. “If we do this for you—if we go speak to your sister, will you promise to abandon this bridge?” He emphasized the word promise. 
 
    “What promise?” The troll raised a meaty eyebrow. 
 
    “A promise is when you give your word that you will do what you said,” Princess Zadori explained. “If we speak to your sister, you must give your word that you’ll leave this bridge.” 
 
    Lota inhaled deeply. “Ey mightin’ not have nowhere else ta go if ey leave here.” 
 
    “You could join our party,” Uden suggested, to which he was immediately shushed by Jin. “What? It would be cool to have a big, powerful troll in our group.” 
 
    Lota smiled and looked upon the half-imp fondly. “Lota like small man that look kinda like snake.” 
 
    The half-imp’s expression immediately puckered, and he muttered to himself, “I do not look like a snake.” 
 
    Jin redirected his attention to the troll. “Where you go is none of our concern. Getting you away from this bridge is. We got the royal decree. We gave you 1,000 gold. If we do this for you and you do not leave—” 
 
    Rerdam quickly spoke over the elf to stop the next words from leaving his mouth, “We will go speak with your sister, but you must hold up to your end of the deal after.” 
 
    A quest notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: A Family Intermediary 
  
      
 
       
       	  You’ve given Lota all she asked for, yet she still requests one more thing. Travel to the eastern bridge and ask Paze if she is willing to meet with her sister. It seems the two of them have unresolved business. 
    
  Difficulty: Hard 
  Success: Get Paze to meet with Lota 
  Failure: Paze refuses to meet with Lota 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Accepting didn’t feel optional since Rerdam had already stated that they would go see Paze.  
 
    The Hard difficulty level made Azure nervous. Usually, if a quest was Hard, fighting was involved. Was Paze more violent than her sister? Would they be forced to subdue her? 
 
    “Do you promise that you will leave once we speak to your sister?” Princess Zadori reiterated. 
 
    Again, Lota paused, mulling over her decision. Then she nodded and simply said, “Yes.” 
 
    The old knight exhaled before turning to look at the rest of his party. “Okay then. I guess we’re going to the eastern bridge.” 
 
    They departed immediately, though Jin wore an angry expression. Once more, he took long strides to stay in the lead, perhaps feeling undermined again.  
 
    For a while, Azure thought it might be better to leave him alone to calm down. Everyone else walked in silence, all unhappy. Azure hated the silent tension. More than that, he wanted to know what their plan was if things continued to go awry. 
 
    “What if she doesn’t keep her word this time?” Azure asked what they were all thinking. “We can’t keep doing quests for her forever.” 
 
    “We will do however many quests it takes to get her to leave peacefully,” the princess responded with authority 
 
     “I know that you’d like to think we do, but we do not have forever to get her to leave the bridge. King Nheirded’s patience will run out. Even as we speak, he could be sending Adventurers to kill the trolls,” the elf countered. 
 
    Princess Zadori wouldn’t look at him, keeping her eyes forward. “I refuse to believe that King Nheirded is that impatient. He has waited this long. Besides, he knows we’re on it.” 
 
    Jin sighed. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    But it was clear to everyone else that he did not believe her.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 652 
 
      
 
      
 
    The terrain grew hilly to the east, and the vegetation seemed to have lost much of its luster. It was like going into a neighborhood and seeing a watered lawn in one lot and one left to wither and die in the next. There were more trees, though they were scrawny, at best, providing sparse forested outcrops here and there, though not enough that Jin felt it safe to call Tiny Owl back to him. 
 
    They found the eastern bridge much shorter and in a state of disrepair. The creek running beneath was almost dry, and grass grew up between the cobblestones that composed the crossing, many of which were cracked and deteriorating. Still, the structure looked solid enough to cross. 
 
    Knowing what would happen if they stepped foot on the bridge, the group didn’t bother, stopping a few yards short to call Paze’s name instead. 
 
    Hunched down from the bridge’s shorter stature, the troll emerged. She looked groggy, as if having just woken from a nap—far less enthusiastic about hustling bridge-crossers than her sister. 
 
    Once Paze stood at full height, it was clear that she was a good several inches taller than Lota. A bit leaner, too. Otherwise, they looked mostly the same. The only differences were that Paze had two tusks jutting up from her bottom lip and a few wisps of black hair on her head that were tied to look like a scraggly fountain. 
 
    “Who’s askin’?” she said in a gruff, intimidating voice. 
 
    “Your sister Lota has requested that we come ask you to treat with her,” Jin said, not bothering with formalities. 
 
    “Lota.” Paze regarded her sister’s name as if it were a curse. “Ey ain’t got nuttin’ ta say ta her.” 
 
    “Well, apparently, she has something to say to you,” Rerdam chimed in. 
 
    “Don’t care.” The troll shook her head. “Now iffin ya came ta cross my bridge, well, that would be somefin’ ey cared about.” She gestured to the bridge. 
 
    “No. We didn’t come to cross your bridge,” the elf replied, his voice laced with weariness.  
 
    “Then be off with ya.” Paze waved them away dismissively, already turning to go back under the bridge. 
 
    “Why won’t you treat with your sister?” the old knight asked after her. 
 
    Paze didn’t turn, speaking over her shoulder instead. “That be none o’ yer business.” Then she continued walking. 
 
    “But it is our business,” Jin told her. “We’ve been sent here on a quest to get Lota to relinquish control of the western bridge.” 
 
    Several quests, Azure silently corrected him. 
 
    The elf continued, digging into his bag as he spoke. “We’ve been given a royal decree stating that if one of you does not give up your post, you will both be slain. King Nheirded will allow you to maintain control of the eastern bridge if Lota will just give up the western bridge, but she will not do that until you are willing to speak to her.” Jin pulled the royal decree from his bag and bravely strode forward to present it to the annoyed troll.  
 
    She simply looked down at the piece of paper, refusing to take it. “That’s just a piece o’ paper.” 
 
    “It’s what’s written on it that is important.” He shook it at her. “Do you want me to read it to you?” Jin turned the decree over to begin reading it. “I, King Nheirded Rhali, declare that the two trolls residing beneath—” 
 
    “Et’s just a piece o’ paper!” Paze turned and snatched the decree from the elf’s hands before ripping it into pieces. “Et don’t mean nuffin.” 
 
    “It will mean something when Adventurers show up,” Rerdam warned. 
 
    The troll shook her head. “Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn. This is all her fault.” She stared out into the distance. 
 
    “You have to talk to her,” the old knight insisted. “It’s the only way that violence can be avoided.” 
 
    “Paze not worried about violence.” She gave him a threatening look. 
 
    “And you’re not worried about your sister?” Jin inquired. 
 
    “Lota can take care o’ herself.” The troll huffed. 
 
    “Why won’t you agree to speak to her?” Azure tried his luck. “I know you said it’s none of our business, but Lota will want a reason when we go back.” 
 
    “She knows why.” Paze’s top lip curled in a snarl. 
 
    “If you could just give us some context, we might be able to help.” Rerdam sounded like he was about to beg. 
 
    The troll’s expression flattened. “She stole somethin’ from me. Ey won’t see her until she agrees ta give et back.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what she wants to talk about,” Uden suggested. 
 
    “Yes!” The old knight gestured back to the half-imp, his voice uplifting. “That must be it!” 
 
    “What did she steal from you?” Princess Zadori inquired. 
 
    “Small brooch.” Paze pointed to her palm. “Family heirloom. Much valuable.”   
 
    Azure’s jaw went slack. And when he looked around, he noticed that the rest of his party members shared the same expression. They all glanced at one another, wondering how best to approach the subject. 
 
    Jin was the first to speak. “Was it an elven brooch?” 
 
    The troll’s face immediately darkened. “Lota has brooch.” Then her mood shifted like an angry storm rolling in. “Liar!” She struck the ground with both fists, causing a tremor that caught Azure off balance but was not enough to make him fall over. “I will not speak with Lota! I will not!” Paze violently shook her head back and forth. Then she stomped back toward the bridge. 
 
    “Wait!” The elf brazenly ran after her. “What if we can get you the brooch back?” 
 
    Paze spun on him, her eyes slits. “Lota a liar and a thief! I’ll take it from her corpse once tha Adventurers deal with her.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” the elf asserted. 
 
    With surprising force, Paze shoved Jin so hard that he fell to the ground, his Health bar dropping a few ticks from the impact, the wind leaving his body in an oomph. 
 
    “You leave now, or ey make you a corpse, too!” the troll threatened.  
 
    The enunciation of her words now that she was angry made Azure think she meant business. He quickly rushed over to help the elf to his feet, keeping a firm grip on his arm to drag him away from Paze. Unable to see Jin’s face, Azure couldn’t tell if he would be willing to retreat or if he wanted to attack. Whatever the case, the elf only gave resistance for a second before surrendering to rejoin his group. By the time they’d reached their friends, Paze had completely disappeared under the bridge, still fuming, judging by the grumbling coming from beneath the structure. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t go very well.” Rerdam inhaled a breath. 
 
    “It was stupid of you to go chasing after her,” Princess Zadori chastised Jin even as she dusted off his cloak. 
 
    A notification popped up.  
 
      
 
    Quest: A Family Intermediary has been failed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, shit. What are we going to do now?” Azure tried to contain his discontent. 
 
    “There’s only one thing we can do.” The hood of Jin’s cloak was still poised toward where Paze had disappeared under the bridge. “We’ve got to get that brooch from Lota and bring it back here.” 
 
    “It would seem that returning the brooch is the only way to resolve this,” the old knight agreed. 
 
    Princess Zadori lowered her voice so that it wouldn’t carry to the troll. “But it’s broken.” 
 
    “Maybe it was broken before,” Uden suggested, but he didn’t sound sure. 
 
    “Doubtful.” The elf shook his head. “Why else would Lota be trying to get it fixed?” 
 
    “It’s clear she feels guilty about it,” Azure noted. “I think there’s more to this story than meets the eye.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, we won’t know until we go back.” Rerdam turned to face the direction of the western bridge. 
 
    “True.” Jin kept his gaze on where Paze had vanished for a moment longer. “Let’s find somewhere to camp for the night and then head back first thing in the morning.” 
 
    They didn’t make it very far before the sun began to set and they were forced to make camp. With no other options for crafting besides cooking, it was a boring night. 
 
    The next morning, they broke camp and headed for the western bridge, arriving in the midafternoon. It was a long trek, having to walk a wide half-circle all the way around the Kingdom of Raetha. Azure hoped this would be the last time they’d make the journey, but judging by how badly things had gone with Paze, he highly doubted it. 
 
    Wearing a hopeful look on her face, Lota emerged from beneath the bridge upon recognizing the voice calling her name. She moved so quickly to get to them that she was practically panting by the time they were all standing together. 
 
    “Well?” she asked, her gaze centered on Jin, having decided that he was the leader. 
 
    For a moment, the elf didn’t speak. It was clear that he was trying to choose his words more carefully this time. Unfortunately, he still failed. 
 
    “Did you steal the elven brooch from Paze?” was the first thing out of his mouth. 
 
    The rest of his party collectively silently groaned, then held their breath for the troll’s reaction to the lack of subtility. 
 
    Lota’s face scrunched up for a moment, and they all feared a violent outcry of uncontrollable rage or emotion. But then an expression of guilt settled in, and she averted her gaze. “Ey had just wanted ta see et. Ey didn’t think et would break so easily.” 
 
    Azure exhaled the breath he’d been holding. 
 
    Princess Zadori tried to offer Lota comfort, taking a few timid steps toward her to place her hand delicately on the troll’s arm. “It’s okay. It was just an accident. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    Azure admired her kindness. It siphoned a bit of the tension out of the situation. 
 
    The elf was less sympathetic. “Paze wants the brooch back. She won’t talk to you unless you give it to her.” 
 
    Panic flooded the troll’s face. “Did ya tell her ey have et?” 
 
    Silence took over the area once more. A single word had the power to spell relief or disaster. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jin stumbled over the sentence. 
 
    “She mentioned the brooch when we asked why she refused to talk to you.” Rerdam quickly stepped in to diffuse the situation. “She claimed you stole it. She also called you a liar. What was that about?” 
 
    Lota seemed to crumple slightly. “Like ey said, ey had just wanted ta see et. Paze never lets me see et.” Her lips dipped into a deep frown. “She was out tendin’ ta tha bridge, an ey thought I’d just have a look. Such a delicate lil’ thing.” She twisted around, taking the broken pieces of the brooch out of the bag at her hip. Depression settled over her as she gazed upon it. “Ey was strokin’ tha blossom, an et broke. When et happened, ey didn’ know whatin ta do. Paze was already comin’ back from collectin’ tha toll, an ey panicked. Ya see, she woulda been even more furious if she found out ey broke et, so ey stowed et away in me bag.” Lota gestured to the bag. “Paze is an observant one, she is. Of course, she noticed tha brooch was gone right away. Accused me a stealin’ et, an ey denied et. Plain an simple. Ey denied it,” she said sadly. “We got into a big o’ fight over et, an Paze cast me out. So I’ve been here er’ since, tryin’ ta make enough coin ta pay fer a replacement fer tha brooch.” 
 
    “You will never find a replacement for it,” the elf told her. “It is irreplaceable.  
 
    “The best you can do is take Paze the broken brooch and fess up. In this case, honesty is worth more than the value of the brooch. You will both perish if you do not do this thing,” he said as sincerely as possible. 
 
    “But she’ll be mad at me. She doesn’t want ta see me.” It seemed as if the troll was regressing, the memory too much for her to bear. 
 
    “Hey. It’s okay.” Princess Zadori tried to soothe her again. This time, it didn’t work. 
 
    Lota shook her head back and forth. “Ey can’t. Ey can’t see her until ey have a replacement.” 
 
    “We should have gone with the replica,” Uden muttered, lacking sympathy for the troll’s situation.  
 
    “You know…” Jin began, his voice oddly calm, “you could take the coin we gave you and go search The Realm for a replacement. I could always be wrong.” 
 
    Azure doubted that Jin was wrong. He was an elf, after all, and knew better than any of them if a twin of the brooch could exist.  
 
    The troll’s expression began to settle. “That always had been my plan…” 
 
    “But you just said,” Uden began to speak before Azure elbowed him in the ribs to shut him up. He knew that the half-imp was about to point out Jin’s earlier statement about the brooch being irreplaceable.  
 
    Rerdam scowled at the elf, honest to the core. “You know she’ll never find a replacement.” 
 
    “It never hurts to try,” Jin responded acidly. 
 
    As they were arguing, a band of three people appeared on the horizon. In the lead was a man decked out in armor. He Analyzed to Azure as challenging. The other two weren’t a threat at all, a male archer and a female in light blue mage robes. 
 
    Everyone’s attention was drawn to them as they approached.  
 
    Seeing an opportunity to make money, Lota stepped forward to stop them from trying to cross her bridge, but as soon as she did, the archer raised his bow and fired. With slow reflexes and nothing to take cover behind, the troll was struck in the shoulder. She groaned in pain, stumbling back and causing Azure’s party to disperse. 
 
    “The Adventurers!” Jin yelled to his comrades. 
 
    “Stop!” Rerdam ran out into the road, holding his arms out to try to get the Adventurers to cease their attack, but they had their orders, and the archer was already nocking another arrow. 
 
    “It looks like we have no choice,” Uden said, rushing past the old knight to meet the band of Adventurers head-on.  
 
    “Get away from the monster!” the warrior yelled as he charged up the hill with his sword in hand. 
 
    As soon as the half-imp was within close enough proximity, he blasted the warrior right in the face with Dirty Move. Perhaps not expecting that anyone would try to protect the troll, the warrior took the full brunt of the spell, curling back from the blindness it caused. 
 
    “Stop trying to attack us, you moron. You’re outnumbered,” Uden warned him.  
 
    Not listening, the archer fired another arrow, striking Lota in the side this time. The troll fell to the floor, which caused panic to well up within Azure’s group. 
 
    “No mercy! We have to kill them.” Jin stepped in front of Lota to try to block the archer’s next shot. 
 
    Princess Zadori took out her flute and began playing Song of Silence, hoping to stop whatever spells the mage might be able to cast.  
 
    Finding her way to her feet, anger took over sense, and Lota rushed forward to attack the warrior. Using both fists clasped together, she bashed them down on top of his head. The poor sod got his vision back just in time to see her meaty fists descending on him. His neck broke with a sickening crack, and he crumbled to the floor in a pile. 
 
    “Get back where we can protect you!” Rerdam yelled as he rounded her, his longsword raised, his target the archer. 
 
    While the old knight approached, the archer began backstepping. Though Azure’s party was not on their bounty, the band of Adventurers knew better than to let anyone get in their way of completing their quest. The archer turned his bow on Rerdam, shooting him in the leg and causing him to go down on one knee. 
 
    Despite Princess Zadori’s efforts, the mage was able to complete a spell. She wove her hands in an intricate pattern that ended with her fingers pointing at the archer’s feet. The outline of golden boots traced up his legs before disappearing.  
 
    An arrow whizzed past Azure’s head, hitting the bowman in the shoulder.  
 
    With the archer momentarily caught off guard, Azure took the opportunity to join the fray. Unshouldering his Obsidian Recurve War Bow, he quickly nocked and loosed an arrow at the injured man, hitting him square in the heart. The bowman stumbled back a few paces before falling over. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Defeated Level 25 Adventurer. 150XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Upon witnessing the death of the archer, the mage turned to flee. 
 
    Jin nocked another arrow, but Azure reached out to slap the lower limb of his bow and made him miss his shot. The arrow sailed high into the sky, free and clear from hitting the escaping mage. 
 
    “What did you do that for?!” the elf seethed at Azure. 
 
    “Let her go. She never attacked us,” Azure said firmly. 
 
    “She’ll—” Jin began to say, but then he stopped himself and relaxed. “You’re right. She’s not important.” He shook his head, surrendering to the idea of allowing the mage to live. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to go after her?” Uden turned to ask the elf, his weight shifting from foot to foot, ready to give chase. 
 
    “No. It’s fine. She’s no threat,” Jin decided. 
 
    “We need to tend to Lota.” Rerdam was already limping back to them. 
 
    The troll was doubled over, panting loudly, her head to the floor, spittle drooling from her mouth and creating a puddle of mud on the ground. “He shot me,” she half-said, half-sobbed. “Lota in pain!” 
 
    “He would have done worse if we hadn’t been here,” the old knight reminded her, sitting on the ground a few yards away to tend to his own wound. 
 
    “Azure, give her a healing potion if you have one,” Jin commanded. 
 
    “We need to get these arrows out first.” Princess Zadori had already put her flute away and kneeled by Lota’s side, examining where the arrows had entered her body. 
 
    “The fastest way to do this is the not pretty way,” the elf said as he approached the troll. 
 
    A look of fear alighted in her eyes as if she knew what he meant to do. 
 
    “Do you have any potions for her?” Jin stopped just short of Lota to look back at Azure. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied hesitantly before digging into his Bag of Holding for the requested Potions of Minor Healing. 
 
    Not being in a party with the troll, Azure had no idea how badly she was injured. It irked him that the elf was making him use his potions, so he made sure to only offer his lowest quality ones. 
 
    As soon as Azure had the potions in his hands, Jin returned his attention to the troll, not even pausing before reaching for the arrow in her shoulder and ripping it out. Lota roared so loudly that Princess Zadori cowered, and Azure almost had to cover his ears. 
 
    “You brute!” the troll screamed at the elf. “You are no kind gentleman!” 
 
    Uden burst out laughing from the unusual outcry.  
 
    “You’ll like the next one even less,” the elf warned before going for the arrow sticking out of Lota’s side. 
 
    By the time the troll thought to push Jin away, he had already cemented his grip on the arrow, and it went with him. Blood trailed behind the elf as he flew through the air, taking a few points of damage from the hard landing on his backside. The dislodged arrow remained in his hand with a chunk of flesh on it.  
 
    Blood gushed from the wound in Lota’s side, and she moaned and cried out in pain. Azure rushed over to pour healing potions into her mouth, hoping it would help. She grabbed his hand and jerked him forward, helping him to get the liquid into her gaping maw but also throwing him off-balance and practically holding him in place. Should the troll let go, he would fall right on top of her. 
 
    When Lota was done drinking, she tossed Azure to the side as well. 
 
    Level 26 Lota the Troll delivers 30 damage.  
 
      
 
    “More potions!” Lota demanded, her arrow wounds healing to a trickle. 
 
    “If you want them, you’ll have to pay for them,” Azure replied stubbornly as he stood to dust himself off. 
 
    The troll slowly got to her feet, then stalked over to where Jin had also righted himself. She glared at him, her bottom lip quivering in anger.  
 
    Azure and the rest of the party watched, not sure what to do as Lota picked the elf up by his neck and screamed in his face, “That hurt!” 
 
    Instinctively, Azure’s hand went to the pommel of his sword. One of the requirements of their quest was to make sure that Lota didn’t get killed, but what if she murdered Jin. Stress caused Azure’s head to buzz as he realized he might have to make a difficult choice. If he killed Lota, they would fail the quest, and he’d never get to go home, if that had ever even really been a possibility. But if he allowed her to kill the elf, Azure would never be able to live with himself. Jin had saved him from certain death multiple times already. To not repay the debt… 
 
    “Let him go!” Azure demanded before drawing his sword. His choice had been made. The troll would get one warning. If she didn’t listen, then quest be damned. 
 
    Lota turned to Azure, her breaths coming out heavily, drool still running down her chin. She saw the sword in his hand—knew that he meant to use it. 
 
    Jin’s hands were clasped around hers, and though he was struggling to breathe, he didn’t seem to be panicking. 
 
    The troll turned back to the elf, giving him one last disdainful look before dropping him. Landing crouched down, Jin rubbed his throat, taking a few gasping breaths before standing and boldly saying, “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Uden shook his head. “That man has a death wish.” 
 
    No one could disagree. 
 
    “If you’re done now,” the elf stood, “you should know that that probably wasn’t the only group of Adventurers that King Nheirded had dispatched.” 
 
    Lota’s eyes widened as a realization hit her, and her head jerked in the direction of the eastern bridge. “Paze!” 
 
    She began running toward the bridge, but her injuries soon slowed her. 
 
    Not looking the least bit sympathetic, Jin said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 653 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should have given her more healing potions,” Jin chastised Azure as they followed behind Lota. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have taken a chunk out of her when you pulled that last arrow out. Then, maybe she wouldn’t need so many,” he countered with a frown. 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope we get there in time.” Rerdam seemed more concerned than any of them. 
 
    “If more Adventurers are waiting, it will not bode well for her if she’s attacked again,” Uden commented, which spurred Azure to grudgingly cough up two more healing potions. 
 
    “Why can’t you guys give her your potions?” he complained. 
 
    “Because we had to sell practically everything we owned!” The half-imp glared at the elf, bitterly thinking about how he had barely parted with anything. 
 
    Uden stepped up close to Azure and whispered, “You should have let her kill him.” 
 
    But Azure’s mind had already traveled away from their current predicament, thinking back to the life he had taken. Killing people seemed to get easier the more Azure did it. He had regarded the Adventurers as a threat, not as people.  
 
    The notification he had received had simply called the archer Adventurer. A bit disrespectful not to have even given him a name, but no more disrespectful than the fact that they had just left the bodies there to be fed on by beasts and carrion birds. Azure hadn’t even felt much guilt about it, knowing that someone from The Adventurers Guild would eventually come to collect the corpses. 
 
    Lota had pushed things to the limit, and now people were paying the price for it. Did Dyasitet really believe that the lives of the trolls were more valuable than the lives of the Adventurers they had just slain?  
 
    Perhaps it was the fault of Azure’s party that the Adventurers had died. Maybe if they had just pushed Lota harder—handled things differently. There was no way to know now. What was done was done, leaving a rancorous taste in Azure’s mouth.  
 
    If he was being honest, a large part of him wished they could just kill the troll and be done with it. He knew he was supposed to feel sympathy for her, but it had quickly drained away once human lives were lost. Besides, she had killed the warrior herself. She was clearly dangerous. 
 
    With Lota no longer bleeding, they were able to travel much faster. The eastern bridge broke into view with an eerie silence and stillness. Still, the lack of blood on the ground told them that violence hadn’t yet made it this far. 
 
    Lota quickened her pace upon seeing the bridge, calling her sister’s name as she approached.  
 
    Paze emerged with a scowl on her face, clearly not pleased to see her sister. 
 
    “Go away! Yer not welcome here,” were the first words out of her mouth, causing Lota to stop dead in her tracks. 
 
    “Sister, ey was attacked. Those damn Adventurers attacked me!” She was clearly still shaken. 
 
    “Serves ya right fer what ye done.” Paze gestured carelessly at her. 
 
    Lota seemed flabbergasted by her sister’s response. “They nearly killed me!” 
 
    “Are you really going to be so bitter over a piece of jewelry?” Rerdam said to Paze disapprovingly.  
 
    Paze turned her narrowed gaze on the old knight. “Et’s not jus about tha jewlery. Et’s about tha lies an gettin’ us inta this whole mess.” 
 
    “If you don’t take Lota back, the Adventurers will come here, too,” Jin warned. 
 
    “Let them come.” Paze waved toward Raetha dismissively. 
 
    Tired of the stubborn arguing, the elf nodded from Lota to Paze. “Give her the brooch.” 
 
    “So ye do have et.” Paze raised an eyebrow at her sister. 
 
    Lota dropped her gaze to the floor. “Ey…” she hesitated. “Ey didn’t steal et. Ey just wanted ta look at et. Ya never let me look at et.” 
 
    “Give et ta me.” Paze opened her palm. 
 
    Like a child being reprimanded, Lota made jerking motions as she dug in her bag for the pieces of the brooch and handed them over. 
 
    Paze’s face immediately pinched. “How ya must hate me ta have done this.” Her voice was strangely calm. 
 
    After a moment, Paze closed her hand around the brooch and began retreating back under the bridge. 
 
    “Ey don’t hate cha. That’s why ey took et.” Lota reached out after her but didn’t move to follow. “Ey broke et on accident an didn’t want ya ta see. Ey didn’t know what else ta do. I knew ye’d be mad.” 
 
    Paze spun on her heels. “O course, ey’d be mad. Ya know how valuable this thing is.” She shook the brooch at Lota before correcting herself, “was.”  
 
    “Ey know. That’s why when ya cast me out, ey went ta tha other bridge ta try ta make back tha coin ta pay fer et. Ey wanted ta get a replacement an swap em out so ya wouldn’t know.” 
 
    Paze shook her head. “Ya can’t replace sumtin’ like this, Lota.” 
 
    “Ey know. But I just thort…” the words trailed off, and she looked away for a moment before returning her attention to her bag, digging into it and extracting piles of coins. “This is all ey can do ta pay ye back.” 
 
    Paze’s eyes widened at the sight of the coins, and after a moment, she seemed to soften somewhat. “Well, ey guess this es okay.” She walked forward and scooped up some of the coins into her free hand. “Not enough ta cover tha price a tha jewelry, though.” The troll glared at her sister for a moment. “We’ll send this back ta mum. We best not let her find out about tha brooch.” 
 
    “Does this mean ey can come back?” Lota’s face lit up with hope. 
 
    “Ey guess. Iffin ye promise not ta steal from me er again. Next time, Lota, ey swear I’ll let them Adventurers take ya.” 
 
    “About that…” Azure moved over to whisper to Jin. “Won’t The Adventurers Guild just send more Adventurers to kill them now that Lota has taken a human life?” 
 
    “Not our problem,” the elf replied coolly. 
 
    As if to confirm his words, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: The Troll Toll has been completed. 
 
      
 
    It took more than a little convincing, but the trolls have finally willingly abandoned the western bridge. Though the sisters are now happily reunited, no one can know what the future holds for them. For your part in their reunion, you are rewarded 575XP. 
 
      
 
    TRING! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 24! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    They bid the sisters farewell, not receiving any thanks for all they’d done. Azure was a bit bitter about it, and it seemed that he wasn’t the only one because Uden began complaining as soon as they were out of earshot of the two trolls. 
 
    “After all we went through for them…” He scowled. 
 
    Azure was just happy that it was over and that he and his party could go pick up their next quest. As they walked, he wondered what it would be, though there was no point in speculating. There was so much about The Realm that he still didn’t know. A myriad of obscure possibilities awaited him. One thing was for certain. None of these God quests, no matter how simple they seemed, were ever easy.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 653 
 
      
 
      
 
    During their walk back, Azure had plenty of time to allocate his characteristic points and choose which skill to level up. Looking at his character sheet gave him a better idea of where improvements were needed.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Azure Galvan 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 24, 12% of the way to next level 
  Health: 820 / 420 (830) 
  Mana: 460 / 400 (470) 
  Stamina: 450 / 435 (465) 
  Vitality: 20 (61) 
  Intelligence: 18 (25) 
  Strength: 22 (28) 
  Agility: 8 (18) 
  Dexterity: 7 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 8 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 11; 43% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 30% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 23; 40% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 16; 86% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 7; 43% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 23; 42% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 70% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 13; 43% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 3; 97% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 31; 12% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Tanning Lvl 5; 50% of the way to next level 
  Leatherworking Lvl 1; 60% of the way to next level 
  Woodworking Lvl 2; 35% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Thanks to his Pirate’s Cord, Azure’s Vitality was insanely high. He would not need to worry about adding to the stat for a while. 
 
    What he lacked the most was Charisma, but Azure didn’t feel like he did much talking anyway, so it didn’t seem particularly important. Now that Rerdam was in their party, it was either the elf, the old knight, or the princess handling matters of the spoken word. Azure could just sit back and relax, dealing with the consequences of what they said afterward. 
 
    There had never been a point when he’d actually needed Mana and run out of it, though that might change with Rerdam in their party constantly forcing Azure to summon Flicker for Princess Zadori to ride while they traveled. Prior to his joining, Azure had always managed to reserve back enough Mana in case a fight broke out, but now that Uden could also cast several spells, it didn’t seem as important.  
 
    Similarly, it had been a very long time since Azure had run out of Stamina. Now that he had so much Dyer’s Ink Plant, depleting his Stamina wasn’t much of a concern. 
 
    So Azure did the unconventional thing. He placed one point into Agility, one into Dexterity, and the third into Luck. Gods knew they could all use a little more luck.  
 
    With that done, he turned his attention to his skills. Land Magic was just one cast away from being leveled up. If not for his need to cast Grease so that he could follow it up with Greasy Summon, Azure might not use the skill at all. Uden was their Land Mage now. 
 
    Crafting was more of a hobby than a necessity in The Realm, so Azure turned his attention to his weapons skills.  
 
    With Jin being their primary archer, Azure decided to focus on leveling up his Two-Handed Weapons skill. He tried to think of himself and the elf as a two-man team. Until Jin could bring back the rest of the elves, Azure wanted his skills to be complementary—wanted to be strong where the elf was weak. Jin fought with one-handed weapons but didn’t have great proficiency in two-handed weapons. That’s where Azure needed to shine. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 14. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    They traveled for over a month to get back to Dyasitet, reclaiming much of what they’d lost along the way. Every monster that crossed their path brought with it the promise of loot and recouping some of the coin they’d spent to help Lota.  
 
    Wanting to see Princess Zadori better able to protect herself, Jin bought her a bow at one of the hamlets they stopped in and began teaching her how to use it.  
 
    Their first round of lessons became a spectator sport. Uden, Azure, and Rerdam crowded around at a safe distance behind them in case an arrow went astray. 
 
    Azure couldn’t help but smirk at the blush that took over the princess’ cheeks when the elf moved close to teach her how to position her hands and body. She was so flustered that the first arrow she tried to shoot didn’t even make it onto the string, falling to the earth like a stone. Jin broke the sweet moment by chastising Princess Zadori for not paying attention. He was a stern but patient teacher, and it wasn’t long before she was hitting the tree he had marked as her target, though with very little consistency. Several days later, the princess could mostly hit within the outer ring that the elf had drawn in chalk. It would be a while still before she could regularly hit the bullseye. 
 
    When it was time to move on to a live target, Jin encouraged Princess Zadori to hunt with them, but she refused to kill anything other than monsters. Azure could respect that. He worried that a life of killing would whittle away the kindness she possessed—one of her best features. 
 
    The first monster they came across was a poorly camouflaged sentient shrubbery. Amongst the soft pastel colors, it was a solid black mass of limbs and thorns, looking like it had been airdropped in from The Deathlands. As they walked through the forest, just seeing the thing gave them a sense that it was probably nefarious. It didn’t animate until they approached, reaching out its thorny limbs to try to slash them. 
 
    Jin immediately instructed the rest of the party to keep the monster at bay while Princess Zadori worked to kill it, but it wasn’t long before they discovered that arrows were no use against the mass of limbs. The projectiles simply sailed through it, doing next to no damage, so eventually, Azure and Rerdam had to step in with their swords to finish it off.  
 
    The princess was a bit disappointed, but Uden promised her that there would be plenty of monsters for her to test her mettle on in the future. Despite his words, the only other enemies that crossed their path on the way back to Dyasitet were humanoid, mostly bandits and these half-human half-cat creatures called lone spotcats. Though they were mostly on the cat side, resembling a shorn lion with spotted legs and a spotted head, Princess Zadori couldn’t bring herself to attack one, leaving it up to the men to do the dirty work. 
 
    Still, she practiced with her bow every afternoon, though Azure couldn’t tell if it was because she actually enjoyed it or if she was just trying to impress the elf. She seldom left Jin’s side, mooning over him whenever she could, despite his continued lack of interest in her.  
 
    During their travels, Azure killed 37 rabbits, 36 deer, and 14 wild boars, earning him 755XP. He also gained the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 37 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deer Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 36 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.8 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Rabbit Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 37 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Deer Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 1,980 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Boar Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 2,100 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    He also leveled up his Archery skill once.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Archery has reached Level 12. This skill allows you to use a bow and arrow to defeat enemies. Aim strong and true. You have unlocked Increased Range. You can now shoot 10 yards further than your bow's maximum range. 
 
      
 
     Azure was excited about the perk. Being able to shoot further would definitely help in battles where the extra range would keep him out of reach of dangerous spells. 
 
    Despite Princess Zadori’s lack of offensive participation in battles, she was able to gain experience in almost every battle just by using her bard abilities, so she saw the most gains in levels during their travels. 
 
    Everyone else was able to level up as well, though not as much.  
 
    They saw many monsters along the way, granting Azure an experience boost of 2,940 for his share of the kills.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 25! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    Though Azure mostly considered Uden their Land Mage now, he did try to get into the habit of casting Woodflesh on himself before each battle for added protection. Doing so allowed Azure to level up his Land Magic skill. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Following suit with his previous plan, he allocated his characteristic points to Agility, Dexterity, and Luck, and leveled up his Two-Handed Weapons skill once more.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 15. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    Azure also gained the following loot from the battles. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bamboo Cane 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Attack: +8 – 130 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 38/45 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tattered Doll 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Junk 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oleander Extract 
  
      	  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Perfume Component 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Malachite 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting  
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Peridot 
  
      	  Item Class: Rare 
  Quality: Good 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    While the Small Malachite only brought in 2 silver and 5 copper, the Large Peridot was worth a whopping 50 gold. It was an amazing find.  
 
    The Bamboo Canes had better Attack stats than Azure’s Zweihander of Vengeance, so it was tempting to keep them. But the lack of additions to any of his other stats made them less appealing. Besides, what badass went into battle with something that looked like it was used by an old man to beat down small children?  
 
    Ultimately, Azure decided to sell them, and he was more than a little surprised to discover that they were worth 35 gold apiece. Offloading both brought him back up financially to nearly half of what he had lost.  
 
    The Tattered Doll was faceless and worn, stained with dirt and pockmarked with holes. Tufts of cotton stuck out from several of the larger holes in the burlap. Azure had taken it from the body of one of the bandits. Looking down at it, he wondered if the doll had been stolen or if the bandit had children. Either way, the thought was depressing. 
 
    Instead of simply discarding the doll, Azure buried it one night when they stopped to make camp, hoping that they hadn’t just robbed a daughter of her father. The bandit had attacked first—made a grave mistake. Jin showed no mercy once he was set upon. That seemed to be the unspoken rule of The Realm. One mistake could end your life—a massive price paid for a bad decision. 
 
    The Oleander Extract smelled nice, so Azure gave it to Princess Zadori, even though he thought it would probably sell for a fair amount of coin, considering this was the first time he’d come across a Perfume Component. Azure hadn’t even been aware that perfume crafting was a thing in The Realm. Well, now he knew, and he had no interest in it whatsoever until the princess explained the benefits to him. 
 
    “The right scent can rob a man of his senses—make him do the wearer’s bidding. It can muddle the mind and make you see things that aren’t there,” she explained, then followed it up with, “but most perfumes are harmless.” 
 
    Dabbing a bit of the extract on each side of her throat, she smiled and thanked him for the thoughtful gift. Azure was pleased to make her happy but also wondered if she had memorized any of the more dangerous perfume recipes of which she spoke. For all he knew, he might have just given her the means to craft a perfume that would help her seduce the elf.  
 
    Seeing so many creatures along the way caused Azure to level up his Analyze skill twice.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 24, 25. 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.   
 
      
 
    Cooking his own meals had him level that skill once. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 17. You have to eat to survive. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    As per usual, Azure Foraged whenever he got the chance. He collected enough to level the skill once and replace much of what he had sold.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 24. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  123 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  56 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Evergreen Frond 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases MP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  Belle Zedoary 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure was disappointed not to find anymore Dyer’s Ink Plant. It definitely seemed scarcer than everything else.  
 
    He sold 24 False Weed and the Belle Zedoary for a total of 5 silver and 7copper. 
 
    Azure also stocked back up on the supplies he needed to continue crafting, including Tanning Solution, Sewing Needles, Silk Thread, and Empty Vials. Instead of being cheap and buying one of each at a time like he had been doing, he decided to drop the coin and get enough so that he wouldn’t run out for a while, purchasing ten of each, the exception being the Empty Vials, of which he bought 99. The entire lot of items cost 16 gold, 9 silver, 8 copper and should keep him covered for a while. 
 
    During his downtime, Azure made 36 Primitive Arrows, which earned him enough experience to level up his Woodworking skill again. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Woodworking has reached Level 3. This skill allows you to turn the trees around you into powerful weapons and beautiful creations of carved art and furniture. Under your knife, every new-fallen tree has a new future. 
 
      
 
    When he’d get bored of Woodworking, he would switch over to Leatherworking. Losing so much money so quickly definitely motivated him to want to turn the cheap pelts he’d collected into something more valuable. Since Azure had kept all his hides, he still had plenty to work with without needing to tan more pelts. Tanning was stinky business, and whenever he did it, usually Princess Zadori or Uden would complain.  
 
    Over the course of their travels, Azure was able to create 25 Large Leather Cloaks, which was enough to both level the skill up a few times and convince Jin to teach him how to craft other garments.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Leatherworking has reached Level 2, 3. This skill allows you to turn hides into Light and Medium Armor. Cover your body, cover your ass! 
 
      
 
    The next two things Jin taught Azure how to make were Large Cloth Gloves, which required two rabbit hides, and a Large Cloth Kilt, which needed one deer pelt. Sewing the Cloth Kilt was only slightly more complicated than making a Large Leather Cloak. However, crafting the Large Cloth Gloves proved to be a nightmare.  
 
    Figuring out the right dimensions for his fingers, cutting the pelts correctly, and sewing them together was challenging. Azure’s first attempt came out completely unwearable. His second attempt wasn’t much better. Both of the garments turned out as Junk items. The third time ended up being the charm, but the results were still lackluster. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Large Cloth Gloves 
  
      	  Defense: +1 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Cloth Kilt 
  
      	  Defense: +3 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Leather Cloak 
  
      	  Quantity: 25 
  Defense: +2 
  Type: Medium Armor 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    After selling the gloves for only 1 gold, 3 silver, Azure decided it wasn’t worth the time or effort to make anymore. Overall, the Large Leather Cloaks sold for the most, so it made sense to focus his attention on producing those instead of the lesser-priced items. For the whole lot, he received 229 gold and 7 silver, which made him feel more financially secure than he had since even before they went to Raetha.  
 
    As per usual, Rerdam drained Azure dry of his Mana daily, forcing him to cast Summon Mount repeatedly for Princess Zadori. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 32, 33, 34. 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.  
 
      
 
    There were always a lot of gains to be made when traveling long distances, but nothing was as rewarding to Azure as reaching their destination.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 716 
 
      
 
      
 
    Entering The Crystal Forest brought with it a sense of relief. Aside from the fact that there were fewer monsters around the holy site, they were also one step closer to achieving their ultimate goals.  
 
    The Crystal Forest stood seemingly untouched, with no memory of the battle that had taken place when Azure and his party had first arrived. Chrysalides hung peacefully from the enormous crystal branches of the tree before them. Upon their approach, one chrysalis began glowing brighter than the others, and soon they were all shielding their eyes as Dyasitet made her appearance.  
 
    The sight of her stirred an instinct in Azure to bow. In fact, all bowed before her except Jin. Azure could certainly understand why other races thought elves had a superiority complex. 
 
    “We have done what you asked,” Jin spoke for the entire party. “What is our next quest?” 
 
    “I’m afraid things only get more difficult from here.” The God brought her hands to her stomach, and the baby inside began to glow and stir. As it did, it kicked and flailed, seemingly in pain. 
 
    Azure wanted to flinch away, disturbed by what he was witnessing. It looked like a piece of the infant was being torn off and dragged through the thin membrane of skin on Dyasitet’s stomach into her hands. What was extracted was the size of a fat worm, glowing a pinkish-white and wiggling almost violently. Once out in the open air, a thin film of white began to form around it, suspending it and causing it to calm somewhat, though it still moved. The bubble that the worm was encased in floated between Dyasitet’s hands, suspended by magic. 
 
    She stared at it intently. “This is a Life Resin Orb. Much like Patheana has Qhi to supply the country with Mana, Sheidan has The Shrine of the Mother. At the center of the shrine is the Memory Lantern. Should the lantern ever go out, all magic in Sheidan would cease to exist. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the Memory Lantern cannot maintain its fire endlessly. The Children of Dyasitet watch over the shrine, protecting the Memory Lantern from being extinguished by outside forces. However, every hundred years, that fire must be renewed…with this.” Dyasitet offered the orb to Jin. 
 
    He hesitated for but a moment before reaching for it. 
 
    The Life Resin Orb was creepy, and Azure did not envy the elf for having to touch it. Though it looked no more like a baby than a caterpillar looked like a butterfly, Azure couldn’t help but remember where it had come from. Thankfully, the baby inside Dyasitet’s stomach had settled again, the trauma of the removal having passed. 
 
    “You must take this Life Resin Orb to The Shrine of the Mother and feed it to the Memory Lantern to restore its luster,” the God told them. 
 
    “Seems easy enough,” Jin replied, looking past the orb to Dyasitet. 
 
    She chuckled lightly. “You would think so, especially considering that The Shrine of the Mother is only a ten-day journey away.” 
 
    That was a relief to Azure’s ears. Ten days was nothing in comparison to the distances they were used to traveling. The God wasn’t done speaking, though, and he knew there would be a but. 
 
    “What makes the journey so difficult then?” Jin pressed. 
 
    “This pilgrimage is not an unknown event to The Realm, and the Life Resin Orb provides great benefits to anyone who consumes it. Every hundred years, monsters from around The Realm gather to try to claim the orb for themselves. Your journey to The Shrine of the Mother will be fraught with encounters.” 
 
    “What benefit is there to eating it?” Uden inquired, always one to play the devil’s advocate.  
 
    Unfazed by his potentially wicked intentions, Dyasitet was quick to respond. “Any creature that consumes the Life Resin Orb immediately reaches max level.” 
 
    Azure’s eyes widened. “Do they get the characteristic points and ability to level skills with it, too?” He couldn’t keep the question from leaving his mouth. 
 
    The God turned her gaze to him and nodded. 
 
    Casting a glance at the half-imp, Uden looked equally surprised. This was like finding out about the treasure under Qhi all over again, except this reward seemed even greater. 
 
    “Who would want to go straight to level 100?” Rerdam spoke out against the powers of the orb. “There’s no joy left in life if there’s nothing to achieve.” 
 
    “Many do not see it that way.” Dyasitet shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah.” The half-imp backed her up. “Who really wants to sweat and work their entire life when they can just skip the line and make it to the top without effort?” 
 
    Jin hummed, looking down at the orb. “I can see why this is valuable.” He was just about to put it in his bag when the God stopped him. 
 
    “The Life Resin Orb cannot survive in the ether. It must be present in Sheidan at all times, or it will die. Should it die, all hope is lost.” 
 
    “That means someone will have to hold it at all times.” The frown was plain in his voice. 
 
    “And whoever holds it will likely be the target of monster attacks,” Rerdam added. 
 
    “Princess Zadori should hold it since she’s…” Uden stumbled over his words, trying not to insult the princess, “the least likely to engage in direct combat.” 
 
    “I agree.” The princess nodded. 
 
    “I do not.” Jin turned to her. “It’s important that you be protected at all costs. I would not want to put a target on your back.” 
 
    “If we’re already protecting her at all costs, then what difference does it make if she carries the orb?” Azure raised an eyebrow at the elf. 
 
    “She was not being directly targeted before. If she carries the orb, she will be,” he explained. 
 
    “Well, then,” Azure shifted his weight while he thought, “could Tiny Owl carry it?” 
 
    “The Life Resin Orb can only be carried by a humanoid.” Dyasitet snuffed out Azure’s idea. 
 
    “I could carry it,” the half-imp offered. 
 
    “No!” Jin quickly shut him down before looking at Azure. “It has to be one of us.” 
 
    “Why?” Rerdam seemed offended. 
 
    “Because I need you to protect Princess Zadori,” he told the old knight firmly. That seemed to placate Rerdam, preferring the duty of protecting his charge over carrying the orb. 
 
    “And why not me?” Uden held on to his offense. 
 
    “Because I don’t trust you not to eat it.” The elf didn’t mince his words. 
 
    Azure did not want to have to carry the orb. The thing was large enough to occupy both of his hands. Being rendered useless in battle was not appealing, nor was missing out on the experience that this quest promised. But the truth of the matter was that if anyone else was expendable, it was Azure. Jin needed to survive to bring back his people. 
 
    Feeling the weight of his words, Azure surrendered to his duty to his king. “I’ll carry it.” 
 
    “No.” The elf shook his head, catching them all by surprise. “I will carry it.” Though he said it, he certainly didn’t sound pleased about it. 
 
    “But that will make you a target,” Azure began to argue. 
 
    “You will protect me,” Jin cut him off before he could speak further. “Besides, now that I’ve taught Zadori how to use a bow, she can take over as archer, if necessary. It will be fine.” 
 
    Just as he finished speaking, a quest notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: The Orb and The Lantern 
  
      
 
       
       	  Every hundred years, the flame of the Memory Lantern begins to extinguish. You must travel to The Shrine of the Mother and reunite it with a piece of Dyasitet. But your journey will not be easy. During this time, monsters from The Deathlands flood into Sheidan to claim the Life Resin Orb for the incredible ability it bestows. You will face a series of intense battles before making it to your destination. 
    
  Difficulty: Very Hard 
  Success: Unite the Life Resin Orb with the Memory Lantern 
  Failure: Lose the Life Resin Orb 
  Reward: Another quest 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The fact that the difficulty was Very Hard made Azure want the elf to carry the orb even less. More than likely, someone was going to die on this quest. 
 
    “You don’t happen to have another less difficult quest for us to undertake, do you?” he asked the God half-jokingly. 
 
    Her response was as expected, lacking amusement, and with a resounding, “No.” 
 
    “I do not like this,” Azure confessed to Jin. “I do not like any of it.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly thrilled with it either, but what choice do we have? Just accept the quest.” He knew Azure well enough to know that he was hesitating. 
 
    On his king’s orders, Azure accepted the quest, regretting it even before he did so.  
 
    “Do not think I would send you to do something so dangerous unprepared,” Dyasitet said, drawing their attention back to her. “This quest is of significant importance to me, so I have prepared gifts to aid you on your journey.” 
 
    The God clasped her hands together, and Azure’s entire party began to glow. Almost immediately, he felt something smooth on his skin beneath his Black Wolf Legplates. As soon as the glow dissipated, he received a notification. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Silk Leggings of Life 
  
      	  Defense: +5 
  Vitality: +15 
  Intelligence: +20 
  Agility: +5 
  Spell: Heal Burst 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 5/5 
  Item Class: Epic 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Requirements: Level 20 
  Uses: Gives the wearer the ability to cast Heal Burst I. Consumes 1 Durability per cast. Will heal the wearer for 100 Health. Instant cast. No cooldown. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Potion of Minor Healing 
  
      	  Quantity: 3 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Heals 30 HP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The healing potions had been automatically added to his inventory, and the Silk Leggings of Life had been equipped to his body as if Dyasitet had dressed him herself.  
 
    Everyone else was looking down at their legs with the same awe.  
 
    It was a generous gift that definitely made Azure feel better about what they had to face, especially with the spell that the armor provided. Unlike taking the time to pull a potion from his Bag of Holding, the spell could be cast instantly to bring him back from the brink of death. He just wished that the leggings had a higher Durability. 
 
    “This gift is more than we could have asked for, my lady.” Rerdam bowed humbly before the God. 
 
    “Quite useful. Thank you.” The elf finally showed Dyasitet the respect she deserved and bowed as well. 
 
    “Go now.” The God ignored the rest of their gratitude. “Now that the Life Resin Orb has been born into this world, monsters will begin to stir. I will do what I can to mask its presence while you are near, but know that you are not truly safe anywhere.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything else, Dyasitet began to rise from the ground, preparing to make her exit. 
 
    Azure shared a look with Jin, though it was impossible to see the elf’s face while he was wearing his Dark Cloak of Racial Concealment. They were both thinking the same thing, but it was the elf who spoke it. 
 
    “We’d best get this done as quickly as possible.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 716 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure wasn’t sure if their group had ever traveled at a more hurried clip. He barely had time to look at his World Map to see where they were headed, confident that Jin had a good enough sense of direction to lead them where they needed to be. From what Azure could tell, the trail was much the same that they’d taken to get to the Kingdom of Raetha, though a bit more southward.  
 
    They had only walked about an hour before they wandered upon their first monster. Another sentient shrubbery, this one fit into the surroundings better than the first. Had it not moved, they might not have even noticed it. Standing about five feet tall, the bellflower monster was mostly light green with a red hexagon pattern moving up its bell that led to a round, ribbed opening. Two long red pistils extended out the top with creepily human eyes on each end, both as blue as a clear summer sky. Three tall leaves surrounded the plantlike creature, which it used as legs to move toward them at a fast pace, its eyes fixed on the Life Resin Orb in the elf’s hands. 
 
    Azure quickly Analyzed the monster before it had a chance to reach them. 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell. 
 
      
 
    He was floored by its high level. If this one monster was any indication of what lay ahead, they were fucked. 
 
    Upon seeing it, Jin immediately fell back next to Princess Zadori, calling for the rest of his party to attack. 
 
    A soft pink mist erupted from the baleful bell’s open maw, cascading down the side of its body and traveling toward Azure’s group. Everyone tried to jump out of the way, and for the most part, it went right past them. It wasn’t until it reached the elf that they all realized the spell had been meant for him. 
 
    Despite his efforts to get away, the mist circled Jin’s boots, then liquified there, turning into a syrupy goop that adhered him to the forest floor. The monster was trying to make sure that he couldn’t run. 
 
    In its desperation to keep the elf in place, the creature paid little mind to Rerdam, who was rushing toward it at full speed. He slashed down with his longsword and cleaved off one of its leafy legs. A hiss erupted from the plant, and it narrowed its eyes at the knight. However, there was little time to react because Princess Zadori planted an arrow in its side only seconds later. 
 
    “It casts spells. Use your flute.” Jin instructed her to switch tactics and leave the fighting to the others. 
 
    Uden was next up, slashing away at the baleful bell at close range. Every slice he made caused a greenish-clear liquid to leak from the wound.  
 
    With the combined strength of the party, the monster was quickly overwhelmed. Surrounding it for the coup, Azure ran the creature through with his Zweihander of Vengeance. Its eyes widened for a fraction of a second, and then the monster slouched forward in death.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 31 Baleful Bell. 248XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Azure sighed in relief, grateful that the fight had been easier than he had first imagined. Dyasitet’s words had him a bit on edge. If they only had to tackle one high-level monster at a time, they should be all right. Though, Azure wasn’t naive enough to believe that would always be the case.  
 
    As per usual, the spoils went to the man who struck the killing blow. That meant Azure got to loot the monster’s corpse. Unfortunately, he had no idea what part of it was valuable, but Princess Zadori was quick to help with that.  
 
    She took a vial from her bag and collected some of the baleful bell’s oozing blood before handing it to him. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Baleful Bell Sap 
  
      	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “This is edible?” Azure held the vial up to look at the green liquid within, not finding it very appealing.  
 
    “It can be boiled down and made into a paste that’s used to spice recipes,” she explained. 
 
    Uncorking the vial, Azure took a good whiff of its contents. The liquid inside smelled just like fresh-cut grass. “I’m not sure I’d want to eat it.” Azure wrinkled his nose at the vial. 
 
    “It can also be sold for a lot of coin. It’s sought after by many culinarians.” The princess smiled at him. 
 
    Azure shrugged and placed the vial in his Bag of Holding, debating on whether he should sell it or try his luck at making their bland food taste a bit better.  
 
    With the new enemy identified, Tiny Owl kept watch overhead for anymore of the same type, but they were able to travel the rest of the day unmolested.  
 
    The further they got from Dyasitet, the less helioflies there were, which was strange to Azure, since he was used to seeing the insects everywhere. By the time night fell, they had seemingly disappeared. 
 
    Knowing better than to be caught off guard, none of them crafted once they had their camp set up.  
 
    The night was inky black—darker than any they’d experienced in Sheidan thus far. Not a single star sparkled in the sky. It was as if a heavy evil had settled over the land. Though none of them could see it, all of them felt it in their bones—the disquiet and discomfort from such a still darkness. 
 
    “I can’t remember a night this dark since we came to Sheidan,” Azure mentioned as they sat huddled close to the fire. 
 
    “It is because Dyasitet has lost a piece of her,” Princess Zadori elucidated as she poked the embers with a stick. “Until we unite the Life Resin Orb with the Memory Lantern, Sheidan will remain in darkness.” 
 
    “Is that why the helioflies are gone, too?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “They migrate away from this area during the Great Trek. That’s what this event is formally called. I never thought I’d be a part of it.” 
 
    “None of us did.” Rerdam grunted. 
 
    “I’m actually quite fond of the darkness.” Uden stood and walked several yards away, stopping at the edge of the fire’s light and looking out into the black forest. He could see everything that most of the others couldn’t with his night vision. 
 
    “The dark doesn’t typically bother me either,” Jin spoke up, “but this is a different kind of darkness. It’s unsettling.” He hugged the Life Resin Orb a bit closer to his chest. 
 
    Feeling that he might need comfort, and perhaps out of her own fear of the night, Princess Zadori moved nearer to the elf. If he noticed, he paid her no mind, keeping his gaze on the fire as if lost deep in thought. 
 
    Though sleep didn’t come easily, they still took their customary watch shifts. 
 
    One of the thorn creatures emerged from the darkness during Rerdam’s turn, using the blackness of night to camouflage itself as it crept closer. It went straight for Jin, who was curled up on the floor in a fetal position around the Life Resin Orb. It reached him, too, stabbing him in the back of his head with one of its brambles and dealing almost half of his Health points in damage. The elf’s scream of pain woke them all before the old knight had even noticed the monster. 
 
    Rerdam moved as quickly as he could, but in his haste, he stumbled, missing his first swing at the creature, the blade of his sword burying into the dirt only a foot away from Jin’s head, which was still impaled on one of the monster’s brambles.  
 
    Upon seeing the predicament that the elf was in, the entire camp erupted in panic. 
 
    Azure thought his heart would beat out of his chest as he went for his sword. Should the creature land another critical hit on the elf, he would most definitely perish.  
 
    Princess Zadori fumbled for her bow. So shaken by the sight before her, she could not keep an arrow nocked to her bowstring. 
 
    It was the half-imp who rushed in to save the day, jumping on the brambly monster with a cross-slash that made it roll back away from Jin. Pieces of black debris went flying everywhere, but it wasn’t enough to stop the creature, who was still determined to claim the orb for itself. 
 
    Azure barely had time to Analyze the monster before it countered against Uden, running him through his chest and abdomen and dropping his Health points by half as well. 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bramble. 
 
      
 
    The half-imp immediately fell back, his body suddenly flashing with an almost blinding light before his Health went up 100 points. It didn’t take much guessing to realize he had used the Heal Burst ability of his Silk Leggings of Life. 
 
    Rerdam stepped in to take his place, succeeding where he had failed initially, though this time he slashed across, shaving a good third off the creature’s top. 
 
    Azure tried to swing down on it, but the baleful bramble rolled backward, effectively dodging. 
 
    Princess Zadori crawled over to Jin, trying her best to pull him away from the monster, though it didn’t work very well when she weighed so much less than him. He had one hand on the back of his head trying to stop the bleeding and his other arm wrapped around the orb, but he barely seemed cognizant of what was going on around him. 
 
    Uden approached a lot more cautiously this time, slicing at whatever brambles reached out to attack him. Each swipe of his dagger caused a piece of the creature to rain down onto the ground. However, he was making no purchase toward ultimately dispatching it. 
 
    The baleful bramble, tiring of the half-imp hacking away at it, rolled forward in a violent attack. Reaching out its thorny limbs at an angle, they came in from the sides, wrapping around Uden and shredding through what little armor he had on. His bloodcurdling scream echoed through the forest, and his Health dropped to a critical level as the smell of copper filled the air, a red mist floating on it for half a second. 
 
    With their party falling like dominoes, desperation took hold. Rerdam let out a mighty war cry as he swooped in from behind the baleful bramble and chopped his sword down right in the middle of it. The black mass of branches finally gave way, dividing into two separate halves that fell harmlessly to each side. The monster’s death grip on Uden relaxed, and the half-imp was able to pry himself free, though he instantly fell to the floor from his massive wounds. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Azure was quick to the half-imp’s side, propping him up while Uden dug through his bag for the healing potions that Dyasitet had given him. 
 
    “Do I look all right?” The half-imp gave Azure a nasty glare but never stopped what he was doing. 
 
    Similarly, Princess Zadori was tending to Jin, but with a lot more care. He pulled handfuls of potions out of his bag, and she uncorked them for him, her face set with concern. 
 
    “Is my brain bleeding out of the back of my head?” he asked Azure as soon as he felt well enough to turn to face him. 
 
    Azure just shook his head. “I can’t see, man. It’s too dark.” 
 
    “It sure feels like it is.” The elf groaned and then kept drinking potions. 
 
    “Some watchman you are!” Uden seethed up at Rerdam. 
 
    The old knight was standing guard with his hand on the pommel of his sword while everyone else healed up or tended to the wounded. 
 
    “It’s dark. I couldn’t see.” There was only the slightest hint of apology in Rerdam’s voice as he kept his eyes set on the forest. “But before you blame me,” he glanced down at Jin, “why wasn’t your owl doing his job? He can see in this better than any of us?” 
 
    “When I sleep, he sleeps,” the elf replied irritably. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, Jin had drunk enough potions to be close to 100% healed. The wound on the back of his head had stopped bleeding, and he was sitting on the ground with his legs crossed, the orb in his lap. 
 
    Uden had used all the potions that Dyasitet had given him, which wasn’t much. At only 190 Health, he was still bleeding profusely from multiple wounds. Just moving caused him to wince from pain. 
 
    “Maybe you should use the power of the leggings again,” Azure suggested. 
 
    The half-imp scrunched his face up. “No. We just started this quest. I’ll likely need it in case of emergencies…like this one.” He glared at Rerdam again. 
 
    Feeling sympathy for Uden, who Azure had come to think of as a brother, he dug into his Bag of Holding to offer the half-imp the 3 Potions of Minor Healing that Dyasitet had given him. Having plenty of backups, Azure didn’t feel like he really needed them. Better to make sure all their fighters were able to perform if they should get attacked again. 
 
    Uden thanked him, his expression that of true sincerity, before he drank down the contents. While it still wasn’t enough to bring him to even half of his original Health, he looked a lot better afterward. 
 
    “He’s right.” The elf stood before addressing the old knight directly. “If we are to be attacked at night, you aren’t fit to guard us.” 
 
    “Now, hold on there.” Deep lines formed on Rerdam’s face. 
 
    “He and I both have night vision.” Jin gestured to the half-imp, cutting the old knight off. “We should be the ones keeping watch. And Azure,” he seemed to add as an afterthought. 
 
    “Why me?” Azure had no special skills that would help him detect enemies in the dark. 
 
    “Because I trust you.” The elf glanced at him. 
 
    “And you don’t trust me?” Rerdam drew his hand up to his chest. “I’m the one who killed that thing!” He pointed at the broken body of the baleful bramble. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I need you well rested. You’re a much better fighter than you are a watchman.” Jin softened the blow, but it still didn’t quell the old knight’s discontent. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I’ve been taking watch duty since before these three were in diapers.” He looked from Princess Zadori to Azure, then to Uden. 
 
    “This is not negotiable,” the elf said firmly. “Uden, Azure, and I will rotate guard duty. You will focus on protecting the princess.” 
 
    And with that, the conversation was over. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 717 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the night passed in peaceful silence, though none of them slept well except for Uden. He needed all the recovery he could get.  
 
    As soon as light peeked over the horizon, they were on the move again. Tiny Owl took off ahead to warn them of any dangers in their path, and he didn’t come back until midafternoon, informing Jin that two low-level barbed skeletons were heading in their direction. Neither were armed, but both wore random pieces of armor. 
 
    After a moment of deliberation, the group decided to face them head-on. The more monsters they took out now, the less would have a chance to ambush them later. Besides, they weren’t that much of a threat. 
 
    Knowing what they were up against, Rerdam and Azure took the lead with Uden behind them and Princess Zadori and Jin at the rear. Tiny Owl kept track of the distance between Azure’s party and the barbed skeletons so that they would have the advantage. 
 
    Once the skeletons were close enough, Azure and his friends all Stealthed and took cover behind a copse of trees to lie in wait.  
 
    Rerdam was the first to rush out and greet the unaware skeletons, though the one he attacked had quick reflexes and was able to dodge out of the way of his sword. The second skeleton wasn’t so lucky when Uden came around the corner, putting all his weight into a side swing with both of his daggers that knocked off one of the skeleton’s arms. 
 
    Princess Zadori was of little use with her bow, so she played Bard Protect on her flute instead, keeping close to Jin as if the spell would cover him as well. 
 
    The barbed skeleton that Uden had attacked swung at him with its good arm but missed. Losing a limb had put it at a disadvantage. 
 
    Azure moved in to quickly end it, lopping the monster’s head off with an upward slash of his sword. The head landed and rolled several yards away, the mass of barbed bones instantly collapsing. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 25 Barbed Skeleton. 200XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The skeleton still engaged with Rerdam managed to claw a boney hand across his shoulder, though it didn’t score the flesh deep. Countering, the old knight swung his sword, slicing the skeleton in half at its torso. Its jaw chattered noisily as it fell as if cursing Rerdam with its final moments.  
 
    “That one was much easier,” the old knight said, pleased despite his injury. 
 
    The skeleton that Rerdam had slain donned a bronze collar while the other wore a bronze vambrace on the arm that the half-imp had left intact. Azure bent to pick up the loot he had earned from finishing it off. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Small Bronze Vambrace 
  
      	  Defense: +8 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 1/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The defense bonus for just one vambrace was better than Azure’s Black Wolf Bracers and his Black Wolf Armplates. He wondered if he could swap out one of his armplates with the vambrace and still get the bonus as if he were wearing two Black Wolf Armplates, but when he tried to put the Small Bronze Vambrace on, he found it wouldn’t fit, which was a disappointment. Regrettably, the Small Bronze Vambrace ended up in his Bag of Holding to be sold later.  
 
    They continued on, expecting more monsters but encountering none.  
 
    “This is not as bad as I had thought it would be,” Princess Zadori confessed when they stopped to camp for the night. 
 
    “You didn’t almost get killed,” Uden grumbled as he rolled out his bedroll. 
 
    “I’m talking about the number of monsters.” She narrowed her eyes at him for a moment. “Dyasitet had made it sound like we were going to get swarmed.” 
 
    “I’m a bit surprised as well,” Jin admitted, sitting on the ground and cradling the Life Resin Orb in his lap. 
 
    “Maybe we’re making good time, or perhaps we left before the monsters had a chance to get here.” Azure shrugged. 
 
    “I doubt that.” Rerdam shook his head. “We still might be under Dyasitet’s protection. Besides, we are still heading toward The Deathlands, not away from it.” 
 
    “This is true.” The elf nodded. “We should always be on guard.” 
 
    Azure was the first to take a watch shift, and just as he had feared, something lumbered out of the darkness to attack not long after everyone else had gone to sleep. A barbed skeleton wearing a helm made a beeline for Jin, its arms outstretched, ready to snatch the Life Resin Orb from him. But Azure had been standing at the head of where the elf was sleeping. Nothing was getting past him.  
 
    Upon seeing the skeleton, Azure swung his blade up like a golf club. Having been leaning on it while he was keeping watch, it was the easiest way to make a quick attack. The wind from his efforts caused the hood of Jin’s robe to flap in the breeze. Azure ended up catching the barbed skeleton in the ribs, merely breaking off a few pieces of them. 
 
    “Wake up!” he yelled to his comrades as he stepped forward to push the skeleton away from the elf. 
 
    Unfortunately, the monster didn’t give, and Azure moved right into its grasp. Angered by the attack, the skeleton wrapped its bony hands around Azure’s neck, the barbs on its fingers digging through his armor and deeply puncturing his throat.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 25 Barbed Skeleton delivers 250 damage. 
 
      
 
    The damage was enough to shave off a quarter of his Health. To make matters worse, the skeleton wasn’t letting go, intent on strangling Azure to death. 
 
    Princess Zadori rushed over to grab Jin by the arm and pull him away. As soon as they were at a safe distance, she took out her flute and began playing Bard Protect. 
 
    With Azure still in the monster’s grasp, Rerdam was hesitant to take a swing at it. He circled around the skeleton, moving in to make an attack, but the monster spun around, using Azure as a human shield. The old knight’s blade stopped just short of hitting him. 
 
    Uden was slow to get to his feet, but after a few groggy moments, he was able to help, doing his best to circle around the other side of the skeleton. Very much aware of what they were doing, the monster backed up, continuing to use Azure as a shield. 
 
    Tired of being dragged around and fearing another critical hit, Azure took a risk, grabbing the skeleton by its wrists and using all his strength to bend them inward. The barbs pulled out of his neck, and one of the monster’s wrists snapped from the force, causing it to silently roar in pain. Then Azure bitchslapped it with its own hand before effectively pushing it back.  
 
    Pissed off at the whole situation, he bent to pick up his sword while the skeleton was recovering. 
 
    Rerdam was already moving in to make the killing blow, but Azure wasn’t about to let him steal this from him. 
 
    “He’s mine!” he growled at the old knight, causing him to back off.  
 
    Swinging his sword overhead and chopping downward, Azure cut the skeleton from collar to sternum, bringing the fight to an end.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 25 Barbed Skeleton. 200XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Before he even bothered to celebrate, he assessed his injuries, resting the point of his sword on the ground and using his free hand to palpate his wounds. The punctures were deep and still bleeding, but luckily they only hurt if he moved his head. 
 
    Too stubborn to drink a healing potion, Azure bent to claim his loot. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Small Bronze Helm 
  
      	  Defense: +10 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.6 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    He would have been excited about the helm if it fit his head. Just like the last piece of armor he’d received as loot, his body was too big to accommodate it. It was especially disappointing because he felt like he might eventually end up with a full set of armor if they kept killing these skeletons. 
 
    Jin offered to take over Azure’s shift early. Since he wasn’t fighting, the elf was not expending as much energy as the rest of his party. Besides, he had better eyes at night.  
 
    Azure wasn’t about to argue with his king. 
 
    Even though he had been allowed to sleep early, it wasn’t long before Jin was rousing his comrades due to an oncoming attacker. Thanks to Tiny Owl, they knew about the baleful bramble before it arrived and were able to be ready for it. 
 
    Azure was the first to act the second it rolled into the light, slamming his blade down directly on top of it.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! 
 
      
 
    He had thought that would have been enough to defeat it until his Zweihander of Vengeance bounced right off the thing and it kept rolling. 
 
    Rerdam was right behind him, slashing away as well.  
 
    This particular bramble seemed to be remarkably resilient. 
 
    It struck out at the old knight, but he was able to dodge. 
 
    Knowing better than to try to fight the thing, Princess Zadori stood in the back with Jin, playing Bard Protect on her flute.  
 
    Grumpy from being woken a second time, Uden went in full force, slashing at the baleful bramble as if it had offended him with its presence. Black limbs went flying everywhere, and the monster quickly retreated into the shadows where it thought it had the advantage. 
 
    Azure followed until it disappeared, feeling it was unsafe to step out of the fire’s glow. Rerdam did the same, leaving the monster in the hands of the angry half-imp. 
 
    A few minutes later, a notification popped up in Azure’s vision, and Uden returned panting but no worse for wear otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 30 Baleful Bramble. 240XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “If one more damn monster wakes me up,” he complained, walking straight to his bedroll to lie back down. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that, because it’s your turn to keep watch.” They could all hear the grin in the elf’s voice. 
 
    The half-imp just scowled. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 718 
 
      
 
      
 
    Up to this point, the nights had been more harrowing than the days. But their luck had to run out eventually. 
 
    Azure’s party had not gotten very far the next morning before Tiny Owl alighted on Jin’s shoulder, causing him to come to a dead halt. Everyone stopped behind him. 
 
    “What is it?” Uden asked, his tone reflecting the fear that something was amiss. 
 
    The elf took a deep breath before responding. “It’s a minefield.” 
 
    “What’s that?” The half-imp gave him a queer look. 
 
    “There are,” Jin hesitated, “countless baleful brambles up ahead.” 
 
    “Countless?!” Princess Zadori’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Are they all as strong as the ones we’ve faced so far?” Rerdam inquired. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” The elf kept his eyes forward. 
 
    “Are they headed this way?” Azure followed his gaze. 
 
    “No.” Jin shook his head. “Thank the Gods for that. But there are a lot of them, and they’re spread out as far as the eye can see.” 
 
    “Then we divert from this path. There is no rule stating that we must proceed forward.” Rerdam seemed confident in his solution. 
 
    The elf looked at the owl for a moment. “He says they’re on all sides. Even behind us.” 
 
    “How?!” Princess Zadori frowned. “How did they come up both behind and in front of us, yet we haven’t confronted any yet?” 
 
    “A trap,” Uden replied simply. 
 
    The old knight shook his head. “Baleful brambles are not capable of that kind of critical thinking. They must be drawn here by the power of the orb.” He glanced down at where Jin was cradling it in his arms. “Are there more behind us or in front of us?” 
 
    “In front.” The elf pivoted his head in the direction where the brambles were the thickest. 
 
    “Then we should travel the path of least resistance,” Rerdam insisted.  
 
    “The path is only going to become more resistant the further we travel,” Jin argued. 
 
    Rerdam spun around to address Princess Zadori. “What do you think we should do, Your Highness?” 
 
    She chewed her bottom lip for a moment before responding. “I trust that King Jin knows what he’s talking about. He’s lived much longer than any of us. If he thinks we can break through, then we should continue onward.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We press on,” the elf said with authority. 
 
    And press on they did. Slowly. Cautiously. But the care of their steps did not matter. The baleful brambles were waiting for them all the same, and they would not allow the group enough space to make it through them, even with their Stealth activated. 
 
    Azure’s heart clenched when he caught sight of the first group of plantlike monsters. There were three of them of various sizes and shapes, rolling back and forth through the pastel foliage, their black branches a stark contrast. He Analyzed each to see how dangerous the situation really was. 
 
      
 
    Level 28 Baleful Bramble. 
 
      
 
    Level 28 Baleful Bramble. 
 
      
 
    Level 30 Baleful Bramble. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t deadly, but it would certainly be a challenge if they were forced to fight. All three brambles were a much higher level than Azure.  
 
    The goal was not to engage them in combat, though. The goal was to sneak by unnoticed, but that seemed almost impossible with so many of the plantlike creatures patrolling the area. 
 
    Sure enough, their party did not get very far before one of the monsters rolled close enough to break their Stealth. Instead of immediately attacking, it made a wide loop, moving to inform the others of the intruders so that the group of brambles could all attack together. Perhaps Rerdam had been wrong about the plantlike creatures not being capable of critical thinking. It sure seemed that way. 
 
    As soon as the monsters began charging toward them, the old knight raised his sword and rushed to meet them. The brambles were nimbler than they looked, though, dodging out of the way of his attack. 
 
    Azure followed suit, having better luck. Targeting one of the level 28 brambles, he chopped to the left, hoping to cut through it and send it spinning into its buddy. Black branches littered the floor, but the damage wasn’t enough to do more than slow the plantlike creature slightly.  
 
    The strongest of the baleful brambles cut between Azure and Rerdam, heading straight for Jin, but Uden quickly stepped in its way. Slashing his blades forward, he stopped the monster in its path, though if he did more than a little damage, they couldn’t tell. It rolled back a foot, ready to engage him in combat. 
 
    Meanwhile, the other two brambles created a circle around the fighters, caging them in so that only Jin and Princess Zadori were on the outside. 
 
    The one Azure had been facing whipped one of its branches forward, slicing through his shin and shattering his tibia. Azure tried to muffle his scream as his Health dropped.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 28 Balleful Bramble delivers 280 damage. 
 
      
 
    Seeing its brethren have an advantage on one of the intruders, the second level 28 bramble moved to attack Azure, but he righted himself just in time, raising his sword threateningly and successfully making the monster reconsider. 
 
    The sound of Bard Protect sailed on the air as Princess Zadori began playing her flute, but Jin quickly knocked it out of her hands, telling her that it would only alert the other monsters in the area. And he wasn’t wrong. Almost before the song stopped, two balleful brambles appeared from the forest, this time boxing in the princess and the elf.  
 
    Rerdam hacked away at the strongest of their foes, looking like he was finally making some headway, though he wasn’t able to put it down. Splintered branches littered the ground around it. 
 
    One of the newer brambles went straight for Jin. With his hands occupied with the Life Resin Orb, he could do little more than kick at it. Doing so garnered him the same fate as Azure, and he ended up with a limb of the bramble piercing through his leg. The hit shaved off about a fifth of his Health. He would have fallen over if not for Princess Zadori catching him. 
 
    Azure tried to rush forward to help his king, forgetting that his leg was injured. All the effort earned him was pain. 
 
    The strongest bramble lashed out at Rerdam, bloodying him with each strike. Losing his armor back in Raetha had put him at a significant disadvantage, and the old knight wasn’t as nimble as he had once been in his youth. 
 
    Wanting to keep the princess from protecting the elf, the second bramble boxing them in rolled forward to attack. With no weapon at the ready to defend herself, she was an easy target. The monster easily tore through her robes and dress, leaving deep cuts on her skin. She cried out but never left Jin’s side, clutching onto his arm as if they were the only things keeping each other standing.  
 
    “We can’t fight them all. We need to fall back,” Uden called to the elf as he danced out of the way of one of the brambles slashing at him. 
 
    His eyes trained on where the elf and the princess were taking a beating, Azure didn’t see the other black limb rocketing toward him. He took it through the chest this time, just an inch away from piercing his heart. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 28 Balleful Bramble delivers 280 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure’s eyes went wide, his Health dropping dramatically. One more critical hit and he’d be done for. The worse part was that he was impaled and couldn’t move. All he could do was use Heal Burst, hoping to boost his Health enough to save himself. 
 
      
 
    You have been healed for 100 points. 
 
      
 
    The relief was instant, though it was only momentary and felt about as effective as putting a Band-Aid on a gaping wound. 
 
    Princess Zadori looked around desperately, knowing she needed to contribute somehow if they were to survive this. She knelt to pull the bramble out of Jin’s leg, also shielding him with her body.  
 
    It was then that the elf realized the situation was truly dire. His friends were making no real purchase against the brambles, and the princess had already been driven to potentially sacrificing herself to save him. Without Jin aiding them in battle, they would all die. 
 
    The elf sucked in a breath, knowing there was no other choice. He poured his Mana into Tiny Owl, changing the bird’s form. Then he sent out a single command. “Protect us.” 
 
    Azure heard the beating of wings above them, and dread filled his heart as he feared an enemy from above. Seeing a giant owl descending toward him only increased his panic. It looked pissed off, its massive talons, sharp and gleaming black in the sunlight. As it lowered itself toward the Earth, blocking out the sun, it looked ready to shred whoever it got ahold of. 
 
    Azure weakly raised his sword, though every movement came with intense pain. 
 
    The owl, easily the size of a Great Dane, grabbed ahold of the bramble that had impaled Azure and flew into the air with it, which caused the monster to finally withdraw its limb to defend itself. A few yards into the air, the owl tossed the plantlike creature to the side, then moved on to pick up the next they were fighting. 
 
    “Run!” Jin yelled, hobbling in the direction of The Shrine of the Mother. As he did, he dug into his bag. “Drink healing potions and run! Do not stop until I say so!” 
 
    Azure felt like he could barely move. Still, he willed himself to do as his king commanded. Reaching into his Bag of Holding caused warm pain to bloom in his chest, but he knew that he had to. This small chance to drink potions might be the only thing that saved him. 
 
    Luckily, the elf wasn’t running very fast, going through the same process of drinking potions to heal himself, so Azure was mostly able to keep up.  
 
    The forest was chaotic around them. As Azure’s party tried to escape, brambles rolled toward them from all sides. The giant owl was doing all it could to fly beside them, lifting the approaching monsters into the air and tossing them away. It did not seem like the owl had any interest in engaging the plantlike creatures in combat. Instead, it was merely beating them back, trying to protect Azure’s group. 
 
    Despite the owl’s best efforts, several of the brambles made it through, slicing at them with their barbed limbs and causing even more injuries, though nothing critical or enough to make them give pause.  
 
    Rerdam ran to one side of their group, hacking at what he could with his sword to beat back any monsters that pushed through the owl’s perimeter. Uden was on the other side, doing the same. 
 
    Through most of their run, Azure was just trying to recover enough not to slow them down. Dragging the rear, he was a large part of why they were still getting overwhelmed.  
 
    “Just leave me!” he yelled at one point, worried that he’d be the death of all his friends. 
 
    But the elf refused, turning his head for a fraction of a second with a firm, “No.” 
 
    They ran until Azure was fully healed. Ran until their lungs burned and the brambles finally began to thin, and the poor owl was bloody from all the strikes it had taken in its efforts to defend them. And then they ran until they couldn’t run anymore. 
 
    Princess Zadori fell to the floor, heaving from exertion. Every member of their party was in a various state of agony. Their calves ached from running nonstop, and all of them felt like they had an overfilled balloon in their chest, their lungs expanding and contracting to the point of persistent throbbing pain. 
 
    As soon as Uden saw that there were no more brambles behind them, he collapsed onto the ground as well, though with a bit more grace, landing on his knees and facing the direction they had come from. 
 
    The owl crashed next to Jin, squawking pitifully up at him. For as fierce as it had been while protecting them, it looked sad and practically harmless now. Jin stroked the bird’s head, to which it hooted contentedly, though there was clear fatigue in its eyes. Then it began to shrink. 
 
    Azure blinked as the terrifyingly large owl reduced in size until it was recognizable. It teetered onto its side and fell over in exhaustion. Jin knelt, setting the Life Resin Orb down for the first time to scoop Tiny Owl up and place him beneath the hood of his cloak. The owl promptly disappeared into the darkness, presumably snuggling against his master’s neck to rest. 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me he could do that this entire time?” Uden raised an eyebrow at the elf, his lips set in a deep scowl. 
 
    Jin did not apologize. “It takes a great toll on me, and I hate putting him in danger. I won’t do it if it can at all be avoided.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing he could do that, or we’d all be dead.” Rerdam spoke directly to the half-imp as if he shouldn’t be complaining. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Azure felt like it wasn’t a big enough secret to merit being hidden from them. 
 
    “Because I didn’t want any demands to be made in unnecessary situations.” The elf’s tone was firm. 
 
    “I’m just glad we made it.” Princess Zadori continued to pant from the floor, looking up at the darkening sky. “We should make camp soon. I’m beat.” 
 
    “I agree.” The old knight nodded. 
 
    “No.” Jin shook his head. “We should walk a bit farther first to make sure the threat is well behind us.” 
 
    “You should send the owl back out to see what’s ahead.” The half-imp nodded in the direction they were going. 
 
    “I can’t. He won’t be well enough to fly again until tomorrow,” the elf informed them. 
 
    “Then caution would dictate that it’s better to stay here,” Rerdam voiced his opinion. 
 
    “What do you think, Azure?” Jin turned to him. 
 
    Usually, Azure would have gone with whatever the elf wanted, but having almost died made him want to use his own brain. Consequently, he thought about how far the brambles were behind them and how easy it would be for them to catch up. Not knowing what was ahead was almost a greater fear. 
 
    “Well,” he shifted his weight from his still sore leg to his good one, “we know what’s here, but we don’t know what’s ahead. The brambles are a good way behind us.” 
 
    “They could continue to give chase,” the elf cut him off, knowing the direction in which Azure’s decision was leaning. 
 
    “Or there could be more ahead. I assume we’re beyond the area that Tiny Owl was able to scout?” He looked at Jin expectantly. 
 
    The elf nodded. 
 
    “Then I am with Rerdam. It’s unwise to travel on when we don’t know what’s ahead.” 
 
    “I, for one, don’t think we should be stopping at all,” Uden spoke up. “The closer we get to The Deathlands, the more monsters there will be. The longer we take to get to the shrine, the more monsters there will be. It makes more sense to me for us to press on.” 
 
    “Zadori?” Jin set his attention on the princess. 
 
    “I just want to be safe,” she replied with a sigh. 
 
    “Well, that’s not going to happen until we get rid of that damn fetus blob.” The half-imp glowered at the Life Resin Orb. 
 
    “He’s right, unfortunately.” The lines in Rerdam’s face hardened. “The longer we have the orb in our possession, the more monsters there will be. Still, we have many more days to go, and we can’t afford to be unrested to face what’s ahead.” 
 
    “Let’s vote.” Azure grew tired of the debate. “All for stopping here, raise your hand.” 
 
    Rerdam and Princess Zadori joined him in overthrowing Jin and Uden in their desire to press on. And with that, they made camp, though the elf insisted that they split the watch, at least two people awake at all times in case enemies did swoop in. 
 
    Azure and Uden took the first watch, which was blessedly without incident. The only downside was that they didn’t get their full amount of sleep, because a monster did attack during the second watch. Luckily, it was just one. Unluckily, it’s first move when it emerged from the darkness was to kick Azure in the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 25 Barbed Skeleton delivers 250 damage. 
 
      
 
    If not for the fact that it had done critical damage, Azure would have thought the damn thing had tripped over him. Regardless, he had a very rude awakening and was plagued by a headache upon rousing.  
 
    Waking to the sound of Azure’s groaning, Uden was on his feet right away, his blades in hand, crouching to cut off the offending leg that had kicked Azure. With the balance of a yoga master, the skeleton somehow managed to remain standing, punching out with its balled boney fist and clocking the half-imp right in the chin. He flew toward the fire, his back kissing the embers and causing him to roll away from it.  
 
    By that time, Azure had gotten up. Pissed off that none of the people watching had actually done anything once the skeleton had breached their camp, he lifted his sword and swung it violently, slicing the skeleton in two and causing the top half to fall a few feet away from the bottom half. It clattered to the floor in a heap, the bronze helm it was wearing rolling off its head to a stop just at the edge of the fire’s light. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 25 Barbed Skeleton. 200XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 26! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    He would have grumbled about how they were all useless if not for receiving the level up notification. 
 
    Still grumpy from having been woken needlessly in such a painful way, Azure stomped over and picked up the helm. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Small Bronze Helm 
  
      	  Defense: +10 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 20/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.6 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Then he sat heavily down on his bedroll to pull up his character sheet to allocate his points. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Azure Galvan 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 26, 6% of the way to next level 
  Health: 643 / 440 (1000) 
  Mana: 690 / 420 (690) 
  Stamina: 470 / 455 (485) 
  Vitality: 20 (56) 
  Intelligence: 18 (27) 
  Strength: 22 (28) 
  Agility: 10 (23) 
  Dexterity: 9 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 10 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 12; 20% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 35% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 25; 12% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 17; 98% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 7; 43% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 24; 18% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 70% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 15; 5% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 4; 48% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 34; 99% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Tanning Lvl 5; 50% of the way to next level 
  Leatherworking Lvl 3; 10% of the way to next level 
  Woodworking Lvl 3; 77% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. He came on fast,” Rerdam apologized. 
 
    “And silently, apparently.” Azure pursed his lips before turning his glare on the elf and the princess. 
 
    Neither said anything. 
 
    Satisfied that they weren’t making excuses, Azure went back to his business. 
 
    Thanks to the harrowing experiences of the day, he put all three of his experience points into Vitality, a characteristic he had previously thought he’d been good on. It was beginning to feel like he’d never have enough Health to be secure. 
 
    After that, Azure leveled up his Two-Handed Weapons skill.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 16. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 719 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having only gotten about three hours of sleep, Azure didn’t feel well-rested at all the next morning. This quest was definitely exhausting, with so many monster attacks happening in the middle of the night. It was something that none of them were used to. Typically, the light of a fire was enough to keep monsters at bay. That did not appear to be the case with the Life Resin Orb in their possession.  
 
    Tiny Owl had healed enough overnight to take flight and warn them of what was ahead.  
 
    The path before them was unusually clear. Still, they proceeded with caution, knowing that it was only a matter of time before monsters would show up. And they did, though not in the manner that the group had expected. 
 
    Azure’s party was just walking along, taking in their surroundings as they made their way toward The Shrine of the Mother when Jin suddenly took off at a jog. 
 
    “Tiny Owl is under attack. Come on,” he said in a panicked voice. 
 
    “What’s attacking him?” Rerdam asked as they ran to catch up. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just know that he’s injured.” 
 
    Somehow, the elf’s internal GPS was able to lead them toward the owl. It wasn’t long before they saw it approaching them on the horizon, its wings in a sharp line as it tried to outfly the monster behind it. The thing was about three times Tiny Owl’s size, its body an odd grey mass. Ashen human limbs hung seemingly lifeless from it, not even reaching out toward the owl. Giant black wings kept it aloft as it tried to chase Tiny Owl down. When it finally caught up to him, it beat him to the ground with its body. The owl plummeted from the sky like a rock, and Jin dropped the Life Resin Orb to catch him. 
 
    Uden snatched the orb up in his stead, causing a feeling of unease to settle over Azure as he saw the half-imp in possession of the item that could shorten his path to power. The second the fear crossed his mind, he watched Uden shove the Life Resin Orb into Rerdam’s arms. 
 
    “Here. You don’t have any ranged skills. You hold it,” the half-imp told him before reaching for his daggers. 
 
    Guilt flooded Azure’s heart from suspecting his friend of doing the wrong thing. It was a reminder that Uden was more man than monster, able to resist the pull of the orb. 
 
    But there was no time for self-chastisement. The enemy was ready to attack again. 
 
    It swooped down from the sky at Jin, still seemingly fixated on Tiny Owl. Apparently, the small bird wasn’t too injured, because it flapped out of its master’s hands and took off into the sky again, retreating from the battle. Azure simply shook his head at the cowardly owl. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what toll transforming Tiny Owl took on the elf, but he was now aware of many times that it would have been to their advantage for the owl to have been in its huge form. Now seemed like one of those times. In his larger form, Tiny Owl probably would have easily been able to best the flighted monstrosity. At worst, he would have been on equal ground to it instead of getting his ass handed to him. Whatever the case, it wasn’t really worth thinking about now. 
 
    As soon as the owl fled, the monster changed course, its body slamming into the ground instead. Now it used its limbs to bring itself up on all fours, shaking off the impact. Azure took a second to Analyze the creepy thing.  
 
      
 
    Level 26 Geode Drake. 
 
      
 
    It was a blessedly weak enemy, despite how damned unsettling it looked. Upon closer inspection, Azure could now see that the monster's body was made of solid rock, the surface of which was pockmarked.  
 
    Knowing it was at a disadvantage on the ground, the drake immediately flapped its wings to take flight again. 
 
    “We can’t let it get into the sky,” Jin warned, charging forward with his blades, but it was too late. Before he could reach the geode drake, it had managed to fly well out of his reach. 
 
    Though it had no eyes, the monster was seemingly aware of the new threats before it. Hanging lifelessly in the air, its arms and legs faced the group as if the thing was watching them. 
 
    Azure did not care. He sheathed his sword and unshouldered his Obsidian Recurve War Bow, nocking an arrow to the string. He’d been in The Realm long enough to know how this worked. Rock would not break for his arrows. The wings were the sweet spot. 
 
    One arrow was enough to do the trick.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! 
 
      
 
    It was about damn time that Azure got a critical hit on a monster instead of the other way around. 
 
    The angle of his attack hit the drake just right, the arrowhead slicing through its wing and causing it to descend, though not as quickly as Tiny Owl had when the monster had slammed him down. 
 
    Determined to stay in the air, the drake beat its wings fiercely, but that only caused the one to tear more, aiding in its fall. 
 
    Uden waited until the monster was safely on the ground before he approached, his daggers in hand. He swung them down on it with full force, but his blades merely bounced off the stone, not even scoring the surface. The half-imp cursed as he jumped back to avoid the arm that clawed at him, the monster finally making use of its human limbs. 
 
    Luckily, the elf knew exactly what to do in the situation. Forgoing his blades for a more efficient weapon, he pulled a pickaxe from his bag. One good swing on top of the monster’s body was all it took to cleave it in half. A small wisp of light ascended from the creature's center, quickly floating into the sky and disappearing. Its wings went limp, and it stilled.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 26 Geode Drake. 208XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Upon approaching the drake for a better look, Azure noticed that its stone body was hollow. Rolled up inside was a piece of parchment. 
 
    Jin bent to pick up the paper, then unrolled it to read it to the group. “Bring me the Life Resin Orb.” 
 
    “This is not a natural creature.” Rerdam shook his head at the geode drake. “Only a powerful necromancer can create something like this.” 
 
    “Why does it have arms and legs?” Azure was afraid to ask, but the words had already left his mouth. 
 
    “Because it takes a corpse to make this type of drake,” Princess Zadori replied morosely. “That light you saw leaving the body was the soul of the person being freed. 
 
    “The necromancer creates a geode as a prison. The thing you find inside is something that once belonged to the living person. For this one, it must have been the sheet of paper. The necromancer wrote on it to secure his bidding.” 
 
    “That’s morbid.” Azure screwed his face in distaste. 
 
    “It is,” Jin agreed. “What’s worse about this is that we will need to start watching for threats in the sky as well.” He gazed up. Few clouds dotted the light blue ocean above. 
 
    Azure didn’t think that was worse, but it was still bad news for them. 
 
    The elf turned to Azure, offering him the pickaxe. “Here. You should carry this for now.” He practically shoved it into Azure’s hands before turning to Rerdam to reclaim the Life Resin Orb. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New Miner’s Pickaxe 
  
      	  Attack: +1-2 
  Type: Two-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 12/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.3 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t Rerdam keep holding it since he doesn’t have a bow?” Azure suggested gently. 
 
    Jin didn’t even turn to him. “No. It’s safer in my possession.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Uden cocked an eyebrow. “You were sure quick to drop it when you saw the owl falling.” 
 
    The elf spun on his heels. “You know, I was actually going to compliment you for not eating the orb when you had the chance, but I think I’ll refrain.” 
 
    “Still a compliment.” The half-imp smirked. 
 
    “Uden is right.” Princess Zadori’s voice was all seriousness. “Though I hate to say it, protecting the Life Resin Orb is more important than protecting Tiny Owl. He is a great boon to us, but you cannot forget why we’re here. If you would forsake the orb for the owl, then you should not be carrying it.” 
 
    This made Jin scowl. He took long strides toward the princess, then shoved the orb into her arms. “Here. You’re practically useless for this quest anyway.” 
 
    Not even bothering to see her reaction, he strode past her. 
 
    Princess Zadori’s eyes instantly began to water. 
 
    For a moment, no one moved, the tense situation putting them all on edge.  
 
    Rerdam came to the princess’ side, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Be strong, Your Highness. You are not useless.” 
 
    Uden was far better at consoling, flanking her other side. “It is safer in your arms. You were clearly willing to risk your life to protect it. That’s more than can be said for him.” He nodded in the elf’s direction. 
 
    “I’m sure it was just a momentary lapse of judgment.” Princess Zadori wiped a tear from her cheek by bringing it to her shoulder and shrugging.  
 
    The tension followed them in their progression, and everyone remained silent for the longest time. Even when the group came upon a barbed skeleton, combat was mostly formulaic. Princess Zadori stood a safe distance away with the orb while the others fought. No commands needed to be given for them to coordinate, and they were able to take out the level 26 monster without anyone getting injured. 
 
    The remainder of the day was a cakewalk compared to the one prior. They only encountered two more barbed skeletons before night fell and they needed to stop and make camp.  
 
    Once darkness descended, the assaults came from above. The geode drakes seemed to be attracted to the light of the campfire like moths to a flame. Thankfully, they were a weaker enemy, so the fear of them wasn’t as great, especially since they only seemed to attack alone. In a flock, they would have been a much bigger threat. 
 
    Both attacked early in the night, and neither made a very stealthy or graceful entrance, going straight for the fire as if it was a living thing. Because Azure currently had the New Miner’s Pickaxe, he was the only one who could deliver a killing blow to the creatures, which meant he was the one who got to loot them. Unfortunately, none of them had anything of real value inside—mostly just scraps of cloth that registered as junk when Azure picked them up. 
 
    Once his watch shift was over, Azure passed the New Miner’s Pickaxe back off to Jin, though there was no need for it. Nothing attacked during the second watch, and Azure enjoyed a peaceful sleep for a few hours. 
 
    The next morning, Tiny Owl informed them that the monsters in the area had grown thicker. 
 
    Jin scowled as he gave everyone the report. “And what’s worse is that there are a ton of basilisks.” 
 
    Azure’s brain immediately went to a song he’d heard about basilisks, though oddly, the song didn’t really describe them at all. From what he remembered from western cinema, they turned people to stone or something like that. He wasn’t exactly sure. All he knew was that they were big lizards. 
 
    “So we avoid them,” Azure stated the obvious. 
 
    The elf sighed. “It will not be that easy. Not only do we have to avoid them, but we have to avoid the acidic trail they leave behind.” 
 
    “Also,” Rerdam began to add, “if we do come across one and are forced to engage it in battle, do not use your sword,” he glanced at Azure, “or your daggers,” the old knight turned his gaze on Uden. “The poison from a basilisk is strong enough to travel up the blade of your weapon and infect you. Only ranged attacks are safe.” 
 
    “Got it.” Azure nodded. “Ranged only. Don’t let it touch you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jin confirmed. “We should carve a path toward weaker monsters, if we can. Pick and choose our battles, as it were. Luckily, Tiny Owl can help with that.” He looked fondly at the owl perched on his shoulder and gave him head scratches before sending him off into the sky. 
 
    It was not long before they came across one of the acidic trails that the elf had spoken of. About five feet wide, it told of the size of the creature that had created it. Neon green death lay in its wake, the grass and stones and even dirt broken down into a bubbling goo.  
 
    The acid trail was nearly impossible for them to cross. Anything laid on top of it immediately disintegrated and joined the neon goop.  
 
    Uden tried to cover it by using Dirty Move. For a few brief moments, the dirt sat on the surface of the acid, looking like it might make a path for them. But slowly, it descended, joining in with the rest of the melted objects. 
 
    “Maybe we have a time limit to pass,” he suggested before trying the spell again, but throwing a rock onto the freshly created path proved that he was wrong. The weight of it sank straight into the acid, the rock melting upon touching it. 
 
    Azure tried his luck next with Grease. The grease sizzled as it hit the acid, causing a plume of smoke to rise into the sky. 
 
    “That was a bad idea,” Rerdam chastised him, and then they quickly retreated from the area, backtracking right into a monster that had seen the smoke in the air.     
 
    The barbed skeleton almost seemed to be grinning at them, perhaps knowing that the many trails the basilisks were making would soon have them caged in.  
 
    This particular skeleton showed a bit more piss and vinegar than the ones before it. Desperate to get to the Life Resin Orb, it tried to charge right through the group to reach Princess Zadori, its arms outstretched, its barbed hands curled into sharp claws. The elf swung his dual blades down to hack one of its arms off, but the skeleton moved at just the right moment, drawing its claws across his stomach, and then kept going.  
 
    Not about to allow the monster to break their line any further, Uden stepped right into its path. With a quick upward cross-slash, he removed its head from its body. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Princess Zadori pushed past the rest of the men to check on the elf. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Jin jerked away from her before examining his wounds. They went all the way through his armor but were not mortal. “We should wait for Tiny Owl to return to guide us. Clearly, wandering blindly will do us no good.” 
 
    They did not wait long before the elf’s head began rotating toward the sky, and he took a few steps toward the basilisk trail before stopping. 
 
    “What is it?” The princess followed his gaze. 
 
    “Another geode drake. Tiny Owl got attacked again,” Jin replied before stilling. 
 
    “Is he all right?” Princess Zadori’s face filled with concern. 
 
    Everyone watched the elf, waiting for his response. Finally, after a full minute, he spoke. “There are too many of them. He’s overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Is he bringing them back here?” Uden clearly didn’t seem to like the idea. 
 
    The elf only sighed, his shoulders slumping. 
 
    It was almost maddening, not knowing what was happening. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rerdam’s patience wore out. “Well, what’s going on?” 
 
    Jin shook his head. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Azure could have sworn he heard the elf’s voice break. A deep sorrow overtook the entire group. 
 
    “Dead…” Princess Zadori parroted the word as if she couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Jin sighed again, though his voice seemed to have recovered. “We will be at an extreme disadvantage now.” 
 
    “Jin, I’m so sorry.” The princess walked over to offer him comfort. 
 
    “It’s fine.” He shook his head. “It had to happen eventually. I just wish it wouldn’t have happened when we really needed him, but this quest is Very Hard after all.” 
 
    Azure was surprised by the elf’s lack of sensitivity toward the owl’s demise. He was sure the small creature had fought bravely and done everything it could to get back to its master. Even Azure wanted to tear up, but he sucked back his sadness, knowing that now was not the time to get distracted. He needed to follow his leader’s example. They could mourn Tiny Owl later. 
 
    “It is a great loss,” Rerdam frowned, “but we must press on.” 
 
    “I guess we’re doing this the old-fashioned way.” Uden was the least sympathetic of the group.  
 
    “I guess we are.” Jin agreed. 
 
    As if to hurry them along, a baleful bell came creeping around an outcrop of trees. The second it spotted them, it picked itself up on its leafy legs and made swift purchase toward Princess Zadori.  
 
    Uden was the first to strike, throwing two daggers into the side of the fat bell, though it did little more than cause it to hesitate. The monster reached him and countered, spitting liquid in his face that made him scream and fall back. As his skin sizzled, his Health took a massive hit, dropping by almost half. The half-imp fell to one knee clutching his face, seemingly incapacitated. 
 
    “Don’t want to get hit with that,” Azure commented as he watched his friend writhe.  
 
    He approached the baleful bell with caution, slashing his sword at it but keeping at too safe of a distance to finish it off. The gashes in the side of the monster oozed with clear greenish blood, but he was no closer to finishing it off. 
 
    It was the old knight who stepped in, unafraid of whatever hell the creature had unleashed upon Uden, to defeat it. With a powerful sideways swing of his sword, he cleaved the top half of the baleful bell away from the rest of its body. It sounded like someone chopping through a watermelon. The grassy smell that filled the air was not unpleasant, but Azure still stepped back, fearing that the scent might have some negative effect. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 30 Baleful Bell. 240XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we clearly can’t stay here,” Rerdam said, ignoring the half-imp’s cries of pain as Azure went to tend to him. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Jin concurred. 
 
    Azure was too preoccupied with his friend to get in on the conversation. “Let me see.” He tried to pull Uden’s hands away from his face. 
 
    “No!” The half-imp jerked away from him. 
 
    Azure hadn’t really needed to see. The damage was pretty obvious. Yellow blisters filled with puss dotted Uden’s face. Everything between was crimson red and glistening. Clear liquid leaked through the half-imp’s fingers. Azure wondered if his eyes had melted. 
 
    “Just give me some Health potions and go away!” Uden demanded, though he didn’t reach out a hand. 
 
    Normally, Azure would have seen it as incredibly rude, but he knew that his friend was just in pain. He also knew that the half-imp didn’t have any healing potions left. 
 
    “Why don’t you just use the power of your leggings?” Azure inquired. 
 
    Uden immediately activated them, giving himself a little relief. As Azure examined the half-imp’s face, he noticed that the blisters had shrunk in size, and some of the smaller ones had gone away completely. The crimson had faded to a lesser shade of red, but he was still in bad shape. 
 
    “Please, Azure,” the half-imp asked a bit more nicely.  
 
    “Give him some healing potions.” Jin suddenly appeared right behind Azure. “We won’t be able to move on until he can see again.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Azure handed over his remaining 13 Average Quality Potions of Minor Healing to Uden, internally grumbling about how he would be completely out of potions before this quest was finished. 
 
    Of course, the half-imp was not very sparing with them, drinking down five back to back. By the time he was done, his face had mostly healed, though his eyes were bloodshot, and he looked like he had a bad sunburn. 
 
    “Use the rest sparingly. I can’t give you anymore,” Azure warned.  
 
    Could not and would not were two different things. Azure would not give Uden anymore healing potions. The half-imp needed to learn how to be more careful and responsible. 
 
    “If we cannot get around the basilisks’ trails, then we only have one other choice.” Jin was already back in discussion with Rerdam. “We have to follow the trails and kill the basilisks that created them.” 
 
    “I do not like this plan,” the old knight shook his head, “but I cannot disagree with you. Unfortunately, I will not be much help in the matter of killing, but I can definitely do the Tracking.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should carry the orb for a while.” The elf looked from Princess Zadori to Rerdam.  
 
    “You are becoming surprisingly lax with who handles the orb,” Uden mentioned, ignoring the urge to scratch his face. 
 
    Jin sighed. “Initially, I had thought it best if the Life Resin Orb stayed with me because I was the best option to protect it, but now I realize that this quest requires all of us in different ways. I cannot afford to be stubborn if I expect us to make it through this.” 
 
    “Well said.” The old knight nodded in admiration of the elf’s maturity on the situation. “I will take the orb for now. Should I be needed, I will pass it back off to Princess Zadori.” He walked over to take the Life Resin Orb from her. 
 
    The princess handed the Life Resin Orb over to the old knight, readying her bow in its place. Then they went back the way they had come, headed in the direction of the basilisk’s trail.  
 
    They reached it unmolested, not that they had gotten very far from it in the first place. Though Azure had hoped it might have evaporated or gotten smaller, the green river of ooze was still five feet wide and barring them from easily crossing. He couldn’t help but scowl at it. 
 
    Everyone activated their Tracking ability, but Rerdam was the only one who could tell with any certainty in which direction the basilisk had gone. Unfortunately, it had traveled in an upward arch from where they needed to go.  
 
    Without Tiny Owl to steer them clear of danger, it wasn’t long before the party wandered upon a monster. They saw the geode drake on the horizon. As it descended from the sky to attack, Azure couldn’t help but wonder if it was the one that had killed Jin’s owl. Again, his heart was filled with sadness for the small bird.  
 
    While Azure hadn’t ever been able to physically handle Tiny Owl, he had many fond memories of the bird’s cute mannerisms. Sometimes, when they’d camp at night, it would take a dirt bath in front of them, looking silly as it rolled around on its back. The way it had closed its eyes and seemed to smile when the elf had scratched its head had been enduring. Though the owl hadn’t been Azure’s pet, he would miss it. 
 
    Princess Zadori was the first to take a shot at the geode drake. She clipped its wing with her arrow, but it wasn’t enough to bring it down. 
 
    Azure succeeded where she had failed, damaging the monster enough that it was forced to land.  
 
    As soon as it hit the ground, it galloped on its human hands and legs toward the princess and threw its body at her. She wasn’t able to jump out of the way in time and, as a result, ended up with a bruised shin.  
 
    Jin rushed over to end the fight, swinging down his pickaxe to break the geode drake’s body apart.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 24 Geode Drake. 192XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until midafternoon that they finally caught up with the basilisk that had created the trail. The thing was massive, reminding Azure of a komodo dragon. Low to the ground with stubby legs, its scaly skin was the color of sand patterned with large black patches. On its back were three tall fins, each pink in color. Two stood above each shoulder, while the third started around its midback and extended to the tip of its tail. Its head was about a quarter the length of its body, its snout coming to a point. Azure did not doubt that when the monster opened its mouth, they would see a set of wicked jagged teeth. Resting on both sides of its head were bright green reptilian eyes. 
 
    Luckily, the monster seemed lazy, not even taking notice of them. It was as if it was not drawn to the power of the Life Resin Orb at all--simply there by chance. That made it easier for them to get the drop on it. It also gave Azure a chance to Analyze the creature and see what they were up against.  
 
      
 
    Level 29 Charismatic Basilisk. 
 
      
 
    Charismatic Basilisk?  
 
    The name confused Azure, and he displayed as much by mouthing it to Uden, who just shrugged. 
 
    Whatever the case for the weird name, the monster needed to die. 
 
    Taking charge again, Princess Zadori was the first to attack. Her arrow sailed true, hitting the basilisk in the back of the head and causing it to cry out, the sound strained and deep with a gargle at the end. It was clear that she was on the warpath to prove Jin wrong about calling her useless. 
 
    “Critical hit!” she announced proudly, staring directly at the elf as she said it. 
 
    “There’s no time to celebrate now,” he warned her as the basilisk began to turn. 
 
    It made fast purchase toward the princess, and she froze. Though the others shot at it, their arrows simply bounced off the beast’s hard scales. As soon as the monster reached Princess Zadori, it spat at her. Her scream pierced the air as the acid ate through her skin and flesh, the monster delivering a critical hit of its own. 
 
    Remembering the gift from Dyasitet, the princess immediately cast Heal Burst. 
 
    Worried that she wouldn’t move before the basilisk struck again, Azure abandoned attacking it to dive for Princess Zadori, pushing her out of the way of further danger and drawing the monster’s attention to him instead. 
 
    Jin took several steps away from the basilisk to continue firing at it, his superior archery skill allowing him to break through the monster’s thick skin. He peppered the side of it with arrows, but still, the creature clung to life, hissing angrily at them as they surrounded it. 
 
    Uden dared to get close, throwing a dagger into one of the monster’s eyes. It roared as he partially blinded it, rearing up onto its back legs for a fraction of a second. As it came back down, they all felt the ground move slightly beneath their feet.  
 
    It sprayed acid in no particular direction. The half-imp’s gallant move became his folly, and he ended up coated much like Princess Zadori had been, his Health suffering a significant drop. Azure groaned internally, less sympathetic toward his friend and more concerned with the fact that despite his earlier words, he’d probably end up giving Uden more Health potions before this was all over. 
 
    “Be careful,” he chastised the half-imp, who couldn’t hear him beyond his own suffering. 
 
    Uden followed suit with the princess, casting Heal Burst to alleviate some of his agony, though he was cognizant enough to fall back, at least.  
 
    Doing her best to recover, the princess took up her bow, despite all her pain, and planted an arrow in the basilisk’s one remaining good eye. The point went all the way to the beast’s brain, and they were all surprised when the notification popped up that it was dead.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 29 Charismatic Basilisk. 232XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, would you look at that.” Azure placed a hand on his hip. 
 
    “You did well.” Even Jin was on board with praising the princess. “…Except for not moving when it attacked. But I’m sure you learned your lesson.” 
 
    “Your first big kill.” Rerdam puffed his chest out with pride. 
 
    Princess Zadori offered them a weak smile, her body crumpled over from the lingering burning of the acid. Even as they spoke, her Health was still slowly ticking away from the status effect it had inflicted. 
 
    “We need to be using our spells more and not taking so many risks,” Uden pointed out, the only one not impressed. 
 
    Azure nodded.  
 
    “We should keep going,” Princess Zadori said, just relieved to finally have a way around the basilisk’s trail. 
 
    “You’re not going to loot it?” Azure turned back to the monster. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “There’s only one thing of value on it, and even if I knew how to get to it, it’s not worth trying to get to.” 
 
    “You need special gear to butcher a basilisk,” Rerdam explained. “Their blood is poison. Even touching it is dangerous.” 
 
    “I wish we did have the right gear.” The half-imp frowned at the corpse. 
 
    “Why? Is the lootable thing valuable?” Azure asked. 
 
    “Oh, of the greatest value.” The half-imp forced a smile through his own pain. “Inside this particular type of basilisk is a small pearl. If you consume it, it will permanently increase your Charisma by 1 point.” 
 
    Now Azure understood how the basilisk had gotten its name. The thing definitely didn’t look charismatic. 
 
    They were able to walk around the basilisk’s trail, grateful that the obstacle was out of their way. However, they had no idea how many more basilisks might lie ahead.  
 
    Luckily, the only other monster they encountered before nightfall was a barbed skeleton. It seemed to be the most predominant type of enemy in the area, endlessly drawn to the Life Resin Orb's power. 
 
    Upon encountering it, Princess Zadori and Rerdam traded off the orb so that he could join the fight.  
 
    Uden was the first to strike, knocking off a few of the skeleton’s ribs with a swipe of his daggers. Jin finished the monster by beheading it. After that, they walked about a mile further before stopping, though their procession was slow due to caution. 
 
    At night, three more monsters attacked, all during Azure’s shift. He preferred it that way. It meant he actually got to enjoy the benefits of his bedroll uninterrupted—more time to heal.  
 
    All of their attackers were plant-creatures: one baleful bramble and two baleful bells. Despite Azure and Uden’s efforts to get to them quickly, the night did not pass without injuries. Both Rerdam and Uden took a beating by the baleful bramble, with Azure ultimately ending up being the one to defeat it.  
 
    This particular baleful bramble had a small pouch tangled up inside of it that held 6 silver and 4 copper coins. The old knight told Azure that it was likely picked up from one of the monster’s victims. Though it was a bit of a morbid thought, Azure was happy to receive the loot for his efforts.  
 
    Unfortunately, the pouch itself was worthless. Holes were punched all throughout it, thanks to the bramble’s thorns. Azure was surprised it had even been able to hold the coin while the monster rolled around. Perhaps there had been even more to begin with, and some had been lost as the bramble traveled from wherever it had first picked up the pouch. 
 
    The baleful bells were equally as troublesome, causing the entire party to rise and face them. Uden took a critical hit early on in the fight with the first one, forcing him to use Heal Burst again. He also ended up having to down several of the Health potions that Azure had given him. 
 
    Jin also suffered a critical hit from the same baleful bell, making him fall back and drink some healing potions of his own. 
 
    It was Azure who delivered the killing blow, blessedly unscathed.  
 
    Once the fight was over, Azure collected some of the baleful bell’s blood in an empty vial like he had seen Princess Zadori do and received a notification. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Baleful Bell Sap 
  
      	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Not very long after, the second baleful bell appeared. 
 
    The attacks had come at such close proximity that Azure’s party hadn’t even had time to drop their guard. They were able to take the plant-creature out with no further injury, which was a relief considering how battered some of them were. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 721 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure awoke the next morning to the soft sound of hooting. For several moments, he thought he was dreaming it. While Tiny Owl had never been especially vocal, he had hooted from time to time when he and Jin had been communicating. 
 
    But as mental clarity settled in with the dim rays of the rising sun, Azure realized that he was not dreaming. The noise that lightly played in his ears at random intervals did belong to an owl. 
 
    Opening one eye, Azure rolled in the direction of the sound to see Jin sitting on the ground with an owl perched on his arm. Princess Zadori was crouched down next to him, her face alight as she stroked the top of the owl’s head. Only Rerdam seemed disinterested, standing away from the fire, gazing out over the horizon. Well, Rerdam and Uden. Uden couldn’t look disinterested because he was still busy snoring his injuries away. 
 
    “I thought he was dead,” Azure said groggily as he began to lift himself, now wondering if he’d only dreamt that Tiny Owl had been slain. 
 
    “This is not the same owl,” Jin informed him, never tearing his eyes away from the bird. 
 
    “It sure looks the same.” Azure sat up, not bothering to rush over. 
 
    “Well, it is, and it isn’t.” The elf scratched the owl under its chin. “This is a reincarnation.” 
 
    Azure’s face drooped. “You could have saved us all the grief by telling us that the owl would reincarnate.” 
 
    Jin turned his head toward Azure. “When I lose an owl, it takes a toll on me. It’s like temporarily losing a piece of my soul. He and I are connected spiritually. I do not feel better again until he reincarnates, but that takes some time.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why you didn’t tell us,” Azure grumbled a bit too low for the elf to hear him.  
 
    “I did not think they were gone forever,” Rerdam commented, but he still didn’t look at them. 
 
    “You will be more careful next time. Yes?” Princess Zadori spoke to the owl, still fawning over him. 
 
    “He has no memories from the other,” Jin told her. “He is simply…Small Owl.” 
 
    “Why don’t you name them something normal?” Uden complained as he roused. 
 
    Everyone had been so focused on the new owl that they hadn’t even noticed that the half-imp had stopped snoring.  
 
    “It is a normal name,” the elf insisted. “He is a small owl, so I will call him that.” 
 
    Azure finally pulled himself to his feet and lazily walked over to get a better look at the owl. Small Owl’s head swiveled, and it gazed up at him with wide eyes. It looked almost identical to Tiny Owl. The only differences were that its eyes were a bit wider, and its beak had a small crook in it. 
 
    “I guess it’s not the same owl.” He decided finally. 
 
    Bored of his onlookers, Small Owl returned his attention to his master. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, and then the owl took off into the sky. 
 
    “Be careful, my friend,” Jin called after it. “For the sky is full of terrors.” 
 
    A memory came to Azure of when he’d heard a similar phrase before, but he quickly brushed it away as coincidence. 
 
    “At least we won’t be traveling blindly anymore,” Rerdam said with a bit of relief before walking over to their campfire to snuff it out. 
 
    “That’s if he doesn’t get killed again,” Uden muttered under his breath as he rose to roll up his bedroll. 
 
    “There’s no telling,” Jin confessed. “We still have a very long way to go, and who knows what other obstacles await us.” 
 
    As soon as they had broken camp, they took back off toward The Shrine of the Mother. Though they had not all gotten a full night’s sleep, everyone had managed to completely heal up except for the elf, who was a little less than 200 points short of his maximum Health.  
 
    When the owl returned, it informed them of yet more monsters ahead. Though it had no way to personally gauge what they had encountered previously, Jin had it count what it could see from the sky and confirmed that both the number and types of monsters had increased. 
 
    Small Owl led them straight to a basilisk’s trail first. Thankfully, the monster was traveling in the direction of The Shrine of the Mother, perhaps planning to wait for them there, so its path did not take them off course this time.  
 
    One thing Jin had discovered about following a basilisk’s trail was that other monsters tended to avoid them. Though basilisks were inherently slow when covering anything but short distances, they were vicious. Therefore, there tended to be fewer monsters wherever the basilisks went. 
 
    Dumb monsters would just fall right into the acid path and kill themselves, eliminating themselves as threats to the party. Even as they traveled along, Small Owl informed the elf that he’d seen a baleful bramble roll right into the green muck and melt away, it’s long black limbs stretching out for solid land in desperation. However, it was far too late once most of the monster’s body touched the acid. 
 
    Unfortunately, they could not follow the basilisk’s trail for very long since it hadn’t gotten too far ahead of them. For the short one-mile journey, though, things were rather peaceful aside from when they wandered upon a barbed skeleton. Even then, none were too concerned, because barbed skeletons were among the lesser threats in the area. 
 
    The only thing that made this particular skeleton a bit more annoying than the ones before it was that it buffed itself, so it took longer to vanquish. Still, they were able to accomplish the task, with Azure delivering the killing blow and earning the loot for it. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 25 Barbed Skeleton. 200XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Small Bronze Greaves 
  
      	  Defense: +10 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 19/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 2.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Knowing how dangerous the basilisk would be, the group came up with a better plan for dealing with it this time around. Jin would shoot an arrow at the beast to distract it while Azure and Uden worked together to create a Greasy Summon. That should keep the monster occupied for the rest of them to use ranged weapons from a safe distance away. 
 
    Their plan went off without a hitch. Approaching the basilisk from behind, Jin was able to achieve a critical hit, shooting the monster in the back of the head, much like Princess Zadori had done with the previous basilisk. Uden cast Grease on the ground, and Azure followed it up with Greasy Summon right behind him, bringing the black pool on the floor to life. 
 
    The summon moved to meet the basilisk head-on, and the two engaged in a short battle, with the basilisk able to finish Greasy off in two bites. Of course, there was still the advantage of the summon exploding and covering the monster in grease, effectively slowing it. That gave Jin a chance to hit it with another arrow before it got too close, delivering a quick death to the monster. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 29 Charismatic Basilisk. 232XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    With Small Owl in the sky guiding them, Azure’s party was able to avoid most of the bigger dangers in the area, though there were still quite a few monsters to hack their way through. It was easier taking them on one at a time, so Jin would have the owl guide them around larger groups of monsters, even if the single monsters were stronger than the individuals that made up the groups. When they had the numbers advantage, even powerful monsters could seem weak. 
 
    Still, Azure’s party did not finish the day unscathed. Jin took a critical hit from a baleful bell, and Uden got blasted in the face with poison again, though not as severely this time. Azure discovered that the baleful bells knew more than one spell when he ended up engulfed in flames for 100 points of damage. That made everyone more cautious around the plant monsters, opting to switch to ranged attacks when they could. 
 
    Uden suffered more misfortune when one of the baleful bells managed to get him in its maw. Azure would have thought it was hilarious to see only his friend’s legs sticking out of the top of the monster if not for the fact that it crunched down on him for a third of his remaining hit points. That caused them all to panic and change tactics from offense to rescue mission.  
 
    By the time that fight was over, the sun was setting, and it was almost time to stop and make camp. Still, they pressed on a while longer at Jin’s request, trying to cover as much distance as they could before nightfall. 
 
    For the day’s effort, Azure had earned some loot and leveled up, though he didn’t dare spend his points until they had safely made camp and were able to rest a bit. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 27! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Baleful Bell Sap 
  
      	  Quantity: 3 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    He checked out his character sheet before distributing his points, though it wasn’t a difficult decision.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Azure Galvan 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 27, 10% of the way to next level 
  Health: 930 / 480 (1040) 
  Mana: 670 / 430 (700) 
  Stamina: 465 / 465 (495) 
  Vitality: 23 (56) 
  Intelligence: 18 (27) 
  Strength: 22 (28) 
  Agility: 10 (23) 
  Dexterity: 9 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 10 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 12; 23% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 35% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 25; 19% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 17; 98% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 7; 43% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 24; 18% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 80% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 16; 8% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 4; 50% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 34; 99% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Tanning Lvl 5; 50% of the way to next level 
  Leatherworking Lvl 3; 10% of the way to next level 
  Woodworking Lvl 3; 77% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    All three points went into Vitality, hoping that it would be enough to keep him alive. For his skill, he leveled up Two-Handed Weapons again. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 17. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
     Once that was done, Azure was not afforded much peace. As soon as he had closed his character sheet, their camp was attacked by a baleful bramble. It barely made it a few feet into the firelight before Azure cleaved it in half with his Zweihander of Vengeance.  
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 26 Baleful Bramble. 208XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    This one had a piece of tattered silk caught up in its limbs, but to Azure’s disappointment, the item just ended up being junk. 
 
    No one got much sleep that night because monsters attacked on both watch shifts. 
 
    The following morning, they journeyed on the same as they had the days before. The path ahead was blessedly free of basilisk trails, though the creatures were still seen from the sky on either side of them. 
 
    Early in the morning, they encountered a monster they had not yet faced before called an infernotooth. It looked like several animals melded together into one. Solid white, it had the hind legs of a deer, the tail of a kangaroo, human arms, and a giant horned beak for a face. The thing didn’t have eyes, nor did it make a sound, so Azure was unsure how it had even been able to find its way into the area.  
 
    Other than that, there was not much of note.  
 
    Due to the ever-increasing quantity of monsters as they progressed, they Stealthed themselves after every fight. Despite the party’s caution, though, they took on more injuries than they would have liked.  
 
    Leading the charge in most of the attacks, Jin absorbed the majority of the damage. He had to quaff more than a handful of healing potions just to be able to keep going. Perhaps that was for the best, though, considering that he seemed to have an endless supply. 
 
    Toward the end of the day, panic lit up the elf’s face as he telepathically received news that Small Owl was being attacked by a geode drake. Luckily, it was only one, and the bird was able to draw it to them so that they could take care of it before it could do any real damage to the owl. Azure blasted it out of the sky with an arrow while Jin finished it off with his New Miner’s Pickaxe.  
 
    For all the day’s efforts, Azure only killed two monsters, one being the infernotooth. The second was a baleful bramble that had a pouch caught up inside it that contained a single large emerald. Azure was happy for his luck and quickly pocketed it.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Large Emerald 
  
      	  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Jewelry Crafting 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The night was absolutely miserable. Monsters attacked so frequently that none of them got any sleep, making for a universal grumpy mood the following morning. Exhaustion was really starting to set in, and the realization that they still had three more days to go caused Azure to almost regret accepting the quest. 
 
    These Stones of Blessing better be worth it. He swore that if his party managed to collect them all and he still didn’t get to go home, he would backtrack and kill all the Gods. The amount of shit they had to go through to obtain the stones seemed ridiculous.  
 
    Two new monsters appeared during their daytime travels, one a tainted life elemental, the other a tainted air elemental. Reminiscent of the lesser life elementals Azure had seen on their way to Dyasitet, something was off about the tainted one. While lesser life elementals were somewhat small but had a bright white glow, the tainted life elemental was much larger, its glow a bit softer—almost grey—and it had a completely black nucleus. 
 
    The tainted air elemental looked like a high wind whipping around held within a large sphere. It shared the dark nucleus of its life counterparts.  
 
    Due to the seemingly endless onslaught of monsters, the day was long and arduous. Despite using Stealth as much as they could, Azure’s party could not seem to avoid most of the monsters in their path. By the time the sun was beginning to set, everyone had leveled up except for Jin. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 28! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    For as physically exhausting as the day had been, the night was quiet, a small reprieve from what they’d experienced so far.  
 
    Neither of the two monsters that attacked did so on Azure’s watch shift, so he was able to go over his character sheet and assign his points in peace, though he honestly would have preferred to deal with the monsters and get a full night's sleep.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: Sir Azure Galvan 
  Race: Human 
  Level: 28, 40% of the way to next level 
  Health: 742 / 520 (1080) 
  Mana: 700 / 440 (710) 
  Stamina: 460 / 475 (505) 
  Vitality: 26 (56) 
  Intelligence: 18 (27) 
  Strength: 22 (28) 
  Agility: 10 (23) 
  Dexterity: 9 (13) 
  Charisma: 5 (7) 
  Luck: 10 (10) 
  Skills: Archery Lvl 12; 32% of the way to next level 
  Stealth Lvl 4; 73% of the way to next level 
  Analyze Lvl 25; 28% of the way to next level 
  Cooking Lvl 17; 98% of the way to next level 
  Alchemy Lvl 7; 43% of the way to next level 
  Foraging Lvl 24; 18% of the way to next level 
  One-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level 
  Tracking Lvl 1; 80% of the way to next level 
  Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 17; 6% of the way to next level 
  Fishing Lvl 1; 10% of the way to next level 
  Drinking Lvl 2; 15% of the way to next level 
  Land Magic Lvl 4; 50% of the way to next level 
  Enchanting Lvl 34; 99% of the way to next level 
  Mining Lvl 3; 60% of the way to next level  
  Tanning Lvl 5; 50% of the way to next level 
  Leatherworking Lvl 3; 10% of the way to next level 
  Woodworking Lvl 3; 77% of the way to next level 
  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again, Azure placed all his points into Vitality and leveled up his Two-Handed Weapons skill. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 18. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    Though the monsters interrupted his sleep, Azure was still able to get enough to heal all the way, which he was grateful for because day nine was, as expected, worse than the one before.  
 
    Around midday, they finally came upon the main road leading to The Shrine of the Mother. It was well slimed with basilisk acid, and they needn’t follow it to discover a dead traveler.  
 
    Princess Zadori rushed to his side, examining the chunk that had been taken out of his torso. It seemed that whatever had killed the man had also partly consumed him. Entrails snaked out of the wound, some of which looked like they had been cauterized. The edges of his broken skin were black and blistered. Flies had already begun to swarm the body, and the smell of piss and shit hung in the air, complemented by a faint copper scent with a hint of decay. 
 
    “Basilisk,” the princess declared, her eyes following one of the many trails left by the creatures, as if she could tell which one had gotten to him.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s safe to take this path. It’s too open.” Jin gazed ahead. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Rerdam agreed, a frown set on his face. “We should keep to the trees.” 
 
    The forest had grown thicker the closer to the shrine they had gotten, which had provided them with at least some cover to make use of their Stealth skill. Out in the open, they’d be easy to spot. 
 
    “I’ll have Small Owl chart the safest course for us. The shrine is not that much further. We should reach it a little after daybreak tomorrow.” 
 
    All of them were relieved to receive that tidbit of information. Despite the fact that it had only been a little over a week, it felt like they had been walking and fighting forever. Azure now appreciated the sparsity of monsters during their regular travels.  
 
    Though the road would have taken them directly to The Shrine of the Mother, they abandoned it for a safer route that caused them to walk a bit out of their way. The party hacked through monsters as they went, wondering if they were even getting very far with as frequently as they had to stop.  
 
    Most of what they faced was expected, but around midafternoon they were caught off guard by a threat from the trees—one Small Owl had missed. Princess Zadori would have been crushed to death beneath the weight of the stone creature falling from the sky if not for Rerdam having seen it at the last minute and leaped to push her out of the way. The monster hit the ground so hard that dust blew up all around it, obscuring it from view for a few brief seconds. 
 
    What had landed before them was a mix of man and stone and dog and ram. Smaller in stature than most humans, at only 4 feet tall, the stone figure stood with a broad, puffed out chest. Thick muscles covered its body, and it wore only a loincloth, which was also made of stone yet somehow still moved with rigid fluidity. The creature took a step forward on a clawed foot, each of which had three toes. It walked stiffly, its head sitting just atop its torso, sans neck. Bright red eyes peered out at them beneath thick brows that extended up and diagonal into curled horns. The monster’s nose was wide and short. Two white tusks jutted up on either side of the stone figure’s nose, the placement of them perfect for accommodating the rest of its pugged features. On its back were two thin wings, looking like they should not even be able to support its weight.  
 
      
 
    Level 31 Geode Gargoyle. 
 
      
 
    Azure readied his weapon and shared a look with Jin before rushing in to attack. The monster turned as he slashed his Zweihander of Vengeance at it, his blade grazing its shoulder and sending sparks up into the air. Similarly, the elf loosed an arrow at the gargoyle, but it just ricocheted off its stone skin. That was when Jin got the idea to switch to his New Miner’s Pickaxe. The first time he swung at the monster, it raised its arm to block the attack, and the pick drove deeply into its stone skin, causing it to wince. After that, it became a one-on-one battle between the elf and the gargoyle. Though the rest of the party still tried with their own weapons, nothing could break through except the pickaxe. 
 
    Thankfully, Jin was able to kill the gargoyle without incident. On the ground, it was horribly slow, and it seemed entirely focused on getting to Princess Zadori and the Life Resin Orb. The gargoyle did little more than block with its arms as it tried to shorten the distance between itself and the object of its desire, which made it easier to defeat than any of them had anticipated.  
 
    The day was tiring, made even worse by the fact that Azure didn’t gain any loot from it. The night was almost as bad. There was a nonstop assault of monsters on Azure’s watch, which meant that no one in the party got to sleep for the first half of the night. Azure leveled up by killing a geode gargoyle with Jin’s New Miner’s Pickaxe, but there was no time to assign his characteristic points. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 29! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    By the time morning came, the entire party was worn out and irritable. Azure had never wished more that coffee existed inside The Realm. 
 
    Despite their weariness, they pressed on. Azure quickly assigned his three points to Vitality and leveled up his Two-Handed Weapons skill in preparation for another taxing day. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 19. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    When the elf informed his companions that they should reach The Shrine of the Mother within the next few hours, it lifted their spirits. Of course, it would be a constant battle the entire way, but knowing that they were almost to their destination helped motivate them to power through. 
 
    When they were about a quarter of a mile away from the shrine, Small Owl alighted on Jin’s arm. After a moment of communication with the small creature, the elf called his party to a halt. He turned to face his friends and let his head hang low. None of them needed to see his expression to know there was cause for concern.   
 
    “What is it?” Rerdam asked with urgency in his tone. 
 
    Jin hesitated for a moment before speaking. “There is a wall of monsters blocking the shrine. They surround it on all sides. We will not be able to get around them. We will have to go through.” 
 
    “How many monsters are we talking about?” Uden shifted his weight and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The elf’s response was stoic. “Enough that I doubt we’ll all make it through alive.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 725 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How many monsters are there exactly?” Rerdam pressed for details. 
 
    “Twelve, including three basilisks, strategically spaced out to make sure that no one gets through,” Jin informed them. “The Children of Dyasitet are locked inside the shrine, one at each gate and one watching over the Memory Lantern. They erected some type of magical barrier around the shrine to keep the monsters out.” 
 
    “All we need to do is create a diversion so that Princess Zadori can slip past them and make it into the shrine. Losing the Life Resin Orb to the Memory Lantern should make the monsters disperse,” the old knight suggested. 
 
    “Monsters aren’t that bright. I think we should use the old assault from the front, sneak in from behind tactic,” Uden offered. 
 
    “That might be for the best.” The old knight nodded. 
 
    “While I don’t like the idea of Zadori placing a target on her back by carrying the orb, it’s the best way to ensure that both of them get to safety as quickly as possible,” Jin thought out loud. “Still, I do not want her to be unprotected.” 
 
    “Princess Zadori is my responsibility. I will go with her.” Rerdam stepped next to the princess. 
 
    “No.” The elf shook his head. “Azure will go with her.” 
 
    For a moment, Azure thought to argue. Who would protect Jin if he was busy protecting the princess? Besides, being several levels higher, Rerdam was clearly the better choice for Princess Zadori’s escort. No matter which way he spun it, Azure thought that the elf was making a poor decision, and he couldn’t keep quiet about it. 
 
    “Rerdam is much stronger than I am,” he pointed out, “and he’s sworn to protect the princess with his life.” 
 
    “You will not argue with me on this,” Jin replied firmly. “If our diversion works, there will be more monsters fighting us than you. We will need the strongest members of our party in front.” 
 
    That made more sense to Azure. In truth, he shouldn’t be complaining at all. He was getting the easy job. 
 
    “Should we wait and see if they thin out a bit?” The half-imp suggested. 
 
    “No. More monsters will likely join as time passes. I think we should do this as quickly as possible,” Jin said. 
 
    “Then how do you want to go about this?” Azure shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his mind full of worry. Even as they spoke, he could feel anxiety crawling up his body like a serpent and forming a tight coil in his gut. 
 
    “The three of us will go out first and try to draw the monsters’ attention away from the shrine. You and Zadori should make a wide circle around the back. I will have Small Owl stay with you to make sure you don’t wander in range of other monsters.  
 
    “A verbal cue should not be necessary. When you think you see a big enough break, create a grease summon to help divert the attention of whatever monsters might still be lingering behind, then make a run for it. As soon as Princess Zadori is safely inside the shrine, rejoin us to finish off whatever monsters are left.” The elf turned his attention to the princess. “As for your part, as soon as you offload the Life Resin Orb, use your bow to shoot through the gate at whatever monsters you can…if the barrier will allow for it. It is going to take all of us giving 100% if we want to make it through this alive.” 
 
    “If you think it will take us ten minutes to find a clearing, I can create a summon first and send it with you guys. My cool down time on the spell is ten minutes.” Azure wanted to aid his friends in whatever way he could. As it was, he had a dark foreboding feeling eating away at him that someone was going to die today. 
 
    Jin shook his head. “There’s honestly no way to tell what the monsters will do. I’d rather you be prepared to handle your own situation. Remember, getting Zadori into the shrine is our number one objective. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “Not dying matters.” Uden harrumphed. 
 
    While they all subconsciously thought that, no one responded. Nervousness over the intense battle to come was too high. A large part of Azure just wanted to get this over with, but another part of him wanted to spend as much time in this last little shred of peace with his friends as possible. 
 
    There was no more strategy to discuss. All they could do now was act. Sharing one last solemn look and wishing each other luck that they all desperately needed in the grim situation, Princess Zadori and Azure parted ways with the group.  
 
    Though Jin had said that Small Owl would stay with them, the bird took off into the sky. Azure led the princess in the direction he thought they should go. After several yards, the owl returned, flapping its wings in front of Azure’s face, but he couldn’t understand what it was trying to tell him. 
 
    “I think it’s saying don’t go this way,” Princess Zadori whispered, staying close to Azure’s side. 
 
    Trying to take the cue, Azure diverted to the left, but the owl was quick to fly in his path again. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want.” He narrowed his gaze at Small Owl.  
 
    The owl promptly landed on Azure’s left shoulder and pecked the side of his head.  
 
      
 
    Level 29 Small Owl delivers 1 damage. 
 
      
 
    He instinctively winced away to the right.  
 
    “Small Owl!” The princess chastised the bird, but he just pecked Azure again. 
 
      
 
    Level 29 Small Owl delivers 1 damage. 
 
      
 
    Quickly becoming fed up, Azure shooed the owl off his shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe he wants us to go that way instead.” Princess Zadori pointed to the right. 
 
    It was worth a try.  
 
    Out of spite, Azure turned a full 90 degrees and began walking, but soon Small Owl was in his face again. Azure hadn’t known that an owl could have such a facial expression, but the small creature definitely looked annoyed. It swooped forward, beating its wings against him fiercely until he cowered and corrected course. 
 
    “It seems he’s trying to figure out how to herd you.” The princess giggled. 
 
    “I think we should have learned how to communicate before this,” Azure grumbled. 
 
    They were able to move a few yards before Small Owl interjected again. He guided Azure and Princess Zadori with a series of head pecks and wing flaps. Though irritating, it made for a good distraction until Azure heard a war cry bellow from behind them, signaling that his friends had broken into the clearing in front of the shrine and were waging war against the monsters there. 
 
    “We need to hurry.” Urgency kicked up Azure’s tone as well as his pace, and he hoped the owl could steer them more swiftly. All the while, he kept an eye on his friends’ Health bars in his peripheral vision, praying he didn’t see a sudden dip in any of them. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before everyone’s Health began falling, though not by drastic amounts. While that had been expected, what hadn’t been expected was that Azure saw his friends’ Health bars occasionally rise as well, as if they were drinking healing potions while they fought. None of them had lost enough Health to merit it, nor did Azure think any of them had time to be digging into their bags. He could only surmise that The Children of Dyasitet had stepped in to cast healing spells.  
 
    Finally, the shrine appeared beyond a copse of trees. It was smaller than Azure had imagined it would be, which explained why Jin’s wall of monsters only consisted of twelve individuals, most of which had rounded the shrine to attack the intruders. Only a basilisk and two baleful bells stubbornly stood their guard over the back of the shrine, and it didn’t appear that they had any intention of budging. 
 
    The shrine itself looked cut from Raetha. Ivory columns supported the small square building, with stairs ascending every gated side. All the gates were lowered, and most of The Children of Dyasitet inside were crowded toward the main entrance to cast healing spells at Azure’s party. Only two of the mage-clad figures abstained from the battle, one watching over the Memory Lantern and the other seemingly keeping the magical shield up all on her own.  
 
    Azure caught glimpses of monsters and men dancing in and out of his vision around the side of the building, though none lingered long. Blood and basilisk trails stained the grass, but Azure wasn’t sure if it was from the battle or other infighting prior to their arrival. A half-eaten infernotooth lay a few yards away from where they hid, chunks missing out of it in various places as if several monsters had been feeding on it.   
 
    Azure didn’t have time to do much analysis of the situation. The sooner he could get Princess Zadori to the shrine, the better. He did, however, take the time to Analyze the remaining monsters. 
 
      
 
    Level 29 Charismatic Basilisk. 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell. 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell. 
 
      
 
    Azure cringed internally. The baleful bells were both stronger than he was. That did not bode well for him if he ended up having to fight all three monsters at once. If that was the case, his chances of survival were minimal at best. He needed to find a way to break them up. But more importantly, Azure needed to draw them away enough so that the princess would have a chance to run for the shrine.  
 
    Fear of death kept Azure from rushing forth from the woods. He couldn’t help but hope that the monsters guarding the back of the building would be drawn to the fight and leave. But even as he waited, staring out at the shrine, his mind reeling over when was the right time to make his move, Princess Zadori was growing impatient. 
 
    “Should I go?” she asked, shifting her weight from one foot to the other as if preparing to dash out like a rabbit the second he gave the signal. 
 
    “No. Wait.” Azure shook his head, torn between hoping for a better opening and knowing he didn’t have much more time to wait. His friends needed him on the other side of the shrine.  
 
    Every second that passed seemed to drain his friends’ Health more and more. Despite the bursts of healing they provided, The Children of Dyasitet could not keep up with the damage being inflicted on the men. Whether Azure liked it or not, if he didn’t move now, his friends would definitely die without his aid. 
 
    With a sigh, Azure cast Woodflesh on himself, needing the armor boost. Then he immediately cast Grease and followed it up with Greasy Summon. The level 14 summon would be no match against the much higher-level monsters, but at least it would buy Azure some time. 
 
    He sent it out to get the monsters’ attention, then held his breath, silently praying they’d take the bait. 
 
    The basilisk noticed the black sentient creature first, lazily turning its head in the summon’s direction and flicking out its forked pink tongue. As soon as the big lizard began to run toward Greasy, Azure commanded the summon to go to the right, putting them in line of sight of the larger battle raging on the other side of the building. With any luck, the basilisk would want to join in. 
 
    Part of him felt bad for trying to send his struggling friends more foes, but this was the purpose of his mission—to get the attention away from Princess Zadori.  
 
    One of the baleful bells trailed behind the basilisk, but the other stayed put. Azure chewed his bottom lip, hoping that the plant monster would change its mind, but as soon as the basilisk met up with his Greasy Summon, Azure knew he was out of time. 
 
    “Go!” he told the princess as he drew his Zweihander of Vengeance and sprang from the forest, making a beeline for the remaining baleful bell. 
 
    The second that Princess Zadori emerged, the other baleful bell noticed her and corrected its course. Azure dropped his sword and outstretched his hands, knowing that he was resorting to drastic measures but feeling like he had no other choice. He summoned the well of Mana inside of him and called forth whatever element would will itself from his body via his Volatile Bolt spell. Cool wetness traveled across Azure’s skin, culminating at his fingertips to shoot a torrential blast of water.  
 
    Unfortunately, it did not have the effect he had hoped for. Greasy immediately died, and while the basilisk was washed several yards away and its body slammed hard against a tree, the baleful bell rooted itself into the ground. Water came up almost to its mouth, but it held steady, weathering the magical storm. Still, the shock of the spell was enough that Princess Zadori was able to put more distance between herself and the monster. 
 
    As soon as the Mana had finished leaving his fingertips, Azure picked his sword back up and charged at the other baleful bell, stopping it before it could catch up to the princess. 
 
    However, the other plant monster was not about to let her escape. It cast the sticky rooting spell, which effectively glued her in place. 
 
    “Azure!” Princess Zadori called for him as the baleful bell unrooted itself and began to move toward her again. 
 
    The brief distraction was all that was needed for the other plant monster to whip Azure with one of its leafy appendages and slice through his leg armor.  
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell delivers 135 damage. 
 
      
 
    In the grand scheme of things, it was just a flesh wound. Certainly not enough to pull Azure off task, though he had no idea what to do besides use his body as a human shield to protect the princess.  
 
    Thankfully, the commotion had drawn the attention of The Child of Dyasitet that was watching over the Memory Lantern. She motioned to the woman that had been maintaining the magical shield, who then moved so that she would be ready to receive Princess Zadori whenever she did reach the gate with the Life Resin Orb.  
 
    Letting down the shield for a brief moment, she wove her hands into a spell, sending healing energy to Azure. While he couldn’t visually see the Mana from the spell since he was so busy keeping the other baleful bell at bay, he could feel its effects. It was as if someone had placed a cold cream on his quadricep, taking some of the sting away. 
 
      
 
    You have been healed for 100 points. 
 
      
 
    The amount of healing from just that one spell was impressive and almost enough to bring him back up to 100%—just as good as the Heal Burst spell of his leggings. Azure was more than a little grateful for the instant restoration. 
 
    Sadly, the relief was short-lived. The basilisk had gotten back up on its feet and was making fast purchase toward the princess. All Azure could do was lower his sword and cast Grease in a wide arch while he backed up toward Princess Zadori, hoping to create a barrier between the two of them and the monsters, though it would do little more than slow their enemies down.  
 
    “Azure, I can’t move!” the princess called to him, but he didn’t have time to help or listen. 
 
    As soon as the basilisk was halfway through his grease puddle, he took the risk to get close enough and blast it in the face with Dirty Move. The creature tried to rear back as the spell blinded it, but the grease made lifting itself more than a few inches nearly impossible.  
 
    Azure attempted to hit the baleful bramble next to the basilisk with the same spell, but it seemed immune, so he went with Plan B, cycling through his spells and casting Summon Mount instead.  
 
    Flicka had no combat skills, but at least she could serve as a meat shield. It felt a bit sinister, resorting to such tactics, but Azure was out of other options. All he could do now was rely on what few spells he had left while he waited until his Greasy Summon and Volatile Bolt spells were ready to go again. 
 
    The horse came to life with fearful eyes, her whiny that of sheer terror. When Azure willed her into the grease, she stepped forward with hesitation, as if she knew that a quick demise awaited her. 
 
    “Help her!” Azure yelled back to The Child of Dyasitet manning the gate, but the woman wore an expression as stern as stone. 
 
    The baleful bell stuck in the grease blew its acid breath into Flicka’s face and slashed at her with its bladelike appendages. Flicka screamed in excruciating pain, the fur and skin of her muzzle melting. She desperately wanted to run, but Azure forced her to stay. He could feel the creature’s anguish, and it broke a part of his soul to forcibly torture her for the sake of his own survival. The cries of the horse pierced the sky, low and shrill and pregnant with the knowledge of impending death. 
 
    Having made it through the grease, the other baleful bell went into full assault mode. Azure could block most of its leaf attacks, but he could not stop the acid that spilled forth from its open maw. Just being close to the monster made getting the stuff on him unavoidable. His lungs burned as it entered his nostrils, and he could taste blood sliding down his throat as his insides flamed with blisters.  
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell delivers 135 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Open the fucking gate!” he choked back at The Child of Dyasitet, wondering how much longer he could hold out, but she stood firm, merely watching the horrific display going on outside of the safety of the shrine. 
 
    A final strained scream erupted from Flicka, and the smell of cooking meat filled the air as the basilisk doused the poor animal with a direct spray. For as much as Azure wanted to pull her back into the ether, he couldn’t force himself to do it. The horse fell to its knees in death, and he could only hope that its body would remain until the full ten minutes was up, but that was not to be the case. In a flash, the horse was gone, the barrier between the remaining monsters and Azure removed. 
 
    He dropped his guard to cast Greasy Summon again, sucking up the grease from the floor to create the sentient blob.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 35. 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.  
 
      
 
    There was no time to be excited about the increase, especially when it wasn’t helping him. Creating the summon hadn’t made much of a difference anyway. Only the basilisk was distracted by it. The other baleful bell that had once been slowed by the grease surged forward to claim its prize, pushing past Azure to go after Princess Zadori. 
 
    She whimpered and cradled the Life Resin Orb to her chest, not even trying to block as the plant monster made its assault, slashing at her arms in an attempt to cut right through them and make her drop the orb. The air was full of the smell of copper. It had lingered there so long that Azure wasn’t sure whose blood it belonged to. 
 
    “Azure!” the princess cried, the sound of his name heartbreaking.  
 
    Even though the battle wasn’t over yet, he already felt like a failure. There was no way Azure could continue to hold all of these monsters off. It was only a matter of time before both he and Princess Zadori perished. Not a question of if, but when. 
 
    To add further confirmation to his pessimistic thoughts, a plume of flames came sailing toward him, catching Azure off guard. The scent of burning hair replaced that of the copper. His face blistered, and he screamed. 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell delivers 100 damage. 
 
      
 
    While Azure was happy that he had closed his eyes before they’d had a chance to cook and burst like overripe grapes in his skull, the fire had dried them out to the point that they burned, and he could no longer keep them open. 
 
    “Fuck!” he screamed, activating Heal Burst because he didn’t have the luxury of waiting to see if The Child of Dyasitet would help out or not. 
 
      
 
    You have been healed for 100 points. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, he felt relief, only losing a few brief seconds before he was able to open his eyes again. However, the situation before him looked no less grim. There were still three perfectly uninjured monsters rearing for a fight. 
 
    “Azure! Go help the others. I’m safe!” Princess Zadori said somewhere behind him. 
 
    A backward glance was all that it took to see that the princess had finally made it up the steps of the shrine. The Child of Dyasitet that was operating the gate was already in the process of lowering it. A second one was firing arrows at the baleful bell that had followed the princess up the stairs. How Princess Zadori had been able to get away from it, he didn’t know. He was just glad that she was finally safe. 
 
    An immediate feeling of relief washed over Azure. He had done what he had come to do. But his second thought was morose. Now he could die. 
 
    There was no way he would be able to get around all three monsters, and though most of them weren’t capable of expression, he could feel that they were all pissed. Their prize had gotten away, and his meddling was to blame. Now, he would have to pay for that slight. 
 
    Azure readied his sword, preparing to go down in the flames of glorious battle. Hopefully, not literal flames, though. The fire that the baleful bell had blasted into his face had hurt like a bitch. He could do without that.  
 
    For the briefest of moments, Azure looked up at the sky. It was an overcast day, and there had been a muggy chill in the air ever since they’d awoken that morning. Azure had wanted to think that it was a good day to die, but the truth was that there was no such thing, no matter how splendid or what the cause.  
 
    At least, I can go into it with maniacal zeal, he thought as he slashed his Zweihander of Vengeance down at one of the baleful bells, creating a deep gash in its bulbous torso. “Fuck you, and you, and you!” He laughed—the only thing keeping him from crying at the thought that he only had mere minutes left to live.  
 
    The illusion that he could keep the fight up for more than that out of sheer desperation would not last. While he had been busy hacking at the one baleful bell, the other had been busy casting its spell to create sticky syrup around Azure’s feet, ensuring he would not get away.  
 
      
 
    You have been snared. You will be unable to move for the next 20 seconds.   
 
      
 
    The status effect icon looked like a boot stuck in a mound against a pink background. With the way it was blinking, it might as well have been counting down to Azure’s death. 
 
    He felt another jolt of healing, though that did little to ease his mind. All that The Children of Dyasitet could do was prolong the inevitable. In fact, Azure’s entire party was about to die. Everyone standing outside of the shrine only had a fraction of their remaining Health left. Red, nearly empty bars blinked in Azure’s peripheral vision.  
 
    Now unable to move, Azure’s legs were a prime target for the baleful bells’ attacks. In a joint effort, they quickly undid any healing that The Child of Dyasitet had been able to provide.  
 
    It wasn’t until Azure saw an arrow whiz past his head and strike the side of one of the baleful bells that he felt a glimmer of hope. He did not care who had shot the arrow, and he didn’t have time to look back and discover their identity, because he had to be constantly on guard against critical blows.  
 
    But soon, he saw Jin hobble into view. He was walking backward, for the most part, shooting arrows at a basilisk and tainted fire elemental that were hot on his heels. The elf barely had time to turn in Azure’s direction, and when he did, only one word left his lips. “Run!” 
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    Running is easier said than done when you’re glued to the floor. Adrenaline pulsed through Azure’s veins from a mix of so many emotions that he didn’t know which one to focus on.  
 
    He felt like he was about to watch Jin die. The elf was also overwhelmed by monsters, and he had just a sliver of Health left. His robe and armor were soaked in blood, and there were several places where the material had been burned away, revealing charred and blistered skin. A once beautiful man, hard battle had turned the elf into a walking monstrosity in his own right. Still, the fact that Jin continued to fight for any chance to cling to life also emblazoned something inside Azure that desperately wanted to live. If the elf was so close to death, with the odds piled against him, but still hadn’t given up yet, then neither would Azure. Even better, he’d give Jin a chance to escape. That was his second priority, after all, wasn’t it? To protect the elf up until his last dying breath. 
 
    Azure used that breath to scream as loud as he could, doing his best to draw the monsters’ attention away from Jin. It worked. The basilisk and tainted fire elemental paused in their pursuit, the basilisk turning its head in Azure’s direction. It wasn’t enough to dissuade them from chasing their quarry, but it was enough time for the elf to slip into the forest and disappear, leaving Azure behind. 
 
    Where were Uden and Rerdam? They had not come around the side of the shrine with Jin, yet they too were in equally bad condition Health-wise. One more hit on any of them would send them to the grave.  
 
    Azure realized that he had been abandoned. There was no one coming to save him, and there was no longer anyone waiting to be saved by him. Somewhere along the line, their plan had gone awry. He needed to listen to the elf. Now, he just needed to survive long enough to get away. 
 
    Azure was grateful that the two enemies chasing Jin had followed him into the woods, though he still hoped that the elf had been able to escape from them. If he had, it would not be long before those same two monsters rounded back to help finish Azure off. 
 
    The basilisk that had been part of Azure’s battle was still fighting Greasy. Of course, the second that Azure felt grateful for that, the basilisk spit acid on the summon and promptly ended its life. Exploding upon its demise, the summon coated the basilisk in grease. However, it was still close enough to Azure that the slowing status effect would not matter much.  
 
    Five, four, three… Azure counted down the seconds until the snared status effect would disappear. The baleful bells were doing all they could to cripple him before that happened. Each slash of their leafy limbs was aimed at his legs 
 
      
 
    Level 31 Baleful Bell delivers 135 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure tried to counter with his sword as best as he could, keeping the monsters at bay. It was all he could do to stop them from swarming him.  
 
    Another arrow sailed past Azure, striking the same baleful bell that already had one arrow shaft sticking out of it. It was then that he realized that the archer was Princess Zadori trying to help out from beyond the safety of the shrine gates. Unfortunately, she was so many levels behind the monster that she had little hope of landing a killing blow on it. 
 
    Another burst of healing came Azure’s way the second the status effect wore off.  
 
      
 
    You have been healed for 100 points. 
 
      
 
    He was not going to take the time to give thanks. Azure bolted to the left, knowing better than to waste precious seconds trying to convince The Children of Dyasitet to open the gate for him. With monsters still roaming outside, they would not risk the safety of the Life Resin Orb. Azure’s best chance of survival was to follow suit with Jin and head to the forest. The only problem was that he didn’t have an owl familiar to guide him, and the wilderness was still teeming with enemies.  
 
    Much of the damage done to his legs had been mended by the dose of healing that The Child of Dyasitet had provided, but running still hurt. Azure’s shins were covered in deep gashes, and he was utterly exhausted, both mentally and physically. Traveling blindly wasn’t ideal, but he had moved on to priority number three. Survival. That was all that mattered now. 
 
    One of the baleful bells and the basilisk chased after him, the uninjured baleful bell choosing to stay behind with the sliver of hope that The Children of Dyasitet would make a stupid mistake and open one of the gates prematurely. Azure was thankful to have one less monster behind him. He knew that he could outrun the other two. Neither were particularly fast. 
 
    Recklessly, Azure sprinted through the forest, changing course whenever he’d round a tree and find another monster. He’d lose the enemies behind him only to grab the attention of a new one and have to outrun that one as well. By the time he had finally eluded them all and found a quiet, isolated patch of forest, his lungs were burning. Enervation swept over Azure like a heavy wave, causing him to crouch down and lean against a tree to catch his breath. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, he watched his friends’ Health bars. The elf’s had mostly recovered. Rerdam was out of the red, but not much beyond that. Uden’s Health bar was the only one that hadn’t moved, but that wasn’t particularly surprising. All that mattered was that they had all survived. Somehow, they had completed their goal and not lost a single man. Considering how bleak things had gotten, it felt like a blessing. 
 
    Azure was afraid to move from the safety of the alcove he’d found, but he knew he needed to return to the shrine. How far he had run, he didn’t know, but it felt like he’d been running off and on for over an hour. He would have to be more cautious on his way back, which would take at least twice as long. Slow and safe was better than fast and careless, though. After fearing what he had thought was guaranteed death at the time, Azure was not about to take any unnecessary risks.  
 
    Upon resting for five minutes longer and mentally regrouping himself, Azure stood and rolled around the tree, preparing to return to the shrine and resolving not to face any monster that he didn’t think he could take on one-on-one. 
 
    Of course, as his luck would have it, the first assault came from the sky. Azure hadn’t even bothered to look up, so the geode drake landed directly on top of his head, causing him to drop to the forest floor and see stars for several moments. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 25 Geode Drake delivers 250 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure had no chance of defeating the monster without Jin’s New Miner’s Pickaxe. All he could do was make sure that the drake couldn’t take flight again by shooting through one of its wings. After that, it became all about outrunning the creature. 
 
    The next monster Azure encountered was a barbed skeleton. Analyzing at only level 26, it wasn’t much of a threat. Azure mostly wanted the bronze belt it was wearing.  
 
    Rushing in to battle the skeleton with his Zweihander of Vengeance raised, it faked him out and crouched when he went to swing at it, clawing across his midsection. It was a painful reminder that while weaker monsters were supposed to be easier to defeat, that didn’t mean they were stupid.  
 
      
 
    Level 26 Barbed Skeleton delivers 110 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure countered by swiftly turning his body and striking the skeleton on its back, causing it to lurch forward and one of its ribs to fly off. He then slashed with his sword at it sideways. However, the monster had picked up on Azure’s tactic and rotated out of the way, clawing him across the back this time.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 26 Barbed Skeleton delivers 240 damage. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Now, he was just embarrassed. 
 
    In pain and frustration, Azure swung haphazardly at the monster and missed. The skeleton stepped back and began casting a spell to buff itself.  
 
    He was not going to let the opportunity slip away as the monster was busy weaving hand signals. With a firm downward strike, his attack hit before the skeleton had a chance to finish its spell, cutting it from clavicle to sacrum. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Defeated Level 26 Barbed Skeleton. 208XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking finally!” Azure huffed in exasperation as he bent to pick up the belt. It had made a clinking sound when it hit the floor with the rest of the bones.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Small Bronze Waistband 
  
       	  Defense: +7 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 25/25 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     As suspected, it was too small to fit Azure, so he placed it in his Bag of Holding and moved on.  
 
    As he continued walking back, Azure came upon a basilisk trail that cut right across where he was headed. Considering that it hadn’t been there when he had run this way, that meant the basilisk must be close. Perhaps it was even the same one he’d been engaged in battle with at the shrine. 
 
    Azure quickly decided that the forest around the shrine was safer without the basilisk continuing to muck it up with its acid trails. Besides, he could always use his Greasy Summon as a second man to keep the creature’s attention from him while he shot it from afar. Worst case scenario, it would buy him time to run if he didn’t think he could defeat the monster. At close range, Azure didn’t stand much of a chance against the acid-spitting creature.  
 
    Activating his Tracking ability, he analyzed the ground to see if he could determine in which direction the monster had gone. The skill was still only level one, but it wasn’t like the monster could really cover its tracks. Right or left were his only options.  
 
    Azure looked at the edges of the acid puddle, trying to see which way the grass was lying. Most of what hadn’t been destroyed had already righted itself, but Azure was fairly certain he could see the slightest bend. At least, he hoped he could and that his concentration hadn’t just caused some type of optical illusion. Whatever the case, he didn’t want to waste too many seconds on it.  
 
    He followed the trail to the left, and it wasn’t long before his efforts paid off and he saw the basilisk lazily slogging along to an unknown location. Now that the Life Resin Orb was safe, the monsters probably didn’t have any real destination and they should disperse. 
 
    Stopping a safe distance away, Azure began casting his spells. Starting with Woodflesh, he armored himself in case the creature was able to make it to him. Then he followed up with Grease and Greasy Summon. By the time Azure’s sentient summon had sludged to life, he’d caught the basilisk’s attention.  
 
    Azure unshouldered his Obsidian Recurve War Bow and loosed an arrow at the monster, but he missed. He immediately sent Greasy to stop the basilisk from reaching him.  
 
    Upon meeting it, the basilisk spit at the summon, knocking off half its Health in one blow. The grease sizzled, and a plume of smoke belched up into the sky.  
 
    Though the summon struck at the giant lizard, it wasn’t able to do much damage. Still, it held strong, serving its purpose as Azure nocked another arrow.  
 
    This time, he planted his arrow in the creature’s eye. Upon impact, the monster roared and reared up on its hind legs.  
 
    Enraged, it snapped at the summon, landing a critical hit and causing it to explode. Azure immediately began backstepping, needing to put more space between himself and the basilisk. He wasn’t so stupid that he’d stick around if he didn’t make this next shot. Already, he’d gone through so many potions between healing himself and giving them to Uden. There was no point in wasting more if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. 
 
    Saying a quick Hail Mary, Azure did his best to aim while the monster plodded toward him. By some miracle, he hit his mark, exploding the basilisk’s other eye in its socket.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Defeated Level 29 Charismatic Basilisk. 232XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    The monster’s head hit the dirt with a loud thud as it stilled, not so much as forcing out a death cry. Azure silently cheered his success. 
 
    It was short-lived, though, because of a hissing sound coming from behind him. Spinning on his heels, Azure saw another basilisk standing only a few yards away. Their eyes met, and he knew he should run. Enough time hadn’t elapsed to cast Greasy Summon again, and there wasn’t enough space between them. 
 
    Instead, Azure turned tail, rounding the dead basilisk to avoid its trail. Of course, the other basilisk had no such issue needing to go around, since one basilisk’s acid didn’t hurt another. Being able to go straight through shortened the distance between the monster and its query. It snapped at Azure’s heels but blessedly missed. He was even more grateful that it hadn’t spit at him, because he had definitely been within range. Perhaps his Luck stat had finally kicked in to save him some grief. 
 
    While basilisks could travel fast at short distances, they had very limited endurance, and Azure was able to outrun the monster. For a moment, he thought about turning to shoot at it, but he didn’t feel lucky enough that he would chance allowing the basilisk to catch up to him a second time. So instead, he summoned Flicka, hoping that the mystical horse didn’t retain any memories from what he’d done to it back at the shrine. 
 
    If Azure had had time to marvel or be confused, he would have taken it, but he didn’t. The horse that appeared from the ether definitely was not the same one he had relied on all this time. Where Flicka had been a painted mare, this one was a bay gelding, about half a hand taller than Flicka had been. His eyes were wild as Azure approached, and the connection that Azure felt with the horse was spotty compared to the strong bond he had felt with Flicka, but he didn’t have time to focus on that either. He just needed the horse to get him out of the area. 
 
    Grabbing a fistful of the gelding’s long mane, Azure kicked his leg over its back. The horse took off almost before Azure could mount it and definitely before he was settled. He held on for dear life as it galloped through the forest in an undetermined direction. It wasn’t until Azure was able to look up and give the mental command for where it needed to go that the gelding corrected its course. However, it still wasn’t entirely obedient. 
 
    Once they were safely out of reach of the basilisk, Azure commanded the horse to slow down, but it wouldn’t. He felt fear radiating from the animal, and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of what had happened to Flicka. Apparently, the horses that Azure summoned were capable of death, even if they did come from some magical dimension. That made him feel absolutely terrible for the fate he had forced on Flicka, but he couldn’t change the past now. What made Azure feel even worse was the tree branch coming directly toward his face. He tried to duck, but still hit the branch at a staggering speed.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Tree delivers 300 damage. 
 
      
 
    For a few seconds, everything went black. When Azure came back to, the first thing he noticed was his Health bar blinking red in his peripheral vision. The blood running down his forehead into his eyes was proof of the damage. A throbbing pain made Azure’s head feel like the top of a volcano, and he was pretty sure he had cracked his skull wide open. In truth, he was too afraid to touch it and find out. 
 
    Groaning in pain, Azure reached into his Bag of Holding for Potions of Minor Healing. It was going to take a lot to undo the damage he’d brought upon himself. But how could he have known that he would summon a strange horse that didn’t listen? This horse, he was going to name Asshole.  
 
    As Azure emptied potion after potion into his open maw, he thought that he probably had this coming. Maybe the horse had known what he had done to the last one and didn’t want anything to do with him. It would take a while to earn its trust and form the same bond he’d had with Flicka.  
 
    Azure had drunk fourteen Potions of Minor Healing before it was all said and done, leaving him with only thirty left. He was suddenly reminded of how dangerous it was to travel alone. If Azure had fallen off the horse in a location where a monster had been, he likely would have perished. With only 10 Health points remaining after the fall, it would not have taken much more than a stiff wind to send him to the afterlife. Maybe he should make haste getting back to his friends after all.  
 
    Erring on the side of caution, Azure decided to hoof it the rest of the way to the shrine, Stealthing and avoiding whatever enemies he could. And by hoof it, he meant on his own two feet. It would be a while before he trusted that horse again.  
 
    The first time Azure activated Stealth, he received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Stealth has reached Level 2. This skill allows you to move silently about your enemies without them noticing. Attacks while in stealth mode will now deal 5% more damage. 
 
      
 
    That would have been exciting if not for the fact that the closer he got to the shrine, the harder it was to remain stealthed. Though the Life Resin Orb was no longer within reach of them, there were still a lot of monsters surrounding the perimeter of the shrine—so many that encounters became unavoidable the closer that Azure got, despite his best efforts. 
 
    Thinking that the coast was clear, he stepped from behind a tree he had been using to hide. But as soon as Azure did, an infernotooth came out from behind a different tree a few yards away. The two looked at each other. Well, Azure looked at the infernotooth. With no eyes, he had no idea if it actually saw him. Whatever the case, it charged toward him for a fight.  
 
    Azure drew his Zweihander of Vengeance, preparing to strike. The infernotooth reared up, exposing its underside, and Azure took the opportunity to try and slice it across the midsection, but the monster surprised him by pecking down with its giant toothlike beak. Before he had a chance to reach its skin with his blade, the monster grazed his forehead with the tip of its beak. If not for Azure seeing it coming at the last moment and moving back, it would have likely been a critical hit.  
 
      
 
    Level 25 Infernotooth delivers 125 damage. 
 
      
 
    He could feel the warmth of blood trailing down his forehead, and he just hoped he could finish the fight before the blood reached his eyes and blinded him.  
 
    Pulling his sword back, Azure plunged the tip of it directly into the infernotooth’s chest, but the monster also knew to backtrack, avoiding the piercing of any vital organs. Still, a bloody hole was left behind. 
 
    Azure expected the monster to keep stepping away as he pressed forward. Instead, it hopped to the side, swinging its massive head down like a scythe and plunging its beak deep into Azure’s neck.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 25 Infernotooth delivers 250 damage. 
 
      
 
    A gout of blood squirted from the wound whenever the monster withdrew, coating its beak and white fur in crimson victory paint. Azure made a muffled gurgling sound as he clutched at the gash. Why was every monster in this forest kicking his ass? The thought was enraging, so enraging that he threw caution to the wind and rushed the creature, ducking under it to stab his sword straight up into its stomach. He used so much force that the point went all the way through the monster. 
 
    The infernotooth reared up again, pushing Azure away and onto his back. Thankfully, the creature didn’t have hooves on its arms; otherwise, they would have come down on top of Azure and delivered another blow. Instead, it stumbled to the side several feet, teetering back and forth before it finally fell to the forest floor and relinquished its life.  
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Defeated Level 25 Infernotooth. 200XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Azure couldn’t believe his bad luck. Once more, he was forced to dig into his Bag of Holding to find healing potions to stop the torrent of blood leaking from his neck.  
 
    Consuming five more healing potions only brought his Health back up to 300 points. He was badly injured and just wanted to make it back to the shrine without further harm.  
 
    As if the Gods were listening to him and mocking his silent plea for a little help, a geode drake landed in a nearby tree.  
 
    By some miracle, it hadn’t seen him, and Azure was able to shoot it down before it got any real chance to attack.  
 
    Soon, he was on his feet again, being as stealthy as he could as he wove his way through the trees toward the shrine, praying that he could make it without having to fight anymore. It was now late afternoon, and the sun wouldn’t be holding out for him much longer. If he was forced to light a torch, it would be like sounding a dinner bell in the middle of a monster-infested forest. 
 
    After what seemed like far too long, Azure finally broke through the trees into the clearing behind the shrine. Luckily, there was only one monster separating him from his destination. A tainted fire elemental hovered directly in his path. Since the monster didn’t have any eyes, Azure couldn’t tell where it was looking. He took a moment to Analyze it and assess the challenge. 
 
      
 
    Level 27 Tainted Fire Elemental. 
 
      
 
    Much like the other elementals, the tainted fire elemental appeared as an orb with a black nucleus. Fire branched out from its core, promising to burn anyone who got too close.  
 
    Beyond the elemental, the gates of the shrine were still down. The small area was crowded. Azure thought he could see Princess Zadori and Rerdam gathered around the Memory Lantern, but he wasn’t sure. A blue barrier of magic surrounded the ivory structure, helping to keep the monsters at bay, though none were trying to swarm it. 
 
    Azure wanted to call for his friends, but there didn’t seem to be much of a point. He wasn’t convinced that The Children of Dyasitet would open the gate for him until the tainted fire elemental had been dealt with. He was also worried that raising his voice would only draw more monsters to the area. 
 
    Azure cast Woodflesh before unshouldering his Obsidian Recurve War Bow. Then he sidestepped a few yards so that he wasn’t shooting directly at the shrine. Friendly fire would not make The Children of Dyasitet more inclined to open the gates for him.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Azure activated Zoom. The tainted fire elemental remained blessedly still, so getting a good shot at it wasn’t difficult.  
 
    The sound of the arrow smacking against the monster was enough to alert everyone in the shrine of his presence. Azure swore he heard Princess Zadori say his name, though the word came out low and cautious. 
 
    As soon as they were aware of the fight going on outside of the shrine, everyone gathered at the back gate. He hoped that meant someone was going to open it. 
 
    The tainted fire elemental flew a few feet toward Azure before shooting a fireball at him. Jumping to the right, he narrowly avoided being hit.  
 
    Not using the same friendly fire caution, Princess Zadori shot an arrow in the tainted fire elemental’s direction. Fortunately, it hit the monster, stopping there. If it had gone past, Azure would have had to dodge that as well. Part of him wanted to chastise her, but a greater part was just thankful for the assistance. No one else seemed to be as concerned for his safety. 
 
    Azure tried to loose another arrow at the elemental, but it made a fire attack half a second faster. The arrow burned up in the fireball, going no further. Unfortunately, the ball of flames sailed on and caught Azure on the shoulder. Spreading quickly, the fire reached all the way up to his face. Pain bloomed over his skin with the crackling and popping of fresh blisters. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! Level 27 Tainted Fire Elemental delivers 250 damage. 
 
      
 
    Azure’s Health hit double digits, and the bar blinked threateningly in his peripheral vision. Now he really wanted to cry for help. Just as Azure thought it, though, he received a burst of healing. 
 
      
 
    You have been healed for 100 points. 
 
      
 
    Princess Zadori planted another arrow in the monster’s core, bringing it one step closer to death. At the same time, Azure saw Uden punch The Child of Dyasitet that was creating the barrier. The blue wall of protection went down, and Rerdam held the life cultists off as the half-imp forced the gate up and shimmied under it to come to Azure’s aid. 
 
    In those moments, the half-monster that everyone seemed to hate so much looked like a pale-skinned angel running to his rescue. 
 
    Uden was on top of the tainted fire elemental in a flash, doing a jump shot with his daggers to take the monster out. 
 
      
 
    Defeated Level 27 Tainted Fire Elemental. 216XP rewarded. 
 
      
 
    When his feet hit the floor, he didn’t stop running, making his way to Azure and snaking under his arm to offer support.  
 
    The rest was a blur as Uden half-helped, half-dragged Azure to the shrine.  
 
    Luckily, when they got there, the gate had been opened for them, and they were able to make it safely inside, where Uden laid Azure on the ground and then moved aside for him to receive healing from The Children of Dyasitet.  
 
    “Dude, you’re my hero.” Azure gave the half-imp two thumbs up as he basked in the healing energy washing over him. 
 
    Two of The Children of Dyasitet knelt by his side, dual casting their healing spells. 
 
    “You should have the bards write a song about me.” Uden smiled in amusement.  
 
    Just then, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    You have been through hell and back together. Princess Zadori knows that you would be willing to lay down your life for her, which has greatly increased her respect for you. 
 
      
 
    Your relationship with Princess Zadori has reached Level 3. Your relationship has been update from Servant to Peasant. From now on, she will regard your opinion more highly. Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    A bitter laugh escaped Azure’s lips, causing many of his onlookers to gaze at him curiously. He locked eyes with the princess, and she smiled down at him fondly, seemingly oblivious to the relationship update. Either that, or she thought it was perfectly normal to regard someone who had kept her alive as a peasant. 
 
    Honestly, the update seemed more like a downgrade than an upgrade. Weren’t servants trusted more than peasants in The Realm? 
 
    Azure sighed inwardly. Considering that he had almost just died multiple times, the relationship updated didn’t make him feel any better. The biggest reward of the day was still being alive. 
 
    As Azure looked at all the faces standing above him, happy to see that he’d made it, only one question came to mind. 
 
    “Where’s Jin?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 725 
 
      
 
      
 
    No one knew where the elf was. The fact that he hadn’t returned yet was cause for concern. What was even more concerning was that the Life Resin Orb had not been joined with the Memory Lantern yet, which explained why there were still so many monsters in the area. 
 
    Azure had noticed one of The Children of Dyasitet holding the Life Resin Orb when he was receiving healing. Seeing it made him instantly shoot up into a seated position. 
 
    “Why hasn’t that thing been thrown into the lantern yet?” He gestured to the ivory pedestal next to him. 
 
    Almost a mirror of the shrine, the lantern itself consisted of four ivory columns with a bonnet roof. There was a faint blue glow inside, barely taking up any space—proof that the light was about to go out. 
 
    “It doesn’t get thrown in.” The woman holding the orb scowled at him, the lines in her age-weathered face deepening. 
 
    These Children of Dyasitet were not like the ones Azure had encountered during his quest for the Staff of Gaia. While those life cultists had only been wearing white robes, sans any decorations, these women seemed far more regal, their outfits similar to a nun’s habit. Each one sported a white tunic with an image of the Memory Lantern with the Life Resin Orb inside embroidered in light blue thread on the front. On their heads, they all donned a white whimple, their hair tucked up inside, only leaving their faces exposed. All looked stern, as if they had spent many joyless days guarding The Shrine of the Mother.   
 
    “We thought that you and Jin would want to see,” Princess Zadori replied gently. 
 
    “I doubt he gives a fuck about seeing it.” Azure pulled himself to his feet, trying not to let his anger flare from his disbelief that they hadn’t joined the Life Resin Orb with the Memory Lantern yet. “What he probably cares about is not getting murdered by monsters. He’s still out there, you know, fighting his way to get here.” Azure gestured back toward the forest, thinking about how bad the elf had looked the last time Azure had seen him.  
 
    Without another second’s hesitation, he turned his attention to the woman holding the orb. “You will cast that thing into the fire now.”  
 
    She seemed appalled by the demand, her mouth hanging open for several seconds while she glanced from one life cultist to the other as if she needed their approval. 
 
    “Azure is right,” Uden stepped in, “Jin does not need to be here to witness this. This area will not be safe until the orb and the lantern are united.” 
 
    Princess Zadori looked to Rerdam, but he only shrugged. “I don’t care, either way.” 
 
    As it was, Azure just wanted the quest to be over so that he could feel safe taking his party to find Jin. Remembering how difficult it had been for him to get back made him anxious with every passing second that the elf was gone. 
 
    The woman holding the orb clutched it closer to her chest. “There has always been a tradition with this.” 
 
    “Fuck tradition.” Azure strode forward and snatched the orb out of her arms.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Life Resin Orb 
  
       	  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Legendary 
  Quality: Exquisite 
  Weight: 5.0 kg 
  Uses: Quest Item 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He did not take the time to be impressed by the orb’s stats, though he normally would have. In all his travels in The Realm, Azure had never come across an Exquisite Quality item. The fact that it had a Legendary Item Class on top of that meant the orb was absolutely priceless. It was also disturbingly warm, which he tried to ignore. Despite his frustration over the situation, Azure felt a sense of peace as soon as the Life Resin Orb was in his arms. 
 
    “Azure!” Princess Zadori chastised him, but he wasn’t listening. 
 
    Without a second thought, Azure turned and tossed the Life Resin Orb into the Memory Lantern. 
 
    As soon as the orb met the flames, a blinding flash of light had them all covering their eyes. The burst of wind that followed made them cower away. It was a hot wind, like the summer sun blowing over the desert, and it smelled oddly like water and fresh-cut grass. 
 
    When Azure lowered his arms, he saw a beam of light shooting straight up to the heavens from the lantern. Song filled the air so loud that it drowned out everything else—children singing in a foreign language. Though Azure could not discern what they were saying, he knew that the song was peaceful and happy. All was right in the world again with the orb and the lantern united. 
 
    The song lasted for about a minute, and as it played, their eyes adjusted. One by one, they let down their guard and watched as images began to form in the light of the lantern, all of them painted in the same soft blue shade as the embroidery on The Children of Dyasitets’ robes.  
 
    As they watched, Azure realized that he was witnessing the story of creation—how The Realm had come to be. Standing in a circle at the perimeter of the light were all six Gods. They raised their hands in unison, and matter began coalescing at the center of the lantern. Slowly, a planet formed. Fiborh pounded the perfectly round orb with his fists, defacing it with mountains and craters. Then Mhanuu vomited onto the surface, filling those craters and dips with water. Oceans, lakes, and rivers dotted the previously plain orb. Steq exhaled a breath, allowing it to circle the planet. Clouds hovered above it, creating a distant barrier to keep the oxygen in. Once that was done, Dyasitet outstretched her arms, embracing the sphere. Wherever she touched, greenery erupted from the solid ground. Where there was water, life began to bloom inside. Soon, there was all manner of creatures, most small, at first. Though he could not see it, Azure knew it would take years of evolution before humanoids donned the face of The Realm. What he was seeing was only the beginning. 
 
    Once Dyasitet released the planet from her embrace, Steoper stepped in. Strategically, he tapped the surface of the ball, spinning it slightly. Wherever his fingers landed, the planet pimpled with volcanos. It seemed like a small effort compared to the others until he turned away and faced outward. There, he made a circular gesture in the sky, forming another orb, though this one was made of pure fire. When he was done, he set it in the firmament above The Realm to light the planet as it rotated.  
 
    Luuq was the last to take his turn. All the Gods knew that the planet would quickly become overpopulated if it was left as it was. The greenery they had jointly created would be used up, as would the rest of the life-giving resources. There had to be a balance. And so Luuq bestowed the final gifts upon The Realm—gifts that many would think of more as curses. He gave the creatures on the planet a lifespan, forcing them to age until they expired. Assigning them into groups of predator and prey was his second gift. From that point on, some animals would naturally seek to consume others to sustain their own lives. Those that died of old age would go back to the land, feeding the plants. It would not be until humanoids walked the face of the planet that he would bestow his final gifts—greed and hatred. 
 
    With the planet created, each God claimed their own territory, settling down there to watch how their area would grow and evolve. This was the memory of the Gods. This was the memory of The Realm. 
 
    The blue and white vision they’d all been watching with intensity vanished, the light in the sky dying in an instant, leaving behind only a brightly burning Memory Lantern. Immediately, Azure felt culpable for denying Jin the experience, but perhaps he’d seen it before. The elf had lived much longer than any of them. 
 
    Pushing his guilt away, Azure turned back to his friends. “It is done,” he said with the weight of his relief to hear those words coming from anyone’s mouth, even his own. 
 
    “It is done,” Rerdam agreed with a nod. 
 
    Princess Zadori remained staring at where the images had played out before them. Tears streamed down her face. “That was so beautiful.” 
 
    Uden kept his voice low, averting his gaze. “I want to cry because I’m glad we’re out of danger.”  
 
    “I think we can all agree with that.” Azure chuckled. 
 
    As he redirected his attention to outside the gates of the shrine, he could see that the monsters that had gathered around from the beacon of light were slowly leaving. The show was over. They had lost the Life Resin Orb yet again, and they could return from whence they had come. Life would go back to normal, as would the forest surrounding The Shrine of the Mother.  
 
    Azure looked to the closest Child of Dyasitet, not caring which had the most authority. “We will leave as soon as our friend arrives.” 
 
    Normally, Azure would have loved to spend the night somewhere safe, but he didn’t want to linger at the shrine any longer than necessary. He still felt bitter regarding The Children of Dyasitet being stubborn about opening the gates to the shrine to let them in.  
 
    The woman nodded, not saying anything in response, which Princess Zadori soon informed him was because these particular life cultists had taken a vow of silence. Azure could not have cared less, having no interest in the history of The Children of Dyasitet. 
 
    As the group waited for Jin to return, they regaled each other with tales of their harrowing ordeals facing the overwhelming number of monsters. Now that the quest was over, they all confessed that none of them had any illusion that they would be able to defeat all the monsters around the shrine.  
 
    “I was pretty sure we were going to die,” Uden admitted. “My Gods, I was never happier than when Jin gave the order to scatter and run.” 
 
    “It was our only real chance of survival,” Rerdam said. “Had we stayed together, they would have all just chased after us.” 
 
    “I honestly hadn’t known what was going on when I saw Jin run past.” Azure’s eyes widened as he recalled the memory. “One second I saw him, the next, he had disappeared into the forest.” 
 
    “At least, you got the message. That’s all that matters.” The old knight patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    The sun dipped over the horizon, relinquishing its rays to the dangers of darkness. Azure watched the elf’s Health drop and recover in his peripheral vision, feeling more anxious with every passing second. He stared at the tree line where he had seen Jin disappear, expecting him to reappear from the same area. 
 
    Uden stepped up beside him. “Your boyfriend will be back. Don’t worry.” He smirked. “That son of a bitch is too stubborn to die.” 
 
    Azure quirked his head to the side and sliced the half-imp with his gaze. “Not funny.” 
 
    Uden’s expression went serious. “You have to laugh. We almost died. Who knew we would get this chance, and who knows if we will get it again tomorrow?” 
 
    It was a strangely profound thing to say. Tomorrow was never guaranteed. Still, Azure didn’t find the joke funny. He was watching the forest so intently because he was supposed to be out there protecting the elf, not sitting in safety waiting for him. Beyond that, Jin was Azure’s friend, and he did care about his well-being on a grander scale than just duty. 
 
    An hour passed before the elf finally stepped out of the darkness, though he appeared at the right gate of the shrine, not the back. With no more monster threats around, The Children of Dyasitet did not hesitate to let him in. His Dark Cloak of Racial Concealment was tattered and covered in blood, but the hood still did its job hiding his face. Despite how Jin had looked when Azure had last seen him, he did not appear to be in as bad of shape now, probably due to drinking several Potions of Minor Healing. 
 
    “It took you long enough.” Uden placed a hand on his hip. 
 
    “We were so worried about you!” Princess Zadori threw herself into the elf’s arms. 
 
    For a second, he held his hands up like he didn’t want to touch her, but then he gingerly patted her on the back before stepping away. 
 
    “Sorry. Have you guys been waiting long?” Jin’s eyes moved from one comrade to the next. 
 
    “It’s been a few hours,” Rerdam informed him, but he didn’t seem upset about the lost time. 
 
    “Azure took a while to get here, too.” The half-imp nodded in Azure’s direction. 
 
    “So what did take you so long?” Azure tried not to sound irritated. Jin probably had a perfectly good excuse for making him worry. 
 
    “There were so many monsters in the area, I wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to get more experience.” 
 
    His response immediately made Azure’s expression droop. 
 
    Though Azure was ready to go, the elf insisted that it was best if they stayed the night at the shrine. The monsters in the area were still in the process of dispersing, so there were still more than usual. Since all of them but Azure and Princess Zadori had completely used up the Durability on their Silk Leggings of Life, and they were low on healing potions, Jin thought it was safer not to take the risk. 
 
    If The Children of Dyasitet were annoyed by their presence, the group couldn’t tell. Four of them stood as sentries, one manning each gate, and the fifth watched over the Memory Lantern as if she feared it might go out if she didn’t keep her eyes on it. They made no attempt to be friendly or share provisions. 
 
    Luckily, Jin wasn’t upset that Azure had taken the initiative to unite the Memory Lantern with the Life Resin Orb, though he did seem a little sad that he hadn’t gotten to witness the vision that everyone else had. 
 
    “Oh well. I made my choice by deciding to stay out and fight monsters. That will serve me better in the future than the memory anyway,” he had said with a sigh. Then the subject was dropped. 
 
    They slept in the next morning, making sure that they were all fully recovered before they left.  
 
    With fewer monsters to defeat, the journey should only take nine days instead of ten. Azure was happy that it would not be long before they’d be able to collect on the experience they were owed for the quest.  
 
    The trip back to Dyasitet was blessedly peaceful. In fact, the monsters hadn’t so much fled as entirely disappeared from the area. They didn’t encounter a single one, though the aftermath of their previous occupancy still remained. Basilisk trails continued to pose a nuisance, though the ground had mostly healed from their damage, dotting the trails with dry spots so that the group didn’t need to detour far to get through. 
 
    For his hunting efforts, Azure was only able to shoot two rabbits and two deer, which didn’t give him much experience. While the monsters had left the area, it was still taking a while for game to return. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deer Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.8 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Rabbit Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Deer Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 110 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    While they walked, Azure Foraged, a luxury he hadn’t had on their way there. As if gifting him for all the fighting, he was somehow able to find a bunch of Dyer’s Ink Plant. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  20 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  22 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  22 Dyer’s Ink Plant 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +20 SP if eaten 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    For the first few nights, they took the same watch shifts they had on their way to The Shrine of the Mother, but they soon discovered that being so vigilant wasn’t necessary. Their nights were as peaceful as their days, which allowed plenty of time for cooking and crafting.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 18. You have to eat to survive. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Azure spent most of his free time making arrows, feeling like it was the most useful of his crafting skills next to Alchemy. With all the loot he’d collected, he wasn’t at a point where he needed to drown himself in the putrid stench of tanning hides or work his fingers to the bone sewing clothes.  
 
    Since there were few birds around, Azure had issues finding feathers for his arrows. When he couldn’t collect enough components in the day to craft them, at night, he’d just relax by the fire and talk with his friends, happy to be alive and that they were able to continue their journey together. Some downtime was needed, and he didn’t feel guilty for appreciating those moments with his comrades. They could have easily had to spend the trip in mourning.  
 
    Of course, Rerdam insisted that Azure cast Summon Mount for Princess Zadori so that she wouldn’t have to walk. Speaking about what had happened to Flicka was uncomfortable. Both Jin and Rerdam told Azure that he had just done what needed to be done and shouldn’t feel bad about it, but Uden saw the weakness in Azure’s soul and guilted him relentlessly about the horse’s death. 
 
    Azure warned Princess Zadori that the new horse was not as gentle and advised her against riding it, but Rerdam contended that they should give it a try anyway. To Azure’s surprise, Asshole was receptive to the princess. While he looked at Azure in fear, the horse’s eyes softened when he gazed upon Princess Zadori, and he allowed her to mount him without any issues. 
 
    “A woman’s touch,” Jin had told Azure.  
 
    There was no other explanation, so Azure just decided to believe him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 735 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have done what you’ve asked of us.” Jin gazed up at Dyasitet. “What is our final quest?” 
 
    Her eyes shifted from person to person, a soft smile on her face. “I am happy to see you’ve all returned. My gift has served you well.” 
 
    “It was a close one.” Rerdam sounded weary, despite their smooth travels back to The Crystal Forest. 
 
    “It always is.” Dyasitet’s smile broadened, as if she found their struggles amusing. 
 
    A notification popped up, distracting Azure from his discontent at the God’s expression. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: The Orb and The Lantern has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Ten days you traveled in peril to unite the Life Resin Orb with the Memory Lantern. Through sleepless nights and bloody days, you persisted. The magic of Sheidan has been preserved because of your efforts. You are rewarded 1,015XP. 
 
      
 
    Azure gawked at the amount of experience they had received for the quest. That was over a third of an entire level’s worth. While he hoped that Dyasitet’s final quest was less dangerous, he also hoped it would pay out just as well. The sheer increase in experience was almost enough to make the ordeal worth it. Almost.  
 
    “What would you have us do next?” Jin pressed. 
 
    The smile fell from Dyasitet’s lips as she began explaining their final quest. “To the southwest is the village of Smallguard, which consists of an all-female tribe called The Sapphire Eye Warriors. This village has existed for hundreds of years, originally made up of a group of women who lost their husbands during the Battle of Hallow Hill. At the time, it was rare for widowed women to remarry, so they decided to form a village of their own to offer each other support. 
 
    “Over the years, more women came, and the village grew. They openly accepted all females, regardless of background or history. But after a while, things began to change. As the societal taboo of widowed women faded, fewer widows joined the village, and the demographic shifted to those who had been wronged by men in the past and wanted little to do with them. 
 
    “Shia Nua, the tribe leader at the time, was already pushing on a ban against all men before the village was raided.” The God closed her eyes and shook her head, a profound sadness taking over her. “It was absolute bloodshed. The men who came raped and pillaged and burned the village to the ground, telling the women that they were weak and nothing without men, and this was their proof. They had thought it would be the end of Smallguard, but there were some survivors.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” Princess Zadori drew her hands up to her face to cover the O her mouth was making.  
 
    “But those that survived rebuilt.” Jin offered the princess a small bit of comfort. 
 
    “Yes.” Dyasitet nodded. “And a new leader took over.  
 
    “Mori Lionbluff was one of the survivors. She had not come to the village because of a hatred of men but because she had wanted to be a knight. Back then, female knights did not exist in The Realm. She fought bravely against the raiders before she realized that defeating all of them singlehandedly was not possible and spirited away what villagers she could to safety. 
 
    “Her skills in battle had not gone unnoticed, and when she convinced the women to return to the destroyed village and rebuild, they agreed only on one condition—that she taught them how to fight. And so she did, and they became The Sapphire Eye Warriors, never to be helpless again. 
 
    “After that, every woman who joined the village was put through an intense training regimen. Those who refused weren’t allowed to join. Those who failed Mori’s final test were kicked out of the village.  
 
    “About a year later, when word got around that Smallguard hadn’t fallen from the raid, the raiders returned. But this time, the women were ready for them. They gave those men a taste of their own medicine, and not one walked away with their lives that day. 
 
    “Fueled by their memories of the past, the women finally passed a law that no men would be allowed inside Smallguard. Mind you, Mori Lionbluff was not against all men, understanding their place in the world. Still, the other women had seen that they were just as strong as those who had tried to put them down, and they yearned for radical change. 
 
    “A few years later, Mori Lionbluff surrendered her position as tribe leader of Smallguard, unwilling to give in to the increasingly irrational demands of her peers. But the woman who stepped into her place, Neneh Bhiste, was more than willing.  
 
    “She had also been a survivor of the first raid, and her hatred of men was limitless. Under her new rule, patrols were set up around the perimeter of Smallguard to kill any men, on sight, that dare wander close to the village. And it’s been that way ever since.” 
 
    Jin waited until he was certain that the God had finished before speaking up. “So I get that you’re going to send us to Smallguard next, but why?” 
 
    “Few men survive Smallguard these days, but one who did discovered exactly how The Sapphire Eye Warriors got their name.” 
 
    “Smallguard sits atop a sapphire mine,” the elf guessed with so much confidence that one would have thought he knew. 
 
     Dyasitet nodded. “Just below Smallguard is the largest reserve of sapphires in The Realm.” 
 
    “I always thought that The Sapphire Eye Warriors got their name because Mori Lionbluff had blue eyes,” Princess Zadori chimed in. 
 
    “That’s what most thought,” Uden added. 
 
    “The women knew about the sapphires, but they did not care about the jewels,” the God told them. “Their wealth came from the community they had built. They knew that if they tried to excavate and sell the gems, it would only draw prospectors to the area. The sapphires were better left alone. But it was a secret they could not keep forever.” 
 
    “One would not think a man would be able to get close enough nor be quiet enough to get away with mining in that area,” Rerdam noted. 
 
    “One would not think,” the God parroted with a soft smile. “But though those women are warriors, they are still human.” 
 
    “I smell a love story coming on.” The half-imp snorted with distaste. 
 
    “Not one for a good love story?” Dyasitet seemed utterly amused by Uden’s reaction. 
 
    “You can spare us the time.” Jin agreed with the half-imp. “Someone let a man through. He discovered the sapphires and somehow escaped to tell others.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re no fun!” Princess Zadori scowled at him. 
 
    He sliced her with his gaze. “We all know how the story goes already.” 
 
    “Well, I still wanted to hear it.” She crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “The elf is not far off,” Dyasitet assured her. She was about to open her mouth and continue with the tale until Jin cut her off. 
 
    “So what does this have to do with us?” 
 
    The God paused, and a glimmer of irritation took over her expression before the lines in her face smoothed once more. “At first, just a few brave souls dared to enter the area to try to harvest the precious gems. All of them were slain. Then Hidden Gem Mining Company caught wind of the large payload.  
 
    “Understanding the delicacy of the situation, the man who owns Hidden Gem Mining Company, Pin Virgursk, sent an envoy to treat with The Sapphire Eye Warriors, but the man was killed on sight. Next, he sent a woman. She also did not return. 
 
    “Greed is a powerful thing, and the wealth that Smallguard sits atop is enough to make a man rich for several lifetimes. Pin is not about to give up. He has set up camp outside of Smallguard and is recruiting sellswords to create an army to challenge The Sapphire Eye Warriors. 
 
    “Smallguard is a special place inside The Realm, the only sanctuary for battered and abused women to take back the power they once lost. I would not like to see it fall.   
 
    “You will go there and broker peace between the mining company and The Sapphire Eye Warriors. I do not care how you get it done.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: Sapphires Everywhere 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Hidden Gem Mining Company is about to wage war against the village of Smallguard, which is a refuge for battered and abused women. There is no telling which side would win, but Dyasitet has requested that you stop the war before it begins. She does not care how you do it. The only problem is that The Sapphire Eye Warriors hate men and tend to kill them on sight…and you have a penis.  
    
  Difficulty: Hard 
  Success: Broker peace between Hidden Gem Mining Company and The Sapphire Eye Warriors 
  Failure: Die or fail to stop the war 
  Reward: Life Stone 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Azure couldn’t help but wonder if Princess Zadori had received the same quest notification. She most certainly did not have a penis. 
 
    He accepted the quest, pondering how they’d get it accomplished with a mostly male party. No doubt, the princess was a boon to them in this situation. 
 
    “I’m not sure this is a good quest for us.” The words came out of Uden’s mouth with hesitation. “Not sure if you’ve noticed, but we all have penises.” He made a circular gesture to encompass their entire party. 
 
    “I don’t have a penis.” Princess Zadori glared at him. “It’s fairly clear that I will be doing most of the talking on this one.” She held her nose up. 
 
    “You are the perfect party for this,” Dyasitet told him with confidence. 
 
    “Maybe if we show up on their doorstep naked.” The half-imp waggled his brows. “Special delivery!” 
 
    “They’d probably shoot you in the dick,” the princess said blandly. 
 
    “Princess!” Rerdam chastised her for her use of language. 
 
    “What?” She shrugged. “It’s true. I know that’s what I’d be aiming for if I were one of them.” 
 
    Uden huffed, and Azure laughed. 
 
    “We have our quest. Let’s go.” Jin spun on his heels, walking past his comrades with a stern expression. 
 
    The half-imp jogged after him. “We’re not going to rest here for the night?” 
 
    Jin didn’t give pause. “We’ve had several days off. I want to get this done. Time waits for no man.” 
 
    They had no choice but to follow him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 777 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were few monsters encountered on their journey but an overabundance of rabbits. Perhaps it was because it was what Azure would have considered springtime in his own world. Seasons in The Realm didn’t really work the same way that they did on Earth. They seemed more region-specific than, well, actual seasons. 
 
    Whatever the case, his kill count for rabbits reached just shy of 100 by the time they made it to where Hidden Gem Mining Company was stationed. He saw so many that he leveled up his Analyze skill. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 26. 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.   
 
      
 
    Despite only defeating one barbed skeleton while they traveled, Azure still earned enough experience from hunting to level up.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 30! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    He placed all 3 characteristic points into Vitality and leveled up his Two-Handed Weapons skill. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 20. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. 
 
      
 
    Azure hunted so much that while he was taking aim at a rabbit, he heard a strange cracking sound. Noticing the noise as well, the prey darted for the underbrush only a second before he realized what was happening. His eye went to the hairline fracture in the upper limb of his Obsidian Recurve War Bow as the limb cracked in half and came flying back to hit him in the face. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Azure bent from the pain, though the words that had left his mouth were more from his own idiocy at letting the bow’s Durability run out.  
 
    Throwing the broken pieces on the floor, Azure cursed again. As soon as the bow hit the ground, it disintegrated into dust. 
 
    Uden walked up beside him and patted him on the back while tutting. “That’s a damn shame.” 
 
    “I’m so pissed at myself right now.” Azure clawed his hands through his hair. 
 
    The half-imp inhaled a breath. “I would be, too. You should have kept an eye on that. I warned you about it long ago.” 
 
    What was worse was that Azure didn’t have a bow to replace it with. Well, he still possessed the Crossbow of Weak Fear, but its stats made it a special occasion item. He didn’t want to use it for hunting. 
 
    Despite the setback, for all his efforts, Azure received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Pelt 
  
      	  Quantity: 99 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Uncooked Rabbit Meat 
  
      	  Quantity: 99 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Bronze Waistband 
  
      	  Defense: +7 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 25/25 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.4 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The foraging was good. So much so that he leveled up his Foraging skill again.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Foraging has reached Level 25. Plants collected through foraging have a variety of uses. You can sell them, consume them, or use them to create potions through alchemy. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  99 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  56 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  22 Evergreen Frond 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases MP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  9 Belle Zedoary 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  38 Dyer’s Ink Plant 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, Restores +20 SP if eaten 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Most of it would end up getting sold at the first opportunity. 
 
    At night, there was plenty of downtime to craft. Even though he’d broken his Obsidian Recurve War Bow, Azure knew he’d need arrows for the next bow he purchased, so he made as many of them as he could. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Woodworking has reached Level 4. This skill allows you to turn the trees around you into powerful weapons and beautiful creations of carved art and furniture. Under your knife, every new-fallen tree has a new future. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Primitive Arrow 
  
      	  Quantity: 20 
  Durability: 1/1 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    When he ran out of feathers for crafting arrows, Azure switched to tanning. He had accumulated dozens of pelts, and something needed to be done with them to increase their value so he could sell them for more at the market.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rabbit Hide 
  
      	  Quantity: 15 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  Uses: Crafting 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Princess Zadori and Asshole got well acquainted on the trip. It seemed that the more Azure summoned the horse, the more the two of them felt at ease with each other, though even by the time they reached their destination, a tiny hint of distrust remained.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 36, 37, 38, 39. 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.  
 
      
 
    There were few changes of scenery. Unlike in Patheana, there didn’t appear to be any deserts in Sheidan. Forested areas stood in clusters, dispersed across the country with breaks for rolling hills and fields of pastel grass and flowers. The weather was mostly pleasant, though it rained a few times and could get a bit chilly at night.  
 
    It took them a little less than a month and a half to reach the outskirts of Smallguard. Since there was no main road leading into the village, Jin had to have Small Owl scout out the area to find the Hidden Gem Mining Company. Considering that The Sapphire Eye Warriors killed any men they came in contact with on sight, it was smarter to start the peace brokering with the more reasonable party.   
 
    “It appears they have amassed a platoon of sellswords,” the elf explained the situation to his comrades as they traveled through the forest. “They have set up camp a safe distance away from Smallguard. We should arrive soon.” 
 
    And they did, only needing to walk about a quarter-mile further before the forest broke into a manmade clearing that reminded Azure of something he had seen in a fantasy movie. Tents were set up in a large area that had been shorn of its trees. Most of them were white, but a few had been dyed to match the soft pastel of the grass around them. Men in various armor walked about the camp or sat around campfires chatting. It was a motley crew, but if Azure had to stereotype, he would say that most of the faces he saw looked like they belonged to unsavory individuals.  
 
    As soon as his group walked into the campsite, all eyes were on them. Or, more specifically, on Princess Zadori. Some of the men even stood.  
 
    A ratty-looking man with slicked-back hair and uneven stubble on his face wolf-whistled at the princess as they passed. The second the sound left his lips, Jin diverted, grabbing the sellsword by the front of his shirt. 
 
    “You will NOT disrespect her like that!” he said threateningly. 
 
    Every man around immediately drew their weapon. 
 
    The sellsword held his hands up in a sign of peace, but the shit-ending grin he wore spoke volumes about his lack of apology. 
 
    “Jin, it’s okay,” Princess Zadori said to the elf. 
 
    “It’s not okay.” Jin tightened his grip on the front of the man’s shirt. 
 
    “And what do ya plan ta do about it?” The smile on the sellsword’s face didn’t falter. “Looks ta me like yer outnumbered.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. If it came to a fight, it would be a bloodbath, with Azure’s group on the losing end. Over half of the people around them Analyzed as impossible to defeat. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” A voice broke through the crowd, demanding everyone’s attention. 
 
    While Azure dare not turn away from the threat before them, he caught sight of the man the voice belonged to. He was short and portly, with auburn hair parted perfectly in the middle that was slicked with oil and curled on both sides. A green shirt beneath crisp brown suspenders and a starched jacket told Azure that this man was not a sellsword. Round spectacles rested atop his plump cheeks and cherry nose. His pudgy features seemed to make his small brown eyes even more diminutive. Although he would be no threat in combat, he still had an air of authority about him. 
 
    “This man insulted my—” Jin began to say before Princess Zadori spoke up to finish off his sentence. 
 
    “Wife,” she said sharply, as if the word would resonate amongst the men and make them understand the misdeed. “It is fine,” she reiterated a bit more firmly. “Let him go, dear.” 
 
    “Is that true, Nabar?” The plump man sliced the sellsword with a disapproving look. 
 
    “I was only having a bit o fun.” There was still no apology in the sellsword’s tone, but his smile faded. Azure thought he sounded British.  
 
    The plump man took several steps forward to address Azure’s group. “I’m terribly sorry for his behavior. I’m sure Nabar did not know that this woman is your wife.” He eyed the sellsword warningly. “Now, if you will just let him go, we can get to the business of who you are and why you’re here.” 
 
      Jin grunted before pushing Nabar back and releasing him. The man stumbled a few feet before catching himself, the shit-eating grin returning to his face as he eyed the princess, looking her up and down lecherously before finally turning to rejoin his friends.  
 
    Princess Zadori hugged herself and shivered.  
 
    Before the elf even acknowledged the plump man, he looked at Azure. “Protect her at all costs. Do not let her out of your sight.” 
 
    “Neither of us will,” Rerdam replied as he resheathed his sword, a deep scowl set on his face. 
 
    Uden stepped up next to Azure and whispered, “This certainly looks like a rapey bunch.” 
 
    Though the tension of the confrontation had died down, and everyone was busy putting away their weapons, the gaze of many of the men around them still lingered on Princess Zadori.  
 
    “Sellswords,” the old knight huffed, “they care about nothing but coin and their own desires. An unsavory bunch, the lot of them.” 
 
    “Forgive my men,” the plump man said to Jin. “It has been a while since they saw a woman. Well, one that wouldn’t run them through the second they looked at her.” 
 
    The elf let out a strained sigh. “It is not your fault. One can only have so much control over sellswords.” 
 
    “I haven’t rightly introduced myself.” The man puffed out his chest before continuing, “I am Pin Virgursk, owner of Hidden Gem Mining Company. Am I right to assume you saw one of my ads posted around Quickbreak?” He looked at each man in Azure’s party with hope. 
 
    “No. We are here by order of Dyasitet.” Jin quickly corrected him. 
 
    “Dyasitet?” A smirk pulled at the corners of Pin’s lips. “You must forgive me, but that’s a hard tincture to swallow.” 
 
    “He is not lying.” Princess Zadori stepped forward. “She wants you to cease this war with The Sapphire Eye Warriors.” 
 
    Pin’s eyes were pulled to her. “Forgive me, my lady, but that makes me believe you even less. There is no war between me and The Sapphire Eye Warriors.” 
 
    “Then what are all these sellswords doing here?” Jin gestured back to them. 
 
    The smirk left Pin’s face. “I tried to be tactful about this. I sent two envoys to ask if we could mine the area, but neither returned. War is the last thing I want, but I am also a man of business.” He hooked his thumbs around his suspenders. “My goal is to get The Sapphire Eye Warriors to relocate so that we can mine the area. I would rather do it peaceably, but they have already shown they’re not into peace. I have amassed this platoon to try to better convince them.” 
 
    “With violence,” the princess pointed out. 
 
    Pin tilted his head to the side, still pretending to be innocent as he hesitated. “If necessary. But if it comes to that, that’s their own fault for not being willing to listen.” 
 
    “You have no right to those sapphires. You know that, right?” the elf said. It was less a question and more a statement. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m a man of business,” Pin stood firm, “and I’m afraid I’ve done all I can to settle this peaceably. I am merely waiting until I amass enough men to approach Smallguard. Then, perhaps once subdued, The Sapphire Eye Warriors will be willing to negotiate.” 
 
    Looking around at the crude band of sellswords, Azure was pretty sure that Pin’s version of subdued and their version was something entirely different.  
 
    Uden was right. If Pin collected enough sellswords to march on Smallguard and win, things would probably go down the same way the raid had in years past—the one before Mori Lionbluff became the tribe leader of The Sapphire Eye Warriors. 
 
    “There has to be another way…” Jin’s voice trailed off. He was no longer looking at Pin but was instead staring at the ground, lost in thought. 
 
    “If you can think of one, then be my guest. Those stubborn women won’t listen to anyone.” He waved toward Smallguard with distaste before his eyes brightened. “And hey, if you can get them to leave Smallguard, I’ll even pay you for it.” 
 
    “Pay us for it?” The half-imp perked up. “How much?” 
 
    Pin looked from person to person in their group and did some mental math. “Fifty gold apiece.” 
 
    “Fifty gold!” Uden mouthed the word in Azure’s direction. 
 
    No doubt, it was a generous sum. That’s why, when the quest notification popped up, Azure didn’t hesitate to accept.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quest: Peaceable Relocation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Pin Virgursk is a reasonable man. It would be cheaper to pay a few to broker peace with The Sapphire Eye Warriors than pay many to wage war against them. If you can get The Sapphire Eye Warriors to leave Smallguard without his involvement, he will reward you greatly. 
    
  Difficulty: Hard 
  Success: Convince The Sapphire Eye Warriors to abandon Smallguard and find a home someplace else. 
  Failure: Lose Pin Virgursk’s trust 
  Reward: 50 gold apiece 
  Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The elf was a bit more reluctant. “Smallguard has been their home for hundreds of years. I doubt they’ll be willing to abandon it.” 
 
    “Of course, I would compensate them heavily,” Pin offered. 
 
    “Still. A person’s homeland is more than just a piece of land.” Jin shook his head lightly. “It has history. Meaning. That is where they made their stand. I would not expect them to want to leave, no matter how great the compensation.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the offer. Take it or leave it.” Pin shrugged, clearly getting bored with the conversation. 
 
    Azure leaned in to whisper to the elf, “I already accepted the quest.” 
 
    Though Azure couldn’t see Jin’s face, he knew that the elf was glaring at him. 
 
    Jin sighed before turning his attention back to Pin. “We will do what we can, but there’s no guarantee that we can get them to leave.” 
 
    “Then you are going to go to Smallguard.” Pin’s eyes widened behind his glasses as he looked at the elf. 
 
     “Yes.” Jin nodded. 
 
    “Then you’d better send her back to Quickbreak.” Pin glanced at Princess Zadori. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’ll probably be a widow soon, and I would not trust my men to be alone with her once that news arrives.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 777 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late in the afternoon, so it made no sense to head out for Smallguard until the morning. Jin was uneasy about camping around all the sellswords, but Rerdam convinced him that it was safer than staying in the surrounding forest where they could get ambushed by monsters or The Sapphire Eye Warriors. 
 
    They decided to set up camp next to Pin’s tent. It was not hard to find, being larger than the rest and patterned in blue and white stripes.  
 
    Just as the sun disappeared over the horizon, a merchant arrived carting wares between the encampment and Quickbreak. Most of what he had was junk, but Azure was able to sell some of the loot he’d collected during their journey. Unfortunately, the man’s funds capped out at 100 gold. Still, Azure was able to offload 2 Small Bronze Waistbands, his Small Bronze Greaves, 2 Small Bronze Helms, his Small Bronze Vambrace, 9 Belle Zedoary, 119 False Weed, 35 Betty Leaf, 3 Dyer’s Ink Plant, and 37 rabbit pelts for 94 gold, 7 silver, and 9 copper. 
 
    As for purchasing, Azure only needed to replace his bow and buy some arrows, so he decided to barter with the merchant instead of spending cash. For bows, the merchant’s offerings were as follows: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bow of the Defiant 
  
      	  Attack: 25 
  Vitality: +15 
  Intelligence: +10 
  Strength: +8 
  Agility: +10 
  Dexterity: +12 
  Charisma: +3 
  Luck: +2 
  Range: 50 
  Durability: 15/15 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 5.0 kg 
  Requirements: Level 20 
  Traits: +2% resistance to Fire, +2% resistance to Poison 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hunting Bow 
  
      	  Attack: 10 
  Range: 50 
  Durability: 40/40 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.5 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Silk-String Recurve Bow 
  
      	  Attack: 20 
  Range: 150 
  Durability: 60/60 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Of course, Azure’s interest was immediately drawn to the Bow of the Defiant because of its impressive stats. The only caveat was its low Durability. Azure would definitely have to keep an eye on it if he didn’t want it to suffer the same fate as his Obsidian Recurve War Bow. 
 
    After a bit of negotiating, he was able to make the trade. Azure took a few moments to marvel at his new toy, watching his stats shoot up like crazy upon taking possession of it. The bow was made of white wood, and the grip was wrapped in dark leather. He pulled back the string to test it out. It felt good in his hands. 
 
    Of course, his purchase would not be complete without procuring some steel arrows. Azure bought 99 for a total of 13 gold, 8 silver, and 6 copper. For those, he parted with coin instead of bartering. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Steel Arrow 
  
      	  Quantity: 99 
  Durability: 2/2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.8 kg  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It seemed that no matter where they went or what they did, all eyes were on Princess Zadori. She raised the hood of her cloak to conceal herself, but it did little to stave off the hungry gazes of the men around them. Even Azure began feeling uncomfortable after a while, worried that one of the sellswords might try something inappropriate.  
 
    She framed herself between Jin and Rerdam, both having resolved to protect her. The old knight’s hand seemed permanently affixed to the pommel of his longsword. 
 
    Azure’s party didn’t bother with crafting that night, feeling too uneasy about their surrounding company to let their guard down. Though they sat spaced out around the fire they had kindled, all of them kept their weapons close, ready to defend themselves at a moment's notice.  
 
    “How do you propose we’re going to get to Smallguard when they kill men on sight?” Uden started the conversation, directing his question to the elf. 
 
    Princess Zadori spoke instead. “I think it would be best if I went alone.”  
 
    “Out of the question.” The words left Jin’s lips with a sharpness to them. 
 
    “It is the only way I can guarantee you guys will stay safe.” She looked at each of them. 
 
    “And what about you?” Rerdam asked her. “There are more than The Sapphire Eye Warriors wandering through these woods.” He glanced at the forest around them. 
 
    The princess sucked in a breath, showing the tiniest lack of confidence. “I think I’m well-versed enough with the bow to make it. Jin can have Small Owl guide me. Worst case scenario, if I run into anything I can’t handle, I’ll make a run for Smallguard.” 
 
    “You’re too important to risk losing,” the elf insisted. 
 
    His gaze suddenly diverted to behind Azure, causing him to turn. Nabar was walking up to their camp, a sly smile on his face as two other men kept a few paces behind him. Azure’s hand instinctively slid over to where his Zweihander of Vengeance was resting on the ground. 
 
    The sellswords stopped a few yards away from them, knowing better than to get too close.  
 
    “Ey heard yer goin’ ta Smallguard tomorrow.” Firelight danced off Nabar’s face, making him look even more sinister. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” Jin replied, his tone lower than usual. 
 
    Azure did not need to see his face to tell that he was glaring at the sellsword. 
 
    “Ey just thought ey might offer ta protect tha lil’ missus while yer away.” He gave Princess Zadori a toothy grin. His teeth were stained brown at the gums, and there were a few spots of solid black. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the elf said firmly. “She will be going with us.” 
 
    “Ey wouldn’t recommend that, mate.” Nabar shifted his weight, his smile faltering slightly. 
 
    “You make it sound like it’s safer leaving her here, but that’s exactly what you want,” Jin accused. 
 
    “Just because The Sapphire Eye Warriors are a bunch o women doesn’t mean they like all other women. You stroll in there with lil’ missus on yer arm, and they’re gonna think she’s a man lover. They don’t take too kindly ta man lovers. Just a friendly warning.” Nabar’s smile turned wicked as he backed away a few feet before turning to take his leave. 
 
    “Not sure why he needed those guys with him,” Azure mumbled, looking after the two lackeys trailing behind the sellsword. 
 
    “In case I decided to try to kill him.” The words came out of the elf’s mouth with heat.  
 
    “I don’t believe he’s wrong.” Princess Zadori spoke up. “That’s why I should go alone,” she asserted again. 
 
    Jin deflated with a sigh, his hood poised toward the floor as he thought for several minutes before speaking. “I don’t want to send you unescorted. At the very least, one of us should go with you.” 
 
    “I’ll go.” Rerdam bravely volunteered.  
 
    “No,” the elf decided finally. “It should be me who goes.” 
 
    “Jin, no.” Princess Zadori gave him a pleading look. “You can just send Small Owl with me. He can inform you if I run into any trouble.” 
 
    “If I was forced to expose myself, I doubt they’d kill me on sight. I am not like other men,” he reminded her. 
 
    “If you’re forced to expose yourself, they’re going to be mightily disappointed,” Uden joked, but no one laughed. 
 
    “It’s not worth the risk,” the princess insisted.  
 
    “Protecting you is worth everything,” the elf said with conviction.  
 
    It sounded romantic, but Azure knew what Jin really meant. If Princess Zadori perished, everything they’d done up to this point would have been for nothing. 
 
    “You left me alone when I had to get the Life Resin Orb to the Memory Lantern, and I was fine,” she said calmly. 
 
    “My word is final. We will not speak of this anymore.” The elf stood, exhausted from the conversation. “Rerdam, Uden, Azure, you three will rotate the watch shift tonight. Zadori and I need to get our sleep. It will be a long day tomorrow.” 
 
    And with that, he unrolled his bedroll, leaving the job of keeping the sellswords at bay to his trusted guards. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 778 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure took the first shift, which was peaceful. With so many sellswords in camp, safety was almost guaranteed…from monsters, at least. The sellswords were the biggest threat.  
 
    Not all of them were intimidating, though. A boisterous man with fiery red hair and a short beard wandered into their camp with a flagon of ale in his hand. At first, Azure was confused and alarmed that he had just invited himself to sit by their fire, but then he introduced himself as Rhehnun, hailing from some city named Geanseth in Gascaria, and they got into a lengthy and entertaining conversation about the life of a sellsword.  
 
    Talking with Rhehnun, time passed quickly, and it wasn’t long before Azure was able to rouse Rerdam for his shift and settle down for the night. He had not expected to be woken some several hours later to the sound of arguing. As Azure opened one eye, then the other, he saw Jin getting in Uden’s face. 
 
    “How could you have just let her go?!” The elf had an arm pointing straight in the direction of Smallguard. In his other hand was a piece of parchment that was curling up toward his fingers. 
 
    Uden shrugged, a frown set on his face, not seeming the least bit apologetic. “Her plan was better than yours.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rerdam asked groggily from his own bedroll. His voice was raspy from disturbed sleep. 
 
    “This idiot,” Jin turned his pointing finger toward the half-imp, “let Zadori go to Smallguard by herself.” 
 
    Uden quirked his head toward the old knight. “She was very convincing.” 
 
    The elf growled before pushing past the half-imp to start packing up his bedroll. “I knew I should have killed you when I had the chance. Sooo many times, I should have killed you.” 
 
    It would have been amusing to see Jin lose his composure if not for the fact that Azure was still waking up. As it was, he was mostly just confused. 
 
    “Would you relax already? She’ll be fine. She’s far more capable than you give her credit for.” Uden’s voice remained calm, if not a bit annoyed. 
 
    “You don’t understand what’s at stake.” Jin shook his head. 
 
    The half-imp placed his hands on his hips. “I understand that you’re a control freak, and you need to learn to just let go sometimes. You’re not the only one capable of getting things done around here.” 
 
    Rerdam stood and turned to roll up his bedroll as well, though he moved much more slowly than the elf. “He’s right. We have to go after her.” 
 
    “If we go after her, we’ll all get murdered,” Uden insisted. When no one responded, he turned to Azure. “What do you think?”  
 
    Azure was still busy blinking the sleep out of his eyes, but he knew that if he didn’t get moving soon, it would only irritate Jin further, so he forced himself to crawl out of bed. “Hey man, I don’t know. I’m just a peon.” It was the best cop-out answer he could come up with when he didn’t want to have to think.  
 
    Whatever the elf decided, Azure would follow him to the ends of The Realm, even if it meant his death.  
 
    They were packed up quicker than he liked. By the time their party started walking toward Smallguard, the haze still hadn’t cleared from his head. Uden and Jin continued to argue, but Azure stayed out of it, embracing his role as a mindless guard for the time being.  
 
    As it turned out, the paper that the elf had been holding was a note Princess Zadori had left behind for him. She was smart enough to know that hearing her reasoning from the half-imp’s mouth would not get through to Jin.  
 
    After the morning sleepiness had finally cleared, Azure asked if he could read the letter. The elf did not even pause as he pulled it from his bag and handed it over.  
 
      
 
    Dear Jin, 
 
      
 
    I have gone to Smallguard to treat with The Sapphire Eye Warriors on my own. I know this is not what we had agreed upon, but you were too stubborn to listen to reason last night. You have spent so much time protecting me; let me protect you this once. I would never be able to live with myself if something happened to you when I knew I could have prevented it.  
 
    Please understand, and don’t come after me.  
 
    I will return in two days’ time. Wait for me until then. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Zadori 
 
      
 
    Azure mulled over the princess’ words before giving the letter back to the elf. 
 
    “She gave us a deadline. I say we wait,” he stated his opinion finally. 
 
    Oddly, though nothing else had, it was enough to make Jin stop in his tracks. 
 
    “Deadline…” he muttered the word, not bothering to turn. 
 
    “Yes. Two days. It’s written right there.” Azure nodded toward the parchment in the elf’s hands. 
 
    Jin stared out toward the forest for a moment. They hadn’t gotten very far, but it likely wouldn’t be much longer before they were encroaching on The Sapphire Eye Warriors’ territory.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Rerdam asked the elf. 
 
    “Nothing.” Jin shook his head, seeming to calm before he turned to Azure. “Do you really think we should wait?” 
 
    Uden raised a hand. “I think we should.”  
 
    “No one is talking to you!” the elf snapped at him, causing the half-imp to scowl and cower slightly. 
 
    Azure let out a small sigh. “I know you are going to hate me for saying this, but Uden is right. I don’t believe that Princess Zadori is incapable of completing this task on her own. If we show up now, we’re only going to either get ourselves killed or complicate things for her. I think we should give her the two days she’s asked for. If she doesn’t return, then we’ll go after her.” 
 
    Jin was silent for several seconds, mulling over the idea. Apparently, Azure’s opinion wasn’t enough, because he asked Rerdam for advice next. 
 
    The old knight hummed, seemingly torn about the decision as well. He had been relatively quiet since they’d woken up, following behind the elf as dutifully as Azure had. “Princess Zadori is my charge, and I absolutely hate the idea of her being alone in dangerous territory.” 
 
    “But?” Jin knew it was coming. 
 
    “But I also believe that she would not have made this decision if she didn’t think herself capable of accomplishing the task. Whether we like it or not, she is the best choice for this job,” he decided. “Azure is right. If we show up right behind her, it could ruin everything. I suggest we go back.” Rerdam tossed his head in the direction of the encampment. 
 
    “See. I told you I was right.” Uden shifted his weight. 
 
    Azure cringed from the sound of his voice, worried that the elf’s decision might be swayed just out of spite for the half-imp. “Could you just please not?” He scrunched up his face as he looked at Uden. 
 
    Jin exhaled, seeming to deflate from the breath. He continued to stare at Smallguard, his body gravitating in that direction as if he feared the princess would doubtlessly perish if he didn’t rush to her rescue. Though he was stubborn without measure, he also knew how things worked. All the signs were there that he should back off and let Princess Zadori handle this. If she was wrong, it would cost them everything, but if she was right, then he could just be running them toward their deaths. It was a tough call to make. 
 
    Finally, the elf shook his head and turned around, walking between Azure and Uden at a hurried clip. “Let’s go back. I hate to waste this time, but we probably should wait since she’s already gone. Who knows if she’s already reached them or what lies she might be telling to infiltrate their base.” 
 
    “A smart decision,” Rerdam said before taking long strides to catch up. 
 
    Once they returned to the encampment, the group set back up where they had been before, claiming their small plot of the clearing.  
 
    Uden quickly made friends with many of the sellswords, seeing this time off as just another mini-vacation. The most at home in the encampment, he shared stories, drank booze, and gambled with the men, who seemed to be constantly itching for action but irritated that they were sitting idle. 
 
    Rerdam and Jin stayed close to the camp, only wandering away to take care of nature’s calling.  
 
    It was not long before word of Princess Zadori’s disappearance made its way around the encampment, causing Nabar to pay them a visit. He was ill-received but made himself present with the two men trailing behind him, nonetheless. 
 
    “Ey hear yer woman ran off without ya.” That shit-eating grin was still on his face. 
 
    “On your suggestion, I sent her back to Quickbreak,” the elf lied. 
 
    Nabar’s smile only grew wider. “That’s not what he said.” He nodded back toward where Uden was playing cards with a circle of sellswords. 
 
    “He’s a liar. He’s probably trying to get you guys to go after her and get yourselves killed. Have you ever gambled with him before?” Jin’s voice was perfectly even.  
 
    It almost scared Azure how good the elf was at lying. Weren’t elves supposed to be honest and pure? There were many aspects in which Jin defied what Azure had expected elves to be like. 
 
    The smile on Nabar’s face finally faltered as he twisted around to look at the half-imp. “He has won an awful lot…” he muttered. 
 
    “You gave me advice, now let me help you. You might want to check up his sleeves. I know I’ve seen him with a deck of cards before. Oh, and if you decide to kill him, don’t worry, we won’t interfere.” 
 
    I certainly hope he’s not cheating, Azure thought as he looked toward his friend, but he knew the half-imp better than anyone else. If Uden was winning most of the games, it probably meant he was using some sort of trickery. 
 
    Nabar said nothing more. He simply nodded and walked away, his gaze locked on the half-imp. 
 
    As soon as he was out of earshot, Azure glared at Jin. “Fuck’s sake, do you really have to go out of your way to get him killed? Ultimately, he ended up being right about this. Don’t get all pissy because he went over your head for the right reasons.” 
 
    It was a bold thing to say, and Azure realized he had overstepped the moment the words had left his mouth, but it was too late to take them back. 
 
    “Whether he was right or not is yet to be seen,” the elf’s voice was cutting. “What remains true is that he’s been nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, please.” Azure rolled his eyes. “We never would have survived The Shrine of the Mother without him. He’s saved my ass more times than I can count. And if it comes to it…” he hesitated on his next words, knowing he’d have to follow through if he let them leave his mouth, “I will protect him.” 
 
    “You’ll die with him, too.” Jin gestured toward Uden flippantly. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before a ruckus arose from the gambling circle as Nabar openly accused the half-imp of cheating and demanded that he roll up his sleeves. To all their surprise, Uden quickly acquiesced, wearing a shit-eating grin of his own. 
 
    “I am no cheat, sir, I swear it,” he said as gentlemanly as possible. 
 
    “Well, here it goes. Thanks a lot,” Azure growled at the elf before standing to go and defend his friend. 
 
    The half-imp addressed the whole group. “I can see you gents are getting upset that I’m so good at this game. Now, I won’t apologize for being good at it, but if you’d prefer, I can retire so that you don’t lose anymore coin.” He smiled politely. 
 
    “How about we beat the coin out of you!” Nabar threateningly took a step forward. 
 
    Several of the other men called out in agreement and stood to join the sellsword. 
 
    Still, Uden held his ground. “Now, gentlemen, what proof do you have that I cheated?” He held his hands up at chest-level. “You have asked me to roll up my sleeves, and I have done so. Did you see any cards fall out of them? No. If there is anything else you would like for me to do to prove my innocence, please ask, and I will do my best to placate you. Would one of you like to check my ass?” The half-imp winked at one of the more well-kempt sellswords. 
 
    The man quickly averted his gaze as discomfort set in. 
 
    “If you can prove that I’m cheating, then I will not only give you back everything I’ve won, but you may kick my ass and divide my belongings amongst yourselves,” Uden told the group. 
 
    This seemed to calm the tension, several of the men grumbling but sitting back down. 
 
    “I know you’re a cheat! Your friend told me so.” Nabar pointed back at Jin. 
 
    The half-imp’s shoulder slumped slightly as he looked at the elf. “Him? He’s a little bitch. I would not call us friends. He owes me allegiance for saving his life. That’s the only reason why we travel together. He’s still bitter about it and wants to be relieved, so he tries to get me killed every chance he can get.” Uden waved in Jin’s direction dismissively. 
 
    If the situation wasn’t so intense, Azure would have grinned. The elf and the half-imp seemed to be engaged in a battle of lies.   
 
    Nabar looked from Uden to Jin, unsure of who to believe. Finally, he gave up on trying to turn the other sellswords against the half-imp and stomped off. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen,” Uden said to his gambling buddies before walking over to rejoin his party by the fire. 
 
    Azure let out a sigh of relief. “That was close.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” The half-imp shook his head. “I haven’t been cheating, so there’s nothing for them to be upset about.” 
 
    “Have you really not been?” Azure eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    The satisfied smirk that played across Uden’s face said it all. 
 
    Of course, it disappeared the second that the half-imp was sitting back in their camp. 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” he told Jin. 
 
    The elf did not respond. Azure wondered if he was smiling under the hood of his cloak.  
 
    Time continued to pass, and Azure grew bored, so he eventually went walking around the encampment. With just over thirty sellswords there, it wasn’t hard to find Rhehnun. The man was suffering from a horrible hangover, but he still made better company than the tight-lipped elf and the stuffy old knight. By hanging out with him, Azure earned a few more sellsword acquaintances. He also learned that the man was a master of many trades and watched in fascination as Rhehnun whittled a piece of wood into a bow. 
 
    “Can you teach me?” He edged closer to the red-bearded man, yearning for knowledge. 
 
    “Sure.” Rhehnun shrugged before pulling a long branch about five feet long and three inches in diameter from his bag and handing it over. He also had to provide Azure with a hatchet, because his Crude Guardsman Dagger wasn’t up to the task. 
 
    The two spent the rest of the afternoon talking and whittling away. While Azure was particularly cautious, he found smoothing out the wood to be easier than he had feared it would be. Though the process was long, it felt rewarding.  
 
    Once the lengths of wood were carved, smoothed down, and notched, Rhehnun gave Azure a piece of sinew to make a bowstring. Azure was surprised by how generous the man was, willing to provide everything for the job.  
 
    The sinew they were using was from the back of a deer. It had been previously dried and required rewetting to make it pliable.  Rhehnun instructed Azure to pull eight fibers from the sinew, which he was then told to twist collectively.  
 
    Creating the bowstring was a lot less complex than Azure had imagined. The sinew would glue itself together once it dried, ensuring that the string remained twisted.  
 
    After fully twisting the sinew and tying knots at the ends, Rhehnun showed Azure how to string the bow, something he already knew from working with bows in the past. When the job was complete, he received a notification.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Primitive Bow 
  
      	  Attack: 9 
  Range: 50 
  Durability: 30/30 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.5 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Rhehnun took the bow from Azure and nodded while inspecting it. “Not bad.” Then he began to place it in his own bag. 
 
    “Hey!” Azure said to stop him. 
 
    The sellsword looked up at him, not fazed by his alarm. “What? You didn’t think I was just going to give you all the materials and let you keep the bow, did you?” Then the bow disappeared into Rhehnun’s bag. 
 
    While Azure was admittedly disappointed, he understood. Losing the bow was the price of learning how to make it. 
 
    Night came, and he returned to his own camp, excited with his new knowledge, which he tried to share with Jin. However, the elf did not seem interested in going out looking for acceptable branches when the sun had already set. Perhaps they could get to it in the morning if the princess hadn’t returned by then. 
 
    Azure took his watch shift without incident. Unfortunately, Rhehnun had decided to go to sleep at a decent time, so Azure spent most of the night without companionship, though his watch was pleasantly shorter thanks to Jin taking a shift.  
 
    He awoke the next morning to a blinking red bar in his peripheral vision. Azure’s heart instantly raced with the fear that it was his own until he realized it belonged to Uden. After a brief sigh of relief, he shot up with renewed panic. Were they under attack? 
 
    Jin and Rerdam were sitting around the fire as if they hadn’t even noticed their comrade in peril. The half-imp was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where is he?!” Azure asked. 
 
    The elf shrugged nonchalantly. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” 
 
    “How can you be so heartless?! And you,” he turned his seething gaze toward Rerdam. “Why aren’t you looking for him?” 
 
    “King…” the old knight stumbled over the word before quickly correcting himself, “Jin instructed me not to go after him.” His eyes shifted around the encampment, hoping that no one had heard the honorific. 
 
    Azure growled before stomping off to find Uden. His brain was so hazy from sleep that he almost left his sword behind. 
 
    Worried that he wouldn’t get to his friend in time, Azure asked every sellsword he came across if they’d seen the half-imp. Most just grunted, annoyed for being bothered so early. A few wore suspicious expressions but said they hadn’t. 
 
    Not getting anywhere with his inquiries and noticing that Uden’s Health bar was still slowly ticking downward, Azure decided to do a perimeter sweep of the encampment. Hopelessness quickly seeped in from the realization that no one would help him, and he had no idea where the half-imp could be. There were few times when he’d felt more helpless to stop an impending tragedy. 
 
    Coming up emptyhanded, Azure steeled himself and decided to inspect along the tree line. If need be, he would venture out into the forest on his own. Since he could not find Uden in the encampment, he could only assume that he had headed toward Smallguard for some reason. Chasing after him might be suicide, but Azure didn’t know what else he could do to try to save his friend. 
 
    As he skirted the edge of the forest, Azure called the half-imp’s name. Uden’s Health was so low that Azure wasn’t even sure if he was still conscious. 
 
    Oh Gods, Uden, where are you?  
 
    The discomfort in Azure’s chest was sickening. He was about to watch his friend die, and he couldn’t do anything about it. If he didn’t find the half-imp, would he ever discover how he had perished? 
 
    Just as the thought crossed his mind, he heard a sound from somewhere inside the forest. It could have been a moan or the soft bellowing of an animal. Whatever the case, Azure didn’t care. He rushed in with his sword drawn, only making it a few yards before he caught sight of Uden lying naked and prone behind a tree. 
 
    Azure sheathed his Zweihander of Vengeance and hurried over. The visual would have been enough to make him cringe if he wasn’t running out of time to save his friend. Uden was covered in his own blood, his face a ruin of cracked teeth and deep black bruises. Several stab wounds marred his chest and torso, and both of his hands had been cut off. One was lying next to him. Where the other was, Azure had no idea and not enough time to care. It was a miracle that the half-imp was still breathing. Even that, he was doing weakly, his breath coming out in wheezes and rasps. 
 
    Someone had been kind enough to cauterize both of his arm stumps, probably the only thing that had kept him alive this long, but blood still trickled from the many stab wounds, dropping points of Health with each small loss. 
 
    This was no time to be stingy. Though his hands were shaking, Azure worked as quickly as possible to grab fistfuls of healing potions from his Bag of Holding. He tossed them on the ground, grabbing one and uncorking it to pour it into the bloody hole that was the half-imp’s mouth. 
 
    “I’ve got you, buddy,” Azure said, his emotions a mix of panic and grief. 
 
    The half-imp didn’t swallow, simply allowing the liquid to rest in his mouth like a pool. His eyes were swollen shut. If he could hear Azure, he made no sign of it. He exhaled a gurgling breath, bubbles popping up from the potion and spilling over the sides of his cheeks, and then he stilled, his Health bar disappearing from Azure’s peripheral vision. As if that wasn’t enough to signify his death, Uden released his bowels, sending an ungodly stench into the air that Azure was able to mostly ignore due to the intensity of the situation. 
 
    Azure didn’t hesitate. It was perhaps the grossest thing he’d ever done—and that was saying a lot—but he bent over and placed his mouth on top of the half-imp’s, blowing air into him to force the healing potion down his gullet. CPR would not be enough in this case, and he knew it. The rules of The Realm worked differently than back on Earth. Azure needed to get some of the Health potion into Uden. 
 
    It was too late, but he refused to accept that. He couldn’t live with that. Already, an intense hatred of the sellswords who had done this to his friend was making him think of revenge. But even as Azure warred on the inside, his heart was torn with sorrow. 
 
    He pulled the half-imp into his arms and held him close to his chest. “I’m sorry, buddy. You didn’t die alone.” Tears streamed down Azure’s face as the words cracked out of his throat. 
 
    This was a dealbreaker moment for him. Uden’s death could have been prevented. Jin and Rerdam had already been awake. They’d seen the half-imp’s Health bar blinking in their peripheral vision, too. They could have come to his aid, but they hadn’t. If the elves were truly this heartless, then they didn’t deserve to return.  
 
    Azure squeezed his eyes shut, rocking back and forth slightly while holding his dead friend. The forest was mockingly loud with the sounds of the sellswords’ voices carrying over to him as they went about their business as if it was just another day—as if they hadn’t just murdered a man in cold blood. Well, their morning was about to get bad. Really bad. 
 
    Seconds seemed like hours as Azure plotted his revenge. He couldn’t stay here forever. Acting while he was at the height of his emotional strife would be the best way to ensure he wouldn’t back down. The sellswords were strong, but if he could catch them off guard, he might have a chance. Azure had defeated The Bower Boys the same way, and that should have been impossible. Though, at the end, he had had Jin by his side… 
 
    He had been trembling with so much fury that he barely registered the body jolting in his arms, but then he heard a weak cough. At first, Azure thought one of the murderers had returned to the scene of the crime. His eyes flew up toward the encampment, expecting to see someone standing there, but then he felt Uden wiggle just a hair. 
 
    Azure looked down to see that, somehow, the half-imp was breathing again. Relief swept through him, and he quickly reached over to uncork another vial and pour the liquid into Uden’s mouth. This time, he was able to swallow on his own. 
 
    With them no longer partied, Azure had no idea what the half-imp’s Health was at, but it must be improving because he seemed to have regained some of his more baser functions. 
 
    After the second potion, he cracked open one eye and croaked Azure’s name. Once he recognized that it was his friend holding him and that he was safe, he demanded more healing potions. Normally, Azure would have been annoyed by this, but he couldn’t even imagine the pain that Uden must be in. 
 
    One after the other, Azure fed the half-imp Potions of Minor Healing. The quick regeneration was impressive. Bone and sinewy muscle began pushing through the cauterized stumps as Uden’s hands regrew. All of the open wounds on his torso began to slowly close, the trickle of blood that had drained him of life finally ceasing. Soft pink gums filled in where the half-imp had lost many teeth, though those teeth did not return. The black of his face turned purple, then to blue, and the swelling went down so that he was able to see better. 
 
    “I thought I was dead,” Uden confessed when he was finally able to talk. 
 
    “You were,” Azure told him. “I’m honestly not sure how I was able to bring you back.” He was still amazed that his effort had paid off.  
 
    By the time Azure was done feeding the half-imp potions, nearly a dozen empty vials littered the forest floor. It wasn’t enough to bring Uden back to full Health, but it was enough that he could walk. 
 
    His hands, not fully restored, looked like something out of a nightmare—shriveled and pink and boney. The wounds in his chest and abdomen had stopped bleeding but were still deep. Uden’s face had recovered the most. Blue bruises circled his eyes, but he could see out of both of them. So beaten up and with multiple missing teeth, the half-imp was just a shell of the man he had once been before. Azure had never seen him look so vulnerable. 
 
    Uden twisted in Azure’s arms and clung to the front of his armor. “They took everything from me, Azure. My coin, my clothes, my weapons.” 
 
    “But at least they left you with your life and just enough time for me to save you.” Azure quickly unclasped his Black Wolf Cape from around his neck and threw it over the half-imp to shield his nakedness. 
 
    “They ambushed me while I was taking a piss.” Uden frowned. “They waited until I was taking my watch, knowing that no one would come save me. That damn Nabar.” He shook his head. Then he sniffed and looked under the cloak as if he was just now realizing something. “Did I shit myself?” 
 
    Azure’s eyes widened, knowing it was an uncomfortable topic. “You died. That’s what happens when you die.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen to you when you died.” The half-imp scrunched up his face, then groaned in pain from the mistake of making the expression. 
 
    “I blew up. I’m pretty sure my bowels were all over the ocean.” He didn’t like remembering that. In all honesty, there wasn’t much to remember. One minute, the world had blacked out around him. The next, he had awoken laying naked in front of a God. 
 
    In hindsight, this wasn’t much different for Uden, except that the half-imp’s death had been a lot more unpleasant. 
 
    “Are you okay to walk?” Azure stood before offering Uden his hand. 
 
    “I’m in pain, but I think so. They didn’t get anything below the waist, thank the Gods. Some things don’t grow back.” He clasped hands with Azure and stood, though it was evident that the action took considerable effort and caused him pain. Once the half-imp was standing, he gave Azure a pathetic look. “You wouldn’t happen to have any more healing potions?” 
 
    Azure sighed, a bit upset that he would be losing more of his dwindling supply to his friend, but more understanding of it this time. “I can give you three more. I’m running low, though. I can’t find the stuff to make them with out here, so I’ll have to buy some if I need to resupply.” He looked back toward the encampment for a moment before reaching into his Bag of Holding for three more Potions of Minor Healing to hand over to Uden. 
 
    “I’ll pay you back the first chance I get,” the half-imp said gratefully as he received the potions and greedily drank them down, but Azure knew it was a lie. Uden was as much of a money sink as a booty call that only used you to buy them things, and Azure wasn’t even getting any ass.  
 
    He let out another sigh, momentarily thinking about how much of a burden the half-imp was to him at times—like a little brother that always got himself into trouble and needed to be bailed out.  
 
    “Hopefully, they won’t try to kill me again when I go back.” Uden gazed in the direction of the encampment with disdain. 
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel about going back, if I’m being honest.” Azure hadn’t really taken the time to think about it since the half-imp had revived. 
 
    He was relieved that his friend was okay, and some of that relief had wiped away a large amount of his rage. Now, it was just simmering anger. While Azure still wanted revenge, he was no longer willing to die for it.  
 
    “We could stay out here and pick them off one at a time. They have to come piss and shit sometimes.” Uden’s words mirrored very close to what Azure had been thinking. 
 
    He glanced over at the half-imp, who was busy tying the cloak that Azure had lent him around his waist. “You don’t have a weapon. Or clothes. You’re pretty much helpless.” 
 
    “I have spells,” Uden hissed, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah…” The word came out in a long string. “Nothing powerful enough to hurt someone stronger than you.” 
 
    “I debilitate them. You finished them off,” he said with conviction. 
 
    Azure shook his head, pushing the option away. “I’m just as mad at Jin and Rerdam right now. They should have tried to help you.” 
 
    The half-imp snorted. “I would not expect that prissy elf to come to my aid. And if he ordered Rerdam not to…well, there you go. He’s a man of duty.” 
 
    “When does duty come before friendship and camaraderie?” Azure’s jaw tensed. 
 
    “When you’re raised around royalty,” Uden replied plainly. “I don’t fault him. He’s a mindless peon and definitely not a friend. Have you received a relationship notification from him yet? I haven’t.” 
 
    Azure hadn’t thought about it before, but Uden was right. For all the time they’d been traveling together, Azure had never received a relationship notification for the old knight. Rerdam was human, so he couldn’t have the same excuse as the elf. What was up with that? 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense to me.” Azure shook his head. 
 
    “It does to me.” The half-imp huffed. “He’s a knight. A real knight. Not like you.” He eyed Azure, piling on the insult. “His allegiance is devoutly to Princess Zadori. I doubt even Jin has received a friendship notification for him. All he cares about is keeping the princess safe.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why that would keep him from forming friendships with his traveling companions, though.” 
 
    “The man is old,” Uden said with more sympathy than Azure thought him capable of toward a man who had almost allowed him to get killed. “He’s seen a lot more than you or I. He’s probably used to watching friends die in battle all the time, so he’s most likely closed off those emotions. To him, we are just soldiers. Expendable. He would not care if any of us died.” 
 
    “Then I won’t care if he dies.” Azure frowned, knowing that he sounded petty. 
 
    “I honestly don’t blame them for not coming after me. I make my own trouble.” 
 
    Azure’s mouth fell agape. “Are you saying you forgive them? You almost died!” 
 
    The half-imp shrugged. “There’s nothing to forgive. I made my own bed.” 
 
    “So…you were cheating?” Azure narrowed his gaze. 
 
    “Of course, I was.” A smile lit up Uden’s face, but only for a moment. “You should know me well enough. But they still never figured out how,” he announced proudly. 
 
    Azure couldn’t help but grin and shake his head. “I don’t know about you sometimes.” 
 
    “No one does.” The half-imp seemed to take it as a compliment. “But we have bigger issues to figure out now, like getting me clothes and a weapon.” 
 
    “And deciding if we’re going back to the encampment,” Azure added, looking in the direction of it with disgust. He was not sure he’d be able to keep his anger at bay the next time he saw Nabar. The man needed to die. 
 
    “I suppose we have to,” Uden said. “We need to rejoin our party.” 
 
    The idea didn’t sit well with Azure. Even if Uden had forgiven Jin and Rerdam, Azure just couldn’t force himself to. Their lack of caring for the half-imp was unacceptable. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll feel safe back at the encampment?” Azure slowly began to deflate as he realized they didn’t have many other options. 
 
    “I’ll feel safe as long as you’re by my side.” Uden stepped up next to Azure, wrapping both arms around his and waggling his eyebrows at him. “Protect me like a damsel in distress.” 
 
    Azure snorted. “You are a damsel in distress. If I had to count the number of times that I’ve had to get you out of trouble…” 
 
    He was surprised when a notification suddenly popped up in his field of vision. 
 
      
 
    When no one else cared, you aimlessly rushed in to help Uden in unknown territory. He knows that you have his back, even if no one else does, which has caused his bond with you to deepen into kinship.  
 
      
 
    Your relationship with Uden Namud has reached Level 4 and 5. Your relationship has been updated from Trusted to Friend and from Friend to Brother. Uden now loves you as much as he loves Lonnell, which is saying a lot. Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    His relationship with the half-imp had increased by two whole levels! That was insane—something Azure had never experienced before. Gaining relationship levels with most people in The Realm seemed hard-won. Uden must really appreciate that Azure had saved his life.  
 
    “I know it’s not fun, but let’s go back.” The half-imp let go of Azure’s arm, though he still kept close in case the pain of his wounds gripped him and he needed support. 
 
    Azure sighed, letting the elation of the update wear off. “I suppose we have no choice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 779 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re still alive.” The words left Jin’s mouth as dry as a desert.  
 
    “And you’re still a cunt.” Uden offered him a wry smile. “Glad to see things don’t change.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” Rerdam piped up. “I was worried.” 
 
    “If you were so fucking worried, you would have gone after him,” Azure barked at the old knight. 
 
    Ignoring the mounting tension in the air, the half-imp boldly asked his companions if they had any clothing he could borrow. Rerdam simply shook his head, looking somewhat ashamed from Azure’s lambasting.  
 
    “No,” the elf replied coldly as he threw another log on the fire. 
 
    There was no way Jin was telling the truth. He seldom sold anything, and he spent a lot of his free time crafting clothing. Not feeling in the mood to argue further, Azure sighed with disgust before he began peeling off layers of his armor and tossing it down at Uden’s feet.  
 
    The half-imp just watched him, not moving to pick anything up. “Azure…you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. It’s not like you can walk around naked.” He added his Crude Guardsman Dagger and its sheath to the pile. Uden also needed a weapon, and he would get more use out of it than Azure. 
 
    The half-imp hissed between clenched teeth, torn over whether or not he should say anything. “I’m not very good in heavy armor.” 
 
    “Just wear it until I can either craft you something or the merchant comes back.” 
 
    “Honestly, I think I’d be okay with just some mail, your Silk Leggings of Life, and your Pirate's Cord.” Uden nodded down to the rope tied around Azure’s waist.  
 
    Azure’s expression went flat. “I see you want all of the stuff that boosts my stats.” 
 
    The half-imp shook his head. “No. I want the stuff that won’t weigh me down so much, but I could honestly use the stat boosts.” A grin threatened to pull at the corners of his lips. 
 
    “You’ll take what I give you and be grateful.” Azure allowed some of the anger he’d been feeling toward the elf to bleed off onto Uden. 
 
    Now it was the half-imp who sighed. “Fine. But don’t expect me to be very useful in this stuff.” He finally bent to start picking up the pieces of armor and trying to figure out how to put them on. 
 
    In the pile, Azure had included his Black Wolf Collar, Black Wolf Pauldrons, Black Wolf Waistband, and Black Wolf Armplates. Realizing that Uden was still left pantless, the half-imp got part of his wish, and Azure grudgingly parted with his Silk Leggings of Life but told Uden that it was only a loan and that as soon as he could craft him a Large Cloth Kilt, he’d want them back.  
 
    “You guys look stupid,” Jin told them when the armor had been divided and Uden had finished putting his half of it on. 
 
    “We’d look less stupid if you’d agreed to help.” Azure bit back at him. 
 
    “I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” the half-imp said suddenly before shuffling off. 
 
    Azure wasn’t sure whether Uden was brave or dumb. Had the same thing happened to Azure, there was no way he would be venturing off alone again until after they’d left the encampment. 
 
    “Are you really just going to let him go off in your armor?” The elf’s eyes trailed after the half-imp. 
 
    Azure immediately felt the pull to chase after Uden, but he stilled himself. “My time is better spent crafting him clothes right now.” He reached for his Crude Guardsman Dagger before remembering he had given it to the half-imp. Inwardly, Azure sighed. 
 
    Sitting next to the fire, he did his best to be patient. 
 
    “He sure is taking a long time,” Azure mentioned after about fifteen minutes had passed. 
 
    “He might have gone to bathe in the river,” Rerdam suggested. 
 
    “He did smell pretty bad,” Jin acknowledged. 
 
    There was no point in bringing up the fact that the half-imp had soiled himself when he had died. Everyone around had probably been able to tell by the smell.  
 
    Perhaps Rerdam was right. No one would want to sit in that stench.  
 
    After an hour, Azure really began to worry, though he could see Uden’s Health bar in his peripheral vision, and it hadn’t moved. It wasn’t until about thirty minutes later that that changed, his Health suddenly increasing.  
 
    Azure had a bad feeling that the half-imp was engaging in a bit of thievery. He definitely didn’t have the coin to buy Potions of Minor Healing, and the merchant had left the evening before anyway. 
 
    As time passed, all Azure could do was worry and wonder if everything he’d done for Uden had been for nothing. If the half-imp was robbing the sellswords and ended up getting caught, they likely wouldn’t be so merciful the second time around. 
 
    Please don’t be doing anything stupid, Azure silently prayed. 
 
    He remained at camp all day, waiting for Uden to return. Jin told him that they would leave at first light if Princess Zadori hadn’t shown up by then. Otherwise, the conversation was sparse due to the tension between the men. 
 
    Night fell, and soon it was time to take their watch shifts. While Princess Zadori did not make a reappearance, Uden did toward the end of Azure’s shift. 
 
    “Where have you been?!” Azure narrowed his eyes at the half-imp. 
 
    “Shh.” Uden motioned for him to lower his voice as he crept over to sit beside Azure. “I’ve been trying to keep a low profile.” 
 
    “You’ve been busy plundering, haven’t you?” Azure accused. 
 
    Throughout the day, the half-imp’s Health had slowly increased. No way would that have happened at the rate it had without the use of healing potions. 
 
    Uden smirked. “An eye for an eye.” 
 
    “Or a hand for a hand?” Azure’s gaze dropped to the half-imp’s withered hands. Though they had healed completely, they were still badly scarred.  
 
    Uden’s smirk dropped. “I don’t care for violence, only to recover that which was taken from me.” 
 
    “And did you?” Azure raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “For the most part. And then some.” 
 
    Despite saying it, the half-imp was still wearing Azure’s armor. 
 
    “You’re playing a dangerous game,” he warned. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I should stay out of sight. I just came by to let you know I’m okay.”  
 
    “People have already seen you.” Azure nodded to a sellsword walking past. “You won’t be safe anymore when they start figuring out that their things are missing.” 
 
    Uden snorted. “They’re sellswords. They steal from each other all the time.” 
 
    “But just your items?” Azure cocked his head toward the half-imp. 
 
    “I didn’t just…” Uden glanced around to make sure no one was listening and lowered his voice even further, “take back my stuff. I got you a present, too.” He smiled. 
 
    Azure held up his palms. “I don’t want it until we’re safely out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to love it sooo much.” The half-imp beamed with pride. “Would you like to know what it is?” 
 
    “Nope.” Azure shook his head. “I’d rather not. Save your surprises.” 
 
    “Well, as much as I’d love to stick around,” Uden slowly stood, though he remained at an awkward crouch, “I’ve got more plundering to do.” 
 
    “Hey!” Azure called to him as he was walking off. “We’re leaving at first light. Princess Zadori never returned.” 
 
    “I know.” The half-imp’s eyes swept over their camp. “I’m not fucking blind. She probably got captured.” 
 
    “Did you know this would happen?” Azure’s voice was sharp. 
 
    Uden quirked his head back. “No. Do you think I would have let her go had I known?” 
 
    It was valid. While the half-imp often went looking for trouble, Azure doubted he would purposely send Princess Zadori into harm’s clutches. 
 
    Uden slipped back into the shadows, and Azure continued his watch shift until it was time to wake Jin, though he made no mention of seeing the half-imp. He settled down on his bedroll and gazed up at the stars, the day's exhaustion quickly overcoming him. Silently, he prayed that Princess Zadori would return while he slept, though it was doubtful. Azure could not even imagine how they would be able to rescue her. But his concerns for the princess were not the last thing he thought about as he drifted off to sleep. No, that honor went to the gift that Uden had claimed to have gotten him…and if he’d receive it before the half-imp ended up getting murdered again.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 780 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure awoke to the toe of a hard boot jabbing against his side. 
 
    “Get up. We’re leaving.” 
 
    The authoritative voice could only belong to one person. 
 
    It was a strange morning where everything felt off. A thick mist had rolled in overnight, obscuring their view for more than a few yards, and their fire was struggling to stay alive. Luckily, it needn’t fight the dampness for much longer. 
 
    Upon standing, Azure was reminded of the armor he had lent to Uden. His body felt unusually light but also uncomfortably exposed. It was interesting how attached he got to the garments he wore and the weapons he wielded. Any time they changed, he just felt unbalanced. If the half-imp had managed to recover his own items, it should not be long before everything was set right again, though. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Rerdam asked as they broke camp. 
 
    Jin inhaled. “I don’t really have one. Maybe try to find their base unseen and sneak in.” 
 
    “Sounds like as good a plan as any.” The old knight’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Are we going to wait for Uden?” Azure asked as they prepared to leave.  
 
    The half-imp had not returned to their camp since the night before. 
 
    “No,” came the expected answer from the elf. 
 
    Azure didn’t argue. It was too early in the morning to argue, and he wasn’t going to win anyway.  
 
    They set off on the same path they had two days prior. It felt like déjà vu. Except for this time, there would be no turning around. They would not stop until they met Princess Zadori in the forest, encountered The Sapphire Eye Warriors, or found Smallguard. Though it was highly improbable, Azure continued to silently pray for the first option. 
 
    They weren’t very far from the encampment when someone stepped out from behind a copse of trees to block their path. Both Jin and Azure reached for their weapons, but Rerdam seemed unaffected. Uden stood before them with his hands on his hips, wearing all of his old armor, beaming proudly. 
 
    “I did it!” he announced. “I got my stuff back!” 
 
    “Good for you. Now fall in,” the elf said dismissively before striding past him to keep going. 
 
    “I’m guessing my armor is in your bag,” Azure asked as the half-imp walked beside him. 
 
    “No.” Uden shook his head. “I left it in place of the items I stole as a parting gift so that they’d think you were the thief.” He grinned at Azure. 
 
    Azure’s mouth fell agape in disbelief, and the half-imp chuckled in response before slapping him on the shoulder. “I’m just kidding. Of course, your armor is in my bag. I’ll give it to you next time we stop.” 
 
    “Good.” Azure glared at Uden for a fraction of a second.  
 
    “Do not speak. Just follow my lead,” Jin warned as they got farther from the encampment. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the party diverted from their original beeline, making a wide arch to approach the village from behind. Azure did not expect that The Sapphire Eye Warriors would leave the rear of their settlement unguarded. They were on the precipice of war, after all.  
 
    The closer his group got to Smallguard, the slower the elf moved. His eyes roamed the forest cautiously. Soon, they all had their weapons drawn, wanting to be prepared for anything.  
 
    What the men hadn’t been prepared for was the earth shifting beneath their feet. 
 
    It was hard not to make any noise when they were all so damned surprised. The net snapped up around them like an enemy attacking from all sides, then their bodies were slammed together as the rope constricted around them to pull them up. Azure’s leg cramped as it bent violently beneath him, and he dropped his sword. It fell through one of the gaps in the rope, as did his other leg, and soon they were all suspended a good six feet above the forest floor. 
 
    “Ow!” Azure whined mutedly as the rope dug into his groin. His knee was almost touching his face. 
 
    “Well, that was fun.” Uden readjusted his dagger in his grip to cut through the rope. 
 
    “No. Wait!” Jin said to stop him. 
 
    “Why? We’re sitting ducks in here.” The half-imp looked up at him. 
 
    Somehow, the elf had managed to remain standing, though his body was slanted awkwardly, and he was leaning against Rerdam’s shoulder and head, his feet placed perfectly on two pieces of rope. 
 
    “This is a good thing,” Jin said.  
 
    “I don’t see how.” Uden frowned. 
 
    “We are not threatening like this. They won’t kill us on sight if they think they have the advantage. That way, we’ll have time to talk to them.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how these people work.” Azure vocalized, thinking that the quicker they could cut themselves down and escape the area, the better. “What happened to the plan of sneaking in?” 
 
    “If they find an empty rope trap, they’ll see it coming. Our element of surprise is already lost,” the elf told him. 
 
    “He’s right,” Rerdam agreed. “We’re probably better off staying here. If they see they have the higher ground, they might at least be willing to hear us out.” 
 
    “Or they might shoot us with bows so that they don’t have to deal with us possibly attacking when they cut us down,” Uden offered. 
 
    “Whatever the case, they won’t be in a hurry to kill us,” Jin reasserted. 
 
    “Whether they’re in a hurry to kill us or not, the result will be the same,” the half-imp reminded him in a slightly raised voice. 
 
    They didn’t have time to argue about it further because a woman stepped out from behind a nearby tree. 
 
    As Uden had predicted, she had a bow in her hand, and the tip of one of her arrows was poised at the net.  
 
    Azure gazed down at the woman, finding her incredibly beautiful despite the danger of their situation. She had tawny skin, and a thick dark braid streamed down her back. Dressed in light armor that camouflaged well with the forest around her, she looked all the part of a skilled ranger.  
 
    “What did we catch today, Shuma?” A voice came from the opposite side of the forested area. 
 
    Azure twisted his neck to see a blonde woman decked out in shiny steel armor. 
 
    “Probably sellswords,” Shuma replied. 
 
    “We’re not sellswords.” Rerdam was the first to speak. 
 
    “But you’re men, so it doesn’t matter,” the blonde noted. “Kill them.” 
 
    “Wait! Our friend Zadori came to treat with you. She said she’d return in two days but hasn’t, so we were coming to check on her,” Jin quickly rattled off. 
 
    Shuma lowered her bow an inch but didn’t let up on the draw. “Zadori? Is that name familiar to you?” She looked to her comrade. 
 
    “No,” the blonde woman replied.  
 
    “She’s the princess of Noseon,” Rerdam broke in, not bothering to keep Zadori’s identity a secret. “We are her royal guards. King Algrenon will be most upset if you execute us.” 
 
    “So which is it? Is she your friend or a princess?” The blonde woman eyed the elf skeptically. 
 
    He sighed before confessing, “She is a princess.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you’re lying.” The blonde woman shook her head. “The King of Patheana holds no jurisdiction here. We don’t care,” she told him with a hint of annoyance before looking at Shuma and then nodding at the old knight. “Kill that one first.” 
 
    “Wait!” Jin pleaded again. “If you would just take us to your leader, you could confirm that what we’re saying is true.” 
 
    “And why would it matter?” The blonde warrior shifted her weight. 
 
    “Princess Zadori has come to broker peace between The Sapphire Eye Warriors and the Hidden Gem Mining Company. If you kill us now, that might all fall apart. Let your leader decide what is to be done with us. If she wishes us dead, then we will accept that.” 
 
    “What business does a princess of Noseon have brokering peace between us and a bunch of greedy men?” The blonde woman furrowed her brow. 
 
    “It is a quest from Dyasitet herself,” Rerdam continued to divulge more of their secrets. 
 
    The two women shared a look, then burst out laughing. 
 
    “Their story just gets more and more bizarre,” Shuma said once she had gotten ahold of herself. 
 
    “They’re very desperate.” The other woman noted with a smile.  
 
     “What do you think we should do with them, Mumi?” Shuma asked her comrade. 
 
    Mumi grinned. “I think these men are full of shit, but we can play along for a while,” she replied before her gaze returned to the net. “Tell you what. Drop your weapons, and maybe I’ll consider taking you to our leader.” 
 
    Metal and wood clanked and clacked to the forest floor as the men’s weapons fell like raindrops from the net. The offer was clearly non-negotiable, so there was no reason to hesitate.  
 
    “We’ve done what you asked,” Rerdam said to prompt a response. 
 
    The blonde warrior hummed to the archer. “What do you think, Shuma?”  
 
    A wicked smile played on the tawny woman’s face. “You know, I don’t quite trust them yet.” 
 
    “Me neither. How about you boys undress.” Mumi’s grin widened. 
 
    Uden immediately began struggling to disrobe. 
 
    “There’s not a whole lot of room up here,” the old knight complained. 
 
    “He’s right,” Jin joined in. “We’re going to injure each other if we move around too much.” 
 
    Mumi’s grin dropped. “Injuring yourselves should be the least of your worries.” 
 
    “One at a time, perhaps,” Azure suggested, wincing even from the half-imp’s movements, which were irritating the rope cutting into his groin. 
 
    “We don’t have all day.” Shuma called up, enjoying the men’s misery. 
 
    “She’s right.” Mumi agreed. “We have our patrols. You boys have thirty seconds to get completely naked, or we might change our minds.” 
 
    “I kinda hope they don’t make it,” Shuma mused. “It’s been a while since I used dicks for target practice.” But even as she said it, she finally loosened her draw on her bowstring. 
 
    “You want us to get completely naked?” the elf asked, the only one still hesitating. 
 
    The net swayed as the rest of the men fought with their garments, disrobing one item at a time and forcing them through the spaces in the netting to join their armor below. Azure was not looking forward to being lowered onto that pile of sharp weapons and metal armor. They’d be lucky if they didn’t break some of their stuff. 
 
    “Your friends don’t seem to have a problem with it.” Mumi pointed lazily at everyone else. “I’m sure you’re absolutely hideous to be wearing your hood up in the middle of this hot forest, but I promise we can handle it.” She scrunched her face. 
 
    “Famous last words, Mumi. He could be part gorgon,” her friend said, though she didn’t sound afraid.  
 
    The blonde woman snorted, returning her attention to the stubborn elf. “Off with it, or I’ll have her kill you.” She nodded to Shuma. 
 
    Azure wasn’t sure why Jin was hesitating. Exposing his racial identity could potentially save them. 
 
    “Just take your damn clothes off,” he barked up at his king. There was no way around it anyway. 
 
    The elf sighed before struggling to pull down his hood, then unclasping the cloak from around his neck. 
 
    “Ohh, he’s pretty. That was pleasantly unexpected,” Shuma said excitedly before her voice began to trail off in confusion after noticing Jin’s long pointed ears and solid green eyes. “But what is he?” 
 
    Mumi hesitated, equally perplexed. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m an elf,” Jin told them irritably. “The last elf in all The Realm. And I’m a king.” 
 
    It seemed to immensely tick him off to divulge this information, moving in jerking motions as he fought against the net and the bodies around him to finish disrobing. In his agitated haste, he accidentally kneed Rerdam in the face, which was the only thing that made his mood shift from angry to apologetic. 
 
    “An elf,” Mumi tasted the word, rolling it around in her brain for a few moments before deciding, “that’s not possible.” 
 
    Shuma stepped closer to the blonde warrior, finally breaking their formation of keeping the men surrounded. “Have you ever seen an elf before?” 
 
    “No, stupid. They’re all dead.” 
 
    “Their Analyze ability must not be high enough to see his race,” Uden whispered to Azure, though everyone could hear. 
 
    “Take us to someone in your village who can verify my identity. I promise I am not lying to you,” Jin half-said, half-barked down at the two women. 
 
    They continued to ignore him. 
 
    “Those markings,” Shuma noted the dozens of red swirls and lines with elvish scrawl intermixed that covered Jin’s body, “I’ve never seen anything like them in all my life.” 
 
    Mumi sighed. “I hate to admit it, but Elohrel will want to see this.”  
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    Before lowering the men, Mumi and Shuma gathered up their belongings and placed them in Shuma’s bag. The process took much longer than Azure’s party would have liked as the women poured over their loot, admiring the quality of their weapons and getting into a debate over who would end up with what after they returned to Smallguard. Azure sighed inwardly as he watched his Black Wolf Armor reunited in a way he definitely hadn’t expected. 
 
    The rope used to capture them was cut up to use as bindings, making it clear that The Sapphire Eye Warriors rarely took prisoners. All four men had their hands tied behind their backs.  
 
    Once the men were lined up, the procession through the forest began. Naked.  
 
    Jin was in the lead, then Rerdam, then Azure, and finally Uden. 
 
    Of course, the half-imp could not resist cracking a joke along the way. 
 
    “Enjoying the view from back here!” he called toward the front of the line, which was followed by a quick “Ow!” when Shuma smacked him in the back of his head with her bow. 
 
    “Shut up, you!” 
 
    Walking barefoot through the forest sucked. Azure was pretty sure he stepped on every pointy rock and stick in their path. Being tethered to his comrades and pulled along at an uneven pace didn’t afford him much of an opportunity to avoid dangerous obstacles. Though, no one else seemed to be sharing in the struggle. 
 
    Blessedly, they only needed to walk about a mile before Smallguard peeked through the trees. More a fortress than a village, stone walls stood high around the perimeter, with towers at all corners and parapets running across. Several archers patrolled the parapets, and Azure was sure there were more in the towers.  
 
    From the front, there appeared to be only one way into the village. The large archway was manned on both sides by guards in matching armor, both with swords on their hips. Their eyes immediately zeroed in on the incoming patrol with their prisoners. 
 
    “Looks like you’re bringing home presents,” one of the guards said. Her long brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. She had angular features and a hard look about her. 
 
    “We’ve definitely brought back something of interest,” Mumi replied, her eyes instantly settling on the elf. 
 
    “Oh my.” The guard broke her position and walked straight up to Jin, making the entire procession stop as she looked him up and down. “This is…This is…” She shook her finger at him. 
 
    “An elf,” he helped her out dryly. 
 
    The guard squinted at him and smiled. “No way.” 
 
    “That’s what he keeps claiming.” Mumi sighed before urging the procession on. 
 
    Once inside the village, Azure was surprised to find that it looked like a small kingdom. Beyond the walls, shops had been set up. Azure could smell the baking of bread, and he could hear the clink clank of someone working metal off in the distance. Women came and went from the various buildings, but most of them stopped upon seeing the prisoners, who seemed to be winding their way toward the village's nucleus.  
 
    Several women walked up to gawk at them, at one point so many that they were forced to stop again. Of course, Jin drew most of their focus, though the others got their fair share of attention.  
 
    A girl that could not have been older than sixteen ran up to them and brazenly began stroking the elf’s hair. When he tried to pull away from her, Mumi delivered a slap to the back of his head—the seemingly customary discipline for whenever any of them misbehaved. 
 
    “You look like an elf,” the girl exclaimed in a syrupy sweet voice. 
 
    Most of the women inside were not wearing armor, though all were carrying weapons. Azure wondered if the girl was actually dangerous as he gazed at the long dagger hanging from a belt around her waist. 
 
    “I am an elf,” he replied just as dryly as he’d said it before. 
 
    The girl looked to Mumi, who seemed to be the bigger authority of the two women who had apprehended them. “Can I touch his ears?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” She smiled at the girl. 
 
    Jin refused to bend for her touch, instead leaning out of the way, which earned him another slap. 
 
    “Let her touch you,” Mumi commanded. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake!” The elf knelt down on one knee. 
 
    Azure was amused to hear the word leave Jin’s mouth, considering that he rarely cursed. 
 
    Instead of immediately touching his ears, the girl took the elf’s face in both of her hands. Then she bent and kissed him on the lips. His head immediately jutted back, and his eyes grew wide. Azure was surprised he hadn’t fallen over. 
 
    Just watching it was awkward. 
 
    In fact, there was a lot about the village that made Azure uncomfortable. Children ran around the streets, all female, unfazed by their nudity. Though it was of no fault of his own that he was being seen in such a state, it still felt wrong that these women were allowing their children to witness this. And where were all the male children? 
 
    Somehow, the girl seemed to have subdued the elf. He did not try to pull away, though the look of shock never left his face as she caressed his cheek before touching his ears and then finally stroking his hair again. 
 
    “He’s absolutely perfect,” she told Mumi.  
 
    The blonde warrior ruffled the girl’s hair before ordering Jin to get up so that they could proceed. 
 
    Closer to the center of the village, multiple longhouses were erected. Beyond that appeared to be a residential district made up of several huts. Unlike the businesses, which were built of stone, the vast majority of the huts were made of mud and straw.  
 
    Azure and his friends were led to a town square of sorts. A raised wooden platform stood barren before several rows of benches. Behind it was a small stone building, and to the left, a much larger one.  
 
    The men were taken to the smaller of the two buildings, which was completely dark inside until Shuma lit a torch to expose the inner workings of a jail. At the back of the room were two cells with metal bars. On the far left wall, shackles were affixed to the stonework. In the middle of the room, a furnace with fresh coals sat waiting to be lit. Metal implements of torture hung from hooks on the wall near the door. One looked like a brand, the other just a long thin metal stick. The most threatening of the three was a large pair of shears. Azure doubted they were for sheep.  
 
    Jin and Rerdam were forced into one of the cells while Azure and Uden were herded into the other. They were left bound, with nothing to sit on but the cold stone floor. The only other thing of note in each cell was a bucket for them to do their business. Azure was not looking forward to the stench that would eventually permeate the room if they were kept prisoners long enough to merit using the buckets. 
 
    Shuma and Mumi said nothing before leaving. Though they were gone, the men could still hear voices outside—the village abuzz with news of the new prisoners. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Azure asked after a few minutes had passed. 
 
    “If someone can confirm my identity and connect us to Princess Zadori, then I’m fairly certain they’ll let us go.” The elf seemed confident. 
 
    “You know, we could probably just escape, right?” Uden stood up and walked over to his cell door to examine the lock on it. “These aren’t exactly difficult to pick. And they weren’t very smart, leaving us all together like this. We could untie each other.” 
 
    “No.” Jin shook his head.  
 
    They didn’t have time to continue the conversation before they had company again. Escorted by Mumi was a red-skinned woman with a shaved head. She was tall and lithe, dressed in a mixture of cloth and leather. On her hips were two daggers, similar in size to the one the girl who had kissed Jin had equipped. Her face was set in a serious expression, her grey eyes fixed on Mumi until they had fully entered the room. As soon as they shifted to Jin, they widened a bit. 
 
    Her gaze raked his body up and down before she turned to Mumi again. “It is as he says. He is an elf.” A thick accent left her mouth, the words sounding choppy and stunted. 
 
    “And a king?” Mumi asked. 
 
    “I see no title before his name.” 
 
    “So, he’s a lying elf.” A wicked smirk took over Mumi’s face. “Do you know what we do to liars?” She began to reach for the shears. 
 
    Jin took a few steps toward the cell door. “I am not a liar. I was able to knight him.” He nodded in Azure’s direction. “I would not have been able to do that if I was not a king.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Uden surprisingly vouched for the elf. “I saw it with my own two eyes.” 
 
    “Unlike humans, elves do not use titles in their Character Sheets to denote royalty,” Jin informed them.  
 
    The woman with the shaved head turned her attention to the half-imp. “And why should we believe you, half-monster?” She then quickly returned her focus to Mumi. “That one is to be executed. He is no good for breeding stock.” 
 
    “Breeding stock,” Azure mouthed the words. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I’m damn good at breeding,” Uden objected. 
 
    “These are my men. You will do no such thing,” the elf said with authority. 
 
    “That’s not for you to decide,” the woman with the shaved head shot back with equal clout. 
 
    “And what of the other two?” Mumi asked. 
 
    The red-skinned woman barely even gave them a look over before saying, “Prepare them for breeding.” 
 
    Mumi nodded briefly, then the two of them left. 
 
    The half-imp fell away from the cell door, his gaze distant. “So that’s it, then. I’m to be executed just for how I was born.” The words came out softly. 
 
    “Oh, get over yourself,” Jin chastised him. “We’re all in danger. You think they don’t plan on killing them as well?” He tossed his head toward Rerdam. “As soon as this breeding business is over, it’s to the gallows with all of you.” 
 
    “But not you. Never you.” Uden gave him a scathing look. 
 
    The elf sighed. “We will find a way out of this. We always do.” 
 
    Moments later, Mumi returned with two different women dressed in loose-fitting cloth. Both were in their early twenties and seemed rather shy, refusing to look the men in the eye. 
 
    Mumi opened the door to Jin’s cell first, ordering Rerdam to step out. Azure was released into their care next. Having collected who they’d come for, the women prompted the two knights to follow them.  
 
    As they walked out of the room, Azure cast a glance over his shoulder, an image of the half-imp’s solemn expression burned into his mind. He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever see his friend again.   
 
    Rerdam and Azure were led between the huts to an open-air bath. The backdrop was painted in trees, giving the illusion of a small forest in the middle of the village. Lanterns hung from poles encircling the area. Azure imagined it was very beautiful at night.  
 
    The pool itself had been dug from the earth. Rocks were piled up around it and cemented into place, creating a ledge of sorts. Stone steps led into the water.  
 
    Mumi instructed the men to climb into the pool while the other two women undressed. Azure tried not to stare, taking his cues from Rerdam, who was looking everywhere he could but at the women.  
 
    The water was cool but not unpleasant. Submerging his body, Azure felt way more relaxed than he should have in such a tense situation. Other things were starting to happen that he felt shouldn’t be happening either, but the implication of breeding had his blood running hot. 
 
    Once they were naked, the two women joined them in the water with sponges and bars of soap in hand. Mumi warned Azure and Rerdam not to try anything funny or that they’d feel the bite of her blade.  
 
    Not knowing what to say or if he even should say anything, Azure kept his mouth shut. Apparently, being nervous made the old man more vocal. 
 
    “Well, this isn’t so bad,” he mused as one of the women began scrubbing him down. 
 
    “You know, I could do this myself.” Azure hesitantly offered. 
 
    The girl who was bathing him had bright blue eyes and shoulder-length pigtails. Her breasts seemed to float on the surface of the water like two bobbers. Just having her touch him made his heart race—and her hands were all over him. 
 
    “You will not get sufficiently clean if we let you do it yourself,” Mumi responded for the girl, staring straight forward as if the thought of watching the men no longer amused her. 
 
    Though there was nothing erotic about being bathed by the women, Azure couldn’t think of it in any other way. His mind was slowly drifting away from his concerns for his friends toward what ‘breeding’ would entail.  
 
    Doing his best to relax, Azure sank into the enjoyment of the special treatment he was getting, even though the girl scrubbed him a bit hard, leaving his skin red and patchy in the wake of her sponge. A quick glance at Rerdam’s weathered face told Azure that the old knight was in the same mindset. This was a little piece of heaven inside of hell. 
 
    Layer after layer of dirt got scoured from their bodies, and soon, they were both cleaner than either of them had been in a very long time.  
 
    When Azure was instructed to get out of the bath, there was a large linen towel outstretched and waiting for him to step into. The fact that there was a beautiful, naked woman standing behind it was a pretty big bonus. Azure lavished in the pampering as the woman made a round to dry every inch of him. 
 
    Once that was done, the women were given time to dress. Then they each pulled a vial out of their bags, uncorked them, and added a dab of the liquid onto their fingers before placing it at strategic points on the men’s skin. It didn’t take a deep inhale for Azure to realize that it was cologne of some sort, the scent somewhere between wood and musk and chocolate. The woman that had been attending to him placed a dab on his throat, one behind each ear, a few on his chest, and several between his thighs. As soon as her hands roamed close to his southern region, he immediately stiffened. 
 
    Azure grunted an apology, feeling guilty for his body’s reaction. 
 
    After the women had finished, Mumi reanimated to lead them to their next location, a small hut two down from the bath area. There were no windows, the inside lit by two lanterns hanging on stands. The floor was covered with various animal furs, which felt pleasant beneath Azure’s bare feet. At the back of the room was a four-poster bed. Shackles hung from every post. The feather mattress looked full and comfortable, complemented by two fat pillows. Green sheets decorated the bed. 
 
    “You. Lie down on your back,” Mumi instructed, nodding from Azure to the bed. 
 
    He glanced over at Rerdam before hesitantly approaching the bed. 
 
    The women were patient as he crawled onto it, lying down and staring up at the ceiling. There was no question about what was going to happen next. 
 
    Flanking his sides, the two women that had bathed them shackled Azure to the bed, starting with his wrists, then moving on to his feet. The shackles were cold and uncomfortable, but at least his limbs weren’t too stretched.  
 
    Once he was secured in place, one of the women walked over to a table next to the door to light a stick of incense in a stone holder. Smoke slowly began filling the room, the scent heady and sweet. It wasn’t until after everyone had left that Azure started to feel dizzy.  
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    “And then there were two,” Uden said with a hint of bitterness. “And soon, there will only be one.” 
 
    Jin did not care for the doom and gloom. Nothing would please him more than if the half-imp was executed, but he knew that he had no choice but to try to save him in this instance. 
 
    “Stop worrying. I am going to take care of this.” He attempted to calm Uden’s nerves. 
 
    “How?” The half-imp gave him a pointed look. “How are you going to take care of this? Clearly, you haven’t noticed that you have no power here. Who knows when they’re going to come back to take me or if you’ll even be able to talk to someone in time to stop it. Or them, for that matter.” Uden nodded toward the door, indicating Rerdam and Azure. “We don’t know what’s happening to them.” 
 
    “If their leader is smart, she will not try to execute any of you before speaking to me to find out what we’re about.” The elf continued to remain collected. 
 
    “Why? They only care about you.” The half-imp shook his head. 
 
    “It is not smart to slight a king.” Jin was quickly growing tired of the argument. 
 
    “Oh, you’re some king.” Uden snorted. “You going to come back and avenge our deaths? You and what army? It’s. Just. Us.” He strained his arms as if he meant to hold them out to his sides, but the rope binding his wrists kept him from moving much. “Now would be the time for you to untie me. I will get us all out of this, because I am capable, unlike you!” 
 
    The elf hummed. “I’m sure you are. You can magically Stealth us all out of this fortress without being seen, and then who cares what happens to Zadori.” He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Her life isn’t on the line. Your life isn’t on the line. Mine is!” The half-imp shook with frustration. “The least you could do is untie me. You can stay here and die for all I care.” 
 
    Approaching footsteps drove them to silence. Moments later, a woman entered the room with an entourage of armed guards behind her. Wearing a mix of furs, leather, and silk, all in earthen tones, she was the most ornately dressed of anyone that Jin had seen in the village so far. There was no question in his mind that she was the leader of The Sapphire Eye Warriors. 
 
    Half of the woman’s hair was blonde, the other half black, and all of it woven into small braids that were swept back over her shoulders. Though not conventional, there was an exotic beauty to her. With sun-kissed skin, her face had broad features, and her lips were practically two thin lines. While she wasn’t dressed for combat, her body was certainly built for it. Muscles stood out on her bare arms, and there was a general thickness to her that wasn’t from overeating. One of the less feminine women he had seen in the village, there was something very androgynous about her. 
 
    “Elohrel, I presume.” The elf did not bother to look intimidated. 
 
    Before she had a chance to respond, the red-skinned woman with the accent made a reappearance, her pace nearly a jog as she apologized for being late, confirming in her apology that the woman was, in fact, the same Elohrel that Mumi and Shuma had spoken of. 
 
    The leader did not speak to Jin directly, but instead turned to the room's newest occupant. “It is as you say, Sesna, but what does this mean for us? Do you really believe he’s the last of his kind?” 
 
    Sesna shook her head. “I do not know. All the stories say that elves are extinct, and I’ve heard no word about it otherwise.” 
 
    Elohrel returned her attention to Jin, looking him up and down appraisingly. “No doubt, he would make beautiful babies.” 
 
    “Babies that would not live very long,” he warned her. 
 
    “He’s right. Half-elves have a shorter lifespan than humans,” Sesna confirmed. 
 
    “How short?” her leader asked. 
 
    “Thirty years or less,” Jin replied. 
 
    “No one is talking to you!” Elohrel barked at him finally. 
 
    “Apologies.” Jin bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    “Can you confirm?” she questioned Sesna. 
 
    “Yes.” The red-skinned woman nodded. “Everything he is saying is the truth.” 
 
    While mulling over indiscernible thoughts, the leader hummed. “What good is one elf if he cannot efficiently procreate?” she said finally, making it sound more like a curse than a statement. 
 
    Sesna’s body shifted toward her slightly. “Might I suggest that we part him out? Alchemists will pay great coin for pieces of him.” 
 
    “Part me out?” Jin’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Did I say you could speak?!” Elohrel snapped at him again before reaching for the shears on the wall. “Perhaps we’ll start right now.” 
 
    Jin reflexively shrank away from the cell door. His mind was reeling with how quickly things had gotten so bad. 
 
    “How much coin?” she asked Sesna as she dropped her hand back to her side, temporarily abandoning the idea of mutilating the elf. 
 
    “Enough to buy an entire kingdom, I would imagine.” The red-skinned woman grinned. 
 
    Her excitement was not reflected by her leader. Instead, Elohrel hummed again. “You have given me much to think about.” 
 
    Then she turned abruptly and walked out of the room. Sesna and the entourage of guards trailed behind. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to call after them, fearless leader?” Uden gestured to the last of the guards. “What happened to your great plan of talking your way out of this? It sounds to me like you’re going to be the first to get castrated. Maybe I’ll get the pleasure of watching!” Though he sounded like he might actually enjoy it, the half-imp was clearly exasperated. 
 
     And he wasn’t wrong to be upset. Jin had failed, and he well knew it.  
 
    Elohrel hadn’t allowed him to get a word in edgewise, and as soon as the mention of torture had been brought into the conversation, the elf had completely shut down. For the first time in a long time, panic and despair began to creep in. 
 
    That had been his one chance to use his words to save them, and he’d blown it. He should have been more assertive. Should have forced them to allow him to speak, even if they continued to threaten to hurt him. Even if they took him out of the cell and strung him up. All their lives rested on his ability to lead and sacrifice, and he had fallen short.  
 
    “Your impatience has gotten us all killed.” Uden walked backward until his back was resting against the wall. “We should have just waited for Princess Zadori to return.” 
 
    “You might be right,” Jin said softly, feeling hollow. 
 
    Now he had a big decision to make. Would he wait to find out what Elohrel decided to do with them, or would he go with a Plan B that he had never even allowed himself to consider before—have the half-imp spring them. Neither seemed like it would produce a pleasant outcome. 
 
    Being in the center of Smallguard, there was far too much distance between them and freedom. The odds of a group as big as theirs making it all the way to the exit of the village and past the guards there without being caught were slim to none. On top of that, the elf didn’t have any idea where to even begin looking for Azure and Rerdam.  
 
    But if they stayed, there was no guarantee that Elohrel would even come back. The next person he saw might be whoever was sent to part him out. Ironically, if that was the case, Jin likely would end up dying before Uden. That thought, in itself, was upsetting. 
 
    He looked over at the half-imp, realizing that they were very much in the same spot for once. “I’m sorry for being a dick to you.” 
 
    “You’re still being a dick to me.” Uden refused to look at him. 
 
    “I never told you why I dislike you so much. But if we’re going to die here, then I think it’s only fair.” The elf mirrored the half-imp, stepping backward until he was standing against the wall, except that he then sidestepped to be closer to Uden’s cell. With his fear of impending death, Jin just wanted to feel close to someone—anyone—even if the half-imp was currently giving him the cold shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything to cause you to dislike me.” Uden continued to stare forward. 
 
    “Well,” the elf let his head fall for a moment, “that is debatable, but certainly not enough to earn the treatment I have given you.” He fell silent. 
 
    When he didn’t continue speaking, curiosity finally got the better of the half-imp. “Well?” he pressed. “Are you going to tell me why you hate me or not?” 
 
    Jin licked his lips and rested the back of his head against the wall. “I know this sounds ludicrous, but we’ve met before.” 
 
    Uden looked at him finally, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember some asshole elf.” 
 
    “No. You wouldn’t remember.” Jin shook his head. “It was another time. Another life.” He paused again, but this time the half-imp didn’t push him to continue. “We were friends once, you and I.” 
 
    Uden snorted. “That’s hard to believe.” 
 
    The elf ignored him and continued telling the story. “But you betrayed me.” 
 
    Uden’s expression was earnest. “I’m not sure who you are remembering, but I promise that wasn’t me. My only best friend before Azure was my brother Lonnell. When you’re half monster, friends aren’t really a thing,” he said a bit sadly. 
 
    A soft chuckle left Jin’s lips. “Like I said, it was another life. But ever since then, I’ve known you were destined to betray me again. That’s why I’ve never let you get close. That’s why I’ve always kept an eye on you.” 
 
    A smirk crept across the half-imp’s lips. “You know, you sound really senile right now. I know you’re old, but…” his voice trailed off when he realized the elf didn’t find it funny. “I don’t know who this guy you’re talking about is. He may have looked like me. May have talked like me. He might have even had my same name…but it wasn’t me.” 
 
    Jin opened his mouth to speak again, but the half-imp quickly cut him off. “I know. Another time. Another place. But that also means it was another version of me. It wasn’t…me, me.” His head bobbed slightly as he said the last part. “This version of me is your comrade. This version of me would die to see our vision realized. If you don’t trust that I wouldn’t betray you, then trust that I wouldn’t betray Azure, and he is incredibly loyal to you. I would not fuck up that friendship. I don’t know what else to say to make you believe me.” 
 
    The elf inhaled deeply, trying to make peace with everything. They were probably about to die. What harm was there in deciding to believe Uden? 
 
    “Okay.” He nodded lightly. “I believe you. Another time. Another place. Another person. Not you.” 
 
    “Not me,” the half-imp said, a small smile playing on his face. 
 
      
 
    You have never liked Uden, but he has always secretly sought your approval. This heart-to-heart made him finally feel like he’s broken down your walls. Though he has cultivated hatred for you over time, the icy barrier you have built around his heart is slowly starting to melt. 
 
      
 
    Your relationship with Uden Namud has reached Level 2. Your relationship has been updated from Silent Hatred to Indifference. Uden thinks you might not be quite the prick he had originally believed. Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    “Now, before we die, I have only one thing left to ask you,” Uden gave Jin a mischievous look. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Would you like a blowjob? Those two are out there doing some ‘breeding’ before they die. We might as well have some fun, too.” His face broke into a giant smile as he expected to completely repulse the elf. 
 
    For a moment, Jin didn’t react, staring straight forward and blinking a few times. But then his statuesque disposition cracked, and he shrugged. “Why not? I’m pretty sure we’re gonna die anyway.” 
 
    The half-imp’s mouth fell agape as he gazed upon the elf in disbelief, but that was the only reaction he was able to get in because an unexpected guest came flying around the corner, entering the room at a distressed pace. 
 
    Relief washed over Jin at the sight of Princess Zadori. They’d heard no word of her since entering Smallguard—no confirmation that she had even made it there. Seeing her put wind back into his deflated sails. It meant that there might be a chance they could all make it out of this alive after all. 
 
    “Jin!” his name left her mouth in a higher timbre than normal as they met at the cell door. 
 
    For a moment, he forgot that he was naked. After he remembered, he simply ignored the fact. 
 
    “Are you all right? Did they do anything to you?” She looked him up and down quickly, her face turning beet red as she realized the violation before her eyes shot back up and remained on his face. 
 
    “We’re fine,” he stuttered, feeling her embarrassment. 
 
    “I came as soon as I heard about your capture. I’m not supposed to be here, but—” The sentence never got finished as Elohrel was close on the princess’ heels. 
 
    Only two guards from her original entourage trailed behind. A deep scowl was set on the tribe leader’s face, and there was anger in her eyes. 
 
    “You do not have permission to be here!” she barked at Princess Zadori, causing her to turn around and press her back against the bars as if trying to act as a shield between the irate leader and the elf.  
 
    “These are my men!” the princess told Elohrel, standing her ground, though she was smart enough not to request their immediate release. 
 
    “You told me you came alone.” Elohrel narrowed her eyes at Princess Zadori. 
 
    “I did come alone. They were ordered to stay behind, but I was supposed to have returned yesterday. They must have come after me out of concern.” 
 
    The tribe leader snorted, seeming to calm somewhat from the explanation. She stepped forward until she was standing next to the princess, looking into Jin’s cell as if observing an exotic animal. “Very interesting company that the King of Noseon would send with his only daughter.” Her voice was full of distrust. 
 
    “They are a strange band,” Princess Zadori admitted, “but we are all on a pilgrimage so share a similar purpose.” She twisted around to look at the elf as well. “This one is looking for more of his own kind. Only the Gods know where to find them. That one over there,” the princess nodded toward Uden, “is trying to find a way to become fully human.” 
 
    Jin was impressed by the lie. It painted the half-imp in a better light—made him look like less of a monster. 
 
    “And the other two?” Elohrel asked. “The handsome young knight and the older man?” 
 
    “The older one is my personal guard. The younger, his.” She gestured toward the elf. 
 
    “And the half-monster is just a tag-along.” The tribe leader continued to look skeptical. 
 
    “He is also with me,” Jin spoke up. “He owes me a debt for saving his life.” The elf reversed the falsehood that Uden had used back at the encampment. “Since we both want things that only the Gods can help with, I figured it would be smart for us to travel together.” 
 
    He expected to be barked at, but for once, Elohrel listened. 
 
    “They should not have followed you,” she said firmly. “It was a grave mistake.” 
 
    “I’m sure they know that now.” Princess Zadori gave Jin a look that spoke volumes about the mistake he had made. “But believe that they only have my best interest at heart. They mean no harm to anyone here. If you would allow it, I would send them back to Quickbreak to wait for me.” 
 
    Elohrel shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. They’ve seen too much.” 
 
    “Then what would you do with them?” The princess looked to the tribe leader for her answer. 
 
    Elohrel sighed, her eyes ever set on the elf. “I have sent the other two to be bred. I told you how things work here.” She glanced at Princess Zadori before her gaze flitted over to Uden. “I will spare him, I suppose. But the intrusion of these men will come at a price.” The word price left her mouth with a sharpness that told of the value behind it. When the princess didn’t speak, Elohrel continued. “I want the elf.” 
 
    Princess Zadori’s jaw tensed, then softened. “What do you want him for?” 
 
    “That is my business.” Elohrel pivoted finally, standing taller than the princess by a good several inches. 
 
    “She wants to part me out and use the coin to expand this place,” Jin revealed the secret, knowing that the princess would not let that float. 
 
    “Is that true?” she asked the tribe leader. 
 
    “Smallguard is often under attack by outsiders,” Elohrel explained. “Though it is a utopia to many, it could be much more. I would sacrifice the life of this creature to turn Smallguard into a great empire of its own.” 
 
    Princess Zadori shook her head, keeping her cool despite the threat to Jin’s life. It impressed him how poised and diplomatic she could remain during tense situations, probably her most attractive quality. “Sacrificing him is not necessary. I am sure we could negotiate with my father about the coin you require without needless bloodshed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure your father has the amount of coin that one elf is worth.” Elohrel grinned. “Besides, I am curious about breeding him.” 
 
    “Elves and humans produce weak offspring together. If you are hoping to bolster your army with half-elf women, it would not work.” 
 
    “Perhaps the elves have never bred with strong women before.” She turned to her guards, and they all shared smiles and nods. 
 
    “Regardless, that would not be possible.” For the first time, there was a tremor in the princess’ voice. 
 
    Elohrel noticed it instantly. “And why is that?” 
 
    Princess Zadori took a deep breath, having only seconds to decide if she wanted to go through with the lie that was about to leave her lips. She had been warned about saying such a thing. As it was, Elohrel seemed to have no interest in giving Jin up. A few wrong words could seal all their fates. Still, she couldn’t help but try and save him, even if it meant they would all die for her attempt.  
 
    “Because he is my betrothed,” she let the sentence out finally, feeling like each syllable weighed a thousand pounds in her chest. 
 
    Elohrel looked from the princess to the elf. “Is this true?” 
 
    He knew better than to hesitate. “Yes.” 
 
    For a moment, the tribe leader was still. But then she burst out laughing as if they’d just told the most hilarious joke in the world. Her guards began chuckling as well, though no one understood the comedy. 
 
    Uden, Jin, and Princess Zadori all looked at one another. Dread pooled in the elf’s stomach as he realized that something very not funny was likely about to happen next. 
 
    “You are all such very bad liars,” Elohrel stumbled over her words as she caught her breath. “Not one of you can get your story straight.” 
 
    “That is not true.” Anger made its way into the princess’ voice. 
 
    “First, he claims you’re his friend.” Elohrel gestured to Jin. “Then he claimed to be your royal guard. Then you both told me you can’t produce healthy children together. And now you’re telling me that King Algrenon would allow his only daughter to marry a man she can’t sire an heir with. Not to mention this supposed King of the Elves. That makes absolutely no sense.” She began laughing again. 
 
    “It does make sense,” Princess Zadori insisted, having to resist the urge to stomp her foot to get the stubborn woman’s attention. “It is a strategic alliance. Jin is a king, and I am a princess. My father agreed to help Jin find the other elves only if we were aligned in marriage so that when the elves reemerge, we can usher in an era of peace between elves and humans.” 
 
    “But if there are no other elves, then they won’t reemerge.” Elohrel made a ring in the air with her finger, clearly becoming annoyed by the princess’ persistence. 
 
    “He cannot be the only one.” Princess Zadori pointed at Jin. “Elves have been extinct for two hundred years. Why would the Gods bring back just one? That is part of what we’re trying to find out with our pilgrimage.”  
 
    “Better for me that there’s just one. That makes him more valuable.” Elohrel looked at Jin with greedy eyes. 
 
    “I will not allow you to murder my future husband!” Princess Zadori finally let go of her poise. 
 
    The tribe leader seemed amused by this. “And how will you stop me?” 
 
    Princess Zadori took a step forward, practically getting into Elohrel’s face. Her words were measured. “I came here to stop a needless war, and now you’re trying to bring an even bigger one onto your doorstep. You might be able to beat those sellswords out there,” she pointed back at the encampment, “but you and your warriors cannot defeat the entire Noseon army, no matter how well fortified this place is. And even if you do kill him and part him out, you won’t have time to buy what you need before a wave of death comes sweeping over you and your people. Think very, very carefully about this.”  
 
    The tension in the room was so thick it could be cut with a knife. For a moment, no one spoke or even breathed. 
 
    But then Elohrel moved even closer to the princess, towering over her. “You come into my village and dare threaten me.” 
 
    The princess’ disposition softened somewhat. “I am not threatening you. I am trying to prevent you from making a terrible mistake. Part of being a great leader is putting the safety and interest of your people before greed.” 
 
    Elohrel’s jaw tensed, and then she took a deep breath, stepping back finally. Her gaze shifted to Jin, and there was a sense of loss in her eyes. 
 
    “This is your final truth?” she asked Princess Zadori. “You swear that everything you’ve told me is accurate and real, under the penalty of death. Not just for your men, but for you as well.”  
 
    The princess gave her a look of pure conviction. “It is.” 
 
    “Swear it!” Elohrel demanded sharply. 
 
    “I swear it,” Princess Zadori replied with unwavering confidence. 
 
    Elohrel’s shoulders relaxed, dropping an inch. “Then I congratulate you on your betrothal.” 
 
    The tension melted from the room like ice exposed to a blowtorch, sloughing off in thick layers. They were not all to be murdered after all. 
 
    “But there’s one last thing I need for you to do to prove that what you’re saying is true.” Elohrel looked from the princess to the elf. 
 
    “Anything.” The relief in Princess Zadori’s voice was mixed with a twinge of excitement from her diplomatic victory.  
 
    “I would like to watch you two couple.” 
 
    “What?!” Both the elf and the princess said at the same time. 
 
     “I am curious about how….your kind, does it.” The tribe leader’s gaze shifted to Jin. 
 
    “Just like everyone else. There’s nothing special about it,” the elf replied quickly. 
 
    “Still, I would see it for myself.” Curiosity rang clear in her tone. 
 
    Princess Zadori gave Jin a desperate look before turning back to Elohrel. “We have never been together before in that way. In Noseon, that is reserved for the wedding night.” 
 
    “You are not in Noseon, and these are my terms for his release,” the tribe leader stated matter-of-factly. “No one outside of this place ever has to know. For discretion, it would only be a small audience. Just myself, my advisor Sesna, and two guards. All would be sworn to secrecy, of course.” 
 
    The princess hesitated. “Of course.” 
 
    Jin fought to conjure a believable lie about why the two of them couldn’t have sex, but he came up empty-handed. They had already pushed their luck with Elohrel too many times. If they were caught in yet another falsehood, it would be game over. Still, he could not force himself to agree to it. 
 
    Neither he nor Princess Zadori spoke, each waiting for the other to object. 
 
    Finally, the tribe leader clapped her hands together. “Good. Then it’s settled. I shall have him bathed, and we will prepare suitable accommodation for the two of you. Come now, princess. I’m sure you would like to freshen up before your big night.” She gestured for Princess Zadori to follow her out of the room. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, the princess trailed behind the tribe leader like a puppy, casting one last confused look back at the elf before disappearing. 
 
    “Well, this is an exciting turn of events,” Uden said with the conviction of his words. “I just wish they would have untied us.” His face settled into a frown. 
 
    Jin barely heard him, still mulling over how they’d get through this predicament. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. There was just no winning. Not in the sense that they’d walk away from this unscathed in one way or another. 
 
    “I suppose it would be fine if we untied each other now. Do you want to go first, or me?” Even as he said it, the half-imp was backing up to the bars that separated their cells. 
 
    “We should wait,” Jin told him. “They need to feel like they have all the power. If we untie ourselves, it could be seen as a slight.” 
 
    “Well, you would know about needing to feel like you have all the power.” Uden shrugged and turned around. 
 
    The elf knew it was a jab, but he didn’t have time to care. He had more important things to think about, like how to convince Elohrel that what she was asking of them was morally wrong. What argument would appeal to a woman who did not regard his opinion highly and only saw them as outsiders? 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before a guard and a washwoman were sent to retrieve him. Instead of concentrating on all the things that were happening to him, Jin stayed focused on the task at hand. In any other circumstance, he might have enjoyed the thorough scrubbing he received from the naked woman attending to him. It was certainly one of the most pampered experiences he’d had in a long time. 
 
    The sponge she used was coarse, not absorbing the water very well. Using the soap as lubricant, she pushed it across the surface of his skin so hard that it left pink spots in its wake. Jin’s attention was only drawn away when she rubbed a bit too harshly on his more sensitive parts, letting out a small hiss of pain to indicate she should let up.  
 
    Despite the little distractions here and there, the elf was eventually able to come up with an argument that he thought might work.  
 
    When the woman was done bathing Jin, he was presented with smallclothes. They were not his, but it didn’t matter. He could tell by the scent of them that they were clean. It was a small kindness, and one he vastly appreciated after having been kept naked like an animal for so long.  
 
    The modesty was not to last, though, because he was taken straight from the bath to the bedchamber that had been set up for them—a hut lit by lamplight with furs strewn across the dirt floor as a type of carpeting. Princess Zadori was already waiting there for him, wearing a sheer light blue nightgown that hugged her bust and hung to the floor. Two chairs had been pulled into a dark corner of the room. Elohrel and Sesna were already seated, waiting for the show to begin. Two guards flanked their sides, far more obvious with the light glinting off their armor than the two women dressed in earthen tones. 
 
    “We cannot do this,” he spoke boldly to Elohrel as soon as the guard that had been escorting him was excused by the tribe leader. 
 
    “Would you prefer to go back to your cell?” Elohrel gestured in the direction of the small prison. 
 
    “What if I get her pregnant?” It was the best case he had against them sleeping together. 
 
    “She is to be your wife. I don’t see what the big deal is.” The tribe leader shrugged it off. 
 
    “You know why it’s a bad idea.” He narrowed his gaze at her. “And besides, her father would be furious. Finding out we slept together before the wedding…he would probably part me out himself.” 
 
    “It’s a risk you’ll have to be willing to take.” Elohrel was unmoved. 
 
    The elf looked to the princess, expecting her to back him up, but she said nothing. In the flickering candlelight, she looked nervous and cowed…but also expectant. He knew he had lost the battle when he realized she wanted this. She wanted to be with him in this way. And despite his wishes, her selfishness would win this time. There was no other choice. 
 
    Defeated, Jin let out a soft sigh, his shoulders slumping as he dropped his gaze to the floor. The illogical part of him wanted to turn and run out of the room, but he knew he wouldn’t get very far. He also knew that was as good as suicide. If he wanted them to all make it out of this alive, he had to go through with it, even if sleeping with the princess ultimately ended up complicating things further down the line. Those were worries for another time—not now. 
 
    His eyes rose, and with a quickening heartbeat, he stepped forward until he was standing face to face with her. The way she looked up at him was different than any time before. She seemed small and vulnerable—submissive and waiting for him to lead. 
 
    He needn’t worry about either of them appearing to be genuinely enjoying the situation. In The Realm, people married for political reasons all the time. There was no place for love if you were born into royalty. Your job was just to accept each other and procreate for the sake of continuing your bloodline and forging strong bonds with powerful allies. This would be no different. 
 
    “I love you,” she said to him softly. 
 
    He did not say it back. 
 
    Instead, Jin took Princess Zadori’s face in his hands and leaned down to kiss her. He kissed her how he thought she’d want to be kissed—how she needed to be kissed to assure her that he would make this as pleasant for her as possible. 
 
    But there was still one huge problem standing in the way of him getting the task done. The elf was not attracted to the human woman at all. Her lips felt soft against his—supple. They molded to his mouth nicely enough.  
 
    When he unfastened the drawstring at the front of her gown and it pooled at her feet, he felt no stirring—not one that a man should feel for his bride to be. She was undoubtedly beautiful—her milk-white skin, the smooth curves of her body, the perkiness of her breasts. Most men would have been standing at full attention just from thinking about her in this state. To top it all off, she was royalty—every peasant’s dream. 
 
    But she was not the person for him. For all her longing, she never had been, and she never would be. To get through this, the elf would have to do something horrible. He would have to block the image of her out and replace it with someone more to his liking. So when he finally laid her down on the bed, and her chest rose in nervous breaths beneath him, her eyes hooded with longing, he closed his and pictured the one person in The Realm he’d ever had romantic feelings for. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 780 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure had lost count of the number of women he’d had sex with by the time a guard came to unchain him. It wasn’t that the number was particularly great—maybe around half a dozen—it was because the incense they used had some kind of magic to it, making his memory hazy. 
 
    He had discovered its purpose when the second woman had come in right after the first. Azure’s refractory period was usually somewhere around half an hour. The incense shortened that time to about five minutes. 
 
    What he had expected to be an experience straight out of a wet dream was more like a job, as if he was a piece of equipment meant to complete a task. Being tied to the bed was a tease. He wanted to touch and move and enjoy, to thrust and impress. But most of the women that came in seemed to do so in assembly-line fashion. Jump on, get the job done, jump off, next. 
 
    In the normal world, that wouldn’t have been enough to do it for Azure. Well, maybe the first time. But after the first time, he’d need something more to get him going. 
 
    The incense made his entire body tingle, but it also made other parts of him super-sensitive, and that led to unexpectedly fast orgasms no matter how small the amount of stimulation. It was incredibly annoying and downright disappointing. 
 
    I am literally just being used for my semen, he thought as he laid there, his next thought that the faces of the women were starting to blend together. The incense also caused him to get light-headed and made it difficult for him to concentrate. Azure had tried to talk to the first woman about it but had ended up with a gag in his mouth as a result.  
 
    After a while, he had resigned to just lying there and trying his best to enjoy what was happening to him, though it was difficult when he kept fading in and out. Whatever was in the incense, it was clear to him that it was meant to lessen his pleasure, as was the entire experience—a unique torture all of its own. 
 
    He only knew that it was over when the guard who had entered his hut had snuffed out the incense, bringing an end to his bleary torment, though it took several minutes for the effects to wear off. For a moment, he had mistaken her for another partner, his head falling toward her when she approached the bed. But she was fully dressed, and she worked to unchain him while she spoke. 
 
    “You got lucky. Elohrel, in all her benevolence, has decided to let you live. You will stay in this room for tonight. You are not allowed to leave. If you need to use the bathroom, I have placed a chamber pot in that corner over there.” She paused what she was doing to point at the small clay pot. “Place it outside the door when you’re done. I will be keeping guard outside to make sure you don’t leave. No funny business or I will chain you right back down to this bed. I swear it.” The woman lectured him, then walked away to stand outside the door. 
 
    She hadn’t even bothered to pull the gag out of Azure’s mouth. 
 
    He groaned as he curled into himself, his appendages stretched for far too long. Azure’s second act was spitting out the gag. The woman who had put it in place hadn’t been particularly gentle about it, and he now had cracks at the corners of his mouth. Opening it, Azure touched them with his tongue and felt an immediate sting.  
 
    As the effects of the incense wore off, he began to feel other unpleasant things. His back was wet with sweat, and the front of him was sticky from adult activities. Azure couldn’t remember the last time he’d used the bathroom, his bladder and bowels aching. Somehow, the incense had staved off those needs. Now, they were coming back with adolescent desperation. 
 
    On wobbly legs, Azure rushed to the chamber pot, never having felt more relief from bodily functions before. As he was bringing it to set outside the door, the guard met him again with smallclothes. They made the awkward exchange, then went their separate ways. 
 
    The smallclothes were not his, but Azure didn’t care. Whatever they were made of was a much better quality of material anyway. They were a bit big on him, but that only lent to their comfort.  
 
    As his senses returned to him, Azure wondered what had happened that had caused the tribe leader to change her mind about killing him. More than likely, Jin had been able to get through to her. That was the only thing that could explain it. Though Azure was clearly still a prisoner. 
 
    With nothing better to do, he explored the room, checking the walls for weaknesses and examining the sparse number of items for things he could use as a weapon in case the situation merited the need for violence. Made from mostly straw and clay, Azure was pretty sure that if he threw himself against the wall, it would break beneath his weight. As for weapons, he could always snap off the leg of a table. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    After his short exploratory adventure of the inside of the hut, Azure sat back down on the bed and resigned himself to being bored. He prayed that the guard would eventually allow him to bathe again. Now that the incense had dissipated, all Azure could smell was sex and the lingering scent of his bowel movement. The lack of ventilation in the room was suffocating. 
 
    He was never happier than when the door to the hut opened again, allowing fresh air to rush inside and the various smells the room was pregnant with to escape. The person on the other side seemed blown back by them, pausing for a moment before finally stepping in. Azure was about to request that bath until he recognized the long silvery-white hair that could not possibly belong to a human. 
 
    “My Gods, what happened in here?” The elf held his hand up to his face, his expression screwed in disgust. 
 
    “More sex than I can even remember. Oh, and I took a shit a little while ago. You’re lucky you missed that.” Azure felt a bit embarrassed, though it was no fault of his own that the hut smelled so foul. The place needed windows. “I’m guessing you talked our way out of imminent death.” He paused for a moment, looking the elf up and down. A guard had followed him, standing in the doorway behind him. “Of course, you did. Your hands aren’t bound, and I see you’re no longer naked.” 
 
    “Can we…talk outside?” Jin pointed to the door. 
 
    “No,” the guard told him harshly, though she kept the door open to filter out some of the smell.  
 
    “What did they do to you?” the elf asked, looking concerned. 
 
    “Oh, you know, drugged me, raped me. You know how you always imagine that being raped by a bunch of beautiful women would be completely awesome. Yeah, not as fun as it sounds.” He glared at the guard behind Jin. 
 
    “Rape isn’t supposed to be fun.” The elf’s expression sagged, but then it softened. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop it from happening.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” Azure waved his concern away. “It’s not the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. But what about you? I see you have all your pieces. At least, the ones I can see.” He looked Jin up and down again.  
 
    The elf finally approached, sitting next to Azure on the bed. He was close, almost uncomfortably so.  
 
    Jin turned to Azure and gazed into his eyes, the seriousness of a secret language lying there. “They know everything. Princess Zadori told them about our betrothal. She told them that Rerdam is her guard and that you are mine. She told them that she’s on a pilgrimage to visit the Gods and that we were sent here by Dyasitet. She also told them that I am looking for the rest of the elves, because I cannot possibly be the only one.” He spoke as if reading from a script. 
 
    “And what about Uden?” Azure asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I told them about him being indentured to me for saving his life and that he is also going to the Gods to see if they can make him human. He is also to be spared.” The lies poured out one after another. 
 
    Azure knew he was meant to soak it all in. This was the story they’d all have to stick to for the rest of the time they were in Smallguard. 
 
    “Where are the others?” He was mostly worried about Uden. Azure had a pretty good idea that Rerdam was in the exact same predicament as him.  
 
    The elf dropped his gaze. “I’m not sure. I came to find you first, but I will go find the others shortly. I imagine Rerdam is nearby. I’m not so sure about Uden.” 
 
    “And Princess Zadori?” 
 
    Jin inhaled deeply. “We are sharing a hut.” 
 
    Azure chuckled. “Getting to stay alone with you? She must love that.” 
 
    The elf’s eyes flicked up to the guard, who was watching him intently. “I think she’s enjoying it very much,” he said, though the words were strained. “I am going to try to get us out of here as soon as I can—as soon as we can resolve the problem we came to fix.” Jin stood, turning to face Azure. “Unfortunately, Elohrel doesn’t listen to much that I have to say, and I am not allowed to roam freely around Smallguard. I was not even given permission to come here.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Azure raised an eyebrow. It seemed incredibly risky for the elf to disobey when he had just gotten released. 
 
    Jin’s expression softened. “Because I needed to make sure you’re all right.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but you shouldn’t have taken such a risk.” Azure shook his head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I see that now.” The elf nodded. “I can be at ease.” He sighed, glancing back toward the door for a fraction of a second. “I suppose I’ll go find the others now. Do as they tell you and wait here until you are summoned. The danger is over now. There is no need to resist.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Azure replied hesitantly, thinking that Jin should heed his own words. 
 
    The elf walked toward the door. As he did, the guard stepped out of the way, making room for him. 
 
    Resigning to trust in his leader, Azure decided to listen to Jin and just let everything play out. He laid back down, staring up at the ceiling, and wondered what tomorrow would bring. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 780 
 
      
 
      
 
    The indentations all over the princess’ body had not gone unnoticed. Once the sexual act was complete, Elohrel had asked about them. Princess Zadori had quickly explained the dips away as a rare birth defect, one she was embarrassed about and would prefer kept secret. Perhaps feeling sorry for the princess’ malformation, the subject was promptly dropped.  
 
    Jin had laid there with Princess Zadori nestled in his arms until Elohrel and Sesna had left. One of their guards stayed behind to watch over the strangers, which meant that the elf could not completely drop the ruse.  
 
    While no one else could sense it, his stomach was knotted with tension. Jin felt a mix of guilt and disgust. It had taken every bit of his acting skills to make it seem like he’d enjoyed the sex. The elf’s body had reacted naturally enough. For that, he was endlessly grateful. But the outcome had been as Jin had expected. He now felt incredibly awkward.  
 
    “I need to find the others,” the elf had said with a great sense of urgency, shooting up into a sitting position. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine.” Princess Zadori had sat up with him and immediately wrapped her arms around his shoulders, trying to coax him back to bed. 
 
    “I have to make sure. It’s my duty.” He took one of the princess’ hands and kissed the top of her knuckles before rolling out of bed to find his smallclothes. 
 
    “Then I’ll go with you.” She moved to join him. 
 
    “No!” Jin held up his palm to stop her, his voice rising higher than it should have before he realized he should soften it. “No. You must be tired after…” he struggled to find suitable words. “It’s been a long day,” the elf decided instead. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “But it is my duty, too,” Princess Zadori said seriously. 
 
    “No. You will stay here until I return.” The elf’s tone held more power this time, practically forcing the princess back onto the bed. 
 
    “Is it okay for you to wander around without me? We never asked.” 
 
    He did not respond. Jin was tired of arguing over it, nor did he care if he needed permission to leave the hut. Above all else, he just wanted to get out of that room. It felt absolutely suffocating.  
 
    Not even bothering to turn back, Jin took long strides toward the door. The guard looked confused, but she didn’t try to stop him. Casting one last glance back at Princess Zadori, the guard decided it more prudent to follow the elf than watch over the lesser threat. Jin had expected as much. 
 
    “Where is the younger knight being kept?” he paused to ask her, reclaiming part of the authority he had lost from being a prisoner. 
 
    “I am not sure I should—” she began to speak, but he cut her off. 
 
    “We are no longer prisoners here. I would check on my men to make sure there’s no cause for further concern.” The elf burned into the guard with his intense gaze. 
 
    She cowed to his wishes, leading him straight to the hut where Azure was being kept, which was not very far.  
 
    The stench about bowled Jin over when he stepped inside. It was the familiar scent of sex, but there were also a few other unpleasant smells cast in with the lot. He didn’t even want to imagine what they were, though he had a decent idea. 
 
    Relief flooded him to see his friend alive, though he was less pleased to learn about what Azure had gone through. What was most important at the moment, however, was relaying all the lies that he and Princess Zadori had told Elohrel so that they were all on the same page.  
 
    When the elf was done talking to Azure, he left to find Rerdam, who was in the next hut over. Rinse and repeat, though he spoke a bit more slowly this time around. Stalling.  
 
    Uden had been moved to a hut as well, though it was not as opulent as the other two. There were no furs on the floor, and only one lamp was given for illumination. However, it wasn’t needed as much because this hut actually had windows. The bed in the room looked well-used, the frame tilting slightly. Jin thought it might have been an illusion brought on by the half-imp’s weight, but when Uden stood to greet him, the bedframe stayed at a slant. 
 
    “Congratulations! You did it. I knew you would.” Uden held his arms out to his sides, a smirk playing across his face.  
 
    Without hesitation, he walked up to the elf, getting uncomfortably close. Then he grabbed a handful of his hair and inhaled the scent. “Smells like sex and princess. How did it go?” 
 
    “Oh Gods,” Jin rolled his eyes, stepping back. He’d practically forgotten that the half-imp was the only one of his party who knew what had happened to secure their freedom. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.” But for as much as he wanted to leave, he didn’t want to go back to his own hut, and there was nowhere else for him to go that would make logical sense. 
 
    “Did you rock her world? I bet elf sex is horribly boring,” Uden teased before turning to go back and sit on the bed. 
 
    Jin drew his hand up to his forehead, searching for an excuse to be there. “I just came to tell you that Azure and Rerdam are all right. I’m going to get us out of here as soon as I can,” he parroted what he had last told Azure before spinning on his heels to leave.  
 
    Jin had to come up with a way to solve the quest tonight so that he would not have to spend another night alone with Princess Zadori.  
 
    While they had been intimately entwined together, she had gazed up at him like a woman in love, and she had kissed him with all the passion of someone riding the euphoria of finally getting their heart’s desire. You do not get to have a small sampling of your favorite food without wanting more.  
 
    Whether he liked it or not, the elf was going to have to go back and face the princess, and he’d eventually have to tell her the truth. 
 
    Jin hesitated outside the door to their hut, taking a deep breath before stepping back inside. Thankfully, Princess Zadori was now fully clothed in a crimson dress with gold embroidery on the shoulders and sleeves. A gold sash was tied around her waist.  
 
    She sat at the only table in the room, her expression serious. “How did it go?” 
 
    “They’re all fine.” He moved to sit on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    “Elohrel has called for us to have dinner with her in a little while. She asked where you were and was unhappy to find I had allowed you to go alone. You are not allowed to walk around outside without me from here on out,” the princess told him. 
 
    “Apologies. I thought it would be all right,” he lied. The elf had known better; he just hadn’t been able to control himself.  
 
    Awkward silence took over as the two sat at opposite ends of the table, which was only large enough for a small family. The distance created some comfort for Jin, though he suspected it did the opposite for the princess. 
 
    “We need to figure out how to solve their problem,” the elf began, needing to fill the silence with something useful, lest they drift into talking about more unpleasant topics. “Clearly, they are motivated by coin despite what Dyasitet told us. Have you asked if they’ve thought about mining the sapphires themselves and selling them?” 
 
    “Elohrel has been worried about tearing up the land. They’ve explored the caves in the area. It appears that the largest glut of the sapphires is right below Smallguard. She’s worried that if excavators are allowed in, the village will fall…quite literally,” Princess Zadori explained, dropping her eyes to the tabletop. 
 
    “That’s why they should excavate themselves and sell only what they want or think that they can. To be honest, moving the village is the best solution, but I can see why she wouldn’t want to. They have built this place up quite a lot.” Jin looked around. 
 
    “Yes. Relocating would leave them temporarily vulnerable, and this place is steeped in history.” She followed his gaze. 
 
    “Still, there has to be some amicable solution. Perhaps there’s something The Sapphire Eye Warriors want that would make it worth the effort. It would help for me to know how this place is run and what they might be lacking.” 
 
    “You will have to speak to Elohrel about that. She guards the secrets of Smallguard closely.” 
 
    Silence fell over them again, and the elf was never happier than when a guard came to retrieve them for dinner. 
 
    While he had hoped to be given more suitable garments beforehand, Jin was made to attend the dinner in his smallclothes. He found it very disrespectful, and he grumbled about it as they were led through the village to an area he hadn’t been to before. 
 
    At night, Smallguard was well-lit. Lamps were set up on stands at every corner, casting a soft glow throughout the village. Toward the back of the village, the huts and longhouses gave way to a large outdoor dining area. Rows of wooden tables had been set up with empty bowls lined atop them. Most of the village had already gathered there, filling the benches to nearly max capacity. 
 
    Princess Zadori and Jin were offered spots on the opposite side of a table from Elohrel and Sesna, who were already seated. Once everyone had settled, two younger girls came around with cauldrons full of slop, dishing out a meager ladleful into each bowl. The scent was thick and earthy. 
 
    “Where are my men?” Jin twisted around to look for Azure and the others. 
 
    “They will be fed in their rooms,” Sesna told him. 
 
    Elohrel had already dug into her meal, less interested in conversation. 
 
    Despite having not eaten since breakfast, the elf wasn’t particularly hungry. His stomach was still in knots from impending conversations and fear of the night. Besides, he had more important things to do than eat. 
 
    “I would like a tour of this place tomorrow, if you don’t mind,” he spoke directly to the tribe leader. 
 
    She took a large gulp of the soup in her mouth before shaking her head. “That will not be possible. We do not give tours to men.” 
 
    “Except of the burning pits,” a woman spoke up a few spots away. 
 
    Jin didn’t need to ask what the burning pits were. History told him it was where they dumped the bodies of the people and creatures they had slain—a refuse pile of fire. 
 
    “Then will you at least humor me with how this place works?” The elf sat back. 
 
    “Is our food not good enough for you?” Elohrel gestured to his full bowl. 
 
    “It is not that, I assure you. I am just not hungry.” 
 
    “He is just being polite.” Sesna gave a wry smile. “I bet he only eats elven food.” 
 
    “There are no elves around to cook it for me, and I’m afraid I don’t have time to cook it myself, so no. I mostly eat bland, dried meat like the rest of my party,” Jin confessed, wanting to silence the criticism. 
 
    Elohrel changed the subject, addressing Princess Zadori this time. “Does he always talk this much during dinner? You should train him to have better manners.” 
 
    The elf scowled, wanting to make a comment about civilized people but ended up biting his tongue instead. Insulting the tribe leader would do him no good. 
 
    “Then I would request an audience with you after dinner,” he said before the princess had a chance to respond. 
 
    “Request denied,” Elohrel replied dryly. “You have nothing to say that I want to hear.” 
 
    “It might be fascinating to hear the stories of the elves,” Sesna disagreed with her. 
 
    “Then speak to him on your own time. Not mine.” The tribe leader frowned at her advisor. 
 
    “We still need to resolve this issue between you and Hidden Gem Mining Company,” Princess Zadori said what Jin had been trying to get at. 
 
    “There has to be something you want,” the elf added. 
 
    “As I already told the princess, I would be willing to give them some of the sapphires they want…at double the market price.” Despite her hesitation, Azure could tell that Elohrel was dead serious. 
 
    “That does not make economical sense,” he argued. No one in their right mind would agree to such a deal. 
 
    “That is not our problem.” The tribe leader shrugged. 
 
    “No. But the war that is coming is,” Jin reminded her. 
 
    “What war? There are more of us than them. My scouts have counted thirty-four sellswords. That’s almost half as many as our numbers. I see no cause for concern.” 
 
    “That number will continue to grow as long as Pin Virgursk has posters up saying that he’s still hiring. Eventually, those numbers will usurp your own. He’s building an army. From what I’ve seen here, your recruitment is stagnant.” The elf’s eyes swept over the tables. 
 
    “One of my women is worth two of his men,” Elohrel insisted with a hint of anger. 
 
    “Are all of these women trained?” Jin nodded down the table. 
 
    “Those that aren’t are in training. And those that are trained practice regularly,” Sesna answered for her leader, who was still trying to eat despite the fact that the elf had managed to engage her in conversation. 
 
    “Still. Pin will eventually have the numbers to overwhelm you. It is better to compromise than to launch into a battle that you can’t win. If you keep being stubborn, you will eventually have to surrender Smallguard,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps we should cut out his tongue.” Elohrel looked to Sesna. “I tire of hearing it waggle about while I’m trying to eat.” 
 
    “He’s only speaking the truth,” Princess Zadori stepped in to bolster Jin’s argument. “No matter how strong you are, you cannot hold this place forever when Pin’s army is growing and yours is not.” 
 
    “The solution is easy,” the tribe leader asserted. “Pin will give us double the worth of the sapphires. If he wants them so badly, he should be able to pay.” 
 
    “You know he won’t go for that.” The princess cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Businessmen never pay what they can’t make a profit on,” Jin added. 
 
    “I tire of this conversation.” Elohrel finished her food and pushed her bowl aside before standing and looking down at Princess Zadori. “I believe I will retire for the night. Pray that you take my offer to Pin in the morning. When you return, do not come back with your men. I will not be so merciful the next time around.” And with that, she left. 
 
    The princess immediately turned to the elf with panic in her voice. “What do we do? She will not listen to reason.” 
 
    “Elohrel is stubborn,” Sesna answered from across the table, “but she has good intentions.” 
 
    “Her good intentions are going to get you all killed.” Jin did not mince words.  
 
    A moment later, a guard walked up to them, looking directly at the elf. “Elohrel says that if you are not going to eat, you are to return to your room. She would not have you striking fear into her warriors with your bullshit.” 
 
    Jin narrowed his eyes at her. If he were smarter, he would have taken up his soup spoon. But stubbornness won out, and he stood instead, excusing himself from the table and allowing the guard to walk him back to his room.  
 
    This was one quest he did not care about completing. If it was up to the elf, he’d let the sellswords burn Smallguard to the ground. As far as he could tell, it was not worth defending. These women were hypocrites, doing the same thing to men as the bandits had done to them so long ago. He was tired of dealing with them. Instead of working to solve their problem, he began to ponder other ways that his party might obtain the Life Stone even if they failed this particular quest. 
 
    Sitting alone in his room, Jin had many worries. Soon, Princess Zadori would return, and he’d have yet another obstacle to deal with. This was all becoming too much. The best thing he could hope for was that they’d leave Smallguard in the morning and somehow be able to reason with Pin instead. But what could they possibly offer the man that would make him abandon the rich sapphire deposit beneath Smallguard? 
 
    He only had about half an hour to think about it before the princess returned with Sesna by her side. The red-skinned woman offered him a soft smile, seemingly less hateful of men than her leader. 
 
    “Walk with me?” she offered. 
 
    Jin glanced at Princess Zadori before standing. There was no way he would refuse the invitation. The crowded outdoor mess hall had been no place to have a conversation.  
 
    “Should I come?” the princess asked as he passed her. 
 
    “Wait here,” he told her, once more relieved to have a chance to be out of her presence. 
 
    “Did you fetch me to regale you with tales of elven lore?” Jin questioned once they were outside of earshot of the hut. 
 
    “Yes,” Sesna smiled, walking with her hands crossed behind her back, “and no. Elohrel might not be interested in listening to possible solutions to our little sellsword problem, but I am.” She looked forward, leading them around the village square at a leisurely pace. “I am her trusted advisor, but for this, I have no advice. She is insistent on getting the price that she wants for the sapphires, and we all know it’s ludicrous. You are right, though. If she does not budge, Smallguard will fall. I would not like to see that happen. An outsider’s perspective might be exactly what we need, but she will not listen to you because you’re a man.” 
 
    “But I am not a man. Not really.” Jin shook his head. “I am not a human. The word man is derived from human. I am an elf. We are not the same.” 
 
    “But you have all the same equipment.” Sesna glanced briefly at his crotch. 
 
    “Have elves ever raided your village? Have elves ever raped or pillaged Smallguard, or assaulted any woman outside of here? Have you ever heard of elves raping or pillaging at all?” he asked her pointedly. 
 
    For a moment, she was silent, but then she shook her head. “No. Perhaps you should have made that argument at dinner.” Sesna paused again before speaking. “You are right. Elves are not the same as humans. So give me an elven solution to this problem.” 
 
    Jin was relieved that she understood him. For once, he felt like he was actually getting somewhere. 
 
    “To do that, I need to know how this village works. Everything about it. What resources are difficult for you to obtain? What would make your lives easier? I know that Elohrel wants to build a kingdom, which requires coin, but unless you mined enough to fell Smallguard, that’s not going to happen. The village would have to be relocated. Would that be an option if there was enough monetary gain in the deal?” He glanced at the red-skinned woman. 
 
    “No,” Sesna quickly replied. “Moving Smallguard is not an option because of its historical significance. This has already been discussed at great lengths. None of us want that, even if it means expanding more slowly.” 
 
    “Then there will need to be a compromise. Perhaps I can convince Pin to bring some men in to build under Smallguard so that they can mine all the sapphires they want and reinforce beneath the village at the same time so that it doesn’t collapse.” 
 
    “Elohrel will not trust men to mine below Smallguard. Any sapphires that are taken out of here will have to be mined by our workers,” she told him. 
 
    The elf sighed. Just when he’d thought he’d figured out the perfect solution, the stubborn tribe leader had to muck it up. 
 
    “Then let’s figure out something you guys need that would make her drop her pricing,” he decided, their last viable option. “Tell me what a day around here looks like.” 
 
    “That depends on your position within the village. As you saw when you walked through, everyone has their place. We have a blacksmith, several clothiers, a few bakers and cooks, but mostly warriors. The things we need from the outside world, we’re able to get on our own.” She cocked her head to the side, sounding like she was hiding some secret. “Everyone trains in both melee and martial skills several hours a week. Training starts as young as five years of age. At age ten, the girls will get put into the hunting rotation to gain real life experience. Those that are good enough become guards at the age of fifteen. 
 
    “Before the sellswords, there wasn’t much to worry about. We captured and killed any men dumb enough to wander beyond our borders. We would claim their weapons for our own and use them to procreate. That is the basis of life here.” Sesna glanced over at him as she finished up her explanation. 
 
    Jin nodded, taking it all in. He was afraid to ask his next question. “What happens to the babies that are born? The ones that aren’t female.” 
 
    She sighed, knowing he was looking for an unpleasant answer. “Whatever the mother wants to happen to them. Sometimes, women leave to raise their male offspring. Should a warrior bear a male child and decide to leave Smallguard, she is permanently banished.” 
 
    “And the ones that don’t leave?” he pressed. 
 
    “Some take their babies to Quickbreak. Though it’s a small village, it is home to an orphanage thanks to some of our banished members.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Jin raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “The women here are given choices, many of which do not include the death of their offspring. Those choices are personal and made on an individual basis. That’s all you need to know,” she replied firmly. 
 
    He was happy to have one less reason to hate the village. Though it was implied that some of the babies did not survive, that was on the mother, not because Smallguard forced death upon them. It wasn’t the best outcome, but it was good enough for him. 
 
    “So the men that come into this village, or rather, the men you capture outside of it,” Jin quickly corrected himself, “you rape and murder.” 
 
    “We do what we have to to procreate without feeling like it’s forced,” Sesna told him nonchalantly. 
 
    “And you realize the irony in this?” He raised an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    “The big difference is that the men know what they’re getting into when they come here. It is not like Smallguard is an unknown place on the map of The Realm. There is danger here for the male variety, and those dumb enough to breach our borders have a price to pay.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” The elf nodded, though he still didn’t agree with it. “So what I am hearing is that you need men to continue to grow your village.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Where on earth would you get that idea?” 
 
    “Because you can’t make more women without men.” He reminded her. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Sesna quirked her head to the side as if she hadn’t really put much thought into it. “But we get enough idiots crossing into our territory to get the job done.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be nice if you didn’t have to kill them?” The question was serious, but he worried it might sound like a joke. To Sesna, that was just the way things worked. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” She glanced over at him. 
 
    “Perhaps trade coin and sex for the sapphires.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” Sesna shook her head. “In Smallguard, sex is seen as a display of power.  
 
    “Believe it or not, at one time, we had an agreement with Quickbreak. Once a month, we would leave Smallguard to go couple with the men there, but things got out of hand. It was not a pleasurable experience for most. The men there celebrated the night that we’d come, but the women dreaded it. They used our bodies for their own desires. We felt like we had to sacrifice a night of our power and enjoyment just to grow the village. Eventually, we decided that was not the way to move forward.” 
 
    “So now you use whoever wanders through. I saw the shackles on the beds.” The elf noted of Azure’s and Rerdam’s huts. 
 
    “Yes.” Sesna’s head bobbed. “The girls get to do what they want to the men for as long as they want. It does not have to be long or unpleasant.” 
 
    “Sex, in general, doesn’t have to be unpleasant if you have it with the right person,” he told her genuinely. 
 
    “Speaking of the right person,” she seemed to perk up suddenly, “how are things with you and the princess?” 
 
    Despite his best efforts to contain it, Jin sighed, pausing for a moment of reflection before redirecting his attention to more important matters. “That is not what we’re here to discuss.” 
 
    Sesna smiled at his obvious avoidance of the subject. “She loves you very much. I can see it in her eyes and hear it in her voice. But you…” 
 
    “It’s a marriage of convenience,” he cut her off. 
 
    For a moment, they walked in silence. Then Sesna spoke again. “She’s a good woman—a strong, smart woman. She will make an excellent wife. Do not abuse your power over her.” 
 
    “I have less power over her than you think.” The elf smirked. 
 
    “Love has great power,” she warned him. “And though Elohrel might be a little dense to it, I can see that you do not love the princess.” 
 
    “Our outside affairs are none of your concern.” He tried to steer her back on track. “What’s more important is figuring out what you need.” 
 
    Sesna’s expression firmed. “You are right that we need men to procreate. Though you haven’t seen the full extent of it, you have an idea of how we do things here. We chain men down to take their power over us. Then we drug them with laceflower incense so that they can perform until all eligible women have had their chance to mate. And then we dispose of them.” She hesitated on the last part. 
 
    “What if the men who came to take the sapphires were fine with all of that. Up to the point of disposal, of course.” He glanced at her sharply. “You get what you need in the way you want it, still get paid for the sapphires, and they get to keep their lives. Everyone walks away happy.” 
 
    “It would sound like a good plan, but laceflower incense also dulls the senses, making it so the men don’t get much pleasure from the act,” Sesna continued to explain. 
 
    “Men will do what they have to do for a job, and trust me when I say that to human men, any sex is better than no sex.” He chuckled. 
 
    She laughed along with him. “I suppose you’re right.” After their third walk around the town square, Sesna stopped finally. “I will consider what you’ve said here tonight and speak to Elohrel. I, too, hope that we can come to a compromise, but,” the red-skinned woman sighed, “Elohrel can be very stubborn.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Jin’s eyes widened for effect. 
 
    “Go back to your woman now, and remember what I said. Be kind to her.” Sesna touched his shoulder gently before glancing back at his hut. 
 
    While her words were meant to be soothing, dread filled the elf’s chest. Whether he liked it or not, he still needed to face the princess. Talking his way out of getting murdered had seemed an easier task. Then again, Princess Zadori had done most of the work. Perhaps he owed her the illusion of their betrothal to the fullest until they left Smallguard, but that just didn’t feel right to him. 
 
    “I will do my best,” he assured Sesna before parting ways with her. 
 
    Jin’s footsteps softened as he approached the door to the hut. Opening it with care as if the hinge was rusted, he peeked inside before his body followed. The princess had already undressed and was lying in bed on her side, her long blonde hair pooled about her. From what he could tell, she was sleeping like an angel, which alleviated some of the anxiety he had felt from entering the room. 
 
    Stepping inside as quietly as possible, the elf practically tiptoed to the bed before sitting down. As soon as the mattress shifted, Princess Zadori stirred. 
 
    “How’d it go?” she asked before groggily opening her eyes. 
 
    “I think I made some progress.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed, laid down, and then stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    The princess lazily rolled to cuddle him. “I’m glad. But I do wish that we could stay here forever.” 
 
    Unfortunately, he could not say the same.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 781 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sleep did not come easily for Jin that night, and he rose early the next morning to be dressed before Princess Zadori awoke. When she did finally rise, they spoke about his discussion with Sesna the night before over a platter of fruit and bread that had been brought to their room. Shortly after, Elohrel sent guards to call them into a private meeting. 
 
    They were led to her hut—the largest of the residential huts in the village. It was actually two huts merged together. The first room contained a long table for council meetings, and the second was her sleeping quarters. Various weapons and taxidermy trophies hung on the walls.  
 
    Jin’s heart caught in his chest to see that some of the trophies were human. The severed head of a man rested atop a wooden platform, his skin and features shriveled as if a witch doctor had gotten ahold of him and failed halfway through with her process. About half a dozen recognizably male appendages were also tacked to the wall. No doubt, the place was meant to intimidate any man who entered. It just made the elf uncomfortable, his eyes focusing on the long wooden table in front of him to block out everything else around him. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Elohrel gestured to the wall, sensing his unease and trying to draw his attention back up to it. 
 
    Jin barely gave the wall a second glance. “Would you like my real opinion, or would you prefer I lie to you?” He was too cranky from not sleeping well to be tactful.  
 
    “This one lied to me.” She pointed to one of the sets of genitals on the wall. 
 
    The elf looked her square in the eyes. “I think it’s absolutely barbaric.” 
 
    Elohrel shrugged. “What trophies do elves collect from their battles?” 
 
    “We don’t.” He sat at the table. “We take no pride in killing.” 
 
    She snorted. “That’s definitely a lie. You can’t tell me that you’ve never slain a great monster that you didn’t want a memento from.” 
 
    “Elves are different from humans. We do not have the same wants and desires.” Jin glanced at Sesna, reminding her of their conversation from the night before. 
 
    “We have spoken at length about what you and I discussed last night.” The red-skinned woman took a seat as well, effectively calling their small council into order. 
 
    “And?” he asked, deciding to ignore the tribe leader in lieu of her advisor. Jin was over Elohrel’s intimidation tactics. 
 
    “It’s not good enough.” The tribe leader shook her head before pulling out her chair and heavily sitting on it. 
 
    Jin’s head snapped in her direction. “What else do you want?” 
 
    “I want an army of powerful women. Who knows what men they’ll send to take our sapphires, especially if they are not the ones mining them.” She folded her hands on top of the table. 
 
    It was difficult to choke back the annoyance from his voice. “What are you proposing?” 
 
    “I want to be able to choose who they send.” 
 
    Jin inhaled a breath and glanced at Princess Zadori for a moment. 
 
    The princess hesitated to speak. “It’s not like you’ll know who they send before they send them, but perhaps we could convince them to send the same people.” 
 
    Sesna spoke up. “While it’s true that we would rather trust the transportation of the sapphires to a few men to limit the exposure of our village, it is the kind of men that they send that are important to us.” As she said this, she looked directly at Elohrel. 
 
     “What kind of men are you looking for?” The elf raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Strong men. Warriors, like us.” Elohrel made a fist and pressed it against her chest. “Men that will produce strong women.” 
 
    Jin looked to the princess. “So we have Pin send the best of the sellswords.” 
 
    “It should not be for them to decide,” the tribe leader said firmly. 
 
    Jin returned his attention to her. “You’re making this awfully difficult.” 
 
    “These are my terms,” she replied stubbornly. “Take them or leave.” 
 
    “So what do you want to do? How will you determine who is suitable?” he pressed. 
 
    Sesna sat back in her chair, staring at the elf from across the table. “We spoke this morning about how our young warriors need more real-world experience. We were thinking that a test of strength would suffice. There would be a three-part trial. First, the men would have to defeat one of our women in training. Second, they would have to defeat one of our guards. And third, they would have to fight Elohrel.” She looked to her leader with admiration. 
 
    “That sounds fine to me,” Jin decided, just happy that the tribe leader and her advisor had already come up with a plan for filtering out the men they didn’t want from the ones they did. “We shall leave shortly and take your terms back to Pin Virgursk. Hopefully, he’ll agree to them.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” Elohrel waggled a finger at the elf when she noticed him about to dismiss himself. 
 
    His body settled in the seat, and he stared across at her, hoping she didn’t have any unreasonable requests. Getting Pin to agree to her terms was already going to be difficult as it was. 
 
    Sesna glanced from the tribe leader to Jin. “Naturally, we are worried about the safety of our girls. We have been working on a set of rules for the trials, but we cannot perfect them until they are tested.” 
 
    “That’s where you come in,” Elohrel interrupted. “Well, not you, per se, but your men. We’d like to send them through the trial to test it out.” 
 
    The elf and the princess shared a look. Of course, denying the women was not an option, so Jin simply agreed. 
 
    “Good. Then it’s settled.” The tribe leader slammed her fist down on the table. “We will start the trials tomorrow morning. Once they are finished, if everything is to my satisfaction, you will be allowed to leave to treat with Pin Virgursk.” 
 
    Tomorrow morning. The elf sighed internally. That meant one more night of avoiding the princess.  
 
    While he wanted to convince them to hold the trials that day instead of the next, Jin understood The Sapphire Eye Warrior’s need for precautions and planning. If he pressed the issue, he would likely just lose Elohrel’s trust. Though he had to bite his tongue to do it, staying silent and agreeable was the best course to take in this situation. 
 
    “And what shall my men and I do for the day while we wait?” the elf asked, wishing to regroup with his party. 
 
    “Your men still have breeding duties for the day,” Sesna told him. “As for the half-imp, though his intentions are good, we’d prefer him not to wander about,” she said with a hint of apology. 
 
    “As for you,” Elohrel broke in, directing her attention to Jin, “I have decided to trust you to wander about freely as long as you are accompanied by the princess or a guard.” She nodded to Princess Zadori. 
 
    “That is most gracious of you.” The elf bowed his head respectfully. Being able to escape prying ears would be a relief, though a small one. 
 
    “Do not make me regret it.” She gave him a pointed look. Then she dismissed them to carry on about their own business. 
 
    As soon as Jin stepped outside, he inhaled a deep breath of fresh air. He hadn’t realized how stifling Elohrel’s hut had been.  
 
    “I’m glad we were able to finally resolve this,” Princess Zadori said by his side. 
 
    “Yes. Though it’s taking longer than I would have liked.” He stared straight forward, listening to the soft sound of voices and movement within the village. With any luck, by tomorrow night, they would be free of it all. 
 
    The princess perked up, reaching over to grab his hand. “So, it sounds like we’ve got one more free day. What would you like to do?” 
 
    Sleep. Sleep all day until it’s over, the elf thought, but he knew that wouldn’t suffice. 
 
    It was best not to cling to his dread. Some of the hardest conversations to have were the most freeing. Looking down at their clasped hands, Jin realized that he wouldn’t feel free until he told her the truth. Hopefully, the consequences wouldn’t be too dire. 
 
    “Walk with me,” the elf said, leading Princess Zadori to the gate they had entered through when they’d come to Smallguard.   
 
    Apparently, word had gotten around that Jin was no longer a prisoner, because the guards let them pass through the gate without batting an eye. He was glad that the novelty of his presence had worn off. As they had walked through the village, the women had still looked at him, but their eyes quickly dropped away when they recognized his connection to the princess. Even the girl who had kissed him on their way into Smallguard shied away from him now. He wondered if she felt guilty. 
 
    Once they were outside the village, the elf felt even more liberated. It was like invisible shackles had been lifted from him. There was a weightlessness that brought with it renewed energy and the knowledge that this discomfort was only temporary. 
 
      They knew better than to walk too far. The last thing Jin needed was for Elohrel to think that they were trying to run away. While he wanted to believe that she was smart enough to know he wouldn’t leave his men behind, he couldn’t convince himself. If it were his choice, they would assassinate her, and he’d see Sesna as the new leader of The Sapphire Eye Warriors. But that wasn’t their mission. In the grand scheme of things, this little patch of The Realm wasn’t important beyond completing their quest. 
 
    “It’s very pretty out here.” Princess Zadori stepped closer to him, looking up at the sun as it forced its way through the tree branches to shine down on them. Birds sang melodically all around, creating a serene sense of peace. 
 
    The elf did not know the best time to bring up what he wanted to talk about or how to say it. Though he had gone over the conversation a hundred times in his head while they’d been walking, his mind blanked when it came right down to it.  
 
    He urged the princess to sit on a downed log that they found, and he sat beside her, staring into a small clearing. A squirrel ran across the forest, chittering up at its mate still in one of the trees. This beautiful place did not seem like the best place to break someone’s heart, but when he really thought about it, no such place existed. 
 
    “Zadori,” he said softly, running his fingers over her knuckles. 
 
    “Yes?” She smiled at him. 
 
    “You know that I would do anything to complete these quests—to bring back my people.” 
 
    “Of course.” Her smile fell as she recognized the seriousness in his expression. 
 
    “You know that all I care about is bringing back my people. I have blinders on to everything else.” 
 
    Princess Zadori hesitated this time, “Yes.” 
 
    The lines in the elf’s face softened as he moved on to the uncomfortable part. “I do not want you to feel like I used you, but there is no space in me for love right now.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her lips curved into a frown, but she didn’t pull away. For several moments, they sat in silence. Then after a while, she seemed to reanimate, her head bobbing slightly. “I know that we have a quest to complete, and we need to stay focused. I know that nothing matters as much as collecting all the stones and bringing the elves back. But there will come a time when all of that is over. I do not think it is wrong for us to enjoy these small lulls between the storms we are constantly facing.” 
 
    The tightness in his chest increased. It was as Jin had feared. She had taken his words the wrong way. 
 
    “Zadori.” He looked up at her with visible discomfort. “When all this is over, I will have to go back to my people.” 
 
    The princess nodded before perking up a bit. “Don’t you think that if we wed, it would make for a great strategic alliance. Everything we said could become the truth. The two of us together,” she placed her hand on top of his and gave it a gentle squeeze, “we could change history. We could merge our races and create a world where elves and men live side by side.” 
 
    The optimism in her voice only made him feel worse, but he couldn’t skate around the truth any longer.  
 
    “There is someone else I love,” he blurted out. 
 
    “Oh.” Princess Zadori quickly withdrew her hand from his as if the sheer act of touching him was betraying the other woman. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You’ve never spoken about her before.” The words came out in a jumble—a clumsy mask to hide the pain behind them. 
 
    “I never spoke of this person before because nothing matters until we collect all the stones. I can’t afford to look to a future that’s uncertain. But I also don’t want to continue to betray the feelings that I have. 
 
    “What you and I did…What we had to do—” 
 
    “Stop.” The princess held her hand out. “You don’t need to say anymore.” She hugged herself, surrendering to sadness. “I understand.” 
 
    He sighed, looking up at the two squirrels that had finally found each other. They sat together on a tree limb, flicking their tails, observing the play going on below. 
 
    The elf could not dwell on hurt feelings. They still had a job to do. 
 
    “We will have to keep up appearances until we leave Smallguard. We can hold hands, but I will not bed you again,” he told her, unable to force himself to look in her direction. 
 
    “I understand,” Princess Zadori repeated. 
 
    “I thank you for understanding.” Jin stood, feeling a bit insensitive, like he was speaking to an underling. “We should go back now. If we stay away for too long, Elohrel might begin to question why.” 
 
    “Yes. We should go back.” The princess got up, a shell of the woman she had been when they’d entered the forest. The light had faded from her eyes, and though she was no longer frowning, her face held an expression of loss.  
 
    Jin was worried she wouldn’t be able to hide her emotions, but the second they reached the gate to Smallguard, she perked back up as if the conversation hadn’t even taken place. He was grateful for her superior acting skills, but he couldn’t help but wonder what the long-term repercussions of his actions would be.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 781 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s amazing how tiring it can be lying on your back all day. That’s what Azure thought when he was finally unchained for the night. 
 
    “Get some rest. You’re going to have another long day tomorrow,” the guard told him before blowing out the horrid incense that had kept Azure in a numb stupor for hours on end. 
 
    “Can I bathe?” he asked, feeling sticky and sweaty and generally gross. 
 
    They had retrieved him early that morning for a bath. Once more, he had been attended by a woman who scrubbed his skin bare. It had, admittedly, been the best part of his day.  
 
    Breakfast had consisted of a meager ration of fruit and bread. Lunch never came, and Azure was unsure if he’d be fed dinner. The slop from the night before had barely sustained him until the morning. And though he hadn’t done anything physical all day, he’d run out of energy a little before noon. While Azure would never admit it to any of his friends, he was pretty sure he’d slept through at least one of the women he’d been with that day—something he had previously not thought possible. 
 
    The guard left without answering his question. 
 
    Azure sat up and rubbed his wrists. Even though his limbs weren’t stretched very far, he’d still managed to acquire a rash from the chaffing of the metal shackles against his skin. He was a few points of Health down, but nothing that wouldn’t recover naturally with sleep. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before Azure was brought a sandwich. The bread was dry, and there was barely any meat in it, but the vegetables were abundant. While it was a bit bland, the meal was definitely more filling than the one from the night before. 
 
    He hadn’t even finished eating before Jin walked into his room. It seemed that the elf had recovered his armor, which meant that things must be improving in the outside world. Being drugged and chained up all day, Azure had no idea what was happening regarding the peace talks, or if they were even happening at all. 
 
    “You’re less naked,” he mumbled around a mouthful of food. 
 
    “And you’re very naked.” Jin looked him up and down, his nose wrinkling. “My Gods, it reeks in here.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped.” Azure shrugged. Nothing about the situation was of his making. 
 
    The elf pushed the door back open to let some of the stench out. “I came to tell you that we should be out of here tomorrow night, but The Sapphire Eye Warriors require you to test a trial system they’ve come up with. You’ll be battling some of their warriors.” 
 
    “Hopefully, they’ll give me some time to limber up beforehand.” Azure shook the soreness out of his arms. “I’m not exactly at my best right now.” 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure what they’re expecting,” Jin admitted. “Whatever the case, I wanted you to be ready for it.” 
 
    “Will I have time to train first?” Azure didn’t want to embarrass himself by being defeated too quickly. 
 
    The elf pressed his lips into a line. “I don’t think they’re going to give you time to train first. You have…” he hesitated on the word, “breeding duties again tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Azure groaned. “I never thought it was possible to not look forward to sex until now.” 
 
    Jin chuckled, but his expression quickly settled into seriousness. “Do not, under any circumstances, throw any of the fights. It won’t serve anyone any good.” 
 
    “Understood.” Azure nodded. 
 
    The elf took a step toward the door. “Now I have to go tell Rerdam and Uden the same. I’m not sure if Uden will be fighting, but it’s best he’s informed too, just in case.” 
 
    “Of course.” Azure’s head bobbed again, and Jin excused himself, leaving his friend alone to contemplate the next day’s trials. 
 
    Sleep came surprisingly easy, but Azure wasn’t exactly excited about waking up. Rinse and repeat. He was fed, bathed, then chained down and run through a gauntlet of women whose faces and names he could never hope to remember thanks to that damnable incense. The only blessing was that he was released earlier than the night before.  
 
    While the effects of the incense were wearing off, he was presented with a leather tunic and breeches to wear, as well as a pair of boots.   
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Leather Tunic 
  
      	  Defense: +8 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 13/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Poor 
  Weight: 1.4 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leather Breeches 
  
      	  Defense: +9 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 11/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.5 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leather Boots 
  
      	  Defense: +4 
  Type: Light Armor 
  Durability: 11/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.8 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The items fit him like a glove, the caramel color of them quite becoming on him. It felt strange wearing clothes after nearly two full days of nudity. There was a weight to the garments that made him feel slightly unbalanced, though Azure assumed it wouldn’t last long, and he was right. By the time a guard came to retrieve him, he had gotten used to his new clothes. 
 
    He was led toward the back of the village. Just outside of a line of huts was a barren patch of land. Practice dummies were set up on either side, determining the perimeter of the small training grounds. The area was encircled by women clamoring for action. Analyzing as many of them as he could, Azure received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 27. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed. You can now spend 20 Mana to see your foe’s Health bar.   
 
      
 
    Finally, a useful perk! Azure immediately used it to re-Analyze several of the women he’d already looked at only to find their Health bars full and with no determining numbers beneath them. He could only guess that he would just see the red bar shorten as he shaved off Health from the person’s life. This would definitely be useful in real battles going forward. Not so much when it came to fighting an enemy he wasn’t allowed to injure. 
 
    The sea of women parted for him to be led in the middle of the training grounds. As soon as they did, Azure caught his first glimpse of Jin and Princess Zadori standing on the opposite side of where he’d entered. They whispered to one another, but the other voices around Azure were so loud that he couldn’t hope to hear what they were saying.  
 
    After a few moments, Elohrel raised her hands into the air and called for silence while she walked toward Azure. The women immediately calmed. 
 
    “Today, there will be a trial to test a possible method of compromise with Hidden Gem Mining Company,” Elohrel spoke to her people. “All of you have had training experience. All of you have gone on hunts. But few of you have faced our greatest enemy. Man.” She pointed at Azure. A soft mix of cheers and booing rolled through the crowd before it settled again. “No longer would I have you lie with curious idiots who wander beyond our borders. In Smallguard, we are building a community of strength. Of warriors. And to make more warriors, I would increase our strength by breeding with strong men. This is a test to see who is worthy, both of us and our sapphires.” 
 
    This time, the voices that rose were all in approval, though the cheering lasted for but a moment before Elohrel began speaking again. 
 
    “Three trials this man will have to face. First, he will battle a first-year warrior. Next, he will battle a more seasoned warrior. And finally, for sport,” she smirked, “he will battle me.” 
 
     This seemed to get everyone excited. Chatter and cheering coiled around the training grounds like a scarf. 
 
    “Here are the rules of these skirmishes,” the tribe leader said, forcing the villagers into silence. Her gaze was on everyone but Azure, even though the rules applied directly to him. “Opponents will fight until one must submit. No major wounds shall be inflicted, but minor flesh wounds are allowed and will not stop the trial. Should one of our warriors be greatly injured, whether by accident or on purpose,” Elohrel turned to address Azure finally, her eyes narrowing, “their opponent will face the same injury or worse. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” Azure nodded. 
 
    “Good.” Her head slowly rotated back toward the crowd, though her hand extended to gesture to Azure. “This is Sir Azure Galvan, Captain of the Royal Guard to King Jin Umewraek. His first opponent of the evening will be our very own Sural Cragspell.” 
 
    As soon as she said the name, a girl in her early teens stepped out from the crowd wearing a full set of armor and holding a double-bladed polearm. While the girl wasn’t the least bit intimidating, the weapon she wielded looked nasty. Made of one solid piece of metal, the blades were long and curved at both ends.  
 
    The girl stood at chest-level to Azure, with wispy blonde hair that seemed a bit unkempt. She wore a stone-serious expression, as if she didn’t fear the battle to come at all. 
 
    For a moment, Azure wondered if he was meant to fight unarmed until Sesna walked up and presented him with a wooden dagger. “Here.” She offered it with no sense of apology. 
 
    Azure gave the weapon a sardonic look before taking it.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Wooden Training Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +1-3 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 7/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.2 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he mumbled under his breath, pretty sure he’d seen toothpicks with better stats. 
 
    There was no doubt that Sural had the advantage. Her long, bladed weapon gave her a better reach. To top it off, the full metal armor she wore would make it difficult for Azure to land a hit. Only her head and her hands were exposed. If he wanted to do any real damage, he’d have to go for the chinks between her armor. With no metal protecting him, every part of Azure was vulnerable to her blades. 
 
    He glanced at Jin, both surprised and annoyed that the elf had agreed to such unfair terms. Jin only looked on with a straight face, not seeming to have a problem with the situation. 
 
    “Opponents, take the field!” Elohrel said, calling the girl forward. 
 
    As she approached, Azure’s attention shifted to her youth. All thoughts of combat aside, he realized that she was even younger than he had first thought. Maybe even only ten years old. He would feel horrible if he won. What adult man wanted to beat up on a child? A silent wish that Child Protective Services existed in The Realm flooded his brain, but there wasn’t much time for it because Elohrel called for the battle to begin. 
 
    Sural lifted her polearm, holding it in both hands in preparation to block any incoming attacks, but Azure wasn’t about to make the first move. Rushing in would be stupid when he didn’t have the advantage of the longer weapon. All she would have to do would be to step back and thrust, and Azure wasn’t even minutely convinced that she wouldn’t kill him without a second thought. Everything about this protected the women—not so much the opponents they were facing. 
 
    I’m not really sure how this prepares her for a real-life situation, he thought. Had we met out on the field, I would be fully armored and with my sword. Sure, my reach still wouldn’t be as long, but we would be on closer to equal footing. The odds of her running into a man with a training dagger are slim to none. 
 
    The women around them jeered at the uneventful fight while they waited for one of the opponents to charge forward. Azure would not fall to peer pressure. He knew better. Besides, the elven king and princess were not making any sound at all. They, too, knew that Azure needed to be patient. 
 
    Sural’s eyes began to dance nervously around her tribemates as they egged her toward advancing. Azure just needed to wait. 
 
    As expected, it wasn’t much longer before the pressure became too much for the inexperienced fighter to bear. With surprisingly swift motions, she swung her polearm around to stab at Azure, but he had anticipated it long before she even moved. He rotated to the side to avoid the hit, then gripped the bar of the polearm and wrenched it from the girl’s hands before turning the weapon on her. The blade touched the chest plate of Sural’s armor, and Azure used it to push her back, forcing her to lose her balance and fall to the floor. Her eyes grew wide with fear, and she quickly raised her arms in surrender. A cacophony of booing climbed around them as Azure secured his victory, though there was no pride in it with his opponent being so young. 
 
    “Better luck next time, kid,” he told Sural as he retracted the spear and offered her his hand to stand. 
 
    She refused the gesture, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. As soon as Sural was on her feet, she rushed him. 
 
    Azure wasn’t sure what to do, so he just held his arms out to the sides to show the tribe leader that he had no intentions of fighting the girl further. Leaving himself wide open, Sural took the advantage to gift him with the classic kick to the groin. The wind left Azure’s lungs as he crumpled over. Cheering replaced the booing surrounding them as Sural reclaimed her polearm and turned it on Azure, though he was too distracted by his pain to care much. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Elohrel said with a smile, calling the girl off. 
 
    Azure glared at both of them. Clearly, he had won the battle fair and square. He did not condone sore losers or dirty tricks, but apparently, both were praised here.  
 
    “Good job.” The tribe leader patted the fledgling warrior on the shoulder before sending her back to join the others. 
 
    “I think I won that one,” Azure told her for good measure as he found his way back to his feet. 
 
    “Think what you will.” Elohrel brushed him off before addressing the crowd again. “Next up is Heshela Glowdraft.” 
 
    Azure recognized the girl who stepped forward this time as the one who had kissed Jin when they’d first entered Smallguard. Unlike the child he had just fought, the teenager was dressed in leather armor similar to his own, though much fancier. Her carob-colored hair was pulled back into a ponytail, her brown eyes large as they assessed him. In her hand was a wooden shortsword. Upon seeing it, relief flooded Azure. 
 
    Sesna stepped up to take the Wooden Training Dagger from him and replace it with a weapon that matched Heshela’s.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Wooden Training Sword 
  
      	  Attack: +1-7 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 6/15 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 1.0 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Azure gave the sword a few cursory swings. It felt light in his grip and almost as uncomfortable to wield as the Wooden Training Dagger had. 
 
    “Begin when you are ready,” Elohrel told Heshela, who didn’t waste a moment longer. 
 
    She charged at Azure like a madwoman, a battle cry leaving her contorted mouth. Azure was surprised at the strength behind the swing as their blades crossed and Heshela pushed into him, growling all the while. He wondered if this was how she normally fought or if she was just putting on a show for their onlookers. 
 
    “You’re aggressive. That’s good.” Azure used his strength to shove her away. 
 
    “I always go straight for the deep end,” Heshela told him with a smile before slashing at him again. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Azure saw what tactic he needed to use to win the fight. The girl had no stopping power. Though she advanced with all her might, that would be her downfall. All he had to do was wait until Heshela tired herself out. With as aggressively as she pursued him, it wouldn’t be long. 
 
    Their dance of swing and dodge was definitely riling up the crowd far more than his previous battle. The women cheered Heshela on, and for all her tenacity, even Azure was a bit hopeful for her. But then she began to slow down. Her breathing became heavier as she expended her endurance, and she cursed at him for constantly being on the defense. Every once in a while, he would reward her lambasting with a mock attack, reserving his strength for when he meant it. 
 
    Finally, when he felt Heshela’s blade meet his with only half the strength of her first stroke, Azure knew it was time. Even if she blocked, he could probably overpower her. She was tuckered out. The show was over. 
 
    Waiting for Heshela to attack, Azure faked her out, spinning to the side so that he ended up behind her. He used one hand to reach out and grab her ponytail, then crossed his blade over her throat with his other. She tried to pull away, and when that didn’t work, did some awkward maneuver with her sword where she stabbed back at him, but it was easy enough to dodge. He pulled Heshela against him, tightening the blade to her throat to show he meant business. If she didn’t yield, she was going to get hurt. 
 
    “I yield!” Heshela called with equal anger to the fervor she’d had earlier, her panting so heavy that it almost rocked them both. 
 
    This time, the crowd went silent, perhaps worried that Azure might actually harm the girl. For some reason, this victory tasted so much sweeter than the last. Azure knew that if Heshela learned to manage her energy better, she would eventually develop into a strong warrior. 
 
    “Enough!” Elohrel yelled to call off the fight. 
 
    “You’re not going to kick me in the balls when I let you go, are you?” Azure whispered to Heshela, a smirk playing across his face. 
 
    “No, but I might cut them off.” She boldly pushed his sword away, then spun to face him. 
 
    Knowing better than to trust her, Azure took a step back, but she pursued, grabbing his face with both hands. Reflexively, he gripped her wrists, but she was unyielding as she went up on tiptoe and planted a sloppy kiss on his lips. 
 
    All the women cheered as Azure stood there dumbfounded. Heshela released him and spun around on her heels again before bowing with a flourish, accepting her loss with a ton more grace than her predecessor.  
 
    Azure didn’t know how to process what had just happened. Instead, he just stood there feeling awkward. 
 
    Elohrel had an ear-to-ear smile on her face. “Good job, Heshela,” she praised the teen before sending her back with her tribeswomen. Then she addressed the crowd again. “Well, the preliminaries are over, and so far, so good. This man has proven his mettle.” The tribe leader pointed to Azure. “Now, we will bring out the other while this one gets armored up. The final battle will not be so easy.” There was a sadistic gleam in her eyes as she grinned at Azure. 
 
    Before he had time to ask questions, he was being led back to his hut. On his way, Azure crossed paths with a guard leading Rerdam to the training area. The old knight looked just as confused as Azure had. Unfortunately, there was no time to give him advice. 
 
    When Azure returned to his hut, he found his Black Wolf Armor waiting for him on the floor next to the bed. He was pleased to see the whole set. Having his armor all together again made him feel like he looked like an actual knight instead of a piecemeal junkie.  
 
    As an added bonus, his Zweihander of Vengeance was resting in its scabbard against the wall.  
 
    Once he had put on his armor, Azure picked up his sword and clutched it to his chest like an old friend he hadn’t seen in forever. It felt good to be whole and complete again, his vulnerabilities slowly disappearing one after another. 
 
    His energy renewed, Azure was rearing to take the tribe leader on, but he was made to wait, and eventually, that energy began to wane as he ended up sitting on the side of the bed twiddling his thumbs for what felt like an hour before he was finally retrieved again. 
 
    The sun had fully set by the time Azure left his hut. It was a black, starless night. Only the glow of lamplight illuminated the village.  
 
    When Azure arrived back at the training area, torches had been placed around the perimeter, evenly spaced about five feet apart. Their light made a bright O with a darker nucleus in the center of the ring. Elohrel was standing there, ready to greet him. She had not changed from before, wearing a mix of furs and leather and cloth armor. On her hips were two long daggers, which Azure could only assume would be her weapons for the battle. 
 
    Rerdam was nowhere to be seen, so Azure could only assume he’d been taken back to his hut to armor-up as well. This would be a one-on-one battle with the tribe leader, who Analyzed as red to Azure. While he wanted to be hopeful, he doubted she’d make the same rookie mistakes as the women he’d fought before her. 
 
    “And now for the main event!” Elohrel announced to her tribeswomen.  
 
    An almost deafening round of cheering erupted from the group. It was so loud that Azure wondered if they could hear it all the way back at the sellsword encampment. Even Princess Zadori and Jin glanced around questioningly at the overzealous women. 
 
    “Are you ready to bleed?” the tribe leader asked Azure as she drew her weapons. 
 
    The grey handles were slightly curved, extending into two-part blades. Each one wove around the other, the first shorter than the second. The longer blade ended at a hooked point. They looked designed to both slice and gouge out flesh. Azure did not want to be caught by one.  
 
    “I thought we weren’t doing that,” he replied, only half-joking. 
 
    “I like to play a little rough sometimes.” She smirked at him before raising her voice to her people. “Now, you will see the true power of The Sapphire Eye Warriors.” And then she lunged forward to lead the dance of blades. 
 
    The skirmish began much the same as his fight with Heshela, with Elohrel pelting Azure with an onslaught of attacks that he was forced to either dodge or block. He was not surprised that she would put on a show, and the women around them reacted similarly, excited to see so much energy funneled into the battle. Unlike Heshela, though, Elohrel knew when to pull back and conserve her strength. She also allowed space for Azure to get an attack in, though he could tell that was all part of her plan. During the two previous battles, Azure had analyzed his opponents to see how they fought so that he could find their weaknesses. Now, she was doing the same thing to him. 
 
    Her perception admittedly was vastly superior to his. When he did try to genuinely attack her, she seemed to see it before it was coming, easily dodging out of the way. Most of the time, she didn’t even bother humoring him by crossing blades, perhaps not wanting to have to sharpen the edges of hers later. 
 
    Anytime she saw the opportunity, typically when he was trying to attack her, she’d dash in and land a hit, easily locating the vulnerabilities in his armor. It felt a bit unfair considering that Azure was pretty sure she’d examined his armor beforehand. 
 
      
 
    Level 56 Elohrel Pusha delivers 140 damage.  
 
      
 
    They were a little more than flesh wounds, but not enough to take him out of the fight. 
 
    “I know magic too, but I’m trying not to murder you.” She winked at him after delivering a nasty blow to his shoulder, the hook of one of her daggers catching behind his armor before she yanked it out. 
 
    “Oh? Are we playing that game?” Azure was more than ready to call in a Greasy Summon for reinforcement. He was not getting anywhere on his own. 
 
    “No,” the tribe leader replied plainly. 
 
    “So I guess you’re not even going to let me get a hit in.” Azure slowed, bored of this game of cat and mouse where he ended up getting injured every few minutes for the enjoyment of the crowd. She needed to go in for the kill and end his misery. 
 
    Purposely leaving himself wide open, Azure lowered his sword. There was no point in the dance any longer. He was destined to lose. 
 
    “Giving up so soon?” Elohrel hummed at him. 
 
    She had almost twice the levels on him, so there was no question that her fighting skills were superior. Azure was about as weak in the tribe leader’s eyes as the small girl had been in his. 
 
    “I can’t win. You might as well finish me off.” He shrugged. 
 
    “That’s not how this goes,” Elohrel reminded him. “You fight until you are rightly defeated…or I’ll castrate you right here in front of everyone.” 
 
    It was a compelling threat, making Azure raise his sword again. There was no doubt in his mind that she was serious. 
 
    The tribe leader dashed in to attack, swinging the hooks of her blades around as if she planned to use them to grab the back of Azure’s head and decapitate him. He jumped back, holding his sword vertically in front of him to act as a shield. Metal clanged against metal, and he boldly stepped forward, leaning over their crossed weapons to headbutt her. 
 
    It was the first damage Azure had done to Elohrel, and she was enraged by it.  
 
    The sheer anger in her eyes summoned fear into him. Though he wasn’t supposed to purposely lose, Azure knew somehow that he had overstepped. 
 
    She came at him with everything she had—a flurry of slashes so fast that he couldn’t hope to dodge them all. The injuries piled on in such rapid succession that Azure didn’t even have time to process them—the only indication that they were there, the warmth and wetness of his blood as it rained down around him in small droplets. 
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    Soon, she had him on his knees, his Health bar blinking in his peripheral vision. 
 
    “That’s enough!” A male voice rose from the crowd. 
 
    Azure was so busy staring his imminent death in the face that he barely noticed Jin stepping up to the tribe leader and grabbing her by the wrist from behind to stop her from finishing him off. 
 
    She spun on her heels and hissed, swinging her blades at the elf, but he deftly jumped out of the way. 
 
    “That’s enough,” he repeated more calmly. “He’s clearly lost. If you keep going, you’re going to kill him. As it is, he needs medical attention.” Jin gestured to Azure where he was kneeling, his body slumped slightly forward. 
 
    In his vision, he saw droplets of blood falling from somewhere on his face. Now that he wasn’t being attacked, he had time to feel pain, and there was a lot of it. 
 
    Elohrel huffed at the elf, but she lowered her weapons. Then she holstered them before turning back to Azure and striding over to him. Azure would have cowered away if he didn’t feel so weak. The blood loss was making him dizzy. 
 
    Elohrel placed her hand atop his head and mumbled some words in Elvish. A blue light surrounded Azure, and his wounds began to heal. The relief was immediate, like cool water being run over a burn. His Health bar increased just as quickly as she had hacked away at it, though she stopped when he was less than halfway healed, wanting him to feel the consequences of his mistake. 
 
    “Get him out of here,” the tribe leader growled to her guard. “This one is done. Bring me the next.” 
 
    Azure was half-led, half-dragged back to his hut. Every step was painful, and with no healing potions of his own, he’d feel no relief until he slept. Sitting on the bed, he wondered how long it would be before he was retrieved again, and if he and his friends would be traveling back to the encampment that night.  
 
    An uproar of noise signaled that Rerdam’s fight with the tribe leader had begun. Azure listened, trying to guess when it was over. There were lulls between the cheering, but ultimately, they peaked. He assumed it was finished, waiting patiently for the voices to die down. Even after they did, no one came to retrieve him. 
 
    An hour passed before Azure asked the guard watching him what was going on, but she had no response, just as oblivious to the outside as he was. After another hour of silence, Azure decided to lie down on the floor, worried that he would earn more punishment if he bled on the bed.  
 
    The night carried on, and soon exhaustion set in. With no news of what had happened, Azure grew worried, but his need to relieve his pain usurped that. If he slept, he could at least heal up some of his injuries. That made the thought of sleeping on the bed even more tempting. A full eight hours on it would heal him completely. Sleeping on the floor would only provide a fraction of that healing. 
 
    Fearing the tribe leader’s wrath, Azure elected to stay on the floor. If his party was allowed to leave, Jin would, no doubt, come wake him. Any relief from his unhealed wounds was better than none, and there was no real point in sitting there suffering, waiting for something he was unsure of. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 782 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure awoke as stiffly as if he had been chained up all night. His armor gave no room for comfort, and having slept on the floor didn’t help. 
 
    “Are you ready for your bath?” a washwoman asked as she stood over him with a guard by her side. 
 
    Azure groaned, missing the fact that he’d been politely asked this time instead of told that it was time for his bath. 
 
    Sitting up, he noticed a plate of fruit and nuts on the table. He had slept past breakfast. 
 
    Just as he was about to stand, Jin came around the corner with Princess Zadori on his heels. There was a soft smile on his face, which Azure hoped meant he came bearing good news. 
 
    “Are we free?” Azure asked, realizing that the desperation in his voice sounded pathetic. 
 
    “We are free,” the elf announced as if they’d both just been exonerated from prison. “All we have to do is get Rerdam and Uden, and we’re out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Gods!” Azure pulled himself from the floor and hobbled over to pick up his sword. 
 
    Though he was also still injured, Rerdam seemed far better off than Azure. His clothing was tattered, but most of his wounds looked superficial. Azure was still dealing with scabbed-over gouges that might pop open and bleed again if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    It wasn’t until they had retrieved Uden and were heading toward the front of Smallguard that Azure realized they were all missing items. 
 
    “What about the rest of our stuff?” he asked the elf. 
 
    Jin cringed slightly from the question. “There was a price to pay for leaving with our lives.” 
 
    “What do you mean a price to pay?” Azure’s blood pressure quickly began to rise. “Haven’t we all suffered enough?” 
 
    “That is not for you to decide,” the guard escorting them piped up. 
 
    “I have your bag in my bag. I’ll give it back to you once we’re outside of Smallguard,” the elf told him. 
 
    It was fairly easy to guess that Jin didn’t want to give it to Azure now because he was worried that he would pitch a fit. Azure couldn’t help but wonder exactly how much was missing.  
 
    “I think I want it now,” he pressed. 
 
    The elf turned to him. “I can’t afford you causing a ruckus before we leave.” 
 
    Azure cocked his head to the side. “This isn’t the first time I’ve lost things.” 
 
    Jin pressed his eyes shut, stress apparent in his voice. “Please, Azure. Let’s just get out of here first.” 
 
    Azure could not deny that he wanted the same. If Pin Virgursk didn’t agree to whatever terms The Sapphire Eye Warriors had come up with, Azure might kill the man himself to avoid having to deal with these women again. His patience for compromise was gone. 
 
    “Fine.” Azure sighed, preparing himself for the worst. If he expected to be stripped of everything, he wouldn’t be disappointed with whatever he had left. At the very least, he had gotten to keep his Black Wolf Armor and Zweihander of Vengeance. That was something. 
 
    The half-imp was irritatingly chipper. The least mentally scarred from their time in Smallguard, he told his friends that he had spent his days mercilessly trying to flirt with the guards until they got fed up and gagged him. Once he’d known his life was no longer in danger, he hadn’t felt intimidated by the women at all. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settled in the air as Uden tried to engage his companions in conversation about their experiences. More than anything, Azure did not feel that it was okay to talk about it while they were still in Smallguard, though he would admittedly rather forget about the entire thing, in general. The tension in his shoulders didn’t lift until they were outside the gates and out of sight of them. 
 
    “Here.” The elf handed Azure a bag, not even slowing. 
 
    Azure gave it a queer look.  
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    The dark leather of the bag was cracked along the edges, and there were several holes in it. How it was able to hold anything, Azure didn’t know. 
 
    “This isn’t mine.” He offered it back to Jin. 
 
    The elf refused to take it. “It is now.” 
 
    An irritated sigh passed through Azure’s lips. He now knew why Jin hadn’t wanted to give him his bag back in Smallguard. Elohrel had decided to keep it. This was likely only going to get worse. 
 
    “Do I even want to look inside?” he asked as the elf passed everyone else’s bags to them.  
 
    “I’m afraid you won’t find much in there,” Jin confessed. 
 
    Uden’s eyes widened as he tore the top of his bag open and peered inside. “Son of a bitch! How could you let them take all our stuff?! Do you have any idea what I had to go through to recover my belongings from the sellswords? Now you’re expecting me to do it again?” He planted his feet in the dirt, effectively calling them all to a halt. 
 
    “This is disappointing.” Rerdam frowned at the contents of his bag. “Especially after everything we just endured.” 
 
    The elf spun around and got into the half-imp’s face. “You will do no such thing! What we left in Smallguard stays in Smallguard. There’s no going back for it.” 
 
    As the two of them argued, Azure assessed the damage to his own belongings. Seeing just how much was missing made his heart drop. His Silk Leggings of Life, Bow of the Defiant, Alligator Tooth Earring, Crossbow of Weak Fear, Cultist's Reveal Staff, and Pirate's Cord were gone. So were all his arrows. Out of everything else that had been in his Bag of Holding, he had only been left with 50 gold, 10 pieces of raw boar meat, and 5 Potions of Minor Healing. Hundreds of gold worth of items were gone. With the coin that was also missing, he was probably down a thousand gold, if not more.  
 
    Azure sucked in a breath, trying to still himself. To keep the rage building inside of him at bay, he had to remind himself that he had not expected to come away with anything. Despite all his trying, though, he could not help but be pissed off.  
 
    Jin patted him on the back. “Breathe. I know this sucks. I lost a lot, too. Things I didn’t feel I could afford to lose. We all did.” 
 
    “Did you really lose anything important?” Azure eyed the elf sharply. He had been given back his Dark Cloak of Racial Concealment. There was no way of seeing beneath it. 
 
    In response, Jin brushed it aside, showing Azure that he was missing both of his daggers—priceless Elven heirlooms. It appeared that Jin had also paid the tax for their lives, which should have made Azure happy but didn’t. They had all walked away weaker than they had come, and that did not bode well for any dangers that lay ahead.  
 
    “It looks like we were each left with one primary weapon,” Rerdam voiced what Azure had begun to suspect. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee I won’t go back and try to reclaim my things,” Uden declared. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he was clearly pouting. 
 
    None of them were happy about the situation. 
 
    “If you had just waited for me, this might not have happened,” Princess Zadori chastised the elf. 
 
    He didn’t bother to argue. For him, this had been a very expensive and unpleasant lesson in patience. 
 
    The party made it back to the encampment unmolested, drawing the attention of a few of the sellswords as they broke through the tree line into sight.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be a banshee’s ass,” Nabar said as they passed. 
 
    Azure’s group paid no mind to him, making a beeline for Pin’s tent. 
 
    Not even bothering to announce themselves, Jin led them inside. The tent was spacious. At the back was a desk, which they found Pin sitting behind. To the right was a cot piled with furs. It appeared that the business owner had had a feather mattress transported from wherever he had come from. On the left side of the room was a wooden dining table big enough to seat six. Behind it stood a tall cabinet. Azure briefly wondered if the man invited some of the sellswords to dine with him on occasion or if the table was set there for far away visitors.  
 
    It was only when Jin spoke that Pin looked up from a piece of parchment he had been reading, as if they had intruded as softly as ghosts—unseen and unheard. “We have just returned from Smallguard with terms from The Sapphire Eye Warriors.” 
 
    “Oh?” The businessman’s voice was full of interest. “Were you able to get them to agree to relocate?” 
 
    Azure immediately feared he would accept nothing less. 
 
    Ignoring the question, the elf launched into the terms. “They will agree to let your men retrieve sapphires that they have mined, but they will only allow a few select individuals on their land. These men will have to go through a trial by combat to prove their worth. Should they pass, they will also be required to lie with the women over the course of three days.  
 
    “Though that probably sounds great in theory, in practice, it is less so. Elohrel, the tribe leader of Smallguard, demands that the men be tied down and drugged with laceflower incense. Once the three days expire, the men will be unshackled, given the sapphires, and allowed to leave. Those are their terms.” 
 
    Pin chuckled lightly. “And I’m guessing they want an exorbitant amount for the sapphires, too.” 
 
    “Should you agree to their terms, they will sell the sapphires to you at a reasonable price. One where you can expect to make a fine profit,” Jin replied. 
 
    “Hm.” The businessman scratched his chin. “If the men won’t be mining the sapphires themselves, I could just send women.” 
 
    Jin shook his head. “It won’t work. Elohrel wants strong men to help continue the bloodline of her people. That’s the reason for the trial by combat.” 
 
    “And should a man that I send fail?” Pin asked. 
 
    The elf hesitated. “He would not return.” 
 
    It didn’t take much for the businessman to understand the implications of his words. “I see.” 
 
    “If you are worried that the miners in your employ are not skilled enough, then pick your strongest sellswords, but choose wisely. Any breach of trust will likely cause this agreement to fall through. Then you’d be right back where you started. Do not send Nabar or any of his men. You need to send people who are strong but also honest and willing to submit as guests of The Sapphire Eye Warriors,” Jin advised. 
 
    “There’s no such thing as an honest sellsword.” Pin huffed. “Are you guys available for hire? You’ve already been there and returned alive.” He looked at the men in front of him. 
 
    Azure and Rerdam shared an uncomfortable glance. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” the elf spoke for them. “We will have to return to Dyasitet after we wrap things up here, then it’s on to The Deathlands.” 
 
    “Ohhh, we’re going to The Deathlands after this?” Uden piped up excitedly. 
 
    Everyone ignored him. 
 
    The businessman hummed, seeming distant for a moment as he thought. “My biggest concern with these terms is hiring men for the job. Considering that it’s high-risk and there’s no guarantee of return, I’m afraid the wage I’d have to pay might be more than the sapphires are worth.” 
 
    “You’re already paying a lot of coin to keep these sellswords here on standby for a war that may or may not happen.” Jin gestured to the door of the tent. “I’m sure you’ll be paying much less for this peaceful solution.” 
 
    “I will have to think about it,” Pin decided finally. 
 
    Azure groaned inwardly. He had naively hoped that the owner of Hidden Gems Mining Company would have agreed immediately to the terms, but there was no such luck. 
 
    “Take as much time as you need,” Jin said stiffly. “We will be waiting for your response.” 
 
    The two men nodded at each other, and then the elf led his party out of the tent.  
 
    Once outside, they all seemed to deflate a bit. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s going to agree unless we can get The Sapphire Eye Warriors to relocate,” Princess Zadori thought out loud. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that they’re not going to leave Smallguard.” Jin looked at her. “It’s this or nothing.” 
 
    The half-imp stepped up close to Azure and whispered, “I hope he decides quickly. It is not safe for me to stay here.” 
 
    Azure was suddenly reminded that Uden was wearing his own armor, and Nabar had seen it on their way in. No doubt, the sellswords would piece together that the half-imp had robbed them. 
 
    “I have a solution for this,” the elf broke in, having been eavesdropping. 
 
    “Oh?” Uden was all ears. 
 
    “Just go ahead of us to Dyasitet. We will be along shortly.” Jin gestured toward The Crystal Forest. “At worst, it should only take us a few more days to wrap up here. We will be fine without you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” The half-imp raised an eyebrow. “Sounds to me like you’re just trying to get rid of me.” 
 
    “It’s either that or you get murdered in the middle of the night by sellswords,” the elf said pointedly. “We can’t be around to protect you every waking hour of the day. Besides, this quest has already been rough on all of us. You’d be doing both yourself and us a favor. The sellswords have no beef with us.” He made a sweeping gesture to encompass the rest of their party. 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Princess Zadori looked from Jin to Uden. “Did something happen while I was away?” 
 
    The next several minutes were spent with the half-imp relaying his sob story in as low of a voice as he could manage. Princess Zadori chastised him for cheating at gambling, then gasped when she heard of what the sellswords had done to him. By the end of it all, she was on the same page as the elf, thinking it best that Uden should leave the encampment as soon as possible. 
 
    “He’s right.” Azure backed up Jin. “You’re not safe here, and that means we’re all in danger as long as you remain.” 
 
    The half-imp lowered his face, thinking for a moment. Then his head began to bob, and he inhaled a breath. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Let us walk with you for a few miles to make sure you’re not followed. I will have Small Owl go with you after that to ensure your safety until his range expires,” the elf offered. 
 
    Azure was surprised by Jin’s sudden generosity toward Uden. Normally, the elf would not have given two shits about what happened to the half-imp. 
 
    “Thank you.” Uden smiled at him. “That is very kind.” 
 
    “We have to take care of our own.” Jin clapped the half-imp on the shoulder, further confusing Azure. 
 
    “Are you guys…friends now?” He pointed from Jin to Uden. 
 
    “Not yet, but we’re getting there,” the elf said with a smile, looking at the half-imp as if they were sharing a secret. 
 
    “It looks like we must have missed something.” Rerdam smirked. 
 
    As Jin had said they would, the party led Uden away from the encampment, spending most of the day walking with him. Small Owl patrolled from the sky to make sure they weren’t being followed. Since none of the sellswords knew about the owl, they probably wouldn’t bother Stealthing themselves to hide from his aerial view.  
 
    Thankfully, no one did try to pursue them. Perhaps the news of the half-imp’s return hadn’t made it around the encampment yet. Or maybe the sellswords thought the group was leaving again, and they were getting paid too much to care. Whatever the circumstances, Azure was grateful that they didn’t have even more threats to deal with. Missing most of the armor that had given him boosts to Strength and Vitality, he felt a lot more vulnerable. It was not a pleasant thing to come back to when many of the sellswords had already been stronger than him even before he’d lost his gear. 
 
    About two miles out, they stopped and said their goodbyes, promising to meet up again at The Crystal Forest in front of Dyasitet’s tree whenever the quest was complete. A round of hugs was given, showing the friendships that had been built over their long travels. Even Jin embraced Uden, which was strange for all of them to witness. 
 
    As they finally parted ways, Azure couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever see the half-imp again. While he knew that his friend was a grown man, Uden was prone to getting himself into trouble. What would happen if someone wasn’t there to bail him out? Azure didn’t even want to think about it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 782 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure could hear an uproar at the encampment before they even reached the clearing where it was situated. The sound of raised voices made them all quicken their pace only to find that Pin Virgursk had called a meeting with the sellswords. They gathered around his tent, discussing the terms that The Sapphire Eye Warriors had provided them with. 
 
    “I need volunteers,” the businessman said, standing on a wooden box to look out over the crowd. “The mission will be dangerous, but you will be well-compensated for your efforts. Those who volunteer should be absolutely confident in their fighting abilities and able to follow directions. Right now, it is crucial to appease The Sapphire Eye Warriors. Any treachery will likely cause a battle that we are not prepared for.  
 
    “I would like all of you to stay here until after we have forged the deal. Afterward, those who have not volunteered may leave with their promised wages.” 
 
    A quest notification popped up, presumably for everyone who had heard the speech. 
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       	  Pin Virgursk is currently in negotiations with The Sapphire Eye Warriors for a peaceful resolution to acquiring the sapphires he seeks. He requires several strong fighters willing to test their strength and share their bodies without the promise of pleasure. Successful completion of this quest could lead to long-term employment. Do you have what it takes to complete the combat trials set by the strongest women in Sheidan?  
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     Azure was surprised to see that the quest was repeatable. The reward also seemed generous enough. No doubt, there should be some takers. As for Azure, he quietly declined. 
 
    Of course, Nabar and his crew of thugs were the first to step forward. For a moment, it seemed like Pin was going to accept their application for the job until he noticed the elf and his friends standing on the sidelines. 
 
    He coughed awkwardly before redirecting his attention to the sellsword. “Sorry. That was sent to you by mistake. I need you and your men to stay here and guard the encampment.” 
 
    “That was no mistake,” Rerdam grumbled under his breath, glaring at the business owner. 
 
    “Well,” Nabar placed a hand on his hip, “then ey hope you’ll compensate us equally. Seems not right ta let everyone else have a shot at this generous amount o’ coin.” He looked to his men, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    Pin’s jaw tensed. Displeasure was written all over his face as he glanced at Jin, then back at the sellsword. “I’m sure we can come to an amicable agreement.” Knowing better than to let the argument continue, he gazed past them and called to the rest of the onlookers, “Who else would like to volunteer?” 
 
    A few of the sellswords took the opportunity, including Rhehnun. Azure wasn’t sure he was the best choice because of his drinking, but he seemed like an honest enough man—definitely more pleasant to be around than most other sellswords. By the end of the meeting, five sellswords had stepped forward, which Azure thought should be more than enough to give Elohrel’s terms a try. 
 
    “Excellent,” the elf whispered, mirroring the sentiment of his group. 
 
    “Excellent,” Pin parroted, as if he had somehow heard Jin from further away than a hushed voice could carry. Clasping his hands together, the businessman turned to the elf. “You will carry word of the agreement to The Sapphire Eye Warriors. Then we shall try these terms out.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jin nodded. 
 
    All of them felt a wave of relief that the quest was almost over, but there was still a tightness in Azure’s chest that would not go away thinking about returning to Smallguard. The anger of losing his items hadn’t yet abated, but he knew he would do whatever his king commanded. Still, he could not help but voice his thoughts. 
 
    “I do not want to go back,” he admitted to the elf as the crowd began to disperse. 
 
    “I do not blame you.” Jin shook his head. “I do not want to go back either.” 
 
    “Then I shall go,” Princess Zadori offered. 
 
    Silence fell over the men as they looked at one another. 
 
    While none of them wanted to return to Smallguard, Jin knew that his duty lay in protecting the princess. For a moment, he thought about accompanying her on his own, but he still did not trust the sellswords. If they were followed and a skirmish broke out, he would need Rerdam and Azure to survive it, especially since the only weapon he’d been left with was his bow.  
 
    “We will all go,” he decided finally. “But we won’t leave until the morning. I do not want to get stuck spending the night in Smallguard again.” 
 
    It was unusual for the elf to not hurry them along. Azure couldn’t help but wonder what exactly had happened to him to make him hate Smallguard just as much as the rest of them. From what Azure had been able to tell, Jin had almost as much freedom as Princess Zadori when they had been inside the village. Whatever the case, none of them argued, unanimously agreeing that they should wait until the following morning.  
 
    Things seemed to go smoothly as they set up camp, though Nabar made sure to stop by and bother them after they were done. His two lackeys stood behind him like guards.  
 
    “Where’s your slimy little friend?” he asked Azure. 
 
    By that point, everyone was sitting around the fire in silence. Jin was feeding logs to it, the crackling of the disturbed embers filling the spaces between the voices of the sellswords talking at their own camps. 
 
    “We sent him ahead to Quickbreak,” the elf spoke for him. 
 
    For once, Azure was glad. Admittedly, he was more likely to have blurted out the truth, not taking into consideration that the sellswords might still be angry enough to go after Uden. Azure had no idea what the half-imp had stolen from them. From what he could tell, all their armor and weapons were the same as before. 
 
    Satisfied with the response, and not thinking that Jin had any reason to lie, Nabar moved on to his next curiosity. “Ey see ya made et back from Smallguard with all yer parts intact.” He waggled a finger between the men. 
 
    “It was not as bad as you made it seem,” the elf continued to spread falsehoods. 
 
    “How are their defenses?” 
 
    “Strong. And their warriors are even stronger. It would be suicide to go with the group you have now.” Jin looked past Nabar to the two men standing behind him. 
 
    “Mayhaps you’d be willing ta give me tha layout.” The sellsword grinned. 
 
    “I think not. As it was, we were not allowed to see much. Bags were placed over our heads as we entered. We were kept confined for our time there. The Sapphire Eye Warriors guard their secrets well.” 
 
    It always amazed Azure to hear the elf lie so confidently. He would make for a dangerous king when he finally revived his people. 
 
    Nabar huffed, gazing out into the distance for a moment. His snooping left unsatiated, he decided to leave.  
 
    They were all grateful for him to be gone. 
 
    “That man is a villain,” Princess Zadori muttered with contempt. “If Pin hires men like that, who knows who else he’d be willing to send.” 
 
    Her words echoed Azure’s fears. If the wrong guys ended up at Smallguard, the deal would be off.  
 
    “Maybe we should vet the ones that volunteered?” he suggested. 
 
    “No.” Jin shook his head.  
 
    Azure raised an eyebrow at him. “What if this falls through with this first round of men?” 
 
    “The Sapphire Eye Warriors are not incompetent of making this safe for them,” he assured his comrades. “They will kill anyone they deem to be a threat. You have to trust them.” 
 
    Azure could not care less about what happened to the Sapphire Eye Warriors either way. He just needed to make sure that his party completed this quest successfully. The last thing he wanted was for them to have to go through another round of negotiations. 
 
    “Promise me you will not wander off in the middle of the night again.” The elf turned his attention to the princess. 
 
    She hugged herself, her body bowing slightly. “I promise.” There was no conviction in her words.  
 
    “If you try to go on your own, it will only cause trouble for us,” he reiterated. 
 
    Not trusting her, Jin decided that Princess Zadori would not take a watch shift that night, which caused the two of them to argue. 
 
    Azure did his best to tune them out, figuring that it was none of his business.  
 
    Despite the ripple of anger that the discussion had caused, the princess eventually submitted to the elf’s will. It was clear that he wasn’t going to back down anyway. Even Rerdam would not come to Princess Zadori’s aid when she called for it, saying that it was best for them all to go to Smallguard together and that she should get some rest while there was time for it. 
 
    With nothing to craft and no traveling merchants wandering into the encampment, the evening was boring. Azure resorted to taking an early nap, which made his watch shift not so bad since he was pretty much able to get a full night’s sleep in.  
 
    When he awoke, he learned that Jin’s lie had paid off. The elf informed him that Nabar and his men had left for Quickbreak to go after Uden. Azure just hoped that his party would be gone before they returned. Otherwise, the sellswords might have a new target for their revenge. 
 
    As soon as the sun began to rise the following morning, Rerdam woke them all to head back to Smallguard. Thankfully, the princess had remained put during the night. She seemed to be in a constant sullen mood. Azure wondered if something traumatic had happened to her in Smallguard as well. Unfortunately, therapists weren’t a thing in The Realm. They could all probably do with some counseling. 
 
    After a meager breakfast of dried meat, Azure and his party packed up their camp and made a beeline for Smallguard, not bothering to Stealth themselves.  
 
    It was not long before they were accosted by a familiar face. Mumi stepped out of the forest with a more pleasant greeting than the first time they’d met and led them the rest of the way to the gates of the village. There, Rerdam and Azure elected to wait outside while Jin and Princess Zadori went in to deliver the news of the agreement to Elohrel.   
 
    Azure was pretty sure he’d slept with both of the guards manning the gate, which made him fall into silence for most of the time that they waited. The old knight seemed equally uncomfortable, though he tried his best to make small talk with Azure, wondering aloud about what might be waiting for them in The Deathlands. Azure didn’t even want to think that far ahead. His concerns lay with Uden, worrying if his friend would be able to make it back to The Crystal Forest on his own. 
 
    Over an hour passed, and Azure’s concerns shifted to the whereabouts of his remaining party members. 
 
    “Should it really be taking this long?” he asked Rerdam, silently praying that they wouldn’t need to enter Smallguard on a rescue mission. 
 
    Another hour passed before the princess and the elf finally emerged from the gate with Sesna in tow. The red-skinned woman wore a smile as she spoke about how she hoped the agreement would usher in an age of peace and prosperity for all involved.  
 
    A rush of relief swept through Azure that everything had gone well. Now, he could breathe again.  
 
    “All we have to do is report to Pin, and then we can head back to Dyasitet,” Jin said as he led them toward the encampment. 
 
    “That sure took a while.” Azure quickened his pace to walk beside the elf. 
 
    “Nothing in Smallguard goes smoothly or quickly,” Jin replied with a hint of disdain.  
 
    Azure didn’t bother pressing him for details. 
 
    When they returned to the encampment, the party once more went straight to Pin’s tent to deliver the news. He seemed pleased, and further relief ran through Azure as he realized that the quest was really finally over. For as difficult as it had been, they’d accomplished what they’d come to do. 
 
    Of course, the caveat was that he had failed the quest given to him by Pin. A notification popped up to tell him as much. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Peaceable Relocation has been failed. 
 
      
 
    Azure did not care. Leaving the encampment was reward enough for everything they’d gone through. The only quest he’d hated more than this one was the impossible 5,000 gold quest that King Algrenon had sent them on that had caused them to enter the Neverending Dungeon. While he didn’t have to battle moral dilemmas this time, being chained up and drugged for days on end had been boring, and losing most of his hard-earned coin and equipment had left a bad taste in his mouth. Not to mention the fact that danger lurked around every corner in human form, which was far more worrisome than any monster they could come across. 
 
    “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” he declared loudly as they prepared to leave the encampment. 
 
    “I could not agree with you more.” The elf barely gave the place a backward glance. 
 
    Thankfully, Nabar and his group had not yet returned, so that was one less obstacle they’d have to face. Perhaps their combined Luck was finally working in their favor. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    THE REALM – DAY 782 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their initial travels were a bit awkward. Princess Zadori had lost her bow and arrows to The Sapphire Eye Warriors, so Jin was the only person in their party capable of hunting. Having only been left with ten meals worth of rations apiece, the entire party relied on him to provide them with protein. 
 
    It wasn’t until they reached their first town that Azure was able to replace some of what had been taken from him. Unfortunately, the majority of village merchants only carried the most basic of items. Getting quality replacements wouldn’t happen until he either wandered across a traveling merchant or they visited one of the larger cities. Not having as much money to spend made it difficult to supplant his items, too. Azure ended up settling for a Hunting Bow and a Shell Dagger, which set him back 2 gold and 7 silver.  
 
      
 
    You have received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Hunting Bow 
  
      	  Attack: 10 
  Range: 50 
  Durability: 40/40 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 3.5 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shell Dagger 
  
      	  Attack: +3-24 
  Type: One-Handed Weapon 
  Durability: 30/30 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.6 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The handle of the dagger looked more like bone than shell. It was smooth and an apricot color with veins of white running through it.  
 
    To save money, Azure decided to make his own arrows, only purchasing enough to get him by until he had time to craft some. Though he hadn’t been able to hunt until they’d reached the first village, he had made it a point to gather the components he needed to make the arrows while they walked. 
 
      
 
    You have received the following item: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Steel Arrows with Quiver 
  
      	  Quantity: 10 
  Durability: 2/2 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.8 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Princess Zadori replaced her bow as well, and Jin bought two more daggers, which were a far cry from what he had wielded before, the blades long and straight with black handles and just the smallest silver rosettes shaped like a snowflake on each for decoration. He paid 10 gold for the set. Azure gawked at the price, but the elf explained that the daggers gave him a 15% resistance to cold.  
 
    Spending the vast majority of his free time either cooking or crafting arrows, Azure was able to level up both skills. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Cooking has reached Level 19. You have to eat to survive. Your mother would be so proud. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Woodworking has reached Level 5, 6, 7, 8. This skill allows you to turn the trees around you into powerful weapons and beautiful creations of carved art and furniture. Under your knife, every new-fallen tree has a new future. Woodworking Components now cost 10% less to purchase. 
 
      
 
    Having limited storage capacity with his Worn Leather Backpack, Azure sold all the pelts he collected and most of his surplus of uncooked meat. By the time they reached The Crystal Forest, he had recouped 28 gold, 6 silver, and 1 copper of the coin he had lost, just from meat and pelts alone. Of course, there was monster loot, too. And beyond that, skill levels to be gained from hunting and fighting. 
 
    Azure leveled up his Archery skill while taking down a wild boar. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Archery has reached Level 13. This skill allows you to use a bow and arrow to defeat enemies. Aim strong and true.  
 
      
 
    He finally got to test his new Analyze subskill whenever the first monster of the trip emerged from the forest. Channeling his Mana to activate the skill, Azure was able to see that the baleful bell had a full Health bar. As his party hacked and slashed away at it, the green bar began to decrease. When it was halfway down, it turned yellow, and when the monster had barely any Health left, it turned red. Upon the baleful bell’s death, the bar disappeared completely. 
 
    Azure felt like it was a monumentally useful skill. From now on, he’d know just how far away he was from felling an enemy. That would be particularly important when facing stronger foes. There was also a great sense of satisfaction in watching the monster’s life slowly tick away. 
 
    Most of what they encountered along the way were baleful bells and barbed bones, which made for predictable loot drops. Of Azure’s share, he received the following items: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Baleful Bell Sap 
  
      	  Quantity: 2 
  Item Class: Uncommon 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.0 kg 
  Uses: Cooking 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Bronze Collar 
  
      	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 16/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Bronze Collar 
  
      	  Defense: +6 
  Type: Heavy Armor 
  Durability: 6/20 
  Item Class: Common 
  Quality: Average 
  Weight: 0.1 kg 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    None of it was particularly useful to Azure, so he sold it all for 110 gold and 5 silver. 
 
    Foraging was scarce. During their travels, he was only able to acquire a handful of Alchemy Components.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  17 False Weed 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases HP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  9 Betty Leaf 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases SP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  8 Evergreen Frond 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component, temporarily increases MP by +10 if eaten 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have harvested: 
  1 Belle Zedoary 
  
       	  Uses: Alchemy component 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed as if all the merchants they came across were out of Alchemy Components, which made Azure panic a little that he couldn’t concoct his own potions. Stubbornly, he refused to buy more potions until he felt it was absolutely necessary. Still, despite not knowing the recipes they belonged to, Azure was reluctant to sell his components this time around. If they were heading to The Deathlands after this, it meant that whatever he was Foraging in Sheidan would probably be in short supply in the next country. Who knew when the Alchemy Components might come in handy? He did not want to be kicking himself later for selling them.  
 
    As his final and usual gain, Azure summoned Asshole for Princess Zadori to ride regularly, quickly increasing his Enchanting skill. Unfortunately, now that he was missing several of his stat-boosting items, the number of times he could cast the spell per day was reduced. Still, he was able to make sizeable gains in the skill.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! The skill: Enchanting has reached Level 40, 41 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.  
 
      
 
    None of them had spoken much about what had happened in Smallguard since they’d left the encampment. Rerdam and Azure had mostly returned to normal, but a rift seemed to have formed between Jin and the princess. She didn’t smile as much—didn’t look at the elf longingly anymore. Azure wondered what had happened between them, but it was not his place to ask. Perhaps Jin had been subjected to breeding too, and that had changed the way that Princess Zadori felt about him. Whatever the case, it was probably for the best that she was more focused on their objective and less on her feelings for the elf. Love was nothing but a distraction—one that could get you killed. 
 
    Finally, on the forty-second day, they reached The Crystal Forest. Nervousness welled up in Azure’s stomach as he worried about whether Uden had made it there all right, but before they had even reached the location, Small Owl flew to Jin to report that the half-imp was, in fact, waiting for them as he had said he would be. 
 
    Instant relief flowed through Azure. After having walked so far, the last thing he wanted to have to do was mount a search to find his friend. He wasn’t even sure the elf would have allowed it. 
 
    When they entered the clearing where the giant crystal tree stood, Uden was standing next to Dyasitet’s chrysalid with a smile on his face. Before the arrival of his party, Small Owl had circled the air above him a few times to get his attention, so he had known they were coming. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” the half-imp teased, walking up to embrace Azure. 
 
    “You’re lucky we only fell a day behind,” Jin said, standing next to him. “I honestly did not expect you to be here.” 
 
    “You mean you hoped that I wouldn’t be here.” Uden held up a finger to the elf. 
 
    Jin shrugged, but when he brought down the hood of his cloak, there was a smirk playing on his face. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it.” Rerdam clapped the half-imp on the shoulder with a smile. 
 
    “I am, too.” Princess Zadori offered her praise for their reunion. 
 
    “I was not about to miss out on my prize.” Uden spun to face the chrysalid. 
 
    “Yes. Let us not forget about that.” The elf turned his gaze toward the suspended chrysalid that was now pulsing with light, his eyes widening in amusement. 
 
    “Did you get to speak with her while we waited?” Azure asked. 
 
    “No.” Uden shook his head. “I guess she won’t appear unless the entire party is here.” 
 
    “Hm.” Azure wondered how that worked, though he didn’t get to ponder on it for long before Dyasitet’s vibrant arrival demanded all of his attention. 
 
    She smiled sweetly down at them, knowing of their accomplishments.  
 
    “You have done well,” the God of Life said before her smile began to fade, “though who knows how long this peace will last.” 
 
    “Men will be men,” Jin responded indifferently.  
 
    Azure couldn’t help but find it a bit insulting, as if the elf was accusing all men of being vile. Clearly, that was not the case, and after having returned from Smallguard, Azure now knew that women could be just as wicked. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: Sapphires Everywhere has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Pin Virgursk was only able to get half of what he wanted, but you were still able to complete your task. The Sapphire Eye Warriors will allow Hidden Gem Mining Company to buy their sapphires in exchange for coin and the continuation of the strong bloodlines that lie in Smallguard. Only the Gods know how long this peace will last. For your efforts, you are rewarded 900XP. 
 
      
 
    TRING! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now Level 31! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics (per level). 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 (per level).  
 
      
 
    “I see that you have lost much.” Dyasitet’s eyes shifted from one person to the next. “Though I cannot replace that which is missing, I can provide you with things that will help you along your journey.” The God’s gaze settled on the elf. “Jin Umewraek, wood elf of Kirset Forest, step forward,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Jin did as he was told. As soon as he was standing in front of Dyasitet, she outstretched her hands to him. Her palms began to glow, eventually becoming so bright that they all had to look away. 
 
    “The Elven blades taken from you were a precious symbol of your heritage. I would not have you enter The Deathlands without a reminder that yours is not the only one that matters.” 
 
    As the light faded and they were able to see again, Azure and his party could make out the shape and shine of two blades. They were each nearly two feet long, most of that thin and serrated. The top had the serrations near the point, forming a lightning design. Beneath, the blade extended halfway to the handle before transforming into jagged pointed teeth that jutted outward. A cross-guard that faced in the same direction as the flattened edge decorated the golden handle, designed with teeth of its own. Azure would not want to be on the business end of those weapons. Celtic designs were embossed in the gold of the handles. The daggers looked far more deadly than elegant, contrasting with the previous Elven daggers that Jin had carried. 
 
    “These are dwarven,” the elf noted as he took the daggers from Dyasitet, though there was no disappointment in his voice. 
 
    “They are the blades of King Bhardain Garnam, a famous High Dwarf that was the last line of peace between the elves and the dwarves before his son, Thalmyr, caused a rift between them. Buried by time, much like that peace, they were forgotten. Wield them as a reminder that all races were born with love for each other in their hearts before Luuq introduced betrayal into the world,” she told him before adding, “I would have given you an axe, but I know you’re not really into that.” The God winked at him. 
 
     “A most generous gift, my lady.” He bowed his head respectfully before stepping back. 
 
    “Sir Rerdam Richbrooke, Captain of the Royal Guard of the Kingdom of Noseon, step forward,” Dyasitet commanded. 
 
    The old knight took a long stride toward her, then bent the knee. 
 
    She smiled at the gesture. “You are noble and kind, and though I know your only true desire is to see Princess Zadori through this ordeal safely, all I can offer you is an implement to protect her. To you, I give Hu’zur’s Longsword. He was a virtuous knight such as yourself and served King Juhmeir Rhali justly during the time when Raetha was a budding kingdom.” 
 
    As the God spoke, light appeared in her hands again, disappearing to reveal the sword. It was spectacularly crafted of a silver-white metal that curved, flaring in the middle before tapering off toward the tip. The cross-guard was decorated with a flourish of intricate leaves and swirls. Azure thought it looked more fitting for the elf than the knight, but the elder man marveled at the weapon nonetheless, clearly grateful for the gift. 
 
    Rerdam lifted the sword from Dyasitet’s hands, giving it a few cursory swings before thanking her profusely and backing away. 
 
    “Ohh, me next! Me next!” Uden stepped forward to take his place. 
 
    Admittedly, seeing all these lavish gifts being bestowed upon his friends made Azure feel greedy as well, but he wasn’t about to go out of turn. 
 
    As if disappointed in him for rushing her, the God’s smile faded. The light around her took on the hue of a raincloud as she began speaking again. Even Dyasitet’s voice changed, warping into something lower and menacing. “For you, Uden Namud, my gift is a warning. Do not enter The Deathlands.” 
 
    “Seriously?” The half-imp quirked his head back. “That’s all you have for me? Where’s my awesome weapon?” He glanced back at his two friends, who were still admiring their new gifts like children at Christmas time.  
 
    “I promise you that this is the most valuable gift I could ever give you,” she said sternly. 
 
    “We might have to agree to disagree on this one.” Uden wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “Why can’t he go to The Deathlands?” Azure asked. 
 
    The God turned her gaze toward him, but her head never moved. “Uden is a darkly aligned creature. He will not be able to resist the pull of evil once he crosses into The Deathlands.” 
 
    “But I’m also half human, and I was able to learn light magic. That has to count for something,” Uden argued. “Perhaps if you teach me some life magic, I might be able to resist the pull of the dark side.” He tried to convince her. 
 
    Dyasitet’s eyes swiveled back to him. “Your blatant attempt to manipulate me into giving you spells is proof of the darkness within you. Do not be mistaken. Yes, I see the good in you. But trying to fight your true nature in a place where the darkness leeches the kindness out of the best of men would be as challenging as breaking a boulder using a feather as a tool.” 
 
    The half-imp frowned, his eyes falling away from the God. “Which is to say impossible.” 
 
    Dyasitet looked past him to Azure. “And for you, William Galvan, a gift of the mind.” 
 
    Hearing his Earth name was off-putting. Hearing that she had a gift of the mind for him filled Azure with dread. Finborh had told him that all would be revealed with time. If he accepted this gift, it would bring him one step closer to figuring out what had brought him to The Realm. While part of him was afraid to discover that he really was dead, Azure needed to know the truth. 
 
    Realizing that his time with the God was done, Uden slinked away to sulk. Azure felt bad for his friend as they passed. Now, the half-imp had worries of his own. What would he do if he wasn’t allowed to accompany them to The Deathlands? 
 
    “Do not be afraid.” Dyasitet tried to calm Azure’s nerves. “This will feel no different than the gift that Finborh gave you.” 
 
    She outstretched her hand, her finger poised to touch him. Azure knew what to do. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and stepped forward until the God’s fingertip connected with his forehead. Then, in an instant, everything around him disappeared. 
 
    This vision was not as intense as the one that Finborh had bestowed upon him. Blessedly, Will had the mental clarity to know it was a vision and not something he was reliving. When it began, he was sitting at a table, staring down at a piece of paper. Looking up, Will thought he recognized the lady sitting across from him. There was nothing remarkable about her, and something told him that she was less important than the document he was supposed to sign. 
 
    But when Will looked back down, the paper was blurry. Static assaulted his vision, tearing the space-time continuum to make the white paper turn into the ragged parchment he was used to seeing in The Realm.  
 
    Will squinted, struggling to read what it said. Most of the document was distorted. At the very top, though, switching from typeface to fancy calligraphy with the static in his head, he could make out the words ‘Consent’ and ‘The Realm.’ Then, just as quickly as it had come, the vision was gone, and he was left standing in front of Dyasitet. 
 
    His heart beat rapidly, but there was less panic than before. Unlike the last time, Azure hadn’t been completely sucked into this vision. He hadn’t forgotten who or where he was.  
 
    Azure squinted, trying to put together what the vision meant but came up empty-handed. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” He shook his head, gazing up at the God.  
 
    She wore a knowing smile. “You will.” Then her eyes moved past him to the princess. “And finally, a gift for you, Princess of Noseon. The gift you’ve all been waiting for.” 
 
    Azure was too distracted with figuring out the meaning of the vision to appreciate the scene that played out before him as Princess Zadori stepped forward to receive the Life Stone.  
 
    Dyasitet held out her hands again. The light appeared and faded, revealing a polished green stone the size of a golf ball with flecks of white glittering inside. Princess Zadori displayed the same wonder she had when she had received the Land Stone, taking the Life Stone delicately from the God.  
 
    Today, she was wearing a burgundy dress, the bust coming up to her clavicle. The princess tugged down the front of it, revealing a round indentation with a green ring around it right above her cleavage. She pushed the stone into the indentation, causing the ring to glow and rotate as her skin fused with the stone. Within a matter of seconds, the process was complete, the Life Stone having merged with its Keeper. 
 
    A moment later, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Quest: Earn the Life Stone has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Three quests you have completed for the God of Life. Not for the faint of heart, they were. Through your monumental efforts, you have earned the Life Stone. You are also rewarded 1,085 XP. 
 
      
 
     “Be careful entering The Deathlands,” Dyasitet warned. “No pure heart that enters ever comes out the same.” 
 
    With her parting words, she began to glow. They all knew it would be mere seconds before she disappeared, and shielded their eyes in preparation for it. 
 
    The excitement of the quest’s completion quickly wore off for Azure as he began puzzling over the meaning of his vision again. He was also worried about Uden, who seemed to be doing some contemplation of his own. 
 
    “What did you see this time?” Jin asked Azure, his voice a bit hurried. 
 
    Azure shook his head. “I can’t make sense of it. It was just a piece of paper with the words ‘Consent’ and ‘The Realm’ on it. I have no idea how it ties into the last vision I received from Finborh.” 
 
    “Hmm. That is odd.” The elf cocked his head to the side. 
 
    Azure sighed. “I suppose I’ll get another piece of the puzzle when we visit Luuq. I don’t see any point in dwelling on it now. Perhaps I’ll remember something later.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Jin nodded. “You’ll figure it out eventually.” He patted Azure on the back. 
 
    “You got some cool stuff, though.” Azure eyed the elf’s daggers with a twinge of jealousy. It was a bit annoying to only receive these visions as gifts when what he really wanted was better weapons, armor, or spells.  
 
    Unlike last time, though, Uden had been equally shafted. Maybe even more so.  
 
    Thinking the same thing, Azure and Jin walked up to him together. The half-imp was still wearing a deep frown, his eyes set on the ground. 
 
    “Well,” the elf sucked in a breath, “it looks like this is where our journey together ends.” 
 
    Uden immediately reanimated, tossing his head in Jin’s direction. “Oh, bullshit. Do you think I’m really going to listen to her?” He gestured in irritation at where Dyasitet had disappeared.  
 
    “The Gods know everything,” the elf reminded him. “If she said you shouldn’t come, then you shouldn’t come.” 
 
    “I did not come this far just to give up on my dreams. I almost died to get that stupid Life Stone.” The half-imp pointed at Princess Zadori’s chest. “That alone should prove that I am good enough to enter The Deathlands. I fought for good. I can fight the evil in The Deathlands.” 
 
    “Uden…” Azure hesitated. “You almost died because you cheated a bunch of sellswords. I know that overall, you’re not evil, but that’s still evil.” 
 
    “Oh, like you guys have never done anything bad!” he huffed. “The elf lies better than anyone I’ve ever met, and I watched you murder someone in cold blood, Azure. If we’re weighing evility on a scale, I’d say we’re all just about equal.” Uden crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    Jin’s head shot in Azure’s direction. “You what?” Just before Azure was about to explain, the elf pinched the bridge of his nose and continued. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. First off, evility is not a word.” He glanced at the half-imp. “And secondly, we don’t have a built-in corruption bomb inside of us that could explode at any moment.” The elf pointed from himself to Azure, then back again.  
 
    “I can handle this. I promise,” Uden insisted. 
 
    “No. You can’t.” Jin shook his head. “I am giving you the benefit of the doubt that you are capable of being good, of not betraying us outside of The Deathlands, but I am not going to ignore the words of a God. You heard her loud and clear,” he nodded toward where they had last seen Dyasitet. “If you enter The Deathlands, something bad will happen.” 
 
    The half-imp sighed, feeling the weight of being on the losing end of the argument. “Then what am I supposed to do? If I don’t help you guys collect all of the Stones of Blessing, then I won’t get my wish. Then all of this will have been pointless.” He threw his hands up.  
 
    The elf motioned for him to calm down. “Give me some time to think about this. I’m sure we can come up with something.” 
 
    But there was no easy solution.  
 
    Uden wanted to, at least, accompany the party to Luuq so that he could explain why he wasn’t allowed to quest with his friends, but Jin was against the idea of him even stepping foot in The Deathlands, claiming that the corruption of his heart would begin the moment he crossed the border. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” the elf said after an hour of thinking. “When we complete all the quests, in exchange for whatever gift Luuq would have given me, I will request that he include you in the reward for the Death Stone.” 
 
    “You would do that?” The half-imp narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “There’s nothing else I really need,” Jin told him. 
 
    For a moment, they all stood in silence. Azure was surprised by the elf’s generosity. He had already given up so much for those around him. 
 
    If it was an act, Uden wasn’t buying it. “No. I don’t trust that you would do that for me. We may not hate each other anymore, but I’m sure the last thing you want is for me to become a Grand Master Mage. If you truly believe that I am evil, then that would go against everything you stand for as a light-aligned creature.” 
 
    The elf sighed. “Have you not yet realized that I will do whatever it takes to get us all to the finish line?” 
 
    “No. You will do whatever it takes to get you to the finish line.” The half-imp poked a finger against Jin’s chest. “You and Princess Zadori. The rest of us are expendable to you, me most of all.” 
 
    “I thought we’d bonded back in Smallguard. How quickly you’ve lost your trust in me.” The elf scowled. 
 
    “This is the perfect opportunity for you to get rid of me, and you know it.” Uden’s voice rose an octave. 
 
    “Stop bickering, you two.” Rerdam pinched the bridge of his nose, inhaling a calming breath. “None of us think you should go into The Deathlands, Uden. King Jin is offering you the best solution that he can. I say take it.” 
 
    “And what if Luuq doesn’t grant your request? Then I still end up getting fucked!” The half-imp’s eyes widened. 
 
    “If Luuq doesn’t grant my request, then I promise that after I bring back my people, we will help you become a Grand Master Mage,” the elf told him, though there was equal frustration in his tone. 
 
    “You make a lot of promises for someone who has nothing to offer.” Uden crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I’m offering you the only things that I can,” Jin retorted. 
 
    “He will keep to his word. I will make sure of it,” Azure told the half-imp, only wanting peace. 
 
    This seemed to calm Uden somewhat.  
 
    “And what should I do while I wait for you to return? Just sit here and keep this bitch company.” He gestured to the crystal tree. 
 
    They all cowered from his words, and Azure half-expected the God of Life to reemerge and smite the half-imp down. 
 
    “Language!” Princess Zadori chastised him, casting a cautious glance at the chrysalids hanging from the tree. 
 
    “She can’t hear me. These stubborn Gods just jabber away and then slumber forever.” Uden took a few steps toward the tree, staring up at it with a look of contempt. 
 
    “Still. She gave you that warning for a reason. You should appreciate it and show some respect.” The elf jumped on board the chastise the half-imp bandwagon.   
 
    Ignoring their bickering, Azure suggested, “You could return to Noseon and find Lonnell. No doubt, these quests are going to take us a while. Perhaps you could work for The Adventurers Guild while we’re gone. Or maybe even seek out Ruthren and see if he has any black market spells to sell you.” 
 
    Jin gave him a disapproving look. “Are you really going to talk about black market spells here?”  
 
    “Well, she already knows he’s evil.” Azure shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not evil!” Uden stomped his foot. “Stop saying that!” 
 
    “You’re not evil.” Azure corrected himself. Clearly, it hurt his friend to be accused of such, and that did make Azure feel a bit guilty for allowing his inner monologue to slip out. Trying to take the sting away, he continued. “But anyway, you should just go enjoy yourself while we’re busy working to collect the stone. Pretend it’s a vacation.” 
 
    The half-imp sighed. “A vacation,” he parroted, still seeming bummed out about it. 
 
    “I wish I could have a vacation from all this.” Rerdam’s eyes took in everything around them. 
 
    “I’ll bring you back a souvenir from The Deathlands,” Princess Zadori offered. 
 
    “A souvenir from The Deathlands.” Uden’s glum demeanor finally broke, and he chuckled. “I wonder what that would be. Probably a severed head or something else grotesque.” 
 
    “It might be.” The princess forced a smile. 
 
    “Whatever the case, everything will work out in the end,” Jin told him. “We’ll make sure you don’t get screwed over.” 
 
    The half-imp hesitated. “It’s hard for me to believe that you guys would finish up with Luuq, then travel all the way back to Noseon to retrieve me.” 
 
    “That’s not a very efficient use of our time,” the elf agreed. “Perhaps you could purchase a Teleportation Prism in Noseon that could get you to Otreasan. We could meet you there.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Uden scratched his chin.  
 
    “Where’s Otreasan?” Azure asked.  
 
    “It’s the kingdom in Zashoucor,” Jin explained. 
 
    “And how would I know when to go to Otreasan and where to meet up with you?” the half-imp inquired. 
 
    “We could send a raven from Otreasan to Noseon. It would take a few days, but a few days of waiting is better than months of traveling across multiple countries. Once it arrives, we could arrange a date to meet you at one of the inns.” 
 
    “A Teleportation Prism to Otreasan would be very expensive.” Uden frowned. 
 
    “Well, that could give you something to work toward. A quest of your own.” Jin half-smiled. 
 
    “Or you could give me some coin to help me out.” The discontent slowly melted from the half-imp’s face as a mischievous expression began to take over. 
 
    Jin sighed. “You know we were all robbed recently.” 
 
    “I know. I was there.” Uden reminded him. 
 
    Azure didn’t feel like buying into the manipulation either. “You should be able to afford a Teleportation Prism after a few quests from The Adventurers Guild. Besides, who knows when we’ll need what coin we have. Some of these quests have been very expensive, and there’s no Adventurers Guild that we can go to to make a quick buck.” 
 
    “Well, there is,” the half-imp shifted his weight, “but you can’t go because you were kicked out.” 
 
    “You were kicked out of The Adventurers Guild?” Rerdam sounded appalled. 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you while we’re walking sometime.” Azure waved his concern away. “You get my point.” He eyed Uden. 
 
    The half-imp took in a deep breath and held it for a moment. Then he blew it out between pursed lips. “Fine. I guess there’s nothing else to argue about. I now have my quest, and you have yours.” 
 
    Relief swept over the group as Uden finally gave in. 
 
    “I’ll head back to Noseon, then start checking the aviary once a week,” he said. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” The elf nodded. “We’ll get all this done as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I know you will.” Uden gave a small smile. “You’re always rushing. To be honest, it will be nice to have a break from you. I can do things at my own pace for once.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, lad.” The old knight grinned. 
 
    “Until then, I shall miss your witty banter and inappropriate jokes.” Azure smiled as well, thinking about how strange it was going to be questing without the half-imp for a while. Maybe even a bit lonely.  
 
    Uden quirked his head back. “You’re not getting rid of me yet.” 
 
    “You’re not planning to walk us to the border, are you?” Jin interjected, his voice clearly moving toward disapproval. 
 
    “No. But I am going to stay here tonight. Since I’m not in a hurry, I might as well enjoy one more night of sleeping in a protected area before I set off again. Besides, I’ve admittedly been a bit lonely waiting for you guys here. I could use some company before I’m on my own again.” His words were genuine. 
 
    “I think we can afford to stay the night.” Azure looked to the elf for approval. 
 
    The last to smile, Jin finally gave in, a soft huff leaving his lips. “Yes. I think we can afford one night.” 
 
    And they did, spending the rest of their afternoon relaxing and bantering and just enjoying each other’s company. Even though Uden would be leaving them the next day, it was the first time that Azure really felt they were unified as a group. The elf had finally accepted the half-imp as a valuable member of their party—valuable enough that he would be willing to sacrifice for him as well—and that made Azure happy. Throughout their journey, they had become a family, in a sense. Azure altruistically hoped that nothing would ever truly break them apart. 
 
      
 
    The adventure continues in book nine. Coming soon... 
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  Languages: Common Tongue, Sprite, Goblin-Tongue, Elvish, Cheoksum, Ogre, Orc, Giant, Trollish, Common Gnome, Bugbear, Centaur, Knoll, Froglock, Kobold, Minotaur, Faun 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 End of Book Shit 
 
      
 
    Hey guys and gals, 
 
      
 
    Goodbye 2020 and good riddance! Man, this has been a tough year. 
 
    Not too much to report this time around. Writing this book made me a little nervous because of some of the more adult situations.  
 
    Tons of content ended up getting cut out, including multiple fight scenes and the entire original ending of the book. If you’re interested in what’s missing, you can check out the Cut Scenes book when it comes out on Patreon. 
 
    I’m greatly looking forward to taking Azure’s party into The Deathlands. Without giving too much away, it’s going to be a big reveal book. The Deathlands is a nasty place, so you can expect all the characters to be put into uncomfortable situations where they’ll have to make some difficult decisions. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed God of Life and that your 2021 has started off better than last year. We could all use a break from the bad. 
 
      
 
    Much love, 
 
    Phoenix Grey 
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